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Chapter 1
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Vendémiaire, Seventh Day
The barge comes out of the dim west.
Not the setting sun, or the sunset; the sun went down below the Folded Hills well to the northwest an hour ago, and as much height as the ridge has is not enough to make the sunset seen. It looks like the barge is climbing, for all that the last six kilometres of the canal are as slack and still as all the rest of it.
Slack and still, but conducted away from the ridge top, without falling, toward a higher rise of land.
The water is black and dim and chuckling before the water-gates open, spilling light. White and yellow and bright, the docking markers splash colour down the water and across the barge-crew’s chanting. Too slow now for dancing; the last curve in the pool and the soft thump into the sheer-bank mark the close of a long day.
Most of the cargo is somewhere between wood and grass, shaft-plant stems like node-less bamboo culms two-and-a-half metres long and bundled by the hundred. The Creek tradition of delicate tapered javelin shafts done in slow-dried springy hardwoods does not answer the needs of a Line battalion.
Even critter teams get their javelins back, nearly all the time.
Those who sent the barge’s single passenger similarly do not expect them to return. They would be pleased, quite entirely pleased, were that to happen but they are practical people and do not expect it.
Eugenia was a student of sorcery until almost a year ago.
‘Student’, strictly; Eugenia’s teacher does not hold with describing student sorcerers as apprentices. They can scarcely bring themself to utter the old word leornere in its inescapable legal contexts. Eugenia’s teacher chose to be called Order, and insists on the sense of opposing chaos, strictly and solely.
In such a context, Eugenia is yet a student of sorcery. Success or death are the two ways to finish the long ritual of becoming an independent, and Eugenia will not achieve success: some of Eugenia’s brain burned, and took all Eugenia’s talent into ash.
That those portions become ash were extracted without killing Eugenia is an advance of medical art, little tested for sake of little need. Actual history out of the Bad Old Days arrives by fragments bearing freights of doubt, yet deliberately burning out the talent of a defeated minor sorcerer remains entirely well-attested. There are few causes of the happening in the Commonweal.
In the Bad Old Days, it would take the former sorcerer perhaps as much as a month to die. Ash sloshing in among live brain tissue comes not to healthful ends, though those ends come not altogether swiftly.
Eugenia might not die this year. Eugenia might have a fatal stroke in the narrow time between the barge’s mooring lines thumping to the long section of rough-textured sheer-bank top and needing to get up and walk. Eugenia almost certainly shall, eventually, hit their head and shatter their damaged skull.
Goodwill and care could not make Eugenia’s lifespan certain; all there was barely sufficed to remove the certainty of immediate ugly death. The extraction scars are scarcely visible among what else happened to Eugenia’s scalp as the Power passed from control.
Eugenia is as well as they expect to become, and wants to do something useful.
Eugenia is eighteen months — seventeen months and twenty-nine days, twenty-eight days tomorrow — from their own requirement to return to the Shape of Peace and be examined for the status of independent sorcerer. Their own-work project, on controlling the diffusion rates of additives to tool steels, was accepted six months ago in Eugenia’s absence. Eugenia was planning their metaphysical transition when the Fight Below the Edge happened, and Order and Order’s students went to help with the First Valley armoury.
Now Eugenia is here, with the people who wrote the instructions Eugenia was trying to follow when their brain caught fire.
It’s officially a, and for now the, larhaus of the Line-gesith, though most people say ‘the Creek Armoury’. Eugenia hasn’t yet heard the Line artillerists say ‘the Foundry’ as though there could never be another one in the Commonweal, or the world.
Eugenia knows Order does not approve of the idea of a larhaus. That while Order’s formal argument relates to land tenure and agriculture and the inappropriateness of a gesith having the one without the other, Order’s true fear is about any social organization of sorcerers.
It wasn’t supposed to be some cyclopean fastness rising against the horizon. It wasn’t supposed to have black gates out of some fragment of history containing the utility of fortresses. Eugenia was expecting sparse and minimal, to make the cost of accident as small as could be arranged.
It looks more impossible than expensive, fifty kilometres of river-barge canal ending in square kilometres of dull black ramparts atop cliffs too steep and too smooth to be natural.
There are places with geography like that back in the sundered Commonweal, and it ate the resources of kingdoms for centuries to make it in the Bad Old Days.
Eugenia is certain they would have heard if all this had been there all along. And it is easy to note all the doors and steps are the right height for Creeks and nothing, absolutely nothing, looks the least bit worn. The barge’s heavy mooring cables show age, Eugenia’s got a muzzy sense that those are about half done their time of service, but the bollards the cables loop over could have been cast yesterday.
The floor is warm, when Eugenia’s shown to a room. There’s an extra pillow and a padded neck brace.
After two days on a waggon and a long day on a barge, after a troubled month of doubt attending on a dragging year of convalescence, there is a deep and welcome silence.


Chapter 2
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Vendémiaire, Eighth Day
Eugenia discovers that the floor is still warm, that the privy seat is too high, that the bathing room is immense, that the grab bar in the shower is not for show, and that they are not late to the second sitting of breakfast, before having a single coherent thought.
Their first coherent thought is coffee. It’s not the strongest smell in the dinning room but it’s there like a single bar of sunlight in darkness.
Eugenia’s second thought is coffee isn’t healthy for Creeks, and their third is there’s a sign.
The sign on the lid of the carafe says ‘Eugenia — this is safe’ in letters so neat Eugenia isn’t sure they weren’t printed with a press.
It’s not a large carafe. It’s next to a row of four fifty-litre tea urns, all of which have signs saying it’s wood-lettuce root tea and lethally unsafe for non-Creeks.
Eugenia had known that. Order had gone over it three times, and just what kind of cumulative neurotoxin wood-lettuce root is to anyone belonging to the Regular clade. Order hadn’t mentioned the smell, which fails to tempt.
Eugenia still doesn’t know what lettuce root tea looks like, and pouring any in curiosity will waste it and cause alarm, Eugenia’s awake enough to feel the watching eyes.
To think, at least, that they feel watching eyes. Once it would have been a certainty.
Coffee, coffee with cow-cream and honey to go with some glazed buns and soft sheep’s cheese and a thick slice of an enormous boiled egg with a dipper of warm mustard sauce over it and Eugenia feels as though there may be hope left in the world.
If there is hope left in the world, the Creek who comes up to Eugenia while they’re looking around for where to put their dishes has internalized some of it.
Quite a lot of it, Eugenia thinks. It’s a quantity of good cheer for just after breakfast.
“I’m sure you’re Eugenia, but I might be wrong?”
The person isn’t wrong, and Eugenia wonders later just how much quicker things could have gone if they’d been picked up by a material whirlwind.
The cheerful person asserts “Call me Tiggy,” and explains with slightly abashed cheer that even their grandmother did, no one can say ‘Antigone’ with a straight face. The dishes go where they ought, Tiggy ascertains that Eugenia doesn’t need anything from their baggage, and then they’re out and up some stairs and left and more stairs before they’re headed down a hallway. Eugenia is managing to keep up. Not being angry that Tiggy’s carefully going only as fast as Eugenia can manage is more work than the keeping up. Eugenia manages by not thinking about anything too much, not even the oddly absolute contrast between the black stone floor and the white plaster of the upper half of the wall. Eugenia can’t tell what the lower wall is, besides grey, but expects it’s something durable.
The entire edifice — Eugenia cannot make hall or building or even structure apply — gives a disconcerting impression of durability.
Every door is below a skylight in the corridor ceiling, but each skylight has only one door to one side or the other while the skylights go straight down the middle of the ceiling. The doors go left-right-left-right-left and Tiggy opens that one.
The room has windows and a lot of space and people.
Eugenia recognizes none of the people. Most of them are Creeks and they’re all standing; this side of the room is empty of furniture. The distant side has two long narrow tables and a shorter one, crossing but not in contact, to make a broken U-shape. Many sorts of meetings use tables set up like that; Eugenia has sat quietly in a place down one long arm when Order was asked for help or advice.
Three judges, with hats but not mantled; someone in a formal fylstan collar, and an independent who looks scarcely adult. Order disapproved of independents maintaining a youthful appearance. The independent looks regular-sized next to the person next to them, but when Tiggy walks past to stand with a block of fellow Creeks, the independent is Creek-sized.
Eugenia has hold of a shred of composure. They’re blinking, too uncertain to guess whom they might bow toward.
“I am called Doucelin.” The fylstan has taken three steps forward. The independent is shaking their head, once and twice and sorrowfully, or maybe — Eugenia isn’t sure about their intent. Tiggy’s cheer seemed familiar enough, but it’s a mistake and the word mistake echoes in Eugenia’s mind, rather than completing the truism. Accurate understanding of the body language of another ilk of folk takes long thoughtful practice.
Eugenia isn’t sure how they find themself in a chair. There’s an infuriating footrest at the correct height, perhaps less infuriating for noticing a stack of footrests in a comprehensive range of sizes against the wall behind the short table.
The fylstan’s still standing, neatly between the long tables; everyone else has sat down along the outsides of the tables. Tiggy’s sitting next to Eugenia, and left of Eugenia is the short table with the three judges and a clerk. There’s the glitter of a double pin in the collar of the clerk’s half-gown and Eugenia thinks clerk-actuary? in a kind of slow astonishment.
“I am the Galdor-gesith’s fylstan,” gets said directly to Eugenia, from the careful distance that does not require Eugenia to change their angle of view too much. “So in law you are here in my keeping.”
Eugenia meant to nod or bow before half a thought forms words. “I might have expected a junior clerk.”
“We expected,” the fylstan says, “someone less injured than we observe you to be.”
“I am more fragile than injured.” ‘My skull’s mostly scars,’ almost gets said. Eugenia has not yet formed an opinion as to whether or not they’re avoiding mirrors. They haven’t been out of a hospital bed for so long it seems they should have formed any such opinion.
“You’ve got strong unstructured circulation.” Tiggy’s cheer goes into abeyance. “The correspondence described you as having lost your Talent.” Eugenia realizes Tiggy sat next to them, and manages to look up and sideways enough to form the firm opinion that Tiggy’s expression has gone sad. “If you’re near forming shot like this, there’s going to be an event.”
“Not accident?” Eugenia thinks this voice could be too deep; too much like drowning. It’s the large person beside the independent behind the other table.
Tiggy’s cheer returns. “If you can predict it, it’s an event.” The large man nods and somewhere down from Tiggy along this table someone says “Bright light and expense.”
“I want to be useful.” Eugenia cannot direct their will to any one end and feels they must, to be understood. They’re looking directly at the fylstan, who does not move or speak.
“The fylstan’s duty of care begins with avoiding harm.” One of the judges. Eugenia doesn’t turn their head in time to see which one.
“I’m dead.” Eugenia can’t make either of their hands let go of the other one, can’t make themself explain.
“You cannot now pass the Shape.” It’s the independent, whose voice seems only kind. Those being examined for independents must exercise the Power.
“Can’t pass the Shape, can’t hit my head, can’t bump my head, can’t — ” Eugenia can feel tears starting and not stop them, nor keep their voice level when Order would praise their self-control, before — “do anything useful.”
“As a matter of record,” another judge says, “what happened?”
“Eugenia was a participant in a multi-person attempt to replicate the construction of flash for pointy sticks.” The fylstan isn’t consulting anything written. “The attempt was undertaken by all but one of the Independent Order’s current class of students, and of those participating only Eugenia survives.”
No one particularly reacts, not even the judge who asked. As a bare summary of facts, everyone here knows what happened.
“Eugenia’s survival lacks precedent.” Doucelin’s voice remains entirely dispassionate. “What was understood by correspondence to be a case of talent extinction is observed to be more complex.”
“Has this ceased to be a formality?” The third judge.
“It may be a question of what is safe for Eugenia to do.” The fylstan makes some sort of rhetorical motion, which the judges are not pleased to see. Eugenia concentrates on not shouting.
“I haven’t survived.” The fylstan and the judges must understand this. Eugenia does their entire best at maintaining a reasoned tone and formal composure. “I am trying to do one worthy thing before I die.” Eugenia is emphatic enough to get the attention of at least the two nearer judges and the fylstan, Eugenia can’t see the third judge if they don’t turn their head. “Safe hardly matters when I cannot pass the Shape.”
Only by being examined by the Shape of Peace may anyone be released from the ritual of becoming an independent. The ritual was designed with ancient skill to be inescapable. You may die of being examined, but those who do not return for examination in their allotted time shall surely die.
“We must be concerned for more than consequences to your person,” the middle judge says. Their tone is apologetic, and even dizzy with hopelessness Eugenia cannot hear a rebuke.
The far judge turns toward the other long table. Eugenia can’t see their face but can see the changed angle on their hat. “What is possible?”
“As a matter of art?” The independent’s tone is not approving.
All three judges nod.
“As a technical matter,” the independent’s voice takes on an inhuman compassion, “I could put Eugenia through a complete metaphysical transition while restoring their previous talent. I could give them another talent flavour, or a considerable degree of talent, or do all of those together.”
The fylstan flinches, just a little, and some beleaguered remnant of Eugenia’s fragmentary memory of their sorcerous education thinks that’s impossible. Stones may speak or the dead earth rise or the shadow of a thought endure immutable for a hundred thousand years, but all those things the independent has named are impossible.
“The Law does not permit these things. It might permit me to re-integrate Eugenia’s metaphysical part, perhaps to ensure their brain can replace lost tissue and remove the increased risk of hemorrhagic stroke.” As the independent stops speaking, their youthful face and youthful eyes move a little closer to the impression of an entirely canny Creek person in their first adult strength.
“If you’d been there?” Eugenia says, some strength in their voice. Habits of politeness and a woozy surfeit of doubt keep Eugenia from expressing anything about impossibility.
“I’d have insisted you not try an external working. The wreaking shops have had too many examples of how a practitioner can internally manipulate the Power, or externally, but never both. The approaches cannot safely mix.”
“But you could have … ” Eugenia cannot keep from hoping in a moment where they hate themself for the folly and the weakness.
“As an immediate trauma response, when all your chances were there to restore? I could have set you entire.” Somehow, the independent says this as a mere fact.
“There are costs to honest sorcerers,” the fylstan says to a point high up on the wall opposite.
“Everyone or no-one.” One of the judges says it in tones of ritual.
“Only condition of such hurt in five centuries. We may never have another,” the independent says. Their voice is an implacable thing inconsistent with their appearance of youth.
“If there has only been one, we don’t know Eugenia’s condition will be lethal.” The same judge.
“Eight doctors, the Independent Order, and the Independent Mallow all say them so.” Tiggy’s cheer dims a little but does not depart. “Have to substitute judgement for statistics when there’s only the one example.”
“Is this the suicide rule?” Eugenia’s voice has thickened, not too much to understand. There are things where the law’s standard of consent is the same as that for choosing to die.
All three judges nod.
“Strokes aside, brain or bone-rot aside, I got repeated explanations that I could neither wear a helmet nor hit my head on anything, ever. Told the scars were stronger than the remaining bone some places.” Eugenia’s best deep breath takes five tries. They were self-controlled enough that Order praised them for it when they had all their brain. Meeting politeness familiar with head wounds doesn’t make it better or easier now.
“Plenty of statistics about how often people hit their head.” Eugenia doesn’t try to say this without bitterness. This one thing means they don’t have much odds of doing the work they meant to do, the work they didn’t want, but at least it would be one thing saved from ruin.
“Grant that your circumstances are sufficiently dire.” Another judge. “Grant that the Independent Rose is not known for over-hopeful claims. It is still a question of altering your mind.”
“Have you ever been badly injured?” Eugenia knows they must sound strange, because they’re almost entirely detached from sensation. They can’t feel the chair. They might just faint and fall and hit their head and die, and Eugenia cannot manage to care in any way at all.
“No.” The judge’s voice gets a lot of concern into a single syllable. Eugenia doesn’t hear it. Their fragmentary erratic memory has connected ‘the Independent Rose’ to various facts. Eugenia starts, and twitches, gripping the table. The fylstan flinches, just a little; Tiggy’s turned blurring-fast and stopped with their hands only just not on Eugenia. Eugenia’s slumped a little, but is not falling to either side.
Even in the Commonweal, even after three-and-a-half centuries of what has certainly been the Settled Peace, Order is afraid of the Independent Halt. People give careful reasons why Rose is the least of Halt’s students; Eugenia saw the Lower Third Valley of the Folded Hills before and after. It lends credence to impossibilities.
It takes Eugenia three, four, five, six careful breaths to gather themself, to make themself look up and across at the kind young face, to speak in a clear adult voice. “If you can re-integrate my metaphysical part — ” and Eugenia can’t keep talking because their voice is too thick with tears.
“You would be as I made you.” Rose’s voice replaces all its cheer with gentleness. “The law would not permit this.” Rose’s gentleness admits of sorrow. “The law should not permit this.”
“You could.” Eugenia’s whisper has at least one judge leaning forward because there is no material sound, and the judge cannot hear the words Eugenia’s visibly saying.
“I may do as the law permits me,” Rose says. “There is here no escape from precedent in limits of art.”
The near judge looks stern, across to the other long table. Rose in one moment looks entirely implacable. Eugenia thinks that’s impossible, too, in a chain of thoughts that begins with Order’s expression of sternness and winds up at great individual Power. Eugenia’s talent is gone, they can’t feel anything, but … 
“Who is the Null?” Eugenia is making faces of remorse and contrition even before they say Null. There cannot be any sort of hearing before judges with a considerable talent present, not without a Null. Eugenia has just implied everyone here is culpably incompetent.
“The Creek ilk,” says one of the two judges who are not Creeks, “is not of its nature subject to the wishes of sorcerers.” There’s a composed gesture. “As we are now in the Second Commonweal, operating by the authority of that Parliament and the auspices of the Second Shape of Peace, a judicial panel exists within the penumbra of the Shape rather than that of any present sorcerer unwilling to rebel against the Peace.” The judge’s face is not, for a definite span of time, entirely the dispassionate mask expected of judges. “I was a witness to the active test.”
“Active test?” Eugenia’s voice is as beset with emotion as the rest of Eugenia; horror at the possibility of someone mighty actively present at a judicial proceeding, embarrassment that they did not know the Second Shape of Peace works differently, and a certain affront that someone has been told to control a judge’s mind. Even if Parliament was sure it wouldn’t work, and if they were sure there would not have been a test.
“In the first year of the Second Commonweal,” Doucelin says to Eugenia, “an independent was requested by Parliamentary directive to attempt by overt means and subtle to influence any judge seated among a panel of volunteers.”
Eugenia nods out of reflex.
“While my colleague — ” the intonation makes it clear that this was not one of the witnessing judge’s present colleagues — “would answer ‘a chicken’ to ‘what are you?’ that whole day, and while another colleague did not write the words they believed they wrote, both events were in all respects apparent to the Shape.”
“My ilk of folk,” Doucelin the fylstan says, “was constructed to be controlled by indirect means. I am not subject to direct control absent reconstruction.”
Tiggy is handing Eugenia a glass of water. There isn’t any nearby, Eugenia doesn’t know where it came from and the glass is a two-hand grip in Eugenia’s present state. The kindness and the moment of coolth, swallowing, both help.
“Thank you,” Eugenia says. They set the glass down and have no idea what to say. “What can be done?”
The Creek judge tips a hand, not to Doucelin, but to the Independent Rose.
The room has a four-metre ceiling. Between the long tables has just enough clear space for the width and length of the four-metre cube of light that forms, filled with a ghostly schematic of Eugenia’s head. White bands coil through the image of Eugenia’s brain. The head shrinks and shrinks and shrinks until it is life size; the schematic still fills the cube and takes on colours and patterns and fractal shapes that are rotating.
“Nothing in there should be rotating,” Rose says. “If I just put brain tissue back and let it integrate physically, the metaphysical part’s likely to burn it out again trying to reconnect.” Pink-red lights blink in the volume, not all of them inside the schematic of Eugenia’s skull. “The best approach in terms of Eugenia’s exercise of choice is to back-convolve the metaphysical part to the least-implausible intact state and reconstruct the physical brain to best connect. They’d go back to Order and maybe pass the Shape.”
“You’d be creating a sophont mind.” The far judge, in the certain voice of judgements.
“Which would not be permissible. Next best is to impose cohesion on Eugenia’s present state. The imposition can be constrained to the minimum alteration to keep Eugenia able to experience their ancestral lifespan, or the minimum alteration necessary to some other objective.
“That can be a lot of change.” Rose is looking only at Eugenia, speaking only to Eugenia.
“If I can’t be an independent, I can be useful.” Eugenia’s weeping, but they’re all there in themself to speak.
“It’s a solid argument,” the third judge says. “Eugenia is still in strict law a sorcery student, and it certainly serves the general prosperity if their long course of study returns benefit to the Commonweal as a whole, which the work proposed for them would do. Yet to be able to do the work requires setting a precedent straddling a line created with the Commonweal concerning what degree of sorcerous alteration it is permissible to undertake.” The judge squares their shoulders. “Such a precedent may exceed what is required when we cannot expect Eugenia to survive the independent ritual.”
At least they’ve noticed I’m dead, passes through Eugenia’s mind with no effect on their slow weeping’s slow winding down. An awareness of being dead no longer increases Eugenia’s frustration.
“There’s that Cousin,” Rose says.
The Cousin in question is a considerable talent, about thirty years of age, and they have, somehow, survived a flesh-lace infection for, as well as anyone can guess, something like fifteen years. Five months would be astonishing; their infected leg unwraps to almost ten discontinuous square metres. The Cousin’s rigid belief that intricate turpentine-soaked wrappings will keep the infection in check permits their talent to almost suppress it, but only almost. Almost and a life spent in pain is not enough to keep their talent from killing them in time; it’s all raw talent, and not any sort of skill beyond the belief in bandaging. And if not their talent, the flesh-lace; flesh-lace was made to entangle metaphysically and subtly as well as to have its peculiar physical consequences, and it was most certainly made to prove lethal.
Out of all the displaced Cousins come up from Below the Edge and petitioning for citizenship, there are five set outside of time while preparations are made or the question of what is permissible is resolved. This Cousin is one of them, and what the law might permit is entirely unsettled.
The second judge says “Where do you stop altering Eugenia?”
“Depends on the technique,” Rose says. “Replacing absent brain tissue doesn’t require cognitive integration, the processes of life will do that over time. It does require doing something about the damage to Eugenia’s metaphysical part. Integrating their metaphysical part requires an alteration to their understanding of self. Choice applies to such alteration.”
“And Eugenia can’t choose because Eugenia can’t perceive the mechanisms.”
Rose nods. “Eugenia has no consistent present access to their learning. So even were the court to permit me to give Eugenia the knowledge directly — ” and all three judges’ shoulders rise as their faces scrunch.
“No consistent present access,” Doucelin the fylstan says in tones that make all of Tiggy’s wreaking team smile.
“If you cannot permit me to live,” Eugenia says, “permit me to be useful.” It does not come out as clear as Eugenia wanted it to, but everyone can understand.
“Useful to the Commonweal?” The second judge’s complete lack of voice tone makes the strength of their negative opinion clear.
Eugenia knows how to answer this. “Useful to the project.”
The judges all flinch.
“It has to be specific,” Eugenia says. “Best and useful have to have context. I can’t do anything like this, I’m just going to die.” Their frustration has left Eugenia certain they’re going to die soon. That might have been the first strong emotion they’ve felt in a year, a stronger emotion than they thought they could feel, and their head throbs with it. It feels like what’s left of their brain nearly broke.
Maybe it was the coffee, Eugenia thinks, and almost giggles. Coffee doesn’t grow in the entirely temperate Second Commonweal and there hasn’t been any in years.
“The constraint can prefer the most generally capable Eugenia,” Rose says to the judges.
“With the least necessary addition,” the third judge says. “Since there is not a present sufficiency of parts.”
“Least addition for a robust general capability within the convex hull of Eugenia’s present potential capability,” Rose says. “Strictly least is likely to be unfortunate.”
“Can you do that without making a mind?” The second judge.
“I can do that without knowing what mind will result.” Rose smiles another gentle smile. “Metaphysical integration requires a new mind by the philosophical necessities of the case.”
“There is a strong analogy with children,” the large Creek beside Rose says in their remarkable voice, delicacy of enunciation balanced against rough and wild aspects of depth and tone.
The third judge says “Sophistry,” grins toward the speaker, and nods. “There is.”
Independent sorcerers are permitted to create offspring, provided those offspring develop and grow subject to environment and chance as a biologically produced child would, rather than springing full-blown from the sorcerer’s desires.
“The philosophical necessities of the case — ” the second judge says and stops. “Eugenia’s survival and health and ability to undertake meaningful work are important things, yet not greater than the Peace.”
“What harms the Peace?” Rose says, and all Eugenia can do is shake and clutch the table edge. Eugenia wants to live, hopes to live, and the only way Eugenia will live, if they live, is by the skill and kindness of this person who should not even exist.
Eugenia has met Wheel, and Crow, and Rust. Been Order’s student, and corresponded with Crane and Block, whose exercise of the Power might have sufficed a preeminent in the Bad Old Days.
It might be their own shattered metaphysical senses being wrenched by some undercurrent of will in the room, it might be some change in the pressure of the air, Eugenia simply does not know, but they cannot escape a belief that Rose accepts the Peace and the Law solely out of choice.
That whatever Rose is, or is a part of, the Shape could not compel it to submit.
I should think ‘them’, wanders through Eugenia’s mind.
“The Peace begins in an absence of personal authority and the certainty of deriving the principal benefit from your work,” the first judge says. “The student answer, absent various complexities and the examples of the ills arising from the rule of sorcerers.”
“Eugenia has been badly injured attempting to serve the Commonweal,” Rose says. “In a matter of pressing need against which we can set few people of sufficient skill. I have the ability to reduce the general cost. The result is a Eugenia less constrained by their injury.”
“The result is some new Eugenia,” the first judge says.
“Just living does that,” Rose says. “Continuity of subjective experience is absolutely required if Eugenia is to retain their metaphysical memory without a resumption of talent. They will be changed, but surviving any severe injury does that, we need not even invoke a loss of brain tissue as there has been. The question can be seen as how much of Eugenia the law permits to survive.”
“It can’t be all?” Tiggy asks, more abashed than usual.
Three judges, Doucelin the fylstan, and Rose shake their heads.
Rose’s head turns to look at Tiggy. “Not from the dead dry dust,” Rose says, quoting an old judgement about creating a sophont mind directly with the Power. “The disjunction is too great. Such an Eugenia could believe they had subjective continuity of experience, but it would be what I created for them.”
Tiggy nods, reluctantly, but nods.
“Do you really believe in the utility of the law?” It’s the third judge.
“Ask me when I’ve let my sister die,” Rose says with an entirely inhuman calm.
The third judge makes a wiping motion, flexes their hands, and adjusts their hat.
“Can you provide a precise description of what you propose?” Doucelin, gaze switching between Rose and the judges.
Rose nods, and starts writing.
Tiggy gets up, pushes their chair in. So does the next person past Tiggy. Tiggy motions toward Eugenia; Eugenia, concentrating on their breathing, does not notice.
“Eugenia.” Doucelin’s tones are formally gentle. “There will be some time spent on specification. If you should wish to compose yourself, you may go elsewhere.”
“You might be going into shock,” Tiggy says.
Eugenia finds themself headed out of the room, and going carefully around a bend in the hallway. It’s a much smaller room than the main refectory. No footrests for the chairs, but there’s a deep window nook with high-backed seats, seats and backs both padded, and Eugenia can curl into one of the seat corners securely. It probably isn’t meant to be a large blanket, but it’s twice what Eugenia needs to wrap around themself.
“I’m called Mel,” the other person says, and then “probably shouldn’t feed you more coffee.”
Eugenia says “Probably not,” in a small voice. Eugenia’s certain their frustration was enough.
Mel twirls and removes a ringing spoon before handing Eugenia a warm mug. Just as Eugenia starts to take the mug, Mel says “Cow?” as a sudden interrogative and Eugenia nods. Cow’s milk is fine. Sheep’s milk is fine. Goat, well, it depends on the goats.
It’s warm milk with honey. Eugenia watched Mel take the pitcher of milk out of the cooler, saw condensation bead on the glass, saw the mug taken down from a shelf where it was just like the other mugs. Nothing visible happened, Mel didn’t say anything and while a food-heating charm that works by stirring isn’t implausible, one without specific words or defining gestures and so similar to a common action would be … rash.
‘Rash’ was one of the worst words in Order’s lexicon, just barely behind ‘thoughtless’.
Eugenia says “Thank you,” notes that Mel has dropped the spoon in the sink and come back, and says “The charm isn’t in the spoon?” and Mel smiles and Tiggy grins. Tiggy’s picked up chairs for them and Mel, a single swooping motion with each hand.
“To heat milk?” Mel’s head twists rightwards and back only, rather than a full shake. “Not our style of wreaking.”
Eugenia takes several sips of the milk. It helps, the warmth or the sugar or just the familiar sensation. So does Tiggy and Mel’s entirely un-pressing presence; it’s not simple to sit next to an ill or injured person without expectations, but they both do it with a quiet deep enough to remove any question that it might be an effort.
“We thought you were a focus-making collective.” Eugenia’s voice comes out small, and they think well, the rest of me is, and decide not to be bitter about it. “Nobody ever signs instructions for anything magical, it’s part of the no-hierarchy-of-sorcerers customs so we all supposed we were being given something one of the independents had given focus-makers. We thought, well, this isn’t complicated, and we’re sorcery students past our own-work projects. Anything a focus-maker can do, we ought to be able to manage better.”
Tiggy briefly looks sad and abashed, while Mel looks stricken.
“Doucelin had to insist we send those instructions,” Mel says, “and that was just basic flash. We got Blossom to promise to write a warning letter and sign it.”
Eugenia remembers the firm legible handwriting, the signature in ink and not illusion, the message-tube sealed with nickel instead of wax. Eugenia was a stuff-stirrer, when they had a talent, and Order had handed them the tube to open. Open delicately, and neatly; smacking it with a hammer would have worked.
“We got the warning.” Eugenia’s started weeping a little, and manages sips that are almost swallows. It helps.
“The warning said, don’t do this. The reason given was that no experienced traditional practitioner has ever done a significant external working, that it kills people to try.”
Eugenia inhales carefully, exhales carefully. Admitting to being the bad example is hard work, even when you’re the only one left who could admit it.
“Not statistically significantly many people had tried. We went through the instructions over and over for a month, performed numerous careful tests with trivial amounts of the Power, and we just couldn’t see why it was dangerous.”
Mel looks entirely sad, and shifts from their half-turned chair to the other window seat opposite Eugenia. Eugenia knows they do not understand Tiggy’s expression. Eugenia would need to know Tiggy extremely well to tell wroth from cheerful, a feat Tiggy’s close kin cannot reliably accomplish.
Eugenia twists to set the mug down on the window shelf with both hands because it takes both hands.
“Now that I’ve met you I can’t keep from thinking you’re Blossom’s students.” Eugenia’s voice is doubtful and uncertain, because it’s a silly thing to think and more foolish still to say. Eugenia has no talent, they can’t really tell, but there are purely physical signs. Blossom is too terrible. Blossom is too young. That is part of why Order did not take Blossom’s warning as a prohibition. Eugenia can’t help thinking that wreaking team and focus maker might not mean similar things, and that no one has checked in what might be centuries.
“We’re all in the main distribution,” Mel says gently. “There isn’t any rush. So we decided if we’re going to make decisions that cause paperwork we could wait until Blossom was old enough to sign it.”
The rule that an independent is not able to take on students until they are at least one hundred years of age lives in the blurry space between law and custom. Everyone would be less uneasy if the teacher was two hundred, instead, and more certainly entirely become their sorcerous self.
“You know how when you’re a kid, and helping, and there’s a real need to get the task done in time?” Tiggy says, somehow cheerful. “We started like that; no why, not much what, and just enough how. The team now is everybody who just kept going for — ” and Tiggy pauses.
“Lethal effects,” Mel says. “Violent releases of energy, ghastly rending murder of various less unsubtle sorts.”
Tiggy nods. “Yeah. Lots of others have come through, there’ve been established teams, too, everybody else is either back doing what they did or working on another problem in the larhaus.”
“So the Independent Blossom has more unofficial students?” Eugenia’s voice tries for calm and formal and falls short. Blossom’s presence would bend the minds of most passed independents.
“Somewhere between fifty and eighty, if you count everybody Blossom’s taught anything. If it’s started-new, strictly external Power-working skills people there’s variously thirty-odd of us.” Tiggy’s abashed is a little stronger. Eugenia, who cannot avoid imagining Order’s response to this revelation, collapses into giggles.
The giggles lead to hiccoughs lead to Eugenia realizing they can’t try to drink and Mel holding the cup. Eugenia stops hiccoughing, gets a little weepy, and says “Thank you.”
Both Mel and Tiggy are looking worried.
“I used to have excellent control,” Eugenia says. “It must have been in the Power-mediating bits of my brain.”
Tiggy pats Eugenia’s shoulder. “We should get back.”
“I feel I should apologize,” Eugenia says, “while I’m still whoever made the mistake. I’ve gone and made your style of working highly suspect, I’ve cost a lot of time and effort, and it could have been avoided if I’d believed your warning.”
“Must have kept some of your sense in the Power-mediating bits of your brain,” Tiggy says, walking in front of Eugenia and half-turned backwards, just in case. “Nobody with any pretensions to sorcery’s entirely sensible, the sensible thing to do with the Power is to stay as far away as you can. Some folks, that’s no distance at all, but the rest of us it could be further.”
Another five steps and Tiggy says “Mel wants to say our time’s not one we can ignore the Power, and then we could have a wrangle about how ignore and distance aren’t the same thing.”
“Not at a court hearing,” Mel says, smiling.
“If you’d been really stubborn, would Order have done it themself?” Tiggy says, directly to Eugenia.
Eugenia says “Order’s a tagmat. They would have asked a different combination of students or maybe tried to find an enchanter.”
“It’s not a survivable mistake just because you’re an independent,” Mel says with a freight of certainty that makes Eugenia shudder. It’s certainly not a survivable mistake for a student, however long it is taking Eugenia to die. The others went quicker, burning outward from their bones.
“Blossom and Fire would have said a firm no about an internal worker attempting an external working and then sat on Ongen if they’d thought of saying yes because we can’t afford to lose the Maintainer.” Tiggy says that opening the room door to where the hearing is. “Not much choice else for enchanters.”
Eugenia sits back down, still with the blanket. Tiggy and Mel sit back down, and the ripple across the team makes Eugenia sure the whole of the wreaking-team now knows all that was said inside and outside this room.
The judges look, respectively, intrigued, resigned, and wroth. Faintly, as befits judges, but Eugenia’s sure it’s there. Rose looks entirely serene. The large Creek looks adoring all at Rose. Eugenia can’t find another word for it. Doucelin the fylstan isn’t showing any expression at all.
Doucelin gets up and hands Eugenia four sheets of paper, neatly written on both sides. A third of the writing is equations so that the second and third sheet look more like a formal proof than a description.
Eugenia looks at Doucelin, then the judges, and says “I don’t care what this says.”
Half a slow breath.
“If it’s acceptable to the court and the fylstan it’s legal. Either it works or it kills me. I’m already dead next time I bump my head.”
“Statistically dead isn’t factually dead,” Rose says, voice like the whole of kindness.
“Are you willing to attest your lack of concern?” the third judge says in formal tones.
“Yes.” Eugenia has started shaking, just a little, but the shaking does not reach their voice.
“We find that this question exceeds the authority of a judicial tribunal,” the second judge says. “Yet it does not serve the Peace if there are deaths, or a death, from delay. Eugenia must return to the Shape of Peace for evaluation as an independent sorcerer, will by necessity do this in an unprecedented condition, and since we can have no better hope of wise judgement than the Shape of Peace’s aggregation of adult citizen opinion, it is the judgement of this court that the Independent Rose may proceed with the therapeutic working described and attested provided that Eugenia desires that it be performed.”
Eugenia relaxes out of a clenched numb feeling by the time the second judge has finished speaking.
“How long will it take?” Eugenia asks Rose directly.
“Already did most of the work,” Rose says, face and tone the soul of cheer. “Another half hour, perhaps.”
Eugenia’s thoughts skip, and skip again. They’d expected to be moving with great care and waiting on ritual preparation for some décades.
“Hair’s developmental in Regular Sixes,” Rose says. “So I can’t tell how yours used to be. Have you got a preference? Do you want to keep any scars?”
“Keep scars?” Eugenia’s blinking.
An illusory head reappears, in touching distance and at the height of Eugenia’s actual head. It exactly matches Eugenia’s current features.
“Wanting to keep scars as evidence of an experience or memory or a declaration of survival is not unusual,” Rose says. “It’s sometimes severely unsettling to recover with no sign of a major injury. And hardly anyone has perfectly heptagonal scars.”
“You could keep a line over your ears,” Delph says, from down the table. Eugenia hasn’t met the rest of the Shot Team and knows only that the voice seems sincerely friendly. “It’d be distinctive.”
It would stand out, Eugenia thinks, which has never been something Eugenia has wanted to do.
That thought passes, and Eugenia thinks I’m going to be someone different, and says “Can you show me what that would look like?” in tones of some doubt to Rose. It ought not to be an easy thing.
All the scars fade except a line of nine over each ear running from below the temple to the nape of the neck. The individual heptagons almost touch. The originals were much more numerous, and overlapped.
Eugenia realizes this is a first try, that Rose could make it look entirely different, and then realizes that they don’t wish it different. This is elegant, even if it isn’t understated.
“Could you make the hair straight and long? Right sort to hold a comb?” Eugenia’s hair had been straight but stubbornly not much past shoulder length and so fine it was prone to lankness and slithering. It couldn’t be kept off their ears or readily controlled.
Rose nods, and the illusion does that, with the new hairline passing neatly above the scars.
“All headed back like that?” Rose asks, and Eugenia nods slightly. It will braid, and be neat, and can be cut short without looking like an abused fleece. The deep brown colour is just as it was, and that was the one thing Eugenia had liked about their hair.
The scars come down low enough to notch Eugenia’s eyebrows. The altered mirror of the illusion shows Eugenia a face they haven’t seen in more than a year.
Why not, Eugenia thinks, and says “Can I keep the one point-down heptagon?” and Rose somehow knows what is meant. The illusion acquires one scar that’s still in the middle of Eugenia’s forehead, pale against Regular skin brown as oak leaves two years fallen. Without the broadly scarifed company of Eugenia’s present flesh, it looks decorative.
Eugenia makes a sort of twirling gesture and the illusion turns and turns back.
I can turn into this, Eugenia thinks, looks at Rose, and says “Yes please.”
“Put your hands on the illusion,” Rose says.


Chapter 3
544-Brumaire-15
Esteemed Archibald,
Tiggy tells me a letter got sent as soon as I arrived, and I hope it was reassuring.
I rather doubt it was reassuring, you understand, but I hope.
I may not be reassuring, either. It isn’t reassuring to stop being in such a hurry to die. I’m glad I’m not about to drop dead, but the means and the result aren’t reassuring.
It’s like being blind; I got through the first dozen years of my life without any conscious metaphysical senses, but I surely miss them now. Knowing what things are made of, knowing there are people on the other side of the door, being aware of the emotional temperature of a room with certainty, having that little thread of intent under the meaning of words, it’s difficult to lose that. Easier when I was going to lose me, too, and not have to worry soon enough.
Now that I’m put back together, I remember having all those metaphysical senses perfectly.
Physically, I’m somewhat better than well; my, or at least a, metaphysical metabolism’s there. Which is fortunate; it takes a lot of exercise to come back from a year of being bedridden or from being terrified to move at all, lest I hit my head and die. Being shown where the child-sized weights were by an eleven-year-old taller and heavier than I am wasn’t precisely delightful, but recovering to a reasonable standard of fitness in only a month was astonishing.
This doesn’t mean I can keep up; the difference in leg lengths is rather too much. I try not to be annoyed. My hosts are not annoyed at having to walk slowly with more success.
Overall, I’m sure you got copies of the report. I thought I’d been given the original by mistake, but no. “Check the inside edge of the pages,” Tiggy said and there was a copy number and a date and an impossibly detailed glyph of a rose in pale purple ink running down the inside edge.
Apparently that whole team does this. The clerks prefer the version that involves a visible transformation of organic matter, but are not at all inclined to complain, not even about the version where the copies rustle words for silence if you leave them in the dark.
No amount of excellent presentation helps with actually making sense of the report. I find it’s like trying to read poetry in a dead language, and I wondered if the report writer was trying to be obfuscatory — and succeeding! — but talking to anybody on the Shot Team about the Power is just like that. For myself, I can’t shake the impression that the working involved getting kindness into the Power, but that’s such obvious nonsense I’m embarrassed to be writing it down. (Please don’t say anything about my handwriting. It’s a good pen. I still have to actively not think about why I need a pen.)
When that’s my best understanding, well. I’ve decided not to think about it.
As for the job, it was looking quite hopeless, and I told Doucelin the fylstan so; no amount of memory or theory will amend incomprehension. Doucelin informed me there’s one independent with significant experience of both internal and external Power working, who will be provided to assist.
Doucelin wants to find a way to translate the shot-shop techniques to traditional exercises of the Power, and does not particularly expect it’s possible. It took me an embarrassingly long time to recognize what the problem is; I was thinking, well, we send the Creek wreaking teams some extra apprentices, and then I realized.
School finds everybody.
With this one exception, none of the people who have learnt external techniques successfully knew any traditional working whatsoever before they started. (There’s still one student but there ‘successfully’ is an open question and the degree of traditional instruction was scant.) It’s not a large number of people, but it’s large enough. So the First Valley Armoury would need to send highly talented but otherwise uninstructed people to learn this, and we don’t have any to send. School finds you, and even if you don’t go on to do anything much sorcerous with your talent, you learn something just so you can make an informed decision. (Well, and to be sure your degree of talent has been identified correctly.) We’d have to start with developmental-equivalent-ten-year-olds, in an experimental training program for sorcery.
“We fear our future desperation, but not so much as that,” Doucelin said, and I agree.
It does mean I can stop being concerned I am being given make-work until I must return to the Shape of Peace and be evaluated for an independent.
That’s the cheerful view, and I’m sticking to it.
‘In Learning’, well, not as it was meant, so I will say
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 4
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Frimaire, First Day
Doucelin the fylstan nudges into the Creek height range. They use the small footrest size. Whoever is sitting two seats down from them when Eugenia comes into the meeting room looks a bit shorter than Doucelin but isn’t using a footrest of any size.
Eugenia grumbles a little, even if they won’t have to drag their footrest over. It sits by the chair Eugenia uses in what Eugenia now knows is the Shot Team’s particular meeting room. Dragging the forty-kilogramme footrest taxes Eugenia. This caused some worry in the Shot Team about manners the first time it happened; only Eugenia had laughed.
If you are a Regular Six of traditional upbringing, ‘upholster a brick’ is the accepted metaphor for a thing no one would ever do. It may be only a rope wrapping, but so far as Eugenia is concerned, it’s close enough. They laughed rather too much, but the concern about manners passed. Laughing too much troubled Eugenia’s desire to notice if their character has altered, but not especially much. It doesn’t take prolonged contact with the Shot Team to recognize them for a group of self-aware eccentrics, and there have been enough careful stories about relatives and gean-fellows with head injuries that Eugenia is sure no one expects the consequences of their injuries to have vanished with the injuries.
That had been surprisingly reassuring when Eugenia couldn’t, the first décade, stay awake more than eight hours in a day or four hours at a time.
Today is the beginning of Frimaire and Eugenia’s here to meet Doucelin and whoever the independent is.
Doucelin rises, which is somewhat formal, and so does the unfamiliar person. Standing, they’re taller than Doucelin.
“Eugenia, this is the Independent Grue. Grue, this is Eugenia, who has the happy task of increasing the general understanding by writing down what the Shot Shop does.”
Eugenia had no idea who they were expecting, but it wasn’t the Independent Grue. Social reflex results in a short bow by both parties.
Grue passed for an independent twelve years before Eugenia was born, which means Grue isn’t quite a hundred yet, and so not in the regular run of things a significant independent. You have to be at least a hundred for anyone to be sure you have a chance to last, or to have entirely comprehended your own talent and how you express the Power.
Grue was the first of Halt’s students in all the years of the Peace. It puts their work in Halt’s shadow as a matter of general understanding. Grue is further in the terrible shadow of Halt’s second student, the Independent Blossom, who passed for an independent thirty minutes before Grue.
Grue and Blossom are of an age, but Grue is neither a Keeper of the Shape of Peace nor the Goddess of Destruction by grace of the lingering dead.
The people who have had lost eyes and hands and internal organs replaced, the people who have had entire bodies replaced around their uninfected brains, the long tale of medics and doctors who have themselves learnt to do these things because Grue refused to allow that the required degree of skill is difficult, might say something different from the general understanding. The learned sorcerers who have errors in their mathematics noted after publication, or those few clerks aware of in how many ways the Independent Rose was specifically Grue’s student despite Rose having no official teacher would certainly say something much different.
Eugenia has only the vaguest awareness of any of these things. What Eugenia knows is that Grue was Halt’s foster-child from seven years of age.
Order is fearful of Halt, for reasons entirely distinct from Halt’s ancient rule. Eugenia has no particular opinion of their own about Halt, despite what was carved on their cradle. Order’s opinion has leaked across, as it must.
Eugenia has never met Halt. Eugenia had never met any of Halt’s students before the Independent Rose’s exercise of implausible kindness.
It worked. Eugenia isn’t in pain, dazed, or dizzy. They’ve had midnight moments of pressing their hands hard against their head, and if nothing had really changed that would have crushed their skull and killed them. Instead their hands slid off the well-behaved hair they’d never had before, and the whole thing had to be real.
Eugenia’s been catching themself thinking they don’t think they’re delusive, and worrying in consequence.
Grue smiles in an engaging way and Eugenia finds themself thinking there should be a word for this look, because ‘pretty’ leaves too much out.
“When Shadow was a student, they called it my evil queen look.” Grue sounds purely amused.
Eugenia knows metaphysical senses leave a different impression, have to, and does not know what to say. Grue seems entirely pleasant and smiling.
“You reasonably tolerant of being outside?”
“Yes,” Eugenia says. “But not of climbing stairs quickly.” The treads are too deep and the risers too high everywhere in this edifice full of Creeks.
“No rush,” Grue says. “We’re going to be a while proving the project’s impossible.”


Chapter 5
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Frimaire, First Day
“It’s important to understand,” Grue says, staring at a distant horizon, “that external workings don’t do subtle or precise.”
The horizon is dim with haze; Eugenia thinks it isn’t still water, but cannot tell. Couldn’t have told before, not for something so far away, and finds this oddly comforting.
“I know Rose fixed your head. Rose did it by defining a bunch of constraints on an outcome and telling the Power to do something that fit inside the constraints. It’s effective, but the result’s anywhere in the constraints.”
Basic constraints are easy, Eugenia thinks. Move more of the carbon into the outside of the blade. Get precise, make it one-point-one-five percent carbon exactly, and you’d have to manage precise amounts of everything else and handle leftovers, and that’s for something you can do with a hammer.
Starting to wonder how Rose could have successfully constrained altering Eugenia’s mind makes Eugenia feel so horrified Eugenia promptly stops.
“Even if they’d thought of it historically, of making the initial problem larger and more difficult to get safer access to greater quantities of the Power, everybody doesn’t do it because it’s loud. Active Power’s detectable, and external Power manipulation’s much more apparent than internal. So if you have to hide successfully to become skilled, you learn internal. Once you’ve learnt internal, you can’t learn external. Internal’s initially easier and more obvious if you’re trying to figure out what you’re doing on your own. It takes deliberate instruction to teach external working, we think. The only present successes we know about got lessons.”
Doucelin the fylstan isn’t saying anything, and their eyes are closed. It’s a shady spot, quite cool, and the breeze would chill if it were any stronger. It smells of rock and water and nothing else at all to Eugenia.
“You’re setting a constraint to produce an effect. The personal metaphor can be anything in any working, we still don’t have any indication that the material accuracy of the metaphor matters despite five centuries of looking, but externally you’re fundamentally operating by specifying constraints.”
Grue waves a litre cube of illusory lines on the air. “This volume at this temperature,” Grue says, and the puff of warm air gusts across Eugenia’s face. “You can have a mechanism or a constraint on the mechanism or a personal or specific metaphor for the mechanism, those can be elaborate, those often will be involuntary, but the operant exercise of the Power will be applying a constraint.”
There’s a pause. Eugenia isn’t taking notes. Eugenia’s checked, and their utterly reliable memory works again, the memory of their last fifteen years of study. Grue’s words will come back anytime Eugenia wants them, complete with Grue’s gestures and face and this place and the odd light because the black substance of the edifice reflects hardly at all, and the roofs, the slopes rising up behind them, are a swirl of shiny rainbow tiles.
“An internal working,” Grue says, “takes its specific result from your imagination. You’re participating in the construction of the operant exercise in a way that the external worker simply doesn’t.”
Eugenia says “This is subtle,” thinking about imposing a particular martensite distribution in steel. The formal charm, the way you’d do it if you weren’t particularly a sorcerer or you were and were expressing it in a fixed working, would copy a specific depiction of the desired result set out with marbles or drops of blood or cloisonné dots or anything, really, so long as the mapping between intent and result was clear.
It is imagining the end state, but it’s also setting narrow constraints. The hard part is knowing how to arrange the marbles.
“The kids think the old ones get to the same place; last a thousand years and your metaphysical self is tough enough to start functioning with external-working quantities of Power.”
“How is a constraint different from an intention?” Doucelin already knows the answer, and wants to make sure Grue tells Eugenia.
“We’re pretty sure they’re not.” Grue sounds wry. If you knew Grue as well as Blossom does, you would hear the angry under the wry. “Not in terms of Power-structure, not in terms of the potential range of results. It’s got to do with talent, the particular personal interaction with the Power. That’s different for everybody.”
Grue’s chin tips up at the spot the illusory cube hung in the air.
“I can do little external examples like that safely because even if I run it through my brain it’s not enough to hurt me. Life’s basically moving charge around. The Power loves manipulating charge, it’s easy and it’s fast and it’s completely out of fashion as a thing to do directly because you have to understand too much about materials.”
“It’s literally brain development?” Eugenia doesn’t want this answer to be correct, but that’s where the implications of Grue’s statements go.
“We think. There was an idea for awhile that you needed a really large degree of talent to do external workings at all, that the pliability was so much less. Tiggy’s bunch, everybody else on a wreaking team using external workings, falsify that hypothesis.”
“If it’s brain development,” Doucelin says, “the only way to get an external-working sorcerer is to train someone with no other knowledge.”
Training traditionally starts late in childhood. Eugenia was fifteen and relatively younger than most Regulars would be at twelve when they started their sorcery training.
“Talent-testing doesn’t work well for Creeks,” Doucelin says. “No one had any idea until some independents observed Creeks using a battle-standard. There were and are lots of Creeks without much notion they’re particularly talented. Better testing is a work in progress.”
Eugenia stops to think. Looks out to the south, because you have to lean out over the balustrade to look anywhere else which means Eugenia would have to climb it, and that seems unwise over a hundred metres of drop. The expanse of water is on the maps as Armoury Pond. It’s ten or twelve kilometres wide and thirty-something or fifty-something kilometres long, depending if you go by straight north-south distance or the length along the curve.
“There’s probably a way to alter people’s brains, but not a legal one. No way to get someone to — ” and Eugenia stops, voice choked by awful suspicion.
“Certainly there’s a hope you remember what you did, because it almost worked,” Doucelin says. “Your fellow students immolated themselves thoroughly. That doesn’t mean we’re going to encourage anyone else to try. Rather the opposite.”
Doucelin seldom expresses views more particular than that the discussion could perhaps drift back toward its original topic. “The consensus of the standard-captains,” Doucelin says with a complete change of voice that pulls Eugenia upright from where they had been leaning on the neck-high balustrade, “concluded that the force destroyed in the Fight Below the Edge represented a large colonizing and conquering polity with a history of success. Sending a brigade-sized force to take possession of the land below the Edge — ”cold, wet, minimally productive land with no particular utility the Cousins had been able to find in thousands of years — “indicates a high population or a lack of new territory or both.”
“Is victory ever hopeful news?” Grue says, and Eugenia can’t decide if Grue means to sound so sad.
“Better news than loss,” Doucelin says. “Artillery is less expensive destruction than heavy battalions. Ammunition, whether pointy sticks or heavy hot-red shot, can be created by relatively small numbers of skilled people, stockpiled, and applied at need. The enchanter aphorism of hitting your enemy with a thousand years scaled down to eighteen months.”
First Battalion, Wapentake of the Creeks, threw eighteen months of pointy stick production during the Fight Below the Edge. It was much less expensive than the other battalion they didn’t have would have been to deal with so many demons.
“We need two more Creek battalions,” Doucelin says. “My colleagues serving the Line-gesith have been insistent. The standard-captains have made that terrible blank request for the instructions of Parliament, which means they do not believe there are any good options available.”
Eugenia feels cold, in a way the low morning sunlight and the shaded balcony cannot explain.
“We cannot afford so many as that,” Doucelin says, “even if we must. Line service consumes the prime of people’s lives, it prevents economically useful learning, it removes work and replaces it with expense. To replace by some means the Hard Road, to increase the population of the Second Commonweal, to achieve a prosperous future, demands effort we cannot divert to armies. Yet we must not fall.”
Eugenia remembers historical books and some of Order’s stories about the early days. About how many skills it takes to keep the Commonweal functioning, and how they have enough, if everyone in the Second Commonweal were on one river, or one canal, as they are not. How the Bad Old Days was not always the clash of armies.
“You’re worried someone’s going to try to kill the Shot Team.” Eugenia’s surprised and certain and filled with a sudden understanding, and it’s all there in their voice.
“It’s a risk,” Doucelin says. “The Line reports note they didn’t immolate the area, nor make a count of everyone present. There were escapees from a previous conquest among the surviving Cousins. It’s possible someone among them was there to make report to the conquerors.”
“Not an easy thing to do,” Grue says. Eugenia doesn’t know if Grue means escaping or using the information to attack the Shot Team, and decides the answer is likely both of those.
“So if we can distribute the knowledge, the risk is less.” Eugenia does not say this as a question.
“External risk is not the main concern,” Doucelin says. “Nine-layer artillery tubes are not five-layer tubes with four more layers any more than a cow is a sheep that’s easier to milk because it’s taller. The manufactory teams contracted for new artillery carriages and caissons concluded that they were going to flow-cast the frames anyway, why not add vacuum and use titanium? More of the drawn weight can be shot. Tiggy’s team compulsively innovate. The Line is not uniformly made up of standard-captains concerned to have multiple reliable sources of supply and the three standard-captains present in the Creeks chiefly worry about a century of emergency against steep odds. The result is quartermasters treating the Line-gesith’s material regulations as minimums and accepting anything that meets or exceeds.”
Eugenia thinks about that and visibly flinches.
“Creeks are lovely people,” Doucelin says, “with a traditional and conservative material culture. Telling how old a building is, it’s just easier to ask. Convince them there’s an emergency and the mechanisms of consensus alter.”
“There is an emergency,” Eugenia says. “There are several emergencies.”
“They’re not wrong,” Doucelin says, “but we’re at a point where no one who isn’t doing the work is much aware of what’s happening, never mind how it’s done. The idea was to figure out how and rotate teams in to learn before returning them to their ongoing practice or their collective. That’s backwards from the usual pattern, it’s not desirable to be driving material innovation with military necessity, but it might have worked. Only now we’ve got dead students and serious doubt that reversal’s going to work.”
“Tiggy said Blossom had numerous external-working students.” Eugenia’s still standing up straight and looking northward, in towards the edifice and the fylstan. “Is there a Creek tradition that’s effectively external working?”
“Yes.” Grue’s smile troubles Eugenia. “Once we realized we should look, of the five main wreaking team traditions, there are three internal and two external and they’ve known the approaches don’t mix for longer than the Commonweal has existed but they didn’t know why.”
Eugenia doesn’t say what they first meant to say, closes their eyes, takes a deep breath in a way that would have been taught as part of a Power-centring exercise, then does it three more times before their eyes open. Eugenia has no memory of learning that pattern of breathing. “There haven’t been any Creek sorcerers ever, is what you’re saying. Nobody with a full or even a Bad Old Days sufficient metaphysical transition.”
“That’s certainly the leading hypothesis.” Doucelin’s voice is calm.
“How close is the Shot Shop team?”
“They’re in the right tail of the main distribution, they’re not the kind of sorcerer whose considerable talent hauls them involuntarily into the metaphysical ecology,” Grue says. “Assuming they try with sound instruction, they won’t have any trouble.”
“Is there anyone closer?” Eugenia sounds like someone trying to understand the size of the problem.
“There are two wreaking teams making manufacturing focuses who have formally applied for student status. They’ve been told to wait until there are other teams who can duplicate their work.” Doucelin’s voice bears no trace of judgement.
“Tiggy’s bunch are more skilled,” Grue says. “Despite being sentimental.”
“You want indirect transmission of wreaking skill. Enough common notation and understanding that the internal can understand the other internal, or the external can understand the other external, so there can be effective transmission by text.” Eugenia’s not as skilled at removing judgement from their speaking voice as Doucelin is.
Doucelin nods. “I don’t expect to get it.”
“What do you expect?” Eugenia’s voice makes Grue smile. One cannot possibly benefit from Order as a teacher without a considerable helping of spine. Eugenia’s well enough it’s starting to show.
“An artillery doctrine we can give the Line and insist they update. Lists of equipment, the whole formal field manual, not just the theory.”
Eugenia nods.
“The red shot’s the hard part. I get to worry about identifying wreaking teams in external-mechanism styles, that’s not your problem. What I want are instructions effective enough we can have another external working team try them. First Valley Armoury’s less of a worry than getting the Shot Shop’s knowledge written down.”
“I don’t know what else they might be doing, but couldn’t you ask their teacher?”
Grue smiles like a battle morning. Doucelin raises an eyebrow at Grue before shaking their head no. “They’ve gone and been inventive. Blossom could certainly duplicate the results, but aside from being prudent with our sorcerous windfall, much of the value is the ability to make hot-red shot quickly with modest talents. Those used to take a powerful enchanter and a long wait.”
Eugenia thinks, It would be more unsettling if they weren’t ahead of the other wreaking teams.
“Is this place prudent?” Eugenia honestly can’t see how.
“Parliament approved the idea of a larhaus, and then someone had to decide where to actually put one.” Grue’s not pleased, but not surprised either. “That wasn’t going anywhere.”
“The Fight Below the Edge provided a sense of immediacy,” Doucelin says. “The Galdor-gesith got one for the original reasons and the Line-gesith got one allocated land because the ability to produce a battalion’s supplies isn’t really present in the Creeks. No prior experience; a cutler collective can figure out war-swords but if they haven’t done it before it takes time. Graul standard-captains being emphatic that there may be only a very little time gets to people. So rather than hiring existing skills we’ve got an attempt to shorten the learning time going on.”
“Did that require this edifice?” Eugenia waves up at the roof edge. This roof edge, one side of this one broad hexagonal tower out of fifty-seven. Eugenia thinks it might be aluminium roof tile, which would be a good choice if you had enough of it and can work it without it catching fire.
“You know how Rose was fixing your head?” Grue means the question kindly, Eugenia is nearly sure. Eugenia nods carefully.
“It was a bit like that, only asking the Captain what the hundred-year requirement was expected to be. So we’ve got a facility that could support an army, if we had the population for an army. Because if we make it to the seventh century, we might.” Grue has complex feelings about this.
“Or could supply it with sheets and towels.” Doucelin can sound wry without letting any of it get into their face. A hand goes up. “Not a problem today or tomorrow or next year, not for who is here. It will be difficult in five years and a real problem in ten, but not your problem.”
Eugenia nods again. “Do we know anything about Creek history that explains the external working?”
“Someone made Creeks, just like someone wanted Regular Sixes to last so the skills pool available to them would increase and we were meant to grow lush and leggy on the uncertain diet of the Bad Old Days.” Doucelin’s voice goes entirely neutral, instead of the firm Eugenia half-expected.
“No sorcerers, and not being conquered, I mean.” Eugenia had read what little there was. Since they read it while their memory didn’t work reliably it’s not there now. “It seems like it’s been quiet here for as long as the Creek people have existed.”
“It might have been,” Doucelin says. “Though you could ask Hákarl when you get the chance.”


Chapter 6
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Brumaire, Second Day
Eugenia still has no sense of Creek ages.
That Creeks have a two-stage adulthood helps a little; younger and older adults Eugenia thinks they can distinguish. It’s not obvious enough in their faces to tell without staring, the social version has more to do with moving with a certain gravitas. Captain Blossom is a challenge to Eugenia’s understanding. They must be a younger adult to have their job, but they switch between having no gravitas or enough to keep everyone else in the room from talking.
Everyone always using anyone’s rank to address them would be awkwardly formal in regular circumstances. In the edifice, or perhaps in a context of artillery, Eugenia supposes it’s like being in a school class with three people named Seleðryð; you have to do something so it’s clear who is meant.
Eugenia’s never met a standard-captain, but they’ve read several of the scholarly works about why standard-captains are difficult to find. You have to be as responsible as an independent, and you have to do it with the brain you inherited.
Captain Blossom isn’t a Standard-Captain, which is a rank, they’re a captain, which is an appointment. Line people will address those appointed part-captains and captains, those commanders of batteries or companies whose rank is ‘officer’, and those appointed full-captains, commanders of battalions and certain to rank as standard-captains, as ‘Captain’. It doesn’t seem to confuse them but it confuses Eugenia.
Eugenia had just clasped wrists with Captain Blossom when a Creek youth arrived in the modest bustle of the office, said “Aunt Blossom, Grandma would really like an answer about déci by tomorrow,” and handed Captain Blossom a folded sheet of paper.
The office bustle took no notice. Eugenia took the moment to regain their doubtful social equilibrium; their fingers don’t go halfway round Captain Blossom’s forearm, not nearly. Captain Blossom had smiled, taken the note, said “Thank you, Poesy,” and added “There are some meetings that have to come before an answer.”
Poesy had nodded, grinned, and hurtled out.
Eugenia has seen no evidence Creek youths hold still if they can help it. It isn’t especially troubling but it doesn’t fit with the rest of the battery office.
Captain Blossom stops being someone you’d believe anyone applies Aunt to without specific written permission and the already quiet office quiets a bit more. It doesn’t look the least bit fearful, it doesn’t remind Eugenia of Order being vexed, Eugenia is nearly sure it’s plain old striving for a common purpose.
“I understand from the Galdor-gesith’s fylstan your first task is writing a field handbook for a new-style artillery battery.”
“So do I.” Eugenia looks straight back with an effort. It’s not something the Galdor-gesith would regularly have any responsibility to see done.
Captain Blossom rummages in the drawer of their standup desk, and emerges with a flat piece of wood. “Any known issues with urishol?”
Eugenia’s “No,” goes with a head-shake. It’s been years since Eugenia’s seen a fresh mango or had anything with mango in it. Urishol ought not to bother any Regular, but it’s wise to be careful.
“It’s pretty,” Captain Blossom says, handing Eugenia the wooden token “but it’s dye-wood. Carry it anywhere you sweat and you’ll get a stubborn dull red that asks no mordant.”
Eugenia says “Thank you,” and then “Token for?” The pyrographed bind-rune isn’t one Eugenia recognizes.
“Evaluator,” Captain Blossom says. “It’ll let you latch, you can go anywhere and open anything. Don’t stand in front of any live tubes, please.”
Something has to show in Eugenia’s face. They have no idea what, but they can feel the muscles twitching.
“Faster than convincing the Binding of the Standards we need a new type of token,” Captain Blossom says. “About a quarter of the readiness evaluations are done by actuaries.”
The remainder, Eugenia knows, are done by standard-captains. Usually retired standard-captains.


