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Thread 1
Slow’s memoirs
White tags are counted as dead once tagged. When the press of circumstances make it necessary to apply triage to the hurt no one has leisure to wait and note specific times of death. Now and again it happens that someone white-tagged fails to die, through luck or error, and should some time pass without indications of possession the funny looks wear off.
I was conscious enough for Shadow to ask me if I would live. The funny looks have yet to go away.
Neither witness describes the events in similar fashion. There is effectively no description from the witness who fled, while the complete description comes from a doctor about whom their friends continue to express concern. My experience of the events was entirely coloured by having been given the large dose of happy-juice customarily applied to those certain to die in circumstances where happy-juice remains in plentiful supply.
The sensation of having material parts of myself return from dead demons and passed time I would lack the words to describe had I been fully conscious while the events were occurring. The texture of Shadow’s will must first admit in the hearer the possibility that anyone’s will has a texture before I might strive to describe it, and then I must struggle with the problem of the texture being that of no material thing with which I am in any way familiar.
I will say that while Shadow’s material presence has not altered, I have not since that day again apprehended them as one might apprehend one’s youthful cousin, a thing I had commonly done before that time.
That my unexpected — and entire — recovery led to the irritating circumstance of being hale and confined to a hospital I do not lay to Shadow’s responsibility, but rather to the caution of the medical profession.
This enforced stay did provide me with more than a sufficiency of time to prepare my report on the action Below the Edge and to that purpose I put as much of my attention as I could. As that action was a short one, the report could not absorb especially much time.
Parliament having granted the desire of the surviving Cousins to be admitted to the Commonweal, the First Battalion was in place below the Edge to provide security against the possibility of a renewed assault upon that remnant. While present we were also to assist in the recovery of persons and food supplies.
It was the Captain’s expectation that the greater threat would arrive by water: the supply of City-State sorcerers — so the Cousins called their attackers — seemed entirely likely to be less than the supply of Sea People, whose conquest the City-Staters had fled. Certainly as a matter of general expectation one will find the conqueror a greater threat than the conquered. So it proved to be; Sea People arrived in some force up the River of Mists on the twenty-eighth day of Prairial in the five-hundredth and forty-second Year of the Peace Established.
The River of Mists is a substantial river, combining the outflow of all the watery Creeks and running from the Southern Edge to the Sea in perhaps two hundred straight-line kilometres and not very many more as the river flows, as it flows in a deep and ancient canyon which may reflect the drainage of the eastern half of this continent prior to the creation of the Northern Hills. 
This course does not align with any of the Creeks, and while it arises between the longitudes of the Wet Westcreek and Blue Creek at the base of the Edge and flows nearly due east for a time, once it turns south it runs for the sea straight as a road.
This river runs swift and strong in all seasons. And while it is a substantial river, the walls of the ancient canyon — which the river seldom overtops — keep it from being a wide one, even in the rumpled lowlands Below the Edge. This makes sailing up the river difficult. The City-State traders who the Cousins tell us were accustomed to come never came far; they would get about fifty kilometres in from the sea, just enough to reach the first plausible anchorage, and stop there.
As this anchorage was far from any settlement of Cousins, all commerce between the Cousins and the City-States was carried on by delivery of furs to this place by the Cousins and the recovery of those trade goods purchased to their settlements. The required arduous effort of returning upstream was reduced in some degree by the trade goods having much less weight than the furs sufficient to purchase them. This was also the only portion of the country of which the City Staters possessed any knowledge, and the Sea People took their first knowledge of the country from the City States. So it was to this customary anchorage that the Sea People first came.
We had no immediate awareness of them there. The First Battalion was sited at the one substantial settlement of the Cousins remaining in a serviceable condition, and that settlement was in its beginnings and up to those days — it is not there now — hard under the Edge near the end of the Blue Creek. This put it north of the east-west course of the River of Mists, fifteen kilometres east of where Blue Creek reaches the Edge, and about twenty-five kilometres west of the place where the River of Mists turns through five-sixteenths of a circle to flow just west of south to the sea. When maintaining the regulation hundred-kilometre watch radius the First Battalion did not observe so far as this anchorage, and was not concerned that this should be so. The main concern at that time was recovering the living Cousins and since we had no particular expectation of attack, nor at that time any habit of being concerned for attacks conducted by means of distant ritual workings, an anchorage out of our sight was not a source of concern to us.
That there were persons present who were not Cousins was known, but this did not much concern us either. Small expeditions of City Staters and other hopeful persons have come up to the land Below the Edge time out of mind, seeking to find there safety or overlooked riches. That there are no riches is not an answer that sort of person readily accepts merely because no one else in a thousand years has found any trace of the treasure ships they hope were sunk when the sea was higher. That some such persons might try to present themselves as Cousins and join the Commonweal was a matter for the Cousins, who could vouch for whom they chose. That some others might be there as spies seemed possible, but also not a matter of great concern. They would see the Cousins leaving; they would see the presence of troops. They would not be witness to any important details of constructing a company-sized fortification. Attempting to creep up on a company camp in the dank forests north of the River of Mists would not profit them; that country is dim and cool and so we must conclude by the vigorous activity of the enormous and voracious turtles which abound in its streams that these are creatures and not natural animals. (This question is as easily concluded concerning the wild kine upon which the turtles seldom feed; those have no difficulty walking over water or through fire, and their shaggy coats consume any small organism which passes within them.)
In these dispositions we were warned by our lookouts of the Sea People sailing up the river. The Captain ordered Thorn Company to maintain possession of the fort and to avoid, if it could, any direct conflict. A situation where all sat down and stared for some days would be ideal. The remainder of the battalion was situated in four companies along the east-west line of the River of Mists in the narrow country to the north of that watercourse. These were positions from which they could achieve the east bank of the north-south portion of that river without any major river crossing, by no accidental disposition; the Captain had been most concerned, should the Sea People arrive, that news of a battle should not come back to their distant commanders after it should be concluded, and the customary anchorage is located on the east bank of the River of Mists.
Thorn Company’s task did not prove achievable; the Sea People arrived promptly, and gave just as promptly formal challenge. I am sure they expected complete success from applying some fifty demons to a small fort, and in another time they should have been correct. In this time they were not; the banner focus and a plentitude of demon-specific pointy sticks sufficed us, despite a platoon’s worth of dead and down as some few of the more skilled demons succeeded in infiltrating the bubble before they could be dispatched.
As I was myself one of those casualties Thorn Company’s operations were subsequently directed by its signaller, known in the Line as Duckling. This was not in accordance to Line regulation, while it did conform to custom. With the part-captain, sergeant-major, and two of the five sergeants unavailable, it mattered more that the focus-nodes not shift than that the senior functional sergeant be determined and take operational control.
Duckling did a skillful job; the second wave of demons was as numerous but weaker by half, and of them Thorn Company was soon disposed. At which juncture the Sea People force was out of demons and Thorn Company was by no means out of pointy sticks or Power; the initial engagement had been sharp, but not prolonged. The Sea People having made a close approach to the fort, Thorn Company did not need to exit the fort to accomplish their destruction.
The battalion did not reach the fort until late afternoon the next day, having made a night march down to the anchorage, destroyed all the Sea People there, crossed two companies over the River of Mists, and then come back up both sides of the river destroying Sea People shipping as they came.
The Captain sent Shadow to assess Thorn Company’s position after the battalion’s initial engagement at the anchorage. This was perhaps two hours after the Sea People attack on Thorn Company’s position began. Due to the distance, Thorn Company was out of direct communication with the battalion standard and while the battalion could observe that there had been a battle they could not readily observe conditions inside the fort. The Captain forbore to make any visible signal, while we for our part did not know the location of the First’s standard prior to Shadow’s arrival.
I did not resume command due to the unanimous opposition of the medics. They did not understand what Shadow had done and were not convinced that I was an entity continuous with my prior history. Thorn Company had suffered fifty-one dead and down; the great majority of the dead remained with the banner, and those up were all in fit condition.
With the company in good order and unthreatened, I saw no sufficient reason to object. The regulations of the Line do grant that medics may forbid the injured from returning to their duty, and do specifically empower any medic to address such difficulties as they believed then applied. It would have required strait circumstances indeed for it to have been appropriate for me to put the matter to the consensus of the banner focus.
Such provision of the regulations extended so far as to require my return with the other injured to Westcreek Town and an established hospital. There was not there much use to which I could find to put myself; being officially, if not practically, injured, the doctors required me to act as though I was not hale. Beyond completing my reports, I could read to Meek — even very prompt hospital treatment would not have sufficed Meek’s injuries a generation ago — but was not permitted even to move freely about the hospital.
Some news did arrive through this time, some of which I shall come to later and some of which concerned Parliament’s eventual judgement of my condition. In such terms as I comprehend, Shadow’s application of the Power to my injuries involved a form of name magic sensitive to the specifics of an ancient and particular language. The errors of inexperience Shadow entirely avoided; I was not made to have health in the abstract nor wholeness in some future perfect tense. Despite a focused personal interest, I was not able to understand precisely what Shadow had done. Shadow did their best to explain; the Independent Halt explained that they could not explain; various learned persons pounced on Halt’s lack of explanation and eventually retreated in bewilderment.
Meek and I both were Fire’s file-closers at a time when Fire was a platoon sergeant in the Second Heavy of the Seventieth. It made their visit during my supposed and Meek’s actual convalescence so entirely within custom that none of the hospital staff could properly look askance. The five-litre jar of experimental topical salve could not be customary but was supposed to kill the itching. Meek’s attempts to joke about the itching were never convincing and had stopped entirely more than a décade prior. Anyone who has ever had any portion of their flesh regrown can speak eloquently and at length about the itching if they can bear to speak on the subject at all.
Meek did not stay awake long enough for the medic with the sponge to take it away; the medic tightened the jar lid and set the salve down where Meek would see it when they woke again, gave Fire an approving nod, and went out again looking hopeful. All the medics were careful, the whole time, not to let the hopeful looks show where Meek could see them. Medical persons strive to present an impression that your recovery is a matter of certainty, and all those who treated Meek were scrupulous and successful in this.
Fire had patted Meek’s sleeping shoulder and looked at me and said, “Do you really want to know?”
I continue to hope that I managed a firm nod in response, though I could not in conscience attest that I did.
“Shadow got the verbs right,” Fire said. “Ongoing pattern of health and wholeness.” ‘Modifying your substance’ does not need elaboration, though Fire produced the kind of terrible smile they smiled when they were a sergeant and the odds had removed victory from any plausible expectation. “Lots of your substance was hell-bound — ” it is unwise to contemplate what specific fraction of one’s body has been devoured by demons, what happens to that flesh, or what it means when the demon dies with your flesh not all digested within it — “and the rest was dying.”
Fire stopped speaking, and let me think. If Shadow had not altered my substance from a time when either dying or in demons applied to all of it, for me to be in an ongoing state of health and wholeness raised many questions.
“It’s subtle stuff,” Fire says. “Halt says you got the proper version.” That smile of Fire’s was gentle, and they waved as they walked out.
Once I was able to get leave to depart the hospital, I found nothing to complain of and only small strangenesses of physicality. I should have been weak and unsupple from the enforced idleness, and yet I was not. It was no more difficult to run twenty kilometres than it had been at the peak of my youth, and while that was welcome, it was strange in its particulars as well as an event. There is a sensation of muscular effort associated with putting forth such effort as you understand you can continue to make for some time while perceiving it as effortful, and I did not feel this while running nor while exercising with weights. I did not feel it when I arranged with two of the doctors to be let run the length of the West Wetcreek from Westcreek Town to the end of the tow road at Longbarns and then back up to Westcreek Town again, and I most certainly should have done. So that was more strange than somewhat.
It did much good that I had gone no swifter, if more steadily, than I might have before the Fight Below the Edge. More good was done by Shadow having asked my prior consent to their restorative attempt and having waited with gravity and seriousness for an — only just — audible answer. My consent was not held operant, as no one’s would have been while dosed with such a dose of happy-juice, but it had been asked and there were witnesses to it. So also did the suicide rule apply: I had had no chance of survival without sorcerous intervention. Parliament muttered to itself for some while and then concluded that there was nothing to object to in a sorcerer seeking by licit hasty means to save life in circumstances of emergency. Parliament even forbore to require of Shadow that they do no such thing again.
The Line is not obliged to accept Parliament’s positive judgement of any of its officers. The Line in the Second Commonweal had not yet established stable customs for maintaining the consensus of the standard-captains, which lack further complicated matters. What was customarily achieved by a combination of rotating battalions between brigades and travel by adjutants has not yet been done in the Second Commonweal.
The brigades in the Folded Hills had been fixed in place and losing troops and readiness. The agriculture and industry of the Folded Hills did not yet support recruitment beyond that necessary to keep the army pennon and the Fourth of the Twelfth supplied with their nominal strength. The need to cover the First Valley retained the standards of battalions as the banners of companies; in great need, such a company can provide the direction required for an effective volunteer battalion. This was still too great a count of troops for the existing agriculture in the First (and Fourth) valleys, and the First Valley, bordering on the expanded Paingyre, was and is where troops are required. The remainder of the Army of the Iron Bridge had disbanded, lost to age or a greater need of other tasks. What remained was by administrative designation the Army of the Western Hills.
It was as much a hard fact that, could we possibly do so, it would better for the general prosperity if there were two battalions raised from the Folded Hills and not, by equivalent of troops, six. It would be by intent two artillery battalions and one heavy battalion so soon as the artillery and the artillerists were ready, which would not be a lesser burden but would comprise a hope of a better defence.
A sufficient defence presented another question entirely; as a matter of sufficiency of defence, brigades where we had battalions would begin to approach a plausible degree of force. Whether such force would in fact suffice would have to wait on the future and what threats it may hold, just as our present arrangements must. It might even be a false hope, that greater force would become a greater defence; a confident brigadier might act without the caution that preserves the victory of an uncertain battalion. Yet force must answer not only force, but location; the brigade would command a greater geography, and we have more geography than force.
We were sure then that we would have another battalion raised from the Creeks, which someone must undertake to command. The choice of who should do so was not easily made.
Such is not a proper fashion of thought for anyone participating in a memorial service, but I always think such thoughts then. My first duty on returning to service was to conduct the memorial service for those of the First Battalion who were fallen in the Fight Below the Edge. It was not so many as it might have been, and that is all there is to say.
The custom at the memorial is for joint and careful use of earth-moving focuses to pick up the long central garden so the ashes of the dead may be scattered under the level of the flower-bearing earth, and the garden is then set down again. The shades of the dead passed into the Standard of the Seventieth. They had passed out of it to attend the service; the standard and the banners of the First have remained Below the Edge, but to the dead the standards are a single country and a commonality of passage.
D-Day Minus 1456
Year of Peace 543,  Messidor, Seventeenth Day (Early Summer)
Third Year of the Third Parliament. Fifty-Sixth Resolution.
BE IT RESOLVED:
The Consensus of the Standard-Captains asserts the Sea People likely to return in greater force and the present strength of the Line in the operational area (’Wapentake’) congruent to the four provinces of the Creeks insufficient to repel them in that circumstance.
Against an unknown threat, no effort is certain of success. Nor may we neglect the Peace. Yet what may be done, must be done.
Parliament instructs the Line-gesith:
 1. Establish a larhaus of the Line-gesith in the Third Clearance of Lost Creek.
 2. Request the Line raise a second heavy battalion, to be drawn from the Wapentake operational area.
 3. Request the Line establish the artillery battalion, to be drawn from the Wapentake operational area.
 4. Request the Line raise two batteries of the artillery battalion established in (3)
Parliament instructs the Geld-gesith:
 1. Complete any ongoing infrastructure project phases.
 2. Maintain Food-gesith and Hale-gesith budgets as established.
 3. Adjust all other budgets for necessary transfers to the Line-gesith.
 4. Publish the adjusted budget no later than 543-Brumaire-01
FIFTY-SIXTH RESOLUTION: 99 present, Southern Slow Soft Swamp, open seat
 Line-gesith:
 1: 78 Yea, 21 Nay
 2: 99 Yea, 0 Nay
 3: 95 Yea, 4 Nay
 4: 65 Yea, 34 Nay
 Geld-gesith:
 1: 54 Yea, 45 Nay
 2: 99 Yea, 0 Nay
 3: 71 Yea, 28 Nay
 4: 99 Yea, 0 Nay
Resolution Fifty-Six passed in full. The Line and Geld gesiths are so instructed.
Third Year of the Third Parliament. Fifty-Seventh Resolution.
BE IT RESOLVED:
The security and prosperity of the populace are contained in the Peace. Stability of specific economic endeavour and economic predictability are not at any scale themselves required of the Peace.
Parliament instructs the gesiths to conduct themselves on this basis.
FIFTY-SEVENTH RESOLUTION: 99 present, Southern Slow Soft Swamp, open seat
85 Yea, 14 Nay
D-Day Minus 1455
Year of Peace 543,  Messidor, Eighteenth Day (Early Summer)
The Shape of Peace
The Galdor-gesith is a Creek, for the first time in the Peace. Clerk Hyacinth served the Lug- and Galdor-gesiths before their appointment to Commonweal office.
The Peace-gesith is a Regular Five, unremarkable in most respects. Adult, they have never been anything but a Clerk of the Peace-gesith, and Judge Seleðryð was known for a certain traditional firmness in their interpretation of the law.
Line-gesiths are by long custom selected from those unacquainted with the Line. Hélisachar led a weeding-team and then maintained an archive of weeding-team records before the creation of the Second Commonweal. An Atypical Typical, they have imperfectly adopted intermittent clerkly manners.
The Lug-gesith is another Creek. They were never a Clerk; an Actuary, and a skilled one, but never a Clerk. Zenodorus the Actuary built weighted graphs of the canal system across the Four Provinces professionally and examined abstruse geometries from personal interest before their appointment.
In another time, in another Commonweal, they would be in a meeting room, a wide one all of stone. This is a tent with its sides rolled up in the warmth of the middle décade of Messidor.
“Comrades.” The Galdor-gesith sounds pleased.
The other three are nearly certain their fellow gesith is pleased; you always sound pleased, and you always call your fellow gesiths ‘comrade’ if you mean to discuss anything contained by an oath of service. Distinguishing between ‘sounds pleased’ and ‘actually pleased’ inside your own ilk often challenges. Remembering to divide, even in speech, the office and the person comes readily to those appointed.
The pause of dignity passes. “No one brought notes or fylstans, so I suppose this meeting to be for the purpose of resolving your several concerns.” One does not say ‘policy’ prior to achieving consensus. It makes everything much more difficult should you do so.
“Let us,” the Peace-gesith says, “keep custom and start with the small matters.” In scope, the Peace-gesith means, and everyone understands. The Galdor-gesith’s fellows have questions about the Galdor-gesith’s decisions, as those may inform their own duty or policy.
There had been a great deal of caution seven seasons ago when Clerk Hyacinth was newly appointed Galdor-gesith. Now everyone has experience of arguing with this Galdor-gesith and are duly cautious for specific reasons.
No one says anything, and the Galdor-gesith’s face does nothing obvious to convey a vast amusement. “You would all like me to tell you something about social relations undertaken by a member of the Shot-team.”
“Yes,” says the Line-gesith. “To interfere in social relations should be unthinkably much in no wise desirable. Yet pointy sticks come from but this source, and there exists a single source by necessity of skill and not by economic preference. To risk that source to passion seems most rashly unwise.”
“We do not shut the shot-shop members up inside and insist they never see the sky,” the Galdor-gesith says. “I do not see this social risk as greater than the material risks of going outside.”
The Peace-gesith sets their teacup down, folds their hands. It is nothing like their preference for tea, but the cool mountain slopes of the headwaters of the Main River are lost to the Second Commonweal. “Relationships between regular persons and exercised talents attend on a lengthy history of tragedy. Given the talent-flavour involved, I should not expect good judgement from the talented party. Given the willingness to become involved, I observe no good judgement from the untalented party.”
“Everything’s to scale.” The Lug-gesith is a Creek man, one of regular size for their ilk. “Tankard’s preferences run to resolute women, and there’s no record of a Creek woman taller than one-ninety-seven.”
A few percent of Creek men run large in bone and thews. A percent of Creek men run tall. Half those running tall are also large. Tankard is two hundred and forty-seven centimetres tall, tallest living, fourth tallest in the certain historical record, quite possibly in the top ten for the Creek ilk throughout its existence, and certainly in the top twenty for height.
Tankard looks halfway between stocky and squat, if there’s nothing beside them for scale.
“Tankard’s bent a horseshoe straight in their off hand,” the Lug-gesith says. “It ain’t just what could fit where that’s a concern.”
“Comrade.” The Peace-gesith stops. That sounded too much like a voice for judgement. “No part of the law permits an expectation of sexual congress to anyone, much less specific expressions of desire.”
“The law contains no possibility of consent to lasting harm.” The Galdor-gesith’s voice emerges from them even.
The Line-gesith experiences a small frisson. Unlike nearly everyone else, the Creek ilk were not made to obey sorcerers; it alters their perspective. The Line-gesith looks severe. “Tankard’s stature dooms them to an absence of partners; Lily’s necromantic talent dooms them to not less than a long wait.” There’s a single compressed gesture, consistent with clerkly dignity. “Comrade, how might you believe they are not presently rash?” Rash in risking that same lasting harm.
“The question of securing or sustaining consent, the risk of a necromantic murder, and the risk of material harm all arise. Lily is of modest necromantic talent; they have no inadvertent means to override the will of a fellow Creek. Any sexual activity takes place via an illusion-construct with filters in both directions, so that no passionate lapse has the opportunity to do any fleshly harm.”
“Such filters would be novel.” The Peace-gesith, in this more certain than correct.
“Lily asked Halt. Lily presented the form of the illusion-construct they arrived at to each of Wake and Ongen for critique. Both attested entire sufficiency.”
“Asked Halt.” The Peace-gesith’s voice is entirely empty of feeling.
“I suppose anyone asking Halt detailed questions about how best to conduct a sexual practice does not possess a frivolous interest.” The Galdor-gesith has gone right on smiling.
“We might suppose a consensus to exist on that point.” The Line-gesith’s tone finds a narrow way between dry and amused and impassive. No one dissents.
The Galdor-gesith turns up their off hand. “I do not incline to the imposition of an unnecessary loneliness. That’s not how you get a sane Creek. Certainly not Lily.”
“Comrades.” The Line-gesith does not make gestures certain to convey to other Typicals that this is understood to be a delicate question, that the impertinence is regretted, that necessity attends; they sway a little with not making all these gestures while their fingers flicker, but the gestures are not made. “I understand none of the events, intents, or necessities alluded.”
“Anatomical homology,” the Lug-gesith says. “Same muscles, different zygotes.”
The Line-gesith turns toward the Lug-gesith and makes a formal gesture of perplexity.
“Our creator wanted superficial pregnancies; big babies, less risk. Fertilization’s high, under the ribs. Has to be effort, or there’s no fitness contest. Same embryonic structure forms a penis in males and a vagina in females. Convex or concave, it’s muscles, if it tumesced hypoxia’d kill you.”
“Effectively a tentacle.” The Peace-gesith says this delicately, and with doubt.
“Lass-lad sex’s wrestling.” The Lug-gesith smiles. “Only thing on the outside’s armoured flaps.”
The Line-gesith, troubled by images of troops in titanium and steel, says “armoured?”
“Cartilage,” the Galdor-gesith says. “Modestly stiffer than your ears.”
“I shall in some respects surely regret my curiosity,” the Line-gesith says.
“Legend says our creator got to talking about their plans,” the Lug-gesith says. “Someone remarked the lads would try. Enough youth and enthusiasm and they’d believe they’d live. So there’s capacity. Started as an anti-parasite blind bypass; armour inside, simple muscles, enjoyment arises from stretching sensations.” The Lug-gesith tries not to show amusement at the Line-gesith’s expressions.
“Lily’s a necromancer.” The Galdor-gesith’s voice lacks any trace of judgement. “They hunger for life. Sex isn’t life entire but the habits are necessarily social.”
The Line-gesith nods.
“The common thing is isolation.” The Galdor-gesith’s serene face slides into stern, somehow; it would take a skilled artist to see the specific slight material changes. “Parliament gives us authority, and says ‘do these things’. We are responsible to hear ‘for the benefit of all’ whenever Parliament speaks. I will not make policy to insist isolation be created or increase.”
“You hold that,” and the Peace-gesith stops, uncertain of how to speak politely.
“We gather in large groups, and live, because sorcery has made this year’s peace-abiding, and so we do not give one another diseases. We live without dominion because sorcery has been applied to killing weeds.” The Galdor-gesith’s face has slid out of stern, but not all the way. “Sorcery has licit social application.”
“Eleven percent of those on barge-journeys this year now past travelled to visit specific persons,” the Lug-gesith says, voice strangely clerkly. ‘With the irreducible risks of travel’ need not be said in this gathering. “Tankard’s a Line quartermaster and Lily’s making hot-red shot. If they ain’t responsible, people will die.”
The Line-gesith laughs. Not loudly, and not long, but they laugh. Their comrades look neither startled nor at them.
“In death, courage; in victory, logistics.” The Line-gesith only nearly does not laugh again. Irreplaceable members of the single shot-making collective and the person responsible for the Wapentake’s logistics attach directly to the general hope of survival.
“Comrade,” the Peace-gesith says, “you are correct that we live by sorcery. That agriculture absent dominion or life absent dominion and mostly disease cannot be had save by the exercise of sorcery.” The Peace-gesith’s slow breath is recognizable as one reaching for stillness of mind. “Neither salt nor sorcery become wholesome from their necessity.”
“Greater exertion asks more salt.” The Galdor-gesith makes a small erasing motion. “For those ilks who sweat salt.” Creeks do. So do Regulars and Typicals. None of these peoples have been cautiously general in their proverbs.
“My granny said ‘More work, more salt.’” The Lug-gesith’s not arguing. “More industry, more sorcery, not getting away from the need or the outcome.”
“So we let those working more salt their own dinner,” the Galdor-gesith says. “They’ve done the work, they’ll know what they need.”
The Peace-gesith has not found a constructive remark when the Galdor-gesith turns to specifically face them. “In my former service, I had cause to ask Halt about the substance of exaltation.”
“Substance; you mean the constraint in the workings of the Power?” The Peace-gesith’s tone is precise. Consideration of evidence is a reflex.
“Halt attested that the Power requires greatness, not dominion, nor the exercise of rule; one must exceed in some strength or skill all those of which one knows.”
“They shall not exceed Halt.” The Line-gesith is entirely certain.
“I expressed much the same thought.” The Galdor-gesith looks briefly introspective, and speaks with something like Halt’s cadences. “In age or wisdom, surely not, but in joy?”
Halt is sometimes kind; everyone here has cause to know this.
“Halt attested this?” The Peace-gesith wishes to be certain.
“Halt did. From a cloud of things that sparkled in the dark.” The Lug-gesith remembers the polished surfaces, everywhere the cloud had touched.
“So we may hope for sorcerers who strive to be other than fearsome, yet if they are to be useful, they must be what we fear.”
“I have met the dead,” the Line-gesith says, “yet abiding in their military duty. I found I need not fear them.”
“By no means need we fear an exaltation of service to a Peace law and parliament define.” The Galdor-gesith goes on looking serene. “As we may have it, we should prefer it.”
The Peace-gesith’s eyes close. They take eight slow breaths. “Comrade, I might suppose you unconcerned for the … offer of construction before us.”
From Fire’s Team, who are a collective of independents no one calls a hive-mind. Independents no one refers to even by their use names; the mighty hear their spoken names. Fire’s team have an established habit of robust construction, quickly accomplished. If the Commonweal needs an armoury, it may have one as soon as it wishes.
“Let them have their fun.” The Galdor-gesith’s expression stays as kind as ever. “We must consider what we are optimizing.”
“A price of ‘free’,” the Lug-gesith says, “is inconsistent with ‘no slaves’. Depending on the offer is inconsistent with ‘no rule of sorcerers’.” There’s a word-discarding pause. “A challenge to fail both.”
“Anyone engaged in trade sets their price. We prefer collectively, through bids and standard contracts, but do not forbid in law or regulation arbitrary prices. There should be no luthiers, else. This collective sets an arbitrary price of the Peace persisting.” The Galdor-gesith speaks in matter-of-fact tones. “We must deal with things as they are. Sorcerers who desire the Peace are not the difficulty before us.”
“Comrade.” The Peace-gesith’s spine has straightened. Hardly at all, there was not much more it could have straightened from their habitual posture, but the muscular effort has been made.
“We do not improve the future by reinforcing the present.” The Line-gesith might sound surprised. “I have been reading the Line’s books. Perhaps now I understand something.” Regulars do not habitually gesture when conversing; Typical conversations habitually exist between gesture and dance. The customary motion the Line-gesith makes is meant to indicate a pause to gather thoughts, generally, and not by the customs of any specific ilk. The Empress’ court had such gestures, and everyone carefully avoided them when the Commonweal was new, though those gestures were old and polished and maybe better for the purpose. “Wade through their peculiar mysticism and you get Line officers making sharp distinctions between ‘control’ and ‘compel’. Control cannot repay the effort.”
“The emergency of our existence is nine years old. Enemies arrive as they come, children are born as swiftly as they are. We need not consider to alter what we may not alter.” The Galdor-gesith taps gently on a folder of papers beside them.
“You’re thinking we’re compelled.” The Peace-gesith does not entirely remove caution from their tone.
“When you decide you want to live — ” the Lug-gesith says, and stops. “The future don’t negotiate.”
There’s a pause that stretches, yawns, and shakes out each individual foot before coiling back in on itself.
“Granted,” the Peace-gesith says.
The Line-gesith’s sober dignity dissolves into glee. “Le jour de gloire! The books and the officers both tell me glory does not arise from death, nor victory, nor the Peace maintained. It is in the surety that the Peace shall be maintained the next time invaders must be destroyed in which glory might reside.” Their whole body moves into an elaborate posture of “What can be done?”
“Our comrade the Geld-gesith has been clear that they wish chiefly to know what must be paid for.” The Galdor-gesith taps their papers again, once and lightly. “We owe them frugality in the ‘musts’ where we can find it.”
“Comrade.” The Peace-gesith stops four times before they find words again. “Do you not fear that we risk the rule of sorcerers?”
“I inherited in the files of my office several questions from diverse sources, asking if Blossom, Fire’s Team, Halt, or some combination could take over the Shape. These started to arise after Parliament’s examination of Shadow, and have continued to arrive. I asked the Maintainer; Ongen recalled to me that there was concern on this point in the First Commonweal, and that it had not been firmly resolved by the middle of the fourth century, when such questions faded out of the forefront of public concern. The Independent Ongen’s own attested statement asserts that those entities certainly could. The only substantive question from Ongen’s perspective is if this could be done secretly.”
All the other gesiths nod. This is only officially news.
“The Independent Blossom attests that a secret takeover is not possible. Detail being requested, Blossom explained that the Independent Lim designed the Second Shape of Peace that way, and that Lim has better than a four-century head start. If there’s a way around it, Blossom can’t perceive one and hasn’t particularly been looking.”
Two of the other three gesiths set down pens or notepads. The Peace-gesith’s eyes close.
“The Independent Halt attests that the utility of the Commonweal arises from its character as a thing which a sorcerer may not control. Asserting control makes the Commonweal useless to Halt.”
“What was it?” The Lug-gesith sounds honestly curious. Every time Halt attests, something manifests.
“Pea plants.” The Galdor-gesith is entirely matter-of-fact.
“Pea plants?” The Line-gesith finds this implausibly benign. Something that looked like pea-plants, and bound your living breath to the bones of your ancestors, that would be more the expected thing.
“Halt called Rose. The plants were taken away to be kept in a greenhouse and studied.”
“So we must believe them.” The Peace-gesith does not sound pleased.
“It works or it doesn’t,” the Lug-gesith says, voice deeper than its deep usual.
“If we are to keep the Peace, we shall not keep our habitual economy.” The Galdor-gesith has stayed matter-of-fact. “There are not enough of us, were we not beset by enemies. There will be more wreaking-teams, more focus-tools, more dynamic focuses between groups of independents. I do not see how this might be avoided.”
“Granted,” the Peace-gesith says. “There is risk of discord or dearth in this, not rule.” The Peace-gesith makes a sort of compact reaching-for-a-pen motion, narrowly with one hand. Among the Commonweal’s judges it is understood to indicate decision. “These are near enough to things of settled law.”
“No settled skill,” the Lug-gesith says.
“If we are to keep the Peace,” the Galdor-gesith says, “we must maintain the borders.”
“‘Maintain’ is full of details,” the Line-gesith says. “I have not enjoyed my education.”
Everyone here has seen the report of General Chert to Parliament; insufficient forces for optimistic understandings of unknown threats.
“Specific production,” the Lug-gesith says. Not like a curse; in the character of an unwelcome diagnosis.
The Galdor-gesith nods. “Artillery might work. There’s no civil use, no civil production, and creating that production through customary means exceeds the available surplus.” The Old Line has an artillery foundry, run by the Line, rather than the Line-gesith, just as the Old Line has in the First Commonweal mill-works to make armour. The arrangement requires collectives already skilled and regularly available to make such things operate.
It is a matter of much-reviewed inescapable numbers. It takes the Peace-gesith more than a minute to nod, all the same, before they say “We may not prefer luck.”
Parliament has been clear that the customary form of the economy is to be considered expendable.
“If we do not prefer luck — ” and the Galdor-gesith stops. There has to be a place to put the effort to discover how to use a dynamic focus industrially. To apportion divisions of labour among wreaking teams, to produce something that is an ongoing economic association between collectives in the way that collectives have teams.
“Warrants of authority and commission for Fire’s Team have been requested.” The Line-gesith’s voice has gone abstract. “Service to the Line would provide a customary possibility.”
The Peace-gesith turns their head to look specifically at the Line-gesith, head tipping down.
“I mention this,” the Line-gesith says, “to remove it. Consensus of the Standard-Captains has not been achieved on this point.” The Line-gesith makes a compressed, twisting gesture meant to convey a compound intractability. “General Chert described it as ‘contentious’.”
“This is an enormous risk.” The Peace-gesith’s voice for factual annotations.
“Reason to put the armoury somewhere people do not now live,” the Galdor-gesith says. “Reason to seek the greatest return of capability we may have for the risk and resources.”
“That risk is not my chief concern,” the Peace-gesith says. “Precedent established in law may be found in error, and reversed by Parliament. Time put to unproductive ends is not reversible.”
“Neither’s death,” the Lug-gesith says. “The list starts with ‘abrasives’ and it’s not getting shorter.” Their off-hand forms a fist and swipes outwards. Safely far from anyone, but the gesture has force. “More work to do than we’re doing, or can do.”
“Have you considered where these things arise?” The Peace-gesith’s voice has gone flat, instead of impassive. “Arts at one remove or two do not lose the nature of their source.”
“Artillery as we have it arises from the Independent Blossom and those they have taught,” the Galdor-gesith says, “and there is concern that the Independent Blossom is also the Goddess of Destruction.”
The Peace- and Line- gesiths nod.
“The whole of this Commonweal is in contact with Blossom; we made them a Keeper of the Shape of Peace, out of our own fear.” The Galdor-gesith shrugs. “The Commonweal is always being destroyed. Every second that passes sees what was destroyed; the Commonweal we create in this second is not what it was in the second past. What Blossom destroys,” and the Galdor-gesith pauses, voice taking up a remembrance of gentleness, “tends to be some former time’s helplessnesses.”
“Change enough’ll cost collectives,” the Lug-gesith says. “Sea People again this year, more and angrier? None of you’ll tell me we’ve got enough. There’s stuff needs get done prompt.”
“Any time you require perfection … ” and the Line-gesith’s voice trails off. The proverb ends differently in different regions of what was the single Commonweal. Generations of teachers have tried to remove the Kingdom of the Spider’s ‘you have failed’ and the Empire of the Ants’ ‘you are doing evil’ from the reflexive vocabulary; the clerkly version goes ‘you must stop and start over’.
In the Creeks, they say “need perfect, get rot” and do not mean the necessary processes of returning the matter of dead things to the circulation of life.
“Let them have their fun.”
There’s a quick nod, and a slow nod, and one clearly willed by intellect’s conviction, but there are three, and the meeting moves on.
D-Day Minus 1446
Year of Peace 543,  Messidor, Twenty-seventh Day (Early Summer)
The Shape of Peace
The clearances of Lost Creek count southward from the Western East-West Canal.
Lost Creek’s remnants seem to curve toward and then away from the West Wetcreek, picking up more easting each time. The remnant only gets so far; wherever Lost Creek met the Edge is not preserved. Debate exists if there was an Edge, then. The West Wetcreek surely was not; Split Creek was not, when Lost Creek drained what would become the Province of Westcreek. Wherever Lost Creek might have gone, Split Creek angles away from its last curve into Awkward Lake and no one wants to go surveying there to look for remnant geology.
Parliament agreed that a larhaus might exist on the 8th of Brumaire in the Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred and Forty. No larhaus land-tenure was created, nor was any structure built; it was seen as sufficient to arrange the accounting and to consider what would present the best use of land.
Parliament had meant for there to be a larhaus of the Galdor-gesith; the idea that the Line-gesith could want one, whatever anyone might have thought, had gone entirely unvoiced. No one was entirely comfortable with creating work or exchange outside the civil economy, but when the sufficiently mighty came in groups it could not be avoided.
Today, there’s a team of independents. They have a formal authorization from the Galdor-gesith. They have equally formal requests from the Galdor-gesith, concerning a larhaus, and from the Line- and Lug-gesiths, concerning an armoury.
The independents have made new landscape in the First Clearance. Terraced and wooded and drained by a single stream ending in a water-gate fifty metres across, all of this had been extensively planned against the arrival of the formal permission today now given. The gate looks like glass and shows less under the water, its shallow convex curve smooth and dark as a galaxy’s dreams of spinning.
Another day and they have made new landscape in the Second Clearance, broad and marshy and wide. The water from the First Clearance drains here into several gates. The streams braid and the reeds are tall and the ducks, flame-breathéd and flightless, quibble to one another with deep sounds like someone put feathers over growing hunger.
The next will be the Third Clearance; the Third Clearance, where the Line-gesith’s larhaus goes, that it is agreed will be called an armoury. No one is agreed on what to call the Galdor-gesith’s larhaus, but that can wait.
Full-Captain Crinoline, senior in the operational area and too polite to confuse that with the Wapentake, said “At least enough”; the Captain, more familiar with the team of independents, said “As much future as will fit.”