Chapter 7
544-Ventôse-27
Esteemed Archibald,
That is hopeful news. Though, truly, if you are uncertain, it would be entirely proper to seek further instruction. Order is accomplished but not precisely an energy manipulator, which your talent entirely is. It’s not as though metaphysical transitions are like light-bindings, where you can re-use the material substance of the failures.
Tiggy found me a typewriter, somewhere in the broad exchange of favours. I would have expected something aged and cantankerous with wear, but this one is excellent and entirely new. (It arrived in a box with its proof sheet still fed round the platen!) It’s been a considerable help, especially as I need not mess with carbons; the whole of the Shot Team can and will make copies.
This doesn’t bother me as much as I thought it was going to do. More than enough work to do is a help.
I’ve got an initial operational draft of the field manual done. It’s been circulated to the individual tube-teams in the battery for comment. (There will be comment. I could see the Master Gunner if I could latch to the banner, but I can’t convince myself it would be polite even if it was metaphysically possible. Material manifestation is possible, but requires the banner to be active, and this battery is new enough that’s not reliable. They started recruiting after they got the necessary artillery tubes, which was about a month before I got here. I’m still assured that the expression of the requirement for comment was unambiguous.)
The Independent Grue has been a large help, particularly in reassuring me that I’m not lacking in traditional understanding. The shot-shop really is doing many things lacking in precedent. While the field manual awaits comment, I shall be attending on a working by the newly-passed Independent Hákarl as a sort of attempt to get another angle on the problem.
Never heard of them? I certainly hadn’t. They’re a Cousin, come up from Below-The-Edge. A considerable militant enchanter half-a-millennium old, one of the delegation of sorcerers who arrived to ask admission for the Cousins. Only one of the three to pass the Shape of Peace. It’s helpful if they’ve managed to comprehend something difficult, but this doesn’t necessarily imply anyone else will find their understanding easier to comprehend in their turn.
If I’m being entirely honest it’s unsettling. Hákarl’s housed here in the Creeks Armoury and has been all the time I’ve been here myself. The idea of not being able to notice who might be nearby has become much more emotionally real in a way I find difficult. It’s frightening, which is foolish. No modest student could withstand a considerable talent, it’s not as though I would have been any safer for knowing who was here.
I would still have liked to know. There’s something too much like the founding in having sorcerers from outside the Peace becoming independents, or I suppose the consequences; another Turbulent Century isn’t anything the Commonweal needs. I’m sure Hákarl is a splendid person, but it’s still unsettling as a thing to think about.
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 8
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Germinal, Third Day
Eugenia hasn’t entirely given up on reading Grue’s moods. Accepting that it’s going to take more practice than Eugenia has time for, before the Shape of Peace, is not the same thing as giving up. Even with as much command of the Power as Eugenia ever possessed, it would have been difficult. Eugenia certainly wouldn’t care to argue the Independent Grue only ever has one mood at any one time, not even for arbitrarily short spans of time.
Today’s mood looks moderately cheerful, which is a suspect reassurance.
They’re in a lower corner of a large, two-level room; Eugenia remembers how to get there, but has no clear idea of where in the edifice they are. The corner has a basic copper ward circle inlaid in the floor and a pair of three-legged folding stools sitting in the middle of it.
Grue sets the ward with far more ceremony than they require. Eugenia finds it reassuring; it makes being told a ward is up feel more likely to be true.
Eugenia was apologetic about this, and Grue told them not to be. “Trauma has consequences,” is something Grue can say entirely without any least implication of judgement. Eugenia doesn’t know how Grue does that, it’s not something extensive medical qualification reliably produces.
This ward would not so much as furrow Grue’s brow to will into existence directly. It’s meant to preserve its occupants in case of material accident and requires neither a complex structure nor the exercise of great Power. In customary use it is entirely invisible to its occupants’ material senses precisely so it is possible to perform the kind of observations Eugenia is here to make.
First day in this room, but far from the first time Grue has made a ward for Eugenia’s observations. Eugenia has taken to throwing a ball of scrap string — wreakings ought not to reuse string — upwards to confirm the presence of wards. Grue’s elegant gestures and liquid syllables are entirely convincing, however removed from any tradition of sorcery Eugenia knows, but Eugenia cannot stop expecting to be able to sense the resulting ward directly.
Today is one of the days the ball of string makes Grue smile.
Today is a full-scale bronze bull test. The Independent Hákarl believes they comprehend the bronze-bull working of the Independent Blossom, and their latest ‘small test’ worked.
“It costs less and wears better,” Grue had said. “Welding the halves of a hollow casting together’s easier than mechanical joints in the limbs and neck.”
If only anyone else understood the working, Eugenia thinks, hopefully, because perhaps now someone does.
There’re sixteen people setting up for a choir; there’s another sixteen, eight and eight, with cleaned half-castings held upright in wooden frames on wheels. Eugenia’s pleased to see they set one frame to the ritual and chain it tight to the floor before aligning the second frame to the first. You can use up a lot of time un-nudging workpieces, or have a whole wreaking fail for half a degree of angle.
Two Creek lads with three-metre levers ratcheting the chains tight is less pleasing. The chain squeaks and the ratchets whine as the pawls slow into a last strained tick and the steel bars of the levers need a couple quick strokes with a sledgehammer before their tapered tips come ringing out of the sockets. It’s all done with competence and dispatch, but it’s not so far away, perhaps five metres. Follow the wall on Eugenia’s left hand out of their corner and the statuary halves are two metres clear of that wall and facing right five metres or so from where Eugenia is sitting.
Eugenia doesn’t believe the ward is there enough to prevent their middle from tensing at the prospect of a sheered bolt head or a snapped chain link flying. Worse, if the working goes wrong and decides to do something other than sticking the statue halves together.
The statue’s aluminium bronze, another innovation. It takes more care to weld, anything with aluminium takes more care to weld, but aluminium bronze wears better. Eugenia says “Bother,” and Grue sticks an illusory mirror on the ceiling, twelve metres up.
“Good angle?”
Eugenia says “Yes, thank you,” and is glad Grue asks. Grue never gets the angle wrong, and always asks.
The expanse of mirror gives Eugenia a clear view down into the whole working. Everyone who was placing the castings is moving around marking the floor either with pressed chalk, three colours of it, or with red and silver sand from buckets. Both pairs with sand are being careful with placement and more careful that the silver ladles touch nothing but sand. Eugenia makes a sketch of the structure; there will be a detailed diagram on file, and there are certainly some being consulted out there.
That step depends on an external event. It’s going to weld the statue halves together, but not until something else happens.
The something else is presumptively provided by the small swathed figure with a limp. Eugenia isn’t sure if you call it a limp when it’s both legs. They’re shining a light into the statue halves in turn; there should be significant inscriptions in there, engraved into the bronze after the cast halves were fettled. The light goes from a single strong white light to a lacework of Power across corresponding points.
Eugenia shouldn’t be able to see that, and glances at Grue, who smirks.
Some sensible part of Eugenia’s mind notes, again, that Grue is more accurately described as terrifying than terrifyingly skilled. The skilled just contributes, it doesn’t create Grue’s obviously conscious benevolence.
Eugenia finds themself hoping, again, that they never meet the Independent Blossom. Their version of making a bronze bull does the whole thing in a continuous process. It starts with piles of copper and sand and a nervous drover holding an old ox. It passes through the statue halves only long enough to apply the internal engraving and does the transfer of vitality with an apparently bare hand on the dull red glow of the freshly welded seam. The second time, one of the witnesses got a chronograph and a graduated hourglass. The total elapsed time was eighteen minutes exactly, and the process had kept on at three per hour until there weren’t any old oxen left. Eugenia read that report with a steadily increasing feeling of being the wrong size for their skin.
Grue’s conscious benevolence and mercurial mood doesn’t exist on that scale of terrifying.
Eugenia read the followup reports, too, and all those bronze bulls have gone right on working impeccably. Just trying to list all the things a sorcerer performing that working would have to enact together makes Eugenia feel a little dizzy. It’s not even sheer casual Power; you can do that much work with a sixty-four person focus, and quite possibly a thirty-two if it’s a strong team and the working’s been optimized. It’s the combination of trip-hammer consistency and speed, speed with or despite high complexity, that makes Eugenia flinch to consider.
Between the casting and the engraving and the setup, this working has taken forty people a solid décade already, and it’s still better. There is only one of the Independent Blossom.
With reasonable care, a bronze bull lasts two or three centuries of use. You don’t want many specialized wreaking teams making them, not for replacement rates; you want those capable wreaking teams working to meet more immediate needs. If you don’t presently have enough you need more teams, but then you’re giving up something else, and it’s not like a live ox can’t do the work.
Not as well or nearly as much, and you have to feed a live ox, but the option is there.
Clerk problem, Eugenia says to themself, as firmly as they can. Someone has to try to figure this out as far as what Parliament spends, but it isn’t Eugenia.
“They’re starting,” Grue says, neutral-voiced. Eugenia realizes there’s no way they wouldn’t hear reproach and admits with effort there’s none meant. Grue thinks a habit of introspection is a thing to encourage happening in Eugenia’s reconstructed self.
Eugenia wishes they knew why. There aren’t enough examples for there to be a clinical expectation that un-exercised regenerated brain tissue itches intolerably, but Eugenia’s convinced Grue expects something.
Grue expects Eugenia’s personality to change. Brain damage does that. On the basis of one prior example, Grue’s confident reverse brain damage does that, too.
Grue wouldn’t bet Eugenia’s getting kinder.
Connecting the halves of the statue goes without incident. It’s obviously not a familiar working — too much checking charts during setting up for it to be familiar — but it’s a competent team. There are no doubtful notes from the choir or ungraceful motions from the positioning teams. They can’t touch the statue halves directly since those are in vacuum, but going through the motions of physically pushing guides the Power.
Power that looks like it pulls with many small threads of tension and intent across the interior engravings. That’s the swathed figure’s working and the trigger for the wreaking team’s metal-joining working.
Once it’s done there’s an assembled statue of an ox between the two alignment frames, its median weld cooling down from orange.
The ritual working is external; the wreaking team comes out of one of the Creek external traditions. This probably doesn’t have anything to do with their willingness to adjust to risky new materials. Eugenia would like someone to be keeping track of that.
The choir chants quietly, six repetitive notes.
Eugenia squints. Someone helpfully turned off most of the lights to make judging the weld colour easier, and air/vacuum boundaries always diffract whatever light there is. The shop floor wouldn’t be less obscured by ground mist.
The small swathed figure limps back out, repeatedly obscured.
Grue mutters something, and the centre of Eugenia’s view clears. The edges get worse refraction haloes, dimly purple and strangely shaped, but there is only one interesting thing happening now.
The swathed figure’s setting up a motion armature in the statue, a moderately complex one but clearly enough what it is. Eugenia’s only a little troubled by the unfamiliar style. It would be a more doubtful understanding if Grue wasn’t providing some direct perception of the Power to go with the improved view, but with that the working’s obvious. It uses the correspondence points that pulled the cast halves together, which is the sort of thing you do to make sure the engravings match exactly. It’s a clever setup and it’s being done with skill.
Why is much less obvious; direct motion armatures are clumsy, inflexible, and sluggish. They can be made complex enough to make something walk, but not, practically, complex enough to match the gait and balance of a living creature. This does not look even that complex, though it is not a subject in which Eugenia is more than aware of the basics.
The half of the team that’s not a choir makes gestures upward and unties safety ropes and cranks winches. An ox, hoisted into a shoeing frame with all four feet tied, swings out of the far upper level of the room and clicks across the ceiling to stop above the working, wobbling slightly as the crane’s traveller stops. The ox and frame are winched down just outside the vacuum around the statue.
The ox isn’t delighted about this, but not worse than eye rolling and some displeased snorts.
All the accounts have the transfer to the statue being abrupt. This process is not. It involves dabbing the ox’s forehead with something, then the statue’s, which mists faint and blue and strangely with hot bronze and vacuum. Then there’s clicking.
Eugenia’s heard a great many odd and eerie chants in the last thirty years. They would prefer any or all of them to this clicking. It sounds like having your head stuck in a box with large biting insects increasingly drunk on rage.
It’s a prolonged clicking. Little sparkles in the direct view of the Power Grue is providing show where bits of ox are being drawn out to corresponding points in the statue. The sparkles accumulate, lighting most along the limbs and spine and head of the statue but slowly lighting everywhere.
It wouldn’t work without the armature, which the ox-ness elaborates.
It takes about half-an-hour, and Eugenia cannot tell when the ox’s flesh dies. It seems entirely like falling asleep.
It’s obvious the flesh ox is dead when the entire transferred ox-ness, every quivering point of metaphysic ox-ness, wiggles.
Wiggles isn’t a sorcerous verb, goes through Eugenia’s mind in Order’s voice, but the ox-ness wiggles into place anyway.
The bronze neck bends and the bronze head sweeps from side to side before the bronze eyes blink and the new bronze bull says “Mraw,” in a ringing voice.
The choir finishes its present phrase of the chant and stops neatly all together.
The team-half on the winches starts cranking. The dead ox lifts. Forethought has provided the shoeing frame with a full bottom pan, so it lifts from a clean floor.
The shrouded figure turns and limps slowly toward where Eugenia and Grue are sitting.
Someone comes out of a door and moves up behind the shrouded figure with a halter and a chain lead. Shouts urging caution are met with an unkind gesture.
Grue’s pleasant expression doesn’t alter as the ward switches off without word or motion.
The person with the halter has to stop. They’re being snuffled. No sound of inhaled air, no material mechanism for scent, but they’re found correct. The affectionate nudge staggers them. Eugenia’s sure it was meant to.
The shrouded figure comes up and Eugenia has to make a strong effort of will to keep their face from contorting. A traditional course of study involves knowledge of unpleasant things, but this is absolutely the worst smell Eugenia’s experienced.
The halter goes on, the bronze bull’s head dipping to make it easy for the head rope to clear its ears.
The shrouded figure’s hood goes back. The smell abandons its prior delicacy.
The revealed face makes Eugenia flinch, just a little. The responding twitch in the face doesn’t help. A corpse in a bog for century and then dried with hope and no skill might have a face as shrunken, bent, and rigid as this.
“I told you the bad temper was arthritis,” echoes as the bronze bull placidly follows its jingling lead away to the other side of the room and some large doors.
“Eugenia, this is Hákarl,” Grue says. “Hákarl, this is Eugenia.”
“It is the body I was born into,” the Independent Hákarl says. “For all the life has left it this long while.”
Eugenia stands up. They’re taller than Hákarl. It’s a shock, though perhaps Hákarl was taller when their body was alive. Not enough of a shock to keep Eugenia from making the short bow of politeness.
There’s no bow in return, though there is a kind of hand-sweep meant, Eugenia thinks, to indicate one. Eugenia’s not willing to suppose there’s an ability to bow involved in Hákarl; when Hákarl’s head turns to look at Grue the fixed rictus of their expression shows where their tongue has been ornately cut apart and hinged back together with copper wire. The flesh shows wear around the drilled holes and the wire the way Eugenia would expect from hard wood.
Something over where the bronze bull left says “Bwark?” like an accident with a trumpet.
Hákarl’s present speech is plainly not the product of their tongue. It’s not entirely a City of Peace accent, but Eugenia thinks whoever taught Hákarl had one.
The chicken is much taller than Hákarl. Creek chicken, Eugenia thinks, remembering a passing explanation for the size of the eggs at breakfast.
Eugenia hadn’t made the full size connection from ‘rather bigger’ and it’s shaped like a tall breed. It might be as tall as Grue.
The lights come back up. Everyone in the wreaking team starts sweeping up sand or cleaning chalk off the floor.
The chicken is bronze.
Gloriously bronze with a greater skill than a single casting could explain; every individual feather lifts and rattles and shines as the striding bird comes to a stop just inside the reach of Hákarl’s right arm.
The steel beak is well above Eugenia’s head, never mind eye level. It twists to one side and the gilded eye blinks below the gilded comb.
Part of Eugenia thinks that the finish on the beak is curious. Some of it looks faintly purple. Another part of Eugenia feels that they should find something to say to Hákarl. It feels socially appropriate to defer to Grue, but Eugenia’s not functionally a sorcery student anymore.
“Is the chicken your work?” avoids any sort of personal question or improper remark concerning someone’s embodiment.
“Work, but not all of my own the understanding.”
Hákarl’s face cannot move. Eugenia wonders if they ought to be perceiving the impression of a smile and nods because they’re listening.
“To have colleagues is new to me, and so I call them over-much.” There’s a smile in Hákarl’s voice tone, Eugenia’s sure of that much. “As I had not known of metal working, the Khrysopos explained to me what I had need of knowing. However wise the colleague such was surely of my knowledge all least certain. So I undertook my first such wreaking slowly and without alteration.” Hákarl pauses. Eugenia manages to extract their attention from the smell, which worsens as Hákarl talks, and tries to follow the explanation. Whoever provided the instructions must have used the version where the metal forming happens from the template of the live creature.
Eugenia can’t think of another explanation for the feathers. Sculpting has limits.
“There was a thought that such a work could be a deterrent to chicken hawks, since the brazen figure’s far less chewable than the flesh of chickens.” Grue sounds amused in the cool way that goes with it being impossible for Eugenia to known Grue’s true opinion.
“Did it not work?” Eugenia doubts the legitimacy of their question, and sounds like it. The chicken hardly looks chewable. The chicken looks like its animating principle is aristocratic pride, rather than the specific rooster sacrificed.
Hákarl shrugs, the motion creating discrete clicking sounds above a wet rasping noise. “The flock disdained entire to welcome a brazen god.”
“Still better to practice on forty kilogrammes of chicken than a tonne of ox,” Grue says.
“As the third worked, and the first two did not.” Hákarl says. “We cannot all be the Khrysopos.”
Grue snorts. Eugenia has no idea why.
“You’ve modified the working for the ox?” Obviously, to start from a statue and not molten metal. It’s a proverb that no one minds explaining their own cleverness, and Eugenia always found the proverb true of sorcerers. Me, when I was one, passes as a thought through Eugenia with only some sadness and no immediate pain.
“Epicyclic contemplation,” Hákarl says. “The original took the metaphysical component of the ox and attached it to an expressed equivalent surface to form the material shape. This has many advantages but requires the practitioner to usefully abstract the individual ox as it is both distinct from and representative of its history, kind, and species while imposing that abstraction without disorder on the molten bronze. Constructing an epicyclic armature in the cold bronze permits the working to attach the ox to the ox’s own understanding of its idealized range of motion, expanding the armature. Slower, and indeed more complex, but somewhat more practical of accomplishment.”
Eugenia thinks, that is clever, and asks “Will an external team be able to do it?”
“Not entirely as I have done,” Hákarl says.
“Another team in Hákarl’s place can do anything it wants,” Grue says. “Just so long as it works.”
“A wreaking team ought to be able to do this,” Eugenia says, surprising themself. It’ll take longer, even if the overall working was certainly more-skill-than-power. It might have to happen in three steps, with the armature being established prior to welding the cast halves together, it will be a challenge, but it’s not precisely difficult.
“May I enquire of the roots of the idea?” Definitely a question. Eugenia feels Order’s frown when asking, but it matters. Sorcery is art entire, and knowing what the successful worker imagined to arrive at their intent contributes to success.
“Long ago,” Hákarl says, “I would make dolls dance. Then I needs must make dead flesh walk. The simple pattern of the doll made the needs of motion achievable.”
Eugenia imagines many things, and cannot find in any of them anything polite to say.
“A difficulty of enchanters,” Hákarl says, “to become unbodied. Not so swiftly nor so subtly as some others, but certain in time.”
Eugenia’s memory works, but it requires Eugenia to know what they’re trying to remember. Something about theoretical discussions of metaphysical transitions, early in their sorcerous instruction.
“I had a material talent,” Eugenia says, “but I recall mention of correctives for disembodiment.”
Hákarl nods, slowly and with a pop sound, then reaches out to pat the restive brazen chicken. “So I hope to understand.”
“Is a bronze person lawful?” Eugenia turns to ask Grue. Hákarl isn’t likely to know, which is what worries Eugenia.
Grue nods. “So long as you do the work yourself.”
“I have time,” Hákarl says. “Not so much in count of years, but more than I should were I yet mistaken for a necromancer and called on at need.”
“You’ve answered a real need,” Eugenia says. “A difficult one.”
“Ilk, I should say here,” Hákarl says. “Neither kind nor species, it is ilk of folk. Mine is not a tenth what it was, and had I known then what I know now for but asking, there would be more of us alive.”
Eugenia can feel their face set with the completeness of their not knowing what to say.
The chicken head sweeps left and right, the beak a little open.
They edged and honed it, Eugenia thinks.
“We have not been Creeks these five thousand years.” Hákarl’s voice is strange, and this is stranger. “I have lived a tenth of that, though I remember more. Some small trade, iodine for copper, and no trouble all those years. It was a choice, an agreement. Careful trade, so if we knew there was a Commonweal we did not know how you lived.”
Eugenia nods, stiffly, not the easy ‘I’m listening’ nod it ought to be. Every muscle has tightened across Eugenia’s neck and back.
“You let us in for asking. Heights of land and pine trees, with clean streams, because there was such land and such was the broadest desire in those yet living.” Hákarl makes a hiss that might be the memory of an inhale. “Sorcerers fleeing the conquest of their cities slaughtered us, if we did not die quite so swift as they.”
There were only three to send, Eugenia thinks. And now only Hákarl.
“The Commonweal crushed their conquerors when those followed after. Knowing that more might come, that we had nothing.”
“You’re citizens.” Something in Grue’s voice makes everyone else twitch, Hákarl, Eugenia, even the bronze chicken.
“That the standard-captains had rather you weren’t where they were sure there was going to be fighting … ” and Grue produces an impeccably elegant gesture to indicate something neither here nor there. “People need somewhere to live. We could ask.”
“May yet live,” Hákarl says. “If I may devise the constructs of burden, I will do it. Empires return.”
The smell isn’t better, the brazen chicken’s beak is cruel and its eye glitters with a desire for the large beetles and small creatures it will never eat again, the room is murmuring with the wreaking teams in the comfort of their skill, the dead ox is surely going to show up in meals once the flesh has hung, the militant enchanter from the Bad Old Days inhabits their own corpse because they had to, it was the best choice they had, and Eugenia has no idea how to ever start to believe that anything they’re doing matters at all. It might have been work for the dying and now they’re not dying though they will be dead and it isn’t even real.
The bronze bull was real. Eugenia can’t believe writing anything down matters.
“Artillery won’t be easier,” Grue says.
Grue looks wry. Eugenia wants to scream.


Chapter 9
544-Germinal-17
Esteemed Archibald,
The numbers do work out for bronze bull production. An artillery battalion needs a great many; something like four hundred at full establishment. (Various Line persons have been emphatic that you want to start at the book establishment because you can’t expect to stay there.)
There have been six more made since the first success, which doesn’t sound like many, but the last three ox-ness transfers were done by three different wreaking teams, one each. (Two internal and one external, at that!)
The first tries were not with chickens; no one has any much use for invincible chickens. The first was an elderly sheepdog, which worked only so well as to allow a head lift and some wagging of the tail. Grue — I should say Independent — thinks it was simply too old a dog, and had not vitality enough to suffice the working nor to remain in a metal body. The next three sheepdogs were less venerable, and are all now properly embodied. A member of the metal-forming team somehow arranged that the bronze dogs should have bendable ears, on the grounds that no dog deserved a form where its ears couldn’t be ruffled. ‘Asked the neighbours’ neither informs nor reassures, and I didn’t feel able to press.
Everyone was much affected by the venerable dog. We’re all working towards an efficiency of cataclysm, so I find myself wishing it says something hopeful about our characters.
Even mine; I was able to explain something necessary to both kinds of wreaking team working on the transfer, so it feels like I might be doing real work again.
But! the main point. Divided up into: metal-forming the half-shells, engraving, constructing the epicyclic armature by halves, welding the halves together, and performing the transfers — the slow part is the transfers. Those will take two to three hours each. With three, and it is hoped four, teams able to make them, it might be six or eight a day. Which is still three months and a lot of oxen. (The quartermaster associated with the Creeks brigade has insisted on formal attestations of manners and quality concerning oxen.) The Lug-gesith and Food-gesith have said that the bronze-bull making can keep going all this year whether or not there are more batteries ready to take the results.
Which is why I get to go revise the field manual and start trying to understand the Shot Team’s workings next, both together.
I suppose it means I’m not being viewed as useless.
To whatever extent I can still opine, well, if I’m starting a sentence like that I ought NOT to opine. That you sought additional instruction was a relief to me.
Peace,
Eugenia
P.S. the typewriter’s sized quite well for my hands. I’m told it’s the smallest of four sizes, and that the responsible collective is one of those twice-displaced north of Old Lake. (Which tells me very little about either circumstances or geography.) Sized for Overt Amatives, Regular Sixes, and Whistlers, if I may credit the engraved remarks on the maker’s plate.


Chapter 10
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Germinal, Twenty-third Day
Eugenia had arrived with a vague sense that artillery tubes were theoretically straightforward, the same sort of cascade amplifier ubiquitous in ritual as applied to momentum transfer. This was even factual, so far as it went. The theory for the Power cascade is old and uncomplicated.
Creating momentum is young in the Commonweal’s knowledge of the Power and the kind of difficult where a theoretical argument two centuries old has neither achieved any resolution nor appears likely to do so this century. Creating momentum is what it looks like an artillery tube does, however many excellent reasons there might be to believe that cannot be what is happening.
Shot leaves the tube; for most purposes, that’s sufficient.
What Eugenia had neglected was not so much the raw amount of Power shoved through the artillery tube, but how often. The output of a few files of troops is not great. Nine layers of amplification make it considerable, at the least, specific thresholds of ‘great’ being a subject of contention. The same nine layers must make the next shot move just as fast, seconds later. A customary ritual managing the same magnitude of Power would be used once, and almost certainly consume components of itself during the working.
“Why don’t these things explode?” Eugenia is surrounded by tenth-scale diagrams they cannot make form a mental whole.
“First twelve tries did.” Tiggy seems entirely cheerful about the prospect. “First shot out of any tube’s at the bottom of a big warded pit with the crew in a different pit warded more.”
Eugenia starts flipping pages. It’s not even a report, it’s a bunch of loose pages vaguely related to the subject. There’s a variety of handwriting and someone involved who insists on using pale blue ink and an extra-fine nib.
“Aren’t there six in service?” Because so far as Eugenia can tell, there’s only been one tube produced by the Creeks Armoury. There are more coming, but only one so far.
“Seven.” Mel gets the exercises in complex tact, Eugenia figured that out décades ago. That much tact in one word makes Eugenia uneasy.
“The first four nines were done back in the Old Commonweal, full banner in the working, no one can do that, right?” Xenia’s informative. Not necessarily tactful, and Eugenia carefully ignores Mel’s slight change of expression and nods hopefully.
“This bunch is in pieces, tube, mount with the aiming stuff, there’s a banner for the battery just like a company in a battalion. Tubes are a bit bigger around, bigger is easier on whoever’s got the pantograph, it eases back the tolerances enough to help generally and no one cared about ammunition compatibility.” Xenia conveys nothing but reasonableness.
Eugenia nods again. All the five-layer artillery tubes are back in the First Commonweal. This isn’t new information yet, this much is in the stack of paper.
“Enchantments are a lot easier to understand when you’ve got one.” Xenia’s expression is wry, much more so than Eugenia thinks is justified. Xenia’s an enchanter, and never mind how you usually talk about wreaking teams. If the blind can judge paintings is the thought after that, reflex of a slowly diminishing grief.
“So I have always heard,” is what Eugenia says.
“Various independents got asked to make examples. One of those got sent to the First Valley Armoury after the wreaking teams here had their first success.” Mel’s tactful voice.
“Just hitched up and sent?” Something about this is niggling at Eugenia.
“We sent them Hungry.” Thistle’s making a hush motion at Mel and Tiggy. “The Line gives artillery tubes individual names. It’s officially some string of numbers, One Five One Tube One, like that, if you don’t want the quartermasters’ serial number. Only the batteries always name them. So it was Bright, Fierce, Hungry, Ghost, Chill, and Gentle. Only the dead didn’t like Hungry. Nothing wrong with the tube, the Dead Gunner took pains to say that, it just made them uncomfortable. So when the foundry got Success made, official Tube Three got switched to Success and the dead stopped complaining.”
‘The dead stopped complaining’ is not a comfortable thought. More arrive to keep the first company.
“What does ‘various independents’ mean?” Eugenia can only get to three sufficiently capable enchanters by supposing that the Maintainer is one of them, and Ongen hasn’t had the necessary year off with another person in the Maintainer’s office.
“We asked the neighbours.” Tiggy still looks cheerful, but perhaps a bit cautious. “They’re not all enchanters but they all seem to manage.”
Eugenia’s eyes close. “How long did this take?”
“Six days.” Xenia’s tone is sympathetic. Eugenia’s sure of that before every other thought tangles. “Just as long as nobody else tries to do it how they did it,” Xenia says, “it’s a help.”
Everyone else in the room lets Eugenia have the time to work through the reasoning, why the Commonweal as a whole should not depend on any particular sorcerer. Why it matters so much if a wreaking team can do this thing only narrowly removed from making a battle-standard. That wreaking teams did manage to make the East Bank Refinery, with difficulty and at great cost in lives, but the thing got done. And that’s as much Power, if not as much complexity, as a battle-standard.
Eugenia says, quietly and eyes still closed, “They must think we have a little time.”
“If they don’t think this is our last moment of sufficient surplus,” Tiggy says. “No borrowing trouble from the future, there’ll be plenty delivered in due time.”
“Excellent advice,” heralds the Independent Grue, come to the meeting room to collect Eugenia. Eugenia holds up a paperweight with an inquiring look and Grue nods. Not expected to take long enough to justify putting the whole stack of paper away, so Eugenia weights it to the table and follows Grue out.
Lily made a point of telling Eugenia they could do that. It’s acceptance from the Shot Team. Eugenia recognizes that it’s collegial acceptance and values it and still feels strange. Stranger. Tiggy, Mel, Aella, Try, Lily, Xenia, Thistle, and Delph; Eugenia has no trouble telling them apart. It’s possible Delph doesn’t mass twice what Eugenia does. It’s obvious they’re all skilled with the Power, more skilled than Eugenia would expect a student to be.
Grue’s been making one of these checks every décade, not always the same day or the same time of day but consistently. Eugenia has stopped dreading them. Feeling blind is much better than waiting to die. Grue has been wryly, gently, understatedly clear that no one other than Eugenia is worried that Eugenia is not lastingly reassembled. “There’s a certain medical curiosity about what that means,” Grue had only said once, and Eugenia had nodded.
There have been innumerable metaphysical transitions in the history of the world. Many people have had their talent burned out. Surviving some of one and all the other might not be entirely new, history is deep, but it’s certainly nothing for which anyone in the Commonweal has any precedent.
So Eugenia doesn’t fret about trailing behind Grue to a part of the medical facilities and then sitting quietly while something like a camera with an opaque white lens takes pictures of both sides of their head. There’s an analog of optical focus; Grue has to fuss with the front camera-standard and the opaline lens equivalent each time the device’s position changes.
The eventual result is six glass plates with smooth white lines looping around the dark silhouette of Eugenia’s head. Grue’s plates develop much faster than they ought, fifteen minutes instead of four hours, and they do it all at once.
Grue finishes getting all six plates arranged along the backlight, shakes their head, and hisses. Eugenia looks alarmed. Grue makes a dismissive gesture or maybe a reassuring one.
Grue gets another six plates out of a cabinet, checks the labels on the plates, not just the storage slot, and fits these under Eugenia’s on the backlight. Grue acts as though the centimetre-thick glass is as heavy as the sheet of paper the plates are a little wider than and just as long. Eugenia tries not to notice.
“See the difference?”
“Mine has more space between the lines.” Eugenia’s head goes forward as their eyes refocus. “And the other one has fuzzier lines.” Eugenia’s lines are narrow, but so sharp they look like someone cut dark paper with a razor and put it in front of the light. The others have definite dense width in the middle of the fuzz.
“The other one is Hákarl.”
Eugenia looks shocked.
“Hákarl might not have made a full metaphysical transition. It was felt polite to check prior to presenting them to the Shape.”
Eugenia’s face moves in a tight involuntary smile. There isn’t any discretion in the requirements for becoming an independent.
“All of your brain tissue has grown back. Your metaphysic integration is notably robust. I was expecting it to fuzz up once the working faded and brain tissue had to pick it up.”
“How you can you tell?”
“I’m allowed to look into your material brain.” Grue smiles. “Circulation’s good, can’t really tell you lost any tissue, no scarring, no lacunae in the nerve activity. Not the same as it was, but it’s all there.”
“What does ‘notably robust’ mean?”
“You know why the Commonweal insists on a full metaphysical transition?” Grue’s talking to the images across the backlight.
“No.” Eugenia’s answer is slow and surprised.
“Regular-old-mind’s emergent from flesh. Metaphysic-mind’s emergent from structures in the Power. Those don’t have to be anything like the structures in the flesh or the pattern of the flesh. The interaction isn’t inherently stable, it gets eccentric. So if someone’s going to live indefinitely, it has to be the full shift so the material mind stops being able to argue. If they’ve got village-sorcerer amounts of metaphysical mind, not always there, not what they think with unless they’re engaged in a working, they’re not going to live long enough to go really crazy.”
Grue takes a breath, turns back to face Eugenia.
“You’re a Regular Six. You’re forty-seven. Absent further injury, you’ll last for several centuries except — ” Grue waves at the backlight — “that’s a full physical-metaphysical integration, right out of the Bad Old Days. Only … entirely competent.”
“I’ll be physically healthy when I go insane?”
“It is surpassingly unlikely you’re able to go insane.” Grue half turns, turns back, stops, finds the tall three-legged stool that goes with the imaging instrument and sits on it. “Rose legitimately fails to recognize some implications aren’t obvious. These should have been pointed out to the judges.”
“Would they object?”
“You’re up to the Shape. I am, pardon me, worried about Rose. Eventually someone is going to get upset.”
Eugenia stops and thinks, rather than saying any of the things that come to mind.
“It doesn’t matter that I’m not upset because this is post-alteration me.”
Grue nods.
“There’s no precedent and there isn’t anyone else who could have done it.” Eugenia doesn’t like that idea, but it’s hard to avoid.
“I could have done something, but not this.” Grue’s gaze darts back to the backlight, forward to Eugenia again.
Grue looks slightly bothered, just enough for Eugenia to tell by paying attention, and then Eugenia recognizes that bothered is not what Grue wants to show.
“Relative? Student?” Eugenia’s voice contains all of Eugenia’s doubts that those are real possibilities and all Eugenia’s certainty that something personal pertains.
“Family,” Grue says. “Also lacking in precedent. And — ” Grue makes a broad gesture, and another. “You know that point in youth where you realize you’re going to have to learn how to be responsible? That it’s not enough to do what you’re given, you need to decide who you are?”
Eugenia nods. There had been some counselling from Order.
“Rose had that realization after the lower Third Valley got restructured,” Grue says. Eugenia sits down on the floor.
Eugenia tries to think. Context, it’s about context, Order was always worried about … 
“Classes reinforce each other.” Eugenia knows that in ways beyond words. They just plain miss theirs beyond loss, and Archibald still has to try to pass the Shape with everyone gone. The statistical odds aren’t hopeful and their state of mind can’t be. It worries Eugenia.
Eugenia’s perfect memory replays perish in flames, the whole abrupt terror of the complex sensory apprehension Eugenia doesn’t have anymore.
The rest of Rose’s class passed the Shape.
“Rose has to feel safe.” Anyone who threatens Rose is lucky if they burn.
Grue nods.
“Know any sorcerers who feel safe?” Grue’s voice has gone fey. Eugenia doesn’t want to call it that, but there isn’t anything much else it could be called.
“No.”
“I can’t say I lose sleep about it,” Grue says, voice still fey, “but just how the Commonweal as a whole will react worries me.”
“Skilled work’s skilled work.” Eugenia’s surprised at how happy they sound, but it’s real. “Better than dying is logic out of the Bad Old Days, but it’s not false.”
Grue nods. “Your recovery is skilled work. Startlingly, surprisingly complete skilled work. I’ll be attesting as such in my medical capacity.”
“So I can start documenting the shot-making process?” Eugenia would like to get started. Time just keeps passing, and healthy doesn’t mean they can melt ten kilogrammes of tungsten and pass for an independent.
“Captain Blossom wants to talk to you first.” Grue waves at the backlight again. “Conditional on my attestion of your fitness.”


Chapter 11
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Germinal, Twenty-third Day
It’s not the same office. It’s smaller and it’s further away and much lower in the edifice. Grue sticks their head round the door frame without knocking or really even slowing down. Eugenia finds that Grue tries to slow their walking pace, but isn’t reliably skilled at it. Tiggy’s team are much better.
Eugenia still thinks they’re fitter than they can previously recall. There are a lot of tall staircases in the edifice.
“Hey, Grue.” Friendly acknowledgement, Eugenia thinks.
“Captain Blossom.” Grue’s got one arm back to usher Eugenia in. “One entirely recovered and fully healthy arcane documentation specialist.”
“Entirely? Fully? That’s strong language.” Eugenia can’t quite place Captain Blossom’s accent. Halfway between the City of Peace and the rounder Creek pronunciation. An artillery specialist would have had to have spent a lot of time outside the Creeks.
“I so attest by the Peace and my name within it.” Grue’s voice has a broader smile than their face.
“Splendid.” Captain Blossom smiles back. Grue gives a little wave and strides out. Captain Blossom waves Eugenia to a chair.
Eugenia gives up on formal intentions, kicks their shoes off, and sits cross-legged on it. None of the Creeks seem to mind. It’s not just that Eugenia’s feet don’t touch the floor; their knees hang on the front of the seat long before their back meets the chair back.
Captain Blossom sets their chalk down and picks up their chair in an offhand floating motion to where they can sit and face Eugenia. It takes Eugenia both hands and putting their back into it to lift these chairs.
“Equal and opposite reaction,” Captain Blossom says, faintly smiling. “Which is the polite way to say ‘otherwise the kids tend to break them’.”
Eugenia smiles. “With Regular Six youth it’s screaming fits in frustration at how slowly your co-ordination recovers from the growth spurt.” Only one growth spurt, and not much of one for height, but enough you spend five or six years not being quite sure where your hands and feet really are.
“How’s your current frustration?” Captain Blossom’s still faintly smiling, but this is official.
“Low. There’s been some success, I feel like I’m contributing.”
“How much do you know about the hurry?”
“The Commonweal was attacked.” Eugenia orders their thoughts. “The Fight Below the Edge wasn’t a difficult victory but everything about the circumstances and the attackers says there’s a lot more of them.”
Captain Blossom’s head tips slightly in inquiry. Mel makes just that understated gesture.
“There’s a lot of background worry about economic limits. Artillery can be less expensive.” Eugenia has been wondering how sensible that evaluation is. A battery is more people than a company and the effort to make the artillery is large.
Interesting, but certainly large.
“Know any military theory?” Captain Blossom asks this as any other question might be asked.
“No.” Eugenia wonders how much a Line captain would know, considers the Hills High Road, and feels they must explain. “I was considered militant, but Order — ” and Eugenia stops. Militant gets misunderstood; it doesn’t mean you want to fight another sorcerous entity with the Power. It doesn’t imply any developed skill, either; it’s a measure of capacity. The militant are able to use the Power swiftly and fluidly enough that they might fight by means of the Power, if they chose to create the skill in themselves. Those not militant cannot create such skill; their imagination of the Power will not encompass it.
Their imagination of the Power might forbid it, with all the risks of haste and suddenness.
The Independent Order’s views on sorcerers fighting with magic are both nuanced and absolute. It’s a notably long and carefully reasoned argument that expands the specifics of why sorcerers fighting is bad every time it is iterated, and Order has been iterating it for centuries. Eugenia despairs of summarizing it. Military theory did not get close enough to Order’s curriculum to be overtly disdained.
Captain Blossom nods. “Willing to learn some? You did a good job of the field manual, but that’s how, not why. We could do with something for those with a warrant of commission.”
Eugenia tries not to look shocked. “I could get the gunners to explain why they wanted to do things a particular way, and have them come to agreement.” Eugenia doesn’t think they had anything to do with deciding what was correct. Getting the arguments to happen and resolve, yes. Sometimes by getting a stopwatch and timing an evolution done one way, and then the other. Getting arguments to resolve is its own skill, and one they needed in their class of sorcery students. “I don’t think there are a group of artillery officers?” Eugenia tries to keep their mental shift from here to at all out of their voice. It nearly works.
“Just two.” Captain Blossom’s looking pleased. “I have to make sure a bunch of new and novice gunners get the files to come out right and everyone’s maintaining their latch to the banner as habit, rather than decision. The other one gets to make sure the gear is ready.”
Captain Blossom makes a general gesture of inclusion at the chalkboard. “So I don’t have time, but there is a library and it’s always easier to amend an existing text than to write one.”
Eugenia nods, slowly. “It would take some time.” Eugenia doesn’t suppose they’ve got enough.
“Not your main job,” Captain Blossom says. “I still want you to get what Tiggy’s bunch does written down. You’re officially all integrated again, so you’re not any more risk than anyone else.”
“Not necessarily any more use than anyone else.” Eugenia tries to sound factual, rather than bitter. “Sorcery is not inherently subtle but the Shot Team’s rather much so.”
“To the great good fortune of us all.” Captain Blossom means it, but it’s not all they mean. Eugenia finds themself waiting for the next thing to be said.
“I’d like to make an experiment, but it requires you to take an oath ahead of time, and the oath would hold whether or not the experiment worked.” Captain Blossom’s looking straight at Eugenia to say this.
Eugenia sits up straighter in their chair. This is not at all what they were expecting. They were expecting something about deadlines.
“Experiment about?”
“Artillery includes metaphysical senses. The traditional inclusion in the tube isn’t being used, there was some discussion about what to do instead, and there were test pieces made. It’s possible you could use a test piece, but they won’t work for someone not at least of the Line.”
Eugenia loses a little time. It’s the same pleasant small office with logistics notes written over all four of its slate walls when it registers again. Captain Blossom is looking patient, patient and a little kind.
“Is of the Line subject to orders?”
“In the field, which this is not.”
There’s a modest pause. “And not regular Line sorts of orders, ‘of’ is for medics and quartermasters, people who need to be able to latch to the standard so they know what’s going on.”
Eugenia nods. Not people who are expected to integrate with the focus and add to the push. Not people who are expected to kill anyone.
“I did seek advice.” Captain Blossom’s voice is carefully neutral. “The test piece is an enchantment, but not a focus. It lacks any capacity for executive.”
It can’t do anything, Eugenia thinks. No ability to alter anything material or immaterial.
“It would need some kind of skin contact.” Eugenia remembers the diagnostic images and the sharply defined loops around their head and thinks an irreverent maybe a hat. Close might be enough.
Captain Blossom nods. “Yes. And it might not work at all.”
“Of the Line isn’t permanent?”
“No.” Captain Blossom’s capable of a thoroughly friendly smile. “Never get enough drovers if it were.”
Eugenia thinks will it interfere with the Shape? and I still can’t pass, in quick succession.
“Does this require witnesses?”
There’s a nod.
“Can we get some?”
People show up; one of them is Tiggy. It’s straightforward. No thumb-printing drops of blood.
“Ready?”
Eugenia nods. They never expected they would ever meet anyone as implacable as Order, but they’re starting to wonder about Captain Blossom. It was an entirely friendly tone of voice. It was a real question by any social measure. Eugenia still feels like they’re going to go fight an onset of cruncher with a cracked stick.
It’s in the sort of neat wooden box you keep machine parts in, padded with some bits of old towel. Twelve flat square metal plates connected with wires. Some sort of alloy, Eugenia thinks, unable to place the specific silvery colour.
There are so many silvery colours is a distracted thought before Eugenia reaches out a hand to take the experiment they’re being offered.


Chapter 12
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Germinal, Twenty-sixth Day
It takes Eugenia three whole days to stop randomly bursting into tears.
Everyone was extremely understanding; the second night, Tiggy, Delph, and Lily carefully fed Eugenia respectable whisky out of what for a Creek was an infant dosing cup and listened as they babbled and made sweeping hopeful gestures.
Eugenia’s relief and joy are such mighty things they’re not even embarrassed.
Sometime around day four Eugenia’s recovered enough to ask whose work they’re wearing. On a hat; shaken out, the plaques make a circle just slightly too large for Eugenia’s head. Making it into a necklace able to lie flat presents the problem of alterations to the spacing between the plaques; that will nearly certainly break its function, even if adding a clasp didn’t. They’ve acquired a light skullcap for indoors and a broad-brimmed canvas outside hat. The thought of stepping outside, to a lovely lake view and a hundred-metre drop to what is certainly deep water, paralyses Eugenia in a way that could only be more thorough if nerve damage were involved.
“If it falls in the water, we’ll get it back. We’ll get it back if I have to use up a neighbour-favour,” Tiggy says, voice and face and stance completely serious. “If something crawls out of the otherworld and eats it, we will make you another one. I promise.”
Eugenia had nodded and taken several willed deep breaths at a slow deliberate pace before they ignored their tears and not being able to see anything but a bright patch and walked through the door.
“The short answer,” Tiggy says, “is we don’t know who made that one. It tested best but we weren’t checking who made which one, you don’t want expectation bias in the tests.”
Eugenia’s looking outward and trying to hold their head completely still. There’s a boat with a driving focus moving southward. The sharp crisp swirl of the power circulation goes blurry and then away across a couple of seconds.
“About half a kilometre,” Eugenia says, wondering. A clear half-kilometre, and they couldn’t sense clearly past fifty metres before.
“The actual artillery pieces get more reach,” Mel says. “That’s a proof-of-concept test for a particular design choice. There wasn’t any reason to put in the full area or the high-energy filters.”
Even considered as a passive awareness, the amount of Power matters. The device builds a receptive structure, but it’s Eugenia’s metaphysical self that provides the Power to do the building. A live artillery tube would involve much more Power than Eugenia ever had.
“It’s notable work.” Eugenia’s quivering all over. “I had no idea this was possible.”
“Some of it’s new theory.” Tiggy’s considering how much to explain, and Eugenia can just tell. Not well enough to get words out of Tiggy’s cognitive penumbra, something a sorcerer of modest talent can never expect to do, but enough to have a feeling for intent.
“It’s still notable work.” Eugenia takes a couple of steps like dancing. “I hope you’ve got who made it in the files somewhere.”
“We’ll be evaluating the next batch,” Tiggy says, grinning, and Eugenia nods. Evaluators who don’t know who did what is something worth maintaining. Anything involving the Power is an inescapable haze of personal biases, the Power works by personal biases, but ritual behaviour to eschew bias has measurable effect.
The boat trip starts after lunch. Eugenia takes their luggage — ’plan for a few days’ Tiggy had said — down to the refectory with them.
Seeing everybody together leaves Eugenia fighting down giggles. The third time, someone asks.
Eugenia gets their glee under control. “I’m sorry, it’s not polite, I know it’s not polite, but I would never have expected Lily was a necromancer.” Lily might be the friendliest person Eugenia has ever met; they’re even more consistently cheerful than Tiggy and not abashed about it.
Lily leans over the middle of the boat and pats Eugenia on the shoulder, smiling the whole time. “Nobody does.”
If they weren’t on a boat Eugenia’s pretty sure they would have been hugged.
It’s extremely uncomplicated water. It’s a beautiful day. It’s a remarkably secure feeling to be able to just know people are there, whatever direction Eugenia’s eyes are pointing. It’s not Eugenia’s class but it’s clearly someone’s independent class and an amazingly cohesive one; these are people who work together exceeding well. Eugenia knew that from the results. Results aren’t the same as knowing with certainty the results aren’t luck.
The Power will have its little jokes with luck.
It’s still hard to sit still and be quiet for three hours. Eugenia doesn’t think anyone’s talking silently, Try is obviously asleep, and Eugenia stares over the bow and doesn’t marvel out loud at the tiny patterns of life in the water. ‘Try’ is short for Tryphosa, which Eugenia looked up. There is absolutely no way to ask if Try’s mother feels they made a mistake, having named their child ‘delicate’. Try came to stuff-wreaking and general sorcery from being an impossibly competent blacksmith. ‘Impossibly’ for just a hammer, though the subsequent awareness of their talent hasn’t altered Try’s metaphors.
After another little while, Eugenia says “I really appreciate it, but why is there coffee?”
“Rose didn’t want the Captain to run out.” Xenia sounds like they’re half asleep. Stay below the sides of the boat and the sun is warm.
“There’s fifty-some thousand folk not of the ilk of the Creeks in the four provinces these days. All the Regulars and Typicals like coffee.” Mel doesn’t sound sleepy, or like they’re disagreeing with Xenia.
“What we really need,” Tiggy says, “is a social drink everybody likes.”
Regulars can’t metabolize methanol. Typicals find a little methanol improves the taste. Creeks don’t like methanol, usually, but should always avoid caffeine. Theobromine beyond minuscule amounts is a hallucinogen for Creeks and Amazons. There are ilks of Elegants who really shouldn’t drink all that much water in their ethanol. There are six ilks of people poisoned by ethanol. By the time you do the big chart with everybody, you’re making some sort of thick vegetable broth that’s been salted with exacting precision and it just doesn’t feel festive or even quite manage to be entirely safe for everyone.
“Not involving beets.” Thistle sounds a little irked, but Thistle usually does.
“Not involving beets.” Aella doesn’t sound irked at all. They both turn their heads enough to say “And we know you like the stuff,” directly to Tiggy.
“Be that as it may,” Tiggy says, “the only universally acceptable solvent besides water would be vegetable oil derived from some kinds of squash.”
“Which already mostly goes to medical uses.” Delph’s amused. Eugenia’s entirely happy to be sure it’s amused, and not arch. “And it’s been carefully bred to be innocuous and nearly flavourless for five hundred years.”
“You still made cake topping out of it.” Thistle continues to suffer from disbelief.
“Which you liked.” Nothing shows in Delph’s face, but Eugenia can feel Delph’s amusement and smiles themself. It isn’t a wise idea to bet Delph they can’t do things, Eugenia thinks.
Eugenia tries not to think about why a combined life-mage and life-tweaker talent, even a modest one, has a place on a wreaking team making artillery shot.
“This place wasn’t on the maps we had in the first valley,” Eugenia says. It might not be a wise change of subject.
Only a little ripple, though, so not problematic.
“The province of Westcreek,” Mel says, “is organized around the West Wetcreek. Which is as far west as you could put a significant watercourse, there are tall bluffs some places where it’s eroded into the edge of the clastic wedge off the Folded Hills. The original watercourse was Westcreek, which is dry now, and all its tributaries drain into the West Wetcreek through some sort of gate no-one understands. That’s about as far east as it’s possible to get before you’re into the Blue Creek’s valley, the original drainage all went east away from the Hills.”
Eugenia nods. Mel’s producing a schematic illusion.
The illusion draws in the line of a canal, running almost due east from Westcreek Town to Lockpoint on Blue Creek. “West West-East Canal” Mel says. The whole thing tips and goes even more schematic, an elevation cross-section.
“This is cheating,” Mel says. “The land is flat through there, so I can just pretend I know the elevations.”
“Anything’s more than I know now,” Eugenia says.
Mel smiles and the whole cross-section falls to where the bed of the Westcreek runs with a short steep rise to the east and the western edge of Blue Creek’s valley. “We think it looked like this when the Westcreek was a watercourse. It couldn’t be one now, the bed is at a jumble of different elevations. Someone moved everything around to make Lost Creek the main watercourse.” The dent shifts west, so there’s a broad shallow chevron shape of a valley. Not apparently old enough to have steep sides and a flat bottom.
“A fair while after that, someone else made a mess of the drainage to put in Split Creek, which got installed in a course as though it was on nearly flat land.” The cross-section rises to the modern slope, with markers going west to east noting the West Wetcreek, Split Creek, Westcreek, and Lost Creek. “Split Creek winds up in Awkward Lake.” Mel’s voice becomes entirely definite. “Do not go there.”
Eugenia says “I won’t.” There’s probably something subtle somewhere in how Creeks name things, but Eugenia’s been exposed to enough understatement in Creek naming practices that any place named ‘Awkward Lake’ would have to have a truly excellent funny story explaining the name before Eugenia would even consider going there.
“So now we’ve got a lot of swamp because there’s a lot of undrained sinks and the old watercourses have been jumbled up. You can still trace the former course of Lost Creek. Split Creek would be a proper watercourse if it had water, and run sort of opposite where Lost Creek used to.”
The illusion goes back to the plan view, looking down. Eugenia can see the West Wetcreek, running north-south, Westcreek Town, the West West-East canal running due east away from Westcreek Town, the wide loop of Split Creek that comes close to Westcreek Town before swooping away to the east and back, the trend is east of south or maybe south of southeast, with the last loop headed southwest and then west and there’s the lake. Mel gives it the map symbol for ‘no search will be attempted’.
There’s another line, this one dashed instead of the red-blue-red of the margins of dangerous water. It goes almost as the inverse of Split Creek, defining a trend of ovals on the map.
“That’s roughly the old course of Lost Creek. It hasn’t flowed since Split Creek was there, everywhere Split Creek came in restructured the land so there was no route for the water, it wasn’t just changes in elevation affecting the drainage.” Mel looks straight at Eugenia. “Deep swamp, lots of weeds, not places anyone wanted to go.”
Eugenia nods.
“Parliament had agreed to the idea of a larhaus,” Tiggy says, “but not created any. There was a bunch of fussing about just right and just where and nobody really wants to be the first to administer something new in the law.”
Eugenia nods again and wonders why the delay annoys Tiggy.
“The Fight Below the Edge,” Tiggy says and stops.
“Intent on conquest,” Eugenia says, because that much understanding of the destroyed force, come for the Cousins’ damp dark woods and sea fogs below the Edge, has become general.
“Yeah,” Tiggy says, and does not remark on auspices warning Parliament to be concerned for the southern border, nor just how freely the attackers made use of demons. “Getting things wrong moved.”
Mel’s illusion acquires the defined areas, broad arcs in bean-shapes along the former Lost Creek that stop a kilometre clear of Split Creek. Curve to the west, curve to the east, curve to the west. The line of the canal up to the Creeks Armoury runs up from the West Wetcreek.
“Northernmost is the neighbours,” Mel says, blinking that area. “Lots of that’s agricultural. Most of it’s dry with a single major stream. The middle section has got less slope, a slower stream, marsh, and more scattered water. We’ve got the pond.”
Eugenia closes their eyes and deliberately reaches out to feel the boat crew’s dancing, the simple ordered push into the driving focus, the smoothness of the water, the mild wind of passage.
“Is the drainage continuous?” It’s Eugenia’s best calm voice.
“There’s some big gates,” Tiggy says. “Which is why the floors are warm, the Armoury is higher than the low end of the middle section.”
“Are we going somewhere on that scale?” Eugenia turns to face Mel directly. “Thank you. I feel like I know where I am, now.”
Mel smiles and lets the illusion go by shining swirls into nothingness.
“Not unsettled?” Xenia sees no reason not to ask this kind of question.
“Not surprised,” Eugenia says. “The edifice doesn’t seem constructed.”
“We’re going somewhere with the same style,” Tiggy says. “Not the same scale.”
Same scale of the Power to make it, Eugenia thinks.
The end of the Armoury Pond is a lock, only one, and a canal tunnel into a cliff.
Not, Eugenia notes, a river-sized canal like the one up to the Edifice. Nor is there a second channel; above the lock the boat crew flipped a flag and took the crank handles, lock gates and sluice-tunnels and gate-valves all together.
The tunnel goes a long way; Eugenia thinks at least ten kilometres. The rock is dark and the tunnel is not lit; there are lights on the boat, and spaced reflective marks so the boat crew can judge their speed.
Then there’s a small pool, only just large enough to turn the boat. There’s a place to tie up, and the boat does. Various supplies come off the boat and on to a cart. The single bronze bull in the harness comes awake, Eugenia supposes it’s awake, when Lily puts a hand on its forehead and says “Wake up, Lump.” Boat and boat-crew depart.
It’s an old bronze bull, done in a different style than the few traditional-working bronze bulls Eugenia has seen in the Creeks. Its joints show wear, but the bull and the cart move steadily.
Not so far; the Shot Team holds hands and a big curved iron plug in the wall rotates until there’s a tunnel through the iron. Eugenia can feel the Power involved, but not precisely apprehend it. It could be a limitation of the device or Eugenia’s use or plain subtlety on the part of the Shot Team and Eugenia firmly decides not to consider the question now.
Cart and people pass through the iron tunnel into a short stretch of rock tunnel with another iron plug at the end. Holding hands again, the Shot Team swings the first plug shut and then the second one open. “Can’t ever have both open,” Tiggy says, neither more abashed nor less cheerful. Eugenia nods. Eugenia would be feeling much worse if the lever with the ratchet and the geared track didn’t show. Even if the whole Shot Team had dropped dead of unsuspected causes, Eugenia could have got the plug open before the air ran out.
Probably. They think probably.
The second plug’s short exit tunnel runs out into a longer tunnel curving through rock. The curve goes down a full circle into another large iron plug. More held hands and a faint rumble tell Eugenia the second plug’s been closed before they see the third one swing open. Opened, the third plug leads into a tunnel at right angles to the direction they had been going.
This tunnel’s more than a kilometre long, because they walk out a kilometre.
“It’s open at both ends,” Mel says. “And it’s wider going the other way. We wanted to be sure there wasn’t any risk of over-pressure getting into the canal.”
The road leads out of the tunnel around a corner, another couple hundred metres of smooth curve and steep cliff above and below, before winding up at a blind gate in a wall maybe four metres high.
It’s not another edifice. It’s black, like its curtain wall is black, and like the edifice is black, and the roof is the same rainbow tile, but it’s not large for a manufactory even without considering the scale of edifice. Eugenia thinks five floors and maybe ten metres by thirty of ground area.
“No big cellars?” Eugenia feels oddly cheerful.
“No big cellars,” Tiggy says. “Welcome to the actual shot shop.”


Chapter 13
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Germinal, Twenty-seventh Day
Eugenia had wondered if there was anyone else in this place, but there is.
Two cooks. Who answer when Xenia calls out, and do something that involves a lot of clanking. The gate is blind, but if you go follow the roadway all ten blind metres into the wall, the inner four metres of the right-hand wall opens.
Well, lifts. And there’s another and another and another, slabs a metre thick, two metres apart. Tiggy’s careful no one sets a foot forward until all four slabs have gone clank as something locks them in place.
Follow around the two sharp turns, right and then left, and there’s a small yard. If there’s another gate it isn’t obvious.
There’s more clanking as the Shot Team picks all the counterweights back up and the gate-slabs fall. No singing, no holding hands, there’s just a moment of agreement, Eugenia supposes. It’s somehow a distinctive expression despite the variety of faces. The motion in the Power seems like a single will moves it, which Eugenia finds strange. It should be more difficult to do anything with one will across eight.
The gate-slabs, like the wall they’re embedded in, are silicon carbide. The edifice is silicon carbide, structurally, and these walls are just that shade of black and have just the same familiar particular feel if Eugenia concentrates. Making a wall four metres high and four metres thick out of silicon carbide, there’s at least that much wall thickness outside the entrance tunnel, seems excessive. Especially as the actual shop does not look defensible, it has regular doors and tall windows for light and no more than the usual weather shutters.
“What happens if someone sends a demon here?” Eugenia has gone from considerations of defensible to thinking that this place is close to the Edge. Not in terms of walking or even vision, but if there are would-be conquerors coming up out of the sea with demons it is not so far at all.
Walking to this place doesn’t seem practical. The view out over the land involves a steep drop and a broad strip of glass at the base of an overhanging cliff, itself as smooth as a mirror. Out at the edge of the glass there’s a ditch, or maybe a moat.
“There are defences,” Tiggy says.
Eugenia has had no inkling of a ward, realizes that they now have considerably more sensory reach than their reflexes expect, and makes a conscious effort to extend their perceptions beyond their habitual fifty-metre radius.
“It said I wasn’t tasty enough.”
Eugenia’s sitting on the smooth dark surface of the yard. Lily’s crouched down behind Eugenia to make sure they don’t fall over, as well as down, and Tiggy’s holding a bone whistle covered all over in fine black lines.
The black lines follow no earthly geometry.
“Well, good,” Tiggy says, entirely as cheerful as usual tucking the bone whistle away. “Something would have gone wrong if you were.”
Eugenia accepts Lily’s offered hand and stands up. “Does it need to eat?”
“We’re assured not.” A commendably firm and certain tone of voice from Try.
“It wants to eat.” Delph sounds certain with no effort at all, and everybody nods.
“We’re told it’s about as clever as a dog,” Tiggy says. “Nothing like having a Line battalion but asserted more than enough for ‘plausible demons’.”
Eugenia carefully fails to enquire as to who was doing the asserting, and thinks Spider Eyes in the reverent voice of their childhood. It doesn’t bother Eugenia until they realize their hands are moving involuntarily through the eight-tap reverent motion of that same traditional childhood.
“The shop has wall-wards, so it’s more secure if we’re here than if we’re not.” Mel manages to sound entirely serene.
Inside the shot-shop there’s unloading the cart, unyoking Lump, and Lily setting Lump back to resting in a stall. Someone’s carefully planked the stall floor. There’s a slate, with counting marks. “Lump gets a contemplative day in the yard every twenty trips,” Lily says to Eugenia while making a chalk mark.
Eugenia doesn’t quite know what to do with themself, beyond pulling their bags off the cart. Everyone else seems to have clear notions, and departs, leaving Mel and Tiggy and Eugenia.
“These stairs,” Tiggy says, chin pointing, and the risers are just as high as the stairs in the edifice. Eugenia’s mostly stopped noticing.
The rooms are smaller, the single bathing room has one long tub, and the privies are one at each end of the hall. It’s still much nicer than anywhere Eugenia lived as Order’s student. The thought makes Eugenia smirk, because they can’t imagine how Order would react to the general Creek taste in bathing tubs.
As long as Eugenia can find one where the water hasn’t been heated to poaching temperatures, Eugenia quite approves of the practice.
Dinner is quiet and served to the table. It feels like a family Festival dinner or how it used to be in Eugenia’s sorcery class, and Eugenia goes a little misty. Everyone seems to understand. Eugenia doesn’t manage to catch either cook’s name but finds themself smiling despite having to sit on a biscuit box. The cooks are at one end of the table leaning on each other and Mel and Tiggy are at the other end in nearly enough the same pose.
Breakfast is boiled potatoes and roast beef, chopped and fried together in duck fat with eggs stirred over the whole. Eugenia couldn’t have told it was duck fat, before. The device has a more capable sensitivity than their individual talent had. Toast with apple preserves and big mugs of tea, or, for Eugenia, coffee in a much smaller mug. Which means a quarter-litre instead of a litre, smaller being relative. The Edifice refectories have decilitre mugs, but the Shot Shop proper doesn’t. Eugenia carefully does not fill the mug past half.
It’s work-day food.
Eugenia never gets asked to do dishes; they have neither the height nor the length of arm and, as someone said back in the Edifice, it wouldn’t be polite to ask Eugenia to stand in the sink to solve these problems. They can carry, but everyone else twitches. So Eugenia usually mops. They’ve hung the mop to dry when Tiggy pops up and collects them.
A décade ago, Eugenia would have felt startled. Now everyone is obvious, here on the ground floor and one floor up. The floors above the first aren’t perceptible at all. Once Eugenia’s on the second floor, the lower two aren’t perceptible. Neither are the floors above, or anything outside.
Tiggy does something with broad gestures. The whole volume shimmers into metaphysical diamond shapes that tip into rhombuses and melt into a pattern of differently proportioned figures, so that if Eugenia concentrates it seems like projection drawings of cubes here and there in the pattern.
Given a little time, the volume clears as the pattern shifts to the edges of the room. It’s not tight to the walls and Eugenia cannot keep from thinking that it drains up to the ceiling.
It’s entirely incomprehensible, but also fascinating; it reminds Eugenia of watching iron and carbon mix into mineral structures as hot steel cools, only these patterns don’t repeat.
“Wall ward’s up,” Tiggy says.
Mel and Lily take hands like they’re dancing something that has longways sets and sing twelve notes each in harmony.
That doesn’t sound erie, that sounds cheerful, goes through Eugenia’s mind. What in the world’s width are they doing?
“We’re a little bit to one side of reality now,” Tiggy says. “Which is why there’s a separate privy through the rightmost door in the far wall.”
Eugenia nods.
“A little bit to one side of reality?” The assertion could mean several things, and Eugenia is well aware they don’t know the comprehensive list of possibilities.
“Half-a-dimension displaced from the world,” Lily says. “Half is the average across three spatial and time and they’re all either positive or negative. No individual displacement smaller than an eighth.”
“We’ve got an air brick like a battle-standard,” Mel says quickly. “No worry about the air.”
Air brick like a battle-standard repeats itself through Eugenia’s understanding and instead of finding a potter’s bench to collapse on Eugenia straightens. “Please explain with more cohesive detail,” comes out in the tone everyone thinks Eugenia intends when reading that exact comment left on their initial written explanations and there’s a general outbreak of smiles.
“It’s not in the common knowledge so we don’t want anyone else able to find out.” Tiggy still seems entirely cheerful. Eugenia doesn’t understand how.
“The wall-wards are from the neighbours, they’re fairly resolute.” That’s Mel.
“Is it technically a ward?” Eugenia’s memory is full of lists of things that are referred to as wards, but aren’t, in a structural sense.
“Open question.” Thistle sounds irked, but Thistle often sounds irked. “Three-or-more-mathematical-careers-open.”
“Line banner can’t get through it.” Tiggy’s become notably cheerful. “We did the experiment.”
Eugenia’s eyes close. For a static structure where there isn’t anyone or anything actively feeding it Power this is something for which Eugenia completely lacks an adjective.
“I need to formally communicate that the work done here is not part of the common knowledge.” Tiggy’s a little bit more abashed, and their face has gone formal. All the Shot-team faces have.
“Understood.” Eugenia is suddenly sharply curious. The common knowledge is nearly everything. There’s supposed to be a cavern under the original Shape of Peace with a few things in it: the Independent Ongen’s carefully complete recipe for making a battle-standard beside the Wizard Laurel’s recovered notes, the seven or eight people worth of notes and instructions from the first creation of the Shape of Peace, and, if you believe the stories, the Book of Halt. The stories are never consistent about the material of the covers around the Book of Halt.
Those things in the cavern are outside the common knowledge; no copies in libraries, no open discussion, never even a hinted mention in a permanent record. Certainly never put in a letter; nothing anyone outside the Commonweal could discover by simple observation. It’s not something Eugenia ever expected to encounter, but they know about it. Anybody studying to be an independent would have met the concept, even the concept of something meant to be a secret from other citizens, which is what Tiggy has just told Eugenia this is.
Which is why the second floor’s quite such a startlement. It looks like a potter’s workshop, or perhaps like a porcelain shop, Eugenia isn’t sure. And then Eugenia notices the coal bins and begins to suspect that at least two of the substantial structures aren’t kilns.
“So we don’t think about this stuff when we’re not here, not in any detail.” Xenia’s uncharacteristically firm. Xenia’s looking uncharacteristically focused, too.
“There’s two layers of discontinuity,” Eugenia says. “One of them from material reality and one from the Power.”
Everybody nods.
“What are you doing?” Eugenia manages to keep the question conversational. Red shot, artillery shot that has magical effects, typically loud ones, has been around in one form or another for as long as there’s any intimation of history. Even momentum-creation artillery has been around for centuries.
“The problem with red shot is cost,” Mel says. “You’re comparing working time for someone who could have been doing something else, and more useful, like a water-gate or a weed-killer or just a forging-binding or a barge focus, to the amount of lifetime you use up in Line troopers. The Line troopers are traditionally less expensive. The standard-captains still wanted artillery because the kinetic energy transfer could force a response and pin an enemy under an immobile ward.”
Eugenia nods. Ward structures work most easily with the Power and with charge. Kinetic energy takes more complexity and more attention to create the ward, and then more Power to uphold the ward’s cohesion. A rapid succession of what amount to fast anvils can keep even a capable sorcerer too busy to do much else than ward, and then the heavy battalion can catch them.
“Only there aren’t enough of us.” Aella’s usually calm. This is too calm to Eugenia’s ears, some product of thoughts Aella carefully doesn’t consider unless they must. “Really not enough, not enough people in the Second Commonweal to do all the jobs our economy requires. The Line-gesith would never let the neighbours help so much if that wasn’t true.”
“So we want not just red shot, but pointy sticks — ” the magically active javelins the Creeks battalions use — “in quantity. And there’s just us.” Tiggy’s hand-wave makes it clear this us is the eight people on the Shot Team.
“Tiggy hates it when the answer is work harder,” Delph says. “So they came up with a way to make a focus that creates complex binding structures.”
“I really should have sat down,” Eugenia says.
“It’s got constraints,” Tiggy says.
“It works,” comes as a chorus from the whole rest of the team.
“My own-work project,” Eugenia says, tone severe, “concerned adjusting martensite formation in carbon steels. No focus, no rapid production, I just demonstrated a novel technique. The examiners said approving things about it.” Order had sat by a doubtfully conscious Eugenia’s hospital bed to read them the final report, and been clearly approving themself.
“Can’t present it if it’s outside the common knowledge.” Tiggy doesn’t even sound more abashed than usual, and turns back to Eugenia. “There are three problems. First problem, three sticks per trooper in a battalion’s bumping into seven thousand. Three isn’t enough, ten’s closer, for a regular old fight with no particular expectations. Second problem, people think of shot as not being accelerated because the tube gives it momentum directly. Shot doesn’t experience air as a fluid medium, there’s plenty of acceleration, it’s just got negative sign with respect to the shot’s velocity. Plenty of heat, too. Third problem, what you’ve got isn’t what you want. Bad idea to take a lot of anti-demon shot to a straight fight with a bunch of sorcerers, worse idea to have a lot of hot-reds and no anti-demon shot when there are lots of demons.”
Eugenia makes a ‘go on’ motion.
“Then we get into making it all. It’s better if the metal-formers can just make one thing, instead of having to handle per-type differences. Anything on the outside you have to worry about scuffs and dents. The Experimental Battery with the original nine-layer tubes found out they really needed a ceramic cap or there were heating problems. Those were alumina, but they weren’t ideal, in terms of performance, and the new tube design throws harder. So we needed something else and it needed to be easy to make and it needed to survive meeting the air.”
“You solved that.” Eugenia’s wanting to sit down again, but it really isn’t obvious what’s safe to sit on. There’s a sofa against the left-hand side of the far short wall, at least twenty metres away.
“The shot-formers solved it,” Aella says. “There’s a technique for crushing things by collapsing a ward structure. It wants to make perfect spheres, but if you’re careful you can get a shape.”
“Only one specific shape,” Try says. “Careful is understating, it took years to figure out how to build the mechanism and most of a year to get a focus that worked.”
“The shot look small,” Tiggy says, “but the density’s about eighty. Four times tungsten.”
Eugenia cackles. They’d rather not, but they can’t help it. Density enhancement has been known for a long time; there were some bearings for some kind of mill made that way that someone dug up when Order and Eugenia’s class happened to be nearby, back along the Main River in what is now the First Commonweal. The mill ruins were undisturbed under the thin layer of pinkish ash associated with the Empress’ Season of Wrath, so those bearings were more than twenty thousand years old. No one regularly does anything with density enhancement as a technique because the result is too difficult to work. No one seems to have told the Creeks Armoury.
“You aren’t doing the binding in collapsed metals.” Eugenia wishes they could sound more certain.
“Good porcelain’s strong enough,” Tiggy says. “It gets the binding put in with different minerals in the clay, flat, and then it gets stacked up out of clay rounds to make a cylinder. We can use blank flats to get the height consistent. There’s some pesky heat management to fire it without damaging the binding structure. If it’s plain shot, no effects, we do the porcelain as plain white, no binding or minerals. If we leave it out the mass is different and the gunners complain.”
“It was a busy four months,” Mel says. “We lit a lot of things on fire, trying to use conductive carbon filaments in the porcelain.”
“It conducts maybe too well when it’s filaments,” Xenia says. “Differential heating and … ”
Eugenia nods with some enthusiasm. This is a subject Eugenia understands. Abrupt differential heating breaks things that are sitting still.
“Where’d you get the different-minerals binding?” If someone on the team thought of that, Eugenia would have expected them to be mentioned specifically.
“The Independent Wake.” Tiggy looks almost prim.
There’s a moment when Eugenia’s mind locks up a little. Wake has an age. It’s legal and official and certainly inaccurate, but Wake has an age.
The name still makes Eugenia shudder more than they can keep from showing. Wake’s reputation comes trailing out of the Bad Old Days as a terrible silence on the western border. Wake’s silence continued into the Commonweal, and so had their reputation.
Part of Eugenia wishes to throw up their hands, or shriek, or perhaps both. Part of Eugenia wishes the Independent Order could be here, because all Order’s teaching had been that there is one and only one way to be an independent sorcerer. Eugenia’s understanding can encompass the neighbours by not considering them independents. Some little bit of the Bad Old Days woken up, and following some other sort of rules out of being too strong to bide quietly and too wise to believe they could survive an attempt to establish dominion.
Eugenia doesn’t move at all.
“Wake’s got a pottery class in Westcreek Town,” Mel says. “For the untalented, hands and wheels and water. That Wake is a calm mature person who knows the whole of clay. You’d never think they were particularly talented.”
“This is where the air brick comes from?” Eugenia says it to the floor.
“The technique,” Mel says.
“Neighbours.” Eugenia says, carefully not thinking about who that is.
“Us,” Tiggy says, grinning. “An air brick’s not that hard.”
“It was practice for the ceramic bindings,” Xenia says.
Eugenia has been snuffled all over today by a guardian construct created by a presence of their ancestral god. Something certainly out of the Bad Old Days, a skill and a knowledge ancient in malice. It’s guarding … a tremendously friendly, welcoming wreaking collective who are bent on mass murder. On making mass murder as economically efficient as possible. Not of citizens, they’re making tools for the Line, but the Line has immolated entire nations. It’s policy; never attack, never cross the borders. If attacked, never take prisoners, never leave survivors. Order taught the history of the policy as a caution to sorcerers.
One of the arguments against conquest is economic. It doesn’t apply if you just kill everyone. No social integration cost and you get empty land.
The Line did that, right at the beginning. Eugenia doesn’t remember the details; that was children-and-youths school, before Eugenia was any degree of sorcerer, and their sorcerer’s memory isn’t retrospective.
Eugenia has never seen one of the Dread River hell-things. Eugenia is alive; there’s a strong correlation. Against hell-things turning east to come over the Folded Hills one of the few possibilities of survival is a great quantity of shot, the complex kind the Line says ‘hot-red’ about.
Possibility, but not practical option; those are finicky precise workings. They take too much time.
If Eugenia gets this all written down effectively, if anyone can understand it, if someone in the First Valley can start an external working wreaking team — and Eugenia’s thought stops. All possible, all an expansion of capability, but Eugenia can hardly suppose that this Shot Team can’t keep the Line’s artillery supplied. Can expect the Line isn’t going to create any more batteries than can be supplied, because that would indeed be a waste. The second and third such artillery battalions will go into the first valley, because if it ever comes to it, the shades of the Eighteenth Brigade will need the help.
One individual hot-red shot has killed an army, approaching ten thousands. And bothersome as it is to think, Dread River hell-things aren’t known to be mindless. All anyone in the Commonweal really knows about the hell-things is that they’re willing to die. If they do die. It could all be a single will granting motion to a variety of substance.
Independents as Order understood them do not make decisions of policy. They do as they are given in the period of their service, and they do what due caution permits they might at other times.
I am not going to be an independent, Eugenia thinks. I am going to be dead.
How many people do I want to help kill?


Chapter 14
544-Floréal-12
Esteemed Archibald,
I am overjoyed to hear of your successful metabolic transition. The weight off my mind cannot be as great as that weight off yours, but it’s still a great lightness of news.
The library here — Captain Blossom has asked me to write a manual on general operational principles, to go with the serving-the-artillery-tubes field manual — is remarkable. Several rooms on two levels, a large central light-well, and, to my comprehensive astonishment, comfortable furniture in sizes that include mine. (Any would have been a shock; an upholstered wingback chair I did not expect whatsoever, and had to poke it twice to believe it.)
Now that I am well, I don’t find I need any more sleep than I did as a student, or at least not more than as a student these last five years or so. I’ve decided that I can legitimately keep to a regular work day on my main tasks and use the nighttime for reading.
The edifice library has everything on the Line Syllabus for both warrants, it has more metallurgy than I knew existed, and it’s got speciality texts I thought didn’t exist at all. There’s a copy of the Book of Snow with modern glosses. A six-volume tangible copy, right next to what appears an exact replica of the slim and oddly-sized hundred forty-four page original.
Of course I’m not going to read it; I can’t read it, the language isn’t known to me. Too much else to do, but it has given me to wonder.
The night librarian — which tells you the sort of pace the Creeks Armoury works at! — is a retired clerk named Francis. They’re some sort of Typical, quite spry, and consistently cheerful. (Of course I haven’t asked.) They’ve been comprehensively helpful; I expected to find half a shelf on military topics and just read the whole thing.
Francis found me the official (or at least First Commonweal) Line reading lists by rank and appointment, told me where one could get notepaper and pencil graphite, and has been quite wonderful as someone to gesticulate at. The library here has in fact four complete copies of the core reading list for warrants of authority. Three of each are new, identical, and so well made I have to wonder about the original model. The fourth copy, I’m sure those are every bit as new, but don’t look it. The fourth copies show wear and there’s a variety of printings and bindings. Two copies of everything on the core list for warrants of commission, one excellently new and one plausible, reflecting less demand. That I could about comprehend.
Every single other book on the reading lists, one copy. I suspect it of not being two simply on grounds of shelf space; it’s a large library but the complete reading lists are impressively comprehensive.
The speciality books, though, you really might want to come down here should your schedule permit after the Shape of Peace. Every volume of that annotated Snow is well-deserving of the name of ‘tome’, the bindings are bright orange leather, and I couldn’t help myself, I had to look. Half a page of original set in large text on the verso, modern translation on the facing recto, and then enough footnotes, notes, annotations, explanations, diagrams, exercises, and examples that it’s possible a diligent reader could come to comprehend the half-page. And onward.
Of course I didn’t try to make sense of it. I’m fairly sure one needs the correct considerable talent to have a chance, and I truly don’t find myself in need of a hobby. But I remember Order saying that no tangible copies of the Book of Snow existed, and that must have been factual or Order must have believed it so.
There’s a disturbingly neat monograph on materialized abstractions, too. I mention this because it’s the largest collection of speciality books I’ve seen. Eight full-height double standing shelves and three walls in a room, or maybe bay, ten metres broad and five deep. (What would be the other long wall is open to the walkway.) I can’t tell what the smooth and sturdy shelves are made of, to the point of not being able to sense any elements in them.
Every shelf in the library is like that, it’s not just the speciality books. Francis is entirely pleased, the material doesn’t react with anything anyone’s found. It’s not illusory, it’s just … obdurate, I suppose.
Though I suppose here I am, reacting to the material. I’ve been rather flummoxed, truth to tell, as as you can doubtless discern from this letter wandering in all directions. I was deemed recovered and provided with a test device for an artillery tube sensorium. It just fits over a hat, and it works. I can’t do anything, it’s not artificial talent — I wish I could be sure whoever designed it couldn’t, because it’s better senses than I had, broader and further, and there’s nothing providing Power to it but whatever circulation my metaphysical metabolism has got — but I can see what happens again. It’s not any harder to use than believing it’s really there. I haven’t found any words.
My great-aunt Sophronisbia knew people who lived through the formation of the Commonweal. (My grandmother was about a century old in the Year Zero, and will say nothing of those days.) Great-Aunt was born at the front end of the Turbulent Century, and remembers how it was such a change when there started being actual focus-makers, teams of people nothing like an actual sorcerer, not socially. And focuses started doing more and more things and everything changed; slowly, it’s hard to get anyone to agree to put collectives out of work, Great-Aunt would complain about how it was better to accept change. (From someone who eats the same thing every day! Unless there is cake.)
This place gives me a feeling like what I imagine the feeling of that time must have been. ‘Power feeds on Power’ doesn’t solely apply to the great and terrible; having all these able wreaking-teams in one place, well-supplied and free to solve problems without immediate economic consideration, produces results.
I would wish to understand better what the results are likely to be, or to know that the work was not so much done in intent to kill with greater efficiency.
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 15
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Floréal, Fifteenth Day
There are other wreaking teams.
The shot-makers, the several teams who crush iron into shot, don’t sing or say anything. Their work is bindings and enchantments and water-driven turbines that turn rollers and run machines. Pig iron and slabs of nickel go in at one end; precisely identical shot bodies come out the other end. The last step takes place in a large room kept in vacuum where all six of the surrounding flat surfaces are written over in copper and gold to make bindings. The focus-teams, plural, one for the vacuum and one for density enhancement and two that maneuver shot into place for the density enhancement to be performed, have working spaces on the outsides of the walls. The floor shakes and the walls hum and the shot come out implausibly small.
The shot caps, the front quarter of the smaller size of shot, taper to points. The place the insert goes, the cylindrical porcelain slug with the active binding, occupies two centimetres of the five-centimetre diameter. The connection is a machinist’s taper feathering out to a sharp edge on the cap. The front of the small shot bodies have the inserting taper with a flat front. The shot bodies remind Eugenia oddly of a rolling pin for pastry, since the rear of the shot is also tapered. A rolling pin much heavier than it looks and hard to look at; the crushed iron comes out smoother than you can polish glass. Mirror and shiny are factual but inadequate. If you do manage to pick one up, there will be shouting; skin oils on the mirror-surface affect accuracy. Eugenia has no expectation of being able to lift more than three times their body weight and doesn’t think to try.
There’s one complete production line for each of two sizes of shot. The lines don’t share any components. Running one line needs eight different wreaking teams. Both production lines can’t run at the same time, not without another full set of shot-maker teams, and there’d be problems with waste heat anyway. Time they don’t spend making shot is spent working away on better bindings, better rollers, and better turbines. Eugenia finds them more like mechanics than sorcerers, except for the enchanter talent who describes themself as a binding-maker.
It isn’t the binding maker who sets up the live focus across the eight teams to run a shot-line. It’s a powerful focus and it doesn’t have a central executive node, not even one that moves. Eugenia leaves that demonstration, finds a chalkboard, and sketches node structures they don’t understand to try to decide how completely they don’t understand.
The metal-formers, who make wagon frames and artillery carriages and the fifty-litre kettles issued four to a tube-team, along with much else, do not resemble the Shot Shop either. The metal-formers are mostly lads, wear outright robes to work in, and chant. Deep, involute, complex chanting that has emotional power purely as music. Eugenia watches tonne weights of metal glow in a vacuum and suddenly take the shapes of useful things and calls it powerful in material truth. Just because Eugenia can’t readily distinguish the haze of stuff-stirrer and stuff-wreaker talents, it does not mean the live focus between them isn’t capable. There are many wheel bearings and steel tyres and springs for every time a blob of molten titanium quivers and writhes in a vacuum until suddenly it’s a a waggon-frame, and there’s a pattern and a chant for all of them. The teams of mechanics who put all the parts together have test gauges with minuscule tolerances and show no more apparent degree of collegial respect than they would to people who made those parts in material ways.
There’s a group of four sorcerers, two enchanters and a namer and someone so precise Eugenia thinks of them as a materialist rather than a stuff-wreaker, who aren’t enough by themselves to form a focus but who can participate with the metal-formers or the team making artillery tubes. This group of four is mostly employed constructing the durable parts of the artillery enchantments that latch to the banner and calculate ranges and permit the Line’s tube-teams to latch to a live artillery tube. These remind Eugenia of sorcerers, the kind of sorcerer they expect. ‘Someone who will butter an apple’ is a traditional saying among Regulars, and Eugenia has hard work not to smile when one of these almost does so out of sheer neglect of their physical presence while thinking.
‘Tube-team’ has an old specific meaning within the Line and the Line’s artillery formations. The Line is not going to surrender that term nor any part of its meaning to a group of sorcerers. The team that makes the artillery tubes is the Awkward Metals team in consequence, or just the Awkwards. It’s not something Eugenia would consider polite even before they find out the present fifteen people are the survivors; there were six more. Two of those are in hospital regrowing limbs, one of those kept their eyes but not their jaw and is the Independent Grue’s specific patient in a closed vat, and three of them are dead. It wasn’t all one accident, and Eugenia is inclined to think them rash before they find out the size tolerances of the distinct tube layers.
The tube assembly demonstration starts with the Awkward Metals team lead saying “We can’t do a tube all at once.” In another mouth, it could sound like an admission. It sounds proud, Eugenia thinks, and makes a conscious effort to reserve judgement. The working space is materially sheltered and the room is deep, if not especially large, and the walls are especially thick and obdurate by the expectations of the Edifice. The air is chill and fogged, because the process has been discovered to work better if you don’t let the tube layers warm all the way back up to room temperature from their cryogenic annealing.
Glass mandrels, because glass has enormous compressive strength and is easy to make smooth, aren’t especially a surprise. An assembly technique that nests the tube layers by using ancient smaller-along-strange-dimensions workings in reverse to make the tube layers larger does surprise. Releasing the outer eight layers in a controlled way, a tense, protracted, and necessarily symmetrical way, results in a tube that’s slightly crushed in all its layers and only free of stress during the peak of a heave.
The whole made tube has to rise to ambient temperature; the stresses across subtle alloys of cobalt and samarium have to be symmetric, despite the sharp lines of enchantment structures; there can’t be any trapped liquid air or condensed water between tube layers; none of the layers can have gone even slightly out of round from being stored at its actual size, instead of in tension with strange dimensions, trying and unable to return to its material size on its layer-specific mandrel; and the individual layers have to be made at very slightly the wrong sizes, to account for the compressive force of the layers outside them and the resistive force of the layers inside them. There is no way to calculate this offset size with sufficient precision; the only way is trial and error.
Get any of those things wrong and the tube might not survive to have the partial enchantments tested with the Power. The tonne-and-a-half of effort and expense and hard refractory metal can explode from the stress.
The demonstration Eugenia gets goes all the way to an assembled tube and the initial testing with the Power; not enough to cycle the tube, not nearly so much as the least amount that would move shot, but done with the whole team and the observers standing at the back of a large pit. The front of the pit is an illusory mirror over a deep mass of sand. At the top of the pit, at the level where the new tube floats in the grip of the team’s collective focus, is a mirror made of nickel-steel fifteen centimetres thick. That mirror’s ten metres wide; Eugenia never thought they’d be standing in a periscope for any reason, but the upper armoured mirror has dents and scuffs that would not polish out.
After that, Eugenia thinks the Awkward Metals team are insane, but admires their success.
“Thirty tubes a year,” Grue says when asked. “Given the drafting teams and the existing stock of templates and gauges and the mining and refining being done by other people.”
One artillery battalion, six batteries and spares, requires seventy-two tubes; with necessary pauses and no expectation of perfect logistics, thirty months’ production. The Line wants two artillery battalions for the First Valley. Ten years from now, they’ll have them, even if the First Valley Armoury never does learn how to make this model of artillery tubes.
If the Line gets them, those will be the only full-time formations in the whole of the Folded Hills. Eleven thousand unproductive adults is pressing hard on what the Folded Hills can feed.
“Those were all the Independent Blossom’s students?” Eugenia doesn’t look directly at the Independent Grue to ask this. It’s an extremely awkward question along angles of politeness and tradition and perhaps law.
“All those teams use external Power working,” Grue says, and Eugenia has come to recognize this tone.
There’s a short list of independents who could have taught them. The majority of the work is what a wreaking shop could do. It would be a notably skilled wreaking shop, but you wouldn’t expect an independent to be required to make a waggon frame or wheel bearings or even precisely regular iron bars to be fed into the shot-making. Having an independent to consult with, having a scope of discussion outside the team to consider mathematics or conceptualization or just what alloy of copper doesn’t usually catch fire, those are all important but that customarily exists.
Some of what exists now is having the neighbours there to ask questions. The Shot Team and the shot-makers and the Awkward Metals team have achieved a degree of skill appropriate to someone studying for an independent’s qualification, and the neighbours are no-one any tradition would consider able to teach sorcery, and Eugenia stops outside the refectory and looks at the wall, because their mind has gone on from not just the Independent Blossom into less comfortable places.
“Why?” Eugenia means the effort to establish an external-working tradition so quickly, when speed must mean risk.
“Dread River hell-things,” Grue says. “What happened to the Eighth was a surprise. What happened to the Eighteenth wasn’t.” The enduring shades of the Eighteenth Brigade volunteered to be emplaced in the westernmost range of the Folded Hills, to guard the place the pass used to be. Eugenia remembers the pass as it was, and how it is now. Order took their students to observe the functioning emplacement ‘as an indication of the temptations of necromancy.’
“There are two Commonweals because the whole one didn’t have the population for enough brigades,” Grue says, their voice oddly gentle. “We can afford enough artillery if we can build it before we need it. Potentially expending informed adult volunteers isn’t an ethical question.”


Chapter 16
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Floréal, Nineteenth Day
“Captain Blossom?” Eugenia sounds uncertain. Which is accurate, if undesired.
Captain Blossom’s head tips interrogatively.
“Is there some way we can talk about the shot shop?”
Eugenia’s regular report slot is an hour long on days four and nine. Everything related to handbooks took the first fifteen minutes today.
Captain Blossom nods, gets up, closes the door, and the walls of the little office do the same endless-variety-of-diamond-shapes pattern dance that the second floor of the shot shop did.
“One reason to have this office. People don’t need to come in and out of it.”
Eugenia realizes that the battery banner is standing where the open door would cover it. Captain Blossom must have been actively latched. The battery as a whole must be maintaining a passive latch. Eugenia thinks the whole thing impressively smooth for a new battery with a new banner.
“It’s not materially inaccessible.” Captain Blossom waves at the slowly shifting patterns on the walls. “Today is a classroom and personal maintenance day.” There’s half the quirk of a smile on Captain Blossom’s face. “If there’s an attack, someone will come open the door.”
Eugenia remembers several independents working on their second centuries and much involved in weeding. Order would have them in to explain specific techniques. They had a similar comfort with the statistical likelihood of emergencies.
“Does this place have a similar guardian to the shot shop proper?” Eugenia feels odd with an unfamiliar oddness guessing on the basis of a near-stranger’s lack of concern.
“You met Spot.” Captain Blossom smiles. “Spot’s territorial, you can’t put more than one anywhere they’re aware of each other. So the Armoury has something different.” Another wave at the wall, while Eugenia’s trying not to think about specifics. “This sort of thing is a big help, it makes what happened to Slow’s banner unlikely. We don’t have the people to garrison with brigades and keep a watch battalion live all the time.”
Eugenia’s face tightens, more than Eugenia nods; there aren’t enough people for that many brigades.
Eugenia hasn’t been back out of the edifice via the canal. They remember the high and long canal viaduct, though, and the cyclopean gates. Nobody’s going to get the gates open without magic, and sorcery will wake whatever guardians the Armoury has. And that will hopefully take long enough to allow artillery to emplace on the prepared roof positions, Eugenia’s had a tour of those, and commence to bombard the attackers.
So just having this discussion isn’t irresponsible.
“It seems as though the purpose of the shot shop is to kill as many people as possible.” Eugenia finds this awkward to think, never mind say, but can’t think of it in anything other than this miserably awkward way.
“To have the capability,” Captain Blossom says, the soul of equanimity. “Artillery used to be for keeping primary opposition from running before the heavy battalions could wade through the minions and come to grips with them.” There’s a flash of grin. “Which are long-standing euphemisms for kill all the opposing troops and immolate the sorcerers.”
Eugenia’s trying to think of how to reply, if there can be a reply, when Captain Blossom waves a little. Creeks talk much more with their hands than Regulars, especially Regular Sixes, and Eugenia is never comfortably sure what any of it means.
“The point to the nine-layer tubes is that you can kill the sorcerers, not just pin them. If they’re from an undeveloped tradition they can’t handle the kinetic energy and if their tradition is developed there’s a variety of red shot. It’s unlikely a single sorcerer can stand up to all of them.”
“And the pointy sticks?” Eugenia’s voice is calm. Eugenia likes Tiggy. Eugenia likes the whole shot shop, Tiggy’s bunch, however someone who is actually their friend ought to refer to them so the Creek social complexities make it clear you are their friend.
Tiggy is so proud they have to admit they’re proud of the working, the complex collection of focuses and bindings that requires the whole team’s attention. It turns three kinds of clay into little fired porcelain cylinders that drop into javelin points made to take them. The shot shop team can make those inserts by the several thousand, ever since Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty and a year and more of work put into the bindings and the focuses and learning the careful balanced dance of Power to wake the broad complexity into a functional productive whole. The Shot Team’s first anti-demon shot got in such quantity were in Five Hundred Forty-Two, after one of the Independent Blossom’s awful grins and a shiny complexity of possibility hung on the air and eleven months of knuckle-chewing frustration.
The cold results go into rune-cut brass tubes, thickly drawn ones, plugged with heartwood plugs that are a wet red to physical eyes and a pulsing hunger to inner eyes, even prosthetic inner eyes. Then, leaving the physical shot shop, the brass tubes go into wool-felt wrappings and steel kegs wrapped in carbon wire and come back across Armoury Pond to the edifice, where teams of people having no talent to speak of put them into the javelin points using care and bamboo tongs.
Eventually, maybe in the field, shafts screw into the point on coarse square threads and push the dab of wax or pitch backing the binding flat and tight. Easier than tapers on the shafts and the material part of the binding really can’t move with the shafts screwed down. Not even when the focus gets into the special spear-throwers and pushes the javelins hard enough they can range out two kilometres.
It’s ferociously clever; the binding doesn’t work on its own, the presence of an active banner or standard is required, the accumulator can’t work without. Everyone’s extremely careful anyway, because the Power likes its little jokes and the pointy stick bindings have names like punch and liquid and spinner. Flash is simple stuff, it explodes. Hungry annoys Mel and Tiggy and Lily and Xenia all together because it ought to be simple and when they try to make it thousands drops to tens and they end the day wrung out and sweating and not understanding what they’re doing wrong.
Hungry eats minds, irrespective of substrate. It’ll gnaw through a lot of warding to get you, and the amount of Power isn’t less than what goes into the body-tossing explosions of flash or the whirling transparent razor-tentacles of spinner. Aella had shown Tiggy shredded armour plates from current Line-pattern titanium armour. The plates were a progression of cut edges that indicated they hadn’t got spinner right yet and then the completely clean shearing without distortion that indicated they had.
Eugenia had pulled their gift of perception out of Aella’s carefully provided necessary magnification of the metal edges and tried not to shake. There are no bone examples; it’s part of the specification, but it had been waived on the grounds of not wanting to waste a pig carcass.
“We’ve got battalions doing brigade jobs,” Captain Blossom says. “No help for it on numbers. The pointy sticks are a way to maintain a full battalion bubble and still get the job done.”
The effort of throwing, the accumulators that start the live cascade, won’t significantly tax the focus. It’s nothing like as effective an amplifier in the pointy sticks, three layers, little ones, against nine layers in artillery, but the effects are standard and have been optimized. The kind of thing a sorcerer over five hundred can do with what they’ve done most; there’s nothing in there but the one single murderous intent.
It would be beautiful, Eugenia thinks, if all this skill and elegance didn’t have names like liquid and hungry. If get the job done didn’t mean kill them all.
“There should probably be tea,” Captain Blossom says, “but I wasn’t expecting this quite today.”
Eugenia makes a flapping motion. It was supposed to be a small gesture of demurral.
They take the glass they’re being handed. It’s regular-sized to Eugenia. The drink in it is coal black with an authenticity that includes faint iridescence.
“Entirely safe for Regulars,” Captain Blossom says. “No alcohol. Psycho-activity makes it somewhat centring.”
Eugenia looks at it. It smells surprisingly nice; some combination of roasting coffee and roasting meat. Eugenia almost says “Psychoactive?” and remembers that they can’t actually do anything with the Power; Order’s rules about avoiding anything altering one’s judgement fail to apply to Eugenia.
It doesn’t feel oily and it tastes like neither meat nor coffee but it does taste warm, an entirely friendly sort of warm like returning to bed.
It might even help.
“We lose a lot of recruits at this point,” Captain Blossom says. “People come to an emotional understanding of what all the camaraderie and healthful exercise and encouragement of striving are meant to fit you to do.”
Eugenia takes another sip.
“It’s not the Peace.” Eugenia sounds sad.
“It’s not.” Captain Blossom looks entirely friendly. Kind, Eugenia thinks. Captain Blossom is at least four decimetres taller than Eugenia. Lately Eugenia weighs a couple kilogrammes more than they expect to with recent muscle. So instead of the forty-four kilogrammes they’ve been for the last twenty years they weigh forty-six. Eugenia wouldn’t bet Captain Blossom doesn’t weigh three times that. Creeks seem to vary from what a Regular sculptor would consider an athletic physique through Regular heroic then to what Eugenia thinks of as solid to what must be the Creek version of heroic.
Captain Blossom looks like someone who could tear the arms off other Creeks, heroic large lads included. Eugenia can’t support this impression factually, but cannot doubt it.
The large lads weigh four times what Eugenia does. The brigade quartermaster, who goes by Tankard and whose shoulders the regular run of Creek lads scarcely overtop, would be much more than that. Tank has been known to pick up one side of an empty caisson, to save setting up a jack.
The Peace means you’re not supposed to have to think about that. That it’s not a question of making up for being small and fragile by being skilled and polite and useful. Things outside the Peace frighten Eugenia.
“I’m not asserting fault in the Line.” Which is suddenly formal language, but Eugenia can talk that way. They couldn’t otherwise; their voice would lock with nuance.
“Wondering how Tiggy, who you like, can be doing this?” Captain Blossom’s tone has stayed friendly and a bit distant and just something that might be kind or amused. Eugenia can’t tell. The banner is there, and Captain Blossom is there, and it’s a single smooth surface between them. There aren’t any penumbra hints about meaning or intent.
Eugenia says “Yes.”
“In the unlikely event Tiggy ever tears someone’s face off, they’ll look cheerful and a bit abashed the whole time.”
Eugenia would formally attest Captain Blossom thinks this is funny, actual amusing funny.
Captain Blossom waves the bottle in an interrogative way, and Eugenia holds out their glass. Whatever it is, it seems to dissolve panic but not thinking.
“What’s Tiggy’s talent flavour?” Captain Blossom assumes Eugenia knows, this is a conversational question.
Eugenia blinks, blinks again, takes a larger sip than they intended. “Enchanter and necromancer.” There’s a pause. “They’re all militant, aren’t they?” Militancy doesn’t show, not the way talent flavours do.
“Yes.” There’s a sort of wry smile. “As a general thing among Creeks, a lass will be encouraged to stay near the maternal home. Mother wants to be able to visit eventual grandchildren, there’s the offspring of your sisters and cousins to be Aunt to, there’s family responsibility and family holdings.”
Eugenia nods. “Regulars don’t like it much when any child goes for a sorcerer.”
“Oh, it’s not the sorcery, it’s the local wreaking teams only having so many places,” Captain Blossom says. “It’s a sound trade, and they’re generally going to prefer an easier temperament. Not everyone who could can, after all. You’re discouraged from moving away, off to some place a team might be short.” There’s a pause. “Most of the big focus jobs involve moving about.”
The school tests were unreliable with Creeks, Eugenia thinks. It would all have been social.
Eugenia takes a careful breath. “They are all modest talents?”
Captain Blossom nods. “Yes. Strong ones, for modest talents, but no considerable talents. Doucelin and a Line-gesith fylstan instigated a joint ruckus to make sure of that.”
A considerable talent will kill you if you stay in your material metabolism. Modest talents kill you other ways, but not by the failures of your insufficient flesh.
A team that just sort of bubbled out of happenstance, they get along because they’re all quite capable of ripping someone’s face off. Eugenia still likes them.
Still likes all of them, they really have been consistently kind.
“I can do the arithmetic for the economic argument tolerably well,” Eugenia says. “I still don’t understand how this relates to the Peace.”
“There’s ‘power’ and ‘the Power’,” Captain Blossom says. “Power’s being able to harm someone and compel them to accept it. Do a thorough job and they’ll devise reasons they deserved it. Do an exceptional job and they’ll hurt themself for you. That’s the Bad Old Days, everything settled by exercise of personal power and the flow of harm.”
Eugenia sets their glass down and clasps their hands together. Captain Blossom goes on.
“There’s a sharp context problem. We’ve got a general agreement that exercise of personal power is never legitimate, and we got to it out of a conflagration. ‘General Hammer killed any group that objected to the idea of the Peace’ is what the histories say, but if you dig a bit, it was much closer to a demand for unconditional surrender. Do whatever the initial parliament said, or be destroyed. It cleared a large periphery so the early Commonweal didn’t have any foreign opposition. There’s a century of False Peace as everybody figures out how to weed without asserting dominion and how to have money and just generally gets an economy going and starts doing something about public health. Then there’s the Turbulent Century that set limits on what was legitimate exercise of the Power without quite losing the Peace or the Law. After that, three centuries of Settled Peace; the big slog to finish off the public health problems and slowly getting to saturation of focuses in the economy. Here we are; we expect the Peace, we expect to be able to argue, we expect all authority arises from consent, we do most kinds of work with a focus involved somehow. It’s embarrassing to be unable to come to a consensus. Be awkward enough and you don’t end up dead, you end up somewhere no one will talk to you and all you get given to eat is raw turnip.”
Eugenia doesn’t say anything; Eugenia takes great care to keep their face still. It is sometimes dead; everyone knows it is sometimes dead. Not officially, but ‘fatally embarrassing’ isn’t purely metaphorical.
“None of this is any use in a fight. If you make society something that’s useful in a fight, it stops being the Peace. You can think of the Line as an ongoing tradition of human sacrifice to maintain the borders inside which the Peace operates.” Captain Blossom’s amiable expression looks just a little rueful. “Nobody likes talking about it like that, but the description isn’t wrong. It’s also one way the Peace gets rid of people who can’t manage to be peaceful very well; if someone’s going to be used up maintaining the borders, it might as well be those who are inclined to violence.”
This is not a phrasing familiar to Eugenia. It’s certainly not what the first books in the warrant of authority reading list say. It’s not inconsistent with what they do say, about the borders and the necessity of keeping them.
“The useful bit about the shot shop proper,” Captain Blossom says, “is that it puts nearly all of the actual murderousness in one team. Even the tube-making teams aren’t doing anything clearly distinct from making some other complex focus. Everybody making the other stuff is just bending metal and shaping wood.”
Captain Blossom smiles. “Lots of other uses for those.”
Eugenia nods. Inclined to violence is a judgement Captain Blossom must apply to themself. The realization tangles Eugenia’s thinking further.
“That’s a help because the Peace is something you have to do yourself, it’s a choice you make. It’s a more difficult choice if you leave it sometimes. Having as few people as possible obliged to depart and come back emotionally or cognitively keeps the cost down, and the Peace is already expensive; not too much more awkwardness than we’ve got can break it. A passive insistence on constantly challenging the consensus and asking for explanations and justifications will do it. That’s part of why it’s hard to let people in.”
Eugenia’s mind is sloshing-full because the shot shop team, the eight actual people, have the kind of apprenticeship in sorcery Eugenia wished for. Watching the Shot Team work together has caused Eugenia moments of paralyzing loss for a hypothetical. Attaching that ability and confidence to departing the Peace is, if not a cognitive leap, several rapid strides. All Eugenia manages to say is “Cousins.”
Captain Blossom looks a little sad. “The Cousins lost worse than nine in ten. They’re in the upper first valley because there are some familiar trees there and some of their skills apply. The geans taking them in are glad to have them, they need the people. The usual incomer successes are people who had no power outside the Commonweal, and don’t expect to have any inside the Peace. They perceive no negative change in their circumstances.”
Captain Blossom’s mild sadness of expression picks up some rueful.
“The upper First gets them distance from below the Edge, as they wished, and it gets them safely distant from all the fussing.”
‘Shattered remnant’ had been a difficult phrase to avoid. The surviving Cousins bias young and orphaned. None were healthy by Commonweal standards. The impulse of care has made them as healthy as might be, and as well fed. It is still wise for them to be away from the Creeks, place and people, so there will not be a struggle to have it acknowledged there are adults among them, and shall be more with time.
Captain Blossom’s face smoothes into no expression at all. “That’s just what the Line exists to prevent; nine in ten dead, anyone asserting dominion over the Commonweal’s material territory, the real need to flee and hope for a new home elsewhere.”
“That’s bad.” Eugenia has no idea what their face is showing, or what they’re doing with their hands. “So is murder.”
“So is murder.” Captain Blossom entirely agrees. “Murder’s hard knowledge, even when the people you murdered were bent on conquest and some murder of their own.”
There’s a pause.
Eugenia knows, has read the circulated summary from the Book-gesith, that the people who attacked the Cousins were fleeing their own defeat, that the subsequent force following the original attackers into the land below the Edge were the original conquerors. That fleeing to find a new home splashes conquest, has in past time splashed it more than once around the world.
A force of those conquerors came up against First Battalion, Wapentake of the Creeks, and was destroyed. If that stopped this one splash, it doesn’t mean there won’t be more, and Eugenia knows that, too.
“You are one of Order’s students,” Captain Blossom says. “For all that Order’s on the Battalion List, Order’s reputation has them relentlessly against any sort of sorcerer engaging in conflict.”
“I might not have said relentlessly,” Eugenia says, though Eugenia can’t find a milder honest adjective.
“I will,” Captain Blossom says. “They’ve published on the subject.”
There’s another pause. It might be commiserative on Captain Blossom’s part, because Eugenia’s increasingly unhappy. After a little while, Captain Blossom goes on. “Order’s rules for the subject are not ever. The Shot Team proper’s view of the subject is to improve the art, because that’s a larger contribution to the Commonweal’s military capability than the four of them who could do it serving in the Line. Your problem is your job; if you do it right, you’ll be responsible for there being another shot team. All that extra murder will attach to your responsibility.”
“Yes.” Eugenia’s face does something uncomfortable. “Only four?”
“Try and Thistle aren’t generally trusting. Lily would never hit anybody, berserk would-be conquerer with an ax or not. Aella can’t deal with sustained mess.” Captain Blossom smiles. “The other four would wind up with warrants.”
Eugenia doesn’t want to smile, but does, a little.
“It’s a responsibility I am not sure I understand as necessary,” Eugenia says. “However much I understand in an abstract way that the purpose of the Line is to be the thing beside the Peace, and to destroy the Commonweal’s enemies.”
“I have seen the might of Reems,” Captain Blossom says. “It is not to me an abstract question.”
This smile is just plain friendly. It makes Eugenia wonder again about the person beneath the hero’s shoulders.
“I should not you had your doubts addressed in that fashion. May I suggest you talk to the Shot Team? They all had to resolve this question to their various satisfactions, and their understanding may be closer to yours than mine can hope to be.”
“Thank you,” Eugenia says. “I’ll do that.”


Chapter 17
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Floréal, Twenty-first Day
“Well, that’s entirely choice,” Tiggy says, cheer in abeyance.
Mel makes a murmuring noise, which is a concession; Mel’s mouth is full and proper persons do not make noises while they are chewing.
“You remember those fossorial probable-people in the upper second valley?” Tiggy’s looking back and forth, intending to include everyone at breakfast.
Everybody nods.
“They are people, as well as modest nulls. Don’t use the Power for anything. Things went a lot better once the delegation started discussing math.” Tiggy’s summarizing the first half-sheet. “Got along to chemistry and they’ve got different values. Same elements, same element numbers, but the weight and the density aren’t precisely the same. The delegation thinks the melting point’s different, too, but there’s uncertainty with thermometers.”
There’s a considerable pause.
“Does that falsify methodological naturalism?” Try sounds sure they know the answer.
“They’re all nulls and we’d never heard of them before. They don’t get the same answers our nulls do.” Tiggy sounds a little sad.
“I wonder if they’d let some nulls and chemists come visit,” Delph says. “It could be regional, somehow.”
“Or we could finally have run out of excuses. The Power’s in everything even when you can’t exercise it.” Thistle’s been holding this position for years.
There’s a bunch of glum nods.
“Doesn’t change what we need to do today. Doesn’t even do much of anything to our aspirational civil religion.” Aella’s world divides into ‘affects today’s job’ and ‘does not affect today’s job’. Eugenia sympathizes, even though they agree with ‘aspirational’ and ‘civil’ but not ‘religion’. A ritual practice is not necessarily a religion.
“Are the digger-people going to present diplomatic difficulty?” Anyone who has a periodic table worth comparing is someone Eugenia wishes to preserve.
“Not from this,” Tiggy says, waving the second sheet. “Nulls can’t assert dominion, no interest in citizenship, initially suspicious of our notion of border surveys, and now their surveyors and our surveyors are fast friends and they want to buy theodolites and exchange beer yeasts.”
“Buy with?” Eugenia can’t help asking.
“Fang-face teeth, watch springs, and about fifty varieties of landrace potato.”
Everybody nods. The voracious lake monsters in the second valley have an excessive dentition, highly suitable for slicing into durable buttons and carving into binding components.
Lily swallows their last neat bite and starts stacking their dishes. “It’s the mechanism of dominion,” comes out in the same happy voice ‘please pass the salt’ or ‘mind the uncontrolled resonance’ do. There’s a pause, twice.
“What a hideous temptation,” Tiggy says before their cheer reasserts itself.
“No shortage of those,” Lily says, smiling and standing.
Today is a demonstration day. The Shot Team’s invited.
The Shot Team walks together, if you can call it walking when an artillery battery’s banner has you picked up and moving forward with the battery. Eugenia tags along.
Eugenia experiences a certain trepidation.
Not, thankfully, from the bridge. That goes out of the Edifice to the approximate northeast, a single waggon-width over a kilometre of span. It has railings, but is not suspended. Not with cables, not with the Power, not with anything. Eugenia extends the device’s perceptions to ascertain that, and stops.
“Tiggy?”
Tiggy looks over at Eugenia. And a lot down, but everyone does their best to ignore that part.
“Is there a way to collapse this bridge?”
“Two.” Tiggy is grinning.
Eugenia nods. They’ve stopped worrying about the neighbour’s works. Not their existence, but their works.
The north edge of the Armoury Pond has about fifty metres of glass-smooth cliff overhanging the water. The cliff top is beveled back at a fixed angle of smooth ground for more than a kilometre. The road rises straight through it, the only usable footing in the whole slick expanse.
Over the peak of the land is a fence and some buildings. Well behind those is a substantial hill.
Riven? Maybe the word is riven, Eugenia thinks. It’s more split-looking than crunched up. Which it must have already been; this is the first firing drill for fling, and the first firing drill at range.
The battery deploys in line. Eugenia can measure the angle to the hilltop, but doesn’t know how far away it is. ‘Any two points sit on a line’ is true, but not sensible; it’s quite clear everyone associated with the Shot Team should stay where they are.
“It’s about twelve kilometres away,” Mel says. “It’s a larger hill than you expect from looking at it.”
“There’s a bet going round about how long before the neighbours have to reassemble it,” Try says. “It’d be embarrassing to have shot reach Blue Creek.”
“Which is why the Line only shoots flat from here,” Mel says. “Gravity will get anything going really wide before it goes too far.”
Gravity or friction, if the tubes shoot flat. The more robust capacities of the artillery tubes involve velocities that don’t come back down.
Eugenia knows how the firing drill works, or, rather, Eugenia knows how the firing drill is supposed to work. How it’s supposed to work is what they wrote down, and what they wrote down was what they were shown as careful slow drill with cold tubes and no actual shot, just dummy iron drill bars. That doesn’t mean that’s really how the work gets done. Order was emphatic about that; speciality books are often sharply divergent from current practice.
The first artillery tube is following the written drill.
Watching from a hundred metres back is something Regulars generally can do, other than the ironically enneachromat Regular Nines. Seeing the flow of the Power again isn’t novel anymore, it’s not surprising, but it still makes Eugenia happy. And if the device cannot reach the hill, a hundred metres away is easy now.
The tube-team, one file, gets the tube itself live; the ability to load, the ability to point — Line artillery apparently never says aim, a custom Eugenia accepted without inquiry — and the ability to accept information from other nodes of the battery focus.
There’s a second tube-team; it either does observation or swaps with the current tube-team when that tube-team needs rest. This is a firing drill, so it’s waiting its turn.
Eugenia had some trouble with ‘small gunner’ as an appointment name. No one in the Line seems to; the person in control of an artillery tube is the gunner. The alternative gunner can’t be the gunner, so they’re the small gunner. Even when they’re twenty-one decimetres tall and ripple with muscle.
The battery gunner is the master gunner, another appointment name that Eugenia isn’t comfortable with. The spectral form of the Dead Gunner is visible to Eugenia now.
“The dead never have visible feet,” is something Tiggy says quietly and not specifically to Eugenia. Eugenia appreciates the information. The Line’s lingering dead have their own recognizable faces, as the dead ought not to have. The Dead Gunner’s able to learn the new tube’s new drills and doctrines, as the dead ought not be able. Eugenia cannot bring themself to think the questions.
The Dead Gunner and Captain Blossom having agreed that the tube is pointing correctly, it can be loaded.
That’s another file, eight troopers. The larger shot for the new tubes mass three hundred kilogrammes; the smaller, one hundred and fifty. That’s for load planning; the shot mass is two hundred and ninety-five and one hundred and forty-four, plus an insert. The Shot Team makes the blank inserts, too. It’s the easiest way to get the mass consistent with active shot. The Shot Team describes making blank inserts as relaxing.
The file running the shot forward — and it is run — are using a focus node associated with the artillery tube to carry the shot. Old-style — Eugenia’s got that far in the library’s manuals — would have four troopers and a carrying frame with handles, not a focus node. The shot gets to the tube and slides in straight. If the tube were elevated the shot would slide on a rising curve built from careful tangents. The team runs with the shot because standing in place makes falling into the focus too easy, and once you restrict your perceptions like that you might run the shot right through somebody on the tube team.
The shot would go; the crushed iron comes to a fine point. The sectional density is atrocious.
“It’s a big shift in practice,” someone says. Eugenia looks away from the artillery tube and is startled to see a fellow Regular. Too tall for a Regular Six, but still.
“Hank,” the person says, and Eugenia clasps forearms while saying “Eugenia.”
“Used to do this,” Hank says. “Figuring out better fins and the whole ten-or-twelve-to-one optimal aerodynamic ratio not working,” and Hank shrugs. “Shot needs to be cheap.”
“What’s wrong with the ratio?”
“Nothing, now.” Hank waves at Tube One.
“Iron’s not strong enough. Throwing in some nickel helps, but not enough.” Hank says. “Hit anything and the tail tries to overtake the point and spreads the impact.”
Eugenia nods. These shot shine like mirrors and seem too small compared to the width of the tube. Not the length; the new model artillery tubes are two-and-a-half metres long, not four. It saves samarium and work and mass. The shot being loaded is the smaller size, spike, and Eugenia’s sorcerer’s memory provides the exact dimensions; fifty millimetres in diameter and one thousand and sixty millimetres long. Assembled spike still reminds Eugenia of a rolling pin for pastry, if someone made it shiny and sharpened one end of it and left the customary blunt taper at the other.
The inside of the artillery tube is mirror-flat. Any tube not so finished will become so the first time it cycles, and the Armoury is collectively determined to avoid such a loud and expensive event. The tubes are pointing east in the morning. Strange tangles of sunlight form on anyone passing behind the tube.
Nothing audible happens and Eugenia hasn’t latched to either the artillery piece or the banner but there’s a perceptible click in the Power anyway. Tiggy grins, Mel smiles, and Try’s hands lift a little and their shoulders settle. Eugenia knows that’s anticipation.
“The first nines, shot had an eight-to-one ratio, width to length. These are twenty to one.” Hank sounds pleased. Hank isn’t counting all of the point of the cap; the first quarter of spike is the pointed cap that holds the binding insert.
The file that ran shot runs back to the caisson. At regular rate, the file should not have waited for anything but the tube to accept the shot. This is a first firing drill, and Captain Blossom had firm things to say about stopping after each step and not trying for speed. Two of the file of eight have aluminium blocks in each hand, the four-part shoe that goes around the shot in the caisson and keeps the mirror surface clean. There’s a place to put those on the caisson. The other six files of their half of the tube’s assigned files — there are morning and evening push teams, Eugenia knows, but not which one this is — has the push, and Eugenia can see it.
“You have a passive latch,” Mel says. “Your device did get designed as part of an artillery piece.”
Lily says “Ooh” in highly speculative tones and Tiggy says “No experimenting on Eugenia,” without turning their head. Lily makes an apologetic motion, and Eugenia, feeling adventurous, makes the ‘think nothing of it’ scrubbing gesture Creeks use.
“Thing about any old heave,” Hank says, and there’s a crash like being inside thunder from the first tube. Grit across the ground flashes away from the breech of the tube in a sudden instant of motion. The ground under the muzzle flashes too bright to see.
The broad line of burning scored through the air starts to fade away. Eugenia has just enough angle to see the column of dust start to rise from the face of the hill, from the middle of the wide initial impact. Some of the shot got there solid. Echoes start rumbling back from other hills, oddly out of time with the quickly lost strange shadows splattering from the line of plasma.
The initial crash was not as immensely loud as it ought to have been for the small group of Shot Team, Hank, and Eugenia. They can all still feel it as a motion in the air.
“You believe you have to have the bubble up.” Hank’s grinning. “These are just flings, to find out if the crews can do it.” Hank’s waving at Tube One, sincerely amused.
Eugenia makes an effort to exert prosthetic senses. Sensing other people’s wards is, well, rude, at least as Order understands manners. Memory provides output figures of traditional artillery, and makes comparisons. Armoury production nine-layer tubes fling at ridiculous multiples of five-layer tube heaves; that’s why spike is crushed iron and the drill manual talks about using it dry.
The bubble is up; the bubble is fully up, an effort from half the battery, the other set of tube teams not engaged in the firing drill. All the noise is the tiny fraction of leakage from the breech end of the tube.
The tiny portion that’s like being stuck inside thunder.
“Reducing the hearing risk?” is something Eugenia hopes they say quietly. Any noise not loud enough to concuss them won’t lastingly affect any Regular’s hearing, but Eugenia doesn’t know about Creeks. The extra barrier is plainly the Shot Team’s work, once Eugenia feels circumstances permit them to look.
Tiggy says “Yes. Artillery gets louder.” Tiggy makes a wry sort of face. “And pushes more grit.”
There’s heat haze above the tube, heat being pulled out of the substance and pushed into the air, four and five metres up and much wider than the surface area of the tube.
Twelve times three, Eugenia thinks. And about that number of seconds after the visible impact the impact rumble arrives through the air and the observers note the plume of dust at the target hill has not all stopped climbing.
“No playing catch with these,” Hank says. Eugenia can’t tell what the emotion is, if there is one, in Hank’s tone of voice. “Perfect shot’d be infinitely thin, infinitely stiff, and infinitely long.” There’s a wave at Tube One. “This stuff’s close enough to notice.”
The second tube, having had its pointing checked, loads.
“These new tubes last for about a hundred heaves with hammer,” Hank says. “Still have to drill it, but after the crews have fling reliable.”
Shot used to be ‘short’ and ‘long’. Those still exist, still fit the tubes of the original Experimental Battery that were made to match the ammunition of existing five-layer artillery. ‘New short’ and ‘new long’ seemed unwise terms, so the shot sizes for these tubes are spike and hammer. There’s an argument about whether spike should have fins. Fins are useful at the speeds used for red shot, and a problem for firing dry.
There’s another vast crash. Eugenia can’t sense far enough. There’s some sort of extended light-gathering facility for distance vision in the device but it requires an active exercise of the Power. In its intended use, that active exercise must have come from the focus of the individual artillery piece. Eugenia has will and an active Power circulation, but no way to connect the one with the other. Eugenia is careful not to notice how they’re not thinking about how the air smells or how many little fires have started down the length of the shot tracks. It doesn’t look like there’s anything there to burn.
The second column of dust makes the first obviously wider. Concentrating to deliberately flex their eyes brings its apparent distance closer to Eugenia. Eugenia can tell the second impact was to the right of the first one. It looks close, but what ‘close’ means twelve kilometres away Eugenia can’t guess.
“Only a hundred?” It seems like too small a number. It would be all the shot on the caissons, but you could use up the tube in a single battle.
“Just for the tube,” Hank says, and “Fling is about a thousand,” from Aella. “Twice that for spike,” Try says. “These tubes hit mass limits for push, the lighter shot doesn’t get as much energy.”
“For these tubes, that’s just Success,” Tiggy says grinning. “The exemplars are tougher.”
“They’ll all be like Success for doctrine,” Eugenia says. “Ought to be a spare tube per artillery piece with the battery.”
Hank nods with some weight to it. “There’s an argument about whether to do that or make complete pieces and then backfill the spare tubes.”
“Are the teams the same?” The teams Eugenia met certainly weren’t. It’ll be much faster to have the wreaking teams specialize if there are enough teams.
“Nope,” Hank says. “Issue of scheduling delivered capability.”
You’re here to document, Eugenia thinks. It is not your job to teach queuing theory. Order loved, loves, queuing theory. So much of the exercise of the Power is simple, and so much is unreasonably difficult. It is important to do the right proportion of each when you seek to accomplish something complex.
“Mostly back?” Tiggy says to Eugenia.
“Mostly,” Eugenia says. There’s a wave at the distant rising dust that comes just with the third crash. The third line of burning driven through the air. “All this skill and effort and Power and it’s for murdering people.”
“Speaking as the sometime master gunner of the Experimental Battery,” Hank says, “the Line would welcome a better option.”
Eugenia doesn’t say anything because they are thinking. They’re fairly sure nobody on the Shot Team didn’t know, so they’re not saying anything because they’re curious what Eugenia’s going to say.
“Everything I was taught about refusal says you can’t do anything to the other party.” Eugenia’s doing their best calm-voice-for-facts.
Lily hisses. Eugenia’s so startled they stop talking and swivel their head to look, to be sure that really was Lily.
“I should address this,” Xenia says, startling Eugenia further. “None of the rest of us will do well with emotional temperature.”
Hank smiles. Just smiles, Hank’s Regular face conveys fond amusement and Eugenia understands it without effort.
“It is an axiom of the Commonweal that you may not under any circumstances use sorcery on your fellow citizens,” Xenia goes on. “Except medics do almost nothing else, and weeding teams often do, and this barrier we’re standing behind could be so considered by you if you were someone with a strict construction of the principle.”
Order is often used as the exemplar of strict construction. Eugenia knows that. It’s still not especially real in Eugenia’s beliefs; thirty years of being Order’s student hasn’t left much conceptual room for Order being unusual.
“The courts have not found for the strict construction. Court cases going back to the beginning of the Commonweal have stuck to a test of the least sufficient means. If some brain-bug gets to somebody, and the only thing you can do to keep them from assaulting you or another involves sorcery, you can do it. Even if it’s the best thing, the one most likely to work or to work at the least general cost, sorcery has been accepted as a response.” Xenia says this in their usual slightly disconnected tone of voice. “It doesn’t have to be the only choice you had.”
There’s a fourth crash. There’s a smell of hot something, not strong, from the fourth tube. Eugenia doesn’t think it’s hot metal. Everything in the air already smells of hot and metallic. It can’t be much substance, no one’s looking worried about a health risk, it has to be only a few slow iron atoms and a little bit of baked rock getting through the battery ward, but Eugenia is sure this smell is something else.
Eugenia’s social discomfort is extreme. Xenia hasn’t said anything false, but Xenia is a sorcerer. Anyone who is not a sorcerer whom Xenia cares to kill will surely die. Some people who are sorcerers would die; modest talent doesn’t mean Xenia isn’t capable. It’s Order’s old-fashioned language playing through Eugenia’s head, and Eugenia has just noticed this when Xenia goes on.
“The Bad Old Days are all the brain-bugs, or all the brain-bugs are a partial expression of the Bad Old Days. To alter someone’s mind is forbidden. We don’t consider removing the weed’s effects to be alteration, which is materially a lie. In the case of people from the Bad Old Days, we don’t make that excuse. We didn’t know them before, there isn’t anything we can construct as rescue. They are whatever their history and choices produced, and we decide on that basis.”
Eugenia takes a sharp breath, decides not to say anything, and decides not to make any sort of gestural response. There might not be as much difference between ‘do go on’ and ‘doubt at dubious argument’ as Eugenia thinks there is.
“Which gives us the problem of maintaining the Peace. Someone bent on conquest cannot succeed for the Peace to persist, but how we prevent conquest matters. Grabbing people and altering them to be peaceful isn’t difficult in a technical sense, but it means conquest. Conquest is just a decision that the results are more important than consent. Weeds and medicine and the idea of a hereditary obligation to be peaceful ourselves give us enough trouble basing society on consent, we can just about manage to insist on constraints of conduct but anything more than that wouldn’t work.” Xenia’s voice stays neutral. Xenia’s body language doesn’t; Xenia stops looking abstracted and starts looking solid.
The fifth crash makes the hot smell much stronger. Hank makes a ‘tsk’-ing noise. The burning iron and the baked rock seem to have plateaued, which Eugenia takes as an indication their nose is full, not that this bar of fire has failed to add any iron to the air.
“You can’t threaten without implying violence. You can’t threaten a group without implying that you’re willing to conquer them, to impose your will by force. Start doing that and the Peace is gone.” Xenia pauses, and their next words are quiet. “That includes how the Commonweal treats citizens who are sorcerers.”
“Eugenia was just getting their social brain back,” Tiggy says. It’s, something complicated, Eugenia thinks. Something they don’t understand. It’s not wrong, they were running on nothing much social since the moment at the actual shot shop when they realized what the problem was.
What their problem was.
“I’m having to think,” comes out in a narrow voice, but at least it comes out.
There’s the sixth crash. No increase in the hot smell.
The crews on the tubes start moving around, starting from the left.
“I don’t think the Commonweal threatens sorcerers.” Eugenia’s nearly certain.
“Having a battalion list’s a threat.” Hank says it calmly. “Hard to avoid, on the history.”
Eugenia has met Rust. Eugenia isn’t sure about Wheel or Crow. “People obey considerable talents.” Whether they want to or not, without the considerable talent’s will or attention. Eugenia goes entirely still, because … 
“There is no polite way to say ‘Creeks don’t have that’,” Mel says. “And we don’t really believe it in consequence. I will point out the Cousins do have it; we don’t have that because a sorcerer involved in our speciation took it out.”
Someone thousands of years pre-Commonweal, and with enough time to create a sophont species with skill and care. Thereby certainly mighty and certainly militant.
“The ongoing existence of the Bad Old Days does not oblige us to give up on peace as an idea.” Xenia’s emphatic. “To constantly suppose that the Bad Old Days are more likely, are in some inescapable way certain of return, is to fail of belief in the Peace.”
Sorcery won’t work if you approach it without belief in success. Not reliably, not safely, not without “giving shape to your fears,” Eugenia almost whispers.
There’s another crash, the first tube again, with the other tube-team and the other push-team. Evening if the first crew had the gunner. Eugenia isn’t sure which it was.
“Fears of Rust are reasonable.” Hank’s tone is dry in a way that makes Eugenia a little homesick. “Nor can I suggest what else the early Commonweal ought to have done to preserve skill at sorcery. I would point out the Second Commonweal hasn’t got anyone like Rust.”
“There’s Halt.” It takes a considerable effort for Eugenia to say the name out loud.
“Who intends that the Commonweal succeed.” Hank is completely certain. “I won’t answer for why, but I’ve seen a field of demons bow to Halt. If they wanted loose from the Shape they would be.”
Eugenia really wants to express doubt.
“If you’re thinking about names,” Thistle says, “not everything has a name we can pronounce.”
The second tube shoots with its rotated teams. The whole target hill seems to have vanished in the rising cloud of dust. The shifts in the air have begun to feel like regular things, the way having heavy waggons pass in the road outside comes to feel after it keeps happening. It doesn’t really feel like noise anymore.
“This is a markedly distinct perspective,” Eugenia says.
“You’ve more experience of fear than fearsomeness,” Hank says. “Fear is corrosive of trust. Survival can require or create trust when you’re faced with fearsomeness.”
“Eugenia’s had their brain lit on fire.” Delph hasn’t been saying much, but they say this quellingly.
Hank doesn’t quell.
“That’s an error or an injury. It’s not having to face something you cannot defeat alone.”
“That observation’s entirely factual.” Eugenia’s voice is slow.
Eugenia has been brushed by, but not experienced, anything that kind of horrible. They haven’t seen any of the the surviving Cousins, not regular Cousins even if Hákarl counts strictly. They didn’t see any hell-things, a fact not unrelated to Eugenia’s continued existence, and while Eugenia has talked afterwards to people who were dead from the upper First Valley plague they didn’t see any of them actually dead and they weren’t there themself at the time.
“‘Perish in flames’ was from inside the Peace.” Eugenia’s voice is still slow.
The third tube produces its expected crash. There’s no seeing the hill anymore, not with any perception Eugenia has. It’s not properly fog.
“You know that’s General Chert’s dramatic phrasing?” Tiggy’s grinning. “It would be just as correct to say ‘die in a fire’.”
“Or plain burn.” Try’s less amused than Tiggy, but amused. “In some sort of specific emphatic imperative.”
“All this stuff,” Tiggy waves downrange, at the broken air and the rising splattered plasma in front of the obscured hill, “only works on armies. It’s worth doing: if we can swap would-be conquerors a few years of work from a couple thousand people in the Armoury and a season’s work from four-five thousand in a refinery for twenty years times however many in their army, eventually they have to stop trying. But anybody smart won’t use armies.”
“You’re sounding like the boss.” Mel’s fond more than anything, but it’s not a simple set of feelings.
Eugenia tries not to flinch at boss, however fondly Mel said it.
“Can’t say it’s wrong.” Tiggy still sounds cheerful and looks that little bit abashed.
“It’s not wrong,” Hank says. “Anyone smart will scatter minor demons and have them destroy food stores and shelter in the early winter.”
Eugenia thinks.
The fourth tube produces the expected crash, and the same hot smell, only more of it this time.
“Artillery first because of the hell-things.” Eugenia does not like to think about the hell-things.
Everybody nods. “Only way to maybe stop them coming over the Folded Hills,” Hank says. “Soonest we could make them.”
“Soonest consistent with multiple sources,” Tiggy says.
Hank nods. “Though there would never have been time when everybody displaced. We’re preparing for what might happen if the hell-things are directed, and whoever’s doing the directing gives up on the First Commonweal and decides to come try us.”
With a sixth the population and perhaps a quarter the territory. It ought to make sense to a conqueror.
“What about the demons?” Eugenia carefully doesn’t twist their fingers. Order’s phrase for demons was highly problematic.
“The sticks worked.” Tiggy’s entirely cheerful. “The First did for a hundred-plus. That was a two-brigade job and a much worse day with no sticks and the old standards.”
“Before you point out there aren’t that many battalions,” Aella says, “Tiggy’s got a way to get the anti-demon version of the sticks to work without a battle-standard.”
“I think I’ve got,” Tiggy says. “If we do have, I want to make enough for everybody. Make sure there’s a bundle or three everywhere anyone might be.”
The fifth tube’s crash comes with much more of the hot smell, and expressions that go with repressed swearing. Hank takes half a step and pulls their foot back, looks down and left. “Not my trouble.”
Eugenia can’t easily face Xenia; there are three large people between them, a protective construct in the way of stepping forward, and stepping back sends the wrong social signal. There’s no help for it.
“Xenia, what did you mean by the Commonweal threatening sorcerers?”
“Sorcerers have constrained agency,” Xenia says. “The law forbids sorcerers collective action. The law forbids sorcerers gean membership.”
Eugenia can’t manage to say anything. Eugenia can’t even manage to have a facial expression. Sorcerer in that sense is independent, and an independent of modest talent can be someone specializing in the means of slaughter, like all eight of the pleasant kind people on the Shot Team. It would take them some forethought to destroy a town, to kill ten or twenty thousands, but it would not challenge them to do it.
Legend says Halt can kill with a narrow thought, the pure will without any need of a spell. Anyone who can say perish in flames with effect can kill without having to think any much wider than Halt.
“It’s not a direct threat,” Lily says, voice light and clearly happy. “But the enforced distinct legal category’s worrying.”
“People have to not be afraid of us,” Eugenia says in a small voice almost a squeak, recognizing that it’s not properly us in the present, not for sorcerers.
The sixth tube produces its second crash.
Always us for the Commonweal, is a thought Eugenia has, and does not recognize the voice in their head that says it.
“That’s not believing in the collective.” Hank sounds amused, but it’s not amused at Eugenia. “If it can shrug a heave,” Hank says, “it’s time to pile on.”
Eugenia looks at the shrouded horizon swirling where the shot has gone. Waits for the newly familiar rumble like distant thunder from the impact. A thunder distinct from the shot’s fracturing passage through the air. Wonders how many there are who could withstand one heave, because these aren’t, these are just flings.
“The Independent Mulch,” Xenia says, “asserts all independents are enslaved by the Shape of Peace. That’s untrue, but it’s a place present custom could go.”
“Custom doesn’t change easily,” comes out with no intention of Eugenia’s, either for the words or the doubt. It is a saying of Order’s.
“Depends how long you have,” Hanks says. “Custom has shifted. If you stop thinking about it like a Commonweal person, the Shape of Peace is a mind control spell used to set limits on conduct. It feeds information from individuals, rather than instructions to them, and we use it to set limits, rather than decree results. It works and people in the Commonweal think it’s a fine thing. Someone from a power hierarchy won’t trust it to always run backwards and someone with power from a power hierarchy would think they’re being placed in chains, but it still moves as the population changes.”
“‘I want what I want when I want it’. Order calls that the basic mistake.” Everyone around Eugenia is startled because they sound certain, and no-one in the Creeks Armoury has heard Eugenia’s tone go certain before.
“We get too much focused on the present Peace,” Mel says. “It’s not immutable. It’s a consensus, and inherently mutable even considering the Shape provides bounds because the old depart and the young become adult and join.”
“Best we can do at the time,” Hank says, meaning the present Peace.
“Copies into the future. You’re saying this isn’t any different from squash plants.” Eugenia feels entirely strange. Their mind hurts. It’s not their brain. Eugenia knows what it feels like when their brain hurts.
Mel smiles, the full warm version even Tiggy doesn’t see often.
Mel goes on “I would like a world where we had a better answer. Where you can somehow convince someone used to getting what they want, when they want it, because they want it, because they can harm anyone who will not surrender to them the substance of their desire until that desire is surrendered, that this Peace of ours is preferable, preferable enough to surrender their dominion. And have all who have obeyed that sorcerer comprehend the settled peace without non-consensual alteration. And … ” and Eugenia raises both hands to indicate surrender.
“Peace isn’t easy, isn’t functionally simple, it took a couple centuries to get it working, and it’s relatively easy to break. ‘Obey the dark lord’s orders’ is simple, and happens on its own.” Lily doesn’t sound happy.
“So if they leave us bide, fine. If they don’t leave us bide, I don’t ever want there to be concern for the shot supply.” Lily smiles honestly, so their face takes on a melting gentle beauty. “All come to die. Some may need to hasten.”
“Not ‘all come to dust’?” Eugenia can’t help but like Lily, and maybe the Creek saying is different, but the way Lily said hasten has set a shiver in Eugenia’s spine.
“Not all,” Lily says, grinning their regular grin again. “Not all.”