The team of independents heard the unsaid ‘in the time allotted’ and understood the intended several futures. The Captain is terse, but consistent.
The Third Clearance will be endorheic. Crossing the last curve of Split Creek, increasing the flow of the West Wetcreek, or trying to integrate new outflow into the Southern Edge all present long-term challenges, and the point of giving the job to this specific team of independents was speed.
On the twenty-ninth day of Messidor, the Third Clearance of Lost Creek becomes an igneous province, as it was not before. The rock is mostly cochromite, and cubic kilometres of that mineral are not probable. The top layer is dark tourmalines and augite to a depth between fifty and a hundred metres. That will produce comprehensible soils and makes practical finding an excuse for the cliff-sided gulf the independents intend to fill with water. It would have had to have been a surpassing strange sideways volcanic eruption a billion years ago on some less plausible world, but the lake will be deep and steep and smooth as glass up its shore-cliffs.
On the thirtieth day of Messidor a canal tunnel slides through the newly ancient igneous hills to the south and east. The lake-shape curves like a bean, itself following the eastern outlines of the new igneous province, a careful kilometre away from Split Creek. The western edge is nearly north-south, replicating the topography of the West WetCreek’s eastern bank to a few kilometres back. Erosion will make it different in time, gnawing quicker on the sedimentary incumbent rocks, but erosion is slow. No one will need to change the ditches around their thorpe this year, or next, or in the next twenty. The canal tunnel starts just at the point where the lake shore starts to run east-west before it will start, closer to the West Wetcreek, curving back around to eventually run north-east. For now, its entrance hangs in the air.
Along the far side of the hills, at the point most distant from Split Creek’s last major curve to start running east-west toward Awkward Lake, on the first day of Thermidor a stretch of steep hillside goes sheer and glassy with realized abstractions of ‘sheer’ and ‘impassible’ and ‘obdurate’. Above the new cliffs of art, a building forms three stories behind an outer wall. The building wall is more sorcery than substance; perhaps not enough, should any of the Shot Shop’s more energetic products go awry, but the wall will try.
On the second day of Thermidor, a kilometre inside the lake’s northern westernmost curve, what looks like a flat of land rises, sharply regular in outline.
On the third day of Thermidor, nothing visible happens. Someone somehow in a position to observe might have seen a succession of illusory lines scribing across the risen platform.
The ramparts of a fortress rise on the fourth day of Thermidor as tight clusters of hexagonal towers, black-walled and eerie despite roofs covered in a thousand colours of metallic tile. The curtain wall might be a continuation of the flat of land; it shows no seam, and if there is substance, there is sorcery, too. Everywhere in the Four Provinces of the Creeks and over the Fifth Range of the Folded Hills into the Fourth Valley, anyone with an exercised talent for the Power feels their teeth itch or one or another single finger grow cold.
On the fifth day of Thermidor, a canal bridge leaves the fortress and runs west six level kilometres. The line of shrinking arches ends in a stair of locks, down over the ridge-line above the watershed of the West Wetcreek. The canal, sized for river barges, keeps going, to end at the West Wetcreek in a long landing place more elaborate than a single sheer bank.
On the sixth day of Thermidor the water-gates from the Second Clearance activate, and water pours from the sides of the risen flat of land. Cubic kilometres of water come from somewhere, and the lake fills, as it could not this year or next given only the drainage.
Some time near sunset on the sixth day, the team of independents informs a fylstan of the Line-gesith, waiting with two full barges at the landing place along the West Wetcreek, that the Creeks armoury is ready for occupancy.
D-Day Minus 1384
Year of Peace 543,  Fructidor, Twenty-ninth Day (Late Summer)
The Shape of Peace
If this was an established meeting room in a dedicated facility specific to a particular gesith, rather than two linked rooms in Professions House in Lockport on Blue Creek, there would be a plaque with words, somewhere.
The neat script on the card above the chalk board at the head of the room says “Process is outcome”, and on the next line “Exchange creates value.” This is a joint meeting between the clerks of the Lug- and Geld-gesiths, with some Line-gesith clerks in attendance.
“Does an armoury work like a gean or a collective?” has been written neatly on a card since the 20th day of Messidor. This is the fourth card; repeated pinning attendant on being moved has been managed, as an errant chalk-brush, falling into a puddle, and being torn into tiny pieces with rhetorical intent but real feeling were not.
As a matter of established law and custom, your gean provides services; the majority of your income goes to your gean to address your material needs. A gean will invest: in collectives, and in the buildings collectives need to house their work. A gean may hold civil land-tenure, as individuals and collectives may not.
A larhaus ought to work something like a thorpe; a larhaus was imagined to be like a thorpe. A thorpe is like a gean, but holding productive land tenure, distributed as thorpe-shares, which are the land-holding, and dwelling-rights, which work entirely like a gean. You can have dwelling-right without a thorpe-share, but not a thorpe-share without a dwelling-right. This is a compromise, worked out near the end of the Turbulent Century, from an initial belief that there should be no productive land-tenure — individual holdings of agricultural land — whatsoever. That could not be made to work, and the necessity of functioning agriculture had altered the ideals of the early Commonweal.
A thorpe supports itself through the sale of agricultural products; there may be collectives housed at the thorpe, and they might even be manufacturing collectives, rather than collectives providing expert agricultural labour, but the thorpe itself is engaged in farming, rather than all the other kinds of economic activity engaged in by gean-members.
All these matters have centuries of law and precedent and custom defining them; the sequence of contracts by which a gean purchases varying amounts of potato futures from a group of thorpes, funding some of the labour of weeding and planting in return for a specified mass of known-quality potatoes at harvest-time, is not simple, but it’s well established. The law and custom are entirely settled these several centuries. Accountant qualification tests avoid such examples because it is so difficult to provide meaningful questions. Everyone with any interest in the subject knows how it works. Even the regulations constraining thorpe external investments offer little challenge.
A larhaus is in the keeping of a gesith, not any group of citizens; it is meant to replace a thorpe’s productive agricultural land with necessary economic activity otherwise unavailable. The Food-gesith has had a few thorpes time out of mind, called thorpes, and used to test agricultural innovation. Those present no regulatory challenge, being how thorpes were imagined in the first days of the Commonweal. Any surplus food is distributed by lottery to interested geans when the Commonweal has no specific need of it.
The Galdor-gesith’s larhaus exists because the Second Commonweal has a team of sorcerers who can create new fortified landscape in eight days. The law had to change. Individuals cannot have so much more than their fellows as would be required to pay them, lest this create rule, or the rule of sorcerers, in some order, and they must be paid; the Commonweal will have no slaves. So they participate in a larhaus, the equivalent of what in a thorpe is productive land, under the auspices of the Commonweal through the Galdor-gesith’s authority. If this is a solution, it is new and awkward with lack of custom.
It comes close to making ‘independent’ a profession, where you work as the Commonweal directs and the Peace requires outside the constraints of trade. It would not be very different from judges, who try law cases when a law case arises, but mostly provide the opportunity to attest contracts in the general economy. Still, independents do not, strictly, work for the Galdor-gesith; their duty is to the whole Commonweal and when they work, they work as artisans, individuals who undertake specific work by contract. The Galdor-gesith provides them with a means to accept and store funds in place of the gean membership they do not have. The work itself is different, the specific mechanisms for handling money are different, but the pattern is not; persons engaged in entirely material trade follow the same pattern.
There are no customs and only just sufficient laws for teams of independents, external-working dynamic focuses, or the increasing scale of focus-work arising from greater focus production. It is awkward and uneasy, but there’s a framework of law against which precedent may accumulate.
The Line-gesith’s larhaus presents problems.
The Hale-gesith commissions specific production; peace-abiding, various medicines, the construction of burn-beds and body-vats, scalpels, protective equipment, and the necessary buildings to house medical services. If it does not come from a regular collective — builders build houses and hospitals without much distinction — it comes from teams of medics or specific independents on long-term contracts, just as there are specific independents on long-term weeding contracts or agricultural development contracts for the Food-gesith. There isn’t a new kind of production involved, and no one involved’s productivity goes solely to the Hale-gesith.
The Food-gesith’s thorpes are thorpes where more than half the thorpe-shares are held by the gesith, and thus the Commonweal. In operation they make decisions for reasons of inquiry, but the inquiry is meant to discover if something can be grown for sale. The distinction from a regular thorpe is solely in the definition of risk applied. The Lug-gesith maintains a staff of engineers who hire local collectives to maintain locks and dams and bridges, but the locks and dams and bridges belong to the Commonweal. No difficult question of establishing prices arises from performing maintenance; one first maintains that which is most expensive to fix later.
The Line-gesith now needs things that the regular activity of trade produces, and things that the regular activity of trade must not produce, all jumbled up, and needs them as fast as possible. There will never be a peaceful use for hot red shot; the Line’s supply waggons work just as well as other waggons for hauling bricks or barrels. None of the existing sets of law or custom can be made to apply.
“We’re doing this wrong.”
The rest of the room is looking at Clerk Merovich.
“We have addressed timescale, and got nowhere. An armoury spans all plausible timeframes of investment, from the enduring through the expendable. The enduring will produce the expendable.”
There are nods. Not very full ones; everyone is thoroughly tired of this problem.
“We are much agreed that an armoury is not efficient; if the effort to produce artillery caissons produces in consequence better waggon wheels, were better waggon wheels needed it would have been far better to spend the money to have the better waggon-wheels and not hope for happy accidents.”
Nods, and one ‘do please get to the point’ motion with a chalk brush.
Merovich, Clerk of the Geld-gesith, accredited actuary, and the individual most responsible for the notion of larhaus, makes a ‘stick with me’ motion back. “We are as much agreed that the distinction is not of expendability. All manner of supplies are meant to be used once or used up, from agricultural sacking to peace-abiding to socks.”
“So?”
“The point is that the Line-gesith procures supplies which depart the Peace. Some return; some do not. Some never leave, or we may hope they do not.”
“Such as the armoury itself, and all its fixed capability.” A Line-gesith clerk. They have a habit of metaphorical and allusive references in correspondence, and Merovich tries to dislike that, and not them.
Merovich nods. “Consider what may happen should we meet with the First Commonweal again.”
“Happen?” The speaker’s voice suggests that a great many things would need to happen, starting with some specific fatal event happening to each individual hell-thing.
“We would wish there to be trade,” Merovich says, “but we could not maintain the chain of attestation across two Shapes of Peace. The units of accounting would not have the same valuations. We would need some mechanism whereby value was removed from this Commonweal, and another by which value entered.”
The whole room pauses.
“The Line is an expense.”
“The Line is an expense.” Merovich does not disagree. “An armoury produces goods. Even if all such goods go immediately to the Line’s use, skill increases. Specifically, the armoury is intended to test ideas about division of labour in wreaking teams, active focus use, and direct production of material goods by sorcery.”
“Which may not work.”
“Which will work to an unknown degree.”
The voices are from different corners of the room, and Merovich nods.
“We cannot know the price. As would be the case for a good traded to the First Commonweal, the price cannot be known until the good is bought. That might be done before or after the good itself is moved or even made. Someone will have to make an estimate.
“We want to pay as little as possible for stable borders.” This comes in a drawl from the back of the room. There’s a pause, quite sudden, and a change of tone. “Do you think that’s changed?”
“The fifty-seventh resolution of this parliament changes that policy.” Merovitch’s clerkly impassivity presents itself as entirely untroubled. “We would like always to have several sources of any necessary good, that we might not suffer shortages by mischance.”
There’s nods, various glum faces, and an irritated rustle of notepaper. There are not now even single sources of some important things. Nothing immediately critical but nowhere in the Second Commonweal provides tea, coffee, the tropical tree-gums formerly used in printer’s ink, or silk. Equivalent replacements are not swiftly obtained.
“We are attempting to increase manufacturing capacity through a greater use of sorcery, in the hope we may thereby afford stable borders.” Merovich’s primary hand flips the dry pen they are holding around, and back. “We have been seeking some means of determining accurate prices under such circumstances, and we cannot.”
“We certainly have not.” A senior clerk of the Lug-gesith.
“If we cannot determine accurate prices, we cannot view the Line in the domain of exchange.” Someone says this flatly as an impossibility. The Line has been in the domain of exchange since the founding of the Commonweal. The Line is purely expense, in that goods go to it for no material return. That export to the void has bought secure borders, and the Line-gesith’s servants are seen as the void’s purchasing agents.
Merovich shakes their head. “We cannot directly determine accurate prices.”
Everyone in the room shifts forward. Various people set their notes down; others pick their notes up. Someone toward the chalk boards hefts a chalk brush speculatively, and Merovich looks fleetingly stern.
“Let us consider a domain of necessity; things we must do, if we can do them, irrespective of cost.” Merovich pauses. “Reproduction and food and medicine all interact with necessity; the purpose of the Peace can be imagined as moving necessity into economic relations. In the Peace, you may bid on food to the encouragement of more efficient production. You are not faced with the prospect of starvation.”
Parts of the Folded Hills have been faced with starvation; not this year, and not last year, but the memory is sharp. It was narrowly avoided. In the Lower Third, it was retroactively avoided.
“We cannot move the Line itself into the domain of exchange; the Line cannot be fit into the Peace, and we may set no price on not being conquered.” A few nods. “We can measure the change in the distance from necessity. We can say, well, the armoury has taken to producing boots, or cookware to the Line’s patterns, or a quantity of heavy fabric suitable for tents, and these are the changes we have seen inside the Peace.”
“That’s stocks. How do we measure diet?” A Food-gesith clerk, referring to the necessary measurement of both gean food-stocks and what the gean’s membership actually ate this season. People will go hungry for their pride.
“Collective memberships.” A different, junior Geld-gesith clerk. “How big, how the membership changes, returns, volume of business, how many new, how many undone and for what causes.” There’s a deep breath and a disposal of caution. “If the direct wreaking approach works, we’re going to see a trend for larger and a trend for smaller.”
“East Bank Refinery sort of larger?” The East Bank Refinery focus team is four thousand people. It was enacted by Parliament, its own specific thing. You don’t leave your gean to go work there, but there’s increasing argument that you should, that it ought to be its own thing, or the Lug-gesith’s larhaus.
“Have to wait and see,” the junior clerk says. “We don’t know what it’s going to take to make artillery.”
There are nods. There was a general shortage of iron — iron, and steel made from iron, and the several metals you want for tool steels, and zinc, and nearly one of copper; the traditional Creek mines are mined out. Now you get barges going by loaded full with ten ingots because twenty-tonne ingots are quicker to load and unload if a focus team is going to do it anyway. There are focus teams specialized in slicing up ingots now; they sometimes travel on the same barge as the metal. All those present at this meeting recognize this as the beginning of a trend, and that it might be nothing more than a trend to larger containers now that hoist-focuses are in greater supply.
“That the larger mass of money finds fewer wise investments need not concern us now.” Merovich is not displeased. Everyone nods. That’s not the hard problem that needs solving today.
“Let us consider those boot-cinches.” There’s rustling; most remember that there’s a would-be collective interested in locating into the armoury to produce their novel fastening device for the Line, but few recall specifics. “These involve small cables, small ratcheting reels, and attachment plates for the drawn part and the reel.” Merovich pauses; everyone’s found the diagram. “Line tests for the prototypes were strongly positive.”
The boot-cinch adjusts by increments sized by the teeth on the ratchet; it does so consistently, and it holds whether cold, wet, or muddy. And whether cold, wet, or muddy, it’s easy to unfasten. The Line could not get one to release accidentally. They’re quicker to use than laces or buckles and the cables don’t stretch.
There’s scattered sounds of scribbling, and a few pawl-ticking sounds from spice-mill calculators. The application includes expected production costs.
“They’re going to put everyone else out of work.” The senior Clerk of the Geld-gesith. “They’re not going to have continuous work for themselves.”
The boot-cinches are made from cobalt-nickel alloys. The stated twenty-year working lifespan assumes transfer to subsequent pairs of boots. If the East Bank Refinery has not stacked up as many ingots of nickel and cobalt as other things, the individual devices aren’t large. The easily replaced handled part can be anything; aluminium, in the prototypes, but you could use wood. The tiny wire-rope cables and the ratchets and the reels and the draw-plates, all the nickel-cobalt parts, are made with specific focus-tools with infinitesimal waste. A million pairs of four-cinch boots might need a hundred tonnes of the alloy.
“Boot-lace makers can make garment laces and cord and trim and selvedge tape,” some clerk says. “None of those are in excessive supply.”
Someone finds the report of the First’s sergeant-major, after three files of the First’s Colour Party wore boots with such fasteners as testing. “Next boot issue will use these fasteners,” is the whole report. There’s a small rattle of this copy of the report. “The Line is confident of improvement.”
“Persistence of skill becomes a concern.” Merovich has done the calculations carefully before this meeting; they meant to come to this example. “Pessimistic expectations do not require more than this one small collective operating more than half the time to supply the entire Second Commonweal.”
Unexercised skill rots. Writing things down isn’t worthless, but any reconstruction from written records amounts to re-invention.
“I am comfortable,” the senior Geld-gesith clerk says, “supposing this collective will devise some other thing to make.” ‘They’ll get bored’ doesn’t need to be said.
There’s a general set of nods. If it is a risk, it is not an immediate risk. It ought to be a diminishing risk; the population should be growing.
It will still be a long time before the Second Commonweal needs two collectives to make boot-cinches. If the rate of change isn’t high, the necessary productivity from about a million people won’t be present. One or another of the Second Commonweal’s enemies will destroy it. No one sees any need to mention that again before the discussion moves into statistical measures of change in collectives and which might best be applied.
D-Day Minus 1436
Year of Peace 543,  Thermidor, Seventh Day (Summer)
Duckling
There’s never anything to say. You put them in the ground, if there’s ashes left to put. You explain to yourself or the children or whoever cannot forgive themselves for survival. No point but to do it.
People go into the Wapentake because it might as well be them dying. It was less for a century and rare for another; no one had come to disturb the Commonweal’s Peace. Dying happened by bad luck or weeding or plain age, those common things. So the Wapentake got scant and folk panicked when we needed it again.
We don’t tell children how often bad luck is incompetence or haste or disdaining chance. You have to tell them something about why their mother is dead, and I don’t know what happened. Busy at the time and I can’t make myself read the report. There were demons. The demons and all those who came behind the demons are dead.
The kid was expecting ashes; those are all gone in the memorial garden. The agreement of the living maintained by the dead. Nothing a shade can say suffices grief. Line memorials prove the proverb. Even ashes on a shelf ain’t enough, and now there’s nothing but last words they won’t remember and a letter. The shades march back into the memorial and are gone.
No one canny remembers words from a shade.
No one canny.
The scrolls aren’t canny. Those come out of the Standard bearing the words of the dead, solid and cold and if you hold it for long cold becomes pain. Grief isn’t sensible about pain. Don’t think the kid’s going to let go.
Shadow says something to the kid, too quiet to hear, and hands them an urn. The urn wasn’t there; it comes out of air or darkness or the otherworld the way you’d pick a plate off a table. The scroll fits. No one makes woven-ware today, don’t know as anyone knows how. Urn looks just like it. A memorial urn in the ancient style. Doesn’t look heavy enough, the kid’s holding it lightly.
“What is that?” I hope it’s inside the limits of responsibility.
“Grief,” Shadow says. “An idea of grief, not anyone’s particular sorrow.”
Which I don’t know what to say. It looks solid. It’s not hurting the kid.
Shadow makes more; the kid wasn’t the only person here with their hands cold and cramping into shapes of pain. They don’t look like they’re making sure they make one for everybody, but everybody gets an urn. When no one else is paying any attention, Shadow catches Slow’s eyes and there’s half a nod and something that could have been a shrug and Shadow isn’t there anymore. Shadow’s assigned down below the Edge with the First, when they’re not bringing letters from the dead.
Figure Slow wants to be anywhere but here.
D-Day Minus 1332
Year of Peace 543,  Brumaire, Twenty-first Day (Fall)
Chert
The phrase from time immemorial is “May we speak privately?”
I get one of Crinoline’s friendlier smiles. “Certainly.”
Crinoline vanishes. Four/Twelve’s sergeant-major gives me a salute laden with irony as I’m vanishing. Four/Twelve’s standard-bearer braces for the weight. There won’t be any. Every standard-bearer I’ve ever asked says they can’t help it; knowledge and experience don’t always rule expectation.
Crinoline’s standard hasn’t got the appointments and furniture Fourth of the Twelfth’s old standard had. I’ve never asked where these came from. Purpose-made to fit the space, as the old appointments would not.
I hand Crinoline the initial appointments list for the proposed Second of the First. And wait; these are not people Crinoline knows. Stuff will get pulled out of Crinoline’s standard.
I’m doing it. Should be Four/Twelve’s standard, by reference. Or the Fourth’s. Not Crinoline’s personally. There aren’t enough of us. The habits of institutions become social.
Crinoline’s the first person ever assigned this standard. You can compare standard-captains and battalions justly in the Second Commonweal; all the standards are the same. It’s meant something I can’t name when the battle-standards lack history.
“Best independent support we’ve ever had.” Crinoline gives me an entirely unapologetic ‘you’re thinking loudly’ look and goes back to the appointment list. I juggle some lights.
Of course I shouldn’t. The General ought to be a pillar of calm. No way for anyone to see in, and Crinoline knows about calm.
Crinoline sets the appointment list down. “Slow’s sincere.”
“Slow’s an over-focused, murderous lunatic before they’re a proponent of maneuver.”
Crinoline grins at me, merry through their bones. “You were expecting control-of-advance positional defence doctrine out of Creeks? They’ve never had frontiers.”
Which, yes, point. Living in dense settlements separated by wilderness, the Creeks have never had frontiers or the notion of meeting an enemy on the frontier. You meet the enemy away from your homes in some wilderness you can stand to have burnt. It’s surprisingly different as an outlook. I keep expecting a continuous road network, and there isn’t one.
“You wouldn’t have wanted them to lose.” Crinoline’s sure of that.
“I can wish they’d won another way.” It’s an admission. “The Fight Below The Edge’s what you might do with a full brigade and knowing there’s another up above.” I’m sure I look a bit apologetic, to be saying this out loud. “Everything isn’t win-or-die; sometimes it’s delay and fall back.” Gets me a nod, because win-or-die would have ended the Commonweal on the Dread River.
“And here you are with a graul the other graul think fanatical and the prospect of promoting standard-captain someone who’s notable for — ” Crinoline gets a wicked look and starts ticking on their fingers — “being in the last two files standing, a cohesive banner, coming back to life.”
Crinoline makes the fourth tick without saying anything. They summon up the record fragment, immediately, Crinoline thinks about this or builds indexes. Thorn Company’s fight against the Sea People, from inside the company fortification.
Thorn Company is as far as my mind will go. The Wapentake would say ‘Thorn Banner’; the fashions of nomenclature change, they don’t mean the change as going back to the last ten years of Hammer’s life or an awkward fourteen years in the Third Century, I know they don’t, but it rankles.
The fragment’s images show at half-speed. Part-Captain Slow’s image moves in a blur beyond my ability to follow. Most of the Colour Party; Creeks are large and amiable and languid until they aren’t. Demons go down, collapsing around javelins made by sorcerers. So do the Captain and the sergeant-major and a good chunk of the Colour Party. Whoever caught the physical banner did it with the hand that hasn’t got the pointy stick in it. They didn’t let go, they’re holding the stick with the sharp end in the head of a dying demon.
“Three,” Crinoline says, numbers blinking across the last frozen image. Slow wasn’t holding three pointy sticks when the demons appeared. The first demon’s still losing motility. Slide the images forward and all the demons will fracture and twist and scrunch to nothing around the anti-demon javelins. The report-word is ‘collapsing’. Never liked it. ‘Collapse’ sounds natural, ‘collapse’ has horrible consequences but isn’t itself a collection of wrongness and flinch.
Skill is finite, and a part-captain who can do that ought not to be the choice to promote.
A part-captain whose banner loses the part-captain and the sergeant-major and two sergeants all at once and disdains the loss. Whose banner destroys a hundred demons and a brigade’s count of opposition as though the part-captain yet lives; steady, fluid, skillful. No grinding, no brute determination, plain operational superiority, swiftly decisive.
You wouldn’t expect the banner to hold focus with those losses. You wouldn’t expect it because it doesn’t happen. Maybe someone can put a focus back together, given time; maybe everybody alive would shift over to the standard, both of those have happened.
“A Wapentake determined to grant active authority to an infant goddess. Any artillery we’re going to get arriving via another.” Slow’s, honestly, Slow’s the least awkward precedent, even given how Slow came back from the dead.
“Spend some time with Blossom.” Crinoline’s formally serious.
Not able to conclude what I should first remark.
“We will never have enough brigades to kill all the hell-things.” Crinoline’s plainly factual voice is worse than any amount of grim. “We’ve got a plethora of supposition about ward duration.” Crinoline makes a graceful gesture about the necessity of responding to those circumstances actually obtaining. “The artillery presents a possible solution.”
“You’re aware Captain Blossom shouldn’t … ”
“Present as a regular person?” Crinoline nods. “Galdor-gesith clerks, Line-gesith clerks, the Independent Order, and several librarians inform me it’s impossible. Ongen says you can’t explain how it works to someone who hasn’t got a specific immaterial substrate.”
Far from the only thing.
“Ongen was impressed. Ongen’s trying to figure out how to do it.” Crinoline sounds approving. “I doubt it’s generally practicable.”
“Considering no one ever has?” I manage not to point at the appointments list. “Committing to artillery production compels artillery doctrine.” Haven’t got the money or the manufacturing or the people to have broader capability.
“We’ve got Three/Ten, Four/Twelve, One/Twenty-two, and the pennon. The Wapentake has the First. That’s it for deployable, and it shan’t improve quick. Using battalions to spot for decisive artillery’s a lot better than using battalions where we don’t have brigades.”
“Other than the First.”
“Their output doesn’t make them a brigade.” Crinoline’s back to plainly factual. “Irrespective of the relative outputs.”
You bring a brigade so you can keep enough companies awake. Three out of fifteen’s practical. Three out of five isn’t. “Point.”
“We’ve learnt a few things,” Crinoline says. “You know Laurel probably didn’t understand how the multiplier works, the Foremost units sizes don’t make sense if you’re trying to optimize.”
“Not going there.” Laurel had more graul than standards. It’s a reliable argument.
“Got an actual problem with Slow?” Crinoline’s serious voice.
“Can you avoid claiming a reverse-point ambush is an example of a positional defence?”
“If you won’t claim there was a plausible positional defence.”
“There were options other than prompt annihilation.” Someone gets annihilated. This time, it wasn’t the Line.
“Tactically?” Crinoline nods agreement and hands me a half-litre mug. Theirs is some sort of consommé. Mine’s ethanol and peach nectar, five parts to one. Crinoline puts the peach nectar on soft cheese and eats it with a spoon. I don’t know where they get it, but I appreciate being handed a spoon. Combination of the ingredients takes some stirring.
“You want me to believe graul hunches extend to knowing there’s going to be demons?” Graul have hunches half-a-minute deep. Stall a force with demons and they’re going to send the demons around you if they have any sense. Can’t assume the sense or the lack.
“When’s the last time the Captain guessed wrong?” Crinoline’s voice stays mild.
“You’re not claiming they’re some sort of seer?”
“I’m claiming it’s been a long time since they guessed wrong. If they weren’t graul you’d credit them with skillful analysis.”
“Fair point.”
“Ever meet any old graul?”
“No.” Give the peach stuff another thorough stir. “Mostly the southern border, some time in the City of Peace. Not away west where there’s a graul population.” Which Crinoline knows as service history. Just like I know Crinoline’s from well-away west, up in the headwaters of the Main River, west of any significant graul settlement.
“The Captain’s a lot like old graul. I think the Eighth aged them.” Crinoline looks, just for a moment, immensely kind. “Old graul get that certainty about unknowable things.”
“Possible things. Maybe likely things.”
Crinoline nods. “Sea People and Reems and the Dread River’re an unfortunate confluence.”
“Ceasing to pretend we’ve got a choice about artillery doesn’t answer if we’ve got a choice about Slow.”
Crinoline doesn’t say anything for awhile, and then, “The third demon?”
Slow was dying. Slow was missing a limb. Slow did wince a bit, but there wasn’t anything to fault in the form of the arm with a javelin in it, stuffing its death into the third demon.
“Not just. The proposed command team’s Slow, Meek, and Duckling, plus ‘whoever winds up with a banner’.” Which is honest, whatever I think of the terminology.
It isn’t something we’ve got proper language to explain to ourselves. “The Wapentake accounts demon kills to persons only when the demon is in arm’s reach.” I don’t manage to say this with an appropriate dispassion. “Duckling’s got close to a hundred, the way we’d count. Slow’s got three, the way they count.”
“You know they don’t count Fire’s?” Crinoline wants to make sure I know.
“Because those were stuck on a ward.” I nod. “Arm’s reach and mobile, or it’s not notable.” The Captain’s, done with thrown javelins, don’t count. Every trooper in the Wapentake could tell you seventeen. “Duckling’s still got one. Meek has two. It makes me doubtful they’re any of them sane.”
“The pointy sticks make a large difference.”
Crinoline says that in such neutral tones I would have held up a hand, but realize I’ve got the mug in that hand, and hand it back. Crinoline does the interrogative wave with the peach syrup, and I nod. Elegants do not live by ethanol alone. Not enough so to make the consommé Crinoline’s drinking smell appetizing, but the peach stuff is good.
Sharply perceptive, Crinoline. Make an indication of thanks, taking the mug back.
“Unit of work, unit of contract, scale of issue, unit of account.” Just fighting doesn’t bother you that much if you make standard-captain. This stuff’s likely to haunt you.
“You don’t think Blossom’s math was wrong.” Crinoline’s sure that’s not where I’m going.
Blossom’s math being wrong isn’t plausible enough to worry about. It’s been checked by a mess of clerks and several independents. “An argument that the Second Commonweal has a survival imperative to leap on the opportunity to consider metaphysical munitions like knives or nails.”
“We’re getting the sticks.” Crinoline’s more pleased than not, I think. It’s not easy to tell. “May I point out you don’t understand Creeks?”
“Stating the obvious.” No, no, I do have to say it. “I know I don’t understand Creeks. I know an awareness they could tear my arms off makes me uneasy in ways I can’t suppress.” Seven little sparkles. “Even the really calm ones don’t have a problem with Slow.”
“Slow fits their social expectations for the resolute and the composed.”
I can never articulate an objection, not without sounding like there’s something wrong with the ilk of Creeks.
“It’s not stupid, Chert.” Crinoline’s entirely amused. “So you can’t say it’s heroic. It’s an expectation of sacrifice, you don’t get glory, you get a statue somewhere, but only if you’re the only one who died.”
“Not sure I like command teams who prefer expending themselves.” Try to stay mild. Battalions don’t keep cohesion when they lose the command team. Sometimes they latch to the signa by banners. All these signas would allow that. You keep the command team latched in distinct nodes, the metaphysically perceptible commander identifies a node. Opposition getting something through to multiple command nodes is going to win anyway.
“You’re fussing,” Crinoline says. And keeps looking at me, because it’s the same command team Three Company of the First had, and, yeah.
“I can complain about being too willing to die and being too aggressive at the same time. They’re not unrelated.”
“If they were doing either,” Crinoline says, setting their mug down empty.
There’s one of those pauses.
“You never stop moving,” Crinoline says. “When you do stop moving it’s in the desolate Second Valley. I’ve had a succession of pleasant young artillery warrants show up to further their educations with the Experimental Battery and come back half-baffled and half-admiring, I’ve had the whole of the Shot Team come visit twice and wring opinion from my battalion so they may be sure they’re making the correct sorts of pointy stick, and the whole of the Blue Creek watershed makes a point of inviting the Fourth to seasonal observations.”
“Seasonal observations?”
“Can’t call them festivals, it’s confusing. So they always use the old poetic allusion.” Crinoline’s gaze hardens, just slightly. “They really are that polite.”
“That is not unrelated to my disbelief.”
“Met any Cousins?”
“I haven’t.”
“Regular people,” Crinoline says. “Pragmatic, skulkers, disinclined to risk. The Creek creator stuffed big and strong and frankly stupid into that, and different big and strong and blood-hungry. I suspect so everyone believed they had descent.”
“So their visual arts are prone to sculpture.” No idea where Crinoline’s going. Creeks aren’t often visual thinkers, not much artistic painting.
“If I had to guess,” Crinoline says, “their creator had no idea themself what they were and was trying for a species immune to sorcerous control. Creeks don’t obey Power, and those as know say that’s not easy to take out. Creeks run about a third murderous and two-thirds prone to over-focus and the proportions overlap. Their philosophy all runs to necessity.”
I don’t believe Crinoline’s assignment of proportions. I would like some real statistics. “Creeks couldn’t be sorcerers, and then Halt fixed it.” It’s an unwelcome thought.
“Socially.” It’s not a new thought to Crinoline. “The hell-things got loose and all is desperation.”
“You’re saying Creeks have a historically stable society because they’re not sure how else not to murder each other.”
“That’s how they tell it.” Crinoline looks amused. “Only — ” and there’s a single-shoulder shrug.
I’m entirely unsure how my mind gets there. “Slow’s reassuring because they’re a traditionalist.”
“Deeply conservative,” Crinoline says. “I’ve had someone say ‘antique’ and all the other Creeks looked offended, but not falsehood-offended.”
Right. Time to think.
“We’re buying pointy sticks by the Wapentake battalion.” Three hundred files. “The Captain issues twelve shafts per trooper, and requests a corresponding supply of twelve blank tips, twelve anti-demon, twelve spinner, eight flash, and six punch. You’ve tried all of those and are inclined to reduce the proportion of blank tips.”
“Is it the unit of account or the unit of work?” Crinoline doesn’t distract well.
“Nobody knows what the accounting looks like. Parliament established the armouries very broadly, and no one is sure how some of the spending works. Someone will get that sorted.” Which I actually believe. “Twelve shafts, but fifty points; a hundred-and-twenty-thousand pointy sticks per Creek battalion. If we count training and oddments, may as well count ours the same. All from one team in one notional armoury, and they can do it.”
Eighteen other problems there. It’d nearly do it, if we don’t fight too much, for the whole Line but it’s getting closer every month and every season.
“What no one’s done is explain to me where Slow’s conservativeness and Slow’s delight in munitions intersect.”
Crinoline looks happy. “Did you watch One-Thorn’s records?” Crinoline goes right on looking innocent when my jaw tightens. The First’s perfect right to change company numbers for names makes some sense. Deployed companies need to be obviously not battalions. It gets in my head as the harbinger of all the Captain’s other dismissals of half-a-millennium of custom.
“Apart from Slow, summary only.” Never enough time. Had to opine on Slow’s continued humanity.
“Demon on a banner bubble’s maybe five metres from a trooper. A lot of those throws were underhanded and up.” The sort of thing you’d do against a sentry leaning over a wall you were standing at the bottom of. “They were all accurate. Some of them were careful.”
Crinoline lets that sit there.
“You’re saying we only got the dutiful.” Back when there was one Commonweal, and you were pleased to get one of the rare Creeks with warrants of authority.
“Could be,” Crinoline says. “Could be the consensus of the ilk has shifted.”
Crinoline agreed with the Captain’s choice, but that could be politeness and paperwork and no strong feeling about the consensus. “For clarification — ” is all I get out.
“I’m in favour of promoting Slow.” Crinoline must have an uncertain tone somewhere, for this to be so far away from it. There’s a just-not-too-long pause. “If you were against, you’d have said no months ago.”
Instead of waiting until a decision is absolutely required.
It is, it must be, a consensus. All of us in the Folded Hills have come down to a mix of ‘sound record’ and ‘what does Chert think, Chert’s met them?’
Nobody’s met Slow. Nobody’d met the Captain outside the Twelfth. The Eighth was dead and the Second had pulled back to Parliament. Everybody in the Twelfth takes Crinoline’s lead because they remember the relief of the Eighth. Five hundred years, and then something destroyed a brigade.
The Eighteenth had a chance to think about the possibility. The Eighteenth died a formed brigade. The Eighth was a wordless mass of rage and one narrow will that would not again step back.
I wasn’t there. Crinoline was.
“We’re used to conflicted graul.” Crinoline’s gone officer-voice, light and abstract and unconcerned. Crinoline’s not thinking loudly.
It’s why we didn’t lose Wending. Why we have Shadow. The Captain taught Shadow sword-work as to a young graul.
“As to kin.” Crinoline’s sounding human again.
“That loudly?”
“It’s my standard.” Half a smile. “You don’t want to connect up the old stories and a graul standard-captain whole of will.”
Laurel gave battle-standards to individual graul, with orders and five- and ten- thousand graul at a time. Nothing and no one ever stopped them before they marched out of history again, going wherever Laurel was going.
“‘Nothing and no one’ can’t be your sibling.” Which is hard to say. “The Second’s brigadier wrote the Eighth’s formal report, but I’ve read the Captain’s.”
“‘Unrecoverable after the ninth day’,” Crinoline quotes. “It reads different if you haven’t seen hell-things.”
“Everything the Captain says — ” because it’s so. For me it’s so. I think for a lot of people — “Slow’s brave and accomplished. Slow’s been returned.”
“Maybe to life.” Crinoline’s amused.
I get a small shrug. “On the scale of certain worries?” There’s a pause, and I nod. Slow can be almost anything before what they are matters.
“Slow’s been recommended. I’m not sure the Captain’s serving the Commonweal I’m serving, but grant that, too.” I find myself spreading both hands across the table top. Making a strict effort to speak calmly. “Positive reasons.”
That’s the requirement. No promotions by inertia or absence of objection, there has to be a positive reason. There has to be consensus on a positive reason. For standard-captain, more than one.
“Third Company fighting under another’s direction, that’s Slow’s training and Slow’s choice of appointments, the full-captain doesn’t have to run the fight.” Which is factual. Still uneasy.
Crinoline pulls a visual record out of their standard, two platoons on the roof of a fort. Wapentake titanium armour and a burning landscape, only one thing this could be even without the standard’s helpful labels. The roof’s tight, and they’re throwing by files.
“They can’t have drilled that.” It’s clearly discretion-of-the-file-closers, file forward, step-step-step-and-toss to drive the throwing stick as hard as they can. The First drills that style of throwing, drills it constantly. It’s the four-file front at individual rates per file, the utter smoothness as the files throw, turn left, and trot and turn to clear the file behind them. Individual file-closers picking targets. Multiple targets, most of the files are throwing at two. Smooth as glass.