Chapter 18
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Floréal, Twenty-third Day
Eugenia is in the bay of the library with the Line curriculum books when they next meet Hank.
It’s early in the evening, and Hank hands Eugenia a small book.
“Can you read it?”
The cover says Decorum During Conflict in the characters and formal language of the ancient Kingdom of the Spider. Archaic characters; this is not the classic form of that language.
Eugenia almost drops the book, a lifetime of treating books with care being only just sufficient to retain some grip.
It opens just like a book, the paper crisp.
The printing date on the back of the title page has three digits for the year, one one six. The current year in that dating system is six five three two seven, though it takes Eugenia a moment to recall. It’s an octal numbering system. They don’t try to perform the conversion in their head.
“It looks new,” Eugenia says. The printing is sharp and clean and a black so dark it looks liquid.
“As a material object?” Hank says, entirely amiable.
Eugenia’s been trying not to think about that. They could abstract a book, not the contents of a book but the entirety of a material book, before, and those are still in their mind. Emitting a book, taking the entirety and making it materially real, was not something they expected to be able to do until after they had been an independent for some time, a century wouldn’t have been tardy. “Easier for stuff-stirrers than some”, Order had said.
There aren’t many people who could have produced this particular book. A book material the whole time would be a smudge somewhere, or maybe a vaguely book-shaped pattern of dry dust.
“Worth reading,” Hank says. “The perspective’s different.”
Eugenia giggles. It’s involuntary and just a touch crazed. The first chapter title is ‘The Necessity of Victory’.
Eugenia closes the book and then their face. Their thoughts they can put to the work at hand.
“That hot smell, during the test firing? That was the impulse spreader air pressure set inappropriately?”
Hank says “Yes.” Hank is obviously pleased. “Set the pressure too low and it aerosols some fluid.”
Glycerine and water, Eugenia knows. Glycerine has to be already hot to burn, and it was, but maybe not hot enough, or too diffuse, or too wet.
“First few times,” Hank says. “Then the tube hits the bumpers.”
Eugenia says it before they can think of reasons not to. “Would you read the draft operational handbook? I’d rather not present Captain Blossom with an actual idiocy,” Eugenia says. “I can’t ask you to catch all of them but there’s always things that aren’t in the books.”
“I’d be pleased,” Hank says, looking sympathetic.
Eugenia says “Thank you.”
Hank is a fellow Regular. Hank is cheerful and competent. Eugenia had looked Hank up, because ‘sometime master gunner’ had niggled as an odd phrasing and their evaluator’s warrant lets them read Line records.
Eugenia now knows Hank has recovered from being injured by a demon, one of a tiny number of people known to history of whom this is true. Eugenia is less certain how they feel about that than they are about the destroyed army or the lengthy service record or the active warrants of authority and commission. Hank commanded the Experimental Battery for seven years when it was the only artillery the Second Commonweal had.
Hank is still simpler to talk to. No matter how kind they are, most of the people in the edifice leave Eugenia feeling like they’re surrounded by heroic statuary come to life, and they can’t even convince themself there isn’t a sorcerer available who could have done it.
Hank looks like they’ve noticed Eugenia looking that little bit more socially comfortable.
“Couple things about Creeks,” Hank says, quietly. “To the great credit of their ilk of folk, Creeks react protectively to smaller people. They even usually manage to remember you’re not truly a child.”
Eugenia nods. That much, they have figured out.
“You know how a group of Regulars is certain to have the logistics figured out, but may not have anyone well able to fight?” Hank isn’t at all certain Eugenia knows this; they’re hoping.
Eugenia says “Yes,” because they do know that. Their former class was told they would be displaced and took four hours to pack everything required. Any sort of short notice travel, really, of which there had been a great deal, studying with Order. Weeding, despite a class composed of students militant by some nominal value of militant, had been an entirely different and deeply awkward question.
“Creeks are the other way around.” Hank says this as a simple fact.
Eugenia looks up and from side to side, meaning the whole of the edifice and all it implies. People have to bring food on time, and they do.
“They’re conscious of it, they make an effort to find planning skill. There’s reliance on a stability of custom. The refectory managers and people like Tankard or Chuckles do effective jobs, just like there are Line units composed of Regulars.”
Eugenia nods, carefully, being uncertain of the distinction.
“A bunch of Creek reservists fought in such fashion that a graul standard-captain didn’t see a need to comment.” Hank’s voice starts calm and goes dry.
Eugenia thinks about that. Somewhere in Eugenia’s mind a small voice says Oh.
“They’re not graul,” Hank says. “I’m sure allowances were made.” Eugenia isn’t willing to call Hank’s expression a smile.
“I wouldn’t have thought Creeks were particularly militant.”
Hank shrugs. “Small units having to maintain a focus and fight with weapons both at once is something you avoid because it’s never going to work. Only it did that time. Average contribution to the push is high, and they fight like they might be late for dinner.”
“Late for dinner?” Eugenia doesn’t understand.
“Typicals hate fighting, and when they must, they fight like crazy people. Amazons love fighting, and they fight like happy crazy people. Regulars stick to the drill and a motivational relief at not being dead yet. Creeks fight like there’s this big job of work and if they don’t get it done prompt, they’ll be late for dinner and the beer will be short.”
“I’ve been warned about the beer,” Eugenia says. It’s safe, it’s tasty to excellent by Eugenia’s palate, but it’s got twice or more the ethanol anyone a Regular expects out of beer.
“Graul,” Hank says “fight like they’re bored. Unless they might get to kill a sorcerer.”
Eugenia smiles. They can’t help it.
“Isn’t fighting failure?”
“Among ourselves?” Hank looks gentle. “Worse than failure. To keep the borders? Only if we do more of it than we must.”
“Order would disagree.”
Hank nods. “Order would. Order’s out of the beginning of the Commonweal, when fighting each other was a habit hard to break.”
This is a thought new to Eugenia.
“There are those who remember the Bad Old Days as they lived them.” Time has made this only strictly true, rather than the social truth it was, but it is still a saying of Order’s.
“Change comes to the world,” Hank says. “Maybe even to the god who ate us.”


Chapter 19
544-Florial-25
Esteemed Archibald,
I have now seen artillery in use. It was unnerving. Mild use, too, fling instead of heave. The old kind of artillery, the Line would ‘play catch’ with an artillery tube versus a company or platoon focus, but not with the new; the ‘toss’ strength is somewhere past where ‘fling’ used to be. Improvements in the design and an alteration of doctrine; instead of needing an artillery battery or sometimes a battalion to transfer enough kinetic energy to pin a major sorcerer, if one tube can do it, all the better, since the sorcerers are not guaranteed to arrive singly.
Which is logical and sensible and I still felt as though someone ought to be apologizing to the hill being used as a target.
Some of the works in the Line library section have Creek authors. Nothing on the main curriculum, which seems to have been kept as short as possible (if no shorter!), but several in the supplementary books. There’s a Creek tradition of stealth and deception and traps when it comes to sorcerers bent on conquest. It’s a deep tradition; three of the books are translations of pre-Commonweal prose works, and there’s one annotated but not translated collection of archaic poetry on the subject.
They don’t seem like stealthy people, and I’m not going to go weeding with a Creek team to see if that changes.
How to answer your question about militancy (and, by implication, the character of the Independent Block) has given me some difficulty of thought. Block has been in the Creeks, but almost entirely occupied with training Line recruits in basic — breath-and-centring-and-awareness basic — Power management when they were. Their reputation here is all with Line persons, and mostly those in heavy battalions. Those Line persons with experience of Block I have spoken to all agree they’re knowledgeable and merciless. (’Merciless’ is viewed with approval. ‘Anyone bent on conquest won’t be merciful’ seems to be the consensus, and it was by all reports a decidedly you-can-be-better merciless.)
So the specialists in group violence approve Block’s competence.
There I find myself much troubled. I have my entire adult life thought of an exercised modest talent as permissible, of great use of the Power as solely permissible, in a context of obedience to a general social obligation to trouble none. To be entirely unthreatening, to frighten no one, to exist as little as possible. To be aware at all times and in all things that my right to exist was entirely conditional and certain to be revoked for any error, that there is no forgiveness for any wrong exercise of the Power so it must contain no possibility of error.
With an active talent, it seemed a worthwhile trade. You have that still, and may hold so still.
For myself, I am finding matters less and less certain. I have seen what only Line custom does not call a fifty-person focus smite a distant hillside more thoroughly than ever you could or I might have hoped to do; I have seen — 
(Here there was a long pause in composition, and I debated whether I should finish, or say another thing)
 — When I was given the sensorium test piece, it was as giving someone made blind back their sight. There aren’t many that could be helped in this way; I know weeding teams have used sensorium bindings time out of mind as narrow specific things, I know that general sensory capacity bindings can’t be younger than Laurel’s first experiments with battle-standards, but there’s hardly anyone who would need a general sensorium device, have the ability to use it, and not already possess as much themself through their own Power. So I tried not to think about it, and told myself that the work was a cost of another thing, that I wasn’t wandering around with several décades of some wreaking team’s effort entirely to my benefit, and that it benefited the team I was here to help.
That I hadn’t known and hadn’t asked.
That’s factual, but it’s wrong. I can use the device at all because someone I ought to call a wizard — grant me my unease at the prospect of writing out their name — did all the law would permit them to restore my mind to function. That a Line captain thought of what they could do to increase my access to the Power as though it were the same thing as making sure the troops have sound boots or some material shop does not run short of compressed air, a simple logistical thing. I am in a cyclopean fastness constructed because that was what would best help. (Tiggy, who has been there, says that the neighbours’ own habitation is a ‘mostly regular’ combination of thorpe and hamlet. Though Mel did mutter about the gardens and Tiggy allows as the library is notable. Which I suppose is appropriate enough for a larhaus. And by this place, there’s intent for a tradition of notable libraries.)
The Shot Team, ‘Tiggy’s bunch’ if you are known to know them, aren’t officially studying for independent qualification, they haven’t been studying as long, and each one of them surpasses anything I was. They’re together six days past anywhere we got as a class. It’s their own work they like. They’re … somewhere between a senior-senior wreaking team and village sorcerers, socially. No one fusses about them being in the main refectory. There have been some visits by youthful relatives, the whole team goes to their various maternal homes for Festival.
I don’t think there’s only one way to be an independent. I can’t tell you Block’s way is a wise way, or a way suited to you, but I am become certain there’s more than one worthy way to accomplish the duty of an independent.
I am coming to an uncomfortable awareness that I cannot refute that duty including murder, if keeping the borders requires murder.
Not my duty anymore, perhaps, not specifically an independent’s, but even absent all concern for the borders, if independents are not to be set aside from society then there must be another way to maintain the Peace than Order’s.
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 20
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Prairial, First Day
“Are the walls on this floor active?” Breakfast is done, and Eugenia can’t convince themself they’re confused.
It’s a tidy-and-inventory day, which happens on the second and third floors of the shot shop proper.
“Yes,” Tiggy says. “You mean just this floor?”
“Or somewhere to talk,” Eugenia says.
There isn’t a fourth floor; the third floor is double height ritual space. There are stairs against the inside wall. Eugenia supposes there must be an attic under the peaked roof. Eugenia initially thinks that’s where they’re going.
The door to the attic is opposite a doorway in the rock face the Shot Shop is built against. There’s a passage into the rock ending in a closed door.
“Air brick?” Eugenia doesn’t know what else to call the door, but door doesn’t feel like the correct word. The device doesn’t let Eugenia sense through it.
“Two,” Mel says. It takes Mel and Tiggy both to slide the door open, setting their feet and pushing steadily.
When Eugenia looks down, there are rollers in a channel in the floor. The door is a metre thick.
Mel and Tiggy can step over the sill behind the door rollers; Eugenia puts a foot on it and stands. Then they accept a hand from Tiggy to step down. Not as far down.
“Air bricks both active,” Mel says from further down the passage. Tiggy pulls a plain lever, and the outer door rumbles shut. The selection of clanking noises gives Eugenia to wonder what happens to the rollers when the outer door is closed from the inside.
Tiggy swings the next door shut behind them. It’s a nickel slab fifteen centimetres thick. The outer centimetre is carved into lace with runes.
“Those don’t do anything.” Eugenia thinks it ought to sound more like a question, but they’re certain-sure.
“Makes it hard to dust,” Mel says.
“Push Power into it reaching for control and stuff’ll happen,” Tiggy says, gleeful.
“This is a refuge,” Mel says. “If something’s giving Spot trouble, we come up here.”
It’s a considerable volume. There’s a gallery below the ceiling, with what looks like alcoves and bunk beds. All the space under the gallery, more space than it looks, is storage. Comprehensively supplied storage, more than just survival supplies. Eugenia’s trying to figure out what the supplies are for when they realize there’s a small carafe with ground coffee in it next to the modest three-litre teapot Tiggy’s just dumped shredded dried wood lettuce root into.
“Didn’t want to maybe get trapped in here with you and no coffee,” Tiggy says grinning, and Eugenia has to take a moment to not tear up.
Tiggy uses that moment to turn on the wall wards, which don’t do the spectral draining outward thing those in the shop building or individual rooms of the edifice do. These are in the living rock, behind the shoring and the ceiling. The ward, I don’t know what else to call it, Eugenia thinks, sets hard and promptly and with an unpleasant sensation of having one’s teeth rotated.
A thankfully brief sensation.
“I started doing some arithmetic,” Eugenia says, both hands on their cup of coffee. There’s a chair that fits them, too, or at least is high enough. Eugenia’s fairly sure it was made for a Creek child.
“Once I do arithmetic, artillery doesn’t make sense.”
“Why not?” Mel doesn’t sound in the least as though they think Eugenia’s mad. Tiggy’s grinning.
“An artillery battalion’s more than twice the people required for a heavy battalion. The tubes are expensive. The plain shot’s astonishingly cheap, but the cost to haul it around isn’t. When you’ve got it it’s straight line only, no more distant, not that accurate: two-tenths of a percent of the total range is a good day. The historical production of heavy hot-red shot, the sort of the thing that the Experimental Battery used on the host of Reems, is a few in a year from an independent enchanter. Being able to adjust aim means drag and having all of the working under the cap means you can’t, the drag has to be behind the centre of mass.”
Centre of pressure must be behind the centre of mass for stable flight. For things flung through the air, anyway — Eugenia isn’t going to answer for powered flight by anything with wings and a nervous system.
“If you set up the inserts to contain the shot with the Power and provide thrust for aim, you’re exposing the working. An opposing sorcerer won’t have to worry about individual shot, they can set something up that grabs active Power. Putting something powerful enough to avoid that in individual shot would make them impossibly expensive.” You’re fearsome-skilled for what you are, but you’re not skilled enough to do it, Eugenia thinks. That’s the sort of job you give someone over five hundred.
“Over five hundred” was Order’s answer for a number of questions about possibility.
“Never mind how ridiculously fast the shot’s moving. Nothing active would get flung but the battery expects active shot to be moving above a kilometre per second.” Heave shot upward and it certainly won’t come back down, no matter what air friction does. Flung shot might, it depends on how much the air slows it. Anything you want to have land past the next hill has to be given much less momentum. Eugenia’s sure Tiggy and Mel know that.
Eugenia has carefully not noticed Tiggy putting blackcurrant vinegar in their tea. Lots of Creeks do this with some sort of vinegar. Eugenia can’t bear to think about it.
“You had trouble with killing people,” Mel says to Tiggy.
“I did. I kinda do,” Tiggy says. “A lot of it is trusting the boss about necessity.”
Eugenia takes a couple sips of coffee. The whole team has been entirely kind about not pressing Eugenia on their loss of social function, thinking about what artillery is for.
“Red shot, traditionally, involves materials, steering, or going boom, so there were three-part codes,” Tiggy says. “Since it’s the inserts now, not the shot, that’s all changing. We can’t target something moving, no going for the demons, but we can hit a place.”
“Trying for moving got exciting,” Mel says. “Can’t do it without either a grab-able exercise of the Power or sticking the binding in the whole shot.”
“Did anyone try firing the shot backwards?” Eugenia says. “I mean putting the insert and the cap on the back of the shot.”
“We did,” Mel says. “The aft cap comes off or it spins and we’re back to having to put the binding in the shot as a whole.” Mel’s face goes somewhere between wry and annoyed. “Binding structures in collapsed iron exceed the present art.”
Eugenia nods. “So there isn’t an option of really precise energy concentration. And artillery concentrates energy, it doesn’t provide more. The tubes are excellent cascade amplifiers but they’re starting with a small group and the output is intermittent. A battalion focus has a multiplier of at least ten and is continuous; the push team’s using the tube as a distinct focus, they’ve got a multiplier of five. A heavy battalion is much more force.”
A brigade, yet more than that; more people and a greater multiplier.
It’s an extremely quiet room. There’s the wall wards, and Mel, and Tiggy. Mel’s an energy manipulator. Tiggy isn’t more an enchanter than a necromancer. Everyone acts like Tiggy’s all enchanter for social purposes but Eugenia remembers the generic descriptions about what’s expected from the balanced combination.
Mel gets up and pulls a folder out of a tall shelf, comes back to the table and hands it to Tiggy. Tiggy riffles through it, hands Eugenia four sheets of paper.
By the time Eugenia’s halfway down page three, Eugenia’s trying not to faint.
Page one isn’t even math, it’s hypothetical. The Power won’t hand you anything you can believe in like a pleasant daydream; you’ve got to be able to anchor it to your previous experience, and this is noting that not everything is matter. Demons are not matter; demons cannot act materially without possessing matter but the demon itself is not matter. The Power itself is not material, and there are demonstrations of complex ideas given form. Not many, but a few, scattered over a long time. Giving form to ideals is commonplace.
Page two is math; some matter is defective, but that’s a problem for chemists, because the Power will not regard it. Iron is iron and steel is steel and you need careful metaphors before you can move the carbon around even when you know it’s carbon and what shape the crystals ought to have. Page two presupposes that the Power permeates everything and asks if matter can be evicted from a retained nature, a continuance of shape or purpose or charge absent substance. Eugenia reflexively thinks no; like demons, the Power must affect the material to have material effect.
Page three is page two from the other direction, what happens to the matter if you remove shape and nature and consequence.
The answer is ‘mostly nothing’, until you remove all the gravity. Gravity is a property of matter. Gravity arises from matter. Take all of it away, and you don’t have matter anymore.
Page four is the recipe.
It’s exceeding neatly written. Eugenia holds the sheet up almost flat to the light and squints trying to see if it was printed or not. It’s a reflexive response, and the other reflexive options aren’t attractive.
“Mel gets propositioned over their handwriting.” Tiggy’s surpassing fond.
“This works,” Eugenia says. “You have put this in shot.”
“This is what set is for on the new tubes,” Tiggy says. “A traditional tube’s got a fixed amount of energy to transfer. Some of it turns into momentum, some of it feeds the closed accumulator in active shot. If you know how big the accumulator is you know how much slower the shot’s going to move.”
The new tubes throw too hard for that to work.
Eugenia scribbles. Pencil scribbles that require scrap paper, but it works. “You’re feeding half-disassociation?” Enough Power and the binding cannot contain it. Then it depends on what you made the binding out of, whether it flies apart or burns or bubbles liquid and horrible and only maybe molten.
“Four-fifths.” Tiggy looks a little less abashed than usual, and a little more cheerful. “Only going to use it once.”
Eugenia stops, sets their pencil down. “Nothing about it isn’t closed.”
“It’s not like the spear-throwers for the pointy sticks,” Mel says. “A chunk of that working’s in the banner or the standard. These are entirely closed. The only external thing is that the tube won’t throw unless the accumulator fills.”
Eugenia nods. If the accumulator is full, trying to examine the binding isn’t likely to provide information if anyone from the Bad Old Days ever comes by an intact shot.
“There’s a closed accumulator, it’s timed, it’s not even trying to tell how far away the ground is, and it’s moving.” You never say impossible about the Power, someone, somehow, always can. You’d have to be a considerable talent and be paying a lot of specific attention to something moving at more than a kilometre per second to even notice the accumulator.
At least the first time.
Eugenia turns the fourth sheet over.
“Six sizes,” Tiggy says. “Well, seven.”
Of course it’s seven, Eugenia thinks, and takes the last bitter swallow of coffee from their mug.


Chapter 21
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Prarial, Twelfth Day
It was an empty room in the Edifice. Now it has four long tables, a lot of paper, Eugenia, and the Independent Grue. Grue can invoke the wall-wards. It’s careful and visibly strenuous, but Grue can do it. Eugenia has had time to notice that the wall-wards block emanations in both directions. This might be an explanation of how you can have Hákarl in residence around Typical and Regular persons without concern for their minds; Eugenia has not asked. How Tiggy’s team, how anyone Blossom instructs, avoids alteration to their thoughts is a question Eugenia has avoided. A classical understanding would expect even independent considerable talents to have difficulties with Blossom.
The original recipe, the one Eugenia’s class thought they could follow, is nowhere in evidence. That was meant to be simple. It left out everything the Shot Team thought was standard practice. The Independent Blossom expected their warning to prevent any attempt to use the recipe. They thought there’d be a useful list of questions coming back, from sorcerers whose expectations were not similar to the Shot Team’s.
What came back was most of Eugenia. Eugenia’s frustration is entirely a present effect.
“Have you ever used a focus?” Grue’s voice is most of the way to their asking-patients-questions voice. The tone startles Eugenia almost as much as the question.
“Sorcerers can’t latch to focuses.” Eugenia sounds puzzled.
“Internal workers can’t.” Grue says it gently.
Eugenia gets up and paces quickly around the room. They brush against the wall ward on two of the corners and do not notice.
“Is there a fixed enchantment?”
Grue says “No,” wholly in their best bad-news-to-patients voice.
Eugenia was never an enchanter or a binding-maker or any kind of immaterial talent. The recipe is something they could not have understood in any context of the Power. Their education provides only two relevant facts; one of the facts is that the minimum number of participants in a focus is eight.
“This whole thing — ”Eugenia taps a sheet of paper — “is a dynamic focus.”
Grue nods.
“They get the multiplier.”
Grue nods again. Eugenia decides their brain is not allowed to skitter away from the thought.
“The recipe is for a temporary considerable talent with eight points of view.”
“Specialized,” Grue says. “It’s a deliberately constructed focus.”
Eugenia mutters not emergent too quietly for material ears to hear. What they mutter next is in a language Grue doesn’t know. Strictly speaking, it is not a language Eugenia knows. The phrase translates as ‘curses are hard to remove’, and is a proverb preserved in its Initial Archaic Temple Spider diction.
That’s how they lift the gates, Eugenia thinks. Casual formation of a dynamic external focus construct.
Eugenia takes several deep breaths. They saw the Shot Team do it. It’s a defensible hypothesis.
Having the thought isn’t mad. Doing it might be. Teaching someone how — 
“Some combination of can and want to is why the shot-team proper’s down to eight.” Grue makes an effort to sound compassionate that Eugenia hears as a combination of gentle and amused. “The principle focus constraint does apply.”
Focus participation has to be voluntary.
It must be more true if you have to make the focus you’re participating in. That part must take someone’s whole attention.
Tiggy, Eugenia thinks. It has to be an enchanter and Xenia’s temperamentally unsuited.
“Is this why Tiggy’s the team lead?” Eugenia is trying to get one thing they understand because what they thought they understood about the carefully written explanations must all be wrong.
“You’d have to ask the team,” Grue says. There’s a pause of decision. “Not a question they’ll mind you asking, but not a question they’ll answer.”
Eugenia tries not to scream, just for a second. “I thought it was a ritual.”
“Strength enough for the work,” Grue says. A strength double Grue’s own firmly median considerable talent.
“Substance,” Eugenia says. “If the metaphysical part’s incomprehensible, the substance won’t be.”
Grue thinks, but does not say, When it starts.
The substance starts as porcelain clay in three varieties.
Each to the outside and the second and third the same by turns and turning.

Eugenia has time to think at least it doesn’t say ‘enough’, before, three lines down, the list of steps says heat and pressure enough; heat less than pressure. Pressure causes heat, so Eugenia supposes this is about what gets added.
The process works, and quickly. Series production, in the same way a spinning mill makes thread. Any perceived impossibility is really Eugenia’s incomprehension.
Eugenia knows, as a matter of knowledge, that there are different threads of attention; that there could be eight. The instructions are written as a single sequence, without any differentiation.
Circle left twelve and climbing.

Instead of saying climbing what? Eugenia says “There are no referents.”
“The co-ordination steps use terminology from Creek set dancing.” Grue sounds entirely sympathetic, itself as shocking as the facts of the statement to Eugenia.
“I know nothing about dancing.” Eugenia’s voice stays neutral. There will always be time to collapse into despair, you don’t have to do it right away.
“Climbing is circling closer together, as though you were going up a hill and had less area to stand on.”
Eugenia doesn’t know what their face does, before it goes entirely a shape of frustration.
“You have a cognitive penumbra,” Grue says, “and I quite like Creek tavern dances.”
Eugenia’s process of cognition fails, briefly, and reasserts itself back at the problem of the instructions. What an independent is doing in a tavern is not a question Eugenia’s life has equipped them to think about.
Plates to needles, snug and all up.

Eugenia follows plates back through spiny and leather and realizes this line is ceramics and internal structure.
If Eugenia knew anything about dancing, slip would have confused them. Recognizing it as a ceramics term leads them to the modularity of the accumulators and a memory of Try explaining how you can’t wrap the wet clay form of the binding around a central core. The layers move too much and the alignment is never precise enough without imposing so much that the binding becomes damaged. Slip is what you attach the little coin-sized rounds of dry binding together with, washed around the stack’s circumference.
Firing has to happen together, so the parts become an arcane whole.
Gold to dry and green to go the ocean under. Blue is crisp and soft and slow.

Eugenia carefully mutters nothing about how of course the binding is pressure-fired.
“What’s a hey?”
“You pass alternate shoulders walking down and back a line of dancers,” Grue says.
So they can balance their collective focus. Balancing the working is a common ritual requirement. Eugenia doesn’t know if a collective focus needs to do that, but the hey is in the right sort of place in the instructions.
Which is about when Eugenia thinks that the people who built the edifice are not timid, and the Shot Shop, the building, is more than thirty kilometres away behind igneous hills. All that active Power feeding the accumulators of red shot could go wrong, and the newly-made shot inserts must somehow leave the working.
The working that stays functioning as a continuous process. Eugenia can see why, from a productivity standpoint.
In a quiet room behind protections Order could not break, Eugenia takes a moment to go sit down.
Grue, in a moment Eugenia does not see, looks entirely and honestly sympathetic.


Chapter 22
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Prairial, Twenty-fourth Day
It’s the small office.
Eugenia looked up the Line procedures, realized they were the traditional First Commonweal ones, and asked Francis. The standing orders and establishment of quarters for the Fifth Battalion (Artillery), First Brigade, Wapentake of the Creeks, are mostly handwritten, mostly firmly legible, and entirely terse, but exist. There’s a battalion office, a battery office for the initial battery, and an office for the commander of the battery. The large office is both of the first two; the small office is the one specific to the battery commander.
This is a battalion commander’s question, a matter of policy, but Captain Blossom is in the small office, and Eugenia would rather ask this quietly.
So they knock on the door frame, and get waved in. The Independent Grue is there, and starts to get up, and gets waved back to their chair with a pause of politeness in it. “I expect this is about sorcerers,” Captain Blossom says. “Could use some independent advice.”
“Walls?” and Eugenia nods and the battery banner does that same something and there’s that same uniform shiny spectral surface between captain and banner from which Eugenia can get no detail. Which is, they suppose, a useful thing; you wouldn’t want a considerable talent across a valley being able to read a Line officer’s mood.
There is the same cloud of near-diamond shapes, too, and the sense of being isolated from the entirety of the world. The device sensorium cuts off at the inside surfaces of the walls, floor, and ceiling in a way that would bother Eugenia much less if it were abrupt.
“I’ve had all of Tiggy’s team, each and together, go through the writeup as an actual task. The result seems viable. The next step ought to be ‘give the instructions to an unfamiliar team’.”
“This is the hot-red instructions?” Captain Blossom doesn’t seem to mind Eugenia’s focused rate of speech, but never speeds up themself.
“Yes. Only no-one not these specific external workers has ever done it.”
“Could be a problem,” Grue says in a voice so dry it sounds unconcerned.
“Even if an informed internal worker is willing to risk it,” Eugenia says, “spreading their brain over thirty hectares is difficult to plan for.”
As a demonstration, the Shot Team had carefully reassured Spot, set a one-red shot insert live, and collectively hurled it a long, long way over the outer wall. Eugenia’s quite sure thirty hectares of brain distribution is an underestimate, even allowing for the poor ballistic performance of disassociated brain tissues.
“Not the expected run of sprained brains,” Grue says grinning. They tap their stack of paper. “Which are happening less than experience would expect, recent field exercise notwithstanding.”
“Starting to cohere,” Captain Blossom says.
“We got any external teams that aren’t doing something else?” Captain Blossom is asking Grue, not Eugenia. Which is fortunate, because Eugenia has no idea.
“There’s an internal-working recipe for the demon sticks.” Grue’s voice is gently speculative.
“Current production?”
“About a hundred.”
“Bundle them up, recommend carrying them as extras, and ask the Captain to make a point of trying them out.” Captain Blossom’s expression is a grim one. “If they work, we can ask for faster production.”
The points for the pointy sticks are carried separately from the shafts. Eugenia’s seen the brigade orders that all the available anti-demon pointy sticks are always carried ready to throw, complete with emphatic phrases about demons not giving you time.
“You’re sure?”
“The future’s a surprising place.” Captain Blossom may honestly find this funny. “Slow and the Captain both concluded to plan on stopping one more try at conquest. We’ve sticks enough for that. We don’t know the internal recipe works, and we’re coming on for time with the First Commonweal and the hell-things.”
“They were meant to send word.”
“Send, and have it arrive, are not the one same thing together.” Captain Blossom doesn’t think that’s funny.
Grue nods, a little grim.
“You don’t think the news from the Lower Third changes that?” Grue’s carefully making the words a question.
“What news?” Eugenia certainly hasn’t heard it.
“Sea People,” Grue says. There’s been a general agreement to call the maritime empire who came ashore below the Edge and advanced on the former habitations of the Cousins the Sea People. “Eight hundred and twenty-one, some sort of scouting and surveying regiment.”
Part of Eugenia’s mind thinks that it’s an implausibly precise count while their voice says, “What happened?”
“They encountered the Independent Dust,” Captain Blossom says.
“Didn’t the Sea People have sorcerers with them?” Dust is a neighbour, and a necromancer, and for all that, young, younger than Eugenia by equivalent ages. Without sorcerers, yes, certainly, Eugenia is thinking, Dust is after all a considerable talent. And it would explain the precise count.
“You have not seen Wake in Dust’s absence, free to be proud,” Grue says, a little wry and mostly fond. “Death is yet Death, however gentle.”
Eugenia closes their eyes, and takes a deep breath. Grue’s last sentence is a proverb among Regulars and Grue said it as one might speak liturgy.
“If they’re scouting,” Captain Blossom says, “it supports an expectation of another conquest attempt. Win a battle, get the survivors to submit for their lives. If they’d figured things out, they’d just be sending demons, and sending the large ones where the return rate from the first wave was low.”
“Wouldn’t the demons know where they came from?” Eugenia’s eyes are still closed.
“Not necessarily as useful geography,” Captain Blossom says, “but yes. Hard to catch one with a battle-standard.”
“Tiggy says the shot can hit a place.” Eugenia has been taking Tiggy at their word. The math is available, and the math is basic unobjectionable control math; there are air-driven valves to control the rate the water feeds to turbines that drive the air compressor that work in about the same way.
The thing doing the controlling has to stay closed, and it uses probability instead of thrust, probability intermittently applied to surrounding air molecules. It’s not capable of abrupt changes, it’s not effective at short range, anything under five or really ten kilometres, and the insight necessary to make it work Xenia compared to teaching snails to write calligraphy on the inside of spirals of glass tubing.
“They can.” Captain Blossom’s firm confident tones.
“If it’s a place, a mapped place, the new tubes could get seven-red shot a thousand kilometres.” Eugenia knows they should open their eyes, but they can’t find the will. This seems like a thing you say to darkness. “Within fifty metres of the place, more or less.”
There is no knowing what will emerge from darkness.
Fifty metres more or less doesn’t matter much with two-red shot, never mind seven-red.
“The original plan for the range extension project,” Captain Blossom says. “Site on top of the escarpment and throw over the Dread River.”
Eugenia’s eyes open. “Old-style red shot would have been too expensive.”
“Much,” Captain Blossom says. “And the hell-things didn’t give us enough time.”
“What’s the longest tested range?” Eugenia needs to know, and doesn’t want to know, both together.
“Twelve kilometres.” Captain Blossom smiles. “Anything further is a trip out to the Eastern Waste. Cohesion’s consistent enough to make that worthwhile. Can’t get the barges until next month.”
“Why seven-red?” Grue sounds curious. Eugenia has to take what they can guess from tone. Grue’s metaphysic surface isn’t the flatly reflective thing the banner presents for Captain Blossom; Grue’s metaphysic surface is imperceptible. Eugenia wants to say invisible but it’s not the correct term.
“I’ve been reading Decorum During Conflict,” Eugenia says. “It compares everything to a garden party, which is a social institution I do not understand. The text emphasizes that there’s no point to almost doing something. If we don’t know what we’re trying to destroy, be as destructive as we can.”
Eugenia takes, not a deep breath, but enough of one that they can notice themself doing it. “Hope they’re not summoning up demons in the middle of a captive city.”
“Get the current red shot tested,” Captain Blossom says. “Get those in production in the First Valley Armoury. Accumulate adequate stocks.”
Adequate stocks, Eugenia realizes, are enough to destroy all the hell-things in the world.
Captain Blossom smiles at Eugenia. “Accumulate adequate stocks of anti-demon sticks and get them generally distributed. Get Tiggy’s bunch working on more precise options.”
Guests may be expected, Eugenia thinks, but do not expect that you know when guests will arrive.
The words are from Decorum During Conflict, and Eugenia wonders if perhaps they almost understand. They’re not hopeful, but they’re going to ask Francis if the library has a history that explains garden parties. Early, Late, any period of the Kingdom of the Spider. Anything would help.


Chapter 23
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Prairial, Twenty-fourth Day
Francis directs Eugenia to a half-metre of books on garden parties in the Kingdom of the Spider. Eugenia says thank you, carefully does not sigh, and extracts the somehow inevitable apparently-new copy of Decorum During Private Festivals with printing date six-seven. With it Eugenia selects the two most recent social histories, one with a Regular editor and one without.
Tiggy’s team is off to the Lower Slow, which for some reason of custom isn’t referred to as Lower Slow Creek. They’re going to talk to a large and established — of multigenerational duration, that means in the Creeks — external wreaking team that mostly makes weed-related focuses. Eugenia supposes a small red shot, perhaps a minus four red, would have uses for a weeding team. Though probably not more use than the equivalent effort in physical manipulation or heat-application focuses. Liquid shot were derived from a type of weeding focus that removes cellular structures.
The weeding focus works well on those weeds it works on at all; just how many weeds it doesn’t work on is something Eugenia must firmly define to themself as useful knowledge, or it makes them shudder.
Perhaps that team will find red shot straightforward. Much as Eugenia doesn’t like the thought, the design is straightforward. Even the in-principle translation into practices suitable for internal workers isn’t difficult. It’s the combination of having the idea and being able to imagine it actually working that presents the challenge.
Well, and the several subtle insights involved in making it work as operant steps in the Power. It’s easy when you know how. Eugenia is unnerved, truly and persistently unnerved, not merely rhetorically unnerved, by whoever figured out how to make those ideas work, so they haven’t asked who it was. Not anybody on the Shot Team, who individually and collectively disclaim credit. All the remaining possibilities are unsettling.
Eugenia’s grasp of written Archaic Formal Spider is much improved. They try not to imagine which of their great-aunts would be most hopeful, or most disappointed, about their pronunciation.
Their vocabulary’s certainly increasing. There are four copies of the Early Spider to Present Commonweal Dictionary and four copies of the supplementary notes. The big ones; Eugenia’s only previously ever seen one copy. Eugenia supposes it’s only polite, in this library, to have four. The history section of the library has all thirty-seven ‘Decorum During … ’ volumes Eugenia knows about in chronological order — copies in addition to those shelved by subject. They’ve carefully not asked Francis if there are more, or who else can read them. Someone can; the other dictionaries are sometimes used.
The rightmost of the big dictionaries has become Eugenia’s; they return to it and find the page where they left it and the step pulled back out instead of under the long angled reading shelf. After the third time, Eugenia stopped putting the step back. It’s not an easy thing to move, and the utility of the kindness exceeds its embarrassment. The dictionary itself is not a book Eugenia would dare try to move, certainly not lift; just using the page turner can be a struggle. Shut, Comprehensive Early Spider to Present Commonweal is sixty-five centimetres up the spine, fifty centimetres wide, and twenty-seven centimetres thick between the covers. It would be smaller if it only covered Archaic Spider, and not Initial, Archaic, First Expansion, and Early Apex Spider together. It would also be less useful; the language did not change evenly, and a letter written in Archaic might receive an answer mostly in Expansion. There are nothing like as many such letters as historians would wish, but some do remain.
The dictionary has the glorious printing, utterly black and immensely sharp. Eugenia hopes, carefully and specifically, that whatever skill, technique, or specific application of the Power is involved, it can be more widely learnt. Despite various improvements, no one in the Second Commonweal has yet managed to produce a really satisfactory printer’s ink. Finding an effective substitute for the tropical tree-gum binders traditional to printer’s ink has proved difficult.
No matter how the shot-team’s trip to the Lower Slow goes, Eugenia has two whole décades in which to write about artillery operations. The shot-team’s edifice workspace feels echo-y, not merely empty, absent the shot-team, but it does allow Eugenia to spread notes and drafts out along the length of tables.
They shouldn’t need to reference paper notes at all. They know they should not need to; their memory will provide the texture of the paper just as well as touching it, never mind the full details of what is written on it.
One result is Eugenia makes a rigid separation between their work space, with its progressions of laid-out notes, and the library, where reading happens and the notes get created.
“Metaphysical memory is immutable,” Francis says one evening when Eugenia is looking displeased at how their notes are spreading in piles-by-category down the length of the reading shelf. “It’s one of the reasons old independents get so set in their ways.”
Eugenia stops and doesn’t say what they were going to say.
“You’re trying to organize a mass of material for an audience you know little about. Your memory doesn’t help with a question of selection. That’s judgement, not recall.”
Eugenia makes what might be the Creek gesture for something, sets their pencil down, notes the time, considers if they might just be stupid from lack of food, and has to admit that Francis has a point.
“Useful selection implies sound judgement.” Apprentice sorcerers, by definition, lack sound judgement.
“You’re busy abstracting the Empress, General Hammer, three or four other generals of historically enduring positive reputation, and the best artillerist the Commonweal had when held within a single Peace.”
Eugenia doesn’t know why Francis is using formal phrasing, and lets that go. “Captain Blossom?”
“Hank. Hank was specifically appointed Master Gunner for the Experimental Battery because the consensus of the standard-captains was uneasy about the Independent Blossom’s desire to innovate. They wanted a resolute and traditional judgement present.”
Hank has said two things about the Independent Blossom in Eugenia’s hearing.
One was that they had ‘a sound grasp of the principles’, without specifying which principles. That could be Hank not thinking there was any possible confusion about which, or meaning it in a general way, Eugenia doesn’t know.
Two was an offhand remark that the Independent Blossom understood the distinction between leading and pushing.
Eugenia thinks for close to ten minutes. Francis makes no move to interrupt or go on with other work. “What did you do when you were a clerk?”
“You know how Doucelin’s job is to keep track of Halt’s activity?”
“No, I didn’t.” Eugenia looks behind them for a chair.
“Well, it is,” Francis continues. “Which is why they came to the Second Commonweal. Mine was enchanters.”
Eugenia, having ensconced themself in the chair, says “Enchanters?” with some caution.
Someone keeping track of Tiggy would be a prudent thing. The whole team. Expectations about sorcerers, particularly enchanters, involve a certain lonely contemplation rather than something Eugenia can’t call vigorous discussion, not even to themself. Tiggy’s team argues. Tiggy’s team never quite shouts, but there are illusory mood expressions that serve the purpose.
They go so fast. The core insights aren’t theirs; Order’s curriculum is structured around core insights, and Eugenia thinks in those terms. No-one in the Shot Team devised red shot, but they took the ideas and the examples and made the same things happen using mechanisms modest talents could produce. It took, so far as Eugenia can tell, much less than a year for any particular thing. Spinner horrifies Eugenia, but it’s not a small accomplishment to make it work with a modest talent. Making it work in great quantity with a collection of modest talents and three varieties of dirt is a staggering accomplishment.
“Enchanters have this habit of thinking about something for a century or two or five and then altering the economy,” Francis says. “Part of the job for the Galdor-gesith is to be aware of potential alterations in sufficient detail to permit planning.”
Eugenia nods. That seems only sensible.
“There was a lot of concern about the original nine-layer artillery. It’s not incremental on the five-layer; there’s some theoretical discussion about whether it’s the same mechanism for inducing momentum.”
Eugenia’s eyes go a little wide. They haven’t been much concerned with the specifics of artillery tube manufacture, they’ve seen the final stage but they haven’t examined the enchantments. The driving focuses that push canal barges are what five-layer artillery was developed from, the insight that a continuous push into the barge structure could be a much more intense burst into a smaller object.
“So you were keeping track of artillery because it might mean better driving focuses?” Eugenia has no difficulty imagining that having an effect on the economy.
“Because the Independent Blossom gets interested in things and makes better ones.” Francis is so calm that Eugenia finds themself believing Francis was a Clerk as an emotional certainty.
“So far, better metal-forming, lights, wards, water-gates, canals, bronze bulls, artillery tubes, battle-standards, red shot, and hats.”
“Hats?” It doesn’t seem like hats belong on that list.
“Hats. Their own-work project,” Francis says. “I left my successor extensive notes. Hats that won’t blow off even under water sound simple, but they’re not.”
Eugenia’s talent was for stuff-stirring, and no enchantment qualifies as simple. They can manipulate the concepts in much the same way as they can approach prior probabilities, but no more.
“The Line,” Francis says, “is a conservative organization. They assigned Hank because they were the authority on current artillery practice and strong on logistical optimization, the Line calls it ‘delivered effectiveness’. They, and I mean the consensus of the standard-captains, not the Line-gesith’s clerks, presented the Galdor-gesith with an ongoing request to support an analysis of delivered effectiveness.”
Eugenia’s nodding. This seems an entirely regular thing. Just because something works better doesn’t mean it costs less. ‘Costs less’ doesn’t mean it works as well, or at all, or under field conditions.
“The initial experiments lacked delivered effectiveness.” Francis starts ticking points off on their fingers. “Individual source under a hundred. Bulk requirements for unusual elements in short supply. Tubes that need larger teams. New and difficult requirements for shot or the extra performance of the tubes wasn’t usable. No way to use the increased range.”
“The operational effectiveness was high.” Eugenia’s read the field reports from the Experimental Battery, all of them. Commander, master gunner, and the four individual gunners. Eugenia had to get up and pace around once per page on average but they read them.
“Hank is a Regular One. Even for that ilk of folk, they have a reputation for steadiness of purpose.” Francis’ voice takes on no inflection.
There aren’t many Regular Ones, and fewer in the Second Commonweal. These days, it’s mostly Threes and Fives with a side note in Eights. Twos are extinct in the territorial extent of the old Commonweal and perhaps entirely so. The usual phrasing about Regular Ones involves implacability or relentlessness or invokes metaphysical concepts of nemesis, it’s not as tactful as ‘steadiness of purpose’.
Eugenia’s expression cannot settle. Regulars, all Regulars, have a tendency to obey instructions from sorcerers in proportion to the degree of the sorcerer’s talent. It varies in individuals between extremes of subtle bias and socially disabling, but it’s reliably there. Eugenia cannot imagine a polite way to say “But what about obeying the sorcerer?” and is startled to realize they’ve said the impolite version.
“An issue, certainly,” Francis says. “Hank tells a story about how when they met the Independent Blossom, they were welcomed to the battery and told to do the best job they could, and all should be well.”
Eugenia shudders. It would be true. It would become true.
“They did,” Francis says, “And if all was not well, as well as could be expected.”
Eugenia does their best to nod dispassionately, acknowledgement and not agreement. It might not work.
“Now that the Commonweal has funded artillery development Hank’s the Adjutant for the nominal battalion.”
Which is something Eugenia admits they do not understand. Adjutant means helper, if you follow the word back far enough. In a heavy battalion, the adjutant is the person who can travel; standard-captains must stay by their standard, so you get the battalion if you want the standard-captain. Much of the consensus of the standard-captains depends on the gatherings of adjutants. Serving as an adjutant doesn’t guarantee you’ll be offered a standard, even if you do the job excellently. Not doing the job excellently guarantees you won’t.
“Who is Hank helping?” Eugenia doesn’t think the artillery battalion exists beyond a minimum of written acknowledgement.
“That same consensus of the standard-captains, mostly,” Francis says. “The absent battalion commander.”
“Which establishes that Hank is competent.” Eugenia sounds bitter enough they’re sure Francis can tell. “It doesn’t explain why ancient complex aesthetic constraints on what display of wealth is tasteful illuminate military operations.”
Eugenia holds up a hand, hoping to indicate a pause. “There’s an argument that the Line is a collective display of wealth, in that we have enough surplus to actively defend ourselves. I can’t quite accept that it’s wealth, I think it’s a minimum condition for the Peace. Everybody’s concerns vary, everyone has different answers for what frightens them the most. Society must provide a way of agreement, it must readily decide which fears are addressed by what resources. Preferably that mechanism need not reference opinion.”
Francis nods, face somehow both impassive and intent.
“We cannot hope to avoid referencing opinion without a minimum degree of security.” Eugenia smiles. “Order had a low opinion of safety.”
Francis smiles, narrowly and briefly, but it’s still startling between expressions of habitual clerkly impassivity.
Eugenia goes on. “That’s one of the constraints on a functioning Peace. It’s the original constraint on a functioning Peace; the Peace arose in circumstances where the Line already existed. People had to talk.” Order’s memories of these events are a child’s, not a sorcerer’s, but not less emphatic for it. “Decorum During Private Festivals is all about opinion; it’s a contest to get the other participants to agree you did better. It’s questions of style, it involves narrow innovation, because innovating too much and planting your ornamental garden with something edible would destroy the contest. The contest has rules, not complete rules so there’s room for variation but there are eight stages to the most formal style of party and three for the least and required numbers of attendees and you have to attend with specific things depending on the season and I’ll be surprised if anyone ever enjoyed one.”
“Hank would prefer to plant something edible,” Francis says.
Eugenia starts to say something, stops, stops again, and grabs their toes around the outside of their legs where they’re sitting cross-legged. The realization is unpleasant.
“Line below the Law. It’s a rules-based environment, not constraints. Not in the Peace.” These are not new ideas; school, children-and-youth’s-school, discusses them. But this is the first time in their life Eugenia has ever come to an emotional realization of what they mean.
Francis nods.
“The garden parties — ” Eugenia waves at their stack of notes with the neat abstractions of the theses of two moderately thick modern histories in them — “were a logistics contest, the most result from the fixed resources available.”
The parallel becomes inescapable, and Eugenia says a phrase in Initial Spider. Their pronunciation might be terrible; the phrase itself certainly is. It’s usually translated as “May you be found too dry,” but no living speaker of Present Commonweal can truly hope to understand.
“We can’t have two apportionment systems.” It can’t work Eugenia’s thinking, and trying not to splutter.
Francis gives Eugenia time to get their thoughts in order.
“Society is a discussion about what risks we are most willing to devote resources toward. If conflict on the border is distinct from other risks — ” Eugenia trails off.
“There are many ways for the Peace to fail,” Francis says. “Nor may we know the future.”
“So Hank’s … the garden parties were surplus, they had to be surplus, at least if you asked the polity, not hungry individuals. It’s an apportioned surplus indirectly applied to the polity as a whole. Just because it’s an economic loss doesn’t mean it can’t do something useful.”
“That’s the consensus,” Francis says. “There are alternate positions. Not everyone’s comfortable viewing the Line as an essentially recreational mechanism.”
“Social?” Eugenia says. “The Line expends things, that’s their own term. Sometimes people, sometimes economic effort. And the hell-things were the first time a brigade’s ever lost. We — ” and Eugenia gets up and paces.
“It can’t be right. Five hundred years without meaningful opposition. We can’t possibly have an effective understanding.”
“That’s Hank’s view.” Francis sounds faintly pleased.
“We’re oversupplied with opposition,” Eugenia says, still pacing. No one in the Commonweal knows how large or how capable the empire responsible for the Sea People might be. No one knows if the hell-things come up from the Dread River are in finite supply. No one knows if whatever might be destroying Reems will stop with Reems, if Reems won’t prove victorious and have another rise.
Eugenia hasn’t seen hell-things, but they remember Order’s expression, and Order had.
Eugenia’s got a capable imagination. The Line accounts of the March North and the Fight Below the Edge would be difficult reading regardless.
“This isn’t quite the weeding problem.”
Weeding teams naturally want to use abrupt and certainly sufficient means to destroy weeds. These are inevitably not the least sufficient means, and so the area weeded could be greater. The Line must, Eugenia thinks, have a similar problem; the individual battery wants its opposition to die immediately and completely. Before it can attack would be best, before it can summon another demon or perform another ritual working or another charge with spears certainly a pressing desire. The artillery battalion wants to use as little as will suffice, so there’s as much as possible remaining for the next threat. The Line wants … the Line can’t know.
“No way to measure yield.” Eugenia’s stopped pacing. “With the weeds, you can measure crop yield. You can count who dies.
“The Line’s structural. The Peace requires a sufficiency of food, it doesn’t require a particularity. We don’t want people to die, but weeds will certainly kill some. The borders … can’t leak, if we’re in contact with an asserted dominion we can’t tolerate that.”
An asserted dominion means the weeds obey the dominant will. It stops being weeding and starts being a battle, anywhere the dominion reaches.
There was a dominion when those garden parties were happening, an unquestioned one.
“There’s an idea that we’re really fighting the Power,” Eugenia says. “That we’re trying to do something outside the historical pattern, so the measure equivalent to yield is how far from the historical pattern of the Bad Old Days we can stay.”
“That’s the idea,” Francis says. “Precise measurement presents challenges.”
“Hectares?” Eugenia doesn’t like the answer, but they like feeling like they understand.
“The un-lost hectare supports an argument of infinite expense,” Francis says. “Yet we do not wish to lose any.”
“There’s a calculation somewhere,” Eugenia says. “Some confidence interval for what’s required to have a larger economy per person in a hundred years.”
“There is,” Francis says.
“Conservative assumptions say we can’t make it?” Eugenia wishes they could better sound doubtful.
“Median assumptions say it’s maintain the Line or grow.” Francis sounds serene. “Four brigades.”
Eugenia wonders if anyone’s told Tiggy’s bunch. Four brigades just isn’t enough.
“Yield comes down to how many five-red to a conquering army.” Eugenia’s face does something that’s almost a smile, under the stocking cap and the shining silver device and the strange heptagonal scar. “For purposes of artillery operations.”
Eugenia says it in a voice for grief.
“For purposes of artillery operations,” Francis says in a voice for correct answers.


Chapter 24
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Festival, Fifth Day
Eugenia had expected to spend Festival hoping the refectory stayed open all five days. Five days with nothing to do is an unsettling prospect; five days with uncertain meals is worse to contemplate. The Creeks Armoury shuts down for Festival; as the other wreaking teams, the Shot Team return to their various maternal homes.
The provisional battery does not. Someone must remain on watch, and while the battery is not yet operational, the Fifth Battalion was created so. It is an entire bureaucratic lie, as Hank openly acknowledges. Someone must keep watch, and there is no-one else to do it.
Eugenia’s vague notion that a larhaus is like a thorpe becomes an embarrassed realization that while the Armoury employs the wreaking teams, many other persons are resident, just as you can be resident in a thorpe without any connection to its land-rights. The land-right equivalents in the Armoury are held by the Line-gesith and the standard-captains assigned there. Presently, that’s a single fylstan who is disinclined to make any attempt to set customs.
One result is an exchange of hosting between the Line and the residents on the third and fourth days; Eugenia is invited to both dinners, and finds all the customs more strange for when they are familiar. On the fifth night, the refectory is indeed open and Eugenia finds themself at the same table as Francis, several other librarians, and a few miscellaneous persons. One of the miscellaneous describes themself as a hobbyist and carries on a conversation with Eugenia all evening in First Expansion Casual Spider. First Expansion Casual Spider subsists on four cases, and they need only two, equals and foreign, since the conversation touches on the presumed intention of the Sea People.
Talking in a language everyone does not understand is hardly polite. Everyone else at the table was emphatic that an opportunity for their colleague to practice was their strong preference, and so Eugenia makes an effort to keep up with the other conversations as well and tries not to think about whether or not they’re being rude.
Toasts given, dishes carried, chairs stacked, and the floor mopped, Francis bids Eugenia good-night in fluent and comfortable Early Apex Court Collegial Spider. Eugenia is so startled they give a fluent, nuanced, and presumptively entirely adult answer all their aunts and ancestors would approve. Francis departs while Eugenia stands there flummoxed.


Chapter 25
545-Messidor-01
Esteemed Archibald,
I am off to the Eastern Waste.
Going along with a full battery exercise to find out how well the field manual works in practice; Tiggy and Mel have been at pains to reassure me the cooks have been warned not to feed me lettuce-root tea. (Creeks do not readily remember what the stuff smells like to those not of their ilk.) The operations manual has been well-received by both Hank, who I should call Adjutant Hank, and Captain Blossom.
So well received that I shan’t get any commentary or corrections until they stop debating what such remarks should say. I try to tell myself this is not a need to collaborate to produce sufficiently tactful explanations of my idiocy. (I do not think it truly is. It is still difficult to write for experts in a field I have studied so little.)
I’ll admit to looking forward to finding out what a heave looks like. I will be standing behind the banner and if at all possible Captain Blossom when it happens!
With respect to the Shape of Peace, I have been carefully not thinking about it. Independents require a complete metaphysical transition. There is nothing I can hope to do except leave behind the best work I may do in the time I yet have.
Which is not to say I should not be pleased to see you pass the Shape of Peace. We shall just have to make requests about the timing.
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 26
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Third Day
The trip to the Eastern Waste starts by loading barges.
Eugenia recalls Hank’s remarks; there are a few people with lists, and a clear willingness on the part of everyone else to listen and do as they are bid. Hardly a surprising thing for a Line artillery battery, but to Eugenia it seems almost social, rather than a mechanism of authority. The barge-basin fills and un-fills as it should, and the skein of barges stretches itself down to the stairs of locks. In between the artillery and the caissons and the water-waggons and the people all got on to the barges in good order. There was one and only one instance of a chain made so taut the ring bolt ripped up from the barge timbers.
North up the West Wetcreek, east at the start of the West West-East Canal in Westcreek Town. Lockpoint on Blue Creek passing the canal traffic across that Creek, the East West-East Canal to Slow Creek and the town of Wide. Down Slow Creek three kilometres and into the East-East Canal.
The East-East is necessarily narrower than the West-East; the province of Edge Creek provides less water. The steeper topography requires more locks. The skein of barges slows; traversing the East-East takes another full day, dawn to dawn.
There’s a long narrow town dug and fired into the soft hills above and behind the steep river bluffs. Eugenia doesn’t mind it being South Edge, despite being located on the western bank of Edge Creek north of the north-south midpoint of the province of Edge Creek. That the other major town, far enough north to be on what is not the main stem of Edge Creek in its headwaters among winding hills, is called West Edge irks Eugenia a little. The barges do not stop; they’re headed downstream, carefully. No matter how diligently the Lug-gesith’s crews dredge, the gravel bed of Edge Creek will shift the channel, all at once with winter and by surprise at other times.
The long sheer bank is old, the kind of old that involves being older than the Creek ilk of folk. Perhaps, if an interpretation of fragmentary legend is correct, it is older than the Cousins. It’s the Dry Bank because that’s how it had been, kilometres east of Edge Creek’s course, when large dredge focuses became available in the Creeks three hundred years previously. The then-Lug-gesith’s office had the course of Edge Creek shifted east into an old channel to discourage it from drifting further west and devouring farmland. Dredging up to the Dry Bank had happened with the East-East Canal, a hundred years ago. Water transport to the west had made surface mining out in the Eastern Waste a worthwhile effort and the barges had needed somewhere to land. Only two kilometres of the twenty-something-kilometre length of the Dry Bank have been dug clear, and no one knows who made it or for what purpose. There’s a hundred-metre pavement, made out of the same massive stone blocks as the bank, five metres square and sixty metres long. All the faces were perfectly flat and all the corners perfectly square, a thing still true of the buried blocks and nearly so of those on the surface.
The bank itself is at least twelve courses deep; the pavement only three. Eugenia shakes their awareness loose from the neat old stones. They have little to do, as the battery unloads and organizes itself. Mostly ‘not get trampled’ passes as a wry thought.
Listening reveals that the greenish-grey stone has no known source. Neither do the stones that pave the roads. Those are quartzite with cinnabar through it. Dug out from metres of wind-blown soil for a kilometre inland from the bank and the pavement, the distinctly white-with-a-fine-red-figure surface is filling up with bronze bulls and waggons and artillery caissons.
The road-stones are cut as cubes, a bit more than eighty centimetres on a side, and both the excavated roads are rutted for narrow wheels on a three-metre axle. The drovers have to be careful; most of the ruts are too narrow to sink a modern wheel, but there are worn stretches wide enough to grab.
If there were more roads dug clear than two it might be practical to surmise where their slightly-out-of-parallel courses were once meant to converge. The two partially-excavated roads start seven hundred metres apart and plausibly indicate a dusty valley some three hundred kilometres to the east. That broad valley has an isolated conical hill, much wider than tall. It is the present Parliament’s directive that any discovered constructions in either kind of stone are to be left entirely in the stillness of their age.
The battery finishes arraying itself down the northern road. With the gravity of ritual, there’s a passing call of “Latch!” and the battery banner goes from mild thing scarcely in Eugenia’s awareness to something mighty.
Eugenia can’t follow how it works, can’t perceive anything other than the smooth surface of the banner’s focus. That’s enough to see it form, to be aware of the connections of the individual participants, and to identify those few others not latched.
Water rises behind the battery, out of Edge Creek, and undergoes sterilization. Eugenia is left with an impression of elegance and brutality harmoniously combined. All the water tanks fill, caisson by caisson, the medic’s water-waggons, three instead of one, and another three simply because this is the Eastern Waste, that lacks potable surface water even right after a rare rain when water pools on the surface a metre deep.
One file for ten days is eight hundred litres by standard allowances Eugenia thinks. The water-waggons have six of the regulation thousand-litre tanks. Each wheeled caisson has one. Since there are two wheeled caissons in a single caisson of designation, and four of those per tube, it’s enough for ten days. Three water waggons are two careful days for the battery as a whole.
The same amount of water would be more time for Regulars, longer again for Typicals, and a long time indeed for graul. Creeks are not a dry-land ilk of folk.
The tanks themselves are a hundred kilogrammes empty. This empty weight is the main thing in the Line specification. The Line invites anyone bidding on the contract to make a case for their chosen tradeoff between volume and durability in the tanks they offer to provide.
These particular tanks replicate in seamless titanium the Experimental Battery’s cylindrical steel water tanks washed in zinc. Two metres long makes a comfortable fit across the waggon beds, and an eighty-centimetre diameter gives the required volume. The same teams that made the waggon frames bid on them, and the committee examining the bids was chaired by Hank. Hank believes that anything considered sturdy has never been issued to the Line. It makes Eugenia uncomfortable to recognize that Hank believes this the way Order believes independents must not use the Power in conflict.
The rest of the committee — Eugenia looked it up, in a fit of metallurgical astonishment — were Creeks, and Eugenia has been here long enough to recognize that any Creek given the choice is surpassingly likely to pick stronger over lighter.
It is to be hoped it won’t matter this time.
It will matter someday, a small voice of their reading says in Eugenia’s mind.
The waggons start moving. Eugenia has been ensconced next to the driver of one of the battery commander’s two assigned waggons, despite protesting a willingness to walk. The morning tube teams are out in front; the evening behind.
The driver is the battery assistant clerk. Eugenia doesn’t know what their family would call them; everyone in the battery calls them Quiet. Eugenia’s private opinion has ‘shy’ more accurate than ‘quiet’, and that they’d expect someone called Quiet to talk more than usual. Quiet says nothing, and the waggon rises smoothly up the dirt ramp at the end of the excavated ancient road.
The battery isn’t creating a road in the sense of fusing the surface into a permanent structure. There’s too much salt in the soil to make that a prudent drill for a green unit and there’s no desire to create permanent indications of where the interesting things are should someone not of the Commonweal find themself passing through the Eastern Waste. Eugenia’s reading hasn’t extended to current operational orders, and the second part isn’t something they know. Caution applying heat to salts is a childhood example of why everyone should be careful to stay away from a team using a large focus.
The column heads south-of-east, an angle that will hit the Edge where it follows an increasingly close coast sweeping around from a line trending slightly north-of-east-west to one slightly east-of-north where the coast passes out of the Commonweal’s knowledge in low and jumbled mountains. They’re not part of the Northern Hills, or, at least, these mountains are not observed to partake of the Northern Hill’s vagaries of topography. Old Creek stories called them the Fallen. Current Commonweal maps accept the name.
I can’t expect pleasant names for a landscape quite so inhospitable, Eugenia thinks. The progress of the banner is oddly peaceful, all the same, and Eugenia seats their hat more firmly on their head and rotates the box of drill-purpose dry inserts under their feet to be long-way forward before stretching out their legs.


Chapter 27
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Ninth Day
There hasn’t been any firing practice. That needs the whole angled breath of the Eastern Waste, north-east to south-west. Any firing north might hit the Northern Hills, an outcome devoutly to be avoided. Firing over the ocean runs some unknown chance of being observed by Sea People.
Eugenia admits the abstract sense of the caution, and still finds it to feel excessive. That might be because travelling with the focus up is the most peaceful period of time Eugenia can recall.
The battery moves on a set schedule, with a set rotation of tasks; everyone knows theirs, and if there were a few awkward moments the first day, those have passed. ‘Morning’ and ‘evening’, for the tube-teams, applies to tasks during the march. Eugenia supposes there’s no practical way to alternate when actually moving; one of the teams would overwork.
There are charts in the operations manual. Artillery is like unloading sacks off a sequence of barges when you have to pick up each sack. You have to manage it so no one’s too tired for the last barge. Heavy battalions can surge; heavy battalions can march up to their enemies, destroy them, and rest. Artillery may now be decisive, but it may not expect to know just when.
Eugenia has no specific task. Quiet views the possibility of assistance with bronze bulls, yokes, traces, or the waggon with extreme doubt. Offering to assist with an assistant clerk’s task would be improper, and unneeded anyway. Noting counts of expended rations doesn’t represent much strain.
That leaves Eugenia using the device to look down on the line of march, make notes about spacing, and find themself not needing to think. It takes an effort of will to not worry about how restful it is.
“Are those trees?” elicits a shrug from Quiet. Quiet can latch, is latched, to the banner.
Eugenia supposes that doesn’t mean Quiet, personally, has full access to the banner’s sensorium. Eugenia can’t tell with either eyes or the device what the green is, not from this far away with dust in the air.
Just because the battery’s motion raises no dust doesn’t mean the wind doesn’t. That blows faintly, faintly salt from the sea. Five or ten or maybe fifteen kilometres east and there’s salt water. Here there’s bitter dunes between blunt outcrops of rock. The leeward, landward faces of those have the green colour.
Closer, it is trees. Small, twisted, deeply green, with a bark that swirls off them in long strips. The outer’s silver and the inner’s red-brown, so any time the wind swirls round the rock edges there’s a whisper and a flicker of changing colours as the tree bark flutters.
“Must have been a fibre crop,” Quiet says. Eugenia’s too astonished to reply.
The battery halts. The focus reaches out, and the lee of a large rock outcrop goes flat and ditched. A hilltop camp would be hexagonal; this one squashes the hexagon and raises the inside corners, so the tubes emplaced there will be able to shoot across the camp and outward.
Inside the ditch the ground rises into revetments rather than a wall. Those are faced and backed with fused surfaces, and rise three metres in the fifteen metres of their inward extent.
The step-height is a matter of who you have; you should be able to step up, throw a pointy stick, and duck to step back down to the wider walkway, all in one motion.
The Line’s habit of not having gates, but instead reforming spaces in the ditch and inner barrier at need, unsettles Eugenia. It makes entire sense, it’s obviously the better habit from a military perspective. It’s also a casual use of the Power on a scale of many tonnes.
This is the third camp. Eugenia’s unease is less, but not gone. That might be why they pay attention up into the trees on the steep slope rocky behind the camp, excuse themself, and start looking for Captain Blossom.
Eugenia could latch, in principle, and it would be easier, but it has not seemed to them polite. Now is not the correct time to experiment with something that might not work, evaluator’s permissions notwithstanding. Finding Captain Blossom succeeds in much less time than it feels like it’s taking.
“Captain?”
Captain Blossom’s head comes up and all six gunners’, too. Interrupting is not at all like Eugenia.
“Those trees?” Eugenia’s chin cannot point behind them, but there’s a jerky motion as it tries. “There’s an Emerald Jay, at least six Great Ravens, a White-winged Magpie, two Green Magpies — ” and here Captain Blossom smiles.
“And a whole murder of crows?”
Eugenia nods. They hadn’t expected Captain Blossom to recognize what they were describing, or to smile.
Captain Blossom puts a hand on the banner behind them and says, conversationally up to the rock and the trees and the evening air, “If you’re here to talk, come talk.”
The long ringing caawww in response is louder than a single murder of crows could make. Heads come up, there’s clanging sounds as things are dropped, and the alertness of the camp goes from moderate to great.
There’s a swirl of birds and a rush of wings.
There’s a corvid perched on everything except the artillery tubes. Bronze bulls, waggons, a few startled artillerists who were standing still and have a magpie on their helmet. Someone has a crow standing on the helmet in their hands with the crow looking up to say “Eyes?” in tones of mad hope.
Eugenia’s realized they’re in the way, and moved to one side, and then along a little more, to be at one side of the clump of gunners and small gunners around Captain Blossom.
Captain Blossom has a social grin. The figure in front of them might, or might not. The other time Eugenia met them, Eugenia retained nothing except an impression of large grey eyes and maiming. It’s much the same this time. The device is better and clearer than Eugenia’s own perception was, but it’s not enough to reach through an impression that the figure is made of crows or wearing something made of crows.
They extend an elegant hand; bits of their garment flap, and every single bird in the camp caws again.
Captain Blossom accepts the offered object. It doesn’t look like a regular token, which are wooden and flat. This one is made of bone and glass and the souls of shiny things.
The banner chimes twice. Captain Blossom hands the token back.
“Our welcome to the Second Commonweal for the Independent Crow.” Captain Blossom sounds like they mean it, formal phrase or not.
Welcome welcome welcome echoes back in harsh corvid voices.
Order had approved of Crow, as much as Order could approve of any of the Twelve. Crow is a summoner and had reacted to the Commonweal’s ban on coercion of anything with a sophont mind by not trying to devise some new means of using their Power aggressively. It was a much more reassuring item of knowledge the last time Eugenia met Crow.
“Thank you.” Crow’s own voice is arch and wry and lovely.
“I’m a little surprised they didn’t send Rust.” Captain Blossom says it the way you remark on the refectory not serving any turnips when you know there were a hundred kilogrammes peeled.
“Send Rust though a continent in chaos?” There’s the impression of a smile. The corvid chant says hungry, hungry, hungry but not with any particular force.
Captain Blossom nods.
“I’m years late,” Crow says. “Do you know what the pillars of fire were?”
Captain Blossom shrugs. “Bunch of sorcerers irritating Halt.”
Crows chant same as dying, same as dying with fervency, the words harsh with volume.
“Near enough,” Captain Blossom says.
The master gunner comes up with a blank token, the plain flat hardwood kind, and Captain Blossom takes it from their spectral hand and thanks the master gunner.
The banner does something. The token’s surface smokes where the bind rune has appeared. Captain Blossom extends it to the Independent Crow.
“Ambassador’s credentials. Directions to Parliament.”
It’s accepted with something like a bow before vanishing behind iridescence and rearrangement.
“Reems was an empire,” Crow says. “One thing, the whole north of the continent from a thousand kilometres west of Meadows Pass to the sea over there.”
Over there, over there is accompanied by turning crows, so all the beaks point north-and-some-east.
“There’s a point,” Crow says, “where you realize that promising the earth to the thing you summoned was a mistake.”
Captain Blossom nods.
The Independent Grue has come up behind Captain Blossom and stops, social expressions falling off their face.
“Those of the great and mighty of Reems so fortunate to avoid Halt have been fed to the thing anyway,” Crow says. “Or died in the fighting. Or, well. The usual.”
Captain Blossom smiles. So does the master gunner.
“It’s behind you?”
“It’s not here now,” Crow says. “Those of unfortunate bargains are behind me. I warrant not that everyone fled or ambitious are so placed.”
“Years?” Captain Blossom says.
“No empire like a disintegrating empire,” Crow says. “Except Reems was consumed, not conquered.”
Hungry hungry hungry DEVOUR say all the crows, initially a low mutter that requires attention to understand as language.
“Everything, or the powerful?” Captain Blossom says.
“Everything, when it could not get the powerful,” Crow says. “Less, in pursuit.”
“Obvious?” The Independent Grue, in a voice tone for a technical discussion.
“The summoning’s quiet,” Crow says; sneaky Sneaky SNEAKY comes out of the hundreds of crows at the volume of an alarm call. “The manifestation is obvious.” Hard to miss, hard to miss gets chanted with the head-bobbing gestures of corvid confidence, less volume, and a hiss that fades into rattled feathers.
“Captain?” One of the gunners. Eugenia can’t tell which one.
“Is the watch set?” Captain Blossom asks. They must know the answer, but the question sounds entirely like a question.
“Set, but maybe distracted.” Tube Three’s gunner. “Back to the tubes?” is addressed to Captain Blossom, not their fellow gunners.
The nods come from all the gunners. Captain Blossom says “Carry on,” and the group splits up. Four steps away and they start running.
That was important, runs through Eugenia’s mind.
Meaning? Meaning? comes with a hiss and a head-bobbing and a bent and then unbent hat brim as the Green Magpie picking at the device steps down and then back to the top of Eugenia’s head.
Better hat? comes into Eugenia’s mind so clearly they jump. There’s a wing rattle and irritated pecking into the top of the hat.
“If it’s behind you,” Grue says on a rising inflection.
“If I thought so,” Crow says.
Hide Hide Hide comes from only the Great Ravens, seven of them, voices harsh and trailing off into rattles.
“Haste, then,” Captain Blossom says.
“It were better so,” Crow says, their human shape vanished into a general rising of all the birds in the camp. The birds rise in thrum of wings and are gone into dusk.
Not quiet with distance; gone.
Listen up. Captain Blossom’s tone is entirely conversational. This isn’t an exercise anymore. The Independent Crow’s headed at Parliament with messages from the First Commonweal. We’ve got notice from them there’s a chance whatever ate Reems is in the Eastern Waste; other groups certainly are.
Captain Blossom pauses. Their presence in the focus picks up something that is half-way to the gravity of attention to orders. We’re not going to suppose all those other groups are fleeing refugees, or that Crow saw all of them.
Eugenia has no latch to the banner, and does not hear. Eugenia thinks, Crow was avoiding contact. Crow is ancient and terrible. Crow fears the thing that ate Reems, all the same.
Meeting engagements with artillery are an indication of incompetence. If Captain Blossom has ever been concerned about anything, you couldn’t tell from the focus. So we stay put tonight. If you’re not on watch, sleep. Busy day tomorrow.


Chapter 28
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Tenth Day
Sleep came awkwardly to Eugenia, but it came. Sorcery students must learn how to pause their whirling thoughts and set aside their doubts.
Dawn and breakfast and coffee come with a changed watch and an obvious fidgeting passing up and down the battery a file or two at a time.
“Figure the messages are about the hell-things?” Quiet doesn’t startle Eugenia this time, because the unsaid initial four versions of the statement showed across their face in sequence.
“I hope so,” Eugenia says, and Quiet’s face goes quietly flustered and doubtful.
“The pillars of fire were five years ago,” Eugenia says. “Crow’s been sneaking through Reems at least that long. If it’s not the hell-things that’re that important, it’s something worse.”
The battery packs up, collapses its camp, and moves.
“Heading north,” Captain Blossom had said, “because we’re too far into the Waste to run away without being followed into parts of the Commonweal where people live.”
Every — random — minutes — the battery clerk has a Dark Jar, and numbered tiles — the focus rises high, to see what can be seen at a distance.
Halfway through the morning the focus rises, and seconds later Captain Blossom’s voice stops, cuts off flat. The master gunner says nothing, though obviously startled. Eugenia, in the next waggon back, looks around and reaches out. Nothing they do not expect; it’s a stretch of doubtful road in doubtful dry land.
Halt. Attention to orders goes out in the focus, but not to Eugenia. They do see the waggons stop and the marching tube teams and the broad ‘come over here’ gesture meant to include them. They see the gunners gather, and more dead than the master gunner manifest. The Independent Grue strides over, which is not what happened when it was an exercise.
Grue comes within a year of having seniority on the other eight medics’ collective years of service. Eugenia has to work to remember that. Familiar Regular Five or not, tall or not, Grue looks young.
“We’ve got thousands of displaced folks in three clumps, coming on together about thirty kilometres out,” Captain Blossom says. “They don’t look threatening but — ” and everyone nods. Fleeing for your life will affect your judgement and definitions of risk. Habitually ruthless preeminents might pretend to be harmless among the harmless to get close.
“There’s an army after them, a day back, maybe two. Good array, supplies, looks like substantial support. Not customary Reems.” It looks like a regimental organization, rather than sorcerers-surrounded-by-schiltrons.
“An army isn’t a problem. The gang of sorcerers well back and checking auspices is a problem.” You might check auspices for many reasons, but all such reasons reduce to planning for a major working.
Clear of the foothills of the Northern Hills, skirting the known danger, but close. Out of the Fallen and west, well west, fifty or sixty kilometres to the west of the battery’s present meridian along a track presumably edging the high country in hope of water and shelter. The covering army isn’t as far west, and only a little more south, so it’s seventy kilometres behind the fleeing folk of Reems.
“Can’t range them,” one of the gunners says. “Too close to the Northern Hills.”
There are nods. The Commonweal does not need to add an angry conscious terrane to its list of troubles, and with these tubes, a small error can be a long way over.
“Can we call a battalion?” Another gunner.
“Raise the focus that high to send a signal and we’ll be perceived.” Eugenia doesn’t know why they’re speaking, but the impulse won’t let them stop. “We don’t know where the First Battalion is to blink a light at them. If we did know and it was the best place, they’d be twelve hours marching to get here.”
Eugenia hopes their face isn’t showing I want to live as a realization.
Fourth of the Twelfth is too far away. The Experimental Battery is too far away. Second of the First isn’t operational. There isn’t anything else.
“Crow said or implied the summoning’s pretty easy?” One of the small gunners, Eugenia thinks. The one who gives Eugenia the strongest unprincipled objection to the appointment name, because they’re two-metres-thirty.
“Don’t matter, do it, Squeak?” Tube Four’s, and Squeak’s, Gunner. “This bunch just ate Reems. The army they brought’s what they think will give them plenty enough time. We ain’t a battalion to prove them wrong.”
“So we go quiet and hope everybody guesses right when we’re late returning?” In another six days, that would be. Neither the speaker nor anyone listening finds that outcome likely or responsible.
“Halt and the kids are stuck at the bottom of the Second Valley,” Captain Blossom says.
Eugenia thinks What?! and kids? at essentially the same time, an awkward and uncomfortable mental collision.
“They’ve got fleeing City-Staters sitting in front of them and lacking any inclination to respect the borders.” It’s Captain Blossom’s regular voice. “City-Staters fleeing Sea People suppressing a City-Stater attempt to escape Sea People control.”
The City-Staters are at least stopped. There’s no telling what Sea People force is following, or what scale, or what the Sea People concluded from the Fight Below the Edge.
“No help coming,” Grue says.
“The only people we can warn fast aren’t in a better communications position,” Blossom says, and turns to talk directly to Grue. “Headwaters, Chert, down to the First and Second. This is whatever ate Reems.” Blossom pauses. “You see someone dying by the side of the road — ” in a voice for formal declarations.
“Pass on by,” Grue says, voice high and light and fearsome.
Grue takes two steps forward to embrace Blossom. “I’ll give the toast.”
Captain Blossom grins and kisses Grue, says “Mind your feet,” and Grue nods and is a unicorn and gone in too much swiftness for eyes to contain.
Eugenia is not the only person looking shocked.
Captain Blossom’s Creek shape shrinks and narrows and their hair goes one colour. Eugenia’s thoughts scrabble until they lift the device off their head.
“Master Gunner.” This isn’t the same voice. You can tell it’s the same person, but Eugenia’s shaking as terrors loose from their bones. The plaques of the device rattle a little where Eugenia is holding it by their side and trying not to listen as the terrors speak their names.
“Goddess.” The Dead Gunner’s materialized voice rings with joy.
Blossom has acquired gauntlets splashed dreadful colours. They’re wearing full armour, not the open-faced helmet and light back-and-breast of artillery crews. Noticing doesn’t help Eugenia’s shaking. Behold the world bent about Her! comes as several thoughts unbidden. Eugenia shakes more.
“Attention to orders.” It’s calm, it’s conversational, and everyone in the battery stops and listens. Eugenia’s Regular tendency to obey sorcerers is slight. Order doesn’t affect them, not enough to notice compared to the authority granted a teacher. Creeks don’t reflexively obey sorcerers at all.
I’m not reacting to the sorcerer, Eugenia thinks, and pays attention to their breathing.
“These do not get the East Bank Refinery up their horizon. They do not get sight nor smell of Edge Creek.”
The focus notes the army advancing ahead of the group of sorcerers, the presumed conquerers of Reems, as though making clear who are these might be required.
“Sir.” The proper thing to say, Eugenia thinks, watching the dead face shine stronger for reflecting Blossom’s real photons. Say, but not feel. This is not the proper thing to feel. All the dead in the banner are standing there manifest, beside increasingly many of the living.
“The sorcerers and their summonings are my problem. Do so little as you may arrange to the fleeing folk of Reems, save as they should choose to offer battle.”
A firm nod. Understood, Captain, in the focus.
Blossom tosses the battery banner to the ghost, who catches it upright and reverent.
“Kill me that army, Master Gunner.”
The shout of obedience is wordless and terrible from the dead and the living together.
Blossom’s gone from any sense Eugenia has.


Chapter 29
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Tenth Day
“Siblings,” the Dead Gunner says, voice pressed into air by the banner. “Our Captain has given us a charge.”
It ought to be comrades, Eugenia thinks, hands by their ears to settle the device back on, the recorded examples of someone saying something that they lack the authority to prefix with attention to orders all start with comrades.
Captain Hank would be standing up on their toes with shock, and they knew the Dead Gunner living.
There’s a pause, nods, something Eugenia recognizes as an event but lacks the experience to recognize as the banner focus cohering into a generally active state as a means of reaching agreement.
“Our Captain’s gone to stop the bad trouble.” Something comes curling through the focus where the hope of the living swirls around the certainty of the dead. Eugenia should not feel it, but does. Their device was made to latch to a banner, and ‘reaching for consensus’ isn’t presently metaphorical.
“We’ve got an army to kill.” The Dead Gunner’s carefully social voice doesn’t last a syllable.
The focus doesn’t waver, Eugenia doesn’t know what the word for this is or if there is a word; the focus goes pale and chill and hungry with the spectral certainty of the Dead Gunner, whose shade persists in the worship of destruction.
The focus as a whole doesn’t flinch away, or loosen; certainty becomes greater by agreement.
For their god is with them, and they know not fear, rises in Eugenia’s memory. At the beginning of the Commonweal General Hammer might have said that about a polity and a species and a god that subsequently ceased to exist.
“None of us rightly know how. The living are new to the work and the dead are dead, and don’t think new thoughts well.” The spectral face grins.
It’s a grin over a struggle.
“We all have our work to do, and knowledge enough for those tasks. Our Captain found the operational manual good. I say that until Our Captain returns to us, Eugenia has the banner.”
There are books in the banner, books in the way a sufficiently skilled sorcerer can abstract a book entire. Those hold the regulations of the Line, quite short, and the precedents, which are longer. The precedent for what the master gunner proposes to do is from Hammer’s time, Hammer’s time in the Year of Peace Two. There is no question but that the precedent stands.
There is no question in the battery focus but that the master gunner’s characterization of the available leadership is correct. This trip was to be the battery’s first firing exercise in field conditions.
There’s a gesture of invitation. Eugenia lets the device entirely do whatever it was meant to do with a banner. It almost can’t be the same thing as a willed latch, but the consequences aren’t significantly different. Eugenia can feel the focus as an operant thing.
I can. Should I? It’s an entirely private thought.
Everyone waits. Eugenia can feel them waiting. Can feel the Dead Gunner’s fear and certainty and determination; that they can’t, and Eugenia might, and that Blossom’s commandment must be achieved, though the world end. The world presently a single bright and dusty afternoon.
This is like a ritual, Eugenia thinks. You do it or you don’t. If it’s like something formal where I’ve got to spend days on it, I can do that.
If I can do it at all.
Specifically and particularly, murdering the Commonweal’s enemies is not what independents do. All Eugenia’s education is bent on making it impossible to ask if this is a task Eugenia should undertake. There’s a long minute of Eugenia’s mind containing only silence.
Someone has to do it, Eugenia’s own voice says in their head. Murder that army. The battery thinks you’re the best choice. You did write an operations manual. It’s fresh in your mind. If following it gets you killed with the battery that’s more just than it might have been.
If I can keep them alive, that’s a victory. Everything, everything Eugenia’s read in the Line reading lists or Decorum During Conflict is emphatic that waste is to be abhorred. And I’m dead anyway, whether or not I want to live. Less responsibility for murder among those who can survive.
“If you’ll have me, I’ll do it.”
No ‘as best I can’. No one does arcane rituals on an ‘as best I can’ basis, not and succeeds or lives.
The dead say “Yes!” first, but everyone says it, settling into the focus as a certainty chill and sharp.
The Dead Gunner grins at Eugenia. Lot of initiative for being dead. You’ll need more, Part-Captain.
Eugenia walks over and puts a hand on the banner that the ghost is holding.
Banner, Battery. Attention to orders.
Banner, Tubes. By tubes, maintain the watch. Prepare to range then movement, report ready.
Six clear iterations of Sir come back.
Banner, Gunner. A word.
The gunners for the tubes are their tube number in the focus; only the master gunner is Gunner. That worthy is already visibly in front of Eugenia. They make a clear effort to look as solid as they can.
Eugenia wiggles mentally at their connection to the battery focus, becomes irritated, and finds how to address an individual, any individual. A little more wiggling and they’ve found the direct address for the warrants of authority. Wiggle that and they’ve got the way to speak privately to the master gunner.
Private communication and the uneasy awareness they really have been given the banner. The banner’s treating Eugenia as though they have active warrants of authority and commission and an appointment to command.
So is the focus, and all through two inhales Eugenia’s blindingly, paralytically aware those are distinct and different things.
The Dead Gunner’s face hasn’t changed expression with waiting. Eugenia knows it can, dead or not.
I don’t believe we can or should try to swing round to the west, Eugenia says. Too much chance of lost contact or a meeting engagement.
The banner has a lot of maps.
If we head south and a bit west, we can get into this valley. Hardly anything in the Eastern Waste has names. Easier to point on the map in the banner than to fuss with the grid numbers. Pull the waggons without a bubble, raise some dust. Do that for half a day, and then switch back to the focus for everyone. Find me a hill or a bluff with a terrain discontinuity facing north and west that far away. Set up the route to get the battery sited on top.
It’s not all dead out here, the Dead Gunner says, thoughtful. An active focus bubble of any strength at all will do odd things to the dust and make it look like something other than waggons passing.
Mostly dead, Eugenia says. The long southward valley was probably a river valley before the seas went down and the rain moved, five and six and seven thousand years ago. Have the medics alert. Everybody marching has to use the focus — because bronze bulls walk enough faster than people do — and can go first and use the focus to suppress their dust. If the route finds a surprise, the active focus will find it first. By all means keep the bubble instantiated but not active over the drayage. Eugenia produces a strange small smile. Their thought, Excellence requires risk, quotes Decorum During Private Festivals.
Sir. The Dead Gunner mists away. Eugenia imagines it’s easier to look at ideas of maps in the banner from inside the banner. Maybe not ‘if you’re dead,’ but you have to be dead to get inside a banner. So it’s only the dead it will advantage.
Not especially difficult for the living, Eugenia thinks. Even if it feels strangely prosthetic.
Eugenia has not noticed they’ve got the banner leaning on their shoulder, or that they took it absently and naturally when the master gunner’s shade let go. There’s no such lack of notice from the battery as a whole.
Eugenia has time to wonder by what accident of custom the Line says drayage when the waggons and the caissons are four-wheeled and sprung before Two, Banner, ready, arrives first. Less than a minute of spread before the last ready arrives, and it’s not the medics.
Eugenia wiggles the address of the focus around to the whole battery, and carefully does not think it really is easy to use in a way that will activate that address.
Banner, Tubes, targets. Eugenia calls up a map instance. Puts nine markers on the image of the map, three without numbers, six marked one through six.
Load squid. Prepare to range your numbers.
Eugenia’s voice does not alter. The voices of the answering gunners do; Sir comes back in doubtful tones and fearful. Somewhere in Eugenia, deep and quiet and outside the ritual need of certainty, the tenuous possibility of anything like the sorcery student’s future snaps.
Shot on the caissons is there to be used. This is a point of agreement between Adjutant Hank and Captain Blossom so absolute that they have neither of them noticed it could be a question. Eugenia’s enunciation of the principle comes with all that certainty and banishes doubt. Doubt, but not confusion.
Squid alters terrain, Eugenia says to the confusion in the banner focus. The Eastern Waste’s moderately horrid. If the squid-hits don’t look new, we show that army a better path.
There’s a second or two, and then the focus fills up with grins. No-one is going to suppose they want to pass through any place squid has hit, even if they realize it’s new terrain. And they might well not, not if they don’t see the shot go in. On the scale of terrain, shot are tiny, and will come down kilometres away from the edge of the affected area. If you just see the change, you’d carefully not go there. If you see what has changed, you won’t know how old it is, and it’ll be days before it stops wiggling.
There’s a solid chance. The banner’s high perspective and long views are nothing a capable sorcerer cannot duplicate, but may well not for the same reason the battery has been so careful to take brief looks at random times, and to perceive photons only. What you can see, you can harm, and the Power may not hide itself.
A brigade will use that, sometimes; have a single company banner be obvious, and then descend overwhelmingly against whatever attacks. One battery dare not.
“Prepare to range your numbers,” means to get ready to shoot on command at the target given the number corresponding to your artillery tube. When it’s a matter of possibly-expired long red shot made in haste and wrath for another design of artillery tube, there are additional preparations. The new tubes can easily throw much too hard or overfill the individual and possibly variable accumulators, so the tubes are exchanging small gunners to check by pairs, and then gunners. It takes time. There is time; having the master gunner entirely ready with a route when the firing ends is a good outcome.
So is due caution.
Eugenia waits, face entirely still.
One, Battery, ready. The other five tubes report in order at a measured pace.
Eugenia, memory full of Order describing constructed belief and how sorcerous workings benefit from deliberate expectations, carefully does not smile in approval.
Battery, Tubes. From the left, slow rate, bubbled tubes, shoot.
No one has the reflexes.
If squid goes wrong in a tube, it will happen prior to perception. The evening push teams all together place a separate bubble over Tube One. Only the banner’s main bubble, the main ward structure, can have a hole for exiting shot. That’s a complex mechanism of sequentially switching ward layers, so there’s never an opening for the million hornets of scenario planning. A secondary bubble over the tube can fold away just in time to avoid interfering with the shot’s flight. At which point everyone on the morning push teams and not assigned to One has their pending effort strengthen the main battery bubble. No one has the reflexes for that, either, but the banner has the switch designed in. There are more traditional red shot than not which require the capability.
Squid isn’t traditional, squid had never existed before. But it follows a classic pattern.
One shoots. Set, and quadruply-checked velocity and angle flings the shot just about as hard as it can take, accumulator carefully completely full. It will come down almost vertically eighty-five kilometres away after a flight that rises out of the majority of the air. The place it is to come down is still more than fifty cautious kilometres from the fringes of the Northern Hills. It marks the beginning of a relatively flat route west.
Making squid involves sections sliced from demon brains. It has a minimum safe distance of twenty-five kilometres and a definite but indeterminate shelf-life as the inherently protean nature of demons leaches out of whatever material substance that particular demon had used as a brain. Veterans of the March North describe one preserved demon brain in particular as having been crystalline, rigid, and various colours. An artillerist from west of the City of Peace said the colour of lemon candy in strong light; another artillerist described it as the colour of sulphur crystals. A Creek from a dairying thorpe near Longbarns had said “looks like frozen cow piss,” and moved the large glass jar with the preserved brain in it with greater care than the others.
The cautionary bubble reforms over Tube Two. Two’s morning team takes a slow inhale everyone can feel. Tube Two shoots.
Their target is closer, sixty kilometres, and a cliff. Remove the cliff, and below it goes an obvious route up out of the broad dry valley.
The Independent Blossom made all twelve shot, all the squid there have ever been.
Say ‘demon brain’ to Tiggy and they don’t look cheerful at all. It’s not the only or the worst thing about making squid that the Shot Team wouldn’t look cheerful about. Eugenia wishes they hadn’t read the full description when going through the lists of legacy red shot made for the Experimental Battery.
There is nothing about being lawful that preserves a work from dread.
Tube Three shoots. There’s another way out of the dry valley, north of Two’s target, and also somewhat east of it. Eugenia targeted the top of the rise, the place where there would have been a settlement when the Eastern Waste was habitable. It ruins the route out of the valley and maybe looks like the plausible consequences of an old war.
The first four squid got made before the injured survivors of the Experimental Battery were out of the hospital in Headwaters. Before it was clear Reems wasn’t going to keep coming over the Northern Hills’ mountains after the March North. Before either the independent or the newly-appointed captain had come to terms with the Experimental Battery’s list of dead.
A more complete description of a state of mind in which Eugenia was taught no one should ever do anything sorcerous whatsoever could not be asked. Never mind experimental, Eugenia hopes fervently experimental, enchantments that must withstand being flung out of artillery tubes. No-one in the Commonweal could ever have regular stocks of demon brains, so the idea that the first design will work at all ought to be rashly optimistic.
Tube Four shoots. Their target is close, thirty kilometres, and on the eastern side of the dry valley, below the Battery’s current position in the coastal rise. There might be a coastal pass up there. If the fleeing folk of Reems had not moved all night, Eugenia would not have used this target, but they had. If the pursuing army considers the squid strikes old, it will hide those and make the battery the obvious focus of the army’s pursuit.
After the March North, the Experimental Battery had been attached to the Fourth Heavy Battalion of the Twelfth Brigade to assist in defence of the northern border of the Creeks, as might be required. As everyone had expected would be required.
The Independent Blossom sent a letter to Full-Captain Crinoline with the first four shot. The letter is still in the crate after those first four shot have been lifted out. Crinoline, then and now bearing the standard of the Fourth Battalion of the Twelfth Brigade, had viewed it calmly.
The letter … Eugenia would like to believe it should be read as a sorcerous threat. That would be easier to fit into Eugenia’s understanding of politeness, law, or society. How Crinoline viewed it calmly Eugenia doesn’t know. Eugenia could not have.
Five shoots. Tube Five’s point of aim is possibly too far north, possibly something the oncoming army will notice. If they don’t notice the falling shot, and just the effect, that’s fine. Terrain with a spontaneous tendency to bad behaviour is a simple and plausible explanation anywhere unfamiliar. Rather more so in a place like the Eastern Waste.
A strange niggle forms in Eugenia’s mind. Thinking about it makes it clear it’s the master gunner’s request for attention. Eugenia isn’t sure how they find the part of the banner focus that acknowledges the inquiry, but they do.
Gunner, Banner. Route ready.
Banner, Gunner. Very good.
Tube Six shoots. Six’s point of aim should convert a low salt pan surrounded by lumpy terrain to a wider area of impassibility. It might not be a route out into the coastal hills, but it might be, just as easily, and there’s no reason not to be thorough. It’s even close enough that it might blend convincingly with Four’s target.
Eugenia shifts their attention in the focus so they’re speaking solely to the master gunner.
Banner, Gunner. Consider One, Five, Six, least flustered. Least flustered by handling experimental demonic shot that might be past its expiry date, something that might have been done as a culmination of the firing exercise the battery hasn’t had. If it was purely an exercise, those would be the tubes who’d passed, who wouldn’t do it again.
Eugenia can feel the Dead Gunner’s attention on tubes and crews and in the banner’s recollection of events. It’s not precisely like metaphysical communication. Eugenia wonders if there’s a way to get a look at that part of the design of a battle-standard, and if the Wizard Laurel was brilliant or stubborn.
Thinking or both makes Eugenia smile. Crews sweating more than temperature or applied push begins to justify are reassured by sidelong observation.
Gunner, Banner. Concur.
Banner, Gunner. First place we can range all three —  and the unnumbered markers on the banner’s map image go one, five, six — halt and engage those targets.
Sir comes back in a particularly collegial way. Eugenia can’t think of who they can ask what the Dead Gunner’s name is; it’s not a polite question. But it seems possible they are going to need to know.
Eugenia’s attention shifts back to the whole of the focus.
Banner, Battery. Well Done. Movement will be at the Master Gunner’s direction.


Chapter 30
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Tenth Day
The watch is careful and the movement’s quick but nothing like as quick as it would be with the banner compressing distance. Eugenia was able to activate the banner’s bug charm using the banner focus, and the moment of operant use of the Power makes them unreasonably joyous. That an entirely incomprehensible spell is more like a comprehensible spell than the usual function of the banner passes as a gentle irony through Eugenia’s thoughts, and does no more.
The dust’s unpleasant, but not direly so.
Carefully random and carefully brief high views with the focus show all six targets successfully struck with squid. The pursuing army is down in the big dry valley. The terrain’s rocky, the terrain’s wind-blown with grit. There should still be dead bodies and dung and some evidence of cooking or shelter behind the fleeing. That the army comes on makes Eugenia wonder.
It’s enough that it does come on; they don’t disturb the master gunner.
It’s evening by the time the battery’s moved far enough south to range the remaining three squid targets. Feed, range, and move on, Eugenia says when asked.
It’s black dark when they’re at the base of a ridge or an old bluff or a something rising in the night. Then Eugenia remembers what the focus will show them, and the scene goes lit like a cloudy day in their mind.
Gunner, Banner. It’s a battery evolution to put a road up. Either you or me, and you’d benefit from practice.
Banner, Gunner. Worth a try. Stand by to recover the evolution.
The master gunner need not. Eugenia takes front on the battery focus and fifteen metres of almost-flat-bedded rising sandstone not-quite-vertical slope develops a road, half again wider than the safe minimum and rising in a single half-kilometre length of ramp. The battery all on the top of the cliff, Eugenia uses the focus to sheer the cliff off vertical and push the crushed debris forward across two- and three hundred metres to fill the near-dead ground below the new cliff edge.
Order couldn’t do that, Eugenia thinks. Crow couldn’t do that directly.
Crow’s nigh-certain approach in the Bad Old Days — marids — is a sufficiently disquieting thought that Eugenia’s grin goes much quieter.
Battery, Banner. Firing lines to north and south. Emplace all tubes in the northern firing line. Camp to be placed between and below the firing lines. Set the watch. Keep a close watch.
Eugenia doesn’t think the battery has walked right up to another group from Reems. They’re bitingly aware they’re not even sure the battery has been followed.
There’s an image in the focus of the rectangular camp, long sides running east-west.
Gunner, Banner. Prep reaction?
Eugenia tells themself this is what master gunners are for.
Banner, Tubes. Prep hammer.
Hammer is twice the mass of spike, and the shot is one solid piece. More than half the length is point; hammer is kinetic shot, made to go as far as it can with some of it still solid.
Camp gets made. The tubes go in on an east-west firing line along the peak of the cliff-top; the caissons and the baggage and the tent lines go in an excavation, so the tubes could turn and shoot south. There are revetments and a ditch all ‘round and a second, southern, firing line below the level of the northern line. It’s still not an ideal position if they get attacked from behind. There isn’t an effective way to prepare to engage an army coming from the north and be surprised from the south. There isn’t any means to get the whole camp in a compact area; the traditional weakness of artillery at battery scales — how far it must extend the ward bubble to cover the whole battery — applies. Having a complete firing line east-to-west makes the camp larger than the best bubble density. These facts do not make Eugenia willing to shoot across the camp or to expect to use fewer than all six tubes.
Everything and everyone is dusty with the bitter dust of the Eastern Waste. Bug-charm or not, the dust makes Eugenia uneasy with the unease of memorized statistics about ingestion risks.
Gunner, Banner. How do we get the march-dust out of the camp?
Banner, Gunner. There’s a bubble layer for dust in the new banners.
Eugenia nods unconsciously, standing by the commander’s second waggon. The master gunner was one of those who had breathed despair as dust before they died on the March North. The Line sensibly wanted a better means of defence in the Second Commonweal’s battle-standards.
Eugenia also knows this asks more delicacy than they have, or have yet.
Eugenia thinks it wise to tell the whole focus, before active Power happens in the camp, and switches from the personal order of address and the specific address of the master gunner within the focus to the general address for the battery. Banner, Gunner. Dust the camp. Then food. Watch schedule to rise at dawn.
Gunner, Banner. Dust, food, operations resume at dawn.
Banner, Gunner. Carry on.
Gunner, All. Attention to orders. Stand, face outward and open your eyes.
The single-layer bubble forms as a dot in the centre of camp, then expands. The sensation of having dust lift off their eyelids and eyelashes and, delicately, from the surface of their eyes gives Eugenia a shiver. From the scattered swearing, Eugenia is not alone.
The sensation of having dust pulled around your body or out of your nose or ears is, comparatively, un-bothersome. Having dust trying to go around your eyeballs into your head must be even worse than it sounds, Eugenia thinks. It’s not the sort of physical detail you expect the shades of the dead to remember with such emphasis.
The barrier to dust meets the outer bubble, attaches, and replaces the existing dust-barrier bubble layer. The considerable burden of dust swept from the camp falls outside the ditch. The revetments seem oddly clean. Eugenia hasn’t the experience to tell if it’s a consequence of the glassed sandstone surface or having been swept so thoroughly.
Everyone eats, by halves and odds-and-evens, which means tubes one, three, and five’s evening crews, two, four, and six’s morning crews, one, three, and five’s morning crews, two, four, and six’s evening crews, and then the support — drovers, medics, and armorers last. No one tries to give Eugenia a Creek’s ration, and the cooking water and the wash-water for the food utensils gets fed through the banner’s water purifier and used to wash people.
Only once; as the master gunner put it, using the focus as a catchment would work in principle, but anyone washing would have to stand on a bubble-barrier and, We’re not One-One. Broken ankles at best, sir, and Eugenia had nodded. Water isn’t short yet.
If the First Heavy of the First Brigade is practically that skilled with their focus handling, as well as rhetorically, Eugenia wants to see it before they believe it. Trimming lace with a broad-axe is the traditional phrase. Having used only a banner has left Eugenia believing several things fervently; one is that it’s a glorious broad-axe. Another is that all the public works are not solely convenient to the Lug-gesith, they are necessary, because it’s a glorious thing where continuous practice might not be enough.
It doesn’t have to be water isn’t short yet that makes Eugenia think map distances and routes and times, or that the battery is three days from the closest reliable water — Edge Creek — at regular rates of advance. Water, mentioned by anyone, the act of drinking, or seeing anyone wiping sweat from under their hat will all do it.
Being able to perceive the whole camp is a comfort. The device does that, functioning as Eugenia’s personal node of the banner focus. It’s enormously uncomplicated in practice and Eugenia carefully doesn’t think about how it must work because the mechanism can’t be simple. Eugenia would like their use of the device to stay simple instead of tangling with an incomplete understanding.


Chapter 31
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Eleventh Day
Eugenia sleeps on the waggon seat of the second commander’s waggon. They haven’t got the reach to set up the Creek-sized cots, and there’s lots of seat. Quiet looks eloquently offended every time they come to wake Eugenia, but no more. If Quiet felt compelled to say something, Eugenia would worry.
The banner’s record of the night is oddly quiet. There have been flashes on the northern horizon, but individual, separate, and only three. The advancing army behind the battery went into camp in the dry valley. The blink of an image from just after dawn shows a stirring camp, but not an especially hastening one.
Eugenia has their second cup of coffee. Eugenia has all the gunners gathered around one of the commander’s waggons’ falling side tables, so there’s a place to agree the focus is showing the map.
It helps the living, and it might help the dead.
“Today is going to be a hard day,” Eugenia says. “We’re going to hold in place and wait.”
The oncoming army is seventy kilometres away, and more as a marching distance.
“If they’ll come south,” Eugenia says, “I want to let them come into direct view. The less response time we can give them, the better. We’re not going to try to hide and we’re not going to do anything obvious. We’re going to sit here and maintain a general and cautious watch.”
There’s a pause. Everyone’s willing to let Five’s gunner try to decide how to address Eugenia.
“Banner, what if they go for the fleeing Reems folk?”
“Then we have to fight at range. Summoning demons takes time. The closer they are, the less time they have to respond. So the fewer demons we get stuck to the bubble.”
Thorn Company of the First Battalion managed to deal with dozens, twice, fighting the Sea People. The battery ought to be able to handle some. No one wants to quantify some experientially.
It’s at this point Eugenia realizes that hardly anyone present has read any of the reading list for a warrant of commission, and there’s certainly no one else here who has been through Order’s thorough instruction concerning Bad Old Days social organization.
“There are two ways for a sorcerer to feel secure, outside the Peace. They can be a preeminent or they can dwell alone in desolation. A preeminent wants organization and empire and will assert dominion. You need many strong practitioners to have an actual empire because the amount of dominion you can assert is a function of your access to the Power. We know from the Independent Crow this bunch has devoured Reems.” It comes out in Eugenia’s entirely scholarly voice. “It appears like an attempt to take over the empire that got caught up in its mechanism of conflict; someone after desolation wouldn’t usually have an army or look so organized.”
There’s a bunch of nods, calm Creek faces careful not to show how it feels to hear a child’s voice discuss terrible events in the accents of a scholar.
Crow’s, well, Crow; the mental reservations about minimal risky observations and even the anciently mighty making mistakes from time to time play across faces, because those are relatively polite things to think.
“Either way, summoning the whatever involves some kind of pact. If it’s weak enough to summon without a pact, it’s much too weak to eat Reems.”
“If there’s the one, sir.” Tube Three’s small gunner. “There’s those hell-things.”
“Called hell-things because some hell somewhere is leaking.” Eugenia sounds almost amused. Eugenia almost is amused, and carefully doesn’t think about it. “Whatever this thing is, Crow’s sure it’s intermittent. An intermittent swarm that’ll take down an empire, even an empire that made the mistake of angering Halt twice, isn’t how we’d be sensible to bet.”
Another set of nods.
‘Educated for an independent’ doesn’t have much social antecedent in the Creeks. Everyone knows the neighbours were unusual, and those in authority in the battery don’t have a way to know that Order’s comprehensive and uniform curriculum, irrespective of what a student’s talent flavour might be, is also unusual. And much more useful to Eugenia in a Line officer’s role than it ever would have been to them as an independent.
“A pact will involve sacrifice. Failing to have the required sacrifice on hand when you summon up the thing you’ve got a pact with is deeply unwise.”
There are particularly Creek smiles which Eugenia finds reassuring and shouldn’t.
“A failure of hospitality.” Tube Two’s small gunner.
Eugenia nods. “So they might send the summon after the fleeing folk. Or they might be waiting for their army to find something big enough for the summon to eat. The army has to be looking for potable water, and can safely suppose we know where that is, and where the populated lands that feed us are. So we’re more interesting, and if the fleeing folk are insufficient to meet the pact’s requirements, or even might be, the sensible thing for this army to do is find us, decide if we’re enough to make a meal, and send word back yea or nay.”
“So we’re letting them walk into the pub and right up to the slate to see what’s on tap today.” Tube Six’s gunner.
Eugenia nods. “Only it’s an ill-conducted sort of pub so we’re going to smudge the slate and hide behind the bar, then brain them with an axe when they lean in to try to read it.”
This time the only smiles are from the dead. The living notice. Eugenia doesn’t; Eugenia’s whole attention is focused on the map.
“The watch needs to check — ” the dry valley, in bands of advance — “the hundred-kilometre caution ring — ” the map blinks the Line-standing-orders sixteen-segment, ten-kilometre deep, all-around torus of caution — “and maintain a continuous close watch, especially for anything immaterial. For the distance observations, stick to random times. Stick to the minimum-time passive observation with plain light; do all the staring at the banner’s memory. We don’t want to convince that army there’s a preeminent over here, and the banner would look like one.”
A pact a preeminent wouldn’t suffice would be unusual. A tiny number of people from the territory of Reems have fought a battle-standard and lived, if they knew what they were fighting and survived the Northern Hills. It’s not likely that army knows what it faces in the Commonweal.
“Remember we don’t know for certain who is in the Eastern Waste. There could be another army out there.” If there is, if it’s past them, the battery might have to go find it. The Independent Grue will be moving fast with warning; Eugenia can’t make that happen faster. This, before that is a customary saying; Eugenia hears it out of memory in Order’s teaching voice.
Eugenia waits for the careful nods and the collective Sir in the focus. “Otherwise, it’s stay awake, fed, and alert.”
“And our Captain, sir?” Tube One’s Gunner.
“Gave us a job.” Eugenia’s voice is a strange light mix of wry and sympathy. “And will do theirs if it can be done.”
The battery coalesces into agreement. Eugenia feels it, has no basis by which to judge it, and raises a metaphorical eyebrow at the master gunner’s shade. That worthy’s coalesced shade doesn’t move, but a firm metaphorical nod comes back.
During the morning, the invading army comes on at a respectable rate of advance. Nothing else is seen moving, not at a distance. The periphery watch makes a point of identifying individual lizards.
During the afternoon, there’s a series of ground shocks. Faint with distance, there’s argument over whether they’re being felt for real or if the camp excavation might be adjusting itself until Eugenia shifts the watch’s next random moment of observation to the rough location of the invading group of sorcerers, not the oncoming army.
There’s a ward, dense enough the bubble’s visible by refraction. It’s surrounded, pressed, by glowing pits half-a-kilometre across. It’s hard to count precisely; the long slant of the focus’ high view has both dusty air and at least two pillars of plasma to contend with, but not less than twenty. Rather robust even for serious conflict between capable sorcerers.
Ever seen the Galdor-gesith’s risk evaluations for the Independent Blossom? Eugenia asks the master gunner. Making such evaluations available to the Line is an actually and traditionally delicate subject.
No sir. The ghost’s thoughts are full of wryness.
There’s a highly informal betting pool among independents about how old your goddess shall be when the official risk evaluation says ‘might as well be Halt’. The existence of such a thing isn’t polite. Eugenia tries to describe it in polite tones anyway. Doesn’t mention that no one took more than three hundred and eighty-five, or that the mean is somewhere around two hundred. Blossom terrifies in proportion to the product of the viewer’s skill and Power; the more skilled, the more inescapable the knowledge that certain Power-dependent metaphysical senses report accurately.
The master gunner’s dead smile is full of things that are not good for the living to know.
Nor perhaps the dead, wanders through Eugenia’s thoughts in a voice they do not recognize.
Dinner is eaten and it’s nearly dark when the oncoming army stops perhaps twelve kilometres away. Twelve careful kilometres; they’re out of direct sight behind a rise crusted in salt-and-something. Ancient ichor baked on like enamel, on the odds, but no one from the battery has been to check.
I could wish to squid them just for style Eugenia says to the master gunner. Pity they’re too close. All of squid might or might not suffice for the best sorcerers with the army; the edge of a squid hit, from carefully overshooting, surely won’t.
Getting so close means the pursing army expects to win a sorcerous fight. Not starting the fight means they expect they don’t need to win a sorcerous fight; they can win with knives. Defence is less expensive. They don’t know what the battery is, and the pursuing army has a large advantage in troops. Covering the troops against whatever sorcery the battery has tomorrow, in daylight, risks the troops less and costs less in bound demons and risky offensive summoning. Even if the battery has a preeminent it’s safer to wait; the hours of darkness give the army time to set its own defences. To just rest, after several days advancing across dry and bitter waste ground.
Banner, All. Report readiness.
It comes back promptly. The bronze bulls already have their heads in rest bags, and that’s the slowest thing by the manual.
Banner, Observers. They’ve got watchers on that rise — it blinks, redundantly, in the focus — they’re using for cover. Find them without informing them.
Sir. Comes back six distinct times, once per small gunner.
Banner, Tubes. Hold current hammer load. Prep spike five-red, five shot per tube.
Sir. Comes back six distinct times, once for each tube’s gunner.
Sir? Comes by itself from the master gunner.
Fire-mirror, Master Gunner. We’re not too close for five-red.
Five shot per? Destruction’s dead worshipper could be concerned.
Anything able to withstand thirty five-red we shouldn’t have made angry. Eugenia’s smiling. Not expecting more than one on-target five-red to be required, Master Gunner. One per tube for certainty. There are capable sorcerers over there; one or another of them might get lucky and suppress an inbound shot. If that army withstands all thirty, we’ll have to improvise.
There’s a judicious, spectral, As the Part-Captain says.
It’s an army in all truth; somewhere around three brigades by count of troops if it were a Commonweal formation.
The battery shows only a scant expression of the Power. The tubes are quiet; loaded, but quiet. It takes little Power to hold shot hovering in the centre of the tube. The bubble is up as a light barrier to dust and insects, but anyone would have that if they could. It doesn’t tell the invading army anything in particular.
Half an hour, before the first point appears on the focus’ view of the hill. Another fifteen minutes before the second.
Specialists, the master gunner says.
Eugenia nods. They’re not leaking visible heat. The Power still cannot hide itself, however clever and skilled you are, however patient and diffuse and subtle.
Another hour. Off-angle high blips from the focus, as narrow as will give distinct records to examine, show a camp in strict order and increasingly asleep. Their water-waggons look like they use wooden barrels. Certainly it looks like much of what pulls those waggons is alive. The count of troops comes out no fewer than twenty thousands.
Eugenia had never expected to need to know what coffle meant. There are some, staked out in lines near the sorcerer’s tents. The waggons that carry the slaves in the day are there, too. No one in the camp is making any attempt to clean them.
Eugenia supposes that no one expects the slaves to last long before they’re sacrificed. And if they’re not walking you don’t need to feed them much or guard them from as many weeds.
Observers, Banner. If there are more, we’re not finding them, Sir, comes from Tube Five’s small gunner.
Eugenia agrees. So does the master gunner.
There’s an argument for waiting until the middle-night, when the opposing observers may be less awake and the camp more completely asleep. It’s an experienced formation, one much more experienced than the battery. Eugenia doesn’t care to bet that the battery won’t make the first error in a contest of patience. They’re also sharply aware that demon-summoning preparations mostly don’t involve the Power; setting out tools and drawing lines on the ground doesn’t distinguish your intent between setting out picket lines for your draft oxen and summoning demons. Giving the hypothetical summoner time isn’t desirable. Maybe they intend to start a sorcerous fight in the middle night, having been granted time for full preparations.
Banner, All. Attention to orders. Leave the focus flat.
A listening silence, but the focus does not stir.
Targets. Odd tubes — blip on the focus image of the left hand point on the hill that’s opposing observers. Even tubes — blip on the right-hand point. Evening teams, heave with hammer. Morning teams, hold the bubble. Load five-red spike, target your numbers — the numbers blip into the focus’ image of the hill and camp — and battery volley. Load five-red spike and hold. Repeat.
Tube by tube, each tube’s crew repeats back the orders for the firing sequence, silent voices in the focus and nothing at all in the night.
Banner, Tubes. Prepare to range your targets with a tight ramp.
No one here and living’s ever shot a heave. Part of the reason for the exercise was to practice.
If anyone is nervous, Eugenia can’t tell. The focus stays entirely quiet, with no more than the just-enough-structure-to-firm-quickly ward bubble that’s been there since the battery went into position a day ago.
Eugenia has set target numbers one through six in the focus; one and six on opposite ends of the rise, two-thirds of the way up, and two through five over and in the air, boxing in the enemy encampment. That will be the second shot for each tube, after the hammer at the observers.
The tubes are all in position. The tube-teams physically picked up the trails and pushed after the camp was finished. There are sockets for the split trails in the fused sandstone firing positions. Neatly recessed sockets with room to drop the pair of heavy steel bars provided for each side of the trail. You can use spades on dirt; there are spades with the carriages. Line artillery hardly ever shoots from dirt.
The gunners put up left hands, all along the firing line below the revetment. The tubes are loaded; no one needs to go stand beside them. Tendrils of attention slide through the focus, but no more Power than there was. It isn’t hard to see in the dark. The focus doesn’t need to, to know what its participants intend.
Mind the watch, the master gunner says. Four files of supports are watching the points of the compass, still, and the reminder is rhetorical rather than required.
Their observers will be getting curious, Eugenia thinks.
Battery, Tubes. Shoot.
The gunners’ raised left hands start to drop.
The battery focus slams active, tubes and bubble and sensorium. Tooth-grating squeaks sound as the focus slides steel wheels on glassed sandstone, adjusting azimuth. The individual tubes peak together. Night flees plasma tracks cored in crushed iron. The far ends of the tracks splash on the face of the hill, iron and burning and a cacophony of shockwaves. Rock flies and crumbles away from where it shattered too fast to sublimate.
Those faint traces of the Power cease.
The bubble holds at active-operations strength, anchor of a net of startled thunders.
Mother of Pain, that’s loud. Eugenia feels slightly stunned. The bubble came up as fast as the tubes did to throw. Hammer is about as long as the tube. It helps with not feeding shockwaves backward or creating standing waves in the tubes. That was a goal of the new designs. The loud is the minuscule leakage back down to the tube.
The tubes slide back into battery. The tube-teams stay below the parapet and use the focus to pull heat.
The glow of plasma starts to fade from the air. Coiling smoke rises from the impact points, dust and dust of burning blotting the bright night.
Anyone looking for heat will find plenty, Eugenia thinks, and wonders if shooting the opposing observers was the correct thing to do.
The five-red shot is ready to slide forward. It waits as the tubes cool. Thunder rolls back, rumbling and tangled, from distant hills. Starting cold, in dry desert air cooling with night and with fresh tube teams, heat-pull after a heave takes maybe fifty seconds.
There’s activity in the Power in the opposing camp. Speckles of individual strong wards, and now a general ward coming up. The inevitable response to an unknown means of attack.
Some slaves are having their throats cut, Eugenia thinks, memory full of lists of expected times and means to complete traditional workings. It’s still going to be another minute before the general ward comes fully up; the post-impact focus blips at five and fifteen seconds after the initial hammer shots show Eugenia the patterns well enough. Eugenia forms careful intentions for the banner ward-bubble.
Nobody on watch catches any high viewpoints being established by the opposing army.
Tube Two’s gunner’s left hand goes up again, last by half-a-second and a hard heave making for a hot tube.
There’s not even time for the start of an inhale as the unity of the battery focus recognizes completed readiness, all the needless hands fall, and the tubes shoot.
Eugenia thinks ten seconds to the flash while they are saying Banner, All. My bubble. PUSH.
The fire-mirror is an optional bubble layer. You can’t see out through it, so the regular random provision of bubble layers never produces it. Eugenia stacks three fire-mirror layers inside a kinetic dump, a barrier to dust, and a plain obdurate barrier to physical objects, the kind that can’t stay up indefinitely without the air in the bubble going bad. The fire-mirror takes four seconds to firm up, one and two and three in sequence. Twelve is less than fifteen goes through Eugenia’s mind like a prayer.
No one’s shot anything red from these tubes. No one alive in the battery has ever used red shot. Fifteen seconds is how long the shot should fly before activation. Eugenia has taken a bet it would not be the ten seconds of untested possibility.
The banner’s random processes provide a barrier to necromantic intention and a disdain of names for the remaining two warding layers in the bubble.
Eugenia’s counting in their head. Everyone’s pushing; the bubble goes firm, and then firmer as the battery focus coalesces whole behind a knowledge of what the fire-mirror is for.
The old Line had no units the size of the Provisional Battery; Eugenia has no experience with Line-scale focuses or the presence of the dead. The battery focus has the multiplier of a battalion. Not the input or the numbers, but the files to make two heavy banners and the gathered dead together gets them the multiplier. Eugenia’s surprise is kept far distant from their will.
None of the dead are manifest. All the dead are pushing. It’s quiet and calm in the absolute black dark inside the bubble at the expected time of activation.
Three layers of fire-mirror are more than enough, or none of the shot activated.
Eugenia goes right on counting through the ground rumble no one feels beyond it impinging on the ward-bubble. Has Quiet set a ten-minute sandglass. Waits for it to run down with no change of serene expression.
The sandglass runs out. Banner, Observers, Watch. Peek.
Out the south, is the master gunner’s addition, and there’s something like a chuckle that runs round the focus. The bubble goes right on holding firm.
The peek finds no activity in the Power. Smoking landscape behind them. The ground before the battery position is ploughed into strange shapes with the intersection of shockwaves. Due north is a rising, roiling pillar of fire-shot cloud braiding itself together from a wide base of burning.
Did rather flail about with the axe. It’s a private thought as Eugenia drops the fire-mirror bubble layers.
Parts of the desert smoke as ancient ichor bakes again, or salt recondenses. Some of it’s sublimation from vapour to solid.
Banner, Observers. Report status opposition.
A considerable, and considering, pause.
Observers, Banner. Tube Two’s small gunner. No animate motion. Dust, and smoke, and bits of splash and collapsing crater where pulverized hill flew away from the two ground strikes. Comprehensive alteration of terrain contour.
Not less than twenty square kilometres of ground where the expanding detonations touched the earth and made it flatter.
Are we going to have to dust this whole desert? comes in plaintive tones from a trooper in Four’s morning team, and sets half the focus laughing.
Eugenia manages to do no more than raise an eyebrow. If they’re going to act like a commander, their sense of humour should be secret.


Chapter 32
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Twelfth Day
Eugenia has been scrupulous about getting three hours of sleep a night. That’s an hour more than they strictly require and Eugenia considers it a proper habit of self-discipline. What the metaphysical can impose on the physical doesn’t define due care of the physical self.
Sleeping tonight will be difficult. The pillar of fire rose into a spreading cloud that seemed to burn a hole in the summer stars.
That’s what Eugenia expected; the battery as a whole had not, but the battery as a whole didn’t have an education involving Order expecting an ability to distinguish between ‘modest problem’ and ‘city-devouring disaster’ on the basis of realistic illusions of distant events.
Access to the banner’s command of the Power has left Eugenia with further complicated feelings about the Independent Order.
An hour had frayed the tall cloud against the wind; a further hour had dispersed it.
There are two observation teams pointed north now, distinct from the files keeping watch. What you can see with the Power follows different rules than what you can see with eyes.
Several sets of different rules, Eugenia thinks, a little sourly. They’ve had the same moments of shudders-up-the-spine the files maintaining the bubble have had. The observation teams have big disks out, disks that look like frame drums might if frame drums had glass frames and copper heads polished into mirrors and alloyed into uncomfortable shades of purple.
The disks give no image; all they do is register intensity. Something drastic is going on northwards.
Sometime after midnight, the master gunner condenses near Eugenia.
Master Gunner?
Part of the job’s asking a new officer how they’re doing after their first battle, sir. Only you’re … 
Eugenia produces a small smile. Acting like I know what I’m doing?
Something like that.
A sorcerer skill, Master Gunner. Almost like acting in a pageant; you have to use your regular mind and sentiments by necessity. For the ritual to work, you have to do everything in the correct order and feel the correct things even if they’re not necessarily your own considered personal feelings. I had a modest talent, so I did a lot of ritual.
Begging the Part-Captain’s pardon, it’s a bit solid for pretence.
Not pretence. Pretence gets you eaten by demons. Consider it an aspect of my surviving sorcerous nature, if you like. I am regarding the task of commanding a battery as an act of ritual magic.
Hardly magical, is it sir?
I have reshaped a kilometre of cliff. I have had the epiphany to recognize that heroic character is so common in Creeks that it’s exceeding rude to mention it, and to notice what everyone, your goddess of destruction’s mortal guise included, was hinting at me about Tiggy.
Sir?
Tiggy’s a lovely person, Master Gunner, so long as you’re aware Tiggy has a heroic outlook and doesn’t do quantified analysis after the objective gets picked. Would I be wrong to suppose there’s no tube in the battery where one of the gunner or the small gunner are not of heroic character?
Trouble’s avoiding both. The dead voice is dry.
Eugenia nods once and smiles, just a little. Whoever made Creeks had wanted something other than minions.
I’m surprised no one volunteered to command.
Most of one gunner between the gunner and small gunner pairs, sir. They know it.
Eugenia’s head doesn’t move, but there’s the idea of a nod. Brave does not preclude sensible.
There are more. And this battery is not so far from the just run of the Creek ilk of folk, is it?
The shade’s shoulders lift, and pause, and fall. Never had the time living. Can’t rightly say, sir.
I’ll say it’s not far at all, Master Gunner. And here they are regarding a failed sorcerer of an ilk not theirs as their proper commander, whose job is selecting objectives and creating a belief in an outcome of victory. I shall call that magic in broad truth.
There’s a pause in the conversation as the observer terms gesticulate a little. The focus will show the top of the parapet at arm’s length. Eugenia backs the viewpoint, and what is fifty metres away in darkness seems like perhaps five metres distance on an overcast day. The activity is nothing that looks like an immediate concern; there’s a third team setting up. Their disk has a glass hoop but a different face, silver scrawled with fine black lines instead of copper shaded purple.
You’re getting the job done. The master gunner cannot sound entirely reassuring; no one entirely dead could. Their attempt is comprehensive.
I could argue heaving hammer at their observers was a mistake. Eugenia’s tone stays lightly abstract. It surrendered time to a bet they’d go reactive, rather than aggressive, and immediately occupy their strong practitioners with construction of defence.
Fifteen seconds in the air’s a long time, the master gunner says. A lot of fighting out in the Bad Old Days comes down to how consistent you are. This bunch were experienced, by anything we knew. Not the type to go aggressive before they’d figured out what they were fighting.
Historical records emphasize defence. Aggression can work, will likely work almost half the time. Consistent success requires the avoidance of surprise, a sound defence, and what Decorum During Conflict describes as ‘completeness’; do the whole thing, or don’t do anything.
They went into camp. Wake before dawn, advance in good light. Eugenia doesn’t note that the images of the camp layout indicate an army organized into four battles, or that their overall technique with the Power looked like the second robust plateau. You need time to accumulate an effective practice, centuries of time, and this is why both the solitary enchanter and the stable empire are concerning to their neighbours.
It’s why the Commonweal’s half-millennium of open research starting from the practices of ancient imperial remnants has sufficed for agricultural stability in the absence of dominion.
Why what ‘completeness’ really means in context is ‘sustained ruthlessness’. The Empress did not approve of failing an objective because you had begun killing and then grown weary of slaughter.
Nobody always guesses right, sir. The master gunner makes a spectral waving motion that Eugenia interprets as an acknowledgement that Eugenia certainly already knows that, with multiple case studies in detail. The five-red was a surprise.
Too close for six-red. Eugenia’s tone is firm.
Eugenia’s speaking voice is light and high-pitched and somehow slightly unformed. The master gunner finds their presence in the banner focus easier; it keeps the scholar’s diction, but not the tones of a child.
The Captain’s going to like you, Part-Captain.
Some change of inflection and the formal address makes Eugenia quizzical.
Captain Blossom is our Captain by reference, sir. The Captain’s the graul commanding One-One. The Dead Gunner’s shade smiles, quite merrily. They believe in getting the job done.
Red-coded shot scales by a factor of ten to the power of the numeric shot code minus one. Five-red is ten thousand times the output of one-red, and that’s a trillion kilogramme-metres squared per second squared.
Six five-red shot were more than the job required. If they all landed. If the ward wasn’t much stronger than expected because the preeminent was with the advanced army, if the shot all worked, their first time used ever. If Eugenia can take the battery as a given, can account the Creeks Armoury and the mechanism of the material Shot Shop to the first caisson wheel and the first pointy stick’s worth of flash, then six five-red aren’t two days of combined edifice and Shot-team time.
Extracting and re-packing unused five-red inserts from twenty-four unused five-red shot might have been unsettling for everybody. All the tube teams seem to have decided ‘this again’, and done it as the familiar drill, shot vertical and coming apart into sections while someone waited with bamboo tongs. Everything functioned as designed, aluminium spacer-block shoes going back on the carefully clean shot returned to the fitted caisson racks, the red shot inserts in their warded brass jars going back into the lidded drawer and that into its coded slot in the jar-rack on the regular caisson. Shot has to be squid or stranger, now, to be kept in the one-per-battery caisson of strange and terrible projectiles.
Everything — battery, shot bodies, bronze bulls, rations, training, all of it — might be five thousand years of someone’s life. Count the lived lives of the battery’s troopers in with that, and call it forty thousand years of effort. Eugenia doesn’t know how old the dead were, or how to count them. The ages of the living can’t total thirty thousand. An army with an average age of twenty and twenty thousands in it is losing at a ratio of a hundred to one if all their food and equipment fell from the air.
They shall fall; they and their food and all their equipment. It will take years to be done and none will recognize the dead army’s riven dust tiny in the heart of raindrops, but known or unknown, they shall all rain down.
Eugenia takes a breath deep enough to notice, then another, after noticing. Thank you, Master Gunner.
It’s the next day’s dawn when the watch reports a battalion-scale use of the Power, away south-of-west.
That’s not a battalion. The master gunner says it firmly, over spectral voices arguing narrow details. It’s a focus, but it’s not a battalion.
Eugenia thinks What did we miss? without putting the thought in the banner focus.


Chapter 33
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Vendémiaire, Tenth Day
Three days after Eugenia arrives at the Creeks Armoury
The Independent Grue is a tall woman and a tall man. Generally in the same degree of tallness, though their accomplishments as a shapeshifter are such that they can be nearly anything.
The Independent Blossom is a tall woman, too, though not as tall as Grue. Broad of shoulder and deep through the ribs in a degree more notable in Regulars than being two, to Grue’s three, standard deviations tall. Captain Blossom, an experiment in clarity of presence and rest, is just as tall as Grue and of entirely average height for a Creek woman.
It’s modified long-established habits of cuddling.
“That works,” Grue says, nearly purring, with their face in the join of Blossom’s neck and left shoulder. It’s been sixty years since either of them ever got cold. It makes worrying about covers, after, entirely unnecessary.
“It makes the improper subset rather literal,” Captain Blossom says, tightening their left arm a little around Grue. Grue is impossible to bind without magical effort but appreciates being held firmly. A certain languid contented squirming results, of the sort that would move them materially closer were that possible.
Delightful as former instances of slippage may have been, Grue says, you’re just too strong. All that work with the kids has you going on five hundred.
Something materially imperceptible happens. Captain Blossom isn’t supposed to be sorcerous, comes from Grue with a smile.
I can be as sorcerous as you like in private is a murmur, and a deepening one as Blossom’s left arm shifts from across to along and their right hand moves lightly over Grue’s spine, not quite touching. There’s a sparkle of white light from Blossom’s hand and a responding pattern of angular fine lines in several colours down the skin over Grue’s spine.
Grue goes limp and purring with sharp inhales as Blossom repeats the motion, sparkles slowly fading with each further repetition.
Can I? is a thing of threaded whispers from Grue’s mind. Most independents would not perceive it.
Yes, Blossom says, and Grue’s shape becomes their customary female Regular one.
Myn lykyng, Blossom says, an audible murmur into Grue’s hair.
Star of Morning, is the only notionally audible reply, a flutter of a patterned exhale across Blossom’s neck.
Neither of them need to sleep, or are exhaustible by exertions on a regular scale of events. It is still some hours later before either says anything.
Sure this is working? Blossom would like to be more certain than they are.
It’s working. Grue rolls away and stretches languidly, than rolls back. I’m afraid, I’m not unhappy.
I’ve stopped being afraid I’m going to fry you. Blossom’s tone is only a little wry. It’s a beginning.
Stopped being afraid you don’t think it’s worth it. Grue is certain this is true, but not comfortable with their certainty.
Myn lykyng, Blossom says again, tone more warm than gentle.
You got a sister. Halt got a grandchild, Wake got their perfect student. I got surpassed. There are layers of unhappy here. Wrong idea, but it’s stuck.
It’s the first time Grue has outright said so much.
Merciless and mighty, Blossom says. You have never been merciless.
Grue twitches.
Mercy goes with justice, Blossom says. Blossom’s not ancient but their full attention is terrible. Independents have no authority. Parliament and judges and the gesiths have a capacity for mercy. We don’t.
Grue makes a noise, not so much wordless as in the memory of a much longer conversation.
You’d be cruel in another time, Blossom says, face in Grue’s hair, words full of love like the blazing white heart of a star. You are not cruel now.
Rose figured it out.
Those wits, participating in that amount of Power? The love isn’t less for the thread of amusement. Little hope to hide what they might believe shall concern them.
This noise combines ‘I know, but,’ an intimation of excruciating embarrassment, and an assertion of social failure.
Rose didn’t take it unkindly. Blossom’s tone is entirely gentle. Grue believes it, as few others could.
Rose —  and there’s a thing full of love and exasperation and relative ranges of seven-dimensional angles of judgement.
It worked, Blossom says. Rose wanted to be worth saving.
Grue mutters something. Grim shapes dance in the corners of the room like flickers in the corner of your vision, only these are tangibly present. Briefly, but present.
We had to survive, Blossom says. That was our success.
Grue’s face turns in. Survival was enough in question to leave Grue with doubts it really happened.
Still here, myn lykyng. Both of Blossom’s arms go around Grue, to hold with the gentle tithe of a mighty strength.
It’s not like we knew there was a betterment-of-heroes option. Blossom’s grinning. The words get into their grin, and after a moment Grue snorts and wiggles and relaxes.
It surprised Mother, I suppose we can’t have been expected to know it was possible, Grue says, voice full of complex theorizing.
It wouldn’t have been, Blossom says. We’d have needed more people.
And the hive-mind.
And the hive-mind, Blossom agrees.
There’s a quiet time, but the sort of quiet that has more words waiting in it.
I’m not ever going to feel safe with the hive-mind, Grue says.
With, or from? Blossom says it with great delicacy and without hesitation.
From is third-order worries, something ancient panicking after the kids —  and Grue stops, stuck for word choice. Things removed from the possibility of existing cannot properly be said to be destroyed.
Blossom nods, and murmurs half a reassurance into Grue’s hair.
With is so terrifying, Grue says. The Power bends things, and there’s so much.
It’s hard to be specific about anything out of the Bad Old Days. It’s harder still to be specific about the deep past. Much greater Power than the greatest of those known to have achieved global conquest seems entirely a certain thing, all the same.
The Wizard-team, Fire’s Team — Blossom’s found sister Fire — views Grue with good will and that concern which goes with a warm regard of kinship, no matter that the word to use for the person who is half your sister’s heart is not agreed on.
Grue cannot believe this.
Grue does not have any material or metaphysical reason to disbelieve it; their absence of belief rests on their own incapacity.
It makes them angry: with themself, for feeling fear; with the necessities creating their particular upbringing; and with the Power, for existing.
Grue is not angry with the Commonweal. No one ever suggested they should be killed prophylactically, or their mind altered, or their company necessarily avoided.
The company-avoiding was all Grue’s doing, near-paralytic with fear they would somehow alter someone’s thoughts with a moment of indiscipline.
That there is now a group of people, a small group, but a group, of social connections and allies and all of them independents Grue could not alter, is something Grue recognizes without belief. Crane is a namer and silent and secret, not safe. Block is an energy-director, that least uncommon of talent flavours, and they have bent their talent to a shape where they return the style and practices of an entity called Snow to the world.
It’s been a useful thing, all manner of useful things, in teaching the Line, or Fire’s Team, or even providing something comprehensible to the Independent Steam, who was accidentally in possession of a metaphysical metabolism and not in possession of any sufficient metaphysical knowledge. It is still waking a part of Snow’s practices out of the dry dust, and Snow was a horror, notably and extensively.
The kids are safe, safe from anything Grue could hope to do, and trust, and view kindly. Grue was their teacher, and a skilled one. Their shape-shifting is casual, and minor, where it is not impossible.
If it was up to Rose, everyone would be smarter and kinder and more brave.
It frightens Grue. They would certainly be kinder and more brave.
You’ve never not been brave enough, Blossom says.
Can’t say the same for kind, Grue says.
That kelpie deserved it. Blossom’s brief smile lights the corners of the room white and white and white by shades and dancing overlays.
No one ever expected Blossom to be gentle. Gentleness was never something Blossom could have had.
It doesn’t matter how certain I am that sorcery can’t be incidental if I can’t change. Which is all of Grue’s present fear.
Blossom moves a little, because Grue has not put the fear into words before. Being an acceptable person separately from the sorcery had seemed like the only possibility when they were young.
There is no separately from sorcery, not for anyone with an exercised talent, modest or considerable.
If we did the wrong job of your transformation, Blossom says, it’s not forever.
It’s more terrifying, Grue says. Can you sacrifice too many people to a god?
Wake got tired of it, Blossom says, then, No blood-hunger at all now. So there has to be enough.
So when Dust gets their earthly substrate entirely into Shadow’s hell and can start going full-feedback with Fire without having to worry about their formerly earthly component and Grue has to stop, because there really isn’t a word, or a technical term.
Fire always stops the feedback loop well in time.
Grue did the math, fully and carefully. By that careful quantified analogy of Power for sacrifice, it’s presently lovemaking on a scale of captive armies.
The Independent Dust is madly in love. Blossom approves. Thinks there is no other worthwhile way to be in love.
Dust can once whisper ‘die’ to the still night air and the consequences will be more complete than a century of the tumult of armies. What Dust kills absently does not rot. Nothing survives in the dead flesh to make it rot.
Grue is, well, Dust would have to enunciate more clearly than whispers. Dust never would; Dust likes Grue. Dust thinks Grue is kin in a way that usually works out to cousin, and acts like it with immutable propriety.
Nothing Dust did would do anything to Blossom. Dust is weirdly, oddly, protective of Blossom, out of the same immutable propriety of conduct. Towards a lover’s sister, not a cousin, and out of a recognition that the enchanter might benefit more from social assistance than the shape-shifter and coercer. Grue takes hints from the utterly licit cognitive penumbra of their interlocutors. They were last accidentally rude at fifteen.
It has been a help. Being Captain Blossom is not something Blossom would have the social knowledge to attempt without that help, and Fire’s.
They all worry about Grue. It makes Grue want to shift into a shape with immutable teeth and gnaw on something obdurate for hours.
Warn me, myn lykyng, if it’s the titanium ingots. Blossom’s voice is full of love and fondness and a willingness to reform ingots again.