“Clean-up on the constructs and the survivors.” Those Sea People officers personally protected enough to live in the inferno, Crinoline means. The sticks went out from the fort roof not quite so high as flat and hissing-fast.
After Slow went down. After two waves of demons.
“Same platoons?”
Crinoline nods.
After these two platoons stood under the bubble and air and put the demon flavour of pointy sticks into most of those demons.
“I’d say that body language was calm.”
“Job-of-work,” Crinoline says. “No more fussed than getting stuff off a barge.”
Creeks fluster. They’re not getting through this on a reliable rage like Amazons would.
“It sort of half-works on Regulars,” Crinoline says, voice entirely dispassionate. “Whatever Slow does.” Crinoline motions toward where I saw the imagery. “The Captain’s been clear their other banners don’t cohere to the same degree.”
“Another reason?”
Crinoline looks at me, and their voice goes time-to-die. “We could search each separate hell for a million years and not find a hope of getting through this,” Crinoline says. Calmly, because calm’s part of the job. “If we have to try to stop the hell-things we can’t. Maybe Reems, maybe the Sea People, certainly not both.”
I nod, because there’s not much arguing.
“Slow disagrees.” Crinoline’s wry, sad, I don’t know what to call whatever feeling Crinoline’s having. “Slow’s sane. Slow’s seen the might of Reems. Slow’s got demon scars. Duty requires.”
Nothing much to say, so I say it for a little while.
“Ever wonder what things would be like if luck wasn’t real?”
I get a strange look. “Not a practical supposition.”
“Suppose not.”
Thread 2
Slow’s memoirs
The Creeks armoury is a hopeful structure.
Certainly it exceeds in its dimensions and capacities any present ability to make use of it, but it also supposes that a time shall come when we may make that entire use. Initially, we might do no more than hope for the production of artillery and its attendant supplies. Those things must come in no very long time, as must boots and armour and greater supply of active javelins, if the Line were to perform its duty of preserving the Commonweal from attack.
Beyond containment of many necessary manufactures, the armoury serves as barracks. It was built to hold an army twice, fifty battalions; the supplies on hand do not suffice that use, but a single battalion in the form of General Chert’s pennon might readily be accommodated. The presence of an un-appointed officer does not of itself provoke notice in such circumstances.
General Chert has not benefitted greatly from history; there are no notable victories to their name, nor are they especially regarded as a commander. I do not think this entirely just, as their task was, before all else, to avoid defeat. The long turning retreat from the Dread River, the awkward and uncertain circumstances of the Second Commonweal’s first years, and the very great difficulty of encompassing the active and ongoing assistance of independent sorcerers without surrendering the Line’s primacy of defensive responsibility were all achieved under Chert’s command, and without those things there would have been nothing whatsoever to follow.
The Line of the Second Commonweal retains the intent of certain customs, if it cannot achieve the whole. My interview with General Chert was for the most part both amiable and collegial. I returned from that interview at the armoury to Westcreek Town, and took up the standard of the Second Battalion there.
After that, I became busy. I could not have more than a very few persons from the First Battalion, though there must be some: a battalion is never built quickly, and cannot be made entirely from the inexperienced. Yet these were not the best of times and there was some need of haste, and so risk. But not all risk; it was some trouble to get Meek to follow medical recommendations and not present themselves for duty until fully healed, but I think worthwhile trouble. Having the Battalion sergeant-major collapse is not good for morale, and Meek was apparently hale well before they were truly so.
In addition to Meek, I was able to have Duckling and Sergeant Puddle from Thorn Company of the First, along with four sergeants intent on becoming sergeant-majors, and a scattering of file-closers interested in becoming sergeants. There are twenty-six sergeants in a battalion and six sergeant-majors. Meek fills the battalion sergeant-major appointment; Puddle intends to fill an appointment as a banner part-captain; Duckling fills the battalion signaller’s appointment. I might get twelve or fourteen sergeants from the file-closers. Everyone else would have to rise from the pool of recruits.
Recruits responded in plentiful numbers to the mustering notice, but not generally in sufficient condition. It is not anyone’s daily business to be prepared to fight, and the condition appropriate is by few maintained. To address this lack, I was able to apply the budgetary discretion granted standard-captains to procure four wheelbarrows for each file and some additional. There are few places a determined trooper cannot push a wheelbarrow. One wheelbarrow is enough for the armour and bedding and bundles of javelin shafts for two troopers, along with a few day’s rations, and taking turns pushing while moving at speed is an effective cohesion exercise for files and platoons.
I was quite pleased to get the whole order as quickly as we did, and at the quality of the work; the wheels and bearings came from collectives established north of Old Lake. The arrival of the wheelbarrows did not make anyone else pleased; a new battalion cannot use the standard focus to do much of anything. For the first season, we could not so much as communicate among ourselves. So the early months of forming the Second Battalion were much occupied with road movement by wheelbarrow with all the pushing done by muscle. Later months were much the same, only over sheep tracks instead of good roads. By then the battalion could maintain one banner on weed-watch.
The Captain, who did not like the logistical situation of waggons operating below the Southern Edge nor the supply of bronze bulls existing or expected for the Heavy Line, observed the Second’s results and equipped the First with wheelbarrows of armoury manufacture. The armoury designs — there have been several for divers purposes — are mostly aluminium. The armoury’s general Heavy Line pattern has wheels of twenty-one decimetre diameter, three decimetres greater than the traditional eighteen. It is a more useful design than a traditional wheelbarrow, being all of lighter, sturdier, and more readily pushed over small irregularities of ground. Despite those virtues, armoury designs do neglect the utility of a traditional wood-and-iron wheelbarrow’s greater mass for training purposes. Still, by the time the First had shifted their operational logistics to wheelbarrows the physical condition of the Second met the expectations of the Heavy Line. Switching to armoury manufacture ourselves allowed meaningful comparison of march times. The individual banners of both battalions became overtly competitive about their rates of advance.
On the whole, I was in those first two seasons satisfied with the progress of the Second. The customs of the First Battalion were themselves not so long-established as not to admit of ready adjustment by the Second’s emerging consensus, and yet were well-enough established to have a weight of familiarity and presumption, so that each thing need not to be addressed before so much as a platoon focus could form. The habit of drill, of working hard every day at acts which produce no material benefit to anyone, is difficult to acquire. Everyone has the voice in their head asking what common purpose their work serves; mothers and relatives and teachers have put it there. An ability to answer that voice with thoroughness is as much of a division between those whose characters suit them being soldiers and those whose characters do not as we find an ability to deliberately kill other sophonts to be.
D-Day Minus 1323
Year of Peace 543,  Brumaire, Thirtieth Day (Fall)
Radish
“Got the mope?”
That’s a lot of words from Slow.
It’s after dark. I’m sitting on a memorial bench by myself with a jug of beer. Mope ain’t implausible.
Jug and mug means all I can manage is a sort of wave, both hands full. “All that lives is food,” which ain’t quite the mope.
Slow’s bundle of spear-hafts comes down flat to the next bench over. Looks like dancing; looks like Slow practiced doing exactly that. Sounds like nothing.
Slow’s been like this since youth. Meek says you could see it before, but it would lapse. Don’t know as it’s ever lapsed in the Wapentake. The story has Slow killing the third demon with good form and one arm and about half of each heart. After Shadow did whatever, dead flesh’d rise graceful.
It could have; opinion’s divided.
Still moves like Slow. Got a field mug. I’ve got past enough beer.
Nobody knows what you say when the dead are listening. Slow and I clink mugs and say nothing.
Half a mug later it’s “Kid’s hale?” 
Slow perfectly well knows their name. Slow taught them how to peel root vegetables efficiently. Slow’s ‘give the flinch’ talk was the one that stuck, about tucking their thumb in using a saw.
Slow’s a wretched cook, can’t thread a needle reliable, and you can go on awhile. Anything with an edge and you’d think Slow had been doing just that for thirty years.
“Doing well. Gone apprentice with cordwainers.” Little collective; they’re the only apprentice. I take another slug of beer. “Went by my sister’s, told them all about it.” Sister’s marker’s among the roses. Slow’s been. Still wouldn’t say it aloud most times, most places.
“Bad year,” Slow says. It was. The kid would have been downstream where the wound-wedges got loose if they hadn’t sprained their foot. Don’t think I’ve done too bad a job since.
Most times, I don’t. First parent and a job with travel, it’s not the best thing.
“How’s our old sergeant-major?” Say “Twitch” out loud on the memorial and you might as well be summoning up with a pageant and choir. Rude at best. The sergeant-major’s Fire, if you’re alive. Wouldn’t have taken any bet on them being alive this long when they joined.
Not me, not Twitch, not anybody, not after that first fight. The Line will advance.
“Troubled by precedent.” Slow shifts in the dark. Not a smile, but Slow thinks it’s funny. Slow’s got a hand on the bundle of spear shafts. They are, too, plain as anything. It’s the stuff that looks like a long cylindrical ferrule that’s interesting. In the dark, inactive, it looks like seven of what you’d give a total novice to learn spear drill. “I took up the Wapentake’s second standard.”
The second army pennon, the one Chert don’t have, got fitments personal for the Captain. It wasn’t an accident. I know the Line-gesith specifically chose not to ask about intent, and the next and current one made the same choice. Unofficially understood a sort of thanks in lieu from the ilk of Creeks. The Wapentake wouldn’t have known what to do.
I sure wouldn’t’ve. The Captain always knew the joke. Might not like it, but they knew where it was going before it got there.
“Wanted you to take the first?” Not precisely like it matters. Used to matter; the banners went with the standard made for them, and the signa worked with the standards made for it. These don’t care. Any banner in the Second Commonweal with any standard, any standard with any signa. Banners with a signa if you must.
Slow’s shoulders move with some contented thought. Demons dying, teaching the kid how to peel turnips proper, I could never tell what Slow was thinking and it’s got harder. “Wished a specific custom to become established.”
I know that joke. The standard-captains won’t promote you among them if they think you’ll do anything but whatever you think gets the job done best. Why I’ve stuck with the Food-gesith.
“Got plans?” Slow says, like it isn’t dark and almost winter. Like the dead aren’t down there and memories don’t fade.
Depends if you want them. Can’t see my sister’s face for thinking. Someone give that a good smack with a hammer comes back whenever with the smell and the slurping.
“Hyacinth’s been after me to go full clerk.” I pour myself some more beer and wave the jug at Slow, who holds out their field mug. Which finishes the jug. “Kid’s grown. Seems like the time. Food-gesith’s encouraging.”
Gesiths don’t regularly have non-clerk fylstans. The Second Commonweal’s had to make do, and no-one will insist you’re enrolled as a Clerk, but the gesiths all want you to have passed the training before you’re wandering about the landscape making decisions.
“You ain’t arguing slick or smooth on immutable.” Slow sounds kind. Like usual, the rest of us have to stop a bit and figure out where Slow’s chain of reasoning started.
There are wreaking teams trying to do that. There’s a couple others trying to make ‘immutable’ take a shape that ain’t little and round. We care and the Lug-gesith cares because little and round makes a bearing, so, anything with a wheel. Don’t matter if it’s a knife-grinder or a reaper or waggon, food involves wheels. The rollers for the copper foil that gets punched into jar seals, which we don’t have enough of. And ‘immutable’, by itself, sticks. Could be it’s lacking mutability of position.
Creeks do pass for Clerks. Not many of us, never quite enough of us, but it’s not like Hyacinth’s the sole example. So, yeah, Slow’s right, clerking’s known to be possible.
Slow’s the first Creek standard-captain.
“Figure I went too fast passing the Wapentake to the Captain?”
After a little while, Slow says “Ilk need not be folk.” It comes with a brief grip on my shoulder, which is a lot for Slow. Beats Slow saying out loud the shape I wasn’t in. Nothing strange about their hand.
Which is where I thought it would sit.
“The Captain puts necessity ahead of tradition,” Slow says. “Victory is necessary. I believe them correct.”
Slow pours some water into their field mug — can’t imagine anybody with the mug not filling their canteen — and swirls it a bit, then drinks it. You’d never toss the dregs on the ground at a memorial. “The dead fearing the future does not so oblige us.”
Dead isn’t supposed to leave much room for strong emotions. Being dead and sticking confers a certain authority, or at least credibility.
“Are the dead peaceful?”
Slow shrugs the shoulder they set under the bundled banners of a battalion as they stood and says “Tonight.”
D-Day Minus 1434
Year of Peace 543,  Thermidor, Ninth Day (Summer)
Duckling
Meek got bounced off a wall. The inside of the outer wall of a fort Thorn had built ourselves means a ceramic wall two-and-a-half metres thick. The demon struck them backhand; Meek didn’t get any claw holes through them. Which is all the good news; Meek looks bad and Slice looks shocked.
Meek has about stopped cursing — no sound, and not much lip movement, but there’s this faint smell of rot — the taste of their every-two-hours dose of don’t-fall-apart, and the medic who brought it is looking undecided between trying to reassure Meek and trying to throw Slice out.
“Hey Meek,” Slice says. “You look rough.”
Meek says “Been working,” with available force. Hardly sounds like Meek. Hardly sounds like words. Can only just talk, neither lung directly damaged but busted ribs on both sides and bruising in the lungs.
Meek’s got a serious neck brace on, so the regrowing right ear don’t get bumped. Claw wounds all sewn up, which is tough with wide pressure cuts. Gotta stitch wider to line everything back up. Both ankles in casts, big brace for the left hip, and a promise the pin comes out of their left cheekbone soon. Don’t-fall-apart smells ugly, and Meek curses and curses after, every time, because it tastes just like it smells. The smaller cuts haven’t left scars and the bruises never got to that green stage and Meek can breathe without locking up from the pain, which the initial state of Meek’s ribs would have precluded. Don’t-fall-apart heals from your bones out; it aches the whole time, as a frank medic’ll admit.
“They giving you draught?” Slice sounds doubtful.
Halt’s draught, Slice means. The medic figures this out and says “Shape of Peace, NO!” as though Slice has to be dangerously wit-wobbled to even ask the question.
“Draught’s quicker,” Meek hisses. “This stuff, no dreams.”
Slice nods, a little grimly. Draught works but I wouldn’t say it was good for you.
“How’s the prognosis?” The medic looks a bit scandalized, but hey. Shoulder-companion, for real and true. Retired reserve don’t have power of change over that.
Meek can’t shrug. “Fine someday.”
“Sergeant-Major Meek will be fit to return to their duties in six or eight décades,” the medic says. Even a weeding team would think it appropriate to retire after your second encounter with demons. Especially after a demon slams you into a fortification. Demon encounters ain’t generally physical. It’s there in the medic’s voice.
“How you doing, Slice?” takes Meek a second try to get enough air to hiss four words, and Slice holds up both hands.
“Ain’t fit for a potter. No knack.” Slice has been doing pottery stuff in a collective with some more distant cousins since the March. “Relaxing, but — ” and Slice stops. I nod, you can tell Meek wants to.
“Doesn’t take much thinking, shouldn’t be much thinking, it’s all clay and pressure. Helped.” Slice looks a bit embarrassed. “Been talking to an optics manufacturing collective, they might be willing to train a lens-grinder.”
Simple, quiet, repetitive, and useful. Second-half sort of job. Better than those who’ve seen too many demons usually do.
“Sounds like a plan.”
Slice nods. Slice is doing better than they have been.
“What kind of plan you got? Or is it Captain Slow’s got?”
“Captain Slow’s got. I get to read about logistics. Slow’s out. Soon as Meek gets out, I get reappointed and we start requesting recruits.”
Slice had expressed sympathy. I had caught the medic’s eye and Meek’s and got Slice headed out. Get Slice someplace quiet, get some food and two litres of beer into them. Get them back on the barge and they can stop pretending talking to people isn’t hard work.
It wasn’t, before, but Slice ain’t yet got over being dead a couple hours. The fighting weren’t delightful and having a leg and an arm that didn’t work from being spine-stuck was no kind of good, but having the thing from the spines wake up and rip your life out of a sudden was too much for Slice. Slice’s imagination has got loose on them since.
Slice ain’t alone. We got not half the spine-stuck back for lasting. The thing from the spines didn’t damage anybody’s flesh when it woke, so the medics could get everybody’s torn-out spirits back in after the thing was destroyed. Never happened to me, but being dead for a bit seems to be worse than demons or Halt’s draught or too many Reems infantry and spine beasts.
Meek did get spine-stuck. Meek’s been just as dead as Slice was. Meek’s working on demon-scars. Meek is mostly mad they can’t get out of bed and back to work. Which is fine if it’s real; Slow says it’s real. Slow ought to know.
No sign Slow’s wrong about Meek. Two décades later, Meek’s mobile enough to get plunked in a tub with the water just above body temperature. It obviously helps. A décade after that Meek can start doing exercises in the water. They’re supposed to be gentle exercises. I get hauled in because I supposedly have a warrant of authority and commission, unlike anybody else in a hundred kilometres, and Meek ought thereby listen to me.
On any given occasion, Meek might listen to Slow. Meek’s precisely deferential. Meek ain’t subordinate. I explain to Meek that Meek will follow the medics’ schedule or I will go get Fire if I have to walk up to the Round House and throw rocks at the ward. Meek tells me I’m evil. Meek follows the schedule.
D-Day Minus 1426
Year of Peace 543,  Thermidor, Seventeenth Day (Summer)
The second collective assigned space in the Creeks armoury makes boot-cinches.
The prototypes and the exemplars and the initial production were done before there was an armoury; unlike the majority of the collectives occupying the armoury in the Line-gesith’s service, this collective moved in with its productive capacity sufficient to the task before it.
The space is long and wide enough and high-ceilinged and the lights will provide the more sorcerously-skilled years of reliable conversation. This collective did not make its own focuses; they notice that the light is pleasant, strong, and even, and not that the light bindings are impossible. All their focuses fit on a hand-cart; they have that, a certain minimum of establishing paperwork, and little else.
The tradition of standing in a line on a new shop floor and everyone setting a marble or a bearing down at once, that they can do. The floor is flat; nothing rolls. It’s not polished, it doesn’t feel any smoother than sawn wood, but it’s wholly flat.
The armoury is in the keeping of the Line, though few of the people in it are in or of the Line. One of the Line personnel is Tankard, with an appointment no more specific than quartermaster. The boot-cinch collective are all Regular Threes, most recently from the Upper First Valley, and none of them are taller than one hundred and seventy-five centimetres. It’s disconcerting to clasp wrists with someone who could casually crush your head in either hand. No one admits it, as is the custom of the Commonweal, and paperwork happens.
The next day brings a barge-load of ingots to the armoury, only three of them steel. There’s an ingot-slicing collective arriving by the same barge, come to work at the armoury on a Line contract. There’s an independent, Stick, arrived by other means. Stick is an under-median considerable talent, an energy-director and stuff-wreaker, volunteering to be on their service years early as the Galdor-gesith strives to even things out again after the prolonged emergency of the Second Commonweal’s founding.
The Independent Stick has chalk, a large open working space in a tower adjacent to the barge turning pool, and a disconcerting tendency to giggle. The first five things Stick makes are three sizes of barrel-cradle; all the towers in the armoury have kitchens, and none of the kitchens came equipped beyond sinks and ovens. The second set are the boot-cinch collective’s list of requests. There are cordwainers everywhere in the Four Provinces, but the Line will have to send them boot cinches to have those applied to the next boot issue.
A half-tonne slice of steel ingot arrives quietly in Stick’s working space. They need the steel, chalk, themselves, and a complete dimensioned drawing. The drawing has to be an original, not a copy, or the working won’t. Each repetition of the working consumes a drawing.
In more regular times, in the one Commonweal, this was seen as an opportunity for apprentices; there have been several drafting collectives where the custom had been to have Stick make the drafting table for the apprentice from the apprentice’s own drawing. The drawing would go away in the post and the table would come back in a crate.
Here in the Second Commonweal, today, drafting paper is short, though the wreaking doesn’t care what the drawing has been made on. Stick has made imprecise things from charcoal sketches on flat rocks. Pencil graphite, drafting tools, drafting tables, and those entirely trained in their use aren’t sufficient to present need as the settlement of the Folded Hills proceeds and new machinery is required.
In the armoury, the Independent Stick hasn’t noticed, because Tankard knew of all of those shortages last year. Stick’s is not the only working which consumes drawings. There’s a stack of drawings Stick has been given, and another waiting in Tankard’s ledger-room, and another still that’s growing as various persons in the armoury have time. The law will tolerate favour-exchange around producing dimensioned drawings in return for altering your queue position to receive shelves or tables or storage racks, especially among the members of a single notional thorpe, and especially when the policy is clearly stated. Common enterprise presumptively encompasses mutual aid.
Five hundred kilogrammes of steel will become one rigid machinist’s work table one-metre-twenty-by-four, with edge guttering and eight hollow cylinder legs. The lower cross-bracing does not come with, but can support, a shelf.
Stick will chalk the signs around wherever the slab of steel was put; precise position does not matter. The relative position of the drawing matters some, and Stick puts it where it needs to be and puts the rock they’ve been using since before they were an independent on it. Stick has done this working thousands of times; the next hour involves four colours of chalk, many symbols and swooping lines, and much quickness, but no hesitation or doubt.
Stick puts their selection of chalk away, leaves, locking the door behind them, and then locking it again when they come back from washing their hands and face. Walking into the working will do most folk less good than walking into molten steel.
The drawing gives plan, elevation, and view. The spell starts with view, and then you must cycle through the six possible sequences of plan, elevation, and view, six times. Each of the sequence orderings is different, and it isn’t neatly algorithmic, it must be memorized.
The slab of steel shudders with the first declamation of correspondences concerning view, elevation, plan. That first declaration takes one hundred and seven seconds, as will each of the thirty-six declarations. The language is an obscure variant of one of the languages of the Empire of the Ants, and does strange things to final syllables and several vowels. Each half-line of the declamation corresponds to the steel being struck by the Power. The slab rings as a slab; each blow is loud and metronomically regular.
By the sixth declamation of correspondences, the steel is visibly changing shape and the sound has become a clang, tangled in echoes. If you were stricken with folly and standing over the drawing, it would smell hot; not smoking, but too hot for anything that shouldn’t burn. At the end, there’s a coiling mass of smoke where the drawing was, rising halfway to the ceiling before its rise rolls over and coils down. There’s a worktable, precisely to the drawn dimensions and hot from hammering.
The spell adds no heat to the steel, only force; the result ought to be work-hardened into brittle fragility. It is not, by imposition of the Power. You can’t make hollow legs or intermediate-thread screw jacks with a hammer; each of eight hollow legs have one anyway, smooth and precise and exact.
The Independent Stick sweeps up, a process of gestures and singing, unlocks the door, and goes to lunch.
Four days later, the boot-cinch team gets their two work tables and a paperwork table and a pair of paperwork shelves and six stands for focuses. Materials racks can come later; there’s room, and no harm, in stacking hundred-kilo aluminium ingots and slabbed cobalt alloy on the floor. They get all the furniture with pairs of levelling wedges for where the furniture lacks adjustable feet. They have to sign for the level; that belongs to the armoury. The non-marring hammer, an obstreperous mass of brass and steel, is not nearly as handy as its Creek makers think. The team with the hoist focus who brought the furniture and have stayed to help position it carefully present themselves as being in no kind of hurry. Tankard has had words to say about injuries, false economy, and doing things correctly the first time.
The boot-cinch team needs a day to get everything level and aligned. Dead-level work tables are a preference; the focus-stands must be, and aligned just precisely so with respect to one another.
The boot-cinch team has a drip metronome. This space has running water, which their last shop did not. The large bottle filled, the angled copper drum head slid under the tripod, and the valve turned starts a steady even ticking.
Everyone stands in careful places, and then something invisible takes a bite out the top cobalt slab. The pile doesn’t wobble. The chunk of cobalt alloy becomes spherical, and the air moves away from its sudden molten brightness; no sense in allowing oxidization you don’t want. The metal is drawn fine to be woven into continuous loops, nineteen strands to the looped millimetre-thick cable. The cloud of loops hovers, an edged mist.
The next bite of cobalt alloy becomes rods, and then tubes, and then those become textured and indented and jagged with the curved teeth of ratchets. The rods snap into disks in time with the steady tick-tick of the falling water, and go to join the cloud.
The back-plates and the draw-plates are next. Only the dials, the part you touch to turn the boot-reel to adjust it, are aluminium. Grey, as the Line requires, and not any of the rainbow of possibility present in aluminium. The dials go on the spools with a ripple of stretched-metal pinging, press-fits as a long and single-noted xylophone. Boot-cinch by boot-cinch, today’s work slides itself over wooden dowels laid across the work-table shelf supports. It isn’t packing for travel but it does keep the cables from tangling.
Someone turns the metronome off. Everyone drinks water. There are weary faces; it still works better if they work through lunch, stop early, and wash before dinner. Fifteen kilograms of metal are a thousand finished boot-cinches, and there will be a thousand tomorrow and the day after. Twenty-five thousand a month, steadily.
The whole team is happy. There are fourteen of them, and they’re going to be remembered for getting everyone better boots for less effort.
D-Day Minus 1342
Year of Peace 543,  Brumaire, Eleventh Day (Fall)
Duckling
Meek gets turned loose from the hospital after six décades, pretty much right on the doctor’s prediction. It’s about when I get done with the logistics reading and send the big packet of worked exercises back to Slow. Slow’s been under official medical supervision and stuck at the armoury the whole time.
Meek’s not done with the medics, but can go sleep in barracks and stop taking don’t-fall-apart. Walking back and forth is likely to help, everything’s moving the way it ought, but Meek’s in no kind of shape. Meek was much more worried about their hip than their ankles, the busted ankles were simple breaks. You stay off them long enough but not too long and flex your toes and rotate your feet with delicacy every time you think of it, you should heal fine. The hip was comprehensively crushed, enough so that Meek would have likely died even fifty years ago. Would have lost the leg if they’d lived.
Barring a lot of time from an independent, and there weren’t any in the Creeks then. People have started making jokes about it; it’s been eight years if we count from Halt showing up to be a Staff Thaumaturgist. People from over in the Hills or who travelled in the First Commonweal say we’re not getting the usual experience of having independents around, the old version’s more withdrawn.
Some of them go on to say “less concentrated”, because having a whole table full in a refectory can be unsettling. I get it as a feeling of something a bit too hot on the stove, folks with a trained talent say it can be like a nose full of pure alcohol if you forget yourself and pay close attention.
In Westcreek Town, there’s three general factions. The one that feels safer is about a fifth; the one that is determined to do the correct, polite thing is about two-fifths, down from nearly four, and two-fifths feel like it might be better if the independents lived somewhere else, not necessarily very far away, but somewhere the sort of trouble that seems to find them wouldn’t happen as near to other people. It hasn’t been anything like enough time for people to relax about the events on the Hills High Road. The feels-safer fifth point out that ‘perish in flames’ was, in its way, a desirable thing, evidence of a capacity for an immediate capable response.
Not a response the Line could have made, not without a long march over mountains, which is near enough the same as not at all.
“You think too much, Signaller,” Meek says. Meek’s hurting, five kilometres is a real walk all of a sudden, but ‘Signaller’ is harsh.
Factual doesn’t mean it’s not harsh. The appointment came through all formal; my copy, and the little scroll-thing that the standard of the Second will absorb.
“Part of the job.”
“The job’s keeping track of the other standards. You’re worrying about long-term social trends or how we’re going to get enough artillery or who the Wapentake could recruit for a light battalion.”
Creeks aren’t the best skulkers. Not in our characters, nor our thews.
“Resources are at least half sorcerous.” Armour-focuses. Bronze bulls. Weeding. Any kind of focus that does anything in a manufactory. Water purification. Barges. I doubt there’s anybody alive who really knows how to rig a towline or train a six-horse-hitch for towing. There isn’t a lot of the economy that can really do without being sorcerous somewhere. We say ‘wreaking’, we use careful groups, but it’s sorcery, willed manipulation of the Power. And we still can’t quite manage to let ourselves believe the strong ones might be on our side.
“You can always quit and learn wreaking.” Meek looks like walking might have been a better thing to do tomorrow. Could be the day after.
“Could.”
There isn’t anyone here but the wounded who got mobile ahead of Meek, which is, right now, twelve. Everybody else who lived is growing new somethings, slow fussy work for the doctors. Everybody says the itching makes you wonder if it’s worth it. Meek says the anti-itch salve worked fine on them; the doctors are talking blind trials and risks to regrowing, always tougher than having what’s there mend itself.
Demons try to tear off heads. You see the claws coming, you duck back. The new-model helmets are tough. Of the remaining eight, six were missing faces. One was shy an arm, one was shy their upper heart and a big chunk of sternum. The Independent Grue’s had things to say.
The barracks echoes; not literally. Walls are four metres thick of rammed earth with glass tile outsides and thick rough plaster insides. Not much capacity for a physical echo.
First Battalion’s support group’s down below the Edge with the battalion, just as it ought to be. We’ve got hired cooks, which doesn’t need the plural except for safety.
Meek takes a minute to sit. I don’t sit, the benches are there for the aged and infirm, however temporary.
“Fifty-one dead and twenty down, pretty much a platoon. In return we destroyed something the size of a brigade. Killed all their supporting sorcerers, having to chew through a hundred demons to do it. Having Thorn Company fight the whole landing force wasn’t the plan but it worked.”
I nod, because there’s nothing else to do. True statement. One in five ain’t cheap but it’s not precisely expensive. Count the Colour Party and it’s closer to one in six.
“You’re losing your voice.”
“Not done,” Meek says in sort of a hiss. “Grim’s got Thorn and Slow’s offered you Signals in Second Battalion. I go from managing sergeants to managing sergeant-majors and making sure Slow admits it matters if they like somebody.”
I get my mouth open, no more, before Meek says, faintly, “Does matter. It’s a focus.”
Which is factual; a battle-standard is a focus. “Team of thousands.”
“Team of six.” Meek looks more grim than hurting, just for a second. “Front, bubble, perimeter, and the spares. How the files push don’t signify.”
I have no idea what to say. Meek means that those with executive in the focus make the decisions about what the standard does, how the fight is conducted. It’s not wrong. It’s not right, neither, because the files and the platoons and the banners have to trust you. And ‘Signaller’ would be ‘Adjutant’ if I had more experience or Slow was another kind of traditionalist and I wish I knew which. I’m in that team of six for Second Battalion, along with Slow and Meek and whichever part-captains.
Meek makes a rude gesture. “Go murder a pell or something, after lunch. Do you good.”
I got a list of symptoms when the hospital let Meek go. If I observe Meek having any of the symptoms for any reason, even if I think I know why, I’m to report them to the nearest hospital as fast as possible, and here’s a letter for whomever might be in charge on the Line side and another for whomever might be the doctor on duty at the hospital and don’t even think about reading the medical one.
I stuck all of them on the notice board by the exercise area, symptom-list broad and flat, first time I made it back here. Ought to make them easy to find.
Meek makes a good broad dent in lunch, and heads off to plunk themselves in the tub, along with five or six other irritable convalescents. I figure they’re all more convalescent than irritable and head off.
Not to do pell work. Pells were yesterday; today’s throwing. Put the javelins away, sluice off, clean uniform, then wander down to the memorial. Skipping dinner; outright rude to come well-fed to speak to the dead.
The middle of the memorial’s got the two pillars, and then two more and two more and one at the back, with the standard in front of it. Only it’s not, it looks precisely the same, but there was agreement it wasn’t wise to leave the real thing out where someone not in the Line might put a hand on it. So around the back of the memorial there’s a door, angled into the sod, and seven steps down because we’re hopeless traditionalists.
The door’s complicated, Captain Blossom says. Has to take account of everybody present and all the emotional states.
It lets me in.
The light works. One bright beam straight down by the door. You have to walk back where it’s dim to get to the Standard of the Seventieth.
Can’t enter the standard. Can’t latch to it. Don’t need to make any inquiring noises, Twitch is right there. I suppose opening the door’s discernible.
Not like you can knock. Twitch can talk audibly, saves it for special occasions.
Not usefully. Rapping on the shaft of the standard won’t accomplish much beyond a forlorn flat tapping.
You ain’t particular troubled by the dead. Twitch doesn’t fault me for it. My head shakes sorta rueful anyway.
Can’t do anything for them. Can’t say I flubbed it especially bad. You don’t count on the opposition doing the same thing twice. Wasn’t especially expecting demons, more of what failed hard last time don’t qualify as a competent response.
Twitch’s shade nods at me. Twitch don’t look judgemental. Came on with being dead.
Go all disapproving, nobody will come to talk. Twitch waves me at one of the stone benches flanking the standard. Going to be a long wait.
Twitch told the Captain they’d stick to brief their successor. Brisket’s been the Battalion sergeant-major these five years, and here’s Twitch, still, so Fire asked. Twitch told Fire there would be another time the Wapentake would march out whole.
The dead know things. It’s not good for the living to ask how.
Below the Edge might have counted, if First Battalion’s standard wasn’t the pennon of an absent army. If it had been a truly major fight. If there hadn’t been at least the idea of artillery batteries for the Wapentake.
If there’s ever what could be taken as the Wapentake all going off to fight all together, a brigade or an army, every Creek with a warrant of authority knows to make entirely sure the sergeant-major comes to talk to Twitch.
It’s one of the Line’s little bits of humour; Banner or Battery sergeant-major, Battalion sergeant-major, Brigade sergeant-major. If it’s an Army, it’s just sergeant-major. Armies are supposed to be temporary, it’s a conditional appointment. People make jokes about how the Line couldn’t figure out how to make ‘army’ start with B.
“My words on the air, if you don’t mind.”
Twitch’s shade makes a tossing gesture.
Speak into the Standard, or think about what I want to say.
“Taking an adjutant appointment is like agreeing to be considered for standard-captain. Signaller’s a step away, but it was my focus down Below the Edge after the demons chewed on Slow. I might need to do that with a battalion.”
Twitch’s blank face dips in a nod. Regular shades of the dead don’t show enough features to look like they have eyes. Dead-in-the-standard do, at first. It’s something different than just being dead. If you don’t look close, your mind fills in what they ought to look like.
If you do look close, don’t stop. Wavering between’s worse than either.
“I figure I can do battalion front in a fight.” It’s hard to say. “I don’t figure I know, or any of us know, what we’re doing with tradition. We’re calling it the Wapentake, but it ain’t. We’re acting like there’s tradition, but it isn’t; the Old Line guys don’t do it the way we’re doing it.” Every other standard-captain we’ve met thinks the Captain is a fanatic. None of them will say so; Crinoline will say something about ‘notably goal-directed’. Crinoline, in the judgement of their peers, is middling-fanatical themself.
Why Four/Twelve’s guarding Parliament. Haven’t got the brigade.
Pain cuts channels, Twitch says. Fear. Grooves of experience. You think along the low places, not even habit.
I nod. Anything sends you back there, you’re back there. If you’re standing in another kind of place, you make bad mistakes.
Line tradition’s how not to fail in pain’s habits, Twitch says. Wapentake’s got different experiences.
So we need different traditions. It’s a clear implication and I can’t argue with it and it does not reassure. Need’s not the same as saying we’re making correct traditions.
Can’t, Twitch says, sounding amused. That answer’s in the future.
If Twitch knows, I shouldn’t.
Peace behind us, Twitch says.
“Peace behind us,” I say back. What we’re for.
Bad century coming, Twitch says, more uncomfortable creepy than Twitch’s dead usual. Mind your front, Duckling.
By the time I’ve said “Yes,” Twitch is gone.
D-Day Minus 1196
Year of Peace 543,  Germinal, Seventh Day (Early Spring)
Duckling
There’s more dry in rain than doubt in Slow.
Don’t much help the rest of us.
Nothing helps with making files. Nobody’s got the hang of latching; nobody’s got habits for a focus, or they wouldn’t likely be here. They’ve made friends. They’re getting less unfit. They still don’t know what a file is, and there’s no explaining. Example worked in the First; not quick, but it worked.
What I get are the twitchy and the witchy and the habitual doubters of consensus, half-a-banner’s worth. The Colour Party gets the fit-to-serve the banners don’t want, no matter how it’s formally described.
I’m the signaller only so long as I can do the job.
Meek’s take is you watch how the files form; that’ll show you who gets granted authority. That’s not wrong, but it’s not quick. I need some kind of quick; too much else to teach.
Slow ordered four wheelbarrows per file, which is twelve hundred, and ‘some over’, which is another couple-hundred spares. We got the first barge-load today. Twenty-four files in the Colour Party; that gives me claim on an even hundred, granting spares. One’ve’m’ll find a way to break, first thing.
Thing about a wheelbarrow is you haven’t likely used one proper. People do; there’s folk who make shifting goods a trade where there’s no call for waggons. It’s not usual; usual is sequential waggon-loading and a decent road. Wheelbarrows don’t ask the road, though they do ask dry. You’re more than half-likely to think you’ve used one, is where the problem comes in.
Good bearings and you can go all day, till the load balance you didn’t realize was wrong cramps your arms up or locks your neck, because you can’t push steady like that. As its own effort, likely; for a few minutes, sure. But once you’ve got up or down into it, and the inevitable bumps and lumps, keeping the load flat’ll creep into your muscles and hurt you. Everybody who thinks they’ve used a wheelbarrow’s done it maybe five kilometres. Usually less.
No cattle in the Corner; the bugs don’t just eat them, the bugs make them strange. I have used a wheelbarrow.
Nobody minds Duckling volunteering to go first, kit’s all to hand, and it isn’t raining.
Still past two hundred in the Colour Party. Going to lose a few yet. This lot hold up with running and the beginnings of drill. We’re adequate for pipers.
We’ve got the tents, and the tents go one per file. So I send the whole Colour Party off to Gauge, the attached quartermaster’s function is Gauge just the same way what the old line’d call First Company is Fierce Banner.
Lay out the tents in two lines. Thirteen and fourteen tents with five rank’s space between them. Fifty kilogrammes of sticks and canvas, thump. With the space, it takes up more of the one corner of the drill-yard than the two-hundred-plus people do. Still one corner. Then four wheelbarrows per tent, lined up on their stands. Then everybody sent to get their full kit out of the barracks, come back, and find a wheelbarrow to pair up on.
Full kit, in piles; no armour yet, everybody has their bag of sand. I’m in armour, for example and obviousness.