Chapter 34
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Floréal, Twenty-first Day
Captain Blossom is a modest fraction of Blossom.
The Independent Blossom is a moderately larger fraction. The Keeper of the Shape of Peace is about the same size as Captain Blossom. The substantial standing enchantments; the potential signa and the whole and active battle-standard; the several designs of banner dreaming their own completeness; the artillery tubes as they were made for the Experimental Battery, as they are being made piecewise by wreaking teams, and as only Blossom or their sister Fire could hope to make material in the world; the ward constructs and the autonomous capacities of wrath and the unsleeping perception of a world arising from fields and forces with all its lurking responses harsh or gentle or wildly implausible, together those enchantments are much greater than any of the social presences. Many are greater than the social presences as named capacities, if not single things.
The long ribbon of possibility, the looped connection of the Power, grows unwieldy. Blossom has discussed it with Fire, who will have the same concern themself in a little time, and with Constant, whose talent inclines to insights about structures in the Power. Halt their foster-mother has expressed confidence, a willingness to address specific questions, and a general lack of concern; those mighty go on as they begin, and Blossom’s terror has always been a matter of annoyance to Blossom. They would it were a faint and distant thing, and certainly a faint matter of potential when set beside their lasting works.
The length of the ribbon, for all it winds through variable prime-numbered dimensions and a lonely void, is still today unwieldy. It takes a little time to swirl into a place where there’s only Captain Blossom generally perceptible.
Captain Blossom reliably eats breakfast. Captain Hank resolutely refuses to talk Line business during breakfast in a mess hall; the distinction between residing in the Peace and field operations must be maintained.
They get one end of a table with the gunners and the small gunners at it, and in politeness, those don’t talk shop either. The coffee cups are small; there isn’t much yet. It improves Hank’s mood, if not visibly, than certainly perceptibly. The gunners and the small gunners try not to wrinkle their noses at the smell, and Captain Hank does the same about the wood-lettuce root tea the Creeks drink from the litre mugs of Creeks expecting to do physical work.
Captain Blossom is socially and metabolically a Creek. They drink their wood-lettuce tea with a spoonful of salt in it, as perhaps a quarter of adult Creeks do. Hank flinches every time.
The gunners, regular or small, are all at the stage of being privately somewhat despairing. An artillery tube team isn’t that large as focus teams may go, but it’s large enough that small-team — up to twenty persons, say — expectations do not hold. There’s a long plateau with a larger team, and that long plateau is full of exercises showing no obvious improvement.
The battalion Adjutant looks carefully neutral about the whole thing. Captain Blossom does the battery commander’s job of looking confident with a glint of expectation under it. The gunners are obliged to stubbornly suppress their despair and keep pushing the tube teams to get better.
There’s a point at which you can tell the tube team, or any other large focus team, isn’t going to work, but any such point is months away.
Months or deaths, and as yet there has been nothing likely of deaths.
Blossom and Hank are both unconcerned; the teams are cohering with less trouble than the Experimental Battery had, and that started with experienced artillerists.
Captain Blossom does paperwork. They set quartermasters, since there are two, one each for the battery and the battalion, to wrangling the supply of boots and obtaining more wheel-spoke wrenches. Two such per caisson-body is a better number than the one per tube provided by the waggon-makers. The waggon-makers are proud of their wire-spoked wheels and consider spoke tensioning to be something you do at most once a season as a pleasant contemplative exercise on a day when there’s little to do and hard rain. They entirely don’t expect daily checks and tightening, or economically imprudent movement on rough ground, or the harmonic rattle you get when a battery hasn’t yet reached full skill at moving in haste with the focus. None of it’s drastic, but the tightening and the adjustment is wanted, and the wrench is specific to a size nothing else uses. That was a conscious decision; a unique spoke wrench size removes any temptation to apply the wrench to other purposes.
Both officers go and stand with the firing exercise and look solemn; it gives the master gunner the opportunity to look expectant.
Chill and spectral, too, but certainly expectant.
Blossom watches every tube shoot, how the intricacy of the cascade amplifier works with the enchantments on each layer to make a strong effort by seven files, fifty-six people, do the sudden work of many more if it had to be continuous. It’s impossible to say that the forces nearly tear a tube apart, because these are only flings, not heaves; heaves do come close to shattering the structure.
It all works. Success works just as well as the other five tubes. It’s relaxing. A full six-tube battery of nines, all up to requirements, and Blossom only made one of them. The one a wreaking team made in a way they can replicate is comfortably usable. There’s more tubes coming, six spares for this battery, then twelve for the next battery. The carriages and the caissons and the waggons and the bronze bulls for that battery are all on schedule, and Blossom didn’t have to make any of them.
Blossom didn’t make the tube sent off to the First Valley Armoury as an exemplar, and could send it in good conscience. It’s altogether a strange feeling, and more welcome than it is strange.
There can be a schedule, all these things are becoming known art. There’s going to be a set of hay-waggons after the second battery is equipped, just to see if the new design elements from the caissons apply as well as people think they ought to.
Those in possession of warrants of authority and commission appointed captain in command of an artillery battery, don’t, as such, do anything. It’s their job to be sure the work has been done, not to do it. Captain Blossom never forgets; never loses their equanimity; never dithers about a decision. A more modest fraction of Blossom than Captain Blossom would be enough to do that; Captain Blossom is meant to do it with sense and compassion.
Good sense, compassion, and an indomitable will, but an indomitable will to material metabolism scales. It works out quite well. Blossom spends their time thinking. It’s restful, and it may become useful, and it certainly qualifies as Blossom’s first year off in the last fourteen, which is four more years of continuous service than the Galdor-gesith was willing to countenance. Parliament’s votes to continue had slighter and slighter margins until this year no need was held to justify an expectation on any of the Keepers of the Shape of Peace, and all three have set about their own concerns.
That Blossom’s notion of rest is standing up a Line artillery battery does not meet with much agreement in its substance, but if that’s what Blossom wishes to do it cannot be gainsaid them. The Line, for its part, is entirely happy to have them.
Halt has not set about to do any particular thing, at least not one anyone who is not Halt recognizes. They have been going up and down in the Second Commonweal and buying the best sort of hand-spun yarn in quantities of socks or sweaters or scarves, particularly if it is dyed inventive colours.
Everyone is consciously polite. No one asks why. You wouldn’t ask why anyone else was buying yarn in sock or sweater or scarf quantities, and you’d only ask about patterns if they were of your generation and you knew them well enough.
Grue wonders how long it will be before the disguise of Captain Blossom stops working. It’s effective; those inclined to obey the sorcerous don’t. People from the same gean as Blossom’s Creek maternal relatives treat Captain Blossom as they would someone who had been away with work for a time. Grue doesn’t know what Fire’s born-sister Hawthorn said to their children, but Aunt Blossom is Aunt Blossom, whether the Independent Blossom or Captain Blossom or the burning whirlwind.
Grue is Auntie Grue with the same reliability. Much less gravitas, but Blossom has always had more gravitas.
That works for now. It will work for a generation, or perhaps two. Then Captain Blossom will be obviously un-aged.
“In the best future, Captain Blossom won’t have a job.” It’s Blossom’s voice, if you’re Grue and can hear the whole of it.
Grue’s quirk of eyebrow is slight and fine and particular.
“The likely future lets Captain Blossom be a story.”
“Story,” Grue says, doubtful. “I do not much like this story.”
“Better than it could be,” Blossom says.
Grue nods. The Peace didn’t have to get time to sort out how to function. There didn’t have to be a succession of smart, or lucky, or just plain wise judges during the Turbulent Century. The Shouting Parliament could have been the end of the Peace and the Commonweal.
‘Trust yourself’ is not something fair to say. Grue cannot; Blossom knows Grue cannot.
Minds are delicate things, and Grue exists in a world full of those thinking traceries of frost, and they themself breathe metaphorical fire.
Wise fire, if skill and capability make wisdom; Grue can make a mind that is nearly exactly the mind it was unaltered. It takes great skill to see the place where the snowflake melted.
However expert Grue’s repairs of those the law permits, Blossom knows and Captain Blossom knows they cannot say ‘Trust yourself’ to Grue, or the Independent Grue, or any part of Grue’s complexity. It’s sound advice in general, to be in your conduct and intention and belief all together someone who will act properly.
Grue views other minds as the medium of an art they cannot practice. The weight of intellectual conviction required to maintain the cannot is impressive of itself, and only just enough. Blossom’s alterations of the organization of matter are entirely acceptable; there are many that would not be, but Blossom’s interests do not lie there.
Monopolizing the technique and understanding of converting the enemies of the Commonweal into finely divided aggregate would be a concern. Blossom has instead undertaken to teach more widely than any independent before them.
“Our society may yet increase.” It’s a hope of the future, and it’s possible. That’s all Blossom can say for it.
“The kids are terrifying,” gets muffled by being said into Captain Blossom’s neck. Grue approves of Captain Blossom’s increased relative size.
Blossom nods. Blossom doesn’t disagree. Blossom finds it a comfortable terror, so similar to their own.
Sorcerous lovers don’t say ‘Better?’ at the end of a hug. They know if the other is better or not.
Grue puts their presentable independent face back together. “Nobody hurt, somehow.”
“For a scratch battery, it’s been fortunate.” Captain’s Blossom’s tone is considering.
“No fires from excessive permittivity,” Grue says, wry and worried and doubting all together. The First Battalion had those, when it was coming into being.
“Externalize the focus and it’s working so far,” Captain Blossom says. Not every Line unit does that; some explicitly don’t do that. But keeping everyone convinced that the focus is a thing outside themselves works with Creeks, who have an hereditary tendency to run excesses of the Power through their own flesh.
“So far.” Grue is agreeing with the observation, rather than Captain Blossom’s confidence.
“Sometimes nothing is going wrong.” Captain Blossom says it with a careful gentle certainty.
They certainly didn’t expect Grue to say “Eugenia.”
“Eugenia?” Eugenia’s working effectively. Tiggy approves. Mel likes them. It’s hard to get from there to any kind of going wrong.
“Order’s able student’s doubt’s dissolving,” Grue says. “Whatever I think of the doubt.”
Captain Blossom shrugs. They perceive no value in Eugenia’s doubt. Blossom’s attention does not fully attend the question, but somewhat, and there’s another shrug.
“There’s more than one outcome for a confident Regular Six.” Captain Blossom sounds amused.


Chapter 35
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Seventh Day
It’s unusual for there to be an adjutant and no standard-captain, aside from brief periods when the standard-captain has died and the adjutant may or may not be promoted.
It’s even less usual for there to be a single battery in an artillery battalion.
Captains Hank and Blossom don’t seem to find it odd or difficult. The battery and the battalion function, and function administratively. Folders get passed with brief comments — ’boots’, ‘that trunnion thing’, ‘Hákarl’ — and sometimes the banner eats the folder.
“Leaking recuperators?” is something Hank approaches with caution. If the design isn’t sound, neither Hank nor Blossom can suggest why, since they both approved it. Five of the six tubes weren’t even something Hank can bring themself to call made. Materialized will isn’t made even when the will materializes into forms of material substance. Success isn’t one of the problematic tubes; those are Ghost and Chill, work of the Independents Constant and Dust.
“Lack of torque wrenches.” Captain Blossom wishes it wasn’t funny.
There’s a distinct stillness before Hank’s face moves in ways indicating a desire to not smile.
“Full maintenance on the recuperators?”
Blossom nods. “Torque wrenches we can purchase. Valve seats need to be made, but there are spares. Take everything apart, gauge the valve seats, check for wear and bending, fix what we can.”
“Welding with the focus asks a light hand,” Hank says. Hank’s entirely unconscious of the metaphor; there aren’t any hands involved, other than sometimes hands over shoulders as a file leans on each other with concentration. The metaphor isn’t wrong; it’s easy to melt whatever you’re working on, or set it on fire, and if artillerists aren’t heavy brigade troops they’re often worse; artillery wants a sharp sudden output, rather than the steady push of a heavy battalion.
“We’ve got a whole-battery stock of spare recuperators,” Captain Blossom says. “Best time for welding practice.”
Hank does smile.
Narrowly, and not for long, but entirely a smile.
“Training’s not looking too bad.” Hank’s not using the judicious voice of custom.
“It’s getting there.” Captain Blossom wasn’t expecting quite so much kick, even after the Second Heavy of the Seventieth’s sole company. “Permeability’s high.”
Hank looks lightly doubtful. “You don’t need seven files per tube.”
“Not with Creeks,” Captain Blossom says. “Do this with Regulars and you will.”
Hank indicates agreement. “Creek battery’s going to still be standing when they’ve shot themselves dry.”
Captain Blossom nods. The traditional ammunition allotment sizing bases itself on what a battery can shoot in a continuous engagement. More is just wasted mass. Discontinuous engagements are too various for specific plans.
“Going to suggest logistics units?” One heavy battalion can cover an artillery battalion’s worth of caissons used as resupply. The Line’s done it, but not this century and not with dedicated units. One of the new banners and an oversized company might do well enough for keeping the demons off, based on how Thorn Company did Below the Edge.
“Going to let Eugenia put that in the doctrine,” Captain Blossom says. “Eugenia believes in logistics.”
“Eugenia reads Early Spider.” Captain Hank says it carefully. It’s politeness, because Eugenia does read Early Spider; Eugenia reads texts in Early Spider for entertainment. Eugenia can write, properly, with the tiny brush of elegance, idiomatic — the fossil idioms of court formalism millennia old, but idioms — letters in Archaic Spider in the appropriate Casual Hand. Eugenia did it to explain to Captain Hank why Eugenia doubted their understanding of a particular passage in Decorum During Conflict. They’d already had the brush and the blue-black ink and the fine smooth paper made from the bark of trees. Eugenia can date texts in Liturgical Spider to the century by grammar variations, and write, though apologetically only with a brush or a pen and not with a chisel, the other four Early Spider textual systems besides Casual Hand. It’s the Monumental Script that can use a chisel, and that’s not something Eugenia had ever been able to practice.
Hank finds this a marvel of scholarship; it’s not subject matter Order would have taught their students. It’s not obviously subject matter Order would willingly admit exists. Someone in early youth could not have learnt so much; there would not have been time, no matter Eugenia’s family background. Eugenia must have maintained the interest and the habit of study of their own will while also a sorcery student.
Eugenia, sometimes required to consult reference texts to understand implications of word choice in ancient texts, agrees about neither the “marvel” nor the “scholarship”.
“You did check which Eugenia we got.”
“I did.” Captain Hank’s mouth goes prim.
There aren’t many Regular Sixes; they mostly live where they have always lived, which is west and south of the City of Peace. Eugenia is the only Regular Six ever to come into the Creeks, while the Second Commonweal has three more in total; a school-teacher, a librarian, and a Clerk. There are Regular Six families with retained reputations from times prior to the Commonweal, all the same.
“Any questions about Eugenia’s judgement?”
“Judgement’s fine. No experience. Not much dirt.”
Captain Blossom cannot argue; Eugenia has had little to do with dusty places, never mind dirt.
“Good on the theory.” Hank’s voice is considered, rather than grudging. Throw a pile of facts at Eugenia and neatly described patterns come back. It has made Captain Hank somewhat concerned, because you can, plainly it is possible for persons of strong wits and good will and dedication to do so, read the Line syllabus for those placed in authority and then for those granted commission and come to conclusions Hank thinks erroneous.
Captain Blossom’s head tips with a perfect ‘Oh, really? How surprising,’ expression.
The consensus of the standard-captains is real, and really what it’s called. It doesn’t keep the captains and part-captains from sneaking up on the standard-captains variously appointed with established practices mysteriously arrived at without any standard-captain’s guidance.
General Hammer could not read any language. Captains Blossom and Hank would like to get elements of Decorum During Conflict into Line doctrine. Present Line doctrine presumes decisive engagements. Present Line doctrine presumes opponents whose location is known.
Present Line doctrine supposes a battlefield.
These are not safe things to presume.


Chapter 36
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Four, Month of Prairial, Twenty-sixth Day
Captain Blossom sleeps.
Blossom doesn’t.
It’s not proper for a Keeper of the Shape of Peace to participate in a mental collective. At least not a particular mental collective, absent some specific pressing task. Whether or not the Shape of Peace itself counts as such participation continues to be a subject of widespread and variously philosophical discussion.
This does not mean Blossom cannot maintain the possibility; Keeper of the Shape of Peace is in law an office, not a permanent condition. Loss of time to an office cannot be avoided, but avoidable loss of capability cannot be countenanced. The whole of the Peace-gesith’s judges are agreed on these things. Don’t expect such agreement about whether or not the Peace should be safe were Blossom not so constrained.
Blossom and their sister Fire’s mental collective talk across no more than the distance of a comfortable room. That the comfortable room would hold the whole of the world’s orbit at need is a matter of partial dimensions and mathematics which are simple if they are not impossibly difficult.
If this is, in some sense, participation in the workings of a particular collective, it is also for a purpose not much different from writing a letter, or travel within the Commonweal. Those are not things anyone can forbid a citizen, and so not anything an office may remove.
If a Keeper of the Shape of Peace was imagined as a long-term office, well. The Second Commonweal has need to find space within itself for several prodigies. If the actions of those prodigies are comforts, public opinion shifts. Opinion shifts yet, with the varied implications of the Fight Below the Edge rebounding through diverse habits of contemplation.
Today is Fourth day, so the present family are Dust and Constant. Their presence comes as a spectral rustle of dancing gowns and a faint ‘tink’ of fine porcelain and the idea of having cake with tea. Blossom’s mood is lighter for it, and the hours of night pass lightly in their turn.
The principle subject of discussion is in no respect light; if there’s to be a single transportation system for the Second Commonweal, it must be sorcerous. Gates that people might pass living leak what you devoutly desire they should not; the Dread River hell-things are surprisingly numerous, but not especially individually bad for what emerges from such gates leaking. Compression of distance, as the battle-standards perform, is expensive in focus participation, relatively slow, and, imposed from outside, all too easily sets the thing being moved burning. Carving canals through the mountain ranges of the Folded Hills is possible, though awkward of water supply and doubtful in a context of defence; if the mountain ranges are to withstand a surge of hell-things, broad-carved passes will not aid such purpose.
Any solution to the transportation problem asks innovation and subtlety. If there are accumulating lists of what will not work, sometimes that’s necessary to an eventual success.
Dawn brings Captain Blossom awake. Dust and Constant return to their present projects. The Independent Grue arrives before Captain Blossom reaches breakfast.
‘Two crushed feet’ isn’t an oath, though Grue says it like one.
“How?”
“Pushing a caisson from the side and stumbling.”
A moment of entirely human wrath passes over Captain Blossom’s face. The habit of wanting to get the caisson alignment exact for morning inspection is surprisingly difficult to extirpate. It goes with the kind of mind that counts the shot accurately and pushes just forcefully enough when the tubes shoot. It also goes with the kind of mind that will accept far too much risk in the means of adjusting caisson alignment.
“No next of kin?”
Grue nods.
The Line gets orphans. The Line gets people who’d rather not be further trouble to their families. The Line never asks which.
“Wouldn’t be time.” Listed next of kin will be too far away.
“We can ask them, they’re conscious, they’re not addled.” Grue’s mouth sets in a line.
Captain Blossom’s face carefully goes officially concerned in place of personally grim.
The injured must have someone hale with them to take their part. Medical questions are difficult even when you’re thinking clearly.
Custom prefers kin, but the battery commander needs must do at need.
“Prognosis?”
“Restoration of function is either Rose or amputate-and-regrow.”
The Independent Rose may be called if there’s no alternative, and not otherwise. The Hale-gesith has twice been emphatic.
Amputate always works. Regrow doesn’t; you have to believe in the possibility, even if the doctor’s skill entirely suffices. Regrowth of lost parts has become common enough that the claim of the ability carries no more hopeful surprise. It is understood as a regular thing, and like any regular thing able to fail.
Grue’s more able than they were, and that was more than able enough.
Captain Blossom looks both ways down the hallway, sees no one, and pulls Grue into their arms, to hold until Grue’s shaking stops.
It would be an entirely trivial exercise of the Power for Grue to give a patient the necessary conviction of success; gently, narrowly, and no more than a present particular treatment required. It would still be an exercise of mind control, and Grue must not.


Chapter 37
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Eleventh Day
Captain Blossom would not have noticed the Independent Crow, not without a whole-battery push on the banner.
Blossom cannot help but notice. Crow is subtle and quiet and distributed and not otherwise using the Power, but the potential and possibility of Power-use is there. Blossom can’t miss such a presence, not any more than green leaves will miss a change in the angle of the sun.
Though in all truth it’s closer to the way a foot cannot miss an absent flagstone.
It is much the same with the preeminent summoning whatever has eaten Reems.
Likely a single dread thing. Swarms with individuals too tough for any plausible sorcerer are rare.
The preeminent, their subsidiary sorcerers, their guard regiments, the whole articulation of capacity, looks practiced. They show wear, but are not worn. They came well down out of the edges of the hills behind their advancing army, and not so much encamped as set up, to start their ritual at dawn. It might be thought a wise auspice that told anyone from Reems to get well away from the enmity of the Northern Hills, even if they must make a long night march when they did it.
Blossom wants the preeminent inescapably committed to the ritual, but not near to completing it. Even a certainly overmatched sorcerer may not die quickly enough, if their pride moves them to some vengeful destruction. Humanity set aside, Blossom diffuses in a wide ring around the ritual, absorbing details of the landscape. It is neither waiting nor patience, only thresholds of enactment the ritual has not yet reached.
Coalescing Blossom’s notice of arrival comes at full dark as a curve of detonations about twice the energy of two-red shot. Buried in the terrain and pointed up it throws a lot of dirt. It won’t keep anyone from using the Power to perceive, but having the air fill with sand might impair the ritual space.
The warding rate is skillful; it wasn’t any stronger than it needed to be, over the ritual area, but three distinct parts were rigid. The whole goes hard, almost with the flash; there’s no doubt within the ritual who and which of those three defensive nodes is responsible for the whole warding. The formation’s bunching as tightly as it can around the ritual area. The guard regiments’ hale survivors are running to get inside the tightened perimeter. Only sensible of them.
In the meantime, there’s an algorithm. Halt’s practiced it with Blossom. Blossom’s still trying to understand how Halt centres ward structures somewhere Halt isn’t, but Blossom got to practice the algorithm with intent.
Competent opposition doesn’t let you see through their ward.
If they’re not competent, you can kill them.
If they are competent, if you stop moving, they can kill you. So move continuously.
Never stop attacking. An untroubled ward is an opportunity to think.
Blossom tries undermining the ward edge. The explosions aren’t any larger than the originals, but into the sides of the hundred-metre craters. It works; the warded volume shrinks.
If you’re the guard regiment, there’s a case for sprinting away about now. You’re not worth the attacker’s full attention, a smaller ward is a stronger ward, and the chances of the ward you’re hiding behind holding aren’t the best.
Blossom’s autonomous capacities of wrath more than suffice to ring the whole ward, two craters deep, with another set of ground bursts. It’s a risk, in its way.
A preeminent sorcerer hardly ever won’t sacrifice their guard regiments with this much pressure on their wards, and nowhere for the regiments to run.
The ward’s opaque, and Blossom cannot watch the soldiers fall. Not without an inadvisable stillness. The ward’s climbing strength is obvious. It’ll have to shrink, to be strong enough, and the change is opportunity. Blossom gets a brief narrow gap in the ward and shoves as much kinetic energy through it as they can.
It’s mostly going to slam the air around in there. Perhaps a few corpses. It’s better if you get a wider gap, and chose what hurls across the densely inhabited space. Nobody leaves large loose rocks in their warded spaces. There’s rarely time for waggons. Supersonic kegs of nails are an unrealistic hope. There’s surely a nail-keg in there, but no time to find it.
Something comes out of the shrinking dome.
Blossom’s not warded; Blossom is using a capable energy director trick, instead, and whatever intent the spell has fails as it snaps around Blossom in a tight curve.
And returns to the caster is the usual end of the description. It’s not likely an effective return, targeting and precision will generally be poor, but it will certainly not affect the sorcerer using the defence.
This spell doesn’t whirl completely around Blossom. The centre of the rotation holding the output and intent of the working spools round and round a rising point in space, no longer near Blossom in their continuous random motion.
All exercise of the Power produces connection. The originating sorcerer doesn’t recognize their danger in time.
If you pull all of the Power out of a sorcerer, it kills them, but not so abruptly that they cannot scream.
The scream ends on a strange note, and the warding flickers again, its edges undercut by a further series of explosions ringing the whole of the ward. Somewhere over to Blossom’s left and behind them, a shaken slope collapses with a distant roar of sliding earth.
No one inside the ward makes another mistake; with enough hours, the sun rises. The ward goes on shrinking in small awkward stages. Blossom’s converting fewer volumes of dirt into energy, because the denser compact ward is less affected.
Less affected, and whoever’s in there has finally got a proper set of ground-anchors and a warded floor applied to their warded volume.
Pausing to convert specific larger volumes of dirt into energy would give those inside the ward too much time to respond. If Blossom pries continuously at the structure of the warding, those inside are not going to have time or attention to attack.
Those inside likely expected that Blossom’s attack represented some combination of preparation and peak output that could not be sustained. Four hours, maybe six, and the intensity would drop and the ward would stabilize. Frightening, but not ultimately risky.
Nothing Blossom has done approaches their sustained output, or derives from stored Power.
Halt has impressed on Blossom that however valuable a decisive result might be, the way to get one isn’t by being in a hurry. It seems contradictory, as does much philosophical advice. The steadily shrinking ward will eventually collapse, and those within it will then die. There is little those trapped inside can do to alter that outcome; the strongest of them dare not abandon their ritual.
It sounds bloodless when described. The reality has been a night and a day of a sky dark with dust and a screaming wind. Blossom’s true manifestation has been described as a burning whirlwind. This is a cold cyclone fifty kilometres across, full of shattered substrate sharp as a new file and winds faster than any change of pressure could push them. There will be no one putting the Power aside and sneaking away.
Inside the ward is dark and loud and desperate. Complex ritual must be performed precisely; how much so that the participants believe in their success and how much because success is honestly so difficult has remained an open question through all the years of the Power.
Those surviving in there do so in dim light. Inside strong wards is generally still and hushed; no airflow means little sound. This ward, still sometimes shrinking and under continuous attacks that rip at the fabric of it, is filled with several atmospheres of pressure, pressure that booms and thunders with strong shockwaves as the ward-surface ripples and dents and almost fails.
It serves Blossom’s purposes that any regular person in there should be dead, for the dead cannot be sacrificed. Too few to sacrifice stops the ritual as well as anything, and leaves the sorcerers involved in risky conditions in an incomplete ritual when the ward falls.
The shockwaves kick the corpses substantial distances. Some of the bodies blur lines necessary to the ritual’s progress. A few disorder ritual apparatus.
It’s a well-designed ritual. Lamps can be righted, lines can be restored, and that stage and element of the ritual can be re-done. Corpses can be staked to the earth, but only in a narrow band where the ritual is not laid out and the floor of the ward lies deep enough under the surface. Some of those who must chant or declaim with perfect clarity stand on corpses to maintain their place.
The ward fails abruptly and entirely. The trapped preeminent has completed the ritual early by sacrificing themself and all their subsidiary sorcerers.
Nihilistic pride floats through Blossom’s thoughts without emphasis. Plain dying is better than what happens to the sacrificed. Blossom is too young to think that the preeminent would not expect plain dying.
This thing is dangerous gets hardly more emphasis.
Another will contests Blossom’s mastery of the whirlwind.


Chapter 38
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Eleventh Day
The Gerefan of the Province of Westcreek, in session at Headwaters Town, had hardly blinked at the news. Grue had nearly been to Parliament, in expectation of finding General Chert there, before they recognized that their report to the Gerefan had been given in the shape of a unicorn.
There’s been discussion of moving the communications and the clerks; the First Commonweal, away over the Folded Hills, isn’t the communications priority anymore. But for now, all four provinces of the Creeks send and get their messages from Headwaters, just as they have these four centuries. It’s thought foolish to change the arrangement when something unknown but certainly better is likely to be devised for the Second Commonweal’s communications.
Grue leaves all such discussion behind.
General Chert can look a unicorn in the eye without any change in their expression. The Line-gesith looks sorrowful. The towpath beside the West Wetcreek is little traveled. Easier and faster to head straight down by that towpath to where the Line has built Edge Road than to move at decorous speeds on better roads with more traffic.
Edge Road requires decorous travel. The banners of the Wapentake are spread across it watching for the Sea People to return. That there are peaceful unicorns might not be a thought recalled before the watch reacts, and a single banner is past enough to destroy Grue.
There was a time when a banner would exhibit greater restraint. You can stuff a lot of demons in a unicorn, and the Sea People use a lot of demons. Grue understands the caution. Grue stops at the limit of detection, returns to their familiar form, and latches to the first banner to ask permission to proceed. The watching banners are in contact. It should be only the once and twice, when Grue gets to a standard-captain.
The banners of the Wapentake are gathering behind Grue when they come to Edge Creek. It will take a day to shift insufficient forces; the watch on the Southern Edge cannot be abandoned, no matter what has come into the Eastern Waste.
Edge Creek ends in a broad bowl of swamp. Treed swamp, chill and thick and filled with the buzzing of flies. Winter is worse; there are no flies in winter, and the white-naped swampdee are hungry.
Those look just like any other chickadee, allowing for scale. Scaling any parid up to five kilogrammes Grue does not consider sane. ‘Wise’ or ‘sensible’ don’t get into the question, even without the energetic improvements or the bias towards carnivory that comes with decidedly un-passerine talons and stronger, sharper beaks.
The persistent taste for brains might be ancestral. The greatly expanded range of openable skulls is not.
The folk of the Creeks mostly stay out of the End of the Edge. There’s cyclic discussion about what to do if the swampdee ever start moving, to colonize the equivalently swampy stretches of the Lower Slow or perhaps places less swampy or, worryingly, if they have. There are a few seen other places every year. The passing on blurred and beating wings of a bird larger than most eagles is easily remarked on.
Even starving swampdee will leave a unicorn alone, and it’s summer. Large crunchy flies are in bountiful supply.
And walked upon the water, Grue thinks, their steps light over water still and flowing. The End of the Edge is not vast; it is perhaps thirty kilometres, east to west, and fifty, north to south. The western half has the Edge Road through it now. The Line did not build a bridge; anything in the Eastern Waste is to be faced with a water crossing.
Especially and particularly if it or they intend to make a first crossing of Edge Creek from east to west.
The swamp would be slow running, under the trees. The water is flat and clear and only once or twice are there offended herons. Grue has started to wonder why the swampdee are calling, dee-dee-dee as a chorus for offended oboes, when they see the attempt at a palisade. It’s somewhere between wicker and wattle and not much use and there Grue notes the sudden rising Power.
The sorcerer in the enclosure would call themself the Archon of Reems. They have some of one set of the regalia; they have a preeminent and militant talent. They have achieved notable Power for someone so young emerging from the shattered remnants of Reems. They have emerged from the shattered remnants of Reems the devoured.
Grue is not directly perceptible with the Power. The would-be Archon has the plain sight of eyes and no ability to consider options outside of conquest. A unicorn is something that the sorcerer expects to kill. Better, a unicorn is something the sorcerer can eat; not everyone believes in a version of the Power freely available. The gain in strength will be welcome.
Grue is on water; Grue is not, however much they worry, accustomed to sudden attacks. In surprise their reflex is to not use the Power, as one with a coercive talent must respond to stay within the Peace. Even with complete notice and due mental preparation, this is not a sorcerer Grue could hope to fight alone. The Archon is nothing like as skilled or as educated as Grue, but they’re mighty, and they’ve survived. Some of that was luck, as it must be, but much was an entire dis-compassion. To be ruthlessness, there would need to have been some other possibility.
Grue’s mind passes through doubt and anger and incredulity without settling on an effective response. When the splash and the steam have cleared, there’s no unicorn there.
A shapeshifter can hide, but hiding from inside a capable energy manipulator’s attempt to vampire the sum and total of their Power is exceeding difficult. Grue’s attempt did not succeed in the whole of its intent, and the mass of a unicorn comes down as bacteria without any thread of consciousness maintained across them. The complex ward-structure that served as Grue’s substrate is gone.
Perhaps a thousandth of the unicorn’s mass is ever inhaled by the remnant army in the encampment, but that’s past enough.
The would-be Archon has perhaps fifteen hundred hungry followers. Those have washed off the salt and the grit and are no longer thirsty, though they are hungry and chilled. An inability to find anything dry enough to burn didn’t keep them from eating the last of their draft animals. It was too little to call a proper meal, even it hadn’t been wet and stringy and corpse-warm.
The single flickered gaze of the banner in garrison at the western side of the End of the Edge missed note of these folk of Reems. Hunted for years by the Devourer, the camp has hidden itself; it has cut no trees and used no Power. The folk of Reems did not miss the banner. They don’t recognize it for an adjunct to the battle-standards of the Commonweal, having no knowledge of the Commonweal. It clearly presents too much Power to advance against without more knowledge. The Devourer is behind them somewhere, and however much the present has begun to feel like escape and respite, no one in the encampment truly believes it. A single meal for the Archon is not enough to fuel a confident advance.
On the rare occasions anyone refers to it at all, Grue’s own-work project is referred to as bees. It is not part of the Common Knowledge; it wasn’t explained to even the whole of Parliament in the Year of the Peace Established Four Hundred and Eighty Three.
There were actual bees; bees modestly better pollinators, bees moderately better honey-makers, than the usual run of bees. The sort of bee you’d be glad to catch a swarm of, and introduce to your hives. The bees were a transport mechanism.
One of the actual bees, a member of the clean control group, had crawled out of Grue’s hair late in the process of examination for their own-work project. An already shaky committee had collapsed; the Null and one of the independents had had outright hysterics. Grue forever after felt this unfortunate bit of timing was responsible for the lifetime ban on Grue producing living things. Set to be reviewed after Grue has been an independent for a century or not, Grue does not expect anyone unsealing and reading that committee’s report will ever change their minds.
The main project was microbial; varied, programmed, and remarkably robust in design. All the work got done in tiny bubble universes nine metres across, each at least two bubbles away from the universe the Commonweal inhabits. Halt’s wards on the doors and the knowledge the bubbles exceeded any legal requirement of safety by being rigged to close and implode into un-metaphorical cosmological nothingness if the diverse leakage alarms were ever raised, occupied or not, had not stopped Grue from doing the work. From doing the work surpassingly well, because Grue had a point to prove.
The bacteria inhabit a broad range of digestive systems, not solely human, and replicate quietly. They improve digestion, just a little, in a variety of ways. That part almost evolves. It changes to stay useful. This mostly hides how fast the bacteria replicate.
Once there are enough, outside events can act as a signal. Some of these are chemical, and slow; others involve ingested pollen, and more mediation of events by hives of bees. The most basic is for a fraction of the bacterial colonies to reach a sufficient population for a sufficient time and form something that isn’t a focus, but partakes of some of the focus structures. Surprisingly many of the focus structures for single-celled life with no analog to neurons. There’s a half-kilometre range on the signal; not especially much, and it kills the bacterial colony to send it. It kills the host, too, because the colony has to use the host’s central nervous system to connect to the Power to get enough to have so much range.
In a crowded camp, at the next dawn, half a kilometre is plenty.
All the other bacterial colonies expend themselves altering their host’s mind. It doesn’t work if there’s a significant metaphysical part, but anyone presently thinking with a material brain and who neglected to continuously ward their brain from their gut alters.
Alternation need not come to the whole brain. A kilogramme of wet grease, however complex its arrangement, does not require much Power to alter. The skill to get something functional afterwards is much more surprising. Grue’s combination of coercive and shapeshifting talents made it possible, but not easy; not even Grue’s remarkable wits made it easy. A great deal of work was involved, and there’s never been a live test. Grue’s aim was to demonstrate the possibility, as a thing the Commonweal should be concerned to defend itself against.
This last small army of Reems is a large enough test for statistical validity.
Grue’s estimates of effectiveness were highly pessimistic. There are twenty significant sorcerers in the camp. A few of the troops are busy dying from being used to shout with in the Power. Everyone else not a significant sorcerer finds themself unable to be anything other than happy with a terrible transcendent joy.
A joy so terrible that the only response a mind in its grip can have to anything is yes, the great shouting yes of a whole heart absent doubt.
A focus has to be voluntary, but the applicable definition of voluntary is mechanical; the altered victims of the microbes conform.
Creating the mechanisms of the focus-enchantment out of living brain tissues guarantees death; how fast is a function of species, but not more than eight hours. Perhaps as little as twenty minutes.
A focus forms, and forms quickly. The re-shaped minds forming it were not given any means or reason to stint their contribution of Power; if Power-drain kills them faster than their baking brains, it doesn’t especially matter.
If the sorcerers had recognized what was happening, and had acted immediately, they might have been able to kill enough of their retainers to keep the focus from forming. They have raised personal wards and tried to identify causes, instead; the initial stages could be almost anything. The initial stages could easily be recoverable, until you look up and realize it’s the whole camp, not your particular retainers.
Fifteen hundred people lucky enough to have survived years of Reems disintegrating exceeds an average Line battalion’s output, but the rising focus has no care for itself. No ward-bubble, no movement, nothing but a basic sensorium looking for active Power that does not belong to the focus.
You can say metaphysic toxin and mean something that interferes with a mind’s material substrate in ways affecting use or access to the Power. Or you can mean patterns in the Power corrosive to the organization of the Power. Sufficiently cohesive versions of the second type of metaphysic toxin can destroy any sorcerer, whether fully metaphysically transitioned or not. Cohesive means maintained, and the bee-wrought focus is will. Almost blind, stupid, short-lived, and mighty.
The patterns for the metaphysic toxins Grue got from Halt. None of the examining committee asked anything further; the Great Mother of Spiders is understood to be wise in all manner of poisons. If the committee had asked, they would have learned Grue had done something innovative to build the three chosen general toxin patterns into the structure of the focus the bacteria alter their victim’s minds to create. Innovative enough, increasingly destructive enough, to have impressed Blossom, who was not then Blossom.
Put the output of a self-consuming battalion, furious with joy, behind those specific metaphysic patterns, and Halt themself would need to flee.
Halt’s skill and Power are such they could flee; the Last Archon of Reems is neither so great nor so wise. There is nothing of the Archon to escape with after all their strength goes over to trying to hold the bubbling wet gnawing idea of poison away. Their strength fails in a few seconds. Then there is nothing left of the Archon but the metaphysical equivalent of fumes and some material grease on the dull water. In another thirty seconds the last sorcerer in the camp is dead as the wild and angry thing proceeds down its sensations.
For a little time, the image of a hornet forms, half illusion and half a pattern of active Power. Ten metres long and glittering, the wind of its wings dents down the slow swamp water, laying roots bare. The swampdee gather at a cautious distance and scream alarm into the buzzing thunder that came with first gleam of dawn.
The hard-handed soldiers of that army, everyone desperate and hopeful who had managed to keep up fleeing the Devourer, they lie as they fell and grin into the wet dirt and the dull and lightening sky. Some few of them will be smiling at the biting flies that come thick with the warm noon sun and the hornet’s last fading, but not for longer.
Far away, the Dead Gunner of Eugenia’s battery notices the brief flaring lifetime of the imposed focus.


Chapter 39
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Fifteenth Day
“If we’d followed the Hale-gesith’s protocol, I’d have killed everything.”
The voice is unmistakable; gentle, precisely enunciated, and variously troubling depending on how much awareness of the Power you have.
To Grue’s shade, Dust’s voice is terrifying. Terrifying in an impersonal abstract way; the terror of possibility, rather than of presence, the terror of unexpected air under your foot as you step in the dark.
Dust was Grue’s student in some things. Dust was Wake’s student in all things, and the Lord of Entropy remains proud with a dread pride. Dust was a student for the ages.
Dust’s impeccable manners really are; Dust views Grue, living or dead, as family. Lover’s-sister’s-best-beloved, or a cousin, or an aunt; the intentional relationships of Halt’s metaphorical descent suffer complexity. Dust picks whatever set of social rules seem most appropriate to the circumstance.
Grue knows they should not be afraid of Dust, and still. The dead ought not fear death, as perhaps they do not. The shades of the dead fear Death, however gentle.
Everyone in a fifty-kilometre radius would include the garrisoning banner at the east end of the Edge Road. It would include two or three towns at the south end of Edge Creek; Grue cannot remember the map as well as they ought.
“Preferable to taking any risk of surviving bees.”
A true shade does not have eyes, and cannot close them. All the will that remains to Grue tries.
Grue has never heard the Goddess of Destruction speak before. There’s no question who it is. Grue would recognize any of Blossom’s voices.
Grue’s will grows greater with their attempt at darkness. Grow greater would never happen for the dead. Grue’s absent eyes cease trying to close.
Dust, yes, but also Constant. Not as gentle as Death, and more serene. The other of the Merciful Ghosts of allusive reference, the allusive social reference living independents of the Commonweal scrupulously avoid using.
Grue’s shade is nearly Grue, now, for thinking. An abstract substrate neither dead nor alive ought to be a difficult thing.
Perhaps the first one was. Perhaps difficult is another thing for the spectral product of a mind-devouring necroparasitic life cycle subsumed into a glory of love.
Constant smiles, full of kindness.
Grue looks away. The place of their attention crosses Blossom, and stops.
What happened?
The looping ribbon of Blossom’s extending consciousness is gone.
The thing now present hurts to observe. Grue’s attention darts away; the hurt might be ‘even for the dead’ or ‘especially for the dead’, Grue has no way to tell.
It could just hurt, no matter what you are.
Blossom convolves, and is apparently solely materially present. Grue’s attention slides back. The surround of sparkling corners visible in the Power isn’t comforting, but Grue’s shade can bear to see them.
“‘Just large marids, or something worse?’ resolves to ‘something worse’.” Blossom’s material voice manages to sound slightly rueful and amused at their own surprise. Everything in the undertone is sad.
Demons are patterns in the Power that must possess material substance to affect matter. Marids are patterns in the Power not subject to this limitation. Marids are mightier than demons. The thing that ate Reems was mightier than a marid; there might have been a dozen sorcerers of Reems able to summon a marid. A single marid, even should it be mighty of its kind, wouldn’t be enough to devour the whole, not on its own.
“It’s been three days,” Dust says. “You’ve been dead since a little after dawn of the day you were attacked.”
Grue doesn’t remember. Not remembering at all distresses.
What happened to the worse-than-marids? Grue knows what happened to the bees. Not how or when, but certainly what. Dust and Constant and Blossom aren’t trying to kill them, so the bees are dead past question.
“Mother’s dread influence,” Blossom says. “I ate it.”
Grue tries not to laugh. Grue was dead and missed the screams and the shrieking and the slow bubbling sobbing as Blossom disarticulated the mighty thing’s capacities and consumed them one by one.
Who’s dead? Grue does not want to know, but the memory of their life requires the knowledge.
“You,” Dust says.
“I’m tied with the battery at an army each,” Blossom says. “The bees destroyed the force that surprised you.”
No-one else from the Commonweal? Grue’s thought is careful and tries not to flinch.
“No-one else,” Blossom says.
“We did to the bees as Wake did to the wound-wedges,” Constant says. Sorcerers have gone through the whole of a long, long life without once sounding that serene.
Removed any possibility of the bees existing from the world, Constant means, which, Grue thinks, would be easy. Either the foreign sorcerer could have killed them quicker or … and there Grue’s thought stops.
“Which is why you are dead.” Dust is not presently material, and Death does not weep. “It was that or follow the Hale-gesith’s outbreak protocol, and kill thousands and still you.” Dust does not say, aloud, that of course you do not prefer dead thousands to a single surviving family member, that it would not be civilized. That of course they could have preferred Grue alive to known and constrainable consequences to the Commonweal, and would not. The motion of Dust’s hands conveying all this is graceful, and so smooth it could be languid if it were not Death that did it.
Dust and Constant certainly could kill every living thing in a fifty-kilometre radius. Grue has been fearful that they have, fearful that the End of the Edge is gone. There was little useful there, but many kinds of life not found elsewhere.
The dead should not fear. Grue still can’t stop thinking of the requirements of the Hale-gesith’s protocols for outbreaks of anything as lethal as bees.
If it weren’t for the bees, there would be no certainly known example of a risk justifying that protocol.
Didn’t the invading force survive? Change the past, change the present.
“I left them their fate.” Constant’s tone would be correct for saying ‘Would you like another slice of cake?’ “Not anywhere inhabited by anyone, but it was their fate, and they should have it.”
If you can change which universe you’re in, you can change which universe someone else is in Grue thinks, and knows they’d be having hysterics if they still had the patterns of their memory of living flesh.
“What we can do for you isn’t clear,” Constant says.
I’m dead, Grue says. There is no raising the dead. Three days is too long since Grue died to do anything with the chances, even if those weren’t tied to making this a world with no released bees in it.
“I knew I was killing you,” Dust says. “So you’re dead, but not lost.”
Grue’s shade makes the beginning of several gestures, none elegant.
“Doucelin’s been taken for long strides.” Blossom’s own voice. Not a role, not a presentation. Grue has always known their childhood friend and youthful lover and adult companion would grow into something that might be too terrible for the world to hold.
Grue had hoped it would not be any time next century. This century had seemed too unlikely to worry about.
One of Constant’s impeccable eyebrows lifts just slightly. Dust nods, looks at Blossom.
“Front,” Blossom says. “It was nutritious.”
“I’ll be back soon,” Dust says, and the gentle hand of death squeezes Grue’s metaphorical dead shoulder in some way that really reassures.
Where? is a thought because if that was a long step Dust took Grue doesn’t recognize it.
“Back to the Round House,” Constant says. “Quicker to start from there, and we’re expected back.”
Grue nods. It’s hard to care about anything when you’re dead.
“I can’t let go,” Constant says. “But I can not listen.”
“Thank you,” Blossom says.
Who has the perimeter?
Look out a bit. Shades have no eyes, and their limits of perception are set by the Power and will.
If Grue’s borrowing Constant’s Power, they could see over the width of the earth. Much closer than that, a kilometre out from Constant’s wards, every dead thing that ever died in or on or over this terrain has woken. The whole history of life; it’s not risen, Grue wishes to be more certain Dust could not accomplish that casually, but the memory, the shape and the motion, those are there. There’s a swirling wall of shades, variously high with memories of mountains and low with what were the deeps of the sea. It is half a kilometre broad, a great and varying annular structure. It’s solid, it’s ghost on ghost on ghost, ghosts in ghosts, great beasts striding in a haze of insects and dead little sea creatures, four, five hundred million years of dead things striding and swimming and scuttling into a wall dense as rock, grey, shining, swirling with restless memories of dead hunger.
It’s not an attack, but nothing with a mind is getting through it. Even a strong Null would have trouble, because it’s not an active working of the Power. It’s as though the dead earth remembers.
I doubt that would harm a blade of grass. Grue’s troubled. There are no thoughts in the green grass.
Necromancy is one of the most useful talent flavours; necromancers can sterilize volumes quickly and neatly and specifically. There are many applications of this basic utility, weeding or food preservation or medicine or maintaining the quality of the water supply. It makes necromancy a prosaic sort of sorcery, despite its uncomfortable old name.
An uncomfortable old name hardly anyone uses if they can avoid it.
Do we need that much perimeter? Never mind, Grue thinks, if it really took Dust any particular effort. It might well not, it might be a thing Dust has been wanting to try for years.
“Eugenia’s got the battery covering that bunch of Reems refugees. Those are up into a blind rise into the coastal hills. Not ideal, but they’re not starving or going dry. Couple of banners getting there tomorrow with someone from Parliament who has useful Reemish.”
Blossom stops and stretches, arms rising over their head. A cynical onlooker would think it pure theatre; Blossom has a body with precisely the substance they care to have. Grue remembers the effort to remember and sympathize with a lost metabolic humanity, and feels something like grief.
“Eugenia shot most of the squid.” Something almost like one of Blossom’s regular grins. “Forty-five hundred square kilometres, more or less, converted to unchancy abrasive tentacles twenty metres long. Most of a ridge flung into the sky with five-red shot.”
Grue’s reason is able to note that, Eastern Waste or not, that’s a large mess. Grue isn’t much able to care.
“Arguing with the worse-than-marid fried fifteen thousand square kilometres.”
Grue, who knew the child Blossom, can perceive the echo of embarrassment in Blossom’s voice.
That’s a lot.
“Hundred-twenty-kilometre diameter area. Not exactly round, widespread shallow cratering, plus ejecta, and there were a lot of ground bursts in the initial engagement.” Before the summoning succeeded and something that had consumed an empire got loose in the Commonweal. That initial cratering was not shallow; the shallow craters are the marks of great limbs flailing across arcs intersecting the ground.
You’re really …  hale? well? What do you ask the person you love best, when their shape has shifted past any denial that it has no law but Power?
“It wasn’t a forced change.” Blossom takes Grue’s insubstantial hand. “Necessary, but not compelled. One of the planned possibilities, and the one I’d have picked if I’d known what I now know when I picked it.”
Insubstantial or not, Grue can hug Blossom.


Chapter 40
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Fifteenth Day
There’s a rock. It’s something like flat. The scattered grit slides off it.
Sitting on rocks is much more comfortable when you’re a shade.
Constant’s presence doesn’t fade; Grue’s sure they’d fade, too. It does set itself apart.
Blossom hasn’t let go of Grue’s hand. Grue doesn’t ask how — the answer would take a décade or two of work to understand — or why — that answer could take a lifetime; it will certainly take more time than Grue has — Blossom is holding on.
Holding on in the hinterlands of death.
“They’ve been worried about having to catch Rose since their first year of studies.”
Catch Rose involves another mind-of-their-mind; Grue is not that. They participate in the working link when duty overcomes reluctance, and through Blossom. As preparation for even finding Grue’s shade when whatever happened happened, student worry about Rose does not convince.
“Dust does not want you to be dead. Dust greatly desires that they should not have killed you.” Blossom’s own voice is clear and quiet; the undertone braids it round with affection and concern, Blossom and Grue’s joint experience of Dust’s character, and the real amusement of the Goddess of Destruction at Death wishing life.
Grue’s shade tries to nod. They shake instead and Blossom holds them for a time.
Grue has always made wit and understanding do for Power. Blossom has become something they cannot understand, Fire’s team has always been something they could not understand.
All those proverbs about the reflectivity of contemplation, the relative vastness of an abyss, and the inevitability of death. Grue being a shade solves one of Grue and Blossom’s oldest difficulties; Grue can gesticulate right through Blossom. Who meets a starving abyss and wants to hug it?
Blossom’s smile lights a radian of the woken circle of all that ever died upon this patch of earth. The dull grey ramparts of death sparkle with the white light, and the sculling sickle-tail of what was probably a shark and was certainly large shows clear along the edge of grey shapes.
Fire’s response to Shadow when they first met went far beyond hug. They didn’t do anything with it for more than a year, but the impulse didn’t waver. Even with the dispassion of death come upon them, Grue doesn’t find that comprehensible. Fire’s talent should have been screaming at them to run.
“You could say the same about Shadow.” Blossom’s voice is carefully gentle. It’s a blind spot of Grue’s, one they can bring to conscious awareness and still not overcome.
The situation is reversed, for Shadow; who meets the unconquered sun and wishes never to turn their face away?
For Grue, the problem is that Blossom is about as terrible as Fire and Shadow both together. The careful cognitive discontinuity in Grue’s thought is essential to any prospect of a present happiness.
Grue’s shade nestles against Blossom. A shade could not interact with Blossom’s assumed material substance. What Blossom’s skill could have done so that Grue can hold Blossom and have any gesticulation pass through unhindered Grue keeps deciding not to think about.
Has to be some benefit, Grue says. You were ninety-four going on five hundred, but this isn’t going on anymore.
“You’re right,” Blossom says. “It isn’t. Devouring a worse-than-marid is instructive.”
Grue giggles.
Grue, dead, giggles without worrying about the consequences of their talent. Inside the ramparts of the risen ages, there are certainly no accidental persons present, and for the first time in their memory there is no chance of accident.
In the flower of their strength Grue could never have done anything at all to Blossom. Constant’s young but their potential matches Blossom’s. Grue could not have hoped to do anything to either of Constant’s progenitors once Shadow hatched and Constant began manifesting.
After a horror from beyond the world frightened things out of the West Wetcreek that no Creek had once seen across five thousand years. After Shadow burned with panic that perhaps Fire’s desire had not been their own. After Fire had been emphatic that it was entirely their own desire.
I’ve never been your just like. It hurts to think. Saying it hurts too much for Grue to have said it living.
“Myn lykyng,” is all Blossom says, holding on.
Grue can remember they’re useful. Grue could prove they’re useful, that they’re unusually skilled at being a doctor and at teaching those skills.
The thing that devoured a semi-continental empire met Blossom, and did not escape. Blossom never wanted to turn artillery into a religion. Grue has never said, has never needed to say overtly, that there was no chance it would not be. Creeks may not be inclined to obey sorcerers, but they will follow heroes.
Some hell or other is always coming to visit.
Blossom, themself, is not especially skilled at enacting civil engineering works. Fire’s team is, and Blossom … finds the working link collegial. Grue thinks hive mind and flinches.
Hive mind is accurate. Blossom doesn’t have to worry about being subsumed, or stuck, or lost. Grue still flinches about Blossom’s risk, even in the certainty that for Blossom it’s no risk whatsoever.
No amount of trusting Blossom would be enough now, because Grue does have to worry about being subsumed. Blossom would never intend to, or desire to, subsume Grue.
It would still happen.
Or Fire, or Constant, or the working link as a whole, or just tripping and falling into Shadow’s hell.
I can’t keep doing this.
“We’re not going to get our gentle century.” Blossom’s voice has more things in it than Grue can bear to pick apart.
Loss, call it loss Grue thinks to themself, without expecting Blossom not to hear.
“We can’t give you a substrate outright,” Blossom says, speaking of law and not possibility. “You’ll have to create it.”
I can’t have Constant holding me up for —  and Grue stops, because Grue’s no enchanter. Their former substrate wasn’t entirely their design. It still took them five years of careful ritual steps to put the substrate together by slow transition.
That’s the worst thing about Rose, Grue says.
Grue’s metaphysical transition wasn’t a complete success; the ward structures worked, but made it impossible to set aside certain anxieties. Risk could not be put out of Grue’s thoughts, because Grue’s substrate had an awareness of risk for a portion of its substance. Their present substrate is made out of something else, and the relaxation gives Grue moments of being glad to be dead. Then they’re aware of the weight of Blossom’s grief, and the relief shatters.
“It was rather virtuoso,” Blossom says. Rose had almost made their metaphysical transition by mistake, calling a better unicorn shape out of the dark. Then they’d had a conversation with Halt about what was possible, and come back fully transitioned in a novel and brilliant way.
If you don’t count unformed concern and idle speculation, it had taken Rose an afternoon.
The result … would have taken Grue more than five years to achieve, but they could have, if they’d thought of it.
If they could have called whatever talent flavour Rose has out of the dark. If — and there Grue’s shade starts sobbing.
Blossom holds on, and rocks Grue. Every now and again, Blossom murmurs something wordlessly kind.
When Grue’s grief has worn down to snuffles and their shade is holding Blossom, rather than clutching, Blossom says “We’re separate. It matters, to the Power.”
Grue’s shade more jerks the shape of their head than nods. Wits may be aware that the working link is one entity, that the weight of the Power available to Rose’s luck is Fire’s and Shadow’s and Constant’s, that Dust means with a whole will to forbid any other death any touch of the whole, and that this matters. Matters more than Blossom’s love and concern, because the Power will have its little jokes, and being close to the exceeding mighty isn’t safe, and it’s not safe in different ways than being exceeding mighty.
If I have to re-substrate, Grue says, it’s going to take years. I need to find another talent flavour — because suppressing the reflexive desire to alter minds has limits of the will, and Grue’s strength was growing with their age. Not as fast as a greater talent would have grown it, but it grew, and will does not increase as strength increases — it’ll take longer.
Some sorcerers come heralded; there’s a chill, or a flicker of light, or spectral sensations arriving before the last long step. Dust arrives as though they were always there, and lets go of Doucelin’s hand.
Doucelin straightens, looks around in the strange light inside the rampart of the woken geologic ages. “Have you brought me living into the land of the dead?”
“Despite appearances,” Dust says, “no.”
“Then have you brought Grue out of death into the living world?”
“Arrested Grue’s person narrowly prior to an entire death.” Dust says it casually. Dust making a conscious effort to be prim is most extremely prim, and the memory of that experience comes to everyone hearing Dust’s voice.
“And you need me?”
“Grue’s substrate was destroyed. So this isn’t like catching a shade while the doctors get a body repaired or restarted,” Dust says. “Grue needs a substrate, and we can’t create one for them and stay within the law.”
“I am not a judge.” Doucelin’s voice is carefully professional.
“You’re portable, and the Galdor-gesith is not.” Blossom doesn’t sound apologetic. “There is a need of haste.”
“We have to get back to the Second Valley as soon as we can,” Constant says.
Doucelin visibly thinks Surely Halt is enough? and then just as visibly thinks Outright missing landscape. If the Sea People come that way in force, it is better if it is not Halt who stops them.
Fire-and-Shadow is nearly as bad an option as Halt; no one is going to take the news of a rising entelech calmly. Anyone recognizing what Fire-and-Shadow are might well panic unrecoverably. The combination of a rising entelech and the spider stirs getting out into the world as news is all too likely to have terrible and surprising consequences.
The Line has more than enough to do guarding the inhabited valleys and the long Southern Edge of the Creeks.
“I am not a source of binding judgements.”
“You’re a source of policy.” Blossom’s not being deferential at all. “An arbiter of custom, if you prefer.”
“When is it permissible to rejoin physical and metaphysical?” Doucelin looks darkly amused. “You’re asking when it’s permissible to create a new substrate.”
“What assistance in creating a substrate is permissible,” Constant says. “Grue themself spent more than a year growing Dirce a new body. This was in no way objectionable.”
Grue did that after pulling infant Dirce’s uninfected brain and eyes out of their severely infected body when that was better odds than trying to cure late-stage wound-wedges. Grue’s fourth success. There’s been a fifth success, since, a Regular Three youth from Edge Creek who drank wood-lettuce root tea in an excess of social despair. In Regulars, wood-lettuce destroys peripheral nerves first; if you’re a Regular Three and you drink three litres at once and don’t die, you can’t walk or sit up or hold anything in your hands afterwards. And it hurts.
Doucelin is the Galdor-gesith’s full fylstan, the gesith’s administrative equivalent and able to make a modest degree of policy as required by how long it takes messages to reach and return from the gesith, usually located by Parliament. They are in the meetings that allocate Grue’s specialist time as a matter of course. They agreed that a suicidal youth was worth the effort.
“What exactly happened?” Doucelin sits down on the chair that appeared behind them. Everyone else sits down on their appeared chair, except Grue. Grue’s shade settles on Blossom’s lap.
“A preeminent talent was lurking inactive in the End of the Edge. We surmise they were fleeing from Reems.” Dust’s voice goes factual and emotionless, near to but not entirely the voice of Death. Grue leans harder into Blossom. “Their first active use of the Power was an attempt to subsume Grue.”
Doucelin nods.
“The subsumption attempt succeeded. Grue shape-shifted a portion of their material substance into an equivalent mass of bees during the period of their cognitive discontinuity.” Dust’s voice becomes and stays the voice of Death. Cognitive discontinuity happened this time because too much of Grue’s mind had been subsumed for there to be enough left to think.
“You can tell that how?” Doucelin doesn’t know, but doesn’t doubt.
“The narrow shape of probability,” Constant says, and Doucelin nods. Constant could.
“When we arrived, rather than adopt the set response protocol,” Dust says, “we opted to plicate the near past so that the near preeminent was more successful.”
Grue’s shade has no eyes to close. Turning their head to face entirely into Blossom works almost as well; whatever Blossom has become draws a veil over itself, to leave Grue no immediate requirement of vision.
“This prevented any release of bees.” Dust’s voice does not alter, but they take Constant’s hand. “The limits of effectiveness on the plication prevent extracting Grue’s metaphysic part with memories of either set of events. The necessary events prevent extracting Grue’s substrate.”
“You’re saying this is exactly equivalent to Dirce.” Doucelin’s professional voice.
“Differing in that Grue’s substrate was not materially metabolic,” Constant says. “But I do not believe that grounds for making a substantial legal distinction.”
“Aren’t you arguing on behalf of a member of your cognitive collective?” Still Doucelin’s professional voice.
“The Independent Grue,” and when Constant speaks dispassionately everyone else’s passions are stilled, “is able to participate in the working link solely by connection to the Independent Blossom. They have not chosen to alter this condition.”
“Distinct and separate,” Doucelin says, musing, and spectral Constant nods.
“Can you do something? Metaphysical transitions are necessarily individual work.” Doucelin doesn’t know how a metaphysical transition could legitimately be assisted. No independent here has ever seemed to care about the limits of known art, but Doucelin needs must ask.
“We can provide Grue with a self-sustaining supporting substrate, distinct from their person.” Constant doesn’t attempt to explain which of several impossibilities is involved. “By analogy with a burn bed or a body vat, this would be permissible.”
“I ate a marid,” Blossom says. “This provides insights into creating structures with the Power. I can provide those insights.” Whether Blossom shrugs or hugs Grue more tightly or both is an open question. “It will take some time, but reconstructing a substrate becomes plausible.”
Doucelin smiles. Doucelin can’t help it. Blossom sounded embarrassed when they said I ate a marid. Presumably Blossom said marid because that was less embarrassing than admitting they ate something greater and worse.
Blossom’s full attention falls on a point of air a little above the level of people’s faces and outside the conversation. The glowing ball of Power fades from its initial searing white to dimly grey; all of Blossom’s will is gone out of it, leaving dead knowledge.
Grue’s shade untucks the location of their memory of a face from Blossom’s neck and stretches out the memory of a hand. The dim grey knowledge spirals down, and diffuses a certain increase of brightness across Grue’s shade. Grue tucks their face back into Blossom’s shoulder.
There’s a significant pause. “Marids may not have substrates.” Doucelin doesn’t have a sorcerer’s perfect memory, but it’s a strong memory, and deep. Their species’ creator had bad motives but real skill.
“Marids don’t have substrates.” Blossom’s calmly certain.
Doucelin makes the connection quickly. “Meaning Grue could emerge from this process as constrainable as a demon.”
“More constrainable than I am,” Constant says.
“We put a lot of weight on Fire’s neeves,” Doucelin says. Constant smiles with pleasure.
Doesn’t matter if I can’t get the time, and I can’t get the time, Grue says. They haven’t turned their head away from Blossom. No material voice means it doesn’t matter.
“Why not?” Doucelin makes a general gesture of inclusion. “I would have thought the difficulties had been answered.”
Protection, Grue says. The analogy to being stuck in a vat is comprehensive.
There’s a pause. So is the certainty of going mad from sensory deprivation.
Grue turns around.
Being Blossom’s guest won’t work. I’d be subsumed, and Blossom would feel they were horrible thereafter.
Blossom nods once, the motion slow with formality, in response to Doucelin’s look of inquiry. It’s conceivable Grue is wrong, but narrowly only just conceivable.
Grue’s shade puts an arm around Blossom’s neck and leans back a little to look directly at Doucelin. No matter how clever you are, there’s no way to put ice in the tea kettle and keep its coldness.
That the accurate analogy would be a snowflake in a volcano is something Grue is loathe to mention. Nor need they; Doucelin’s aware of Blossom’s listed capability, and that it’s been exceeded by Blossom having become their hypothesized future self.
“I shouldn’t suggest the working link Fire’s team maintains.” Doucelin says it in the tones of rhetorical necessity; a thing that must be said for completeness.
Grue’s shade smiles enough to shift the formlessness of a shade’s forgotten face. You should not. It ought to have been a terrible smile.
Grue sort of sighs and wiggles fluidly into a shorter shape. It makes leaning back on Blossom’s materialized form, the Regular Five one they were born to, more practical. Tucking me into some vertex of their collective mind would paralytically terrify me.
Doucelin says “Why?”
“Peace behind us,” Blossom says. “The kids are down the south end of the second valley because we might get a brigade or more worth of Sea People coming up there, and the Line’s out of regular battalions.”
Grue nods. ’Creatures of legend’ doesn’t answer for ‘under fifty’.
Doucelin nods once, slowly. No one sensible would have expected Blossom to win their fight with whatever ate Reems. People who’ve met Blossom get less sensible, but it’s still not the prospect of a safe abode.
“I don’t know what else to suggest,” Doucelin says. “We could hardly bind you like a demon.” Unlawful in the Commonweal even when the bound entity is a demon, and no citizen.
I may not wish to, Grue says.
Blossom makes a sympathetic noise, and holds Grue.
The kids will miss me more than I would miss them. Grue’s tone is a simple flat factual thing. A human lifetime of hard work, and I am fearful, and I am feared.
There’s a shudder, almost as though Grue’s shade inhales.
The kids are more risk and more terror and more everything than a simple coercer with just about a median considerable talent, and people love them. I can see how it happened, I can understand how it happened, and I can never do it because I’d have to not be afraid.
There’s a silence, there in the midst of death’s ramparts and under a sky yet troubled with the murder of armies.
“Halt bid me say — ” and Dust speaks in Halt’s precise tones: “Hold not yourself unmourned, clever child, nor unremarked of loss.”
Grue’s shade doesn’t move at all. They had not thought about the circumstances, and that if Dust and Constant are here, Halt must have sent them.
“If you chose to go, we must let you go,” Dust says, with all the gentleness of Death. “I could be certain of time to tell you.”
Still, and Grue’s voice shakes, still doesn’t solve the logistics problem.
Doucelin’s composure holds across an unwelcome conclusion. “In law, Grue is dead. Three days with no substrate can’t be anything else.”
Three days? Grue says. Grue’s shade could have no memory of the time, and Grue does not know why it has been three days.
Constant’s carefully material voice has no feeling in it. “A simple alteration of probability admits of being reversed.”
Of course you were thorough. A momentary example of Grue’s teacher voice.
“There are no bees anywhere they could come back,” Constant says.
If I am dead, what is there to say, besides farewell?
“Was Grue killed?” Doucelin’s fair face is troubled by hope.
“We pulled Grue’s consciousness out of being destroyed but had to leave their substrate’s destruction in its present time. There wasn’t much room to do anything sooner and if Grue hadn’t run into those people we wouldn’t know they were there.” Dust makes a gesture meant to convey the insufficiency of language. “There’s no surviving point of time in which Grue was killed in this time we inhabit.”
“In legal precedent, independents arise from the dead; the apprentice legally dies no matter what the Shape concludes about them.” Doucelin’s face is intent.
Doucelin looks across at a hopeful Dust. “Do not hand me texts.” There’s a hand gesture, to soften Doucelin’s tone. “If this comes to texts, the courts will not carry it.”
There’s a great loopy mass of arcs of light, each arc one of a thousand shades of white.
You didn’t, Grue says, so shocked they sound angry.
“The material token’s in the commander’s waggon,” Blossom says. There’s a flash of Blossom’s regular metal-bending grin, not too brief for everyone here to run through the implications. Not having the material token might disadvantage anything able to consume Blossom. Might.
“Quiet is likely annoyed just now.”
“As a matter of capability, can the Shape house Grue?” Blossom says it calmly.
“It can.”
“None of you look surprised.” Doucelin’s tone is careful.
“Every independent has heard the Shape talk.” Blossom’s smile strives to be gentle. “No one ever tells you before your examination.”
Doucelin nods. “No one’s ever told me afterwards.”
“It seems like a secret when it happens,” Constant says.
“As it partakes of our wills it partakes of our sentience,” Blossom says. “It would have to be much the same sort of space candidates for independent status find themselves in.” Blossom’s tone goes from neutral to mildly inquisitive as Blossom’s attention moves away from Doucelin.
I can’t endure years of featureless bright fog, even if the Shape talks to me all the time. Grue’s frightened. Grue reads medical histories, and is bitterly aware that love can be a terrible thing.
“The closed nature of the space is particular to examinations.”
Grue’s shade makes a somewhat twitchy nod.
“The legal precedent has to be those intermittently sophont trees.” Doucelin’s face has settled into a much less troubled cast.
Everyone present can recall the trees. They’re like aspen; they grow in the First Commonweal in various stands of thousands that are all one colony organism connected by a common root mass, rather than distinct individual trees. There’s sometimes a hundred years between one of the trunks of any particular colony organism maintaining a mind. The individual trunks only last about eighty years, so any given stand won’t necessarily be sophont, won’t necessarily be able to talk, or necessarily a sorcerer. If you are a sorcerer or one of Parliament’s servants, you must be aware of the possibility of a sessile intermittent intelligence. Mistaking an incidentally sophont ancient unsuccessful attempt at a Power-storage organism for a weed or firewood or a source of basket-withies fails to serve the Peace.
Grue’s shade expresses a mood that might be joy. Literally growing a brain.
“If the substrate includes a brain,” Blossom says, smiling at Grue’s shade.
“Either way,” Doucelin says, “the precedent inverts; substrate without sophoncy can’t be legally distinct from sophoncy without substrate if either case is expected to acquire the other in the future by the natural processes of the organism. The process by which one or the other got lost doesn’t matter if it’s not voluntary.”
I’m really dead, Grue says. If someone with knowledge of my memories comes back, I’ll still be dead.
“You’re really dead,” Blossom says in agreement. “You’d be simpler to hold on to if you weren’t.”
We’re not going to keep the consonance, or, or anything. Grue’s leaning back on Blossom. I’m not going to turn into anything mighty enough to love you and survive.
“You were,” Blossom says. “If you live again, you will have been.”
No tremulousness, no bravery, nothing but Blossom, arms full of Grue’s mutually tangible shade.
Doucelin’s ilk do not senesce. Doucelin is not quite two centuries old. They were a full Clerk and served the Galdor-gesith for half-a-century before Blossom and Grue were born. They were a witness to the joint seventh birthday party with half-scale unicorn illusions. They remember Grue’s preternatural self-possession and Blossom’s drastically over-focused youth.
One earnest child is dead, and the other is greater than human might contain. Doucelin cannot avoid that awareness, here in both their presences.
That much Doucelin might have compassed. Dust and Constant, holding hands and looking fond, Doucelin cannot.
Cryptic Amative do not love; they were made to be unable. They need and they obey. They can think, because otherwise they would not have been enough fun. Their creator had already tried it.
Love as a capacity of other living things is an insignificant commonplace in the life Doucelin has made out of will, intellect, and a broad range of tavern subscriptions. In the presence of far too much Power, the woken memory of all that died across geologic ages, and lovers whom death does not suffice to part, Doucelin feels what they are incapable of feeling. It hurts them.
I’m still dead. This might not work.
“Do you want it to work?”
There’s a pause, but Grue says Yes.
There is no way to be a coercer in the Peace. Now I know how I failed.
Blossom only nods and holds Grue’s shade tighter. Constant puts two intangible fingers on Dust’s immaterial wrist, and Dust doesn’t comment about failed. Failed isn’t a reasonable judgement, or a just assessment; Grue never did coerce a fellow citizen improperly. Getting their few careful, narrow, approved-by-committee medical uses correct was a statistically unlikely achievement. Not being reflexively militant is a success in the Peace, even when it leaves you unable to fight someone much the mightier sorcerer. Much the mightier, and who had who survived years of flight and harsh chances and could not have been other than entirely militant. Grue had more than a little of the tendency Dust notices in themself, to set their expectations by the strength of those around them.
I was always going to fail, Grue says, to the air or the distance but certainly not the darkness. Of all the ways I could have failed, this was the worst but has been made the least. I am dead, and no other citizen.
Doucelin thinks of things to say, and does not say them.
Doucelin thinks of something they should say. “How plausible is an eventual success?”
It won’t take a miracle. Grue’s shade hasn’t enough face for the fey and merry smile everyone there feels, only Doucelin through their skin. Many years, and I’ll have to talk about the work, but the hard part’s letting go of a habit of dread. It won’t be quick.
“It’s a shabby goddess who cannot bear receiving letters from the dead.” Blossom says it as fact, for sake that it is.
Dust and Constant look at one another, and smile.
Constant?
Constant looks up, and says “Yes?” in nearly human tones.
Could you explain to Dirce?
“I will,” Constant says, facing Grue’s shade and taking both of Dust’s hands. Dirce has no talent to speak of, and just why Dirce views Constant as having a gravitas they have never granted Grue or Blossom or Fire isn’t known. “It will have to be on the way.”
Grue’s shade nods.
“The shades of the dead,” Doucelin says, “are known for lacking creativity. Is the work required something possible for,” and Doucelin pauses to choose words, “what is present of Grue to do?”
“Change is alteration,” Dust says. “Having no substrate, the dead have no ability to change. Grue has no substrate, but — ”
“We have provided a substitute,” Constant says. “Continuation of memory would itself suffice.”
Doucelin’s face does several things, none of them actually smiles. “I have been listening to Rose for years now. What does that mean?”
“You can change if you can remember and have opinions,” Blossom says. “People as a sense of self aren’t more than a machine for creating and retrieving memories; some of the memories are what you thought of the events the last time you remembered them, or when you acquired the memory.”
Doucelin nods cautiously.
“Constructing a substrate practically requires a general ability to exercise the Power,” Blossom says. “The supporting construct provides that.”
“Artificial talent.” Doucelin’s tone is dry.
“As is found widely,” Constant says. “Graul, most unicorns, the generality of sorcery among Typicals, the certainty that any mind among those intermittently sophont trees will have a talent able to suppress burning, the complete and reliable lack of immaterial talents among Skittish — ” and here Doucelin raises a hand, palm toward Constant.
“Were I able to explain the mechanism,” Constant says, “Tiggy’s team would have put it in a prosthesis for Eugenia.”
“There will be another day,” Blossom says, and Death and Destruction and Constant all nod, agreeing together that the thing shall be.
“An intangible ability to create lasting structures in the Power,” Doucelin says, “is markedly similar to a demon.”
Small steps from shape shifter to protean, Grue says. I mean to take them.
“Grue’s name shall remain as bound as any independent’s.”
Doucelin looks less calm even than they were, and then much more calm.
Constant looks over Dust’s shoulder and says to Blossom, “The working link geometry.” Constant is trying to sound sympathetic. The result is perhaps more regretful.
“You need not be concerned for morose unicorns,” Blossom says, smiling.
If that’s where your terror and your Power and your kinship takes you, Star of Morning, I want you to have it, Grue says, their shade turning to look up at Blossom. Grue’s shade finds the thought easier than Grue ever did living, though the dead are not ever freed from the moment of their loss.
Blossom looks at where a shade does not have eyes and says “Myn lykyng,” and nothing else. Blossom’s left hand comes up to cradle the right side of where Grue’s shade strives to have a face, and a gentle thumb passes over where there is not an eye.
“All done,” Dust and Constant say with one voice, as their present two-fifths of one mind.
Grue’s shade nods and stands and steps and turns to look at Blossom with what is still not a face.
The dead are given to know what the living may not, Grue says. It’ll be your victory as much as anyone’s. May it be enough joy, and not all your joys, Star of Morning.
Grue falls to my keeping, absent of place.
There’s a silence on the bare rock inside the ramparts of Death.
“You have never asked why I never expanded my capacity for amativity,” Blossom says to Dust.
“It’s a rude question,” Dust says. A rude question to which Dust has wished to know the answer since the second year of their apprenticeship.
“When you chose to find Fire sexually attractive,” Blossom says, “you did not intend what resulted.”
Dust grins. It’s not an especially voluntary grin. Dust takes Constant’s other hand again, and leans back, immaterial leaning on intangible, Constant’s arms around Dust as Dust placed them.
Constant’s expression doesn’t have a name. They nod once, Dust lifting their head forward slightly to let Constant’s nod move freely.
Dust and Constant may chose to ignore all material substance, but always chose to impinge on one another.
Blossom’s face goes kind and sad at once. “I may not do what I do not intend.”


Chapter 41
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Seventeenth Day
The bench has ignored the sun and the rain and the chill of winter these ten years. It looks like upholstery new-made of malachite, shining and unweathered. It is illusion, and two of Crow’s murder peck at the places the couch does not have seams with discontent.
Crow sits cross-legged. Birds settle from the air until the couch is black with only restive flashes of green, which are magpies.
Crow had handed the Speaker their succession of tokens with Parliament silent around them. Crow’s Second Commonweal ambassadorial credentials, their First Commonweal emissary’s token, and finally the personal token that glitters around the bits of bone.
The Second Shape of Peace had risen like a wall. For all that Parliament meets in the open air, its deliberations are not to be scattered down the world’s wind.
A world’s wind rife with corvids, settling from a sky none of material, present, or inside the Shape of Peace’s containment. Enough of Crow is here, and so too that sky. It goes on until there’s a hectare of birds in an elongate ellipse along the axis of Parliament. All the heads turn together; some of the beaks are closed and some open. No noise comes that is not faint and a feather-rustle. None of crow nor jay nor magpie nor raven make any vocal sound.
The Speaker recognizes the Independent Crow.
A crow near the front of the ellipse — most of the way to the Speaker and fifty metres from the buried bench and the shrouded figure of the independent — struts forward, head bobbing with its firm strides over the smooth rock. Five metres past the front edge of the mass of birds, the crow’s wings come up and it hops. It lands a standing human figure, one not any ilk of the present Commonweal.
Not any species of the Kingdom of the Spider’s long history in former days, though of those present who are not Crow only one clerk of the Peace-gesith’s knows this of certainty.
“I bear you greetings from the Commonweal.”
Parliament mostly agrees with Eugenia that Crow’s voice is lovely. Crow’s smile they can put down to Crow having got to say that to Parliament, first of anyone in the history of the world.
“The plan, from which events have now obviously departed, was for there to be an attack south from the ward-barrier to the location of the Lily Swamps in the Year of Peace Five Hundred Forty-One. I was sent to bring you warning.”
Parliament is silent with a reaching silence.
“The first part of that plan was to command the Independent Shimmer to absent the hell-things from their purpose, that there might more probably be time to raise the necessary additional brigades.”
Parliament’s silence retreats; not sharply, not truly in much degree, but it has been not quite ten years. Everyone here was born and grew to adulthood in one Commonweal, and Shimmer’s dread remains. Second of the Twelve, and mad with an encompassing madness. This would have been the fourth time in the Commonweal’s half-millennium that Parliament has commanded Shimmer.
“By the observations of the Eighteenth Brigade, kindly made available to me, Shimmer’s working yet succeeds.” Crow’s voice’s lack of emphasis takes on meaning.
The mood running around Parliament lightens a small amount. The hell-things have been moving in patterns, vast patterns involving all the hell-things together. It is impossible to observe the whole form of the pattern without great risk, and so nothing could be deduced of the intent. If those patterns are of Shimmer’s imposition and not the workings of the hell-things’ own ritual, that could be something other than ill news.
“That is everything I know of the matter,” Crow says. “It was not thought wise that I should pass outside the Commonweal with much specific knowledge.”
The customary evaluation of risk runs through Parliament’s collective understanding as a pattern of nods and inhales. Crow knows what a focus is; Crow is not an enchanter. Crow would not be easy to overcome.
The Speaker recognizes the member from Curse-grass Fell. “Would the independent care to offer any suppositions?”
“Maritime empires arrive where there are coasts.” Perhaps Crow does not mean to sound amused. “Between Meadows Pass and the Equatorial Ocean is not much land, and without Reems in the way?” One of Crow’s hands moves through an elegant gesture and all the corvids’ heads move to track the motion. “Perhaps the pass is again a concern.”
Unkind language skitters through the Parliament’s understanding; if it is a maritime empire, if it is the same maritime empire, it will surely conclude the First and Second Commonweals are one polity. It will not be conceivable to them that anyone with a battle-standard is not expanding. The Sea People might feel lucky they encountered their misunderstanding so soon, and not half a century later.
The Speaker recognizes the member from the Fourth Expanse of Lilies. “Will the Independent carry messages on their return?” It’s a risk. It’s the sort of risk you really have to volunteer for, both to carry and to send.
“I will not return.” Crow’s gesture is placatory, but their voice is the distant whisper of the voice marids would hear, and bow, and not think to disobey. “Ten years and one day after I departed, my name shall be cast out from the first Shape of Peace. There is not now time for certain return, nor any likelihood of success in returning.”
If something has come up from the sea and is pushing hard enough on Meadows Pass to make the hell-things out of the Paingyre something other than the First Commonweal’s first concern, it is not at all certain Crow could sneak past them and return to the First Commonweal, Crow means.
Crow left the First Commonweal in the early autumn of five thirty-eight; picking their undetected way through Reems’ disintegration took much longer than expected, and will not prove quicker than a return through the Sea People’s plausible dominion nor the demon-littered wasteland Reems’ destruction created. Anything getting the same prickling across its awareness as it felt from Crow passing east will not wait for a third occurrence; the notion that one waits until the third occurrence to suppose deliberate intent is not much maintained in the Bad Old Days. Once Crow is revealed as a certain preeminent, the morass of conflict will engulf them. Absent conquest, Crow would need to destroy on a scale both undesirable and implausible to extricate themself again.
Against an empire able to threaten the whole of the First Commonweal slavery, perhaps in pieces, is more likely than an entire death.
Parliament thinks these things over and agrees.
The vote to offer the Independent Crow the welcome of the Second Commonweal passes unanimously.
Crow bows, all the crows bow, toward the Speaker because the Independent Crow is too astonished to say anything.


Chapter 42
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Messidor, Seventeenth Day
Part-Captain Eugenia is not sure how they feel about the battery rolling back northward, over the same ground it had covered coming south. The master gunner points out privately that covering the same ground on subsequent marches is an activity attached to a great weight of tradition. Eugenia must allow as to how it would be so. Everyone is in the bubble this time, and they march without a plume of dust. The death of the Independent Grue and the unsuspected Reems force hiding in the End of the Edge has taken away the confidence of victory.
Three banners of the Second Heavy are up Edge Creek, dusting the sky where the majority of the agriculture and settlement are. Two banners of the Second and one of the First have come east, to assist with the fled folk of Reems. Parliament has sent someone with plausible Reemish and several clerks and a Line-gesith fylstan; the fylstan has the unenviable job of deciding what to do.
Eugenia finds themself in a correspondence with the standard-captain of the Second, who is with the banners dusting the sky. It begins with a request for information about, not what the battery did, but to what they did it; it is unfortunate that no part of the former hilltop remained. It makes it difficult to tell precisely what ancient ichor might have been there before it scattered across the sky.
The correspondence extends; by the third exchange it’s a discussion of strategic goals. Eugenia cannot avoid knowing they cannot pass the Shape of Peace, and that they’ve undertaken a job they will not finish. They have no knowledge of Line customs concerning how those appointed to active commands are evaluated, and pour out precisely reasoned strategic concerns. Full-Captain Slow responds with questions about doctrine; by the time the battery has returned to the Creeks Armoury and the Second has reassembled along the Southern Edge, there’s twenty or thirty sheets of paper going each way at least once a décade. One décade topped a hundred. Slow’s battalion clerks make several tries to get the correspondence out of the standard long enough to copy it, and are told “When we’re done.”
Captain Blossom returned quietly, before the battery has come back to Edge Creek.
Eugenia’s regularized appointment is as a part-captain and second-in-command; in regular times it would indicate an intent to promote Eugenia to command of a battery. No one says “small-captain” out loud or in Eugenia’s awareness in the focus. No one in the battery would have the least doubt who you meant if you were so unmannerly as to speak the term aloud.
No one discusses any specific future; the battery resumes its regular training schedule. Eugenia turns out to be skilled with the focus. Eugenia feels silly going through artillery drills as a participant, and suppresses that sense so thoroughly that many of the artillerists find themselves feeling that the artillery drill manual has taken a form with agency. Captain Blossom hands Eugenia logistical and planning exercises. These are not the traditional exercises where you have to calculate weights of caissons and then the size of the required raft; Captain Blossom’s notion of a planning exercise involves selecting shot to carry to advance against an invading force concerning which there is conflicting intelligence. There’s a lot of chalk used. Eugenia visibly and passionately loathes planning on the basis of what will fail the least horribly if all the intelligence is wrong, but does it well.
The battery returns to the Eastern Waste in Brumaire, late enough in the year that the barge crews are nervous about the canals or Edge Creek freezing. It costs the Line-gesith less and the barges are to be had, because the battery can promise to flip ice out of the waterway if they must. The battery does the firing drills they had meant to do in the summer. It’s cold enough the glycerine-water mix in the impulse spreaders has to be warmed carefully before firing. Eugenia, who has the even-numbered artillery tubes, realizes that they didn’t have to be reminded or to think about how to express the order and has a terrible moment of doubt and displacement. None of the gunners notice.
Order’s answer to “How long can your mind stay in a ritual working?” was “Your whole life, if your life is notably short.” It was meant to encourage attention to the practical, over the abstract, but Eugenia feels it differently now.


Chapter 43
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Frimaire, Seventeenth Day
Eugenia had expected more of a sense of place.
They had expected it to be easier to take the device off.
Doucelin accepts the device without comment. Eugenia brought the original box. Eugenia has the original box by courtesy of the artillery battalion clerk, who called Eugenia ‘Sir’ without thought or comment.
It’s become the stable consensus that the Second Commonweal’s House of Parliament should not be built over the Second Commonweal’s apparent Shape of Peace. That the oddly immutable chalk lines on the high point of the bare ridge of rock are not the Shape of Peace in any metaphysical sense does not alter their civic reality. Plans have shifted, and Parliament’s tents have moved from west of what is now called the Shape of Chalk to just west of the Commonweal Book Library. It simplifies several things.
There have been suggestions that Parliament could meet in the great central light-well of the Library, and while this is acknowledged to be factual as possibility it is not thought proper as anything other than an architectural suggestion for the eventual House Of Parliament.
Shifting Parliament’s tents leaves more space clear around the ritual presence of the Shape of Peace, more than a kilometre from any edge of the chalk. The rock is bare and clean, without even grit underfoot. It makes Eugenia wonder if anyone has tried to date the little bit of marsh at the east end of Dug Pond by testing how much grit washes into the pond in a year, or five. Reeds show dry and brown through the snow in the marsh there, not densely but some.
Snow fell last night, but there’s none around the Shape. There was another set of examinations yesterday, but that can’t be why there’s no snow from last night’s snowfall.
Usually, you have your teacher with you.
Eugenia doesn’t. Archibald doesn’t. Archibald has the Independent Block accompanying them. There’s another independent in the hostel with two students. Eugenia doesn’t recognize any of them, not even to species cluster for the students. The teacher has the look of Typical antecedents; one of the students might be an Elegant.
Last night was exceeding awkward.
Eugenia could have talked about the Line or artillery at length, but not without talking about murdering an army. The official estimate of the reports has not less than twenty thousand persons in the army the battery engaged. The most-likely number is twenty-eight thousands. Eugenia has managed to avoid being aware at one time that this would have been an highly respectable result for a preeminent talent in the Bad Old Days and that they gave the orders to do it, though there have been moments the one thought chased the other from their mind.
Archibald could have talked about their hopes for reading the Book of Snow, but not without talking about Eugenia’s loss. Talking about twenty years of shared student experiences would have meant talking about their dead fellow students or Order, who chose not to attend or who was forbidden to attend depending on your choice of perspective.
“The Galdor-gesith has rescinded Order’s permission to take students,” Doucelin had said.
“Order’s a skilled teacher.” Eugenia hadn’t said it with any particular feeling; it’s factual, however complex Eugenia’s feelings remain about Order.
“For several individual subjects and techniques,” Doucelin had agreed, and looked around to confirm Archibald out of earshot. “Nor does the gesith believe there is no such thing as ill-luck. Yet in three hundred and thirty years, Order has accepted sixty students and eleven have become independents.”
Eugenia had smiled, and had a moment of missing the coffee at the Edifice, the coffee or the certain kindness. “Twelve can be a fortunate number.”
Doucelin had nodded, once, and not said anything. Twelve is not a fortunate number in the traditions of Regulars; there, the fortunate number is eight, or sometimes two, or twenty. There aren’t any fortunate anythings in the traditions of Cryptic Amatives. Eugenia had found themself remembering that lack of expectation when a delicate inquiry got them a gentle explanation that students are components of the long ritual, not participants. Examination order cannot be adjusted at student request.
Three groups of people with handcarts and a wheelbarrow go past. Eugenia is here earlier than a student would be, but if they are accompanied by Doucelin, they are necessarily arriving in time for Doucelin’s administrative responsibilities.
Eugenia had almost not worn the quilted jacket. It’s Line issue, new, and the clothing teams in the Edifice had fussed over it and the rest of Eugenia’s uniform. No attempt at protest had done anything; it is not possible to command a battery and not be in the Line.
Eugenia had expressed doubt that it counted as a battle when no one had attacked the battery. “We call that doing it right,” Hank had said in a mild and inescapable voice. Eugenia had lost all heart to protest. They’d worn Line uniform during the firing exercises in the Eastern Waste, out of propriety and politeness and without any difficulty. Wearing it now says something.
“You might as well be warm,” Doucelin had said this morning. Their face and eyes are youthful, but for that sentence Doucelin’s voice was not.
Eugenia had nodded and worn the winter uniform.
The wait shouldn’t be long by the clock. There’s two tables and three groups of clerks to set up. ‘Examination for Independent Sorcerer’ isn’t complicated, but it isn’t frequent, either. Doucelin tips their hat at Eugenia and walks off to answer questions.
There’s a soft thump on Eugenia’s hat. A harsh voice says “Snowplough snowplough snowplough”. Eugenia carefully doesn’t turn, or start. They can’t keep from trying to look up through the brim of their hat.
Their heavy winter hat, with loops of springy wire sewn between the layers of the brim and up the sides of the crown. The weather doesn’t get that horrible in the Creeks, but the Line has a long tradition of expecting any unit of it to find itself stuck in a poor choice of mountain pass having harsh weather for Nivôse.
Eugenia isn’t surprised when the front of the hat brim dips, six small clawed toes appear, and then an upside down bird head saying “Better hat!” The bird head flips up out of Eugenia’s sight and says “Better hat! Better hat!” again, with the greater emphasis allowed by upright posture. The eyes were mad and the head feathers vivid green.
“It is a fine hat,” Eugenia says. Says in conversational tones because whether or not the Independent Crow is the flock of corvids, they’re certainly aware of anything the birds perceive.
“Depends on your definition of is,” sounds amused.
Eugenia waits while the crows land, and the ravens, and a pair of brilliant blue-and-white magpies between the crows and ravens for size. There’s a swirling mutter, croaks and gurgles and near-whistles, but little movement after the folded wings settle. All the heads stay up, and there are no foraging postures.
“Population or manifestation?” is a terribly rude question. Eugenia asks it anyway.
“Emanation?” Crow does not sound offended. “They’re consequent ideals of a potential summoning, not — ”Crow’s voice goes blank with glee — “troubled with lifespans. Not a population unless I am.”
Crow is not tall. Taller than Eugenia isn’t tall. Whatever covers Crow in feathers Eugenia sees the same with their own eyes as the Power. It has many wings, and they do not always all move together. You might be Eugenia thinks, as quietly as they can.
Manifest, obviously, Eugenia can feel the weight on their hat, but not manifestation. “There would be more,” Eugenia says, and feels Crow smile.
“Some few,” Crow says, and Eugenia’s memory provides the dry language of a summary history of the first millennium pre-Commonweal. The succinctly mentioned fate of several armies becomes far more gruesome in Eugenia’s understanding.
Eat their names, eat their names comes quiet and smugly harsh from the magpie on Eugenia’s hat.
Eugenia carefully doesn’t nod. No sense getting pecked in the top of the hat, sturdy hat or not. Nor would it have been a worse act than shooting a mostly-sleeping army with five-red shot.
“Hammer would not say ‘army’.” Crow’s voice is only lovely, this time. “They believed with a whole belief that anything named an army would be destroyed.”
Crow could sound sad, and Eugenia looks sideways. Crow is looking forward to where the Shape of Chalk is vanishing under the shining curve of the manifest Shape of Peace. Shapes entwined together over the curve of Crow’s shoulder ruffle and blink and turn to stare at Eugenia.
The mad eyes of grackles aren’t anything a grackle can prevent, any more than the green and purple iridescence of their heads. That it shines cold and bright in early winter isn’t anything the grackle is doing.
Doucelin is making a ‘come over’ gesture by the table outside the manifest Shape of Peace.
Eugenia walks over.
There are three clerks at the table. There’s a Dark Jar, and small solid tokens. The clerk who grabs a handful of tokens and associates their symbols with the list of names turns their back to do it, while the other two look away. The tokens go in the Dark Jar and the clerk who wrote down the symbols beside names gets up and walks away.
Of the remaining two clerks, one reaches into the jar without looking and the other looks at the token presented.
It’s not especially reliable; a considerable talent’s mere nervousness can change the tokens in a clerk’s hand, vision, or mind. Considering the circumstances, the considerable talent is well-advised not to do so, and the general view of the selection practice is that it does not need improvement.
Eugenia’s second. Archibald is fourth. First is the shorter of the students of the Independent Eugenia doesn’t recognize, third is the taller, much bluer, student.
Archibald says “Odds and evens,” under their breath, and Eugenia can’t avoid a small smile. Archibald has never become reconciled to the inapplicability of probabilistic expectations to small numbers.
Everyone steps back. The clerk who did the symbol association returns, and the Dark Jar and tokens are put away. Forms are set out; the first student starts attesting, while the others step back to stand at a polite distance.
It’s not far enough to keep Eugenia from reading the forms if they cared to make the effort. Another thing Eugenia thinks would be inadvisable under the circumstances, if you had any chance of surviving.
“You’re not dead.” Crow doesn’t say this with any particular emphasis. The magpie on Eugenia’s hat rustles and flaps. Murders of crows scattered over dark rock at each point of the compass throw back their heads and chant Eat the dead, eat the dead in tones of mad confidence.
Eugenia had no sense of Crow moving. After a moment they suppose they couldn’t expect any such thing themself, and maybe not with an alert banner.
“Fact,” Crow says.
Eugenia is still trying to comprehend how not being dead means anything before an event certain to kill them when their name is called. Motioning them forward wasn’t noticed.
Eugenia turns their head a little to smile at Crow as best they can and say, “Thank you.”
Archibald puts up a hand, takes two steps, and leans in to whisper “If I am accepted, I will be called Spark.”
Eugenia takes Archibald’s shoulder, just for a moment, inhales, and nods.
Then they turn and walk forward.
There isn’t much to attest. Seeing a copy of the written portion of their own-work project, complete with one of the original evaluation summaries, feels to Eugenia like a piece of history, something that happened to someone else.
I suppose it did.
Attestations, well, all of it is simple.
Through the veil of the manifest Shape of Peace is easy, too, it’s just one foot in front of the other. The clerks there go extremely still-faced, and ask the questions.
Eugenia can’t melt the tungsten, and can’t begin to claim they’ve achieved a complete metaphysical transition. The lead clerk makes the tick-marks, nods, and looks up.
The sense of infinite space is a surprise.
Hello, more so, out of no particular place in the apparent infinity.
“Hello.” Eugenia’s capacity for feeling surprise is less than it once was. They’re now sure what shock feels like, and this isn’t.
When it came to your case, fifteen judges split into teams of five and argued the views they least supported. The Shape of Peace isn’t … anything, Eugenia decides. Facts, and only facts.
“That seems formal.” It’s extremely formal. Appeals to the Ur-Law aren’t often that formal. Which is a way of saying Eugenia can’t remember any mention of it ever happening.
The precedents for ‘sophont’, ‘mind’, and ‘sorcery’ were created in this way.
Eugenia carefully doesn’t splutter. What Rose did, what Rose wanted to do, would run into all three of those … and here Eugenia carefully thinks ‘subjects’.
“Can the decision be relevant to me? I can’t achieve the requirements for being considered for an independent. Even if someone else has a similar brain injury, they won’t be able to be considered for an independent, either. Not unless the judges concluded Rose ought to have been allowed to create me anew.”
To become an independent, the Shape of Peace says, you must demonstrate sufficient capacity of Power, a stable expression of skill, a flesh adapted to the density of Power you demonstrate, and a metaphysical part sufficient to the exercise of such Power. For this purpose, flesh is any kind of material manifestation found socially sufficient and not found inimical.
Eugenia nods, and tries to keep from thinking the dead are dead, and don’t think new thoughts well.
You must further alter your being so as to leave the food ecology by binding your life to the Power and shifting the primary locus of your self from the material to the metaphysical part of your being. Having done so, you must present yourself for judgement.
Eugenia nods.
The performance of these requirements via the student ritual cannot be inescapably necessary, the Shape of Peace says, or those sorcerous born outside the Commonweal and arriving in the Peace with formed talents could not be considered for independents.
Eugenia tries to think that was a long time ago and thinks Hákarl instead.
Further, we cannot judge you lacking in what was forbidden you. The pause does not feel like a person would, stopping to gather their thoughts. Yet we must judge you, as the ritual requires.
“Judge me how?” Eugenia doesn’t know where to face, in the even, formless fog, and strives for a focused address.
By your deeds, as all are judged. The Shape might be amused.
“An own-work project, a notable failure of technique,” Eugenia says, “two possible successes of description, and a murdered army.”
The Line does not customarily say murdered.
“They had mothers.” Eugenia’s voice hasn’t gone flat. It hasn’t gone empty or quiet or into a place where it varies uneasily in pitch. They don’t feel shockey, this feels … simpler, really. Eugenia does not regret the murdered army.
Eugenia has had time to be certain they do not regret the murdered army.
Rose altered you.
“Least addition for a robust general capability within the convex hull of Eugenia’s present potential capability,” Eugenia quotes the Independent Rose. “The judges may not have inquired sufficiently about robust.”
Or you might have been a notable independent. The Shape is unconcerned for the inattention of judges.
“Or I have been expended.” Eugenia’s head moves. “Is it possible for there to be a point of light? Something I can focus on to address?”
The Shape does not say anything, but most of the imperceptible mist dims, leaving a narrow arc still bright.
“Thank you.” Eugenia faces the bright arc. “There’s all the formal writing about leaving the Peace and how you expend the potential of Line troopers by replacing their early adulthood with skills and practices that don’t fit in the Peace. It’s sort of the converse of independents; any individual independent must fit in the Peace. A sorcery student isn’t taught how to be militant. The Line as an organization must fit in the Peace while the individuals in it leave the Peace at need, and aren’t taught anything except how to be militant.
“Without active talent, I’m dead; I cannot pass for an independent. So leaving the Peace seemed … relatively inconsequential.”
Eugenia stops speaking for a time. The Shape of Peace displays no impatience.
“The error lay with potential.” Eugenia’s attention focuses as it can on the bright portion of the encompassing void. “Everyone was concerned with the metaphysical, the impermissibility of constructing a sophont mind. Yet sophont minds are permitted to develop from created conditions.”
You consider yourself distinct from your student self?
“I am demonstrably different from my student self. Order’s student Eugenia could not have commanded five-red shot loaded.” Commanded that artillery shoot, not with anything, not for anything at all.
Eugenia produces a facial expression they could never describe. “Order exists in the fear of the Bad Old Days only slightly greater than their fear of Parliament. The Line exists to be the thing the Bad Old Days fear, for all you cannot threaten and have Peace.”
Would you have Peace?
“Yes.” Eugenia smiles. “I have been outside the Peace, and have sound comparative grounds for the preference.”
The world returns, and Eugenia is standing on the bare dry rock in the cold air of winter.
It’s a surprise.
Head-bobbing ravens rattle, rattle, and chant: Hello hello hello.
Eugenia smiles and says “Hello,” as politely as they can.
What looks like a few thousand diverse corvids call Hello at volume.
Eugenia would not have said it was stunning volume; a few clerks looks stunned anyway. The Independent Crow grins in all good cheer. There’s fluttering and head-gestures and the tipped-up speculative eyes of magpies. The ravens have no doubts at all and fluff their throat-feathers luxuriously.
Eugenia smiles back, thinking a six-tube heave might not be an appropriate measure for stunning volume, and that they have no idea where to walk.
Toward the waving clerk, that’s a start.
Eugenia’s pile of paperwork has a Parliamentary directive sitting on it like a paperweight, gold side up. Tokens are seventeen-centimetres-by-five-by-one; a directive is a square a little over nine centimetres on a side and half a centimetre thick. Most of the thickness is ductile iron, but the gold is more than a wash, and the gold is the side with the bind-rune. The iron portion of each edge is engraved two millimetres deep with the filing number that will find the paper copies.
Instructions given by Parliament set precedent. Directives do not; directives are about events, and not tendencies.
Which is not to say a judge or a gesith or a gesith’s fylstan can’t consult a directive for guidance, merely that they are not required so to do.
Eugenia gets to within four steps of the table and looks at the actual directive. It’s got bind runes in each corner instead of one in the middle and four reference numbers down the near edge.
The clerk picks it up and hands it to Eugenia. “I don’t imagine you’re ever going to need it again,” the clerk says.
It’s heavy, and awkward, and it isn’t cold. With the air temperature below freezing, it really ought to be cold.
There’s a leather sleeve for the directive. Eugenia says “Thank you,” takes the offered sleeve, and tucks the directive into it. It goes in one of the uniform jacket’s substantial pockets.
“The précis of the summary,” the clerk says, “is that Parliament specifically excepted you from the legislated requirements for independents. No demonstration of capacity, no comprehensive metaphysical transition mental or physical, and no service years. If you’re forbidden available sufficient help, however necessarily, we can’t justly visit consequences of the lack upon you.”
Eugenia trembles, just slightly.
There’s a thump on top of Eugenia’s hat, and a scrabbling. The green magpie swings its head down over the hat-brim to hiss Passed, in Eugenia’s ear before hopping back up to the crown of Eugenia’s hat and doing a little dance.
“I passed for an independent?” Eugenia does their best to keep their head level and look at the clerk.
“You’re alive,” the Clerk says. “You passed.”
Eugenia doesn’t change their name filling out the paperwork. They hardly notice the spluck of ostrich lard on hands and forehead or the formal statement of completion.
They go to stand beside the Independent Crow, who is looking entirely pleased.
Eugenia can manage not to clutch the folder. Eugenia can manage to breathe. That’s about as much as they can presently do.
“This Parliament’s predecessors didn’t kill Shadow,” Crow says.
Brave brave brave passes as a sort of sequentially expressed opinion among the ravens.
Eugenia, who has been living in the edifice, cannot find anything to say. It’s not something out of the pinnacle of empire in the Bad Old Days because the plumbing works. That’s not something preeminent sorcerers cared about.
Crow smiles generously and nods. The magpie on Eugenia’s hat is nodding vigorously. Eugenia recognizes the back-and-forth rocking sensation.
Breathe, Eugenia thinks. You’re alive. Breathe.


Chapter 44
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Frimaire, Seventeenth Day
The tall blue student emerges. They look over at their teacher and slump. A clerk rises from behind the table, walks to them to take their elbow, and guides them to the table and the paperwork, before making commiserative noises while moving them over to their teacher.
The pair moves to stand closer to Eugenia and Crow. There’s a few croaks, a few flaps, and one whistle as they move between the sitting birds.
The Independent Block hasn’t moved the whole time. Eugenia has time to wonder in detail what Block thinks Archibald’s chances are, before that worthy emerges from the opalescent dome of the Shape of Peace manifest over the Shape of Chalk.
The new Independent Spark doesn’t look up until they’ve done the paperwork and started over towards the Independent Block, at which point they fall down, bounce up, and sprint.
Eugenia does not approve of being hugged as a regular matter. The magpie entirely disapproves and flies a broad circle calling kurk, kurk in a loudly displeased voice.
Eugenia fishes out the directive in preference to trying to explain. It will work for Spark; directives contain the whole of their decisions.
The magpie thunks back on to Eugenia’s hat, rattles its wings, and ticks threateningly at Spark, who bows apologetically, the square gold face of the directive sweeping across their torso with the customary hand.
Block raises one eyebrow perhaps three millimetres; Eugenia nods. Block takes the directive and both eyebrows rise, just a little. Eugenia looks across at Crow who looks serene. Read already read already comes decorously enough from a few of the ravens.
Eugenia accepts the directive back. They’re going to read the transcripts, but not today.
The new independent and their teacher show no interest, so Eugenia puts the directive away again.
Spark realizes that they’re neither student nor apprentice anymore, bows slightly, and says “Spark, as of just now.”
The tall blue independent bows and says “Gear.” There’s a wave at nothing in particular in an empty quarter of the sky.
Block bows a little in their turn, and Gear bows back. “We may not know why,” Block says. Block had chuckled quietly, a surprisingly warm sound, when Spark had fallen at their first sight of Eugenia. This voice is compassionate, but more firm than compassionate.
Gear nods once, stiffly. “While we may wish for the strength the task requires,” Gear says, “we may not wish to be mighty.”
Eugenia thinks about that twice and concludes it’s a remarkably harsh judgement of a fellow-student.
“For all I loved him, Angren never lost their wish to be mighty.” Gear’s voice is a thing wholly of sorrow, and Eugenia cannot imagine what to say.
“I am sorry for your loss,” Eugenia says out of some spinal compassion. Those dead of being examined are not conventionally a loss.
Gear turns a little, and looks down. Eugenia carefully does not look up and bows narrowly. “Eugenia. It did not seem necessary to change my name.”
Something moves in Gear’s face, and then they bow back, and say “Gear,” in tones of ritual necessity.
Mighty? is comprehensible from the magpie on Eugenia hat, but only just. Inflectional interrogatives challenge magpie enunciation.
Gear’s eyes close, and open. In between, all the humanity falls out of their face. “What I feared to be, and did not wish to be, and cannot abandon now.”
“Hark to the hard fate,” Block says, entirely serious and possibly kind.
Spark looks doubtfully between Gear and their teacher and the Independent Block. Eugenia’s recollection of the odd count of the neighbours’ class coalesces in their thoughts.
“Might,” Eugenia turns and says to the teacher they do not know, “you be the Independent Crane?”
The teacher bows, and says “I am called Crane.” Eugenia bows back and all Crow’s ravens say Fashion for bird names! Fashion for bird names! and Crane looks quellingly at Crow. Crow grins back entirely unrepentant. All the crows snicker, loud enough to have been the rising of the world’s wind.
Spark has not reached Eugenia’s conclusions. They’re looking increasingly impassive in a way Eugenia understands as startled.
“I should like to have some strength of my own,” Eugenia says. “For all that I have found work that I may do.”
Gear nods, but nods only a little. “It is not the strength, but the society. I like people.” Gear’s head tilts up and turns so they look into the far reaches of the western sky. “I have seen what comes of mightiness.”
So far as Eugenia’s eyes allow, they can see no evidence of mightiness against that horizon. Almost all of Crow’s corvids also turn to look.
“Some of what comes of mightiness,” Gear says, look coming back to the little group of independents.
“There were several apologies conveyed,” Doucelin says.
Gear looks around, takes some quick steps, comes back holding a somewhat battered satchel. From it they extract a blue metal mug, obviously not new and obviously resolutely durable. It says, in firm strong handwriting, Gear across each side of the mug.
Crane produces a tiny smile. Something of Gear’s grief loosens in their limbs.


Chapter 45
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Frimaire, Seventeenth Day
Doucelin had firmly expressed the view that the Galdor-gesith’s hostel exists precisely so independents have somewhere to stay.
Eugenia had to agree.
Eugenia does not feel they are properly an independent, but they are alive. They’ve been presented to the Shape of Peace. They’ve completed the ritual of apprenticeship. There isn’t anything else they could be, and yet the world Eugenia perceives is an entirely canny place, empty of sorcery.
Eugenia knows that perception false, and so too must their status be.
Doucelin’s next remark, that finding work to do would go better with having troubled to notice Eugenia was now lastingly alive, did not sit even as comfortably as the first necessity of agreement, but Eugenia did their best to accept it in good grace.
Reading fiction is a habit Eugenia abandoned as soon as their memory became sorcerously reliable. Having the text with them forever altered the character of the story away from being casually amusing. Poetry is worse; the mood from the time of reading lurks in memory as an entire thing. So neither fiction nor poetry can help with idle hours. Drinking is something the responsible independent doesn’t do, and there in that thought Eugenia remembers why, and goes out from the Galdor-gesith’s hostel.
The Line insists on paying part-captains. It insists on paying someone appointed an evaluator. It keeps the custom of settling all accounts with someone about to be evaluated for an independent.
Student sorcerers do not enter public houses. Eugenia’s been a student sorcerer in intention since their early youth, and has never set foot in a public house. There are several around Parliament.
The food is better than the hostel. Hostel food is made in no particular expectation of who is going to come to eat it or when, and tends in consequence to the robust, bland, and unobjectionable. Any public house has a much simpler job, and this one mostly serves Regulars. Eugenia has the roast, a substantial nibble involving tree-nuts and caramel, and by the end of the evening four narrow centilitre glasses of black-currant cyser.
Eugenia considers a fifth glass before they realize they’re remembering a table full of cheerful Creeks drinking from litre mugs and getting maudlin.
Paying in coin is unfamiliar, not unknown; Eugenia has paid coin for books and paper and pens. They manage the entirely unfamiliar experience of paying in coin for dinner in a public house.
They manage the walk back to the Galdor-gesith’s hostel in the chill and enveloping dark.
None of Crow’s flock are present inside. Several of the bird-head shapes, or the shapes with bird eyes, in Crow’s cloak or coat or covering, Eugenia isn’t sure what it is, turn out of the smooth surface and say bucket of trauma, bucket of trauma.
Not especially loudly, but anyone would notice.
Eugenia takes their hat off, hangs it with their coat, and turns back to face Crow.
“We have little history of pre-Commonweal times — ” if you were a sorcerer, you remembered, and if you were not a sorcerer you were too busy; if you were an archive, you didn’t survive the Foremost — “yet there are accounts I could understand as your former persona having destroyed armies.” Eugenia is speaking formally to be able to speak without their voice tone wavering and, well. Without the metaphorical bucket sloshing over the sides.
“It was not a wise thing in those days to fail the Empress.” Crow’s head tips and they look at Eugenia sidelong. “The Marchioness of the Narrow Corner served the Empress. So while I partake more of the Marchioness than Halt partook of the Empress, the Marchioness is as absent in the Commonweal as the Empress.”
“Crow has not destroyed any armies these five hundred years.” Eugenia’s voice sound strange even to them. Perhaps especially to them.
Crow pats a chair across from them.
Eugenia sits down.
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Crow says, and dreams with beaks and feathers say wrong wrong wrong out of the shoulders of Crow’s cloak. “Yet you have no way to understand yourself in which you did not do wrong.”
Eugenia says “Yes,” in a light and unconcerned voice.
“The Line’s authority for violence, the concern of Parliament, and the acceptance of the Shape of Peace?” Crow’s delicacy of enunciation strives for kindness. The thread of sarcasm’s audible anyway, if less than the kindness.
“The nominal independent cannot hold the Line’s authority. The acceptance is into an incapable state.” Eugenia is sounding enough unlike themself that they have begun to notice.
More than once in the Bad Old Days someone cooked some or all of their own family to be presented and consumed as food. More than once in Crow’s long existence they have expressed no more than modest social curiosity about why do so with such inharmonious spices. Crow does not find Eugenia’s disassociation especially worrying.
“Don’t tell the Line.” Crow grins. Eyes glitter. Some of the eyes glitter down. Eugenia is certain they didn’t see a raven on either hat rack when they came in. That’s not precisely the same as being certain there were no ravens there.
“The Line,” Crow says, “is what the standard-captains say it is. Your warrants come by what the standard-captains hold ancient and hallowed custom.”
Crow sounds entirely amused, and Eugenia can hardly complain. Ancient is a difficult word around any of the Twelve, especially those of the Twelve not yet a thousand. It’s hard to tell with Crow, but it is possible Crow was present for the Recent Emergence. If so, their ancient extends over the eight millennia of Recent Spider, Conversational, Commercial, and Classical.
“Warrants granted to the dead.” Eugenia’s voice remains light and unconcerned.
Crow says something in a language that was dead before the Empress created the first of the species whose descendants the Commonweal calls Regulars.
“Do I need to know what that meant?” Eugenia could sound amused.
“Before you achieve power, work. After you achieve power, work.” Crow looks up and another several ravens Eugenia hadn’t noticed do a small dance along the back of a couch no one is using. It might mean something.
What, Eugenia couldn’t guess.
“It’s a questionable translation.” Crow might be amused. “The Commonweal isn’t skilled at addressing unreason.”
Eugenia’s excellent dinner and the quiet public house and not, for a wonder, feeling visibly, obviously different interact oddly with an awareness that the only plausible work for them is killing people.
At, possibly, degrees of remove, but killing people. Eugenia cannot view the operations manual abstractly anymore.
“No one born in the Commonweal remembers partial transitions,” Crow says. “Using Rust as an exemplar rankles.”
Eugenia tries not to smile, and does anyway. Rust believes the authority of Parliament would win a fight, Order had said. Order didn’t approve. Proper independents believe in the necessity of the law and wish to see the authority of Parliament become more just.
“You — ” the ravens mutter you in a way that turns into a rolling gurgle ending in knock sounds — “have a partial transition,” Crow says. “The thorough kind.”
“If I’m careful not to get maimed,” Eugenia says, “I could last beyond my metabolic life span.” There’s a fidget. Regular Sixes don’t customarily gesture and Order’s students emphatically do not customarily gesture. All of Eugenia’s feelings can neither emerge as words nor fit within their skin, all the same.
“Maimed is the long-term problem.” Crow seems entirely cheerful. Eugenia is starting to believe Crow is cheerful.
“No one remembers partial transitions who didn’t see them,” Crow says. “No one wants to talk about what the tagmat talent flavour’s for.”
“For?” Eugenia’s somewhat baffled. Talent flavours are a description of what a practitioner finds simplest, any time Eugenia’s encountered the concept.
“Too much Power in a confined space,” Crow says. “Energy directors, while we’re being modern and polite. Enough success selects. Long lives doesn’t mean long generations.”
Eugenia looks up. These are crows, not ravens. It’s not obvious what material thing the four crows might be standing on, there above Crow. So far as Eugenia knows, it’s a smooth wall. The crows aren’t acting like it’s a smooth wall. They say a single syllable each, Do-min-i-on.
“Order’s youth happened in the memory,” Crow says. “In a time when no one trusted that their thoughts were their own thoughts.”
“They’re my own thoughts.” Eugenia is oddly certain.
“Of course.” Crow’s still smiling. “You are uncertain who is thinking them.”
Eugenia nods once, sharply, and stops, because their eyes are welling with tears.
“The Parliament of the First Commonweal would not have preserved you,” Crow says. “They would have sorrowed, but they would have upheld the set structure of the apprentice-ritual above any individual life.” All around, crows say bones bones bones. It isn’t loud, but it’s a susurration of tones no human vocal apparatus could produce. “Order agrees with the First Commonweal more than the Second.”
Eugenia doesn’t nod, though the thought is there. Thoughts like disappointment keep it company.
“Order is wrong.” Crows says this definitely, and into silence.
So much silence that Eugenia looks up, to hear individual birds say wrong WRONG wrong! like a carillon gone mad.


Chapter 46
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Frimaire, Eighteenth Day
Crane is there in the morning.
Eugenia looks only slightly surprised at Crane’s presence in the hostel. Lingering after losing a student isn’t usual, but sometimes the heart for a new journey is hard to find. The phrases play through Eugenia’s memory in Order’s voice because it was something Order said.
“I am become the habitual conveyor of students for Halt’s family,” Crane says to Eugenia’s look of mild surprise.
Eugenia looks enormously surprised.
“Thrice makes tradition,” Crane says, nearly cheerful.
Eugenia cannot argue the proverb.
Eugenia cannot argue anything when Tiggy sticks their head around the door to the dining room, says, “Bring your coffee!” and motions Eugenia over.
Eugenia doesn’t have coffee. Eugenia hasn’t had breakfast. There won’t be coffee, but the dining room will have breakfast.
Tiggy, Mel, Aella, Xenia, Try, Thistle, Lily, and Delph are all there. They’re eating with much less appetite than Eugenia recalls as expected of their breakfasts.
Eugenia grabs some sweet rolls, realizes they’ve got the meat-and-fruit ones instead of the plain cheese ones, and keeps them anyway. Passed independents might perhaps not need be so careful of their influences as students.
It’s still the Galdor-gesith’s hostel. None of the food will use vigorous spices.
Crane drifts in. Crane eats sparsely, though Eugenia doesn’t know if that’s generally or breakfast or this breakfast. Doucelin is rising to fetch seconds when Eugenia sits down.
“Should I be surprised to see you here?” Eugenia wonders if a determination to not let not knowing what to say keep them from talking is a good thing, but everyone from the Shot-shop smiles.
“We’re a little surprised to see you here,” Mel says.
“Though happy. We were hoping you could help us with something.” Tiggy is perhaps a little more abashed than usual.
“I didn’t have anything to do today,” Eugenia says, and gets met with eight smiles.
Eugenia finds breakfast mostly an exercise in noticing that they were hungry and in being surprised by how pleased they are at the Shot-team’s company.
“Do you know where Spark has gone?” Eugenia isn’t sure if they should be asking Doucelin, especially not Doucelin as everyone is leaving the dining room. Independents are just that, and need not account for their movements.
“Gear offered to show Spark the Round House,” Crane says.
“It’s worth seeing,” Try says in oddly neutral tones.
“More than we need to do,” Aella says, more brisk than usual.
“More than we could do,” Try says. “Don’t tell me the ward’s just Power.”
There’s a note for Eugenia from Spark, neatly tacked to the board by the door. It’s brief, says where they’ve gone, and supplies good wishes and a hope of continued correspondence. The post script says, ‘Say nothing about blue,’ and Eugenia smiles.
They have to hurry to catch up, even though Tiggy and Mel paused and paused the whole procession.
The procession heads toward the Shape of Peace, this time early enough in the day for Eugenia to see the returning focus-team with the focuses shaped like a broom and like a shovel.
“Nothing fancy,” Doucelin says to Eugenia’s moment of recognition.
Eugenia’s next moment of recognition is of the Independent Ongen. They quietly join the procession, though Eugenia could not say from where.
The bare dry dark stone around and under the Shape of Chalk makes a particular contrast to the more distant world, metres deep in snow. High pale cloud doesn’t promise more snow today, but all the light is diffuse and bright and everywhere.
“While it is in this case something of a formality,” someone says, “it remains necessary for prospective leornere to demonstrate sufficient competence.” Eugenia doesn’t recognize Clerk Lester. They’ve never previously met. The half-gown and the writing board and the calm tones would identify a clerk to anyone, and it’s obvious Doucelin knows them.
The regularity of the whole thing keeps Eugenia from expressing surprise.
“As the Shot-team’s conveyor — ” the phrase, or the clerk’s care of the phrase, amuses Crane — “do the prospective students have a designated heáhláreów?”
Eugenia’s never heard the word said aloud before. Order detests the old legal terminology for reasons Eugenia has never learnt.
Crane tips a hand toward Tiggy.
“The Independent Blossom,” Tiggy says in a clear voice only certain.
“The Independent Blossom,” Ongen says, “is not of a heáhláreów’s customary years.”
“The Independent Blossom,” Doucelin says, “is a Keeper of the Shape of Peace. The question of students having been raised, the Galdor-gesith vehemently expressed the view that we can administratively express doubt over the maturity and stability of Blossom’s judgement, or we can give them such office. We cannot do both.”
Everyone smiles except Lester, and a Clerk shouldn’t. Eugenia feels a certain tension absent itself from their shoulders. Today seems like a regular day, where yesterday was something out of some other time.
Yesterday felt like murdering armies. This is the regular doings of the Commonweal.
“We didn’t think about this very well,” Tiggy says, and takes the six steps necessary to hand Eugenia a felt bag.
“It’s our proof-piece,” Tiggy says, far more cheerful than abashed. “We’re a bunch of shocking optimists.”
Eugenia decides they cannot complain about an outcome that involves not being dead and opens the bag.
“We got clever with the optimistic and you don’t have to wear it like a tiara.”
Eugenia can’t help grinning. Tiggy is looking enough abashed there ought to be ravens chanting “cold cold cold” around here somewhere.
It’s true that difficulty with hats and helmets is not serious, but being an independent and wearing something that looks like an indication of archaic rank is all too much like serious. A serious failure of courtesy, if nothing else.
Eugenia gets the new device clasped on around their neck and bounces up and down involuntarily while refastening their shirt and their over-shirt and their scarf and their winter jacket because, Shape of Peace, it is cold. Pretty and blue as much as silvery and still cold and about then Eugenia’s metaphysical circulation comes fully into contact with the complexity of the warming metal.
Almost eight hundred metres. Crisp and clear and sharp, sharp beyond material limits. Eugenia is momentarily glad Crow isn’t here today, because Ongen’s quite sufficiently frightening. There’s a filter, there are several filters, and Eugenia finds and applies them.
Half a second later, Eugenia realizes the implications. There’s a shaky blob of green light. Eugenia takes a deep breath, another, and then five. It doesn’t work the way memory says it ought to work, but it works. There’s a dodecahedron floating there, crisply symmetrical and shining-edged.
Illusory, because illusion is the exercise of the Power least likely to directly harm.
Proof-piece. Proof of sufficient competence it’s believable you’re not certainly going to die of trying to become an independent.
Blood and iron.
Spider eyes.
“May I inquire of the Maintainer if my sense of this work is needlessly elevated?” Eugenia says, after turning carefully to say it directly to Ongen.
“Team Lead?” Ongen asks the question in utterly neutral tones.
“If you take the focus and the housing of the dead and the authority out of a banner,” Tiggy says and Eugenia puts both hands over their own face.
“It’s specific to Eugenia,” Thistle says. “Instead of those sworn to the Line.”
Eugenia cannot quite bring themself to move their hands.
“It latches as a device, with selectivity for banner or standard or signa,” Thistle goes on, “but in reference to Eugenia’s name.”
“The bindings are mostly the same list as a banner,” Tiggy says, “except for the bug-charm and the ward layers we can’t do.”
Ongen nods, and does not ask after something outside the common knowledge here in the open air. Eugenia thinks ward layers?, banner?, and mostly? with increasing internal astonishment. If Tiggy meant a proper subset they would have said some of the list. Ongen makes six broad sweeping hand motions, each pronounced with a distinct syllable of recorded time, and the bright day is just as bright and the Shape of Peace is woken.
“Not entirely the open air,” Ongen says.
Everyone gives Eugenia a moment to compose themself and pick what they want to say. “Tiggy, why can I sense out eight hundred metres and why doesn’t the necklace heat from the Power?” Out eight hundred metres runs into the Shape, now, and becomes convolved at perhaps two hundred. Eugenia can still reach out that far.
Tiggy makes a passing gesture to Xenia.
“There’s the original standards, there’s the second generation ones with all the work on efficiency of application Ongen did before Year of Peace Four Fifty, there’s the third generation standards that are being used now in the Second Commonweal, and there’s a lot of design work done for artillery to be made by wreaking teams.” Xenia’s talking just a little quickly.
Banners, too, but that’s all prospective so far.
It sounds so exactly like Tiggy Eugenia cannot doubt who is speaking.
Eugenia nods toward Xenia.
“Even the originals did the Power manipulation in the Otherworld, you’d never keep anything material from melting if you stuffed battalion output through it,” Xenia says. “The proof piece is somewhat experimental in that respect.”
“Whose experimental?” Ongen says in rigidly neutral tones.
“Mostly Constant’s,” Xenia says. “The math’s harder but we can’t comprehend Fire’s.”
“You are not alone,” Ongen says, wry and amused.
“We got the agency structures from the boss,” Tiggy says.
“We can do it, none of us understand it,” is a chorus.
“We didn’t ask Eugenia about an experiment,” is Mel, prepared to be contrite.
Eugenia makes a great effort of will and manages to say “It is glorious,” audibly. Only just audibly, but Mel looks reassured.
The … prosthetic talent … greatly exceeds Eugenia’s natural talent expression. Eugenia can count crystals in the rock a hundred metres away with an entirely unaccustomed sweep of vision.
“How does it do more than I could before I was injured?” Injured is so much more tactful than damaged and reconstructed.
“The battle-standards apply optimization to the individual bindings,” Ongen says. “Initial versions sought to be in each case what a skilled and specialized practitioner would produce.”
It’s not just how much Power you can access, it’s how efficiently you apply it.
“The Peace brought better theory?” Eugenia does not feel like this can be the whole of the matter.
“Also better practitioners,” Ongen says.
“Dust’s best die and be dead is in there,” is Lily, quite cheerful. Eugenia thinks and finds it, attached to selectivity of locus and distance.
Eugenia’s Power, the fixed circulation of their partial transition, is all the Power available to the prosthetic, Eugenia can lift their perception out of themself and look back and see that clear as the winter bright day. The exercise, the expression of the Power, its diverse operant formation, has wandered in from ancientry and legend, a long list of things that take the Wizard Laurel’s battle-standards as their starting place and seek to improve.
Have improved. Sometimes markedly.
Eugenia would really like there to be somewhere to sit down.
“There isn’t a general expression of the Power in there,” Xenia says. Eugenia has no talent to form the Power, even Power something else will do the work of forming. They won’t be able to do anything where the binding does not exist already in the proof-piece. “Constant can do that, but we can’t understand Constant about how it works. When we figure it out we’ll make you another one.”
Eugenia says “Thank you,” as evenly as they can manage. Most of a banner is more than their modest talent could ever have done. The prospect of an actual prosthetic talent would seem unreal without the weight of the metal and the metaphysical perceptions settling into the habits Eugenia formed with the first device.
“What would you have done if I’d died?” It seems strange to Eugenia to not say failed, just for a moment, and then they decide to trust died.
“Demonstrated bulk refining,” Mel says. “All together, we can manage a tonne or so at once.”
“For my own interest,” Ongen says, and Try says “Cobalt and titanium. Itsy amounts of zirconium and chromium.”
“Itsy?” Ongen’s grinning. The Maintainer of the Shape of Peace is only narrowly not laughing.
“Enough for the bindings to bridge,” Try says. “Not an alloy.”
Ongen nods.
The clerk makes an ostentatious pen gesture.
“Entirely convincing,” Ongen says. “Repeatedly.”
This is written down.
Ongen produces four syllables of recorded time, and one smooth motion of hands and head and back.
The light is again as it was.
“Somewhere around here there’s someone with a pot of warm ostrich lard.” Eugenia makes an extra effort to keep their face still. Especially with the Shot Team, knowing it’s going to hurt might lead to reflexive effective refusal of the ritual. None of the outcomes are good. “Would you like me as a witness as well as a demonstration?”
Eugenia can feel the glance passing around Tiggy’s team, clear and bright and sparkling. Nobody’s eyes move.
“Yes please.” Tiggy’s entirely cheerful.
“Is this inside custom?” Eugenia asks Doucelin because custom is mostly what Doucelin says it is. Saying what is custom and what is habit is much of a fylstan’s job.
The Independent Eugenia is nothing like old enough to be considered for a conveyor’s role, no matter how real they are in paperwork.
“I would entirely welcome additional witness.” Crane’s formal tones have some humour in them. The crystal sphere at the end of Crane’s staff that is usually invisibly clear glitters in an odd rhythm. Eugenia can’t not think but that it is laughing to itself. “Nor do I suppose Eugenia likely to give bad advice.”
Eugenia nods in reply to Crane. That’s the sort of compliment you have to live up to or die trying. Crane wouldn’t have said it that way by accident.