They’ve got the personal-kit ruck with the sweater and the coat and the spare boots and the layers and the towel and the soap and the sewing-kit and the bandages and the boot-oil and the socks. They’ve got their drill weapons, and the bundle of pointy-stick shafts and box of blank tips, only sharp, that weighs the same as the interesting stuff. Shields. The cot you must have. Bubble or not, sleeping on live ground’s frequently fatal.
Bone-worm’s such a wretched way to die.
One trooper is ten litres of water per day. Four days is forty litres, two twenty-litre water cans. One trooper is two-and-a-half kilos of dried meat, alleged cheese, ration crackers, dried fruit, hard candy, and salt every day. Double rations for hard focus work. The candy is the awful healthful stuff made from rhubarb and false-grape. Full of electrolytes and minerals. Old Line waggon-logistics gives you all this in platoon-size daily boxes; we’ve got it wrapped up per-trooper, per-day. Three days per, in a specific bag. Bag’ll hold five days; bag’ll go under the ruck flap. You can get six days in the bag if you’re clever and shift your mess-kit into the ruck. Most of them have. Send everybody back to Gauge food bag in hand. Gauge got a written request four days back, so the water cans are full and lined up neatly and the rations are on the counter in stacks of three.
Another bag with the file’s kettle and heatable hunk of quartz and steeping-pot and the measuring spoons, the stir-spoon, and the strainer, all of which nest together. Forty person-days of dried, shredded, and compressed wood-lettuce roots, ten two-kilogramme cans. Tick those who picked up kettles; they mostly still can’t latch, but I latch fine.
Makes quite the pile. You can do it by mass; three hundred kilogrammes rough-ground load per wheelbarrow, and the pile for a file’s just about twelve hundred kilos when the water cans are full.
Everybody’s looking at me.
“Two to the wheelbarrow, eight to the file. Pack the file’s gear across your file’s barrows.”
No files have been assigned. Files don’t work with ‘assigned’.
It’ll get us to lunch. The tent’s a problem. Bubble’s usual, it’ll keep off the rain, but you don’t want to sleep staring at the sky. Want the shade, sometimes. Ain’t going to talk Meek out of having the canvas on hand. Slow’ll say ‘shelter for the wounded’ and mean it. Don’t know if we’re going to get medics; medics need waggons.
Hopeful indications; passing a marble around, trying to check level. Dunno why someone had a marble, but hey. Maybe it’s lucky. Have to be truly lucky for the attempt to work, anybody holding the barrow’s going to adjust. But they’re trying, and they’re worrying about the correct thing.
The argument about rope vs straps didn’t get far; someone went back to Gauge and asked. No finished straps, rope’s in hundred metre lengths, oilcloth’s next month. So there’s an even split, by agreement. Lots of rope-ends got proper whipped and the strapping’s been sewn to d-rings, sturdy bronze ones.
Less hopeful; nobody knows how to do this. They’ve got the idea, mostly, but nobody’s done it before. There’s one nominal file that’s maybe got an idea about load order: you don’t get to balanced at the end, you stay balanced the whole time. You put stuff on in reverse of taking it off; shields under the kit-bags is better support and sturdy and entirely wrong for practical.
Get lunch, cooked, in the mess.
Come back out; nothing’s fallen off. They’ve got to understanding Listen up and they do. We’re going for an extended march, an easy initial one along the West-East, Westcreek Town to Lockpoint to Seven Bridges on Slow Creek, then back. I get some looks. I make some more tick-marks as various people start making sure everybody’s got their hat tied on.
We’ve been doing double columns of files without wheelbarrows. I get us round the drill yard with, twice and thrice. The command to halt’s no different with wheelbarrows, but what you need to do is. I sound different with my helmet on; I plunk it on early and we try that, too.
Still ain’t raining.
We get out the gate and start down the regular fused road. Slow rolls the wheelbarrow I packed last night out of the gatehouse and falls in behind me. Slow’s got their helmet on. Nothing about Slow shows to look at, and nobody in the Colour Party’s got the latch to notice the standard’s right behind them, slid in with the bundles of pointy sticks on the left side of the wheelbarrow.
Let’s see if we can get to Westcreek Town before anybody notices Slow.
D-Day Minus 1114
Year of Peace 543,  Prairial, Twenty-ninth Day (Late Spring)
Duckling
We’re along to regular meetings. We’re along to feeling like the barracks are organized. It’s strange; I was here when the First built the barracks, and this isn’t the First in them now.
Slow, with the banner leaning on their left shoulder; even clear light, what’s officially Slow’s office. The hired clerks have gone home. There’s a couple covered typewriters and a wall of new filing cabinets for us opposite the First’s wall of cabinets. Official-official’s in the standard, but you can’t be asking the standard-captain for your spring boot-issue contract list.
Morning meeting’s meant to go quick; why Slow holds it before breakfast. We’ve just had a list of names for provisional sergeant appointments from four provisional Part-captains, and I’m getting a look from Meek.
“Going to name somebody?” Meek knows the answer, doesn’t approve, and might not be patient.
“Nope.”
Slow doesn’t say anything. The four provisional part-captains don’t quite know where to look. Ain’t how the First does things. Meek ain’t specifically angry. The provisional part-captains can’t tell.
“Why not?” Meek’s emphatic.
“We’ve had approximate latch most of this month.” There’s a few rueful nods. “I don’t need a sergeant to run their platoon focus, I don’t need a sergeant to take front on independent operations; I need a sergeant to run sticks against close and overwhelming. I need somebody to aggregate observer reports.”
“Who is smarter than ‘they’re all one dot’.” Puddle’s the least provisional of the part-captains.
Uniform Banner hasn’t got a provisional part-captain yet. Slow isn’t pleased with any of the possibilities. Promoting someone who showed up in this batch of recruits to part-captain’s steep, even when we’ve got some in their thirties with experience of life.
“Who can keep track of sixteen points of view no matter what.” I get a bit grim. The standard can do that; the standard goes up to sixty-four, distinct and continuous. Maybe graul are made so as to find this useful. We’re not.
That gets me a few nods, but not from Meek.
“Twenty-five platoon sergeants,” Meek says. “Five sergeants-major.” That we do have. None of the sergeants-major are too steep by Wapentake custom, having been at least file-closers in the First. “You can have two or three.” ‘Tell me whose competence I must judge’ hangs there the way a javelin looks to float at the top of its arc.
“Four-person observer teams times sixteen is eight files.” Make a calm gesture. Meek and I can’t get shouty anymore. Simpler and quicker just for us. “Won’t get that many.”
That does get me a nod. ‘Observer’ asks a mental knack, it’s not talent, it’s detachment. Most haven’t.
“One piper, one or two files of pipers. Not subject to a sergeant.” Meek’s stance expresses a belief I’ve said something pointlessly obvious.
Couple of part-captains rock back a bit. The First has a piper, singular. The First sings, the First’s run memories of music from the Standard. Slow’s taking the elevation of spirits further.
“Could be twenty files, there to come in with sticks.”
It better expletive not be, but it might.
“Piper, Observer, Colour-Sergeant.” Slow could be speaking to anyone.
There’s times you can argue with Slow, and times you can’t. This is a can’t. All appointments are what some standard-captain made up.
Meek looks straight at me. I can feel the decision not to ask about a plain sergeant, rather than asking the colour-sergeant to handle fifteen files themself. “You know what you’re doing?”
“I’ll figure it out.”
D-Day Minus 803
Year of Peace 544,  Floréal, Fifth Day (Spring)
Duckling
Four/Twelve’s down to Westcreek Town. They do that, they march the West-East, sometimes they go north up the Blue. Never too far from Parliament.
Westcreek Town makes moving paper easier.
The best way, the Old Line way, is for all the paperwork to flow into the brigade; the signa eats it, replicates it to the standards that didn’t create it, and then an attached standard sends a banner off to the next brigade over with copies. March practice and no extra mass.
The Second ain’t got spare banners. The Second ain’t official operational. The Second has wheelbarrows. The Second produces a surprising amount of paper by continuing to eat. Then there’s keeping track of everybody. The standard does that, but the copies have to move. So there’s me, a Colour Party file, and two wheelbarrows with paper where food ought to be. Up to Westcreek Town from the Edge is a long day, but we started early and we get lunch on the way. Parliament’s three days. It’d be a long two if there was a road from Westcreek Town to Hillroad Landing.
Can’t put a battalion in the barracks, not in Westcreek Town. Crinoline’s Colour Party’s in the Gate House, neatly; it’s the old-style eight files the Gate House was built to hold. Most of Four/Twelve’s camped on the green. It’s a tight fit. Medics and stores and quartermaster and commissary in the East and West barracks buildings.
Crinoline’s battalion clerks’ pile of paper’s in the back of the Captain’s House. Clerks not obviously present.
Our pile of paper’s wrapped, not boxed. Saves weight at the cost of outside labels. Has to come off the wheelbarrows careful. Crinoline’s clerks have neat spots and signs for where everything goes. We leave it wrapped in its proper places. Last-time’s oilcloth and waxed canvas are nearly rolled up in a bin. The bin’s sign says “Wapentake, Second Heavy”. The other two bins say “Western Hills, Pennon” and “Wapentake, First Heavy”.
Still sad I weren’t present the time Shadow appeared with the First’s paperwork.
Crinoline’s quiet, and it’s their standard, so being latched don’t help. Still this waft of sun-warmed stone, ten or fifteen metres ahead.
“Signaller.”
“Sir.” Nobody who’s served in the First gets back into the habit of calling any appointed-captain “Captain”.
“Come, lets us speak together,” Crinoline says, and it’s not a request. Don’t think there’s any particular disapproval. Crinoline’s sort of medium-eensy. Nobody’s ever going to suppose they ain’t adult.
“Kenning, figure this takes a couple hours.”
“Food, feet, rest,” Kenning says to me. No indication they think it’s a question.
“Expect to return in the morning,” Crinoline says, generally. Then “Manoeuvre to cut their line of retreat,” to me specifically. It’s from the principles of engagement.
“Sir!” comes from me and Kenning. We’ve got cots. No tent. No extra room, with the Fourth here. File-closer ought to be able to figure this out. Curious what Kenning’ll do.
Crinoline’s got a set of Regular chairs added to the meeting room. I lift a me-sized chair off the stack against one wall. The Fourth’s reliable about swapping the Creek chairs back onto the floor when they move on. We’re reliable about the converse.
“Somewhere in your reading list, Signaller, there’s three books about General Hammer.”
“The biography, the official history, and the contextualizing retrospective from Three-Fifty-Nine.”
Crinoline’s face does something. Don’t think it’s meant as a smile.
“Yes.”
“The biography’s fiction, the official history recounts what the Line would admit to believing around the Year Fifty, and the retrospective can’t bring itself to address the complete lack of primary sources.”
“Complete lack?” Not angry.
“The last claim of any communication with General Hammer happens in the Year Twenty. The accepted dates for Hammer’s command of the Line are from Thirteen Before the Peace to Year of the Peace Five. There’s claims for years from Six through Nineteen. Those are about as supportable as the claim for Five; someone wrote down what they say someone said at least a generation previously. The only living independent who could have met Hammer was Ongen, who didn’t. Ongen comes into Commonweal history sometime around the Year Thirty, despite having been a participant in creating the original Shape of Peace.”
Careful breath.
“There’s a standard described as Hammer’s in a standard-shrine in the City of Peace used by the Second Brigade. No one can latch to it and no enchanter is known to have examined it. The oldest binding-of-the-standards records accessible in the First Commonweal are from the Year of the Peace One-Seven-One. The oldest extant written record is from sometime around the Year Thirty. It’s one sentence recording someone unknown’s claim to have marched with Hammer in their youth. The Independents Wake and Crow separately report conversations between the years Thirty and Forty-Six with standard-captains who claimed to have served with General Hammer.”
Crinoline’s got their head tipped over. Think it’s general inquiry. Could have some Regular meaning.
“I don’t think Hammer didn’t exist, I don’t think Hammer was Laurel in disguise, I don’t think Hammer was a graul who went back to Laurel after doing what Laurel had commanded they do. I think the supposition that Hammer was an untutored considerable talent and died of it can’t be supported because we don’t even know what species General Hammer might have been.”
“Yet you doubt the graul hypothesis?”
“You serve with graul, you remember what they are.” Not the time for the story about Puddle. “Swearing never to speak of it’s not convincing across that time and those numbers.” Crinoline’s head tips different. I try to get the emphasis correct. “Not impossible; not convincing.” Half a shrug. “I ain’t convinced.”
“Your understanding of Hammer’s historical role?” Crinoline’s doing the Old Line vaguely-cheerful officer voice.
“In the Year Zero, having a Peace is doubtful. Nobody knows what that is. March and die’s got a long history. Keeping the Line distinct from the Peace’d be safer.”
Not a smile.
“Hammer decided sticking around was better for them, or their troops, than marching off in a hope of conquest would be. Hammer can’t have kept the Peace, not to begin with; Hammer advanced their understanding of Parliament’s objectives. What matters besides sticking is how completely Hammer obliterated any potential opposition. Anything organized submitted to Parliament entirely or — ” and I stop. There’s various glassy places today, one of them almost fifty kilometres long.
Best single indication of Hammer’s untrained considerable talent. The multiplier works on whatever you bring to your latch.
“Sometime around the Year Fifty, both the then-existing standard-captains talked one another into formalizing the Line’s relationship with the Peace. Peace was looking like it could work. They were getting old. Two standards wasn’t looking so capable anymore. They ascribed intent to Hammer; it gave them a plausible motivation to Parliament. It legitimized their decision to their troops.”
Things were just getting organized enough around then to be formal about anything. Any history we have says the first couple generations of the Peace were wholly personal intention.
“It’s unlikely, with what’s known from the independents and what’s known about those two standard-captains, that either of them knew or marched with Hammer. Hammer’s legacy got invented as the excuse the Line made up to anchor itself to the Peace.”
“This does not much resemble the consensus position.” Can’t tell what Crinoline thinks of it.
“Responsible for observers, sir. Report what’s there, not what’s expected.” Carefully don’t shrug. “Can’t require it if I can’t do it.” Won’t notice where the observers are going wrong.
I get the impression of Captain Crinoline nodding. They don’t; no dip to their head. The sun-warmed-stone smell’s stronger. “Do you have similar views of the aphorisms?”
“‘If there be any glory in war, let it rest on the Peace behind us’ requires us to suppose Hammer had a clear notion of the Peace, sir. Since the Line’s relationship to the Peace got regularized fifty years later and nobody then had what we’d call a clear notion today, I doubt Hammer said it quite like that. ‘Peace behind us’ means what we make it mean. Less trouble to acknowledge that.”
“If Hammer was a considerable talent, they could have some sense of the future.” Same entirely neutral voice.
“Not across five hundred years, sir. Not likely across five.” Gets me an inquisitive eyebrow. “Shadow drills sword-fighting with the Captain in the graul style, sir. Asked Shadow how it works. Further’s harder; Shadow went blank for a bit and said it wouldn’t hurt to think of it as a logarithmic curve with the vertical axis as future distance and the horizontal axis as the amount of Power required.”
Inhale. “‘No justice through fear, no peace by killing, no virtue in dying’ isn’t recorded until sometime after Year of the Peace Two Hundred. Just when might depend on the dates for a diary where the diarist didn’t record dates with the entries.”
Crinoline does nod, precisely and once.
“The whole ‘I would that’ speech is about what the Line might want Hammer to have said. It uses words that didn’t exist or had other meanings in Hammer’s day. Someone made it up, and probably not until after the Turbulent Century. Before that, ‘comity’ wasn’t a word.”
“Do you teach recruits these things?”
“No sir.” Which ain’t the place to leave it. “If someone asks, I tell them it’s tradition. If someone does the research themself, I tell them it’s the Line’s Ur-law; Peace had never existed, so we had to make it up. If they’re fussy about it, I point out the Wapentake’s making itself up right now, active, not the way keeping tradition in a new time’s making yourself up. We’re keeping ‘Peace behind us’, but ‘Never stop’ and ‘You kill them by the each’ are new.” Inhale again. “Fire said ‘You kill them one at a time’; there’s forty living heard it and more who were dead, and it shifted.”
Twitch’s been asked for the Standard of the Seventieth’s recollection of it three times now. The Captain’s forbidden further bets on the subject. Going to have to revise the Manual for Soldiers, and that goes in when we do.
“How many have been fussy?”
“Just one, sir. I expect to confirm them as Observer in the Second.”
That’s an actual smile.
Thread 3
Slow’s memoirs
In their youth, ophidiform graul resemble ancient placoderm fish. At the completion of their youth, they undergo a period in a condition the learnéd place between estivation and metamorphosis. During that period, they are entirely defenceless; insensate and immobile and cocooned under a depth of mud below still fresh water. I do not pretend to understand how the Captain found a group of estivating graul, but will note for the curious that the battle-standards of the present Commonweal retain from the design of Laurel’s originals the broad sensorium appropriate to graul. Those of us whose persons lack those senses cannot make much use of the full sensorium, but of course the Captain can.
The presumption, natural enough, was that these were with some likelihood our graul; graul from the First Commonweal who had survived travel down the Main River and through the Dread River to the sea. This would be a surprising occurrence with unfortunate implications for the state of the First Commonweal, but such would be far less surprising than discovering that the Wizard Laurel had passed anywhere near either Commonweal would be.
Estivation even under water is not safe if you are known or sought, and our hope of even scant news of the First Commonweal was great. So also is the Line’s obligation to distressed citizens great, those displaced (as we thought) by some assault from without the Commonweal. Uniform Company moved the estivating graul, pond and all, above the Edge.
After the battle, these graul had been moved with less haste but no greater care to new habitable land between the Creeks armoury and the Galdor-gesith’s larhaus. This news came to me while I was in the hospital, as a courtesy to someone officially incapacitated but still then Thorn Company’s appointed commander. The estivating graul reposed there within a new lake fringed with a broad new marsh for near enough a year, from late spring into early, and woke as the ice broke above them.
They were not our graul, and while all graul are in some narrow sense Laurel’s, these had no clear memory of anything before a torrent of water and the sea. It had been a long journey, and they had not all survived it. They had known in some instinctual way that the period of metamorphosis would come and could not be undertaken in salt water, and had pressed on until they found a river without signs of human habitation or distressing life.
I was told just before I met them that a long sojourn in salt water explains the darker integument of these graul. That person, a clerk of the Peace-gesith, was in their origins from somewhere west of the City of Peace and familiar with graul. (So much so that they could speak the language graul learnt in Laurel’s service.) That clerk was otherwise expert in haulage contracts, but had been sent against the chance that these were Laurel’s graul. It proved that was the language these graul knew, though with many invented words. They had been lost to their journey with a child’s understanding and had had to establish their own metaphors.
I would have rather had some other notice. Simiform graul are, by statistical expectation, between seventeen and nineteen decimetres tall. They have a grey cast of skin and dully dark grey hair of uneven shade and are, aside from minor details of eyes and dentition, superficially entirely human in appearance. Those few graul I had previously met were skillful at presenting themselves as socially human, though simiform graul are not by their natures so.
By statistical expectation, adult ophidiform graul are composed of two metres of head and neck, a two metre limb-segment where the lower pair of arms is larger and stronger than the upper, eight or nine metres of body segments, and six to eight metres of laterally compressed tail segments. The body segments are round in cross section and rarely an entire metre through, while the tail is compressed through its width to rise perhaps two metres at its highest. The limb-segment is wider than it is high and has the height of the body segments. Both pairs of limbs fold against and into the limb-segment so as to present no obstruction to undulating locomotion. The whole is armoured; youthful ophidiform graul have only the forward portion of the fish-shape armoured, but the adults are armoured for the whole of their length and their surface. The material is the same as the simiform graul tooth-analog, and I have watched the Captain bite through iron wire in preference to picking up pliers near at hand.
These graul were abashed and concerned and very much socially uncertain. So well as we were able to establish, they had had no adult society which they recalled. Their journey had been undertaken when they had been ages that would be in Creeks between eight and ten years of age. They had had encounters with people along the way, and this was in large measure why they had not all survived. They were also, perhaps in consequence of their extended youth (estivation having been delayed until it was inescapable) and perhaps for cause of their marine diet throughout that youth, larger than than the usual run of ophidiform graul. All of them were about twenty-five metres in length rather than the expected twenty. It made for a great concentration of awkwardness, as we had all expected to meet graul from the First Commonweal. To those graul of our imaginations we would have had a known and comprehensible relation. Of these, there were many questions.
Ophidiform graul have six eyes, in heads that are long, but not especially snake-like, being more deep than wide. Snake jaws are not constructed to make rending bites while ophidiform graul jaws are meant to take bites out of anything regularly occurring in the world. There is one pair of eyes on the side of the head, set far back so that the field of vision reaches past the back of the head; those eyes follow the pattern of simiform graul eyes in having many small pupils scattered over their surface. Those eyes depart from the pattern of simiform graul eyes in being visibly a spherical section a decimetre or more across, so that the red and yellow of the numerous irises resembles an egg coated in hammered flakes of copper and gold. Another pair of eyes are set close and forward in deep sockets on top of the head, providing binocular vision forward, and a third pair behind an armoured eyelid in the roof of the mouth, so that sight of prey is not lost as the deep jaws gape. These eyes are large, but not so large as the main eyes. The four prey-eyes have each a single hexastellate pupil which will shine different colours depending on the angle and nature of any incident light.
Where simiform graul have counter-wavy strips of hard material in both jaws rather than any distinct teeth, ophidiform graul have definite and distinct teeth inside the shearing surfaces of their upper and lower jaw armour. These grow on dental bars possessed of a degree of articulation and are optional of use in biting. The five pairs of prominent fangs, three upper and two lower, are venomous, with the specific venom of each tooth varying across individual graul. The records of the First Commonweal tally more than five hundred varieties and assert the tally incomplete before noting many of the venoms have no known medical treatment. Though it has been customarily said ophidiform graul look like an attempt to make a giant armoured snake with rending jaws, with perhaps a dash of crocodile, ophidiform graul are well able to sustain an upright posture which places the poll of their tipped-down heads some four metres above the ground and frees their arms for work. When ophidiform graul are nervous they prefer to open their mouths to a width providing all four forward facing eyes a clear view, a thing which anyone simiform standing before them may in their turn view clearly. Sometimes an especially nervous ophidiform graul will tip their dental bars in and out with a sharp clack sound.
It is not then the easiest thing to maintain one’s composure in the presence of ophidiform graul. Youth, unfamiliarity, and numbers do not contribute ease to the circumstances.
These, who were so clearly concerned for their fate, were not so difficult as another group might have been. They did not immediately understand where they were, or why; the clerks of the Peace-gesith explained that we had mistaken them for citizens of the Commonweal, persons to whom we had specific obligations, and, aware that we could not speak to them for a time, had moved them to a more secure place than the Land below the Edge. We had expected a battle there, as it had proved to be. All through this careful conversation, the young graul watched the Captain with great intensity of concern. The four simiform graul come from the Army of the Western Hills watched the Captain with as much intent but with other concern.
I had, and the Captain had, no more than the colour parties of our battalions with us; the First’s banners were required to watch the Southern Edge and the lower stretches of Edge Creek, while the Second’s were not yet operational. It was not necessary that I should be there at all, but I had been at the Armoury and was exceedingly curious for any news of the First Commonweal, such as we had expected to get.
What we got instead was the Peace-gesith’s fylstan, appointed for the specific purpose of caring for these graul, apologizing and explaining carefully that as non-Commonweal persons, these graul could leave if they wished, and that we would set them on any of our borders from which they should care to depart.
The response to that was brief consultation among the group of graul and a reversion to the most basic form of graul language by one of them. That form of language is entirely composed of signs. It was used to ask questions directed to the Captain. I am told that graul can sense each other’s limb movements at tens of metres distance even underwater or in an absolute darkness, so that visibility of signs is not the constraint on utility it would be for an another ilk of persons. The questions amounted to wanting to know how many other graul there were, and whom they served.
The Captain explained by signs that there were few graul in this Commonweal, and that ‘served’ did not apply as these may have meant it by the original meaning of the signs. The clerk knowledgeable about graul languages conveyed the whole thing to the fylstan, and that became a discussion about what ‘served’ might mean here and the propriety of comprehensive explanations to non-citizens.
Throughout this whole process, which can be described more quickly than it happened, the four graul from the Army of the Western Hills were casting baleful glances at the Captain with some of the glances rising to the level of staring. The Independents Fire and Shadow had taken note of this as it started. Shadow was at that time assigned as a support to the First Battalion and mustered with the First’s Colour Party. Their presence was thus a matter of a duty at which the Captain had bid them be. Fire was present out of a desire to visit Shadow, and being senior in authority in the Wapentake it was not seen why they should not be present if they wished. It was not very long before Fire moved up to stand at the Captain’s left hand, and Shadow to Fire’s left, just as you would close up ranks when fighting with weapons. None of us were armed in any degree but the motion is unmistakable. This did not improve the mood of those four graul, but it did increase their circumspection.
It should be understood that it is difficult to discuss these subjects in the language historical to graul. ‘Citizen’ renders as ‘those belonging to’ in a propertarian sense without nuance. ‘Serve’ cannot be understood even as ‘obedient’; the idea is somewhere in the vicinity of ‘die to fulfill the purposes of’ and carries the implication that such death is the sole route to joy. The responsive question from the strange graul, “What is the duty of citizens?” took the Captain hours to answer when to a Commonweal person ‘lawfulness and prosperity’ is a sufficient answer. The Commonweal person has had seven years of school education, an education to which their thorpe or gean must deliver them literate, numerate, and calculating. The Commonweal person understands in a general way what the Shape of Peace is and does, and this must not be explained to a stranger. Explaining — without explaining a battle-standard — what the Captain serves, and how, presents a similar degree of difficulty. Articulating any sort of honest and permissible answer to either question in less than a day is properly considered to be an accomplishment.
Ophidiform graul express bafflement by facing one another and dropping their jaws in steps. The most emphatic bafflement goes from slightly open to the full gape in four or five steps. There was a great deal of this gesture at the beginning of the explanation. At the end, there were no more expressions of bafflement.
One of the graul who had been silent the whole while reared up higher, pointed their snout directly at the Peace-gesith’s fylstan, and signed. The Captain’s translation in the focus was Must we leave?; the clerk said it as ‘Does your strength require that we depart?’.
The fylstan had the Captain render “Those who stay do not depart thereafter, nor may you know aforehand all you accept,” which took past another hour and resulted in my needing to reassure the First’s Colour Party. The Captain spent most of that hour standing in the midst of a ring of ophidiform graul, most of whom were lying flat and sometimes rolling over on their backs to free their arms for signing. It was a large and coiling discussion, but no-one’s snout came within two metres of the Captain.
The displeasure of the four simiform graul from the Army of the Western Hills increased thereafter, as the strange ophidiform graul held what anyone would recognize as a vote. The vote had no dissent. So did these strange graul request entry to the Second Commonweal.
D-Day Minus 1145
Year of Peace 543,  Floréal, Twenty-eighth Day (Spring)
Clerk of the Peace-gesith
These will be my fellow-citizens. I should treat them with that dignity, and indeed wish to treat them so. Which is not to say I needed not to hide a smile or six conducting them up to the Shape of Peace.
Ophidiform graul are eight to the barge-load, and transport would have been some difficulty to arrange. The graul had asked if there were dangerous things in the water, somewhat doubtfully, being accustomed to the open sea and being neither knowledgable of rivers nor inclined to rate anything in fresh water of much concern.
There being nothing of any particular note, the graul all offered to swim; I would need a barge, but one passenger and an expectation among the graul to not go on ahead where they might cause consternation were not difficult things to arrange. The first part of the trip was passed in a discussion of aquatic hazards which passed briefly over swans. They knew about swans, and felt swans scarcely grounds for concern. Swans cannot dive under the water, and their beaks reach deeper than their wings can. ‘Raspy, but drownable’ would summarize their view of swans.
Discussion of hazards shifted to several hours on the subject of ranching ducks. The large flightless dabbling ducks the ilk of Creeks call greenheads are more dangerous than they are tasty, but tasty enough that they are still sometimes eaten. Being dabbling ducks, these also cannot dive, and to ophidiform graul are entirely vulnerable. The conversation reminds that ophidiform graul keep their powers of speech behind their nostrils; said powers are why they have obvious external nostrils at all, and a ridge at the tip of the snout, to keep water aside. They converse quite happily so low in the water it is as speaking to a sinuous wake.
The locks impressed. It was a decorous and careful slithering up the launching ramp and along the tow paths every time. It left the paving flatter and the occasional bollard somewhat polished, points upon which I saw no need to remark. Ophidiform graul need not breathe whatsoever, and were content to wait on the bottom of the queuing pond while the barge I was on passed through the locks. As an unadorned practice this violates several of the Lug-gesith’s regulations, and the first instance lead to the remainder of the trip being undertaken with four buoys so the graul could properly mark their submerged location. After the barge I was on cleared the locks, the graul would rise from the water straight up, well above the barge side, before tipping their heads down to look carefully where to place the buoys aboard the barge. The buoys went aboard with great delicacy and care each time, their anchor chains neatly coiled.
The West Wetcreek does not freeze; I recall only that there is an explanation, and not what that explanation might be, or if the explanation attends on specific consequences for the life in that watercourse. Nor am I in any way conversant with the contents of that watercourse, and could not answer a variety of questions. Nor could the barge crew identify four of the nine specimens of fish hauled to the surface. I needs must request patience; these are the first ophidiform graul in the Second Commonweal, and if there are to be detailed surveys of the depths of watercourses, it may be that they shall need to perform them.
That produced another discussion; they already knew there was a need to become literate, but had not known there was a written form of the language they knew, or that we possessed texts in that language. I could show them a chart; the barge necessarily had some. I could tell them the word for sextant, and that spherical trigonometry is a discipline of mathematics, but not more than this. My own work is difficult to explain to those not yet citizens; describing it as checking bills of lading, to be neutral between the parties, is not false of fact but omits everything important.
Still, I think they understood, and the idea that they might wish to engage in trade, and the idea of relative advantage, I believe they all understood. It is not difficult to suppose those whose entire youth was spent wandering as fish in the Bad Old Days should find themselves uncomprehending of exchange, and yet this time it would be supposed falsely.
Hill Road Landing presented no challenges getting out of the water. It presented me with an exercise of tact; entities twenty-five metres in length do not readily fit in the hostel-yard, and could not enter the hostel itself, for sake of destroyed floors. I was able to explain that I required sleep, and that it would be some hours after dawn before I should be able to proceed again; graul require of their natures little sleep and less rest, and the pressing necessity of rest was a strange thing to them. Much difficulty was saved by a traveller with a mandolin; they had learnt the graul language for the sound of its old poetry, and had knowledge of a number of songs. The graul were content, and the landing-clerk willing, to have the southernmost four mooring places taken up by ophidiform graul, all of them listening with intensity with their heads as close to the singer as they could get them without piling themselves one upon the other.
It was not until I saw the musician again in daylight that I realized they were an independent. They had the customary single button on their hat in the customary place. An altogether more ornate hat than is customary somewhat obscured it. The Independent Jazz; student of the Independent Disdain, and like their teacher an energy-director and illusion-maker. Also like their teacher, they have questionable taste in feathers.
I thanked them; the graul were moved so as to sign thanks as individuals, rising out of the water.
My walking pace was a trouble to the graul; it led to our progress being steady only for myself. It is a strange feeling, to be passing down the road before an intermittent progress of rasping, as though one has become the harbinger of an infrequent advance of gristmills in the old stone style. Still, we caused no delays in traffic, though our passage was not without startlement.
At the Shape, I was able to leave the graul in the Maintainer’s care, whose fluency in the graul tongue greatly exceeds mine. Citizenship rituals are not frequent, but there have been enough, and there was warning enough; a long handle had been found for the oil-dabber. I went off in some haste to make report.
We can be sure that these graul are strangers; I could not, myself, though certainly I had listened for mentions or implications of Laurel or an overlord or a mission, of which there had been none. The several independents involved can be so certain.
“My mind is divided.” The Peace-gesith looks at me no more sharply than they had been. “These will be our fellow-citizens. Yet we see fit to require the ancient and terrible to examine them.”
“From the Bad Old Days to the Peace is not one step, nor one undulation of the tail.” The Peace-gesith’s tone is no more formal than it was. “Laurel has had five hundred years to lose graul, or to loose graul on the world. It seems plain that these come to us by mischance, and perhaps not from Laurel. Yet if they are from Laurel, and Laurel meant us ill, perhaps their names come to them by Laurel’s intent, and to do to the Shape what we would not desire.”
I had not considered such a possibility. From the small motions around, no-one but the gesith had. We consider the Shape of Peace reliable of its nature, yet Laurel made the first one, and that knowledge departed with Laurel into the world. To the full-mighty, half-a-thousand years is not too long to plan.
“My office is informed that no name-magic, enchantment, or ‘cruel intent’ attends on these graul.” The gesith’s voice is even and calm. “Our duty to accept those desiring peace may here be undertaken.”
D-Day Minus 1066
Year of Peace 544,  Thermidor, Twelfth Day (Summer)
The Captain
“Standard-Captain.”
“General.”
Chert shouldn’t be here without their pennon. Just the messenger company is risky; of Chert, and of timing.
Presumably of the concerned persons with Chert.
Introductions are made; the concerned persons are the Book-gesith, a Line-gesith full fylstan, specially appointed, and two of the gerefan of the province of the West Wetcreek.
Duty, Captain.
Captain, Duty. Only a little startlement. Our visitors don’t imply a need to do anything right now.
You have operational control. Since it looks like I’m going to be talking.
Uniform has operational control. Lollygaggle’s awareness gets wider in the focus.
No turtles spotted by the watch. Still don’t want to move our visitors closer to the stream. It’s a compact camp. Chert knows better.
Unless Chert wants to know what the First turns the policy discussion into. Worse ways to get Creek opinion on something.
Not so careful of the First.
Chert sends their messenger company across from Uniform and does a little dance with some muttering when they get up next to me. Both standards, both sergeant-majors, that isn’t Chert’s standard-bearer with the pennon-staff, and our visitors all go into a hazy hemisphere together. Chert’s working’s enough that voices won’t carry through it and you can see no more than shapes. No facial expressions.
Chert would never have been so publicly a sorcerer when there was one Commonweal.
Uniform and the messenger company shift to close ranks because otherwise there isn’t room. Splitting by quarters. The messenger company shifts latch, which is past politeness.
There are introductions, then Chert tips a hand at the Book-gesith.
“Much discussion has taken place with the found graul,” the Book-gesith says. “Having taken up citizenship — ” something moves in the gesith’s face — “they have been granted provisional thorpe tenure of an area of the reclaimed land in the Second Clearance of Lost Creek.” The gesith makes a definite pause. “Though they are energetic and robust persons, they are perhaps too few.
“Too few and too many,” the Book-gesith goes on. “My comrade is emphatic that their clerk be restored to their work on haulage contracts so soon as might be. Of persons not independents, there is not otherwise anyone outside the Line fluent in the language these graul know.”
Oh ho.
“You cannot be spared. General Chert informs me it would not be wise to inquire of the graul in the Army of the Western Hills.”
There’s an eyebrow quirk with that, meant for a question. “Do you wish these graul taught that their ultimate obligation is Laurel’s service?”
Both eyebrows, and a little shock. “No.”
“General Chert is entirely correct.”
The Book-gesith makes an elegant, understated, and quite complex series of motions with their hands. I wonder what a conspecific would make of it.
“Have Shadow teach them.” That gets me many more eyebrows and Chert making half a sign against evil.
“Graul were made to serve.” Not at all tactful from the Peace-gesith’s fylstan, but more tactful than laying out the whole concern for rule of sorcerers.
“Shadow ate who I commanded them to eat, fighting the Sea People. We may now read the texts of the Sea People. Shadow and Shadow’s fellows contain that eaten mind for the remainder of their existence. Worth it, for the Commonweal. Shadow didn’t question.” Not quite, from what Shadow says, a living mind. Whole enough that it could be, if Shadow wished and the law allowed.
Chert is nodding slowly. Both sergeant-majors are carefully blank. The Book-gesith looks upset and the Peace-gesith fylstan is an Amazon. Amazons look happy all the time, perhaps unless you are one.
“You assert that the Independent Shadow would not seek to have the service of these graul.” The Book-gesith has doubts.
“Graul were made to serve pre-eminent sorcerers. One reason graul in the First Commonweal keep apart is to avoid capable Independents.” Quizzical, well, let us have questions and not horror from the gesith. “The determination to await Laurel’s return is a source of misery and awkwardness.”
Everyone’s face says they’ll go that far, and maybe a little further. It’s something like a religion.
“I serve the Commonweal. It may not be a readily available philosophical insight.” Let us be tactful and reference small sample sizes instead of history. “If I cannot impart this insight, and there are no regular teachers — ” I’m being asked — “give them Shadow. Shadow believes in the Commonweal. They will seek to serve Shadow and find the Commonweal.”
Chert starts to laugh, stops, starts, stops.
“You’re serious.” The Book-gesith isn’t laughing.
“It will not take Shadow long to speak to them.” I make what I hope is not purely the Creek gesture for ‘some things are necessary’. “Shadow has a grasp of the graul sensorium. Anyone clumsy with their tail — ” and I shrug. “Obviously and entirely accepting the Commonweal sets an example.”
“Better to send Rule than Death or Victory.” The Line fylstan, slow and thoughtful. “You — ” a look specifically to me — “wished to formalize Shadow as an officer?”
I nod. “The standards so regard them.” The standards, and the Wapentake.
“They’re qualified.” Chert growls it; Chert doesn’t like the Wapentake part. “You’re thinking Shadow will need to speak for the Line?”
“Graul will ask about fighting.” Everyone very carefully does not nod. ‘Being so made’ is not politely recognized.
“Graul,” the Book-gesith says, “have asked about the increase of their number. They were told that this must wait on education.”
I wait. My face doesn’t do anything.
“It is the consensus of the gesiths that waiting does not well-serve the Commonweal.” The Book-gesith looks determined. Typicals look determined rhetorically, but I think this is real. “It is eight years before young simiform graul come out of the water, and at least twenty for ophidiform graul. Any concerns of education can be addressed in such time.”
Chert, who ran the opposition for some of Shadow’s warrant-of-commission sand-table exercises, doesn’t keep their face still. Shadow won’t put language skills directly into anyone’s mind. Shadow won’t haunt anyone with spectres chanting the syllabus, or vocabulary exercises, or times-tables. Shadow is carefully, consciously lawful. This shall not save from learning anyone the Book-gesith requires Shadow to educate.
“Our new citizens have expressed a strong preference that you should contribute to their reproduction.” The Line-gesith fylstan. “Yet this involves risk and time.”
“Slow enjoys the confidence of the Wapentake.” An old and formal phrase, sometimes said in hope. Factual today.
There’s a pause. Everyone’s read the statistics and not any of the details.
“Nor do I possess any desire to emulate Einar Swiftedge.” Called Thrice-bred, and notable for having survived twice. “Simiform contributors fail to survive in conditions where the currents in the water lapse.”
“Gates at both ends,” Chert says. Maybe Chert read the details.
“Do you possess a desire to so contribute?” The Line-gesith fylstan, stance and tone formal.
“I would accept an honour offered few.” Presuming my fellow graul in the Line don’t kill me first; not an honour the dead may receive. Mustn’t smile that smile, those who’d understand’d be worse than those who wouldn’t.
D-Day Minus 1005
Year of Peace 544,  Vendémiaire, Thirteenth Day (Early Fall)
Sergeant-Major Brisket looks like a Creek archetype. They are no taller than the regular run of Creek men; their width and thickness gives them about twice the mass expected for a regular Creek lad notably fit.
Brisket’s famously robust equanimity departs from the archetype. Brisket is not the grim warrior of old stories nor the modern solitary worker at a materially challenging trade.
Brisket had been a platoon sergeant in the Second of the Tenth; they had not been on the March North, but had seen hell-things. After the Second Commonweal’s Line formally existed, Brisket had requested a transfer to the Wapentake. Initially doubtful Wapentake veterans decided hell-things would do. The Captain had been pleased to see them. They’ve been the First’s sergeant-major since the First was established.
The Old Line custom that the sergeant-majors of a battalion make a short file for dining purposes has been kept in the First. It might be a table in a corner and physically distant from the rest of the mess in garrison in the First Commonweal; Below the Edge, in an open camp, it’s much less formal. There are enough rocks to sit on. That’s not a reliable expectation, Below the Edge.
The social space gets maintained; this is not a close camp. Everyone in the group of six is facing in. You’d need a strong reason to come up and interrupt.
“We ain’t supposed to go about expending standard-captains.” It’s a conversational voice. It doesn’t go with Knicknack’s body language. They’re Fierce’s sergeant-major, and used to part-captain Knives, which makes the tense posture notable.
“Anybody else do the reading?” Brisket keeps it a real question.
“Tried.” Thorn’s new sergeant-major. Part-Captain Grim’s maintained equanimity. Steady’s been trying in several directions. Meek’s not easy to replace. No one expects Grim to replace Slow, not as you could maybe expect Steady to replace Meek. “Bunch of ophidiform graul lay eggs in water, early in the fall. Come mid-summer those’re established in the water. One simiform graul volunteers, goes into the water, and melts. What melts off them turns mobile and hungry. An established egg eats it. Years later you’ve got a graul kid.”
“The simiform graul don’t always survive.” Knicknack again. “Didn’t know there were two kinds of graul until we found some.”
“I wrote the Independent Ongen.” Brisket’s equanimity entirely suffices the looks they get. “It ain’t quite safe, the first time; the current’s got to be steady, the ritual’s got to be right. Given that, it ain’t lethal itself. Second can be, third will be; more dissolves.”
“Ain’t our choice to say.” Trifle’s not entirely successful keeping their voice conversational, instead of firm. “We get some say in setting the watch.”
“You thinking Prowess?” Steady’s best effort doesn’t quite make it a real question.
Sergeant-Instructor Prowess tried to kill the Captain after the March, from what the Wapentake has concluded were more graul reasons than personal.
“Or another one. The eggs ain’t in the water, but there’s arrangements being made. That news’ll spread.” Trifle nearly hisses. “It’s more religion than politics, the Captain’ll say that. Don’t know, don’t need to know. Don’t care to see it made politics.” It would be a lot of politics. An awareness of just how much leaks out of Trifle, past their intent.
“Got some thoughts about that,” Brisket says. Everyone leans in.
D-Day Minus 768
Year of Peace 544,  Prairial, Tenth Day (Late Spring)
Duckling
A regular focus doesn’t give you much if you’re on the push; lots, well-most, of regular focuses it’s just evenness comes back so you know how hard you ought to push yourself. A battle-standard’s not quite all there, there’s stuff you can’t do unless you’re the standard-captain assigned, but you can’t tell that stuff’s there when you’re latched. Latched looks like everything’s there. Get interested in the funny feeling and the standard will show you. Get practiced and the standard will show you what it sees, whole and entire.
That’s why Fire shows up in armour only when the First in Authority ought, rather than could.
I know why, about the standards; devising some means to restrict access that’s smart enough to tell who is and who isn’t mind-controlled by an enemy sorcerer or still a mind apprehending the material situation isn’t practical. If it’s possible it’d mean standards harder to make, and there’s full few to make a standard just as there are. You fit yourself into a battalion and hope you never need to do more job than custom assigns you. You get skilled because hope isn’t a plan, and we don’t know who is going to have to take the bubble someday, bubble or front or the periph.
Fire’s here today. I went down below the Edge with Ogive of the First, whose turn it was to fetch supplies. It’s ambiguous whether ‘Signaller’ means what ‘adjutant’ means, but it ain’t no sort of ambiguous who’s responsible for shifting dispatches.
Just me; the Second’s Colour Party’s attending on Slow as it ought. Fire showed up on the way down like they’d always been there and always worn armour. It was a startlement to the whole of Ogive. Now there’s nobody right here who weren’t on the March but Brisket. Not like I know what’s going on. Someone’s arranged a big space in the midst of the camp. Camp’s up on some smooth rock just tall enough to call an outcrop, so easier than down in the wet. Rock’s damp, watery sunlight notwithstanding.
The Captain does that thing with their face they mean to look inquisitive.
“Begging the Captain’s pardon,” Brisket says, “it’s the consensus of those in authority in the Wapentake that the full-captains of the First and Second are habitually out of uniform.”
Brisket’s looking entirely bland. Fire’s looking like nothing.
“In what particular?” The Captain sounds blander than Brisket’s looking, and the Captain sounds like it’s all accident. The Captain was a sergeant and a sergeant-major in the Old Line for thereabouts of fifty years. They don’t often remind you.
“Line regulations are clear that the Full-Captain should carry a signaller’s wand.” Brisket produces one. Lots of room down the back of Brisket’s armour-smock.
The Captain takes it, strangely tentative.
Signaller’s wands are a metre long by regulation with one end white and one end red. This has the look, an extra couple decimetres, a touch of curve, as a wand oughtn’t, and a swept hilt. If a hilt, then the rest’s a scabbard; the chape’s the white end, like milk poured on a mirror. The hilt fixtures look redder than copper and as dull as dirt. The hilt wrapping’s wire in the same tones. It’d be a passable signaller’s wand, if we still used signaller’s wands. Haven’t got one. Never seen Chert with one.
“Ensign Shadow.” The Captain’s entirely conversational. Shadow’s standing beside Fire. No walking up, they’re just there. Weren’t there before.
The Captain’s got the purported signaller’s wand gripped under the hilt where the frog ought to go on the scabbard. They make enough of a motion with it that Shadow will unquestionably know what’s meant. “What is this?”
“Flexion, resilience, slickness, and obduracy in various proportions.” Shadow’s tone and face are entirely pleasant and helpful. Everybody in the First got skilled at never looking at Shadow with the focus. Still got the reflex. “In the blade, those support cut and slicing. The point has pierce instead of slicing.” There’s words back of what Shadow’s saying, nearly shuddersome.
Shadow makes a deprecatory gesture. “The grip has some metal wire, and some held. The furniture has bounce and immutability with the obduracy.” No idea why the real names don’t always echo into what Shadow’s saying. Wouldn’t mind never-ever of that. Wouldn’t mind not knowing, certain-sure knowing, you could take the focus and push the smooth swept hilt through an anvil and never scuff the finish.
The Captain makes a small head-motion that sends anybody closer than four metres back. There’s a small shifting of feet, but only Brisket really needs to step back. When the Captain grips the hilt, there’s a pause. Whatever expression that Captain has, it’s a graul one.
Fire waves the feather they’re holding. Chicken tail plume; half a metre long and iridescent and soft. There’s a fraction of a nod from the Captain, and Fire flicks the feather forward. Shouldn’t work; no one tells the feather. It shoots up and out along a straight course to stop well over head high, then it moves like it ought, loose and twisting as it falls.
The feather falls in two pieces. The Captain’s hand’s off the hilt, the other loose on the scabbard, loose and easy and conversational. Smells like the hiss from an oiled hone. The standard could slow it down enough you could see how what happened.
Your eyes will tell you the feather halves on the ground got split down the length of the quill, bird-end last. Even a careful look with the standard won’t tell you how that happened, cut down the curl as it fell rolling, cut with the corner where the top of the point and the yelman join.
Wouldn’t try that with a short knife and the feather in a clamp.
The Captain’s got a different graul expression. “There is a social significance to providing graul with swords.”
“Line-gesith’s job.” Brisket’s produced some paperwork. “Formally procured and issued for evaluation.” Sergeant-majors have armour smocks with a paperwork pocket. Brisket’s smocks have four.
Brisket found some old books in the armoury library. Chert’s been getting correspondence using a succession of obsolete honourifics from the False Peace. So have Line-gesith clerks. Brisket claims the point is to find those who will go find a reference book and answer in kind. If it can get a single sword formally issued, something’s working.
“What do you propose to issue Slow?” The Captain’s voice is just a bit too even, taking the paperwork from Brisket. “Crinoline?”
“Creek-style war-sword.” Brisket’s entirely serious. Ought to be a spear for Slow. Brisket tips a hand at Fire.
Fire doesn’t quite smile. “None of it’s got anything to do with the Power once it’s made.”
Brisket does the little pause of decorum. “Crinoline’s expressed that the Fourth of the Twelfth may prefer to wait on a general directive.” Entirely properly neutral.
“Don’t want to be opening biscuit-boxes with something made out of keenness.” Every time Lolly says anything, my brain goes ‘Lolly’s a part-captain’. It was Lollygaggle because they didn’t take the Line particular serious before they survived the March from a start in One Platoon. Now they’ve got Robust’s banner and no one’s complaining.
“Nor do we, sir.” Brisket’s a bit formal. “Don’t imagine these will ever be issued but to graul.”
“In the Western Hills?” The Captain’s quite sure Brisket thinks this is a real question.
“That’d be pending your evaluation, Captain.” Nothing about Brisket suggests there’s anything the least bit untoward. “Line-gesith doesn’t see a need to address supply absent a recommendation to adopt.”
“For five hundred and fifty-eight years standard-captains have not themselves borne weapons.”
“The March succeeded because you picked up swords,” Fire says. “Slow’s skilled with a spear.” ‘Or the Fight Below the Edge would have gone much worse’ doesn’t need to be said aloud. Slow weren’t a standard-captain then, but what happened to Thorn happens to battalions.
“Success does not have single causes.” The Captain sounds just a little wry. It’s an axiom of the officer’s curriculum and not a subtle point to be making.
Everyone here remembers the stacks of corpses. Consensus don’t budge.
“Let us not be concerned for unlikely chances.” Crisp’s the First’s piper. Anybody with a battle-standard advanced silent for five hundred and fifty years, and that change was the Captain’s.
The standard of the First eats the paperwork the Captain was holding as the Captain looks at Shadow. Shadow hands them a sword belt, waits until the Captain has the belt on and the very specific sword in the frog. Then Shadow hands them the graul-style targe. Graul bucklers are little and ovate and edged and if you’re not graul you don’t pick one up. They’re for punching holes and pulling guts out the hole, more critter-team than Line.
Graul-style targes aren’t edged or spiked or sharp; the symmetry’s not a spherical section, more like an egg the long way. Looks round from the front. The Captain hefts it once and passes it into the standard without any more hesitation or looking than sheathing the sword got.
“When does the Line-gesith expect to receive an evaluation, Sergeant-Major?”
“Gesith didn’t set a date.” Brisket manages a completely natural smile. “The view was expressed that an evaluation prior to some operational use would be premature.”
There’s this excessively long pause. This has all been entirely regular. We’ve all survived Brisket’s expectations about paperwork; we all know it’s so entirely regular you could use it to check level. The Captain’s got a sword they will wear, for impeccable official reasons. If any of the other graul, the traditionalists, decide they want to kill the Captain, they’re going to find it more difficult. Even graul fight better with a weapon under their hand. We’re all in favour of difficult. Having them succeed, that’d be unfortunate.
No one can say it. Slow ain’t here.
“Thank you, Sergeant-Major.” The Captain thinks the reasons for our silence are funny. We generally don’t try to understand why. There’s some question if other graul understand why the Captain thinks things are funny. We haven’t got any to consider to ask.
“Ensign Shadow.”
“Sir?”
“Are there sparring options?”
“Bounce for all the sharpnesses.” Shadow’s got a severely plain pair of sheathed swords in their right hand. Dimensionally, just like the one the Captain just belted on.
The Captain looks pleased. Brisket looks smug.
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Fylstan of the Peace-gesith
I shall be glad to have again a service all of haulage contracts.
All this gathering has been made with delicacy and care, but not on the part of the graul. It asks skills they do not have.
This gathering worries them.
The graul thorpe is not all of the second clearance of Lost Creek, but its area is large for a single thorpe. Thorpes are sized to feed set numbers of persons, necessarily scaled by the persons fed as the requirement of comestibles alters with the ilk of folk. Ophidiform graul do need to eat. Simiform graul need to eat and usually breathe.
This is a side stream that widens into a pond. There’s a little rock outcrop island in the mouth of the stream. The downstream half of the fifty-hectare pond is the brown and broken stalks of what will be tall reeds again in the spring. Clean water by all reports, chill and mostly silent. One or two bird sounds, out of the reeds. There are trees, but not down to the pond borders; those are everywhere marshy and indistinct. I do not recognize the plants; those rise in clumps, and have dark green leaves sharp as shattered glass.
The Colour Party of a heavy Line battalion is standing on the other bank, across the little stream. It is not high land, but it is higher. The meadow-flowers have not benefited from the Line marching across them to form a single rigid block of armour and set faces, a rank of four-and-twenty files and the battalion sergeant-major. Behind them is an entire company, complete in militant array. Fifty-five files, the new manual says of a company. More than six hundred Creeks altogether. Their battle-standard is on the little rocky outcrop with their standard-captain. I do not know Creeks well, but well enough. These are not happy whatsoever in their rigid ranks. The spear-points bristle from the back; from the front, the two-metre lengths are hidden. All nothing, against graul, if the Creeks must trust in the strength of their arms. That banner and those Creeks are Thorn Company of the First Battalion, who met above a hundred demons in the Fight Below The Edge and destroyed them.
The demons, the sorcerers who summoned them, half-a-thousand Sea People battle-constructs, and somewhere closer to ten thousand persons than those seven or eight thousands who were come under arms. Thorn Company’s part was not the whole tale of that battle, and they claim no glory of it. The knowledge of it hovers over them, absent glory; the Line comes rarely into the Peace. A road-march or a canal-march is a thing you avoid, a thing where you remove yourself from the path. The Line goes by, and there is only a small ripple in the Peace, there above the warm road or the dredged canal. This is the Line when it means to see the Peace kept before it. It makes everyone uneasy, and perhaps those of us born in the Peace not less than these newcomers. If you know your knowledge of the Peace to be scant, it cannot be reassuring. An active banner when you have graul senses? I get no more than a faint prickling unease, people and metal and a tinge of what could be sorcery. The air is cool and still and moves over the water more than elsewhere. I am sure the graul get more.
They have not met the Line before, as itself; the Line carried them up over the Edge, but they were estivating then, and would not remember. ‘Ceremony’ is one sign, and all these graul know it, though they think it means ‘what I do not yet understand’ more than they attach its historic intent. Why someone would present themselves in the mood of that Line company is not something I can explain.
There’s a bridge to the little islet; one piece of metal like a solid thought. I am invited as a specific witness, as is one of the ophidiform graul.
There are nineteen witnesses, as a matter of solemn custom. The serving gerefan of the Province of Westcreek, the Peace-gesith, six fylstans, and two members of Parliament carefully do not stand in any sort of sub-group. The graul witness is careful and slow in their movements, and the rest of us carefully do not draw aside from them.
The Line-gesith has not sent anyone in specific witness. The Colour Party and a company of the First have come, and if our fear of the southern border was in any way less it should all have come.
“The Line’s witness is the standard of the First.” A Creek voice. Someone I do not know and have not before seen.
“The Line” and “the Line-gesith” are not the same thing. Come armed, this person must also be of the Line’s witness.
Everyone save the Captain is clad with the entire formality indicating a long-planned matter. The Captain is wearing a smock, and nothing else. It does not help with looking human; to those aware and close, simiform graul knee and elbow joints differ from human expectation.
The young Regular in Line uniform beside the Captain pulls an independent’s hat from nowhere and puts it on. They put their hands together above their face and bring them down. The book wasn’t there, and the plinth wasn’t there, and spine of the book clangs on to the plinth as iron dropped on iron in a dull weight of tonnes.
An open book. The letters swim on the page as though you and the worms crawling inside your eyes are collapsing into divers madnesses, screaming at all times in different notes and cadences. Looking away demands a sustained exercise of will. Looking at the plinth does not help. It reflects no light and fills an onlooker with a conviction of plummeting.
“Parliament has required that the Standard of the First should not be risked.” Everything about this independent’s voice is conversational, which should never be possible. “The necessities of graul reproduction require that the means of avoiding risk should continue for not less than a year’s time. The Consensus of the Standard-Captains has declined to accept increased risk to their sibling, and has bid the Standard of the First remain in their keeping.”
It is widely believed that General Chert does not like the Captain. Chert stared Parliament down over the standard, all the same. A hale standard-captain a year on a travel token is less like to die than live, yet may die. Simiform graul give up a quarter of their body mass to gametes if they breed, and come not hale from the water.
“Nor do any desire for developing graul to endure more risk than cannot be avoided.” The independent sounds less conversational, but only as anyone might sound less conversational speaking of a serious subject. All the graul heads come up, just a little. The Peace-gesith wavers slightly on their feet. The gerefan shift together, and do not know they shift. Nothing to do with the Power and everything to do with the conscious prospect of caring for hundreds of graul children. “To this end, the measure proposed is not a ward but a suasion. Those whose presence is not granted may not come; that which would reduce the achievement of this thorpe’s intent of reproduction shall not happen here.”
“Does this not coerce?” A question to have it asked in witness. The real discussion took twelve days and five kilogrammes of chalk and more swearing than ever I heard from Clerks before. More swearing, and one entire failure of actuarial consensus.
“A suasion does not determine outcomes. It forbids external influences. So was the Empress bound under the earth.” Entirely conversational in all respects of words.
It ought to seem utterly ridiculous. The last time someone did this, the blood channels were two metres wide, and there were eight of them. The shattered glass of those was dug up in the time between Laurel and the Commonweal. Dug from under a melt plain and two layers of ruins. “City or temple complex?” will never be decided, not for either layer of ruins. That working, either of those workings, were the effort of covert centuries in preparation and the skill of millennia to enact at the end of generational wars.
The book sits there, pretending to comely dimensions. The plinth reflects no light and no sound while the wind is stilled against it. I dare not look at the page; the text yet writhes. I dare not look, but I know.
“We would this thing be done.” Careful pronunciation and the tail-angles of doubt and concern, but the ophidiform graul say it loudly all together. All the witnesses nod at each other. After a decorous time, the Peace-gesith extends a releasing hand toward the independent, who bows in formal response. The single large button on their hat glitters darkly, swept through the bow; the bones demons do not have, broken into decoration. It still seems as though it could not truly be their hat, however it arrived, however it is decorated, until the independent turns the page of the book as anyone might with any other book and smiles at someone near me.
The Creek who remarked on the Line’s witness smiles back with all the warmth of dawn and a red mist rises as would a fog of blood. The independent reads from the book, and the red mist rattles as might wing-feathers in a turning wind. The words the independent speaks do not kill us.
When the words end, the mist fades to scraps and coiling and we may see the sun.
The sun is much moved in the sky; I do not think it the light of some other day, only that time has passed to less remark than customary. This is a conclusion the formal witnesses reach by unspoken consensus.
A different ophidiform graul, not the one in formal witness, rasps forward over the bridge. They have a beaker in their upper hands. The beaker took six tries; no one in the Second Commonweal had made one before. Some graul venom dissolves ordinary stoneware. Some graul venom dissolves glass. The beaker is made of tantalum. The porcelain sleeve helps if the mix of venoms grows warm.
Simiform graul can eat anything, still, and the Captain drinks the whole thing, and hands the beaker to the independent.
It triggers the Captain’s part in the matter. The ophidiform grauls’ contribution has been in the water three seasons to become established. Were it not established, we should not be doing this. ‘Thankfully sessile toothed placenta’ is strictly factual only in ‘thankfully’, but the words come from Laurel’s day and summarize usefully. The adult graul have had to check, and maybe move a few, to make the distribution better through the reeds along the lines of the steady slow current. I have had to read the Hale-gesith’s careful guidelines and translate for the ophidiform graul. Their understanding and their reading do not suffice medical texts, not yet.
Dry language for a wet fate, all of it.
Steady current moves the simiform gamete contribution; if those are not moved, the gametes will collectively consume their contributor. The current moves the supply of food, which will need to be added upstream; this area of marsh, all the several ponds, could not be productive enough on its own. Once the gametes unite, the current orients the still-toothy feeding ends of the containers forming new graul to receive that food. The gametes that do not unite will be slowly moved away, which is important; their voracity outstrips their swimming, so they will not return upstream.
Downstream, someone must ensure that all of the gametes are found.
Managing the current is important, and there is only one definitive test.
The Captain walks down into the water where there are neat stairs in the stone. In regular times, they would have thirty minutes before they would need to rise into the air and draw breath. Today, they will significantly dissolve.
When the water has entirely closed over the Captain’s head, the independent shuts the book with a single sound like one thin dry bone cracking. The beaker is set next to it, upside down on the darkness.
Let me hasten here away.
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Pennon of the Army of the Western Hills
“Let us speak as siblings.” General Chert says it half-raising the brandy bottle they are holding in their sword hand. Captain Hank gets up, stops, makes an apparent and distinct decision to pick up their field mug and a canteen, does so, and follows Chert down a kilometre of corridor and up a hundred metres of stairs.
The request is something standard-captains say to each other. Hank is the duly appointed adjutant of a provisional artillery battalion, not a standard-captain. Hank is the only officer of traditional background assigned to a Wapentake formation.
There are entire sections of the armoury no one uses, and those sections have parapets like all the others. There is not much view from this unused section other than of the rainbow roof-tiles of the surrounding sections and the blank black walls that rise to the parapets.
Chert takes three measured swallows of brandy at a contemplative and decorous pace. “Did you ever serve with Creeks?” The ‘before the Second Commonweal’ is understood.
“No.” Hank’s face does something that could be a smile. “Creeks didn’t join artillery battalions.”
“There was one or a few in every battalion I served with. Always figured we only got the strong talents.” Strong for a regular person, Chert means; those whom the Line needs and expects.
Hank makes a sort of silent chuckle. There’s a way that’s factual; by Regular expectations, every Creek Hank met in the Line had a robust talent. Chert’s expectations yet catch on the reality. Hank’s expectations have shifted.
“Chert, it ain’t your job to not make people angry.”
“Can’t go making things worse. The Peace — ” and Chert makes a complex sequence of gestures, setting down the brandy bottle to use both hands. Pale lights and strange colours follow Chert’s hands. The Line does not define the Peace; the Line does not defend the Commonweal’s Peace. The Line destroys those who attack the Peace, since before any Shape of Peace existed. Hammer’s annihilation of any opposition permitted the creation of the first Shape of Peace.
Full-Captain Slow and the Second Battalion’s Colour Party stopped by the armoury this morning. Slow does this whenever there are significant dispatches or concerns about boots or anything else that benefits from direct presence over correspondence uncertain just where the Second Battalion is located.
A few of the new graul found two sergeants from the Tenth Brigade’s Colour Party trying to get to the Captain. They couldn’t. There was an argument. It avoided becoming a violent argument, perhaps because while simiform graul are deadly fighters, they are nearly hapless against ophidiform graul. Fighting would not have been a sensible course for anyone.
It is more surprising that the ophidiform graul, new to the Commonweal, refrained from a drastic act. The protection warned Slow. The protection exists around the Captain, the standard of the First, and the graul gestation ponds in their geographically considerable entirety. Slow’s report was curiously unspecific about how this warning arrived. Slow and the Second’s Colour Party showed up quick enough to catch the graul sergeants at a barge landing on Blue Creek. They weren’t willing to say anything, got on a barge, and left. Slow, whose command resides in the Wapentake and not in the Army of the Western Hills, could not command them.
Hank pours themself a mug of water. It is done with an air of ritual. They toast Chert with it, silently and perhaps without irony. A Regular One with no irony is a rare event.
“Slow said what, precisely?”
“It is the consensus of the Wapentake that the actions of these simiform graul constitute political violence.”
“Wapentake ain’t wrong.” Hank isn’t happy about it, but one must face facts.
“They’re not wrong.” Chert sounds despairing.
“Slow further noted that an attack by anyone on the Captain in their present circumstances would constitute an act of political violence.” Chert is staring at the sky, and speaking without any particular emphasis. “Since the only persons known to be so inclined are traditionalist simiform graul serving in the Line, it’s my problem.”
“Slow say that last?”
“No.” Chert’s hands move again, and stop, and their face sets. Slow is polite and deferential and proper to the point where Chert strives to see it as something other than mockery and sometimes fails.
“Slow’s got better sense.” Hank sounds amused, but not mocking.
Chert nods, and takes a slug of brandy.
“Anything else you can do?” Hank doesn’t sound like they think there is.
Chert produces a weak laugh. “Orders to not commit murder I know won’t be obeyed.”
“Think anybody’s getting through that protection?” Hank has their own opinion. Hank asked Captain Blossom about it.
“Not in less than a year with Laurel returned to help them,” Chert says. Chert’s sorcerous mind considered the protection carefully, once, with the whole of their pennon present and active, and deliberately retains only the conclusions of this observation. Specific knowledge of the protection is dangerous.
“Crinoline keeps saying they’re territorial.” Chert doesn’t know how to talk about this.
Hank makes a gesture meant to convey doubt. “They are, but that ain’t this. It’s seen as something close to conquest.”
“Think Slow would do it?” Chert’s voice has some weariness in it.
Hank looks startled. “Anybody explain the Wapentake to you?”
“Pre-Commonweal irregular military tradition. Knives in the dark and a belief in killing sorcerers.” Chert tries not to be dismissive.
Hank face goes entirely still, and Hank’s mug of water gets set down on the floor of the parapet. Hank straightens slowly. “We ain’t proper siblings.”
Chert makes a dismissive gesture.
“Wapentake’s a promise to do the dying.” Hank’s face has lost the careful attempt to resemble someone from a social ilk. “Got a delegation of those in authority from the First when the Fifth was authorized. Wanted to be sure I knew.”
Hank makes a formerly liturgical motion another Regular One would recognize as an acknowledgement of necessity. “Chert, look: Contextual politeness don’t mean they’re going to rip your arms off. They’ve had the Creeks for five thousand years, and half of them at least are angry at circumstances. They’re not angry at you. Do anything other than defend the Captain, they will be angry at you.”
Chert takes a slug of brandy, nods.
“The last traditional commander of the Wapentake was a sergeant named Radish. They declared the Captain a Creek.” Hank says this as though it is in no way astonishing.
“It stuck?”
“Couldn’t not. Would have stuck on a whim. With the March?” Hank’s head shakes. “Everybody means it, it’s not something there’s factions about. That one graul is a Creek for all social purposes.”
“The other eleven graul we’ve got want them dead.” Chert sounds frustrated. Less frustrated than they are, even considering the moment of illusory flames.
“Think they can manage it?” Hank doesn’t think so, but Chert’s a sorcerer. Hank is not.
“Not until after.” After, when the new graul are numerous and the Captain has taken up their standard. “If they’re indifferent to their own survival — ” trying to get through the protection around the gestation ponds and the Captain and the standard of the First with copper chains and grave dust is an argument for graul who wish desperately to die — “they’ll probably manage it. And then Slow takes the Wapentake west over the mountains to execute all the graul in the Army of the Western Hills.”
Political violence is entirely forbidden, and the Line maintains justice among its own. It would, in a specific and particular way, be an entirely just act. An entirely just act even without considering an arguable genocidal intent involved in killing the Captain now.
“If it gets to there, it’d happen,” Hank says. “You’ve seen the output.” The Army of the Iron Bridge retreated on the not-quite-yet Second Commonweal intact. That doesn’t mean the Second Commonweal could support it, or that ten years doesn’t take away half your troops. The Line uses twenty year enlistments, and has not recruited on the scale of its battalions because it could not. Lack of food and an immediate need for work has taken more; there are mostly single-company standards in the Folded Hills. Only Chert’s pennon and the Fourth of the Twelfth, assigned to defend Parliament, have been maintained active at full strength.
“I don’t understand the problem.” Chert’s frustration gets into their voice. “I’ve talked to a bunch of clerks, I’ve tried getting an individual graul to explain. They won’t.”
“Does it matter?” Hank sets their mug down. It takes practice to tell when Regular Ones mean to be more serious than their habitually serious state. Hank’s had practice conveying they mean to be more serious and right now Chert could not mistake it. “The attempt’s still the issue in law, not whether or not there was a success. The attempt’s been made. The Wapentake’s demonstrating forbearance.”
“If I ask which two,” Chert says and stops. Hank nods. All the graul will say it was them. Executing all of them is unjust. Executing the two involved might itself be unjust. Much depends on what precisely they sought to do. Murder is presently a strong surmise, but only a surmise.
Chert gives their brandy bottle a sour look, and drains it. “By Wapentake, Slow meant the whole thing. Senior in authority, your senior battery commander, the Captain’s provisional ensign.”
“My senior battery commander’s why I’ve got demon-scars instead of a memorial,” Hank says. Their statement carries the implication that however provisional the Fifth might be, Captain Blossom is not and cannot be. They turn to face Chert directly. “One in fifty. When there’s eight millions in the Second Commonweal, we’ll have brigades enough. Until that day, if we need the help, we need the help.”
“Tradition,” is all Chert manages to say, because the Line does need the help and tradition says they must not take it.
“Hammer didn’t get everything right in their own day, and then ain’t now.” Captain Hank’s voice has every bit of a Master Gunner’s professional certainty in it.
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The Shape of Peace
The Independent Ongen has been the Maintainer of the Shape of Peace for five centuries and two Shapes. In that time, they have had few students of their own and few publications. Once every ten years, they present an analysis of the Shape of Peace’s weighting of the views of the citizenry to Parliament. Twice, once during the False Peace and once just after the Turbulent Century, Parliament responded by requiring the maintainer to make a change in the specifics of Shape of Peace’s optimism.
The Second Commonweal has had its Shape of Peace as they made it since they made it, though they have not had it long.
Ongen, so far as anyone can tell, views their quiet office and quiet service as a pleasant retirement. They paint in a particular spare style with impeccable technique; they have at some times kept bees and bred flowers by means absent the Power. They maintain a correspondence, only some of which is technical. They are not militant. For an enchanter with a considerable talent and above a millennium of age, they are considered nearly harmless.
Before there was a Commonweal, Ongen was Laurel’s servant, and Ongen’s chief responsibility was the production of graul. The graul in the long tent do not look at Ongen as though Ongen is harmless.
“The Line is outside the Peace,” General Chert says. “Yet the offence of which you are accused is against the Peace.”
Simiform graul faces do not show much to other ilks of people even when the graul would wish it, and these have no such wish.
“Some of you,” the Peace-gesith says, “have engaged in an act which affronts the Peace. Though there are no other simiform graul in this Commonweal, and those responsible were recognized as belonging to the Line of the Second Commonweal, you have individually and severally refused to explain your purposes.”
Silence, before General Chert turns their head to look at the Independent Ongen.
“Speak or be transcribed.” Ongen says it pleasantly. The Peace-gesith, accredited Clerk this half-century, looks just slightly offended.
What one of the graul says translates, roughly, as “Lord, the heretic must not have descent.”
“Must not?” Ongen says in the same language.
“The heretic has abandoned service.” There are several hand motions and a tipping of the spine. “The heretic has adopted nefarious arts. If we were insufficient, we may hope to improve. If we permit failure, we do not maintain that hope.”
“Should the Wizard Laurel return to either Commonweal,” Ongen says, “they should not come with authority.”
The eight graul look at one another, before looking back to Ongen.
“You were not made to serve Laurel’s name.” Ongen says this just as pleasantly. “Once the recipe was settled, I made all of you who were made, and I know. You were made to serve with loyalty and conviction the first considerable and militant sorcerer you encountered.”
Two of the recording clerks have stopped writing; one is writing faster, and grabbing filled pens from their fellows at need. It is difficult to write both the words spoken and a useful translation sufficiently quickly, switching scripts and alphabets.
“You were not told this. It would lack utility or kindness to tell you without cause.” Nothing about Ongen’s voice changes. “To make you to serve Laurel and no other would have made you incapable of the degree of initiative Laurel desired that you should possess.”
“Initiative you have recently seen fit to demonstrate.” The Peace-gesith’s voice is not as even as Ongen’s. The Peace-gesith has been reading the translated notes as the clerk with the necessary knowledge of language takes them. “An assertion that you hold a fellow-citizen forbidden descent does not explain.”
There’s a pause. One of the graul goes set of face, and draws breath. Another moves too swift to see, and stops, the knife in their hand nearly to the first graul, who would have spoken.
“This,” the Peace-gesith says, “is a court of law.” None of the simiform graul can move more than just what is required to breathe shallowly. “The law requires that you explain, and does not permit that you act with violence toward anyone.”
“If we die, we die in service.” The graul who drew breath to speak. “If we permit the heretic to depart from service, when Laurel returns we will be cast out.”
Ongen carefully says nothing. The Peace-gesith says “Should Laurel return in forceful array, would you seek to serve Laurel?”
“We must.” The graul takes half a breath, and twitches. The Shape of Peace will not permit them enough movement to move as they would like. “The Shape of Peace is of Laurel’s making, and will like us obey.”
“Even were that factual of the First Commonweal,” Ongen says, “it is in no wise true of the Second.”
“Laurel shall be your master always,” the graul with an outstretched arm and a knife in that hand says. “You see what you may see, and nothing that you may not.”
“My name was in the Shape of Peace, because someone’s had to be. Laurel departed. At no point did Laurel enquire after my wishes in this matter. Should you not regard my own concern for my entire agency and the various works of theory which provide for distinguishing the bound will, consider that in the Year of the Peace Established Twenty Three — ” five years after Laurel departed — “Parliament asked me what might absent, compel, ignore, or replace my will, with a thorough and specific list of possibilities.” Ongen’s even tone does not alter. “Before the first alteration of the first Shape, Parliament bid Halt ask me the same question.”
The Peace-gesith carefully and politely says nothing. General Chert’s face does not move while an extremely sardonic shade of yellow passes down the left side of their face. There remains debate about the propriety and legality of having Halt ask such questions, and Parliament has done it only thrice and not in three centuries.
Ongen says, “The Second Commonweal’s Shape of Peace is Lim’s work, as chiefly enacted by the Independent Blossom.” It is just possible these graul will think Goddess of Destruction and consider that Laurel’s sway may not hold. “The third knowledgeable party said ‘Oh yes that will do nicely’ — ” Ongen sounds eerily and terribly like Halt, quoting Halt — “and I should not plan on Laurel having the greater wisdom there.”
The silence is uncomfortable, and shorter than it feels like to any of the witnesses.
“Three of the graul who serve the Army of the Western Hills,” General Chert says, “said that they must do as they have sworn, and obey their orders in the Line. It troubles them and it grieves them, but they will keep their oath. By that token do I not believe you incapable of other choices or of change.”
“The heretic,” another graul says, “took a warrant of commission. When they did that, all the graul in the Commonweal determined to make plain that graul as a people understood such acknowledgement of other authority was not permitted us. So did we all change their name to ‘Faithless’.” The word is a graul word, and requires subsequent translation. The one clerk who speaks that language can write down the sounds, but does not know the word. It is too dire a pronouncement to be included in the recorded vocabularies. “They had departed Laurel’s service, and we could not kill them where they were without risking everyone. We thought there was time. Laurel could judge them when Laurel returned.”
A slow discourse of twitches passes among the eight graul. The Peace-gesith waits for it to happen.
“It is wrong for graul to serve any other than Laurel,” the oldest of these graul, old enough that they had indeed served Laurel, says at last. “We did not think that a sorcerer so young could do so much.”
The Independent Ongen, narrowly and perhaps involuntarily, smiles. It is an expression entirely arrived from other days than Peace.
“And after finding that protection you got ophidiform graul who would not listen and Full-Captain Slow in an approximation of wrath.” General Chert sounds almost sympathetic. “I do not see how it is not what Slow called it, when you set out to murder a fellow citizen to secure your preference of social outcomes.”
“Our least necessity, General,” the oldest graul says and Chert’s face softens into an even shade of grimness.
“Are you all agreed in this?” The Peace-Gesith does not sound especially interested in the answer. Two of the three clerks look ill, and the third looks distressed.
The nods are single, and distinct, and pass down the line of graul from each end.
The Peace-gesith draws themself up a little, and their face settles into an expression some distance past the stern look it has had throughout the trial. “The law must rest on material facts without exception; that is the Ur-law. Thereby, belief excuses you nothing and permits you nothing; nor may the Commonweal make law or regulation to judge belief nor prefer one belief to another. Thus the accumulation of precedent, that if belief compels you to unlawful deeds, you are tried for those deeds.”
There’s a short pause. No one is surprised, or moved to say anything.
“You have all sworn these acts are yours, though four of the attestations register as false.” The Peace-gesith pauses. Neither Chert nor Ongen are surprised that the young ophidiform graul did not find all the simiform graul who came. Centuries of practice is centuries of practice.
Centuries of practice means unmoved faces among the graul as the Peace-gesith goes on. “You are further free from imposed compulsion in so much as the Shape of Peace may determine. You are all thereby found guilty of political violence,” the Peace-gesith says. “General Chert?”
“They’re ours,” General Chert says. “We’ll hang them.”