Chapter 47
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Nivôse, Fourth Day
Eugenia still isn’t dead the next morning. Tiggy’s team isn’t, either, and Eugenia watches them at breakfast put the giddy and hopeful away inside themselves to go back to work and starts to regard them as the independents they might become. Creeks are still difficult to read, socially. Eugenia isn’t even slightly sure it’s truly hopeful, and not some vigorous species of determination.
Uncertainty doesn’t keep Eugenia from accepting Mel’s advice, and taking up their correspondence with Slow again. Writing ‘I have passed for an independent’ takes Eugenia four tries and two sheets of paper and cleaning the pen while concentrating on their breathing. The remainder of the first sheet is hesitant with a lack of social convention around how best to say ‘I am unexpectedly not dead’; the subsequent forty sheets involve hesitation only the first time Eugenia attempts illusory writing, and discovers their metaphysical prosthetic willing and able to scrawl march directions on the sides of mountains in colours unmistakable to the shades of the dead. It will, asked, provide handwriting scales and diverse pleasant colours and Eugenia cleans the pen a second time and puts it away.
The Line carefully concluded all Eugenia’s appointments before they went to the Shape. Eugenia has, in this moment, no duties. Warrants persist until formally removed or you die holding them, and Eugenia does not doubt that last is what everyone expected. Everyone in the Line; someone must have made an effort to have Parliament consider the matter. Doucelin’s response to an inquiry is a compressed look. Eugenia says “Thank you,” in defiance of all social convention against thanking people with Commonweal offices for doing their job. “I appreciate the help,” however conventionally acceptable, doesn’t suffice not being dead.
So Eugenia writes a few more letters. They can stay in the Galdor-gesith’s hostel indefinitely; there are independents who do that, and maintain no fixed habitation. Doucelin points out that Crane, whose diligence no one complains of, does just that, though Crane is not to be found in this particular hostel.
Neither is Crow.
“Crow was Crane’s teacher,” Doucelin says. “I imagine they’re off somewhere talking.”
Eugenia makes what they think of as extravagant facial expressions of surprise before scattered facts in their pre-sorcerous memory connect and they recall that Crow’s secondary talent is Namer. Crane is strong, but not so strong that their Naming talent likely outstrips Crow’s.
Eugenia hadn’t expected to get a positive response back from the Line. If ‘Assignment available, please report by’ and a date is a positive response. Eugenia recognizes Hank’s handwriting, which makes another thing that they had not expected.
Eugenia hadn’t expected to get off the barge before the Edifice.
Eugenia hadn’t expected to meet a Creek of heroic build on the barge, either, or for Captain Blossom to appear just how Captain Blossom ought to appear to sight other than eyes.
“I owe you a proper debrief,” Captain Blossom had said.
Eugenia didn’t necessarily agree, especially about owe, but recognizes the social functioning as an explanation for the necessity.
The canal-bridge eastward over a broken swampy valley is a single span. The First Clearance of Lost Creek, Eugenia thinks, and tries to place themself on the memory of an outdated map. Split Creek should be well east of here now, looping opposite.
Eugenia would have expected towers and cables. The bridges over the Main River through the City of Peace are cable-stayed, and the centre spans between the pylons are about this length.
“The rock’s been abused,” Captain Blossom had said. “Easier to cross from competent rock to competent rock and not fuss with foundations for towers.”
Eugenia is no kind of engineer, and had nodded. It was still strange to be a hundred-something metres in the air on a barge.
Not as strange as the barge load of mosaic tiles, or the second half of the collective of mosaic-makers.
‘The kids have been having as many outside collectives as they can arrange do the aesthetic bits’ had been the explanation for the mosaic makers.
Now Eugenia’s standing beside a paddock fence they don’t believe in.
It’s a real fence. It’s got posts and plank rails and it’s two metres high. There’s a gap that’s just the correct height and size for Eugenia to look through, resting their arms on top of an intermediate rail.
Captain Blossom’s inside the paddock. They’re being vigorously snuffled by two large creatures red as blood and capable of expressive whistling.
Horse-thing, Eugenia’s memory can supply. The shape isn’t a horse’s shape beyond ‘cursorial digitigrade quadruped’, and the little bits of knowledge Eugenia has make the creatures stranger.
Who made them, that they were made, the shape they were made to have. Eugenia can’t tell Romp from Stomp, because Eugenia doesn’t know that Stomp is the more robust horse-thing of the pair. Stomp appears in the Line reports concerning the March North, but not by that comparison. Horses flee sorcery, and often enough sorcerers. Horse-things do not. Horse-things can move too fast to see, and one of them does, a rising capriole so the jewel-toothed jaws snap shut on a nickel slug tossed high.
Eugenia has no idea what Stomp thinks of sorcerers generally. The Line reports give no indication.
Reems soldiers, those Stomp will kick to death. From neat entries in the list of enemy dead with causes and implied durations, Stomp is efficient at it.
Both horse-things snorfle and shoulder-nudge and do a dance full of blurs and pauses that means they’d really like to be thrown more treats. The halo of mist is purely exhalation on this winter day, and not the silver breath of your more esoteric dragons.
Captain Blossom throws them more treats. Little nickel slugs, iron nails, and at the end, one ruby each. The rubies are the size of quail eggs.
The shoulder nudges don’t move Captain Blossom, and they ought, robust Creek or not. The horse-things must weigh more than a horse the same size, and they’d be large horses.
“Thing about a debrief,” Captain Blossom says, voice coming out of an acoustic halo of contented whistles, “is a lot of the time you just need someone to listen. Not my best skill, but still my job.”
There’s a grin. It’s friendly and somehow terrible, because Eugenia murdered an army with a thousand people latched to the banner of an artillery battery.
The entity wearing the accomplished person to smile with, they murdered an army.
An army and many strong sorcerers and something that had eaten the empire of Reems in its millions.
A fair accounting, is as far as Eugenia’s articulated thought gets; the battery as tubes and people, the banner, the tens of thousands of years of effort from fellow citizens, directly or as taxes, Tiggy’s team’s mad glory of innovative red shot, all of that is real. It all rests on Blossom having looked at an artillery tube in the First Commonweal somewhere and thinking ‘There’s a better way to do this’. Eugenia’s responsibility is not diminished in count of armies, but Blossom’s is greater than one. Eugenia has no way to articulate this awareness, to give it social context, or to set it aside from their thoughts.
Eugenia’s elegant prosthetic isn’t showing anything other than an exercised moderate talent, just what the Line officer ought to have. Eugenia has no idea how that works, why it doesn’t fool the horse-things, or what to say.
“Everyone expects me to be upset.” Eugenia decides the combination of being certain the fence can’t materially hold the horse-things and speaking to an unconcerned blood-red shoulder merits climbing the fence to perch on the top rail. “I’m almost upset that I’m not upset, but I’m not upset.”
Captain Blossom nods.
“No reason you should be.”
Whatever gesture Captain Blossom meant to make becomes vigorous scritching behind a horse-thing’s ears.
“Order’s teaching is out of the early days of the Commonweal. It hasn’t got much flexibility or mercy or hope in it, just a bunch of certainty.” Captain Blossom’s tone remains smoothly factual throughout. “Then Rose put your head back together invoking careful optimals, if not superlatives.”
There’s another sudden grin. “Rose has deliberately experimented with superlatives. There are two Food-gesith thorpes finding out if seeds from the supreme exemplar of pumpkins grow true.”
Eugenia pats the horse-thing carefully, knowing this is not a horse and that they don’t certainly know how it ought to be patted. Patting the neck attached to the head that’s leaning into their left thigh means leaning forward; the head is longer than Eugenia’s thigh, and nudging forward to put neck or ears in better reach.
“It’s their ears,” Captain Blossom says.
“So I’m artificially ancient and merciless?” Eugenia doesn’t feel either.
“Capable,” Captain Blossom says. “It’s not a reduced capacity for doubt, just a reduced present basis. If you took up something you knew nothing about you’d doubt just fine.”
Absolutely not knitting, Eugenia thinks, and wonders at themself.
“Book and practical are different.”
Eugenia says it pleasantly, as the truism. Thinking goddess and devourer of the devourer of empires is quiet within Eugenia’s own mind.
“Anything you did wrong in the practical? Squid was an anti-army idea, one shot from long range is an easy thing to miss. Never occurred to me to use it to channel movement.”
“Never rely on the other side having the ward down,” Eugenia says, calmly certain. “Never rely on shot that’s never been tested.”
Captain Blossom nods. They don’t climb or hoist themself to the next rail over; it’s putting one hand on the top of the post and a single smooth effortless leap.
Eugenia waits a moment, to see if there need be any settling after the leap. “Six five-red was too much, but I didn’t certainly know where the preeminent was or the potential ward state or the ready supply of controlled entities.” Demons as a term fails to cover many things, often enough worse things. “A novice battery won’t perform well fending off a swarm or a single huge entity. So I went for a capability feint, like an energy director opening with necromancy.”
So far as anyone knows, there’s only ever been one sorcerer with that combination of talent flavours. Snow’s dread suffices to carry their memory into the Commonweal’s military textbooks.
“Maintaining a tradition of finely divided aggregate in the process.” Captain Blossom has no arguments with Eugenia’s choices. “Chert’s going to ask you if you want to stay a part-captain.”
“Am I qualified?” Eugenia can’t imagine how. The job asks the skills of served years, not a single season.
“Yes. If the living and the dead of a banner elect you their commander and you then command in battle, it sticks. You met all your assigned objectives without taking casualties. You’re definitionally qualified. There’s stuff you need to learn, but,” and Captain Blossom shrugs expressively. “Everybody has stuff to learn.”
Eugenia looks away and scritches the horse-thing behind the ears. One-handed, because the other hand is needed to brace themself against the fencepost. Not very much horse-thing side-nudging is a lot when you mass forty-six kilogrammes.
“I couldn’t command Creeks, not lastingly. Leaving aside the food.” Eugenia looks a little sad. “They all have to work at remembering I’m not a child.”
“They get troubled by how you say what you say, too.” Captain Blossom’s grinning.
Eugenia’s still a little sad, though they admit that from the perspective of someone to whom Eugenia sounds like a child, calm orders to murder an army could be disturbing.
“There’s fifty-thousand-odd folk not of the ilk of the Creeks living in the Creeks these days. Not enough to recruit a battalion, but enough for a battery.”
Eugenia finds themself nodding.
New-pattern batteries are larger than companies, and smaller than battalions. It’s easier to find artillerists than troops for the heavy Line. Artillerists aren’t expected to put on armour and pick up a shield.
“Where do the gunners come from?” It’s a skilled trade, like managing any other complex focus with a large team. It takes years to learn.
“There are artillery battalions with no tubes in the Folded Hills.” Something changes in Captain Blossom’s face, but not their tone of voice. “There’s instruction from the dead. There’s Hank.”
The other horse-thing has their head along Captain Blossom’s outside leg. No sign of needing to brace against the post, despite the horse-thing’s closed eyes and slack rear leg and general posture indicative of lean.
“Hank is a much better candidate to command a battery than I am.” Eugenia’s figured out enough of the rules to recognize that the conversation has to keep a completely neutral emotional temperature. Guessing about why that is so can wait. “They graduated Senior School — ”and thus possess a regular warrant of commission — “and are much more experienced.”
“Hank should get the artillery battalion.”
“Should?”
“It’s not all the standard-captains reaching down; about half is us pushing up. Hank wants to insist Chert promote me, and no amount of explaining that’s not helpful does much. Hank’s — ”
Eugenia nods. The Independent Blossom started life as a Regular Five. They’ll know as well as Eugenia that there’s justice to viewing Regular Ones as implacable in their views.
“If I’ve guessed right,” Eugenia says, “Captain Blossom’s a constructed subset.” You can create all the minds you want as long as they’re your own mind. Enchanters are usually most of a thousand before they can do it, and enchanters don’t usually make it past five hundred resolutely tangible. So the statistics are sparse.
Ongen’s the Maintainer, and Ongen’s pleasant social presence is just such a subset. Seeing what lies behind it, the entity able to persist in Laurel’s service, troubled Eugenia. Ongen isn’t entirely militant and isn’t notably powerful for a considerable talent. They are still something able to face the Bad Old Days as their regular days. To speak to the first graul and be obeyed.
“Not militant and not enslaved was a narrow place,” Captain Blossom says, and thumps horse-thing neck lightly. There’s ear-flipping and a low contented whistle.
“I’m unsuitable for promotion,” Captain Blossom says, voice light and cheerful. “What with the lack of a metaphysically distinct existence.”
And thus separate name. The only entity available for promotion is the Keeper of the Shape of Peace, itself a questionable precedent.
Whether an independent can be a standard-captain is an open question. The historical answer noted that the independent could not latch to a standard, and so the question was moot.
“In entire person, there’s the problem that I contain a battle-standard. Maintaining a live instance of the whole design was a useful way to learn how to make one and a better way to tinker, but it wouldn’t interact well with being assigned a tangible standard.”
Eugenia was never an enchanter or any sort of immaterial talent. Their education didn’t extensively cover complex enchantments even as theory, though construction of charm-bindings was a major topic. They can still think of five reasons ‘wouldn’t interact well’ is strong understatement.
“Would it be proper for me to talk to Hank?” Eugenia finds themself believing this is precisely why Captain Blossom has raised the subject.
“Fifth Battalion needs a standard-captain and Hank’s the best choice.”
It’s nothing Eugenia could know, but the thought comes to them with certainty. “You have no credibility to argue from sense or practicality because of the dead who serve?” Accepting worship, however indirectly or by initial accident, isn’t something respectable Regulars do.
“Something like that,” Captain Blossom says. “Technical practicality only.”
The concept makes Eugenia smile.
Perceived necessity takes the smile away.
“I haven’t apologized for missing the third force.”
“You didn’t.” Captain Blossom sounds briefly weary. “Hundred-kilometre radius is seventy-eight hundred square kilometres. Eight square per, if you take the medics off the count. Can’t argue for more; everyone argues for less, if there’s any means to get less.”
The third force was never as close as a hundred kilometres away from the battery. The heavy banner at the end of Edge Road was much less than a hundred kilometres away, and are deeply embarrassed.
There’s a pause. To Eugenia’s relief and surprise, it avoids being an awkward pause. The horse-thing pulls its head back, rotates itself around the tip of its nose until it’s leaning on the fence to Eugenia’s left and its head is in Eugenia’s lap.
“We were surprised when Grue passed the Shape.” Captain Blossom isn’t speaking as though they are speaking to Eugenia. Eugenia can’t possibly move without falling off the fence, or on to the horse-thing. They’re presently compelled to lean forward and hug the horse-thing’s head, which seems to be what it wanted.
“Coercer and a shapeshifter, someone who should have been a creature of subtle dread and couldn’t. No room for any mind-twisting dread in the Commonweal, and Grue always knew it. Could talk to me, and mother, and that was the list of anyone truly safe.”
Eugenia’s astonished.
“Not that strong,” Captain Blossom says. “That smart, that subtle, and that stubborn.”
There’s another pause.
“Last chance,” Captain Blossom says.
“We’re the only two independents with warrants of commission.” Eugenia finds themself believing there’s a real sense in which they’re an independent as they say this. “If personal dread matters socially, it’s not the Commonweal. I’ll listen.”
“Thanks.” The rueful version of Captain Blossom’s resolute grin catches Eugenia under the heart.
“Grue and I met when we were seven. Grue was seven and five décades when Halt became their foster-mother. I was twelve. Not out of any lack of love by those who bore us, but capability. Sorcerous families, lots of researchers, aunts and great-aunts way into their hundreds, that sort of thing.”
Eugenia nods, carefully. This knowledge greatly restricts who Blossom’s family of origin could have been.
“Metabolic-me had a strong case of do-what-the-sorcerer-says, and there wasn’t a stronger sorcerer around than I was. I’d get fixated on things.”
Eugenia’s eyebrows rise. Blossom’s talent forced a dismissal of long-established pre-Commonweal time-out-of-mind theory concerning the limits of sorcerous talent. Modest talents can casually command the moderately susceptible to work and have them die of exhaustion still struggling at the task. Fixated must be extreme understatement.
“Grue could get through. Nothing improper, but … an equivalent of shouting. Regular shouting didn’t work at all. Halt — ” and Captain Blossom shrugs their heroic shoulders.
Eugenia nods, and says That which is woven, that which is bound, under their breath.
“It was a reclusive little family, it had to be, but it worked. It was still there when Grue’s and my class didn’t work out whatsoever. Even worked when we all went off outside the Commonweal for half a year, something of the Empress’ waking out of its bounds and Parliament permitting Halt to go put it back.”
“That sounds much too exciting.” Only Halt would have been an independent then.
“First time I ever killed anybody,” Blossom says. “First through several thousand.”
Eugenia turns their head to look at Captain Blossom. Whose tone had gone impish.
“A Bad Old Days preeminent has a lot of uses for someone like Grue. There was a sincere capture attempt.”
Eugenia decides it wouldn’t be polite to ask what their guardian was doing at the time.
Nor likely a thing comforting to know.
“Grue would have liked to have had any number of lovers, some kind of wider society, something. They couldn’t because they didn’t trust their control. They never really thought they were part of society, I think they passed the Shape on sheer intellectual conviction. Never managed to believe that some preeminent wasn’t going to enslave them someday, either.”
Eugenia has no idea what to say.
“She admitted it didn’t make sense, not as probability or logic. Never stopped being a fear, the kind of fear that’s a creeping certainty … .”
There’s a pause, because Eugenia understands that sort of fearing failure and Captain Blossom has a finite capacity for grief.
“Made these two,” and Captain Blossom makes an independent’s chin-point at the horse-things. “Really wanted to run as fast as a unicorn, and did a good job out of wits and stubbornness. They don’t senesce whatsoever.”
“That’s challenging.” Eugenia feels they could do better than a resort to customary phrases, but their understanding is trailing behind the conversation.
“Had a big fight over paperwork, Grue had started them but they weren’t out of the vat before our own-work projects were evaluated.”
Bees, Eugenia thinks. They don’t know anything specific. They do know that there’s several townships worth of ground just east of Edge Creek where something full-mighty happened. There are map advisories bidding no one go there before Year of the Peace Established Six Hundred and Fifty, not for any cause of need.
“Officers don’t usually ride, most animals want nothing to do with a battle.” Captain Blossom’s leaned back down, has one hand just behind their horse thing’s ears. It lips at their other hand and whistles two gentle notes. “Romp’s not much for battles. Stomp — ”Captain Blossom’s hand moves again, scritching behind ears — “seems to like them.
“Held a memorial. No convincing Grackle otherwise.”
“Grackle?”
“Fire’s mother. Fire and I decided we were sisters on the March, about when the last demon got its heart cut out. Fire’s born-sister and mother agreed, which surprised me more than passing the Shape did. I’ve got neeves, I’ve got a regular sort of family. It makes me remember how to be social. I couldn’t have done it when I was younger, but it’s a help now.” Captain Blossom smiles in the expectation of loss. “Being Captain Blossom, being this specifically embodied, is a social sensorium.”
Eugenia, a sorcery student since they were fifteen, thinks carefully. “Grue didn’t feel as attached?”
“She couldn’t believe it was real, despite our consonance lasting into adulthood and independents, it wasn’t just having to get along as kids and the mad hopes of youth and a desperate need for touch. Welcome in the working link, but terrified of external sorcery in quantity. Could do it, but couldn’t trust it after the rest of our class cooked themselves.”
“There’s me and there’s Spark made it,” Eugenia says. “There were five more. I’ll remember them as long as I last. It doesn’t help with having complex feelings about Order.”
“Grue never came to a state of peace about Rose.” Captain Blossom looks up at the sky, and talks up, and quietly. “Rose remade their own talent; Rose found a way to believe they’d be safe enough. Rose does things Grue just couldn’t make wit and determination equal. It wasn’t rivalry, Grue loved Rose as her own child. But couldn’t ever manage to set aside feeling surpassed.”
“No one is always brave,” Eugenia says. It’s not one of Order’s sayings, but rather Eugenia’s own opinion. “If regular life asks an exercise of courage, it becomes difficult.”
Eugenia needs to get their back straighter to say this, to believe they are someone who should be saying this, and they lean up a bit. The horse-thing — This one is Romp and — And was Grue’s — pass by separated paths through Eugenia’s thoughts as they straighten and the great head shifts without complaint. Eugenia pats the rail beside them and gets, rather than a rotated horse-thing, a close nose and slow breath on their leg.
It will do.
“Independents commonly die.” Eugenia has been to some mental trouble to avoid shifting their immediate expectation of death from being examined to an immediate expectation of death from trying to exist. “If their courage must requite Grue’s regular existence, that should burdensome become of years. Such burden makes it not you loved them not enough.”
Captain Blossom nods once, and reaches behind the post to put a brief and gentle hand on Eugenia’s near shoulder. “Diction?”
“Very traditional upbringing.” Eugenia says it as neutrally as they can.
Captain Blossom grins. “Know the prayers, as well as Archaic Spider?”
“Two of my great-aunts won’t speak anything but Archaic Conversational Spider.” A Creek would not know what that means, but the entity called Blossom will. Eugenia hitches along the rail a little. Romp moves to keep their nose just as close as it was. “They’ll have conniptions if I get a chance to tell them about this year.”
They weren’t pleased about Eugenia’s choice to go for an independent. Sorcery is a respectable trade, but not that much sorcery.
“Every culture has prophecies of destruction.” Captain Blossom’s voice has the right sort of emphasis for mentioning the weather, and it might be some amusement.
“If they last long enough to worry about the inevitable end,” Eugenia says. If the personification of one of those prophecies, the goddess daughter of the Great Queen, Vastest of Spiders, Hunter of All, She Who Has Yet To Devour, can be amused, so can Eugenia. “The rise of the Commonweal didn’t fit any of them.”
“Laurel’s repute wasn’t conventional even before,” Captain Blossom says.
Laurel, who you have surpassed, flits through Eugenia’s thoughts, because it is true. Not in Power — Blossom surpasses everyone in Power — but in skill as an enchanter, and if Ongen can be called Laurel’s student without entirely making a lie of student, Blossom’s students come in teams.
“I don’t know the rituals.”
“Those great-aunts,” Captain Blossom says, and Eugenia nods.
“Those great-aunts know the rituals.” Without modifiers, Blossom understands this as Eugenia intended; the great-aunts know the entirety of the rituals associated with the worship of the Mother of Spiders. Blossom might surmise that Eugenia knows how to read the ritual instructions, which would be correct. Those seem simple, absent specific knowledge. It’s nothing to admit socially.
There’s enough of a pause Eugenia starts to feel sitting on a fence rail as something best not undertaken for indefinite periods of time, especially not in winter.
Captain Blossom quirks an enquiring eyebrow and hops down from the fence when Eugenia nods. Eugenia climbs, with Romp’s nose carefully just too far away to constitute snuffling the whole time.
It’s a shelter, not a stable, and the way out is through it. There’s a round of ear-scritching and grumpy whistling and a few more copper nails. It’s not just like feeding horses bits of carrot — the horse things want a vertically held nail, rash in the extreme with horses — though it comes with the same pleasant feeling of small kindnesses.
Treats for horses don’t involve repeated metal-shearing sounds.
“If they don’t senesce — ”
Eugenia says, and Captain Blossom says, “The teeth are complicated. You’d have to ask Rose for a complete explanation.”
Eugenia nods and says thank you.
The refectory — thorpes have refectories — is new and large and set up so the washing rooms are on the way in. Eugenia’s far from the only person in a visitor’s rope slippers in the refectory itself. The floor is warm.
Everything’s too high. Everything is always too high. Someone shows up with, not a kid-seat, but a tall stool and a cushion. Eugenia says thank you, and doesn’t stare at the bird on the kind person’s shoulder or the other one following in flight to land on the person’s other shoulder.
The whirring of glass wings is the strangest thing Eugenia thinks they ever have heard.
“Does Crow know about those?” Dinner is good. It’s not bland, and not knowing what it is, beyond an expectation that the orange colour is some kind of squash, doesn’t diminish how pleasant it is.
“I don’t think so,” Captain Blossom says.
“Doing all right?” Captain Blossom doesn’t ask this entirely rhetorically, and Eugenia realizes dinner is gone and they’ve stayed thinking.
“Someone has to have made those birds, and I got to thinking about how I don’t find Crow especially unsettling unless I think about the Marchioness.”
The Marchioness of the Narrow Corner summoned a great mass of crows out of the bodies of an opposing army, next year’s enhanced breeding success come early for birds willing to scavenge corpses.
It would have been simply clever if the army hadn’t been entirely alive when the summoning started. Some few of them had been some value of alive afterwards.
Much thinner and not necessarily functionally complete, but alive.
“If I tell you all the old ones are unsettling, you’ll say something about dead armies.” Captain Blossom means it kindly, and so Eugenia takes it.
“I think there’s a difference between dead and artistically dead.” Eugenia sets their coffee cup down, to be sure they don’t wave it. “Maybe not enough difference, but a difference.”
“It’s a practical difference,” Captain Blossom says. “Artistic costs more.”
Fear is a threat, and to threaten is to threaten conquest. The Commonweal chose not to do that, in its beginnings. Artistic only repays its effort in fear. Eugenia knows they don’t understand this well enough, not yet. If they continue as a Part-Captain they will have to understand it better.
The expense of artistry doesn’t keep Halt from arguing for subtlety, a thing which Eugenia doesn’t know and which no form of Blossom’s presence is much inclined to tell them.
“Do you know how much a metaphysical prosthetic costs?”
“Twenty-three days of the Shot Team’s time, spread over four months.” Captain Blossom sets their fork down, to look directly at Eugenia. The refectory is much larger than the people presently in it require, and they have an eight-person table off to one side to themselves.
Captain Blossom’s head tips, just a little. “Creek social custom values bravery. Telling Rose to do as they thought best is regarded as impressively brave, and after that you were effective.”
“So not stupidly brave.”
Captain Blossom smiles, just slightly. “Perhaps more brave than sensible.
“The prosthetic proves the generalized personal latch mechanism for sorcerers works. Laurel put that in the original standards, specific to them and solely to them. We might not need it, but it’s something the standard-captains wanted to know about. As effort to produce an apprentice proof-piece it’s more than usual but not excessively so, considering.”
Apprentice, Eugenia thinks. Not student.
Apprenticed to the Goddess of Destruction. Eugenia carefully didn’t look at the record of events inserted into the battery banner to learn how the devourer of Reems died.
The boiling cloud and the red light and the shocked desert and the sound the driven sand did not make sliding around itself Eugenia will remember perfectly all their days. Sound did not pass through the obdurate outer layer of the battery ward bubble. How it took steady, flexible attention to have the banner’s ward-bubble block the spectral screams coming down the still air and the Power from Blossom’s fight is entirely as memorable.
Well apprenticed. The Shot-team made those five-red shot. The Shot-team figured out how they could make five-red shot, so they have a workshop placed to be lost.
“What’s the social difference between Shot Team and Tiggy’s bunch?”
“Shot Team’s official. Tiggy’s bunch is how another wreaking team or a collaborating independent would refer to them. ‘The shot shop’ is increasingly historical.” Captain Blossom makes a wry face. “‘Tiggy’s team’ is social, how you’d invite them to a party.”
Eugenia has a brief flash of trying to imagine the necessary circumstances before they themself would be inviting the whole Shot-team to a party.
“You’re sort of in the same-gean social category. ‘Those shot-makers in the edifice’, sort of thing.” Captain Blossom thinks this is good. Captain Blossom also thinks it amusing.
“Did you have the social isolation talk with them?”
“Before we started making shot for the Experimental Battery, back before the March. Several times since.” Captain Blossom starts stacking dishes. Eugenia looks around, and starts doing so as well.
“The most useful thing,” Captain Blossom says, as they walk toward the Galdor-gesith’s hostel, “about being Captain Blossom is I don’t have to worry about people doing what I say because I said it. The means won’t generalize but the idea does benefit the general possibility of independent social interaction.” There’s a soft grin, surprising Eugenia. “It helps my neeves remember I’m a grownup, too, or most of them.”
“Most?” Not believing the Independent Blossom is an adult seems impossible to Eugenia.
“Hawthorne’s kids are a bit over median talent for Creeks. Good kids, industrious, but nothing like enough sensorium to spot amounts of Talent. It’s not emotionally obvious to them even a tall Regular is a grownup instead of a big kid. Rose’s sister’s oldest kid — ” and Captain Blossom does something Eugenia thinks isn’t precisely a shrug.
There’s a sitting area. It has reading tables. It has five sizes of furniture. It has something that Eugenia has to extend metaphysical perceptions to convince themself isn’t an open wood fire.
“That isn’t an illusion.” It’s no kind of material combustion. It’s giving off heat, not the perception of heat.
“Abstracted fire.” There’s an almost displeased look. “I can’t tell you how it works.”
Eugenia isn’t, quite, able to contain their astonishment.
“Don’t ask me about life-magery, either.” Captain Blossom is smiling.
Eugenia nods, a little bit abashed.
“I’m going to have to ask the Shot-team how they’d like me to refer to them.”
Captain Blossom nods, smiling.
Eugenia settles on a broad something. It’s leather, it’s a neutral grey, it’s almost too firm. That will certainly do. They take the glass of brandy Captain Blossom hands them.
It’s the traditional size, and almost the traditional shape, but the execution is flawless.
Up behind Captain Blossom’s shoulder there’s a cabinet full.
Eugenia says the short form of the words with Captain Blossom, because that’s what the mourners do before they toast the dead.
“Those whom life has eaten.”


Chapter 48
545-Nivôse-07
Esteemed Colleague,
I shall trust the post office to find you, since I am not so much your colleague as to be able to send this by a construction of wings and intent. (And enough not your colleague that my alternative would be to wake the Line and set it seeking for you, a choice I should not care to explain to a standard-captain!)
My advice isn’t worth much, but be gentle of Gear. It is not a simple thing to pass through the edges of something much mightier, and if I may suppose Gear sensible, they were not expecting to survive examination. There will be some need for them to imagine who they are when they are not dead.
I know you have the same need; I do not mean to say these are entirely different things. Only that I have been some months in the Creeks Armoury and if Gear’s original classmates could do that — I do not speak of how swiftly accomplished, only that the thing could be done — Gear has been required to possess specifically uncomfortable self-knowledge by comparison.
My own uncomfortable self-knowledge has settled somewhat. I hope we shall have a chance to speak in some less crowded moment. Though I cannot suppose that you might wish that; we are both still Order’s students, and while the Shape permits me Order would not.
Order would not, and an ancient terror and the Goddess of Destruction have been at pains for my welfare. Kindness, so far as I may call it, and so Order is refuted; Crow has done the Peace great service at risk of their existence, and, well. What has been asked of another colleague is not proper, even if there is no one else to do the work.
I feel I ought to help. If it is help murder people, ruthlessness generalizes, and in respect of ruthlessness our educations could not readily be improved within the Peace. A Peace I now believe could be lost.
If you had rather in such light leave all things in memory, I understand.
Peace,
Eugenia


Chapter 49
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Seventeenth Day
The customs of the Line make a concerted effort to impose courtesy and as much real choice as can be had within a pure autocracy. One of those customs is the joining interview. Speaking of ‘the joining interview’, as is commonly done, miss-names, as there is never only one. For a potential recruit, the number is six or seven. For a promotion to standard-captain, there are generally only two, as distinct events. The accumulation of judgement has had a long while to work on anyone about to be promoted standard-captain.
For someone with a warrant of authority and joining an artillery battalion to be appointed master gunner of a new battery, there would as a regular matter be three interviews; the battalion sergeant-major, possibly with some or all of the established battery master gunners, fellow holders of warrants of authority; the captain or part-captain battery commander, holding warrants of authority and commission; and the standard-captain appointed full-captain in command of the artillery battalion. In this case, there is no battalion commander or battalion sergeant-major, the battery to be raised will be the second battery of the nominal battalion, and the only appointed master gunner is dead. In consequence, Joyeuse is sitting in a small office with the battalion adjutant.
Hank has made it a social occasion; they’re both in front of the desk and Hank has provided apple brandy and coffee along with the words of welcome.
“No one ought to ask you if you’re sure you’re sure,” Hank says, “yet there are things you may not have known.”
Joyeuse smiles, more with their eyes than their face, and says “This place was a surprise.”
The small office is sparse and severe and every bit of that is Hank’s personality. It is as functionally homey as the same place would be full of small mementos and never quite-fully-ordered files with a different person as adjutant. The office walls are blacker than iron, utterly flat, and meet completely square. Feet make little sound on the floors, and the office door shuts with a hush. Someone with enough talent to appoint a master gunner cannot avoid the sense of obdurate mass all around, the implacable sense of deliberate coherency, or the prickling awareness of work being done with the Power at no great distance.
Hank nods. You could not correctly say it was solemn, or earnest. It’s how Regular Ones nod, an ilk of folk not adept with subtle shades of meaning. “You will have heard that there is a Goddess of Destruction,” Hanks says, and Joyeuse nods in their turn. “What is less talked about is that Goddess having taken artillery into their province. Should you accept this appointment, your battery commander will be someone who has something of a priest’s relationship with that divine entity.”
Joyeuse produces an astonishing and complex smile with joy and glee and wryness in it all at once. “I had several concerned persons asking me about serving with independents.”
“They’re independents,” Hank says, “but that’s not important. The belief and the will that artillery ought to be a decisive arm is important.”
“Two dead armies,” Joyeuse says, meaning the host of Reems encountered on the March North and the army recently destroyed in the Eastern Waste. “I am uncertain of the need for belief.”
Captain Hank says “The intended decisiveness exists on a much longer timescale.”
Joyeuse starts to say something twice, with their face full of thoughts. In a little while, they say “The standards remember,” which is true, though the standards do not remember everything. “I told myself this was not different from working for someone who does not forget.”
“I found that factual,” Hank says. “Captain Blossom presents a less resolute memory than the Independent Blossom, but the independent made a fine part-captain.” Hank takes a slug of coffee. “Part-Captain Eugenia’s difficulties will lie in a lack of mercy.”
Joyeuse makes a quick series of expressive gestures; another Typical would conclude something about Regular Sixes having a reputation for being both thoughtful and delicately and extensively civilized. They take a sip of brandy, and say “Lack of mercy?”
“The Independent Order has had one student in six pass for an independent,” Hank says. “They are Eugenia’s chief formative influence and perhaps unreasonable in their expectations.”
“You are saying Order, that triumph of the early Commonweal, is more strange to mercy than Halt?” Joyeuse is sure this is what Hank means, and extremely uncertain they have understood correctly.
Hank smiles a strange smile. “Halt has had eight students in fact if but two in law. Seven live, and the one dead died an independent about a public service not law nor custom required them.”
Joyeuse takes the last sip of their brandy, and Hank pours a little more. It is not a realization Hank liked when they had it, and they don’t expect Joyeuse to enjoy it. Anyone with a warrant of authority will be aware of the difficulty of distinguishing a necessary strictness from a lack of mercy from the inside; the Line strives for care in the matter. The possibility that the Commonweal’s understanding of strictness is in error is not comfortable.
“Merciless and mighty,” Joyeuse says. It is a stock phrase about preeminents in the Bad Old Days, extended out to all those who held their own territorial dominion without regard for the precise meaning of supremacy, durability, and scope that should attend on a preeminent’s designation. The rest of Joyeuse’s coffee is consumed. “You’re worried Eugenia making a battery function shall produce a thing appropriate to former times.”
“I am worried Eugenia shall not,” Hank says. “There are a lot of Sea People. They will surely return.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Functioning as a decisive arm means planning to kill them all without help. There’s a battery of robust Creeks who admire and fear the purity of Eugenia’s willingness to slaughter all before them. That battery has no social judgement about Regulars, and this new battery shall.”
Joyeuse laughs, delighted. “You want me to explain kindness to the part-captain.” It is customarily the other way around; part-captains will have had a warrant of authority before they achieved a warrant of commission, but they tend, across the Line’s history and in its expectations, to a preference for hope over drill.
“Hard is their heart,” Hank says. “I should want you to remind the part-captain that the focus is built out of human frailty.”


Chapter 50
545-Prairial-18
Eugenia, classmate, I am most entirely sorry your letter took so long to find me.
Do please NOT be a cabbage.
I am pleased you are not dead. I should find the world diminished.
I should like of all things to find several days to drink tea and talk.
Prefatorially — you won’t know that when I was examined my official heáhláreów was Block rather than Order. Order was greatly displeased that I had consulted Block about my metaphysical transition and then took their loss of teaching credentials as crushing criticism from the Galdor-gesith. Order was not thereafter willing to be associated with me as an independent in any of the ways you could take that statement; it wasn’t just Order feeling unwelcome at the ceremony after the Galdor-gesith’s judgement. Block was Wheel’s student and sees an independent’s duty in terms which encompass punching dragons.
So I can’t be maintaining Order’s view on any number of subjects.
I think it’s obvious there’re more threats than the Line can handle. Invasions, certainly; by all means let the Line go stand in front of those and smite them. (Nor does this opinion alter when you do it.) The Line’s not going to do well when something wakes from its crypt, or even if it’s cruncher, because for the most part the Line won’t be there, or soon. Independents as a kind move quicker and suffice such threats.
And, yes, weeding teams and sometimes just courage suffice those, too, but I don’t see any reason courage should be asked if some independent’s greater strength is at hand. Fearing the dominion of sorcerers is not the same scale of problem as fearing to be devoured by the fell thing immediately present.
Gear is … interesting, on this subject. Gear mostly says ‘Crane says’ (Crane was Crow’s student, and perhaps there’s a theme here), but now and again Gear will say ‘Wake said,’ or ‘Halt said’. It’s a startlement. It might explain why Gear, who reacts to a swarm of hornets by saying two swift words and then ‘Is anyone hurt?’, doesn’t consider themself militant. (Or of significant Power, despite their considerable talent.) Gear sees the whole thing as having three cases; circumstances one can certainly overcome, circumstances where one must do all one can in the knowledge it will not suffice, and circumstances where the best response is unknown and must be discovered. I don’t think I should care to see Order and Crane undertake a ruthlessness contest. I most emphatically do not propose to undertake one by proxy.
I don’t think it’s anything like wise for you to undertake such a contest with your memories of Order. Such a thing should all be within yourself, and the Goddess of Destruction finds you a true comrade, so I am sure you would win. I’d entirely dislike to find out what win would mean.
Spark
P.S. I entirely mean it about the tea.


Chapter 51
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Twenty-first Day
General Chert shows up with their whole pennon. The three brigadiers have necessarily left their increasingly nominal brigades behind; the colour party of a brigade is the size of a single company from a heavy battalion. The equivalent of a banner can march the signa at the Line’s usual rates of advance, but no one in the Commonweal would ever want to see a lone signa fight.
The Edifice absorbs and quarters them, as it was meant to do.
On the last of the six days of reviews and paperwork and meetings attending on Chert’s visit, Eugenia finds themself in a room with General Chert and Captain Hank.
General Chert is an Elegant Citrine; Eugenia looked that up. They’re enough of a sorcerer, and some more, that they don’t look their age.
Given an actuarial expectation, absent sorcery, of being dead thirty years ago, Eugenia supposes Chert not looking their age is a good thing.
Elegant Citrines have a complex relationship with ethanol. They don’t become drunk. They do become calmer. Unambiguous demonstration of clearer thought is difficult to obtain but the sensation is widely reported. It makes Chert’s mug of strong cider an unremarkable thing at a working meeting.
Eugenia declined coffee; Hank has a field mug of water. Seeing it makes Eugenia want to smile.
“Part-Captain.” General Chert waves at a chair. Eugenia decides that if it’s the only chair and the right size of chair for sitting cross-legged, they’re going to sit cross-legged. Neither Chert not Hank take any notice.
“Your report,” General Chert says, “is a model of clarity and customary terseness.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“I am curious how you achieved this.”
“I wrote everything down and then asked Captain Hank what was important.” Eugenia’s ability to look bland is comprehensive. Order considered a bland and uninformative expression a core independent skill, and taught it thoroughly.
General Chert’s gaze shifts to Hank, who produces a single laconic nod.
The report details the logistical requirements to duplicate the Provisional Battery, not merely in substance but in time and persons and skills. The Line has customarily relied on measures of performance, and left it to custom how the performance is achieved.
“While there can be no question of the validity of your warrants,” General Chert says, “there is a considerable question as to whether or not you want them.” Chert’s finger-wiggling gesture at the wall ought to have done something, and Eugenia can tell when Chert’s attention catches it and prevents the something.
“If Captain Hank doesn’t mind illusory remarks, I don’t, General.” There is, briefly, an entirely convincing Green Magpie sitting on Eugenia’s head. Chert’s eyes narrow a little. One corner of Hank’s mouth twitches.
“That’s a startling level of skill.”
“I accepted Captain Blossom’s offer to book range time to practice.” Eugenia’s blandness is a mighty thing.
“Comprehensively practice?”
“What can be practiced.” The range doesn’t include anything with a nervous system to kill, and the prosthetic talent has more than a banner’s exercise of necromancy in it. It has a banner’s capacity for locking demons into fixed forms, too, that the desperate whole of Eugenia’s strength might suffice to make work on some tiny nuisance of a demon. Eugenia isn’t eager to test it. “I can inert eight cubic metres.”
With careful breathing and eyes-closed concentration, for all that it’s a sustainable effort. The sustainable part almost makes Eugenia want to meet the Independent Dust. Almost.
“Any hospital in the Commonweal would employ someone who can inert eight cubic metres.” Chert’s constrained hand-wave throws falling sparkles in shades of orange and yellow against the blank white wall of the meeting room. “I should imagine there are similar opportunities arising.”
“I have not inquired.” Eugenia can say things in a way that is only bland.
Chert’s gaze on Eugenia hardens. Eugenia’s blandness doesn’t budge.
It might be different if Chert had the active pennon behind them.
Or it might not be. Eugenia has always been skilled at bland.
“Should I then understand you wish to continue to serve in the Line?” Chert’s best fair voice holds doubt.
“You should.” For those in the Line, serve has a single meaning. Nothing of the needlessness of Chert’s ‘in the Line’ gets into Eugenia’s face or voice.
Hank expected this. Chert hadn’t. Hank has had two conversations with Eugenia on the subject; one about the permissibility of such discussion, and the other the discussion itself.
“May I enquire as to why?”
“I have found the work congenial.”
Chert has visible difficulty with Eugenia’s answer. There’s a general green-shot purple roiling cloud of doubt all about them, just for a moment. Chert has reports. Some of the reports arrived by unspecific courtesy from other gesiths to the Line-gesith, and Chert got them that way.
Chert knows Part-Captain Eugenia has been Captain Blossom’s second-in-command and understudy in all earnestness; last year, asked to propose three names to consider for that appointment, Captain Hank had demurred. Knows that the Independent Blossom has been taking a collegial interest in the Independent Eugenia’s progress with their new prosthetic. Knows, from specific enquiry arising from indirect and nervous hints made to an Army signaller, that once-Clerk Francis has begun the process of establishing the necessary permissions to perform a formal study on the emerging practices of the worship of destruction, and that Francis’ impetus to do this arises from the quietly observed distinctions between how Eugenia and Blossom interact. Sometimes it is comradely; sometimes it is collegial. Sometimes it is something else.
Whatever sort of interaction is presently polite never seems to confuse Blossom or Eugenia.
“Part-Captain.” Chert’s voice stays closer to I need a real answer than to stern.
“Neither Commonweal nor the Line has ever faced competent external opposition. Having come to realize this, I should be remiss did I not seek to prepare against the day.” Eugenia’s already still face smooths somehow. “That work, General.”
Both corners of Hank’s mouth twitch.
“That’s a remarkable statement.” Chert’s voice isn’t toneless, but the tone it does have doesn’t have a name Eugenia knows.
“Dread River hell-things are numerous. That’s not the same as competent; competent hell-things would presumably have heard of flanking maneuvers. Whatever ate Reems couldn’t even run away from the Independent Blossom. The Fight Below the Edge involved twenty-to-one odds not in our favour and a ratio of casualties one hundred to one in our favour. Nothing in the half-millennium of the Peace begins to contain capable opposition.”
“We have precisely one Independent Blossom.” Chert’s reflexive response, while thinking about Eugenia’s other assertions.
“This Commonweal has four entities of comparable capability.” Eugenia can’t quite say individuals. “What we do not have is the population or the doctrine to create the ability to fight a competent enemy.”
“The Line has a history of victory.”
“Against opponents who would put on their ritual loincloth, pick up a heavy stick, and go looking for cruncher. Somewhere in the world there is someone else with a developed sorcery tradition and the capacity to respond to conflict with quantitative analysis rather than attempting toughness.”
There’s a substantial pause.
“Have you ever met the Independent Halt, Part-Captain?”
“It was never the ambition of the priestly caste of the Kingdom of the Spider to meet any presence of the Mother of Spiders, sir.”
Hank makes an audible noise. It’s quiet, and not obviously voluntary, but it happens.
“Point.” Chert’s face does something. Eugenia doesn’t know Elegants well enough to recognize grudging agreement.
“Can you work with Captain Blossom?”
Hank doesn’t react at all, which means Hank’s been wondering that themself. Work with is not the same thing as work for.
“Yes.”
General Chert’s face keeps an intent and questioning look.
“Captain Blossom is a face Our Lady of Finely Divided Aggregate chooses to wear, for their and our social convenience. If I must judge the character of that greater entity, their sorcery students succeed and hold them in affection. Neither of these is necessarily to be expected.” Eugenia makes a specific gesture; sometimes the ink spills, if a Regular Six must give it a name. “If I am not that entity’s peer in any respect of skill or knowledge, the whole of that entity is scarcely required for the task. In the task, I may be their peer.”
There’s a small silence.
“Not ‘Goddess of Destruction’?” Hank’s honestly curious, and Eugenia blesses both familiarity with Hank and the prosthetic talent that lets them be sure curiosity is all it is.
“Polite acknowledgement of divinity and invocation of divinity differ in epithet.”
Hank nods.
“The Commonweal does not recognize divinity.” Chert’s voice is careful, and firm, and a little worried, all together.
“Reality does, General.” Eugenia isn’t pleased about the existence of divinity, but it’s impossible to talk to the Dead Gunner and not recognize there’s some involved.
“Either epithet’s fine for an artillerist to use,” Hank says, their stern face a happier kind of stern. “Won’t likely save you, but they’ll follow your shade into hell and help you kill what you find there.”
It’s Eugenia’s turn to nod the way you do when someone else says something entirely factual.
General Chert flinches from their heels to their head.


Chapter 52
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Twenty-sixth Day
Eugenia had not expected Chert’s face to set into immobility, for the General to rise and step away from their desk to open a tall cabinet — only not a closet because it was too narrow — and to return around their desk to hand Eugenia a banner.
Hank’s face was entirely still with approval, a thing Eugenia’s perfect memory will not let them dismiss.
Eugenia had half-expected to be told there was no place for them in the Line.
Eugenia had not expected the banner.
Eugenia had not expected to meet hundreds of prospective artillerists, mostly folk from around Old Lake or Upper Edge Creek, nor a Typical newly appointed master gunner of the battery Part-Captain Eugenia is expected to form.
Ochre Battery, Fifth Battalion (Artillery), First Brigade, Wapentake of the Creeks.
The other battery, the one now accepted into full service, the one Captain Blossom yet commands, is Scarlet. The nomenclature is the Captain’s, rather than the Line tradition of strictly numeric designation. No one will ever be confused between a battery and a banner, because the batteries get rainbow colour names while banners of a heavy battalion have names that follow the alphabet: fierce, uniform, thorn, ogive, and robust. As long as no diverse group of several ilks of folk need agree on what the colour names look like, all is unambiguous.
‘Master gunner’ as an appointment name continues to bother Eugenia, but the individual is lean and sardonic and wry and goes by Joyeuse. Eugenia is sure they can work with them, and suspects they’ll be likeable on a personal scale. How much personal scale the Line’s customs permit Eugenia expects to find out. Joyeuse is there to bring Line traditions with them, that much is obvious.
One of those Line traditions that Eugenia does not know is that a banner does not always come lightly into the hand of the officer assigned. This one comes as lightly into Eugenia’s hands as the banner now designated Scarlet’s did in the Eastern Waste, and so Eugenia thinks it may always be so.
Eugenia had never expected there would be a party.
By Regular Six expectations, a robust party; by Creek customs, you could almost call it a dance. Second Battalion is at the Armoury to be made operational, and they have been. General Chert and the brigadiers are there to make them so with due ceremony.
It’s more morning than night before Joyeuse finds their new battery commander again. They had in no way expected to find Full-Captain Slow, neck deep in a soaking tub, shoulders shifting every now and again with a strong thought or a considering reach for their mug of beer as though a statue stirred in the water. Joyeuse was looking for Part-Captain Eugenia, but not Part-Captain Eugenia quite soaked-out hours ago and bundled up in several Creek-sized towels to recline on a slatted wooden couch meant for the purpose and someone Slow’s size. Ochre Battery’s banner and the standard of the Second Heavy have preempted the clips on the walls used to hold two of the long poles with hooks for lifting a tub’s drain stopper off.
Slow’s beer is cool and Eugenia’s coffee is not quite hot because the Independent Eugenia wills it so. Neither has paid much attention; they’ve been talking with such specific enthusiasm that, few by each, Slow’s officers and Tiggy’s team and everyone else have quietly wandered away. Joyeuse is wondering what, if anything, to say — the conversation is off into strange far countries of a quantified material metric for ruthlessness — when a hand waves through their vision and they look at someone’s shoulder.
The someone, introducing themself outside the baths, is called Meek. Some of Meek’s demon-scars are visible, despite dim night-time lights in the long corridor. Joyeuse knows enough about Creek use-names to know what to expect from someone the Line will call Meek.
“Anyone tell you what you were getting into?” Meek’s voice stays quiet, and conversational, and wouldn’t fool a fellow Creek whatsoever. Meek is worried.
Joyeuse makes an elegant gesture of deprecation. “A scratch battery.” Their next gesture is just as elegant, but quizzical. “An independent battery commander, increasingly customary in these times.” Joyeuse’s smile is brilliant. Their next motion isn’t any gesture, but close, and doubtful. “That battery commander addressing a standard-captain in intimate language is a shock.”
Slow uses intimate language in return, and with no more apparent awareness than Eugenia is showing. Slow isn’t Joyeuse’s captain or problem.
“It’s the first time they’ve met,” Meek says. Meek looks so wholly sad Joyeuse can be certain that they’re seeing sorrow. “Though there were a few message packets toward the end of dusting the sky where the personal messages were getting long.”
Joyeuse doesn’t say anything; another Typical would get ‘Which specific hell?’ out of the motions of their hands. Meek gets the doubt and the worry.
“Slow’s been looking for a more robust lad, more brave and more responsible and more the expletive hero since — ” and Meek’s body moves to avoid saying all their life. Joyeuse, stuck on more robust — Slow is of average height for a male Creek, but Slow neither looks nor moves like someone certainly made of flesh — gives half a doubtful nod. “I’m the Second’s sergeant-major.” Meek almost growls the sentence. Joyeuse’s face settles out of its second and third thoughts. What would be over-familiarity and improper judgement in nearly anyone else is Meek’s job. Slow commands the Second; Meek maintains it as a living thing, and must be concerned for how it is commanded. To speak so to another first in authority in another battalion, in private, about a direct mutual concern, is not improper. It should not be frequent, but it is not improper.
“Slow fusses,” Meek says. “Slow fusses about how the Line’s not ready. Part-Captain Eugenia’s got the same worries and — ” Meek’s hands go up, because there’s no fair way to talk about how Eugenia’s family were calligraphers inside the priest-caste of the Kingdom of the Spider and wrote out the Empress’ decrees with quiet faces and steady artistry, and then Eugenia got a traditional upbringing only just three generations removed from that time before they went for a sorcerer. Or how Eugenia’s sorcery teacher never showed them ruth, or just what Scarlet battery has to say about the voice-tone Eugenia used to say ‘load squid’. Or how much delight Slow had taken in having someone to argue planning and doctrine and logistical readiness with in any way at all. Someone who holds the same beliefs and objectives while Slow was certain Eugenia would soon be dead of being examined for an independent was something else again.
Or, if Meek is being entirely self-honest, how much they resent not being able to put ‘besotted’ and ‘tiny merciless person’ into the same sentence spoken to Slow. Slow merits better, and so does Eugenia. Meek might, too, is the problem.
Joyeuse produces a considering nod. They’ve been paying attention throughout the party. They were worried about an officer trained as an independent not being the right kind of practical. Now they’re unsure they know how many things they’re worried about. The near-chorus of the Shot-team saying ‘We like Eugenia’ had left Joyeuse’s Typical sensitivity to subtlety in the Power full of unfathomable undercurrents.
“So when either of them slip up and say he or she in company we’re going to insist nobody notices,” Meek says. “Same with remarks on the volume of correspondence.” Joyeuse is left wondering if Meek’s go over there and die voice is less emphatic than this. It does not seem plausible that it could be more.
Typical narrative arts favour awkward romances, ideally told with singing. Joyeuse finds themself thinking this one might not be more awkward if one or both of the parties were dead, remembers Scarlet’s master gunner, and makes two distinct signs against evil and ill-omens. “Can Eugenia shape-shift?” Slow is six decimetres taller than Eugenia; Joyeuse thinks ingenuity overcomes most issues of scale, but perhaps not some preferences of form.
Meek’s head shakes no. “I asked Tiggy. Sure as fate Slow can’t, and Eugenia ain’t much like a lad.” Meek has no doubt of Slow’s obligate androsexuality. Typicals construct gender on the basis of creative and supportive and Joyeuse is certain from overheard fragments of conversation that Slow is supportive and Eugenia creative. Meek’s statement reminds them there are other understandings.
Line regulations say nothing about falling in love up and down the chain of command. The regulations say little about sexual congress between persons at different levels of the chain of command. What there is expresses lethal disapproval on the grounds that consent cannot be secured in such circumstances, and what cannot be secured cannot be sustained. Where Meek is certain Slow is absent such interest, Joyeuse concludes that of two people so unwilling to die and so resolute of will, it is not within a sergeant-major’s capacity to keep them from impropriety. Which makes the question something outside a master gunner’s responsibility, and certainly Joyeuse’s own; the question of politeness and terminology stays within responsibility and practicality.
Meek can tell the new master gunner is thinking, but no more.
“Deal,” Joyeuse says, clasping forearms with Meek, rather more firmly this time.


Chapter 53
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Thirtieth Day
“That girl’s never had any sense about men.” Grackle’s voice is as flat and empty as a remark about how many casks of soap are yet to shift, or how the infusion of lilac’s strong this year and the recipe needs adjustment.
“I can attempt to reassure you,” Blossom says, “but it might not work and works or not, you could never talk to anyone about it.”
“Except you?”
“Me, or Halt, or the kids,” Blossom says. “As I should stop calling them. Or Parliament, if Parliament asks. It’s outwith the common knowledge.”
Grackle smiles. Blossom waits, tactfully putting a smidgen more salt in their half-mug of tea and stirring with a delicacy learnt around Halt’s festive tea services.
“Dion was a brave handsome idiot and Hector braver and less wise,” Grackle says. “Shadow seems a fine lad, but all of Shadow’s seems.” Grackle sets their mug down with its last swallow still in it. They do not move their hands, as a matter of deliberate will. “An entirely conscious seems.”
Blossom nods without looking as though they’ve even considered saying anything.
Several minutes pass in silence.
“Tell me.” Grackle’s voice is decided.
“On the Hills High Road,” Blossom says, and Grackle’s face goes tight — “when Fire was disembodied and Shadow had to anchor Fire’s metaphysical part until they could come back to the Round House and make their metaphysical transition to re-embody themself, that was the one time Shadow could ever have consumed Fire.”
Grackle sits entirely still. “Why the Round House?” comes out in a small voice. Grackle means, Why so far? and Why wait?, both together.
“Not much vanadium just lying around,” Blossom says. “Quickest way to get to all the required substances.”
Grackle nods. The motion isn’t as firm as Grackle intended it to be.
“The ritual worked and Fire was distinct again.” Blossom’s voice is calm and light and abstract. There is one less person in the world who would recognize the sound of stress and know to be uneasy. “Halt has nightmares about it.” Blossom lets out a long breath. “Halt was certain that Shadow was going to consume Fire, and then Halt would have to destroy them both and be sad.” Sad with a sorrow whose name lies beyond the world, Blossom thinks. The thought does not come anywhere Grackle has knowledge of it.
Grackle is staring at anything that is not Blossom.
“Halt thought it was impossible for Shadow to not consume Fire under such circumstances. Halt can explain how it wasn’t possible as a thing of mechanism, how it shouldn’t have mattered what Shadow’s intent might have been.”
“This is not reassuring.” Grackle gets up, stares at the heating ring while muttering the same charm they’ve used since their early youth, and puts the refilled kettle on the glowing ring. Grackle stays standing, watching the kettle.
“Privately, Halt has called Fire the good luck of an hundred thousand years.” Blossom’s voice is gentle. “Halt doesn’t know what to call Shadow.”
Some memory of being a grandmother moves in Grackle’s face, and they nod. Shadow is always Dear when Halt addresses them, without a label. Halt cannot be unaware of it, and Halt would not do it if they could help it; would not mark Shadow as somehow special.
“My other altogether witchy daughter once wrote to me that there was no complaining of Rose taking up with Pelōŕios because Shadow was more monster than flocks of unicorns.” Grackle pokes at the tea pot. “It was meant with love but … ”
“Does not reassure,” Blossom says, voice entirely gentle.
Grackle nods.
“Any of us full-mighty are monsters enough, looked at from that angle.” Blossom sounds practical, without the least trace of wry. “There’s a time when it’s necessary to think about it.”
The pause is long enough to see the boiling water poured into the teapot.
“I got a letter,” Grackle says. “I was asked to express distress at your not admitting how close your fight was.” Out in the Eastern Waste, Grackle means and Blossom understands.
“I guessed correctly twice,” Blossom says. “That’s in the Line report. People get to draw their own conclusions.”
“So close?” Grackle lifts the teapot, sets it on to the table, and sits down. You had an ongoing expectation of death, Grackle means, not what-was-Grue’s You might have died.
“Something like close,” Blossom says to Grackle’s intent. “Sample size of one.” Blossom sets their spoon down from putting more salt in the fresh cup and does something that makes the fingertips of their left hand blur with loops of white light. “In old books, it’s called imperative subsumption. I did that and took its mind that was then of my mind and made it nothing, as I have been dismantling my rages these three score years. What remains worries that I took chances because I knew they were dead, because I was not there and could not come.”
Blossom takes a small sip of tea, a second, and not a third, as their will settles their face and the tea cup is set down.
“There is no explaining that there was no hope without risk in that fight. I missed my sister. Any of the rest of the team would have made it less close, but if Fire’d been there too it would not have been a question.”
There’s a quiet time of fresh mugs of tea and sipping and a companionable silence.
“Do you think anyone will emerge from the Shape?” Grackle’s voice is careful and tentative.
Blossom makes a face of uncertainty. “Not in your time.” There’s a strange hand motion, and the light in the already dim kitchen thins and settles. Grackle thinks of what rises in stirred soup, and how the surface smooths again when you stop. “Wouldn’t say that was a reason you ought not write back.”
Grackle nods. Grackle’s seventy this year, and their time is their own, to do as yet needs doing or teach what yet needs teaching. Or do not much at all, but Blossom greatly doubts Grackle shall not do something.
“I’m — ” and Blossom picks up their tea cup and drains it, sets it back down. “I’m an idea made substantial with the Power. I can do many things, but I can’t turn love into safety.”
Grackle reaches across the table and briefly squeezes Blossom’s hand.
“I was blind for two years, and one-armed, and it itched all the time. Everyone else was dead but Grue was still there.” Blossom’s voice is strange and strong in Grackle’s ears. “Changing your primary talent flavour changes your name. Changing your name’s — ” and Blossom stops, unable to compress the mathematics of incoherent theories spanning millennia of failures and sparsely few successes into any plausible sentence.
“Fatal,” Grackle says. “There was a team through here last year got rid of some rather bite-y shrews that way.”
“Almost always.” Blossom looks up at the join of wall and ceiling. “It’s not possible to study, there’s no consensus.”
“Waiting for the bad news,” Grackle says, making an expression that has no idea what it wishes to show.
“All our lives,” Blossom says. “Which is not what you’re doing about Fire, Mama.”
“Not possible to study?” Grackle’s voice is full of doubt.
Blossom makes another hand motion, and this time Grackle feels like they’re sitting in the middle of the soup-pot where the surface dips with hard stirring. “The math is … impractical, with a material brain.”
“So tell me the conclusion,” Grackle says.
“The Mother of Spiders has five presences we know or can infer,” Blossom says. “We think Halt’s the third. The Empress is the fifth. Halt intensely wants something involving the Commonweal to succeed, and they’re sure Fire being consumed would greatly harm that. They’re convinced there’s no risk of consumption happening now. I’m convinced my sister’s safe from devouring because I can follow the math; some of it is Constant’s math and Constant intensely cares that they don’t cease to exist.”
“Laurel didn’t defeat Halt?” Grackle’s making hand motions like teasing apart tangled string.
“Folklorically, but not factually. The entity Laurel defeated was the Empress.” Blossom smiles in moods Grackle does not recognize. “Thirty years later, there was Halt. Everyone thought the Empress had rather not look like the Empress after being defeated, and none of them were sorcerers.”
“Is the Empress still caught?” Grackle’s fingers are moving through wider arcs, as thought the tangle is a larger thing.
“I’ve met the Empress.” Blossom’s head shakes fractionally in the gesture of their Regular youth. “Not much like Halt, and not caught.”
“Every day is the end of the world,” Grackle says. It’s a Creek proverb.
“It seems to work as though the Mother of Spiders has an appendage, one presence, bound to the Shape of Peace.”
Grackle was picking up their tea mug. They set it back down.
“So the Mother of Spiders could eat us all?”
Blossom nods. “I could. Fire could, permutations of the kids could, Halt could. No one could in secret.”
Blossom’s head is briefly wrapped in a pattern of light projected from a higher dimensional space. “It’d make as much sense as eating your own entrails would to someone with a material metabolism.”
“And if someone comes who disagrees?” Grackle’s not shocked yet.
“We’ll destroy them.” Blossom says it like someone offering to do the dishes. “There isn’t any way to make something invincible, or immutable, or permanent. The Commonweal’s no exception.”
“This is in no wise reassuring.”
“I can include the Shape of Peace’s enchantment in myself. I’ve got a nascent one already, to be sure I was doing it right when I helped create this one. I could maintain the whole thing from inside myself if we ever needed so desperately to flee. Halt could shift the Shape’s material anchor into their own hell, and move it that way. Wake can’t pick it up, but would be invaluable keeping any mixing from going on between the Shape and whoever was carrying it.”
“Any two of you,” Grackle says. They don’t know which of Halt or Blossom would be doing the carrying and which maintaining bounds, but their certainty is comfortable that the thing would be done.
Blossom nods. “Theory we didn’t have when the first Shape of Peace was created. And if we can pick the Shape up, we can pick it up.”
“All this has cost you Grue.”
Blossom’s hands move in a firm no. It’s a thoroughly Creek gesture and Grackle is moved with a combination of love and terror.
“Grue existed in the Peace with a manifest considerable coercive talent. Not Grue’s failing. Saying no one’s thoughts should be coerced isn’t wrong. The Shape offered to give their remnant refuge, which means there’s a strong consensus their fate’s unfair.” Blossom makes a strange face, as wild and uncontrolled as Grackle has ever seen on anyone. “There can be a funeral. Couldn’t have been, if Grue had slipped and altered someone. I hate that it’s a good outcome, but it still is.”
“There’s a marker stone,” Grackle says. “Didn’t know what to write on it, but the stone’s there.”
Blossom’s face smoothes out. They reach over the table and squeeze Grackle’s wrist so gently the gesture contains only delicacy. “Thank you, Mama.”
Blossom takes several mouthfuls of tea. “I’m sad, my Regular social presence is too sad to talk to anyone, but I won’t be sad forever.” There’s a wave at the far wall, invoking the idea of outside. “I’ve got a family, I’ve got a crowd of diligent students who’ve sorted out their own order for going independent in, I’ve got the prospect of a better future, no matter how sad I am now.”
Grackle nods once. “Hard thing to learn.”
Grackle is silent some while, and Blossom lets them be.
“Is it a better future?” Grackle says this as a true question.
“Fair odds,” Blossom says. “We’re getting more capable. Smart people or stubborn people who don’t happen to be sorcerers move us as much forward as the sorcerers do. If there’s four million people in the Second Commonweal in fifty years, I think we’re going to be doing better than today.”
Grackle makes a faint doubtful noise.
“Integrated transportation, whatever scale of problem the Sea People manage to be, scope of tilth, where the cities go, all of that we can accomplish. That’s the whole point; I’m maybe going to help with half of it, but the Goddess of Destruction’s not what you want when you’re trying to grow more food. The Commonweal means it’s not my job anyway.”
“What you want?” Grackle’s sharply worried.
“What,” Blossom says. “I’m a who, but that aspect’s influence is a what.”
Grackle says “I’ve been reading about prophecies, from the old Kingdom of the Spider.” There’s a careful sip of tea. “Such stuff.”
Blossom nods. Such writing was made tangible again from memory in the early Commonweal, in the century of the False Peace. The pre-Commonweal written records materially surviving from the Kingdom of the Spider are few and scant and fragmentary. “I don’t set much store by it. I doubt the Empress did, or does. Mother certainly doesn’t.”
“You’re not going to wait about for someone to fight?” Grackle’s tone has gone decidedly maternal.
Blossom smiles. “I’m going to give up being a Keeper as soon as I can so I can fit myself into the working link. There’s the transportation problem, there’s all those students.”
“And Fire?” Somewhere near the top of Grackle’s thoughts am I going to have more grandchildren? shines with worry and hope and doubt.
“Not of me,” Blossom says. “Though I might be second parent if Rose gets to a hundred and grows some kids in vats. Fire, I can’t speak for. They’re still themself.”
“Truly?”
“Truly. The link doesn’t diminish, it’s repurposed.”
“Entelechs eat people.” It’s a fact Grackle has never been able to reconcile themself to, despite Shadow’s manners. Halt is ancient and far-off and maybe left all such things in those days. Shadow is right there with Grackle’s daughter Fire.
“People are candy. Entelechs eat demons, if you’re talking about solid food.” Blossom says this with an entire calm. Grackle looks horrified anyway.
“Demons are a chunk of the Power with wits,” Blossom says. “It might be no more than that clever enough mischief is a demon, we don’t know. The circulation in the link is such that Shadow’s got little need to eat anything, and is developing much quicker than an entelech is expected to do.”
“Fire said once they could exercise their full talent without initiating mass conflict, that it was of real benefit to them.” Grackle’s words are slow and their voice is doubtful. Grackle knows who their daughter is, and tries not to think about what.
“Fire’s taste in men aside,” Blossom says, “their choice of fellow-sorcerers is not so bad.”
Grackle believes it, somehow, and a particular tension goes out of them.


Chapter 54
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Five, Month of Prairial, Thirtieth Day
It’s a family resting place.
Blossom would have had to have been paying attention, if they hadn’t been told; Creeks bury their dead in ornamental gardens, and the ratio of visible memorial to garden is not large. Most of the markers are obscured by roses, as has been the Creek custom for a thousand years.
Family sections come in different styles; sometimes they’re set in the sides of a mounded hill that supports flowering trees inside and above the trellis-fence holding up the interlaced rose stems. Sometimes it’s a dell, dug or found, and the markers are around the inside face. Sometimes there’s a built structure, often with central statuary, and the grave markers go around the structure and the roses go around that.
This particular marker is blank, and expensive; a finely layered metamorphic rock, the reddish outer face polished mirror flat with material tools.
It’s set well; Blossom’s family’s structure turns out to be four connected, raised, and terraced half-circles, facing east-west-east-west and proceeding down a gentle north-facing slope. Along the top of the half-circles is a continuous roofless double colonnade over a path. All the pairs of columns are different, styles and stones. Blossom looks at surface oxidization and concludes they’re looking at one generation per column-pair. Cardinal and semi-cardinal points of a half-circle give five pairs of columns; the four connected half-circles give seventeen.
The friezes don’t give any hints; neither do the existing marker stones. The bare monolithic stones of the next half-circle’s recently-placed foundation are likewise mute.
Blossom’s read nearly all of the books they’ve consumed. They can find classic reasons to make any siting auspicious. For something set in the second terrace down of five under the outer north-east point of the second-to-last colonnade, an auspicious interpretation is an easy thing.
Easy to tell whose the other set stones are, if you have the memory of the making of sunrise roses. There’s a three-footed trellis of those over the markers for Fire’s children and brothers — Blossom’s dead neeves and siblings, unmet for all the many gifted memories. Dion’s marker’s to the left of the trellis, which must have been a concession from the rose-grower or the full family or both.
Blossom inhales once, wilfully conscious of the flesh they’ve assumed and the spring sunshine and the wafting scent of the riot of roses over the rising green of the whole garden before they write Cwenhild on the marker-stone with the handle of a spoon. The letters are deep and neat and regular in the script of the modern Commonweal.
Blossom sets the spoon down on the marker stone and steps away from human things.
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