Thread 4
Slow’s memoirs
It is not especially difficult to use a focus. One must be born, as most are born, with a sufficiency of talent; one’s acquaintance with the remainder of the focus team must suffice to trust them; there must be an opportunity to practice. This is very commonly done throughout the Commonweal, for all purposes from dredging canals to washing clothes. There being an entirely factual way in which a battle-standard is a focus, it is often necessary to explain why the Line must drill so extensively.
A focus for general use has been made so that it recognizes a single member of the team as the team lead; the focus will act solely as that person directs, and not otherwise. In all but a markedly small number of cases, it will have been made so that no more Power can be drawn by the focus than it is safe for each member of the focus team to contribute. It will do a singular thing, or perhaps a thing with a small number of parts as when a dredge or digging focus contains a capacity for sterilizing the spoil.
None of these things are true of a banner nor of a battle-standard.
To have a single fixed executive would be disastrous should that person die in battle. So while the standard-captain assigned has an absolute authority within the focus of their standard and any linked banners, any person latched to a banner or a standard may take direction of it, in whole or in part. ‘In part’ is within the regular function of a company or a battalion; persons component of groupings as small as individual files may act to direct their own or a greater portion of the focus to some particular purpose, whether this is to destroy an enemy or to set the camber of a road.
The standards are made from designs which have supposed since Laurel’s day that the death of participants to over-exertion is entirely preferable to their death due to defeat. The shades of those dead by any cause may, and indeed most often do, pass into the standard and continue their contribution. The dead by over-exertion do not always notice they have died, and are nearly certain to remain latched as a shade. As useful as this might be during a battle, it is an undesirable outcome during training.
To make a focus perform a single operation saves complexity and thus expense; a community may sooner have all the focus-tools they require if these are made by single functions. A standard is useless if it cannot do several things at once, and is more useful in proportion to the capabilities it contains. Opposition faced by the Line will involve the full breadth of talent and creativity possessed by all the opposing sorcerers, and what there is not capability to answer will necessarily prove effective. A battle-standard in consequence contains many capabilities with a tendency over time for the count of these to increase. An effective battalion must be facile with the whole range of capabilities in their standard. If this could be done by learning a capability in a single day, a new battalion should require several years to achieve a knowledge of the whole.
Established battalions seldom recruit so much as one-tenth of their number in a year. The habits and reflexes of their familiar standard are carried forward as active custom. To begin from nothing is a matter for drill, and drill not well-established; the Line of the Old Commonweal has not raised a new battalion in above one hundred years. The most that has been done is for an established battalion to receive a new standard or for a territorial battalion to move to the regular Line. Either process consumes by custom and necessity twelve years.
These things in part explain why a battalion requires regular and thorough drill. They do not explain how the drill must be conducted because Line drill must address in its forms and conduct the great weakness of battle-standards.
If we may trust old records, graul may sustain full metaphysical output for about three days. As we are not graul, we do not entirely participate in Laurel’s design for the standards. A hale, fit battalion can sustain full output for perhaps four hours without casualties from exertion. Six hours will result in casualties, though with no decrease in output. Somewhere around ten hours, output will drop. The times may vary somewhat with specifics. It is a matter for the manual that a battalion of Typicals may last as much as six hours longer, though it will not ever achieve an output of the same magnitude as a battalion of Regulars. The expected times for a Creek battalion were not then known to us, and to discover them we expected would be expensive knowledge.
A four-hour full-output operational limit does not immediately seem like a matter of especial concern; few things can withstand a battalion for half that long. Those few generally succumb to brigades.
‘Succumb’ supposes the opposition can be found. It further supposes the opposition is a single entity or organization, that it can move no more quickly than the battalion, and that no component of it can get past the battalion’s front into the Commonweal. We say “Peace behind us” but it is easier to say it than it is to do.
D-Day Minus 1321
Year of Peace 543,  Frimaire, Second Day (Late Fall)
Duckling
The First built the barracks roomy, enough for two battalions. Not because we were expecting to spend a lot of time in it; because when we are in it, everything gets spread out to dry or be counted. Mended, once it’s dry.
A file is eight, because eight is just enough for a focus and bigger than you really wish it was because that’s eight people who must get on better than sibs and cousins. Better than sibs and cousins when you’re hurt and terrified and dying. The Line counts everything by files. We march by files; columns eight wide, ranks eight deep.
An Old Line platoon is eight files; five platoons and four files of Colour Party is a company. Five companies and eight files of Colour Party is a battalion. It’s meant to be sure to stay over a thousand and twenty-four effective, so the multiplier on the battalion focus output is sure to be ten.
Wapentake platoons are ten files; five platoons and five files is a company. Five companies and twenty-four files is a battalion. The Colour Party has more signallers and pipers and it needs to be big enough to move the standard between separately deployed banners. We don’t count the full-captain, the part-captains, the sergeant-major, or the signaller in those files. Beside an Old Line battalion, it’s another seventy-two files, three hundred instead of two-twenty-eight. Our multiplier’s eleven. Have a moment of remembering persons and it’s twenty-four hundreds without supports. Twenty-four hundreds stand on a bigger chunk of ground than you expect.
Old Line consensus was that this is too much; you can’t get the focus to articulate reliably. Battalions traditionally tend to work better a little understrength. The Battle Below the Edge proves the First can do it, which the Second needs prove again. The First got suitable recruits. Whether those as suitable remain in the population is an open question.
The barracks has something close to four thousand would-be recruits in it. Feels close with awkwardness.
Everybody’s being quiet, out in the practice field. The veterans latch; the focus pushes Slow’s voice.
“The Line requires that you prefer victory to your friends’ survival. An understanding of victory requires study and experience.”
There’s a pause. Slow saying ‘Good morning’ sounds like doubt is running the other way. Slow being formal would make anybody listen.
“Sergeant-Major.”
Slow hates talking.
Meek doesn’t say “Sir”, Meek just steps up on to the podium, and Slow gets down off it.
“Line oaths are permanent.” Meek don’t sound like Slow. You’d think arguing with Meek would be easier, but you can’t. Takes skill and practice to start an argument with Meek.
“So we don’t take them right at the start. Some of you will go home.” Meek smiles. The closer few hundred can tell Meek’s ears don’t match exact for colour. See the scars above and below Meek’s left eye. Not a lot of people have visible scars these days. “Half of you have done some weeding. Everybody’s aware. The Line’s an assumption that the weed’s smart, and arrives by surprise.”
Any transitioned talent is smarter than you are. A battalion must keep things simple, or be out-thought. Knowing someone’s coming doesn’t tell you just when. We don’t know someone’s coming, most times.
“The Line’s also an assumption you’re in no kind of shape for fighting.” Meek grins at the recruits, and now they’re getting started on knowing the difference. If people are dying, Meek’s generally grinning. “Me, Slow, all the veterans, and certainly you. So we’re going to work on it.”
‘Working on it’ means running with sacks of damp sand over your shoulders. The sand’s half again what armour weighs. If the run’s toward the Folded Hills, it’s uphill. Get there, up a pretty horrid road to Bleak House and a pit mine for alum, relatively low risk; the pit will hold four thousand on bare rock. It’ll hold field rations and a bunch of old rope. The rope gets turned into net carriers for two-hundred-and-forty-kilogramme rocks, just to start with. Then you run with the rocks, one file to a net. You keep your sack of damp sand.
Not how the mine usually gets rocks back down to the Creek.
People go home before the uphill run involves supplies for the mine.
After the first décade, everybody with armour starts wearing it. It’s not lighter than the sand, not with full kit, but you abrade your neck less. The new won’t be in armour until they can sustain a steady latch by multiple files. Not this season; not this year. Develops neck callous. Good for not freezing; ‘warm as armour’ would be a lie.
Puddle, who was a file-closer in the Old Line and a sergeant in the First and is likely for a part-captain in the Second, gets the basics; calisthenics, rope-climbs, weighted ball exercises. Meek starts everyone in on sword drills — iron bars; the shield-hand bar’s much thicker — and Slow starts in on javelins. Nobody does adci drills without armour. Getting taught javelin throwing by someone who does it all by demonstration ain’t notable unusual. Slow’s got the kind of form you assume someone drew, nobody ever moves that purely in their purpose. Then the javelins go in the target in patterns; triangles, vertical lines, horizontal lines. Hexagons, with six. You watch everybody who’d done time with a critter team get determined first, but everybody gets determined.
Determined’s no help to most of them. Hands-breath patterns at a hundred metres asks more skill than sinew holds. Focus’ll do what you can’t, once you have it.
If they can learn, I’ll get them. Colour Party needs to start throwing, the sticks need to hit.
In the midst of all this, I try to find some signallers. Signallers and at least one piper.
Pipers are easy; who brought pipes with them? Those pipes go home; the Line has pipes. A stand with local history not surviving a battle’s not wanted. Or just Slow’s notion of march readiness; you can cuddle by files to keep from freezing, but the pipes won’t be in the pile.
Once I get agreement on which stand of issue pipes is the least bad — pipers won’t praise pipes — I took the lot aside one evening, back of the barracks, and had everyone play Squinting Ariston. The which is an old tune of the old music a polite person won’t admit to knowing among strangers. Not all the recruits who can play know any of the old music. Out of those who know the old music, not all know the tune. Not everyone who can play it knows the story, embarrassingly savage to recount before the Commonweal’s Peace.
I don’t care if they know the story. I do care which of them is agreed to play the most expressively. Agreement on that point settles who’s the Piper, should they stick.
Ariston themself only died; the tune’s about the vengeance taken for them. It’s recounted artistic, as the Line ought not. Regular efficient Line responses ain’t kind, and’d’ve awed them all when the old music were regular music.
There’s a strong consensus. The plausible-piper don’t know the story, as may help their expression. It’s a fine tune. You wouldn’t play it for a civil audience if you knew the story, not and be thought polite.
“Sir, why that tune?” This one knows the story; it constrains their expression. They’re quiet even to ask.
“For when there’s someone bent on conquest on Commonweal land.” My questioner and the plausible-piper both nod.
Which saves trying to explain Meek addressing the suggestion the piper should know Squinting Ariston to me as the signaller. The recruits call me Duckling or Signaller or sir and I don’t worry about it. The veterans convey the rules as they get the chance. A few of the quick ones are figuring out when to use orders-formal, or who can address Slow as Slow when. Which of Meek’s tactful hints are orders from Slow, whether or not Slow knows about them, is not something I care to explain. We’ve got a piper because the Captain noticed what singing did to the Seventieth’s output and decided a five-hundred-year-old Line tradition of being silent in the advance could be disposed. Explain that, have to explain the tradition, which don’t, far as I can find out, have a reason beyond tradition, or why the Old Line gets uneasy. Whatever reason the Old Line’s got, they ain’t seen fit to state it.
The Line’s dangerous. An independent, they’re not human. They didn’t make it past the Shape with unconstrained passions. Standard-captains, part-captains with a detached banner, they’re human. Just as prone to wrath as anybody else, and it’s a full-rare sorcerer who could straight-up fight the First. The Old Line’s been careful for centuries. We can’t be that careful and beat the Sea People. But maybe we have to be that careful for the Peace.
Everybody’s got their pipes put away. Shuttle pipes pack small, even sets with a bass/baritone drone cylinder. Why they became the style once we had twist drills.
“Pipers are there to get the mood up in the focus. Doesn’t matter today. Will matter.” I get a bunch of nods. “Sort out who wants which stand, go by Gauge and get the number next your name, start carrying with. Practice when you can.” A hand on the shoulder, to make it unambiguous. “This is the probationary Piper. They settle the musical arguments.” The maybe-Piper looks startled. Nobody else looks like they’ve got a problem. Twelve, when I’m permitted sixteen.
Gauge is the quartermaster’s whole responsibility, not just the person. Person’s not settled, but three of the pipers think they know who can assign pipes today. Has to do. Not like they’d walk off with their stand, any of them.
“Drums, sir?” The question comes with a speculative look.
“Focus node. Preferably a small one.” I get some doubtful, ‘how would that work?’ sorts of looks.
Get the whole focus going ‘thump’ rhythmically and terrain goes unstable. They’ll figure it out.
Pipers ain’t complicated. Signallers, less so.
The trick with signallers is you’re doing three jobs. First job is talking between units. If we’re close enough for the focus, you manage what moves around. Shouting about problems that aren’t your problem ain’t helpful. If we’re not that close, there’s actual signals. That’s the easy job.
Second job’s figuring out what you know that the captain must. You get a feel; we do drills.
Third job’s keeping track of what’s happening so you can do the second part of the job. It’s not especial practical with your head. Stuff in the standard helps. Made by sorcerers, or maybe the job’s hard. No wits in the focus; never yet got a sensible explanation if it borrows yours or copies them. Either way, feels like thinking five thoughts at once, and most’re unwilling.
It’ll be months before the new are doing anything with the standard. No shred of an idea how Slow spotted me.
Ain’t correct. I know what; Slow trusted their hunches. How you have useful hunches, I don’t know that.
Practice is how you find out. With no latch, there’s nothing to spot.
D-Day Minus 1288
Year of Peace 543,  Nivôse, Fifth Day (Early Winter)
Duckling
The Colour Party has no appointed sergeants. I teach drill.
Teaching drill’s hard.
Doing drill’s easy. Once the unit’s formed, stupid-easy.
Formed’s not something that fits in the Peace. The Shape’s not like the binding of the standards, and we use the short word and never explain the focus, not if we can help it. The difference? A standard has push. The Shape listens; the Shape can’t tell if you’re dead or just unconscious, not by itself. You don’t get anything from the Shape without someone specific sends it, someone with a sworn office empowered by laws. Never a sorcerer; a sorcerer with the Shape could learn anything and do most things.
A civil focus won’t likely have push; there are weeding focuses that do, there’s a few really big focuses that have to have push to be usable, but generally you’re there with whatever number of people on the team and you talk out loud to communicate. No reason to make it more complex and a lot of reason not to; get the push part of a focus wrong and it’ll hurt people.
A standard lets you know what your node is doing. A standard can tell if you’re dead or unconscious or what specific degree of hurt. It’s not especially an individual thing, being a file. Maybe not a platoon; the focus forms as a mind, and because it has push, it can talk back, you participate in it but it’s not you and it might not be a whole lot like you. ‘Dominant personality’ is a rude thing to say, mostly for being wrong. You still know who’s informing the file or the platoon. Or larger; there’s determined people in the First, and the Captain’s will’s this narrow thing. Narrow like the line of keenness forming a cutting edge, and you get to recognizing it for what you do not wisely push against.
Slow’s a whole lot of your mistakes. Slow isn’t amiable or relaxed or calm or tactful or kind. Slow isn’t even-tempered. Slow has this strong preference for being effective. There’s something wrong with Knives, sure; Knives wants victory above life. Peace don’t get into it. Knives makes a conscious effort.
Slow says victory is being effective. Most of us figure effective means ‘they’re destroyed, hardly any of us are dead.’ Slow means something much wider; they’re destroyed, and we haven’t incorporated any mistakes in doctrine that will give us trouble in fifty years, or cost the Commonweal too much, or leaked knowledge to hostile observers. Slow worries continuous. Slow might worry sleeping.
I’m gaining sufficient enjoyment from ‘form left’ and ‘form right’. No focus, so I’m shouting. They’re learning; pay attention to your file, keep spacing, keep dressing, move together. It’ll help them latch. It’ll help latched.
D-Day Minus 1184
Year of Peace 543,  Germinal, Nineteenth Day (Early Spring)
Duckling
Surprise Slow with a need to talk, you get terse conclusions. You had best trust them. If Slow knows they’ll have to talk, you get what the recruits are getting.
“First of the First received its standard seven years ago. It has been of necessity accounted serviceable since that time. It is not today what the Old Commonweal Line would muster as ready for service, for all our battle proved victorious Below the Edge. Second of the First is not fit to stand; we are new-begun with few veterans. I have not been as the Captain has been fifty years under arms. More than fifty; in my case the number is more than five and further I do not find it productive to consider. The March and Below the Edge shall by their necessity answer for a count of years.”
The standard makes sure everyone can hear. Not why you get it with more voice than Slow looks like they ought to have. Talking like the spirits of your ancestors, and never mind how the language of the Commonweal and the tongue of the Old Creeks ain’t much alike, that’s entirely Slow.
“It is not by the manual prudent to drill company against company. The manual cautions against excess movement. It expects the first year to be spent in barracks and working on physical conditioning before a potential recruit is presented to an active formation.”
That gets Slow some looks, and a mutter with “wheelbarrow” in it several places.
“Frequent movement answers for physical condition and the inculcation of a certain flexibility of mind. A soldier’s life is one of routine, if their commanders permit it. Someone easy within a routine is not always best able to respond to events they did not expect. Training against routine — as we have done, with march destinations selected by random means — becomes its own routine, with its own broader bounds. The complex balance between those whose conception of the world is most comfortable outside the Peace in an expectation of wrath and slaughter and those whose duty compels them to endure such circumstance is constructed of individuals, who change. A battalion to live must have its banners live. Banners are built from platoons, and platoons from files; the file must be an agreement between those who remember to coil the tent guy-lines and oil the boots, and those who have the spear in the air before another has made recognition of the strangeness of the noise.”
None of them have had hands on a sharp spear in the Line. Three thousands and some hundreds remain, and this is the first talk of fighting.
“Custom expects a year to build strength before martial skill may be profitably cultivated. I do not entirely agree with custom but do agree that the focus can answer for other deficiencies and if the focus will not answer nothing may amend it.”
Catch myself nodding along. Custom says I should be standing still and impassive.
“In the first season, files were by assignment. Four wheelbarrows to a file with all the file’s food and bedding and sole prospect of dry socks renders the file a real thing as pushing wheelbarrows might not otherwise become. The second season’s files were matters of agreement. Those files become with your oath and the focus not as they are now an agreement concerning with whom you shall eat and who sleep beside, but an agreement that these are those with whom you shall die.”
Silence. Slow don’t put emphasis on stuff like that. Gets into your mind anyway.
“This is not the only thing you must consider prior to the oath.”
There’s a pause. “Sergeant-Major.”
Meek says “Sir,” before stepping forward. Slow steps back.
“When you take the oath, you’re in the Line.” Meek’s face is set; no smile, no grin, no anything. “In the Line is outside the Peace. No courts, and no law; you will be subject to authority.” There’s a pause. “In the Second, my authority.
“You’re supposed to read about that. Doubt you have. Doubt you’ve thought about it much.” Meek’s face has an expression again. You could think it was kind, if you didn’t know Meek. “That won’t do.
“Everybody does things they don’t particular want to do. Privy’s got to get scrubbed; weeds need killing; graves must be dug. Have to tell people who died.” There’s a small, wry, comradely pause. “Sometimes you get to go on living with less of yourself.” Back to the set face. “‘In the Line’ means doing things you haven’t formed an opinion about. There hasn’t been time. I make mistakes. Slow makes mistakes. Those in authority generally make mistakes. This does not mean you get to form your own opinions first. It does not mean you need not do the thing as you are ordered.”
There’s a mutter. Meek lets it die away.
“A battle-standard is a focus. No one can compel you to latch, no one can compel you to accept the Line’s authority. If you don’t, it don’t work.” There’s a distinct pause. “This is how we know General Hammer was a remarkable person; to persuade folk this was a way out of the Bad Old Days, from inside those days.
“That it is necessarily voluntarily accepted authority does not diminish it.” Meek waits this mutter out, too. “I tell you that in the Second anyone in authority may not undertake any sexual act with anyone not their equal in authority.” Meek raises a hand. “Do not speak to me of adults securing consent outside of their mutual work, nor the possibility of existing involvements, nor of precedents in law. Those are things of the Peace, and none to the Line apply.
“Those of you appointed file closers shall cease all congress with those not so appointed or surrender your appointment.” Meek doesn’t look like anything. You could break your soul on Meek’s certainty, and most of the recruits can feel it. Ginger and panic, neither material. “We consider the substance of authority, not its trappings.” Meek looks for a moment maternally kind. “What cannot be secured you cannot sustain. The substance of my authority asserts you may not secure consent between who may command your death and who may not, and it binds all in the Second.”
There’s a silence.
Slow steps forward. Regular lad for size. The recruits don’t know weapons-work well enough to see Slow move and understand. They’re being silent, and don’t know why. “Without the oath, you may not latch. The oath is not escaped if you cannot latch, should the focus reject you, if service in the Line should prove a duty you may not do. Other service may be found for you, yet you will go where you are sent and do as you are commanded.
“The oaths of those wishing to undertake service in the Line shall be taken eleven days from today. What you have been given to consider, consider. No known thing releases those living from service to the Line.”
Don’t lose as many as I thought I would.
D-Day Minus 1136
Year of Peace 543,  Prairial, Seventh Day (Late Spring)
Duckling
“Sir, I don’t get the name custom.”
“They happen. There’s got to be agreement, but yours don’t count.”
That gets me a bunch of looks.
“You’re maybe file closers.” Two of you might be sergeants. “You get what your file calls you, it ain’t subject to authority.”
“Regular doings, we’d all have got a name before.” That’s Kenning, sounding considering.
I nod as generally as I can. “Regular doings, you get your name after the oath. Takes longer when it’s everybody new.”
“Can you change your name?” Strange-sounding thing to say. You can see it strange in their faces. Flinch don’t like being Flinch.
“Consensus can, you can’t. Not the usual thing.”
“It happens?”
“Part-captain Puddle weren’t always called that.”
Six of them make ‘and then?’ gestures at me.
“More custom; you never explain your own name. You don’t explain someone else’s if you weren’t there. You’ll generally let the most senior of those who were there do the explaining.”
Which is just polite, for custom. Which is me, altogether me, for explaining Puddle. Slow and Meek were in Three, they were pushed forward, not cleaning up.
“On the March North, there was a fight where the focus went down because what we thought was road dust proved to be material despair. Can’t breathe that and keep your latch. The Captain picked up swords. After, there was a big pile of Reems corpses. Puddle’d gone over hurt in the Reems charge and wasn’t better for being under the pile. Somebody — ” they’re dead, it don’t matter — “said there was a live one in the pool of blood. Puddle was awake enough to mutter ‘more like a puddle’, and it stuck. If you’d been there, you could use Blood Puddle if you were feeling serious-formal and it were altogether a personal thing.”
Wait just a bit. “Names ain’t all opposites.
“If you’re trying to call me by appointment, it’s Signaller. You don’t say Signals; that’s asking for the Signals team. You can just say ”Sir“ if you want me to make a decision. If it’s a question, you can say Duckling.”
It ain’t kind. The Line don’t try to be kind about social reticence.
“How’re you different from the Signals team?”
“Any time anybody asks for a team it means the senior member of the team who’s still up.” There’s a specific shrug for this kind of question. “I might be dead.” Well, dead and lost my latch. Leave that off today.
Bunch of faces go ‘ew, dead’ because you don’t directly say dead. A few go ‘expletive, it could be me’ about senior, not dead. I tick their faces and the standard stores it. Don’t think about the totals, think about what you’re ticking for. The total’s there when you need to make a decision. Standard’ll sort it by whatever you ticked, too, or groups.
Sometimes you have to say things.
“People make the focus.” Lots of the ‘keep talking’ nod. “Battle-standard’s too big; battalion’s a gang of focuses. Can’t fight like that, everybody’s got to lift at once or the timber don’t move.”
There’s a bunch of looks. Colour Party’s a platoon. Big platoon with specific duties and a direct latch, but a platoon. There’s been battalions run that way; all the warrants of authority, all the warrants of authority and commission, those are the Full-Captain’s platoon. Not doing that. A Wapentake Colour Party’s too big to pretend it’s just following the full-captain around.
“We’re a little node.” Colour Party’s half a banner; figure that’s what this one means.
“We’re a little node.” I ain’t got the same tone as the question.
“Why don’t we get kicked?”
“Sometimes.” Half a breath. “Colour Party’s only significant if you’re looking for understanding or information flow or reserves or something; demons get chucked at authority and command. Not what the Colour Party does.”
A few slow nods. One of the hard parts comes when you realize everybody else has to be doing their job. You do yours, they do theirs, it works. It don’t work, you find out when the bubble fails.
Nobody has their hand up. Send them all for dinner.
Don’t know if the maybe-authority meeting is helping. Ain’t hurting. It’s a custom.
‘We’re something’ can come before knowing what you are.
D-Day Minus 1099
Year of Peace 544,  Messidor, Ninth Day (Early Summer)
Duckling
This morning’s loud bang was a foreign sorcerer disturbing Fire and Shadow picnicking. Meek says all of it exactly like a reminder there will be a boot inspection. Meek does follow it with a reminder that there will be a general kit inspection. Meek does not say ‘be sure to get finished early’; probationary sergeants are expected to figure that out from the inspection notice.
Sergeant-Major? Do we know anything about the sorcerer? Don’t know who this is. They’re not standing at the back.
Slow’s attention pulls itself out of the standard’s memory of yesterday to answer. Poor threat analysis. Slow’s kindly expression. Loud demise.
Just about everyone latched, nigh-entirely everyone, tries not to snicker. Meek snickers amiably.
The afternoon breaks out by platoons, which means I have the Colour Party.
There’s doubtless a skillful way to get a bunch of witchy opinionated people who don’t know how to stop thinking to cohere into a Line unit. I lack whatever skill it is, so I drill them until they collapse.
Meek asked me about that over an expanse of collapsed recruits. Nobody’d puked, which I thought was an improvement. There’s this voice the sergeants use, whether they’re plain sergeants or sergeant-majors, which is a sort of tactful inquiry as to whether or not you’ve forgotten that there’s nothing about having a warrant of commission that keeps you from doing something stupid. Though what Meek actually said was, “Hey, Duckling, you trying to kill this lot?”
“If they get tired enough, maybe they’ll stop wanting to be the best or the smartest.” I could see that move faces.
Meek grinned and said “They may. Try not to torch more than two.”
“So few as may be,” sends Meek wandering off, still looking pleased.
Creek permeativity to the Power and a battle-standard means you can torch yourself easy. You have to feed the focus while you move and fight. Think about your body, the focus, or the job as distinct things and you mess up. Any thinking goes to the job. Everything else must be collective reflex, reflex while the focus is giving you back more Power than you yourself put in. Why it’s worth bothering with. Basic old reflexive exercise-of-the-will comes back multiplied by only your platoon and it’s six times everybody instead of one times you.
Mess that up and you burn from your bones out. We, meaning Slow and Meek and me being mostly quiet, figure there’s going to be five or six files go like that before we’re operational. Not making a point of it because thinking gets to dread then the Power gives you just exactly that.
There’s two approaches to skill with the focus we know about.
You can’t do strict and narrow like a wreaking team, but you can do the other kind of wreaking team and make everything with the Power external. The Experimental Battery does it this way; we’re medium-sure it’s easier and nobody expects the artillery to fight with weapons. They’d get more armour if we did. Having the battery be something you serve, that isn’t you, works as a way to think about what you’re doing with artillery. The battery being raised plans on the same approach.
The First got exercises from the Independent Block. As a way to get a grip on your talent, they work. Better for the permeativity problem than anybody’d had. Fire tweaked on them some and that spread. Fire ain’t an experienced independent but did start off a Creek. It’s surprisingly much like swimming, or just sitting in the tub; you let the Power lift you up like water. You’re mostly water yourself, which everybody knows. Historical complaint with the method’s something Block called throw, you entirely pick yourself up by the talent and it don’t end well. There’s Creeks as float, but anybody in a heavy battalion knows they don’t. You believe in the lift and you believe the lift ain’t so much it’ll keep your head above deep water.
You don’t get to be smarter or stronger or the best, but it works.
Works if you practice.
D-Day Minus 1079
Year of Peace 544,  Messidor, Twenty-ninth Day (Early Summer)
Duckling
Arranging focus-drills with the standard gets tricky.
The banners march off somewhere; it limits who suffers the lapses. What, too.
You wind up in the Colour Party if you’re especial witchy, unusual skilled with a javelin, or you’re a piper. Those last two are generally some kind of witchy you wouldn’t call that. They run cranky and opinionated.
Slow ain’t separate from the standard. Slow’s got clerks, Slow’s pursued by paperwork, Slow’s got a need to talk to people. We’re on the roof of an armoury tower. Slow stays in the armoury, we can practice latching.
They’ve done it. Still got a block of troops with doubtful faces. Latching before ain’t the same. Being folks as none wanted for their focus team at home ain’t the same. I ain’t got a choice about it; I get who the part-captains don’t want and who Meek wants to give me, part of the job.
Colour Party alone ain’t doing anything to the obdurate blank black substance of the armoury. One fewer in the worry-tally.
“There’s things we can’t tell you. Not for rules or preference; ain’t got the ability. Same as weeding, only different. It ain’t all physical.”
One or two nods. This part ain’t formal.
“You’ve taken the oath. You’ve been latched. Unless you’ve made it drop, it’s still there. That’s a passive latch. Doesn’t do anything.” Makes you easier to find. Makes it important-much faster to active-latch.
“Practice gets you reliable with the active latch.” Inhale. “The focus ain’t you. It’s everybody, and it’s a mind itself. It ain’t you.
“Every battalion’s got tradition. Tradition’s what worked, the first time and the next time and the time after. We ain’t got that yet.” Bit of ‘kill that first’ in my voice. “Colour Party builds its own, as a banner builds its own. You build it. I tell you what to do, not who you are.”
Thinking. Little ripples of neck loosening and settling shoulders.
“Latch!”
Takes too long.
We walked all the way to a pond-edge tower for a reason. South-west corner for reasons of prevailing wind.
Evens have the bubble. Bubble up. The even-numbered files figure out Ninny is senior. We get a default bubble under direction.
Time to sluice the rain gutters.
Colour Party. Odd Files, hoist water from the pond into this roof’s gutters.
Mass is mass. Drop five tonnes of water on someone, it’ll hurt. Better than five tonnes of sand.
The odd files figure they don’t want to be clever. Flinch has a straight lift going. Don’t work. Water lifts, sure, into mist.
Rummaging. The standard’ll give you what you want. Gotta know what you want.
Bucket comes up, as tall as wide. Default shape.
Straight up, stops. Steady. Flinch has figured out about ‘there’ instead of ‘this high’. Qualifiers wobble.
Nest has a whole distinct second node up. They put a bit of drag on the bucket. It slides over. Hundred metres takes two-hundred-fifty seconds. Lots of closed eyes, careful breathing.
Ain’t complaining. Five tonnes at a quarter-metre per second’s the same as three hundred-odd kilogrammes falling on you from a metre up. Not helpful to your bones.
Nest lets go on the drag; node stays up, node’s ready to apply force. Tick for Nest.
Flinch figures the bucket’s in about the right place and cancels it. Water everywhere, mostly not in the rain gutter.
Odds, try that again.
D-Day Minus 1041
Year of Peace 544,  Fructidor, Seventh Day (Late Summer)
Duckling
There’s a reliable latch, there’s exercise of the focus, the banners cohere: time for armour.
The First had to wait; no way to make any. Old Line armour-making was all back in the First Commonweal. Roofs over heads before anyone worried about rolling mills for tassets. Fire got so fussed seeing the First drilling without armour they showed up with armour-making focuses and a stack of titanium ingots. The focuses make a suit to fit specific-you. Your file, several files, will be on the push for the armourers, but you keep your eyes open you can see your armour form over illusion-you.
Time was, I asked the Captain about the results. When the Wapentake was the Seventieth we’d been at the free end of a logistics chain that didn’t know from Creeks, and the armour’d got to be long in service. Didn’t think I had any sound basis to compare.
“I know of none better,” the Captain had said. Looking back I could feel the tick.
The Second ought not have armour-focuses. Last three tries at making more produced corpses; the Galdor-gesith forbade further attempts. Tankard brought four teams of armourers around to discuss the question. Ours or the First’s or the armoury’s armourers, no one said. Four of the First’s six armour-focuses are stored at the armoury. Tankard planned to use those. Slow’d have to unlock them.
Slow slid a set of six armour-focuses out of our standard; new ones, not the First’s. Same black-and-clear jewel slab you can pick up in one hand. Everybody’d taken a moment to combobulate.
Tankard had given Slow a long look. Slow’s expression refused to alter.
Commonweal law about pay and prices don’t apply to transactions entirely internal to the Line. The consensus of the standard-captains could object, but the Line-gesith can’t. Judge can’t.
The armourers picked four. Slow slid the other two back into the standard. The First does that; a specific focus is safe in the standard, the sorcerer you’re fighting can’t get to them. Need to do some refitting in the field you’ve got the armour-focus and a travelling team of armourers. Have to have armourers anyway for when hilts’re loose or the helmet-linings need fixing or a rivet pops. Tools and skills we don’t expect of soldiers.
It’d been useful practice for the basic Colour Party task of keeping your face still. No matter what Slow does, you were expecting just that and everything’s going to plan.
Our pile of titanium ingots arrived on a barge from the East Bank Refinery last décade, early or late depending. First shipment, but the fourth try; first three involved Fire or Dust talking with the refinery teams. It ain’t all titanium, and the mixing’s tricky. Shipment arrived later than Tankard wanted. Plenty before we were what you could call ready with the push.
Might not be ready now.
Got everybody issued hose. Machine-knit thick and smooth. Fibre’s some water-plant from the Lower Third. Tankard insists the wool ones’ll be here for the twelfth of Vendémiaire.
Spend two whole mornings checking fit; hose means a shorter shirt and you have to wear it. Mustn’t have creases. What might itch a little in uniform’ll make you bleed under armour. Spend the afternoons running up and down stairs. Could push wheelbarrows in empty towers but Meek views stairs as opportunity.
Today, I’ve got the whole Colour Party in a big room in the armoury in shirt and hose with a blanket over; the working parts of the armoury tend cool. It’s two levels, or maybe three; the stack of ingots is down there with the armour-focuses, back of some obdurate walls. Armourer teams are down there on this side of the walls. We’re up here with the clothing parts.
The Colour Party’s lined itself up, order of files, rank number in the files. Couple more tick marks. No clear expectations, and folk not from the Second. Guessing formal’s not like to harm.
Slow mimes a coin flip at me.
“I can hear Meek.” Meek’s off with Fierce. Slow knows what I mean.
I’ve got armour. I’ve got what goes under, due replacing. Can only sweat through it so many times before the salt rots it.
I go first.
Tankard’s got a deputy and a team lined up with boxes to handle the kit issue. Tankard’s explaining the process. Saves me the trouble of checking fit and explaining at the same time. Tankard being firm’d stick to glass.
Start there; confirm you’re wearing your newest pair of broken-in field boots. Anything in your pockets or tucked down your bodice comes out, anything around your neck comes off. Arming pants first, with the broad belt loose. You do six squats, you put your feet on the marks, you twist, you hold still while the quartermaster-person gets the suspenders set right and punches the retaining straps for that exact buckle position. Suspenders first or the broad belt won’t work right, you can’t get it laced right with tension on it.
You move over one, you cinch the broad belt what you hope is comfy-snug and lift your knees to your chin five times each alternating. If the broad belt ain’t comfy, you fix it. Tank emphasizes that point. Get asked if you’re pleased with the fit of your bodice. Top of the broad belt might conflict with the bottom edge of the bodice, the which you do not want.
Used to be a thoroughness question. Everybody wears the illusion kind now. Material supply’s gone awkward for bodices. Can’t have anything magical on you in the field; the Bad Old Days sorcerer might use it. Had to send a few recruits for tattoo-removal after the oath. I have an auntie in a collective that makes bodices; I get bodices for Festival. They fit excellent. Two years from now, when the illusion kind have made it into the Corner? Auntie listened; Auntie’s collective applied to the armoury.
Move over one more, get your arming jacket, put it on. Do the six martial motions like you mean it, put your hands over your head, touch your toes, stick your arms out sideways and twist from the waist and the knees. Keep your arms out and wait while this spot’s quartermaster-person adjusts the side-laces, each side of your waist and under your upper arms. Do the motions again. Laces get tweaked, motions.
Last spot; gauntlet liners, helmet liner, armour smock. Nobody looks dignified in a helmet liner. Has to fit.
Keep going, waving at Tankard and tugging on the gauntlet-liners. Stand in the big square of copper wire. Five-millimetre-square wire, looks like.
Couple of the apprentice armourers do something. Not a focus. Shimmery faint copper colour rises up from the square. Smells like scorched cinnamon.
“Everything inside?” Which is silly, in a five metre square.
I don’t say ‘of course’, I check. Make sure I’m centred. Give the apprentice a nod. If this is the armour-focus, it’s different.
Little motes of light settle on me, one on every knuckle, across my wrists, round my elbows, over my eyes. From the tickling sensation, knees and spine and hips. The idea of the suit of armour fills in between them.
“Could you perform the six martial motions, please?” The other apprentice.
I do that; the apprentice signs ‘working’. They waggle a hand level. “About halfway.”
I do squats and sweep kicks and the six martial motions again. I stretch my hands over my head; I touch my knees to my nose, left-right, or nearly.
The illusion of armour’s heavier. Not quite so heavy as the real thing.
I do some kicks, a change of facing, and one iteration of one of Block’s all-the-types-of-punches drills. The illusion feels real, for weight. Doesn’t make any noise with itself. That’s more wrong than it feels like it ought to be. Smells like I don’t know what. Boiled. Awkward.
“Fit’s done,” the first apprentice says. “It’s about ten minutes.”
“Don’t touch the sides,” we say together.
Standing in armour’s familiar. The illusion’s close enough. First’s focuses, an armourer has to tweak the fit specific, altering the illusion. This asks less of the armourers for fit. Ain’t seeming quicker.
Anybody got questions for the Armoury Gauge? Tankard squints at me. Tough. Tankard official-works for the brigade we haven’t got. Two layers of paperwork that might get done. In practice, Tankard’s running half the armoury, everything not specifically artillery and some as is. So far as the Colour Party knows or cares, this is a quartermaster visit to be issued armour. So Gauge it is.
Might-maybe someday find out who Tankard couldn’t bear to bury.
What happens if you bump the field? Cultivator, former weeding team member. Usually ‘Vate’ because ‘Cult’ won’t do.
“The five metre cube is light,” Tankard says. “Nothing to it. Stay inside or start over.”
Someone gets a couple ticks for asking sensible questions about washing and mending the hose; do you gotta put rocks in the toes to dry them, what can you darn this with, have we got that, and so on. Tankard’s assistant says they haven’t got the darning run out to packets, and gets told we’ll take a spool per file and toss those on the wheelbarrows with the other common kit. You can see the assistant get the idea; they sort of glance at Tankard and look at Slow, who signs Do it.
Quartermaster’d much rather hand out maintenance stuff in per-file kits than per-trooper. I woggle the focus around until I’ve just got Tankard. Duckling, Tankard.
Tankard, Duckling. Something like a double-sized mess-tin. Nothing heavy.
Thanks, Tankard.
Quartermasters, or maybe Old Line quartermasters, have this preference for sturdy wooden boxes and iron-bound chests and caskets. It does keep stuff secure.
One of the apprentices waves at me. There’s a set of greaves and vambraces floating half outside the cube. I take the step and grab the ends sticking through the cube. Put them on, right where the illusions are. The straps are woven tapes and d-rings and a loop-back and a keeper, instead of leather and buckles. Stand up, look up, stick my arms up. The suit slides down over me, settles, matching the fading illusion exactly. Roll my shoulders, look up — an apprentice moved — and grab the helmet just as it sinks to the level of my face. Have to lace the lining into it.
Step out of the cube.
Listen up.
Heads come up. Attention sharpens in the focus. Veterans wouldn’t lift their heads. Getting there.
The Armoury’s Gauge staff are skilled. You’re going to be running in armour. They won’t. If you don’t trust the fit, ask me, ask Captain Slow.
Wait.
One queue by files. File closers, when your file’s been fitted, up fifty flights of stairs at the run, loop the tower, come back, draw armour bags, and practice packing. When you’re all packed, call me or Captain Slow.
One queue means twenty-odd minutes per file. Three files per hour means a long day for the whole Colour Party. I’m looking across at what might be the armourer team clerk. They nod at me.
Tankard?
There’s a mess-room —  a lighted arrow floats in our awareness; close your eyes, it’s still there — that way down the hall. They’re expecting to feed you lunch. Tankard passes me and Slow the time tick for when the mess-room thinks lunch starts.
Tankard makes a passing motion back to me.
Anybody more than an hour back in the queue, fifty flights at the run, loop, and return. Once there’s no more than two files in front of you, stay till you’re fitted. Stop off in the mess-room as required for water. Stick to the active privies. There are twelve on this floor.
Nobody’s looking surprised.
File-closers, this is practice, not endurance training. I want no one puking or fainting in their shiny new armour.
Twenty-six intonations of Sir come back.
Any questions?
Silence.
Colour Party, proceed as directed.
The back files start rolling up their blankets. The focus’ got the file closers discussing who gets which starting stairs.
Slow’s headed over toward the apprentices and the copper squares on the floor. I get the issue line. Tankard’s moved over back of the issue line and hauled out some unrelated paperwork. Their field desk is out of scale with everything else. I get a moment of being part of a demonstration or an explanation, someone somewhere in the future explaining how the Line works with a scale model.
Working decently efficient.
D-Day Minus 994
Year of Peace 544,  Vendémiaire, Twenty-fourth Day (Early Fall)
Duckling
An adci works by mass. Padded mass, circular ax, result’s closer than you’d expect. So we do adci drills in armour, by the each on a post.
The armour stops the small mistakes, but an adci’s for breaking armour. Usually only one person per platoon winds up with a serious head injury. Nigh-always head; sometimes kneecap. Somewhere in there the idea that you can’t wait for the bounce comes along. Never want to dance with whoever said ‘dancing with the rebound’ in the manual. Dancing’s ever so much friendlier than axes and angular momentum. Can’t move too much; you’re going to do this in ranks.
Can’t grind up the recruits. Once you’ve got as much out of the post as you will, everybody practises adci drill against illusions. The new standards will blur the form; the old ones gave you an image of your comrade, busy fighting an illusion of you. Blurring the form’s not so useful; you can recognize everybody in your file and your adjacent files a long way off by adci style. It feels like fighting ineptly sculpted versions of one another, which does nothing helpful for the focus or anyone’s composure. There’s nothing in the Standard that knows about fighting, or how a body moves; it can’t be summoned up.
The Captain says none of this bothers graul; graul will charge each other’s illusions with pikes with pain transmission turned on as regular, repeated drill. Duty entirely exceeds the personal. Not so with Creeks.
The standard can create random illusions; simple solids or taken from a set. We do adci drills on randomly appearing images of faces, robust ones that bounce the adci like steel plate. The illusion happens across the whole range of space you can practically hit with an adci, ground to three metres up, and the distribution is vaguely plausible for opposition that’s trying to live through killing you.
The faces are people faces. We lose a few and we almost lose more, finding out that smacking faces with axes requires conscious decision.
We don’t drill pikes. We don’t intend to fight with weapons. You’d lug pikes only if you were sure you needed them. We don’t drill trying to use javelins for spears over the shoulders of the first two ranks. You can stab somebody with a javelin but not fight with one, shaftplant’s not sturdy and the javelin points aren’t edged enough for slicing, not past rocking in the wound. Slow don’t like this; not fond of it myself. The March left us sure there’s ways past the focus.
Teaching spears waits for later. Adci first; made to be what you use if you have to use something. Shields; to fight you mustn’t die. Javelin; the fancy throwers’ll get those out a couple kilometres and they come down hard. Mostly think of that for sticks but a Null trying to close through a kilometer and a half of regular javelins shan’t enjoy their day.
Long as we spot the Null. That part’s important.
Authority-and-commission eats last. Slow and I have time to go around with spears. It helps.
Meek hands me tonight’s ration bag. It works better to open rations at night; most of it gets eaten without having to be repacked for movement. We can clear the camp much better than we can clear a march bubble. Cuts down on risks from whatever might blow in on the wind.
Meek waits for Slow and I to get on the outside of a couple litres of water. Just the Colour Party; no provisional part-captains. Not a frequent arrangement.
Bubble’s tight, wheelbarrows are somewhere flat; Meek had to admit we were practicing slopes too much after a bunch fell over in barracks. Rain falling not too hard. Shouldn’t alter the route.
“You off tonight?” Meek’s addressing Slow in conversational tones. “More like a war-sword score.”
The spear match went nine-seven in Slow’s favour. Best I’ve done, instance four.
Slow shakes their head at Meek. “Duckling did well.”
“We ain’t all done well enough for road building.” Meek’s definite.
“We have no more time to do better.” Slow’s more sad than anything. “I dare not suppose the next sailing season shall be as empty of landings as this one proved.”
Thread 5
Slow’s memoirs
Once the battalion could latch by banners we could undertake to exercise the focus.
By custom, the first such exercise undertaken is canal-marching. There was in the Creeks for some centuries only a single territorial company, and in consequence the expectation of the Line performing canal-dredging and road-maintenance tasks was not general. The First’s creation had sufficed such canal work as there is to be done by the Line into future years.
The Fight Below the Edge had made it clear we required a road along the Edge. The practice had hitherto been to pass goods and people up the Creeks to the West-East Canal; that canal, being geographically central, neither suffers threat from disturbances on the borders nor announces settlement. It and the several Creeks are also capacious beyond any present economic need. In addition to this, the heights of land separating the watersheds of the four creeks are not inhabited; are not less weedy than the average; and are not so short a distance that the greater time and distance of water transport renders the unease and effort of a land route less costly. Once the requirement becomes movement of troops, rather than an economical movement of goods and persons, the location of the road is more important than the inconvenience of its creation.
The inconvenience of the Edge Road’s creation was not slight. The lack of habitation in those places the road must go removed risks to others, but not to ourselves; the weedy nature of the ground, the sparseness of existing surveys, and the conflicting needs of the route would have presented difficulties to an experienced battalion. For the Second, not knowing how to use the focus overshadowed all of those other difficulties entirely.
Edge Road was begun in the west at the Doubtful Pass into the Fourth Valley of the Folded Hills. That pass has seen only occasional foot-traffic by small numbers of resolute persons, but it has been surveyed and it seems likely that it shall in future come into regular use. It is fortunately placed about twenty kilometres north of the town of Longbarns, which is itself some ten kilometres north of the Edge. The Edge rises before the sharp fall of land, so that someone standing on the peak of the Edge looking northwards might expect to see with their eyes some twenty kilometres inland. There being there no trees to climb along the Edge, twenty kilometres is about the range of casual passive observation from which we wish to keep the road. That the Line might wish to move all of Longbarns made no difference at this time; the effort was not there to apply.
Bridging the West Wetcreek so near the Edge is neither desirable nor required. Making the road down from the Doubtful Pass to the nearest marked landing — a landing which had not previously been more significant than two bollards and some hope — would require a day, and no very effortful day, of a battalion fit for service. We were two décades at it, making the road four times. The fourth iteration met the requirements of the Lug-gesith’s regulations.
Rather than wait for barges to be available to shift the battalion across the West Wetcreek, we marched up to the bridge in Westcreek Town and east along the West-East Canal and back south along Blue Creek. It is much simpler to start from the landing than to find the landing across rough country, and the west side of the Lower Blue has received much more habitation than has the east side of the lower West Wetcreek. We had had an offer of a new survey to be conducted while the battalion mustered into a state able to make use of it. I had replied that if there were surplus surveyors available, could they be sent Below the Edge. The Second could find its way, or make it; Below the Edge was entirely unmapped aside from those narrow portions the First Battalion had marched over. The survey as ordered included the parts of the Edge below the valleys of the Folded Hills, and those I particularly desired should be surveyed as our ignorance of those places was complete.
It was an ignorance that the Line must wait on the efforts of others to amend. An operational Second could have traversed those new borders of the Commonweal; we were not, and could not. The First was required in its position of guard, as was the Fourth of the Twelfth. Surveyors, already well-used to proceeding with discretion in wilderness, would have to suffice the Commonweal’s need.
The Second’s ignorance of bridge-building we could amend by our own efforts. Custom’s strong caution regarding a slow introduction to focus-use has merit; we lost three files dead getting from Blue Creek back to the West Wetcreek, and four more files dead or down in result of various weeds. I cannot but regret those deaths. Regret has nothing to do with necessity. With no knowledge of when the Sea People would next arrive and no reason to believe they would arrive in one place — I expected the surveyors to find them already landed somewhere below the Edge to the south of the Folded Hills — having the Second operational swiftly was entirely necessary.
Once we reached the West Wetcreek from the east, supplies were to be had from waiting barges. This was the first time I observed the Second to be pleased when the wheelbarrow loads got heavier.
Proceeding east again, we were presented with the problem of bridging the Lower Blue. If this was not, defensively, especially more sensible than bridging the West Wetcreek would have been, there is settlement on both sides of the Lower Blue. Those several towns expressed that they should be entirely pleased to have a bridge. The Lug-gesith sent us engineers on the grounds that the Line is accustomed to making bridges for brief service. The several engineers were a team come out of retirement together, matronly in manner and very patient with the plentitude of things the Second could not yet do. They were patient also with what we ought not to do; the Second dropped four deck slabs at various stages of formation, and to make four bridge piers required of us eleven tries and three files dead and seven variously down. Avoiding steam explosions asks that the bubble come up faster than we could then form it.
The second try at the western anchor pier for the western span was a success, and we had no further losses to exercising the focus.
D-Day Minus 1410
Year of Peace 543,  Fructidor, Third Day (Late Summer)
Duckling
Reading about logistics leaves me wondering how anyone survives.
I don’t mean during Line operations; anyone at all. Take salt. No shortage of salt, you go dig it up some dire dry place in the Eastern Waste. Mustn’t get the kind with the little blue crystals.
So there you go, you’ve dug up some salt, you’ve checked for curses, you’ve convinced yourself that the eggs of various nasty ghastly organisms aren’t present, you’ve checked for the stuff that isn’t an organism, whether metaphysical or some purely chemical means of demise, and now all you have to do is to get it from the Eastern Waste to wherever you need it. Be thankful you don’t need very much these last two hundred years since bulk refrigeration got to be something that didn’t need a team of people to chant and mumble and allege to dance every hour of the day, but a lack of salted meat in the diet means you need to eat salt. It has to be at least a kilo a year to avoid death, and most Creeks would rather five. The livestock needs more, if less per kilogramme; livestock is just heavy. So now you need a container and a cart or a barge or probably both; barge traffic all the way to salt flats is a rare opportunity.
To get that you’ve got a blacksmith, a fair glass blower or a skilled cooper, some sort of draft animal, the people who make the harness and the cart and the barge, and they and the blacksmith and the glassblower and the cooper and the draft animals and the people who raise those have to live somewhere out of the rain and eat regular. You’ve got a compelling need for civilization.
The Line’s a complete productive loss to that same civilization. We take people at the age where they ought to be settling into a trade and kill them, maim them, or keep them long enough they’re never going to be properly skillful thereafter. Sometimes, like Slice, it’s a combination. We use up some of the best skill available to equip us; the effort that goes into one battle-standard could make every domestic focus and spell-binding for a more substantial town than the Second Commonweal has. Then there’s boots and bronze bulls and the stores of food. Battalion by battalion, the Line is expense.
Not as expensive as defeat, extirpated and enslaved.
Lots of emphasis on conservation of supply, conservation of troops, getting the most result at the least cost, substitutions and improvisation and wringing the greatest possible logistical value from the standard. This all comes with critiqued examples, which are on the whole remarkably harsh. The only times those are written by someone other than the standard-captain involved are when the standard-captain died and their shade didn’t last long enough to make a report. The set for the Eighth Brigade are exceptionally grim, written by Second Brigade’s relieving brigadier.
Fifty-one dead starts to feel different after reading a careful reasoned analysis of why ration provision should have been relaxed in the expectation of the brigade dying of exhaustion. If the troopers had been getting extra to eat while lack of sleep and sustained push killed them, it would have improved the chances of their shades being retained in their respective battalion standards. Only the standard-captains were just as exhausted and didn’t think of it. A court wouldn’t likely accept that, especially if you’re among the dead. Two of the Eighth’s standard-captains died early. The Line doesn’t consider anything an acceptable reason for failure.
I read all of this troubling stuff. Everybody who got warrants of commission when the First stood up did, and does. It’s a long list of books. Now I’ve got maybe not quite as serious doubt about knowing what I’m doing. Below the Edge mostly worked. We read all this troubling stuff at various individual rates. We’ve been reading through a long list of books for years now, ever since the Line settled on who got the irregular warrants of commission and company commands. They talk about it with the Captain, or sometimes the Captain talks about it with them. I talk about it with Slow, and sometimes I talk about it with Shadow. 
Last year I finally just asked the Captain why the Captain treats Shadow as though they’ve got a warrant of commission. The Captain points out that the standards so regard Shadow, so regard the whole of that collective. The Captain says ‘collective’ as though they could be resoling boots. It might have something to do with having helped make the standards, but no one has any knowledge. Not only should the Captain prefer that the Line acknowledge and regularize this, Shadow is the Captain’s preference for adjutant for the proposed independent support company that Captain Blossom would command. That’s several kinds of political, most-all the standard-captains don’t hold with the idea, never mind what Parliament thinks, and the Captain nodded about that and said “Don’t lose.”
‘Don’t lose’ isn’t, of course it isn’t, simple. Even when your head’s not full of memories. Winning the battle doesn’t do it. You have to destroy an invader’s ability to invade, and you have to do it without lasting damage to the Commonweal either materially or socially, and you have to do it so there’s enough of you left the next threat can be destroyed, just in case the next threat is feeling opportunistic in its timing. So there’s as much ‘don’t lose’ in killing cleanly, in avoiding atrocity out of fear, as there is in the actual fight. It’s stressful to contemplate.
I write up the whole awkward half-month down below the Edge; I’m pretty harsh on myself over having been distracted by fish. The Captain’s letter back is very even in tone, and only actually says “a desire to do good” once, which is something. A notable dangerous habit, a desire to do good with a Line unit. First Battalion’s still down below the Edge. We think we got everything on the water, but that doesn’t mean someone wasn’t watching, that somebody sorcerous didn’t figure they were dead anyway and risk a message home. We don’t know how far away home might be, or what might be waiting there.
Meek gets semi-mobile without assistance after four and a half décades. I don’t think mobility does half as much for Meek’s outlook as having their don’t-fall-apart dose drop down to every four hours, and that isn’t the help getting the pin out of their left cheekbone was.
“Metal’s cold,” is all Meek says about the pin. The doctors say a couple more things, cheerful ones about how the bits of jugal arch have all knit back together and how fortunate it is that so-and-so figured out how to get curved metal pins back out without taking bone with them.
Timing-wise, some mobility for Meek is a useful thing. Slice is away to the possible new collective, going to put in a half-year and see how it goes before contemplating any gean-swapping. The lens-grinders are over on Slow Creek, which is a long way for Slice to be going with their whole family and history in Westcreek Town. Slice opines, on the outside of a quantity of beer, that it might be a better thing to not know anybody and have people still expecting who you were. Doesn’t say ‘before’, don’t much need to. I’ve stared at a few mirrors trying to figure out what people’ve started seeing, and I can’t.
Whatever it is, it’s got worse since below the Edge.
Meek growls at me about needless introspection. Meek’s not fond of introspection whatsoever, and then insists I talk. Points out I can go talk to Fire or Twitch as required, and that gets me into half the worry, which is the complete lack of Creek Line-traditions. Two hundred years of canal marches ain’t what you fight with, it’s not like there was structural-much of the Wapentake’s tradition left, not even as old stories, and now we’re making new ones, new ones the Old Line guys in the Folded Hills are obviously uncomfortable about.
The other half of the worry is that we don’t have a Senior School to send me to; I’m getting an apprenticeship, not an education. Everything seems like it’s going on in the regular way until something bad happens. Trauma changes you, but it’s not the only thing. I don’t feel changed. I feel regular. Same as entirely not knowing what happens the next time I have to say “Throw!” for real. I’d really like at least one of knowing who I am and knowing what I’m doing.
“Look, Slow thinks too much, too. You didn’t flub that battle.” Meek understands. Meek thinks I fuss too much for having done the job.
I have reviews back from three standard-captains, one per active signa. They take into account the new standards, immensely much better against demons than the older constructions courtesy of the Independent Blossom’s creativity and General Chert arriving in the Second Commonweal desperate enough to try anything plausibly helpful. The reviews still say it looks very much like there were more destroyed demons than dead troopers by twice purely on Thorn Company’s account, which amounts to an unprecedented accomplishment.
Slow had four files set to throw against demons, which was all that would fit. Only so much roof on a fort and you want to kill the sorcerers first so they don’t summon more demons or be otherwise unpleasant. On a roof that fit two whole platoons there just wasn’t room for more without assuming it’d be demons. For ward strength, less room would have been better but you’ve only got so much time with demons no matter how much ward. Two into the fort through the walls as it was, the second time, and we only just all fit where half of us could fight with something other than the focus. It wasn’t any too big for a fort where we had to plan on spending the whole season.
Second time, though, I should have guessed it would be demons again. Enough time to switch if we’d needed a big throw, it could have gone better.
“There weren’t more come the second time,” Meek says, and it’s factual. The first time worked with five through the ward and the cold ashes say it don’t matter.
D-Day Minus 1199
Year of Peace 543,  Germinal, Fourth Day (Early Spring)
Archimedes the Surveyor
The work is urgent; careful planning made us early. We’ve been sitting in tents for a décade and a half wondering when the wet snow was going to stop falling. It does, but not for long; I don’t think more than two hours at once yet. You can hear the ice starting to pop and crack in the streams.
Sound tents, proper platforms. Nobody’s sleeping even a little damp. All the canoes are titanium, you could leave them out for fifty years of weather. Everybody’s got bug charms. Just enough stoves, but enough. Five trips, setting this camp up, and three of them were food.
The kitchen tent’s got a proper platform and with the sides down it’s not precisely warm but you can take your coat off to eat. The folks from the Third Valley don’t think so; most of them keep their gloves on. Typicals were made to live places warmer and dryer than these’ve found themselves.
Etch almost makes it convincing. Boots to the knee, coat past the knee, gloves, big hat, bigger scarf; you’d have to think this was someone who gets cold. Doesn’t always remember to make it look like their breath’s warmer than the winter air. Doesn’t always remember to breathe when they’re not talking.
“It is best if people may feel clever, for having identified the sorcerer by their own observation.” A complex shrug, and the quite human grin. I’m witchy enough to see the death’s head’s there with it, flesh and fleshless half a blink apart. Etch’s mug of soup isn’t quite a prop — Etch does drink it, and I’ve been quietly assured they get some nourishment from it, even if it’s not precisely food — but they do get dramatically gestural with it.
“The sorcerer could do with some explanation today.” Another wave of the mug. “Having expeditioned our way down this length of mountains, in terrain ever more southward and more chill, we are not so far above the sea.” Nice quiet kitchen-tent awning space. Tent’s closed, behind, and full of conversation and a couple of card games. One of the conversations is if there’s anything, anything at all, to put in with the dried peas that has some flavour. Not going to be much attention coming out here.
Out here, down Below the Edge with wheeled transport and no major road-making. Knowing there’s a place to do that hardly makes me happy. I can’t imagine any of the standard-captains will greet the news with joy. One forty-person team and the usual push-crush-lift excavation focus was plenty for waggon traffic. The slab bridges will last for years.
I didn’t ask what’s back up there now. Not nothing.
“When the City-Staters attacked the Cousins, the survivors were inside a sorcerer’s defensive radius or past the limit of advance.” Etch’s face shifts into seriousness, and I get a sharp nod. There wasn’t a census, before, but there’s no possibility our new fellow-citizens are as much as one part in ten of their former numbers. “Slow’s pretty sure there were non-water transport routes. None of the surviving Cousins know about them.”
Only one surviving sorcerer. Not the travelling kind.
A vague southwards gesture. “By the sea?” Etch’s spent their whole life with proper roads and a regular barge schedule.
“Things live in the sea.” Etch doesn’t look convinced. The Commonweal lacks experience of the sea. “Paddling upstream’s hard. Paddling up the River of Mists ain’t much happening. The Cousins never had enough cloth for sails.”
“You have brought a number of canoes.”
“And tow ropes, and driving foci.” Let us not discuss from whence the driving foci come, hunks of crystal in the shape of full-size spear points. One sharp rap and they’re gravel. “We have some need to discover the possibilities of navigation.”
That does get me a nod.
“You understand I cannot fight Sea People?” Etch’s voice has lost some ebullience. “The advantages of necromancy do not exceed the advantages of numbers.” ‘Or a considerable talent on the Sea People side’ hangs there unspoken.
Time to fish out the formal letter and hand it to Etch.
Etch opens it, doesn’t read it because the Parliamentary directive slides out of its heavy envelope and they have to catch it, and then Etch stops looking human at all.
“This is monstrous.” There’s a dramatic wave of the letter in one hand and the directive in the other and a highly visible inhale. I put up a hand.
Etch can’t be too distraught with the mug of soup hanging neatly in the air like that.
“The Commonweal can’t have the Sea People sifting our brains. So your job is to make sure that doesn’t happen. If you can’t do that, you have to go home and I have to get another necromancer.”
Etch looks, well, my gran said ‘haughty as a lord’ one time and I had to ask what both words meant. Not exactly that same look, Etch hasn’t got the height for it, but near.
“I asked Parliament for Dust.” No idea what this look is. Etch might not know. “Parliament said Dust was way ahead on their service years; General Chert said no without elaboration.”
Dust can make a focus. Figure that’s more than the Line wants risked.
“Do you expect to meet Sea People?” Etch’s back to thinking from dramatic. Letter and directive in one hand, mug in the other.
“No idea. Rather not. Want to stay close to some future lacking death of Commonweal persons.”
One sharp smile. “Such a goal as that I might assist.”
I nod. Most of why Etch got asked. “If you may also provide the service Parliament requires.”
Twenty-some minutes of stomping around the camp, gesticulations, sotto-voce imprecations at the uncaring snow-clouded heavens, and a decorously mute chorus of swirling spectral death’s heads later, Etch comes back, composes themself, nods, sets the Parliamentary directive on the hand I’m holding out, and says “I do so attest by the Peace and my name within it.”
There’s even a little bit of a smile when I close the watch in my other hand, then a bit of a sharp look.
“Test piece.” Showed up one day, no kind of special day, with a note saying “Let us know if these break.” The whole note. Ten in the box, serial numbers twenty-three through thirty-two.
You have to wind them once a month. I don’t doubt the sledgehammer’d come off worse, if you tried it.
I put the directive away. There are four applying to this job. Etch takes their mug of soup off the bit of air it’s been sitting on and scowls it warm again.
“You do not intend a comprehensive survey.” Etch don’t ask it like a question.
“First thing is to identify any Sea People landings, habitations, or garrisons.”
“Which is why we’re starting — ” and Etch does a whole body expression of disgust at the cold wet gloom all around.
“There’s some of your colleagues over in the next two.” No survey, just checking for Sea People. More of the Line in the First Valley; nobody in the Second. Third and Fourth get surveys. “If there’s no landings, we’re looking for how the Cousins moved stuff around.”
“On the frozen streams?” Etch has gone thoughtful. “Ice is proverbially flat.” Etch may not feel it, but Etch thinks it’s unreasonably cold down here.
“Streams go up and down, north-south. Trade needs to go across, east-west.” Across mountains, to get out of this valley. “The Cousins had a lot of time, but never much population or organization.”
Etch looks at me narrowly. “Roads? ”
“Not likely wheeled traffic. Trails, but trails accumulating small improvements.”
“These several thousand years.” Etch finds the whole idea unlikely.
“No money.” Etch looks at me like whatever wits I had have wandered.
“Had to trade; no one had the whole of their necessities by their dwelling.” Some great flowing ‘of course’. Might be sarcastic. “Nobody could weed very well. Critical defensive stuff, but nothing stable.” Not much dominion. Dominion’s hard work; you don’t claim more than you think you need. “Nobody established money.”
Money takes a couple of ideas, but population most of all. The Cousins never had it.
Etch does an elaborate furrowed brow. Haven’t felt so requested to explain since I came back into camp with half a paddle and no survey team.
“Once you’ve got money, you’ve got margin. Makes it clear what to do next once someone does the accounting.” Accounting is harder than counting. There’s some second century texts lasting angry about that.
“Do you say the Cousins knew not means to calculate enough?” Etch has doubts by tribes and peoples.
Never shrug at Typicals. You’re going to be insulting. So I adjust my hat. “Sufficiency’s a tough question. They had to trade.” If you need salt, you need salt. “The streams down here contain turtles, and whatever the turtles don’t like to eat.” The Line says the turtles are fine with anything detectably made of meat. Which tells you something about the wild kine. “It was still worth it to make a big canoe, take a couple tonnes of furs down to the customary landing, and walk back with maybe ten kilogrammes of steel tools.”
The Cousins aren’t fond of the City-Staters.
Etch sets their empty mug down, on a railing this time, and starts to pace out under the wet snow, hands clasped behind their back. The snow sort of misses, it’s not as neat as all just flowing around like water around a rock, but the snow stays off of Etch, even when they whirl back around and raise their chin at me.
“You suppose — ” Etch’s tone’s just about to ‘j’accuse!’ — “that whoever should find themself transporting these certain essentials needs must not suppose a limit to the utility of their improvements.”
“If it’s them, there isn’t.”
That gets me four peculiar expressions and a grudging nod. You’re trying to have an easier time, not advance the general prosperity. Even if you want to, because you don’t have means to identify the general prosperity. “Really no money. No money means all the prices are customary. Nobody changes the prices unless there’s no other way. No ability to mint money because not enough trade, even with the other Cousins; nobody from outside ever brought money in, it was all accounts in their ledgers and the Cousins didn’t get a copy.”
“Hardly any outside trade.” Etch sounds sad. There’s a complex gesture and a hat adjustment and body language transitions. I get that Etch knows they’re thinking of a province, that the Cousins would have been a small province by numbers for most of the time in question, that neither Commonweal has or ever had outside trade out of a refusal to permit commercial interaction with slave labour.
Etch wouldn’t know there’d been a quiet little customary trade in copper for iodine since before either Commonweal, since Creeks came to be and some of the Cousins shifted instead of breed in. Iodine refining is a witchy trade, and the ritual to guarantee it’s the sellers own work was at least four thousand years old when Laurel showed up. There’s been five hundred years of ‘customary sources’ attestations; Cousins are relatives, and no one felt it would be right to cut off their copper.
“Tomorrow,” Etch says, “I must prepare anyone who Parliament insists must not survive capture.” Etch looks briefly entirely dead. “Such death shall not prove specific of likelihood.” That gesture and posture might be contempt. “Certainty has not been introduced.”
“Certainty’s met death.” If we’re being metaphorical. “That’s what we need.”
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Three, Month of Nivôse, Seventh Day
Sergeant-Major:
Movement available to the Wapentake presupposes an active focus. This will not in all circumstances be desirable of the advance. While the utility of existing bug-charms is great, their protection is not comprehensive.

Were it to operate by similar mechanism to the bug charms now available, in what numbers, and by what time, could a comprehensive protection against infection, predation, poison, parasitism, possession, co-option, and digestion be produced?

Slow, Full-Captain, Second Battalion, First Brigade, Wapentake of the Creeks
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Three, Month of Nivôse, Twenty-Sixth Day
Full-Captain:
You can have ten thousand on 25 Ventôse of this year as one-use charms. Grammar consultation confirms any repeatable variety of such a working would necessitate prior alteration of those who employ the charm.

Delivery to your standard acceptable?

Fire, First in Authority, Wapentake of the Creeks
Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred Forty-Three, Month of Pluviôse, Second Day
Sergeant-Major:
Excellent work.

Delivery to the standard of the Second preferable.

Slow, Full-Captain, Second Battalion, First Brigade, Wapentake of the Creeks
D-Day Minus 830
Year of Peace 544,  Germinal, Eighth Day (Early Spring)
Duckling
Puddle got Uniform Banner. While there, I thought they wouldn’t. Puddle’d’ve been likely for battalion sergeant-major had Meek died. Warrants of authority work by a shifting mix of not-disappointing and family’s-larger-then-you. Authority-and-commission’s actuarial. Makes it as aloof as you can manage.
Tricky thing; troops have to trust you, whole, not just to kill as few of them as you can. Works for the Captain because nothing’s personal. Don’t know if all graul are like that. The Captain’s got stuff they care about, cuisine, graul-style fencing, the philosophy of peace. It don’t intersect with duty. The First don’t struggle for belief; the Captain’s notion of greater service’s axiomatic, you near enough suppose it effortless yourself.
Slow’s actuarial’s years deep. Ain’t even impersonal. I said once that Slow’s mind’s living in the history someone’s going to write in two hundred years. Meek yelled at me because they didn’t want the thought.
Hard to notice; Slow talks less than Slow’s there. Bit like the uncle who took an interest in your education; you get to believing Slow wants you alive. Couldn’t say why, specific, you’ve got the belief, it’s just there.
Pretty sure neither approach’s possible as learning. Got to find your own approach.
Nobody’d go select Weasel for kin; likely why Weasel’s here. Slow gave them Fierce; Meek’d insisted on Fierce because Fierce’s sergeant-major’s Half-Hat, who has sense. Weasel’s sharp; Weasel’s quick. Weasel’s enough quick to survive lacking sense.
Weasel’s reliable with the focus. Weasel’s out ahead for learning all it does. Gotta hope Half-Hat’s will to survive matches Weasel’s will to victory.
Puddle’s got sense. Puddle’s steady. So-so with executive on a banner focus. Improving. Eel’s about where a platoon sergeant ought to be. Respectable rate of learning, Meek’s pleased. Can’t substitute experience. Listens to Meek. Puddle careful-certain hasn’t said anything sergeant-y to Eel. Puddle’s getting actuarial. Not quick, but it’s going. Puddle likes people, and don’t like themself for the actuarial.
Anti, Antithesis, arrived plenty actuarial. Leads; nuanced grasp of what example to set when. Tries packing ideas themself, and quiet. Their best day’s marginal on front in a fight. Too aware of risks; ain’t dithering. Too considered’s its own trouble. Merge Anti and Weasel, both’d improve. Tact’s practical. Not nuanced, not quick; learns pretty regular, three tries for reliable. Nothing gappy between Anti and Tact; Thorn works, outside fighting. Slow ain’t worried about Thorn. I try not to be. Meek tells me private my expectation’s excessive. Thorn’s consistently quickest for march rate.
Ogive’s iffy. Not for competence; Harsh has the makings of skill as a part-captain. Their conduct’s no ilk of harsh; the whole of Ogive’s got the pre-emptive horrors at the thought of proving disappointing. They’re cohering, they’re cohering steady. Three, four times as quick as the Old Line calls minimum, instead of six or eight. Can’t fix it, shouldn’t try; it ain’t broken. Might be why it’s not so quick. Harsh ever got tempted, Plage’d stop them. Plagioclase, because they knew what it was in a road cut. Steady as stones themself; no prior Line service, not from a weeding team, just apt.
Part-captain Pumpkin has Robust. Kin was a trooper in the First. Don’t look like Knives, ain’t much like Knives in specific; Knives is resolute and skilled, Kin’s skilled and accepting. Way more social, emotionally reliable, it’s not all Knives’ conscious will avoiding murder. Kin don’t have to work at not murdering. Looks forward to murdering heaps of people soon as they get proper orders.
Robust’s files took some time deciding they could do with Kin. Nap helped; Nap was a sergeant in the First. Nap’s got no expectation of survival. The calming what-can-we-get-done-first certainty, not the certain-horrible-fate version. Meek approves of Nap. Robust’s more there than Ogive, definite back of Fierce for fighting.
Didn’t have to do this in the First. In the banner Colour Party; talked to other banners, didn’t coordinate. Duty required many fewer judgemental opinions.
Didn’t have subordinates in the First. I can pretend the part-captains aren’t.
Can’t pretend about Flinch, appointed Observer. I appointed. Checked; Meek called me sir and smirked, Slow said the Colour Party was entirely in my grant. Slow meant everything they said in youth. Don’t hear it, Slow don’t smell like death. Slow used to smell like fair weather, somehow. Bit like high places, now; feeling like you’re the first to ever breathe this air.
Something’s information when you do something different after you notice. Observer’s duty’s checking the observation teams’ notions of information. Seeing what’s there’s essential. It asks much; eight or sixteen observer teams on the feed, plus platoons or banners. Get it enough wrong, battalions die.
You ask recruits if they’re able to be present, ‘discharged of all other binding obligation’. You never ask, not formal, not social, why someone answers a call for recruits; you certain-sure don’t ask why they’re here after the oath. Flinch don’t like loud noises. Flinch entirely don’t like weapons. Flinch sees what’s there. Flinch goes fugue-state in the focus, reacts without experiencing. Dunno what you’d use that for besides Battalion Observer.
Want to keep using it; paired Flinch up on their wheelbarrow with Wibble, who ain’t suited for observing. Wibble ain’t blood-hungry. Gives the impression of having more ruthless than bones. Ain’t resentful; ‘keep the Observer alive’ registers as a position of trust. What Flinch does registers as difficult. Would get on real well with Meek if they were the same age and seniority.
Ninny transferred from One-Uniform-Three, where they were appointed platoon sergeant. Official reason’s opportunity, Ninny’s merits conflicting with no expectation of being appointed sergeant-major in the First. Quiet reason’s all in authority wanting the Second functional soonest. Private reasons: Lolly’s accurate observation that I’ll trust Ninny to run half a banner of the twitchy and witchy mixed with Lolly’s actuarial view wanting shut of Ninny. One sergeant obvious for replacing the sergeant-major ain’t comfortable for a banner. Ninny says they’re curious to work out how a Colour Party works on the expanded scale. Can’t mention Lolly’s actuarial; not polite. Doubt they missed it.
Colour-sergeant don’t suffice if it’s all drill and kit inspection. Won’t be me or Slow deciding how many demons on the bubble’s enough to get the Colour Party active. Ninny’s not obviously a wrong amount of confident.
Squish ain’t confident. It’s like starting arguments with Meek; you can’t, because Meek ain’t willing to admit the possibility. Squish don’t do more than ‘shall we be quick enough?’ questions. It keeps Ninny alert, it leads to regular, scheduled, packing discussions across files, we ain’t got official platoons, we ain’t even got teams. Colour Party’s Colour Party. Still too much for one sergeant, so Squish’s Ninny’s backup.
The piper’s not stranger than you’d expect. Tuneful, teacher-skilled, enough teacher-skilled I wonder why they’re here. Official, piper’s a file-closer; practical, it’s closer to sergeant. There’s a file of pipers, I’ve let them know the gauntlets have to be on their persons if not their hands, they’re a tuneful lot. They manoeuvre with the standard, the phrase is; me and Slow and the observer teams.
Slow’s departed custom lots of ways. One way was not picking a standard-bearer. Slow don’t feel the appointment’s required; Slow’s generally either got the standard, or it’s on the wheelbarrow. There was a delegation of those in authority about that; the standard hurled like a pointy stick in a moment of haste haunted with possibility. Specific wheelbarrow fittings resulted.
There’s battalions appoint standard-bearers for evident valour or length of service. I appointed Cackles because they’re a bit clerkly, despite their awful laugh. Standard records everything you ask it to. Saves on can’t-find-the-sheet-of-paper problems. Doesn’t keep the schedule for you. Someone’s got to pay attention to where the spring shirt issue’s being delivered when.
Slow does; Slow will. Ain’t who it’s best to ask. So Cackles.
There ain’t stable traditions about wheelbarrow advances; the Old Line did no such thing. The Captain figures their own kit goes in the standard. Slow don’t. Slow’s relationship with the quarters in the standard don’t seem unsettled, but Slow don’t use it. Pretty sure it ain’t furnished; Meek’s been after Slow about that intermittent since we started recruiting.
It’s worked out Slow and I pair on a wheelbarrow and Meek and Cackles do. Cackles had figured that their job would half be keeping track of Slow and took four-five décades before believing they weren’t. Keeping track of battalion-scale stuff for the battalion ain’t what the manual expects the standard-bearer to do. Near enough to working. Slow’s got Cackles delegated to put paperwork in the standard. Nobody’s got general extraction privileges. The servants-of-the-Line-gesith battalion clerks don’t like it. Slow’s been emphatic they’ll accept it.
Three hundred files is twelve hundred wheelbarrows. They break. Not much; tenth of a percent per thousand kilometres. Ten to fifteen a décade and rising. Fixing anything aluminium with the focus’s effective warding practice. The armoury teams expected wear. Wheel bearings, wheels, or axle pins swap easy. Water tanks lift out; the mud guards are fungible. Can’t carry much for spares; can’t do much for bent.
Spares expenditure goes straight into battalion readiness numbers. We can run two hundred kilometres; the wheelbarrows won’t take it at the rate we can fix. Failures clump; all the wheels from an issue are the same age, they all go out of true around the same time. Slow’s got me writing it up in an absence of judgement so it goes as facts to the quartermaster.
Quartermasters don’t command; no authority. Old Line quartermaster’d accompany the battalion. Ours don’t run; might-maybe could, for exertion. Flesh needs an office. Flesh needs a reliable postal address. They show up with big deliveries; battalion sets of pointy sticks, five décades’ rations, anything that’s most of a barge or larger. It’s ‘Flesh’ because they used to manage a refectory before volunteering; their first interview with Tankard, they described some mutton jerky as “this dubious flesh” and it stuck.
‘No authority’ don’t matter, traditional; the quartermaster’s got commission, and handles contracts. Add in the armoury and this don’t work. Armoury focuses are for production; specific big teams making wheel rims or bearings or axle-pins or frames in quantity. Other teams put the wheelbarrows together. The focuses cost; you’d plan to run those fifty years.
Ain’t making quite the right things. What to change, what new focuses, how to get enough wheelbarrows to test so there’s not another new focus not quite wanted, it’s seven problems. Maybe nine. Tank, Flesh, three judges, and several clerks all inventing how you do it by contract and organization. Bunch of standard-captains corresponding about divisions of authority. Ain’t expected to resolve before there’s another armoury.
Meantime, we got an assembly team as does run; battalion repair team. Eleven of them, halfway into making up customs for their trade. Took the oath as quartermasters; latch and commission, no authority, strictly ain’t subject. No focuses; part of why the armoury’ll spare them. Charms and arms, they put it. Perceptible witchy; not obvious enough sorcerer for an independent. Official, they work for Flesh. Plentitude of awkward possibility; Meek asked the banner sergeant-majors their views. Nominal file in the Colour Party. Ninny and Squish worked out tactful expressions, the repair team’s figured out how to be tactful back. They keep up. No armour, no pointy sticks. Spares plus their own rations and accoutrements.
It don’t work. Mean fix time’s an hour. New axle pin’s ten minutes. Rebuild a wheel with spare spokes runs two-three hours. Frame welds, about an hour. Skilled enough; can’t make time. Repair team’s got to sleep if they’re going to run. One spare wheelbarrow per platoon, run empty, ain’t ideal; someone’s running a full one single. Close enough to working. Flesh’s got a haulage team collecting the broken ones up regular. Month in the rain’s won’t make much worse.
Old Line battalion’s got attached medics. Works for waggon-advance; don’t work at our march rates. Ain’t precisely spare medics ever but a battalion’s a point of greater need. There’s a rotation. Nobody qualified’s got time to train up to run. Have to hope for independents, come the day.
D-Day Minus 626
Year of Peace 545,  Vendémiaire, Twenty-seventh Day (Early Fall)
Archimedes the Surveyor
The Independent Etch dutifully abstracts each day’s notes and annotated maps. The paper copies are wrapped or rolled and put away. Fold the table up. No rain now; not much mist. I stay sitting, the camp table’s not much like a table but this is close enough to a chair.
It rains, down Below the Edge. Not always; not even every day. Sometimes, everything gets to dry out, or nearly.
Sometimes.
It’s not an intentional part of the design, but if you make a sort of low frame, an inverted seven-metre canoe is enough roof for two people on cots end to end. The frame’s small enough you can carry it with you, lengths of peeled poles the only addition. Line for lashing we had in plenty. Still have to find a flat spot mostly dry. Still have to get out of the canoes, and off the water, well away from any turtles. Well away from other surprises. Still have to get some folk under other shelter.
It wouldn’t be especially practical without the bug-charms. Warding the camp is required, still; turtles, the wild kine, anything unexpected. There are at least two kinds of ground-running feathered things, sleek as ducks. Both try to steal what they consider edible; no one is so hopeful as to suppose this would not include limbs or appendages. Not for desire; the smaller kind is perhaps ten kilos, and the larger maybe forty. No idea what they eat. Sometimes diet indicates optimism. You get the odd duck’ll lurk and try nabbing cruncher. Works sometimes; the cruncher’s heavier, but a greenhead bite’ll poison most anything. Not much reed-bed’ll hide a lot of greenhead. Buffle-ducks don’t try that. They’re a third the mass of greenheads, three metres long to five or so. Hotter fire; roll-preening at dusk’ll light kilometres, beak quibbling away at feather arrangement and white fire from the nares.
“The wildlife is a trouble to you?” Etch’s skilled at reading moods.
“The Cousins ate something. Those feathered things eat something, they’re not critters. Can’t figure out what. Not much for parasites down here.”
Etch nods. They put out ward stakes every time, all the same. Stick parasites under a lens and you can sometimes tell what lives around here, which can be useful. The bug-charms work on what bites you, or stings, or wants to lay eggs. That’s useful. The bug-charms won’t do anything for what falls in the pot. There are ticks that’ll live through six hours of boiling; little ones, ones you’re not likely to chew. Won’t stay little, battened on down at the end of your gullet.
“The wild kine are critters.” Throughly definitive pronouncement. Etch did not appreciate seeing those, even from six, eight hundred metres back.
“Don’t figure anything eats those.”
“Nor do I. Yet you are concerned.” There’s a flowing gesture in the general direction of yesterday’s slab bridge. “I had thought matters proceeded well.”
The bridge did go well. Get lucky with what’s in the river or outcrop and the bridge’ll look old.
“No Sea People.”
“It is altogether a matter of inherent and extravagant uncertainty, yet I do not think it is Sea People unobserved,” Etch says. “Patience and caution are plausible enough, but,” and Etch shrugs from their ankles upward, “this is a quiet place. The Power is a thousand things, but it is not quiet.”
“There’s Power-using weeds surprise people every year.” Every day, if people went into the wild habitual.
“One note in the symphony.” Etch crouches down. “The turtles are creatures, and the kine are creatures, yet creatures old in their kinds. The Power is in them, not around them.” Something coils around Etch, half mist and half intention. “This place has its strange memories out of the salt sea around its weeds and its hungers where the blood spilled on the land is not enough. It remembers, and the memory makes currents among the trees, that will not float and shift as the great weeds in the water. Yet it is quiet.”
“Which is how the Cousins lived.” No eel-tree down here, not much large. Bugs and diseases and the places none return, but not really weedy. The Cousins’d be extinct if it were.
Etch’s head tips and the coil of mist blurs wide.
“Maybe the Sea People ain’t coming back. Maybe they’re taking their time to bring more than enough.” I sort of wave at the ground. “Lots of Sea People’s more risk for us, and much more risk for the land. Won’t be seeing the Cousins returning, if they wanted it; won’t be seeing anybody come down here to look for what’s useful.”
“Armies and the tumult of battles.” Etch doesn’t approve. The Galdor-gesith thinks Etch is as militant as modest talents get. File says something about manners, and strong opinions. “You fear a prolonged conflict?”
“Second Commonweal can’t do prolonged conflict. No point in fearing it.”
Don’t usually say this stuff.
“Point of surveying’s to know what’s there. Maybe it’s useful, maybe it’s important, maybe you just know what you didn’t. Everything the Cousins knew’s gone.” All practical purposes. “We won’t have time.”
“I had thought the survey nearly complete.” We’re low on food and north of the River of Mists sort of sits there being perplexed for Etch.
“We know what Slow wanted us to find out.”
Etch stands up, makes ‘do please elaborate’ motions.
“‘The Line’ is a bunch of standard-captains. Slow’s concerned for movement down here.”
Etch summarizes a book of doubt with facial expressions. Mostly flat, mostly wet, drippy, and if there’s nothing with thorns there’s a whole vast variety of starving slimes. No lost hands this year.
Only, you can move down here. There are paths. We added bridges. We made a map.
“Too many Sea People and fighting gets us back to early days, land that’s melt pools.” Dry upland, most of that. Down by the Main River it didn’t melt so neat. Wouldn’t melt neat here.
“I should prefer to believe it need not be so in these days,” Etch says. “However the Sea People come, it shall not be with walled cities and long-established fortification.” Etch’s face does something more complex than wry. “Even should they have the skill, the Line’s duty would be to forbid them any sufficiency of time.”
“That duty’s to the benefit of the Commonweal.” Etch looks quizzical. I think it’s quizzical; could be worried. “The increase of knowledge don’t benefit.”
“Ah,” Etch says. “I should suppose it would not.”
D-Day Minus 439
Year of Peace 545,  Floréal, Fourth Day (Spring)
Duckling
The standards aren’t different to look at. Easy to forget once you latch.
Inside’s different. As issued, nothing in the Second’s. Nothing in any of them as issued except this one.
“A sincere generosity.” The Captain ain’t sounding human. “Today, they would know they should not; in time, perhaps they could not.”
There were five brigades’ count of standards made, then two over. One of the over’s with General Chert, pennon of the Army of the Western Hills. The Standard of the First’s the other army pennon. Some kind of statement, when the Wapentake didn’t know we could muster a battalion.
Well, and political. Can admit the political for thinking.
The Fight Below the Edge settled any questions about a sufficient focus. This’s my first time in the Standard of the First.
The Captain waves me at the map-room table. It’s new. Ten years old but it hasn’t worn. Could get a hand lens and look for scratches and not find any.
Takes will to pull out a chair. Two for Creeks, a generic human size, and one that’s the Captain’s. Everything’s art. Cohesive art, one will and one vision. Ought to be in a material artifacts library together. Displayed where it’s not permissible to pick things up and wiggle them. The kind for things not made by any work of hands.
“The furnishings in the Standard of the Seventieth came from Laurel’s day,” the Captain says, “though not from Laurel.” A single sparse gesture at their quarters. “This recommends the Commonweal.”
The Captain hands me a stack of paper. No sign of my logistics exercises; could be those do not recommend the Commonweal. The stack’s a centimetre thick.
The top sheet says ‘Wapentake Area of Responsibility’ and ‘Priorities and Resources’ and a date about two months ago. That’s enough to get me to look straight at the Captain.
“These are yours, to take away and read.”
“Sir.” Certain-sure not something I read now. Set the stack aside. They tell you if you’re in the grant of a warrant. Only I am. The Captain might not tell me what kind of interview this is.
The Captain’s even looks make you feel tilted.
“The Wapentake is new. New means no learning, no tradition, no competence.” The Captain means it conversational.
“Arrangement’s maybe new?” Keep the inhale small. “No idea where you’re going with this, sir.”
“Stamina.” The Captain says it like it’s obvious.
“Sir?” Totally flummoxed.
“I did not know, and did not investigate, anything about Creek physical stamina.” The Captain makes a tiny motion I don’t recognize. “Those graul in grant of warrants of authority are sternly taught to avoid taxing the stamina of other ilks of folk.”
Graul can go for a run and come back next décade. Uses up boots but the graul won’t mind.
“Creek stamina with the Power is not of notable duration.” The Captain’s using their voice for specific facts. “Your physical stamina exceeds human expectation.”
“Sir?” That was specific facts voice. I’m flummoxed. Never been for a run with Regulars. They ain’t strong, even for their size, but that don’t signify. Graul ain’t strong.
“Your training did not subject you to the march tables for other ilks of folk.” The Captain gestures at the bookshelf behind my right shoulder. “Little need, and less point. Fit Regulars might advance on their feet in sixty-kilometre marches for five days.” The Captain pauses to meet my eyes. Disconcerts me no end. “Absent the focus, without armour, with provided rations, and with the understanding they’re going to be capable of little for three days after.”
“We eat more. Getting fit’s not often required.”
The Captain nods. “So I have been given to understand.”
I get one of the quiet pauses.
“Getting stronger’s hard. You grow into your thews and there you are.” Have to say it. The Captain’s a Creek for custom.
We’ll be finding stuff the Captain ought to know for a hundred years. They’ll be young as graul go at the end. Brisket said that to those in authority when the First began.
“Slow held need asked, and getting fit’s repetition. The more you do, the more you can.” You mostly don’t. Some surveyors, a busy rose-grower antique enough to shovel-dig all the graves.
“Up to a point.” The Captain’s wondering where it is.
“Ain’t what need asks, to turn food into running. Not everyone’d recall the possibility. Couple thousand getting fit together’s never been done. Gets expensive.”
Iron in the rain, sharper than material. The Captain’s not saying ‘Less costly than defeat’. Hear it anyway.
“Not much variation for running.” Line don’t get the delicate. “Anybody adult’d keep up three metres a second for ten, twenty kilometres. Second’s up to a hundred kilometres a day. Ain’t much past three metres a second. There’s folk living as run sustained past five.” Not far past. “Slow figures another year’n any kind of road the Second’ll get to five metres per second sustained with wheelbarrows.”
Not usual in armour, but we’ve got it. Three days’ rations. Pointy sticks. We can keep enough of the focus up for weeds and surprises. “More run than push.”
The Captain’s carefully human thinking look. “Slow made some remarks to that effect while a part-captain.”
“There’s old stories, someone ran a long way.” Half a thousand kilometres, maybe. Brisket’d make the same remarks if you asked.
“I have received some explanation as to the doubtfulness of historical linear measurement.” The Captain thinks that’s funny. “Slow might accomplish the five hundred kilometres of legend. So might you.”
Oh, rot. Meek said. “There weren’t independents in the Creeks, sir. First one I ever saw do anything was Rust.” The Captain nods. The rule of sorcerers was terrible. Rust’s a solid example. “Second one was Halt. Halt is kind to children and respectful of Eirene and Halt said ‘Draw me this’.” ‘Draw me this’, in a room lit by demon eyes and the purple fire coming out of a sheep. “Don’t care to make a trade of it.”
“The Line benefits from the Talented.” The Captain means it flat. “The Second has reduced the uncertainty of statistical approximation of the Creek ilk’s degree of talent.”
Second’s maybe not exactly the First. The First’s years of practice. Still.
“Don’t mean we can fight, sir.”
The way the bridges went weren’t especial hopeful.
“Duckling. Laurel did not make graul to use battle-standards. By graul tradition, Laurel did not know of certainty any kind of focus would work when they set out to create graul. While we do not know what Laurel’s purposes were, they meant to accomplish them. Graul might march Creeks into the dirt. Graul can eat anything, and Laurel meant us to eat the dead of the armies we destroyed, as the least-weedy food available.”
The Captain approximates a cheerful face. “Given battle-standards, Creeks can give graul two-to-one odds and win.”
The real graul smile. “I am fortunate in my adoption, as well as my service.”
Think about that later.
The Captain goes officer. “A challenge of leadership; be aware of positive facts, yet do not succumb to optimism.” There’s a compressed wave at the bookshelves generally. “Half of those works concern examples. What the First and the Second have done is impossible by established Line doctrine; depending on ilk of troops, new battalions take between twenty and thirty years to become serviceable. By that expectation, the survivors of the March could have sufficed to establish a single banner.”
Deep breath.
Know how Thorn felt in the First. How the Fight Below the Edge went.
Can’t doubt the Second for anything but skill.
“Ain’t sure we’re using it right, sir.” Try to make an off-hand motion more general-interrogative than fidget. “Working ain’t the same as experienced.”
One way to get experienced.
“The future is not the same as the past.” The Captain doesn’t wave at the bookshelves. “Experience creates a false expectation that future events will follow the past’s patterns.”
“That’s the opposition, sir. Any battalion correctly expects to do as it has done.”
That look might have met approval once.
“You have taken command in desperate circumstances and achieved victory.” The Captain lets that sit there. “I am not by antecedent a Creek; I have no feel for how exceptional the personnel of the First and Second might be. I must trust your fellows by antecedent when they assure me you are yourself exceptional.”
“What I may know from my own observation is that you fight.” The Captain produces a direct look. Don’t twitch, Duckling. “This is not sufficient, but it is necessary.”
The Old Line don’t view the March as one engagement. So, yeah, over the average before there was anything Below the Edge.
“Slow means signaller differently than the historical usage.” The Captain sounds conversational. I get their intent to sound human like salt on a fire. It passes quick, but unmistakable. “It remains convenient to avoid formally clarifying the distinction.”
“Sir?” Political-as-possibility doesn’t mean comprehension.
“Slow doesn’t like to argue.” The thing like a smile passes over the Captain’s face. “The First follows the traditions of the Old Line without more deviation than accommodates your ilk. Slow proposes for the Second that we take note of the output magnitude, of how frequently a banner shall deploy as itself, and of how we may wish to engage as would a conventional brigade.”
Nod, because all of that makes sense. The First does some of it without new names.
“A standard-captain appointed full-captain is required to present reconcilable accounts and a battalion fit by the requirements of their ilk.” The Captain’s simple-facts voice. I nod again. Know that much.
“Such requirements have not been established for Creeks.”
Thought I knew that much.
“The First is in service?”
“The First is in service. No question of fitness has arisen.” The Captain thinks this is funny. The shades we didn’t leave of all those Sea People might, too. I get a whiff of that strange mist and the wind from the sea come over a hundred kilometres of stubborn trees.
This one of those places where the regulations and the traditions of the Line haven’t bothered to talk for centuries, I can feel it.
“Old and new,” the Captain says, and there’s a pair of battalion schematics floating over the table, gold on blue.
Slow don’t like to argue. More proper not, somehow. Don’t mean Slow don’t advance ideas.
Old, ‘signaller’ is a support job. You report to the full-captain. The colour-sergeant runs the Colour Party; running eight files is what a sergeant does and the appointment needs a name. There’s a line off to ‘adjutant’, too, who doesn’t do anything specific but would certainly be an officer. Old-style signaller could be, but you wouldn’t expect so. Even with a brigade, where you’d always have one.
New, ‘signaller’ is between the full-captain and the banner-captains. They’ve got twenty-four files of troops in the Colour Party, two sergeants, and the Piper. The whirligig hell. Thought I was getting so many to hold them while the banners shuffled files.
“Traditional brigade signallers are in the signa’s node, and do not command the brigade Colour Party.” The Captain’s tone is completely conversational. Brigade Colour Party’s a whole banner for size. “Slow and I agreed that for Creek battalions, having the information and the tactical direction flow through a single node is preferable.”
I nod quickly and mostly. There isn’t time.
The organizational schematics go away. A focus-pattern appears. The Captain says nothing, thorough nothing. I take a long look and try to understand it. It smells, not like raw fish, like the moment when you’re cleaning fish and you open the first one. Notable creepy.
I make a ‘may I?’ hand motion and the Captain nods ‘yes’ and makes the passing-back gesture. Center the pattern on the full-captain, this makes more sense. They get their own node, could be taken as sacrificial, but, yeah. ‘Get the commander,’ and ‘Kill whoever is giving orders,’ are going to give different results when the foreign sorcerer starts instructing demons. More than one demon, variations of instruction. Contest between what the target can’t hide, or didn’t, and what’s binding on demons. This structure’ll even the pressure without active obscuration. Wouldn’t if the signaller weren’t given the overt authority.
“Part-captains fight, signaller runs the fight, full-captain says what’s to fight.” The pattern’s singular of purpose.
The Captain nods. “Slow’s intent.” The pattern convolves into a more distributed representation, with each banner perspective equally weighted.
Something gets to Slow, command falls. Something gets to me, executive rises. Something gets both of us together, we’re done. The former structure lapses entirely into senior-surviving through the banner crosslinks. Old Line wouldn’t consider to do that with banners, didn’t have the output to stand on their own the couple-five seconds. Ought to work.
The First don’t work that way; the Captain keeps executive. Got an officer with negative reaction time, you want them making the decisions.
Poke at the pattern some more. Meek’s not there.
“Sergeant-majors to handle movement.” It’s the inflection on ‘movement’ that means ‘drill’ along with marching. Brisket looked it up; graul-the-language hasn’t got a word for ‘walking’. Four words for why you’re going somewhere. I-am-sent, we-are-sent, the-unit-is-sent, we-must-go. Movement’s hard. Drill every day and it’s still hard; too much of your thought’s in the focus, and you step wrong on the ground and trip on rocks that aren’t there. Traditional response says ‘move slower’. Neither the Captain nor Slow like ‘move slower’. Someone handling movement for the whole focus can set your feet right. Got to accept your feet being set; ain’t easy. Brisket makes the-unit-is-going not-really-jokes, because the Line gets sent and the focus don’t. The focus goes.
Meek gets to be going over there and it happens; we go.
Meek didn’t have such a clear sense of what is and isn’t their job, they’d be a problem.
Expletive.
The Captain makes their best human smile.
“Signaller is taking a bet you can do the job in a battle. Slow makes the point you’ve done the same job in a battle they have, and longer.”
Don’t know what to say. Ain’t wholly correct. In the dark ain’t the same as the last fifteen.
“Hardly anyone fights four times,” the Captain says. It’s a fair try at a kind tone, though the Captain thinks this is funny, too. “Someone who thought they were mighty would wander over the border into the absence of dominion and get crushed, and not often.”
I can fill in ‘and then the hell-things got loose’ for myself. Hell-things, Reems, and now we’ve got Sea People.
The Second’s signaller’s whoever Slow says it is. “Sir? Officer appointments aren’t formally consulted?” Another standard-captain’s inherently formal. Way lots more formal than the warrant-of-authority-and-commission interview I thought it was.
“Crinoline evaluates your written as ‘pass’. That’s all three standard-captains in the Wapentake’s operational area.” Crinoline counts by co-ordination, so not ‘the Wapentake’. Officially Four/Twelve’s there to cover Parliament, which happens to be physically located in the Creeks. “This is not relevant to your appointment in the Second.”
“Strictly in Slow’s grant.”
The Captain nods. “Outside the Second, such qualification signifies, and I agree with Slow about Slow’s proposed organization of the Second. It should be tried.”
I nod.
“Slow’s design makes signaller a new appointment. The consensus of the standard-captains has the appointment senior to a banner command.” Whiff of burnt things as should not burn; graul grin. One of the graul emotions we ain’t found names to give.
The Captain nods at the focus-pattern, still floating over the table. “Do this with a brigade, and the appointment would require a standard-captain.”
“Sir?” Ain’t getting the questions into proper order.
“Implicitly.” The Captain wills the focus-pattern off. “No list submitted to Chert has been altered.”
Knives stays official-next to promote standard-captain in the Wapentake.
The Captain stops attempting a social face. “When the Second fights, you could inherit the standard.”
Lose the standard-captain, someone inherits the standard. The Old Line deployed by brigades, mostly. The brigadier would be there to sort out rank and appointments. No brigadier, so sense to plan.
“Sir? What am I being asked?”
“If you want to be Slow’s sword hand.” The Captain shifts, subtly. It’s not easy to notice the Captain has moved. How’s hopeless. A Creek would have said ‘take first spear’ and that’s Meek, so. “A job it does not suffice to do as you are assigned.”
Everyone with a battalion appointment has to make a decision, or they’re a problem. Can’t or won’t, either’s a problem. That’s noted about authority, and appointing sergeants.
The Captain’s gone withdrawn. Don’t ask me how there’s different kinds of utterly motionless.
Slow thinks of everything as force concentration. The Captain, it’s balance, the kind involved in hopping across rocks or walking a top rail.
The kind involved in heaping up corpses. You concentrate enough force, you can push anybody off their balance. With the Captain, enough is somewhere past twenty files of frothing berserks.
Which, yeah, something wrong with Knives, but Knives knows it, and Knives knows where to cut.
That’s enough. ‘Comprehensive excellence’ ain’t a requirement. ‘Win the fight’ is a requirement.
Can’t see out of yourself.
First’ll be attached to the Second by banners when the Captain’s under the water. Could inherit the Wapentake, the maneuver parts of it.
Ain’t qualified for that before time.
Which they’ll all know. Same thing with standard-captains, same sort of responsibility. This is maybe, not certain.
“Needs must, sir. Needs must.”
Thread 6
Slow’s memoirs
The Captain proposed to take a year of leave.
Personal leave accumulates at a décade per year. The Captain had never used any, and, it was decided, would not use any. Their circumstances were sufficiently peculiar that the consensus held it desirable that any precedent should be specific to the circumstances. General Chert proved able to arrange matters of reassurance and schedule with the necessary gesiths and with Parliament.
Chert had been considering to try shifting a single-banner battalion and its standard-captain out of the Folded Hills to provide the First with an interim commander before Crinoline had laughed. Crinoline laughed at socially awkward length. Chert wished to be stern about it; however formally standard-captains are peers, that much laughter could not be polite in any meeting. Crinoline showed no remorse and asked if Chert had met Knives. Chert had not.
Both myself and the Captain held Part-Captain Knives, then commanding Fierce Company of the First Battalion, our preference for who should next be promoted standard-captain out of the Wapentake. While the day the Wapentake might have a third battalion was not soon, it was still thought best to have such recommendations recorded against the possibility of a sudden need. Knives knew — it does not do to surprise someone with the prospect of becoming a standard-captain — and the sergeant-majors also knew. Chert’s knowledge had not been extended to personal interviews in an absence of a present need or strong expectation. There were many tasks more presently required for the Army of the Western Hills than the maintenance of consensus concerning a hypothetical standard-captain in the Wapentake.
Crinoline produced an explanation of authoritas among Creeks that I thought not inaccurate. Knives can obey a lawful superior, but not readily save as Knives acknowledges that superior would win a fight between themself and Knives. (And indeed Knives and I had needs must have that fight in former days.) This is not a unique flaw of Knives’ — I should say not less than a third of the Wapentake has this flaw — though Knives, being notably tall, strong, and quick, can be said to evidence it to a more readily perceptible degree than many others who possess this same deficiency of character. Crinoline’s point was that a Regular, Typical, or Elegant standard-captain, howsoever skilled and experienced, could not readily assume the authoritas necessary to the confidence of the First.
With the Second being still so new that we had with certainty not become sharply distinct in custom, as I hoped we should not, and with my recent history with the First, it was decided that there was no reason not to attach the banners of the First to the standard of the Second for a year. This is a thing the Line has commonly done when moving replacements to an active brigade as formed companies; Chert allowed as how these circumstances are not that, but similar enough. The standards of the Second Commonweal have a greater capacity to connect company banners than that capacity the diverse standards of the First Commonweal possess, and it is not a risk of organization or capacity to have ten banners attached to one standard.
It may be a risk of co-ordination, and we expected the Sea People to return. That hour we could not control. The necessity to keep watch along the whole length of the Edge Road meant we would be deployed across it in companies wherever our standards might reside.
So were we deployed when the last of Reems came into the Eastern Waste, pursued by what had destroyed that nation. Shifting east and concentrating was the work of two days, even with the news brought swiftly to us. The length of the Edge Road from the West Wetcreek to Edge Creek is two days’ regular march, and it would not do to leave a battalion gap or to have banners arrive spent after a march in haste. In those two days, those pursuing the fled remnant, those who had destroyed Reems, met a provisional battery of the Fifth Battalion in the Waste for a training shoot. The battery did well and destroyed the pursuing army; the Independent Blossom destroyed the sorcerers. It was not done without cost, but at much less cost than it might have required had the Wapentake been compelled to cross Edge Creek against the pursuer’s set array.
Our chief cost was the Independent Grue, discovered by a Reems pre-eminent and the remnants of their retinue. This pre-eminent was a third force and had reached the End of the Edge, the area of wetland just before Edge Creek departs over the Southern Edge, without detection by any Commonweal person. This undetected arrival was to me a greater concern than Grue’s loss, lamentable though that was.
None of the heavy Line banners reached the Eastern Waste before the invading army was destroyed. Two banners of the Second and one of the First went across the Waste as escort to a Line-gesith fylstan sent as a Parliamentary emissary. This emissary was sent to speak to the fled of Reems. We did not wish to return those fled back over the Fallen, those rough mountains beyond the extreme east of the line of the Northern Hills and before the sea. Anyone so returned would carry more knowledge with them than we might suppose in our best interest to have go back into that uncertain land. To leave them on a desolate coast would be to leave them prey to the Sea People and another more immediate risk of an unwelcome transfer of knowledge. To absorb thirty thousands of the remnant of Reems was not obviously within our present capacity, especially considering that Reems was not composed of familiar ilks of folk. The initial difficulties of providing medical care would be great.
I was on the whole pleased that the disposition of the fled remnant’s persons was the problem of the emissary.
Three banners of the Second proceeded up Edge Creek. The fighting in the Eastern Waste had raised a great quantity of dust from that dry and variously toxic land. While the dust would fall from the sky of itself with time, it was much a better prospect if it did not fall anywhere arable, nor linger in the sky so long it shaded fields. Dusting the sky is more difficult than road building; dust in the air is diffuse, and you do not wish to grab the air with the dust. It took several attempts for each of the banners to find the necessary proficiency, and some days thereafter to have the whole of the sky over the valley of Edge Creek made clean again.
D-Day Minus 645
Year of Peace 545,  Vendémiaire, Eighth Day (Early Fall)
Duckling
Slow tells you to take a décade off, you take a décade off.
I’m due one. Don’t want one. Flinch’s got their warrant, it don’t mean Flinch’s got enough practice being a sergeant.
I catch myself thinking that; it’s factual, but I never got any. Trooper, banner signaller, battalion signaller. Never even a file-closer. Anybody from the Old Line gets fussed.
Meek’d tell me this is practice for Flinch. Meek’d be correct, not complete. Slow wants to see Flinch exercise authority being Observer.
Nothing keeps memory aligned with circumstances. Home is all little changes this visit. Getting so you can see when people will have always gone outside all year round. They’ve been holding outdoor dances at Festival. The critter situation was always better; the bugs ain’t better for being a critter. You can weed one little valley at a time, same as always. It’s been an increase to the general prosperity. There’s recent shouting arguments about where the next mill-dam should go; everyone’s still talking about it. All I would say was “As long as the dams get built.” Mother didn’t quite smile, but the thought was there. Any of my siblings used to be able to get me to argue.
Wound up having an actual chat with folks of Mother’s generation. There’s an expectation having the bug charms will change custom in the Corner more than alter trade, but no consensus concerning how. People admit they’d be more worried if it weren’t for the lack of bug bites.
Barge tomorrow; all the way down the West Wetcreek and then find the Second. No point in asking when I left where the Second’s going to be. Predictable’s not a desirable thing, less when the expected enemy’s fond of demons. Tonight I get a bit hopeful with an unambiguous dress. Lots of folk through Headwaters in the summer. Then the prospective pleasant lad calls me ‘Adjutant’ in place of going from conversational to specifically attentive.
“We’re using ‘Signaller’.”
“Apologies. I’m Acriasias, I clerk for the Speaker.” There’s an embarrassed look aside. “There are some questions.”
“You think I can answer them?”
“Perhaps inform them.” Acriasias looks worried more than uncomfortable. The Speaker’s responsible for the operations of Parliament, which we have the collective opportunity to be sensible about. Ain’t heard the opportunity ain’t being taken.
“The Captain has recommended that young graul be taught by independents. The Captain has pressed for certain independents to be granted warrants of authority and commission.” Acriasias settles into themself. “The possibility of dominion presents itself.”
Those lists of independents overlap. This isn’t hard. “The Captain’s a pragmatist.” We have this corner to ourselves, I misdoubt by chance. “Graul were made to have an overlord. They’re miserable without one. The regular graul thing has been to wait for Laurel’s return. By inference of their misery by its hundred thousands, it’s not been a benefit. The Captain’s overlord is the Commonweal. They instruct those who wish to hold warrants of commission about this as a desirable character trait.”
Acriasias nods, once and narrowly. ‘I understood all those words’; ‘I might agree with what you’re saying’ is over the horizon somewhere, dust with all other dust.
“By further inference of misery, abstracting your overlord is difficult.” Those hundred thousands, several centuries, and one example. “So if the new graul cannot, or cannot immediately, think of it like the Book-gesith’s fylstan, someone to help them along.”
It could be there’s physical pain to go with Acriasias’ expression. Ought to be for that expression.
“If Shadow does not uphold the Peace, Parliament needs to kill Halt and Wake and Blossom, because they’re all in on it. All of Fire’s Team.” I say it smiling. “If Parliament holds such a course unnecessary, there is no risk. Impose your own doubts, and what have you done?”
Conquest, by centuries of precedent. Judges say it like it hurts their faces.
“Social bonds between those of long lifespans aren’t bad things.” I do the whole rhetorical posture for the immutability of fate; it doesn’t suit the dress. “If Parliament is concerned for the young and full-mighty, let not all their friends be soon to die.”
“That’s a strange concern.” Strange to Acriasias, certainly; face and voice and posture all have startlement.
“We die; our battalions are immortal.” ‘Immortal’ and ‘unkillable’ ain’t the same. “We’d just as soon have our standards among their friends.”
Acriasias goes formal enough for Parliament, I expect that’s what this is, and says “This is not a thing that the Line has ever done before.”
“We have recent proof we are not now sufficient in count of battalions.” The Captain’s said it since the Captain came to the Creeks. Slow says “The Captain’s correct” if you can get Slow to speak aloud. “The Line don’t like it but let’s be forthright about it.”
The Line don’t like it in principle. The Wapentake’s untroubled by the particulars. Even the three-days-of-spectral-screams particulars. If we’d stopped what ate Reems, there’d not have been much of us left. If we hadn’t, there’d be nothing at all. The First Commonweal always had another brigade to send until the hell-things kept coming through where the river shifted to flow around their corpses.
Acriasias keeps looking polite. Nought but polite.
“You must work with Glyph. You might work with Ongen.” There’s a list of everybody with a service oath. Glyph’s a complete fussbudget. Glyph’s a considerable namer talent. A fussbudget namer is just the person to manage what list the Shape regards. Glyph looks uneasy every time I hand them the attested list of those now warranted.
“Glyph is not — ” and Acriasias runs into the limits of politeness with a force that closes their jaw.
“Glyph doesn’t frighten you. That’s personal, that’s not policy.”
This is the wrong dress for large motions. It’s helping my temper.
“These … robust persons … do not frighten you?”
“Shadow — ” such a flinch — “taught one of Eirene’s children how to knit. They’re both left-handed.”
“Meaning I have less courage than a child?” Control over offence.
“Meaning you are so caught up in possibility as to forget the Power gives us what we believe.”
Implication’s not enough. “The Great Mother of Spiders’ material presence has found itself with the goddesses of Destruction, Victory, and Death as grandchildren. With another grandchild whose talent is rule, much as Halt’s. With the union of victory and rule presenting as something that passeth understanding, and with the whims of life made neither flesh nor mortal.” Pause, so Acriasias has time to start listening again. Could have said ‘fond of unicorns’. Wouldn’t help Acraisais. “We cannot compel them to be peaceful. We should be idiots to try.” As is factual of anyone.
“Cannot?”
Doesn’t know it.
“Peace is a choice; compel that choice, it’s conquest. Much as it must be Shadow to notice rule hath no place in the Peace, and make it fair beginnings. Compel the whole team, together in their wrath? Victory and Destruction are sisters, to be fought by thrice-regarded necessity sole of cause.” Destruction ate the thing that ate Reems, themself, without help. I wiggle my glass in the air. ‘Sober to secure’ is not tonight. “If the Wapentake had ten battalions and signas that wouldn’t melt, we could fight them even for Power.”
“This does not distress you.” It distresses Acraisais.
“They wish to be peaceful.” I put up a hand, because I will not have Acraisais say “But they’re sorcerers”. Given a moment, they realize, and the thought changes to one that’s not struggling for voice. “They wish to go on as they have been, our comrades, one shoulder-companion each among the din.”
Careful, Duckling.
“The Power compels you to exalt yourself. The Power does not abide disuse. The Power does not compel rule.” If it compelled rule, Laurel could not have walked away. “Name me any pre-eminent in the Bad Old Days who was trusted or loved. Name me another who was safe in their home.” I’m smiling a strange smile. Can’t do it with a mirror, but I know the strange smiles when they happen. “The Twelve, Laurel beat them and we bound them; Peace or death. Submission of the defeated is no new thing in the world. Pre-eminents in the mess line might be leadership. Pre-eminents disadvantaged for promotion?” and I stop, because Acraisais isn’t a full clerk. They’re looking overset.
My refill shows up. Acraisais gets up and comes back with a jug of water, arm much stiffer than the weight of the water requires. Stiffer pouring, too.
“Signaller,” and there’s a composing pause. “Do you mean to say there is no risk from having independents serve in the Line? ”
“You’re thinking they’re smarter than we are. You’re thinking there’s a cultural risk.” Saying “Anybody is a risk with a battle-standard” would be factual, not helpful.
craisais manages a polite nod before half their mug of water goes away in two swallows.
“Not Meek nor Brisket are particular-sharp. Sergeant-majors need be notable steady, and they’re both that. We trust their judgement of those with warrants of commission.” Attempt to make my tone more gentle. “Even about someone like Weasel, who is excessive-sharp.” Not too sharp to listen to Meek, or Half. You want a part-captain like that, for surprises. “Shadow measures their wits by Halt, and believes themself incapable.”
Shadow does as they’re told. It don’t extend outside the Line. An it did, we’d worry.
I drink my refill in no particular hurry. Past halfway when Acraisais’ face stops being trammelled by their thoughts.
“Why doesn’t an independent overwhelm the focus-mind?” Acraisais’ been rehearsing in their head.
“Most independents lack the strength.” To overwhelm by superiority of Power. Clarity of understanding anyone could have. “Someone like Captain Blossom’s not the whole. The whole and the focus multiplier’d melt the standard.” Experiment’s been avoided.
Avoid assumption sounds in my own voice. Used to be Radish. “Ever used a focus?”
“Infrequently.”
Never part of a team. “An active battalion focus approximates a person. Working focuses don’t.” Shrugging in this dress does things inappropriate to the present conversation. It’s going to have to cope. “That person’s not precisely a sorcerer, but full-mighty. Shadow was there themself so the First’s focus may have its judgement of Shadow.”
Startlement shines through Acraisais’ attempted composure. “Does such a judgement exist?”
I nod once.
Acraisais makes a plausibly decorous ‘and this judgement might be?’ hand motion.
“The Line’s judgement of those who serve in it is not provided to those who do not themselves so serve.”
“Should Parliament ask?”
“Parliament would know the precedent.” Parliament’s concern is the Peace. “Parliament might wish to make a law forbidding independents Line service.”
Acraisais looks suffused. “Parliament has recent example of exemplary service.”
“Blossom and Eugenia set lasting examples.” More flinching. Ought to care, but don’t. Offically-a-student Eugenia’s certain death, well, so is everyone’s, if you wait long enough. The Invasion of the Eastern Waste should have gone far worse than it did. Nobody in Parliament is going to vote to remove either of them from the Line. “The Line would prefer to regularize the positions of Fire and Shadow, who have undertaken a posture of defence.” Down the south end of the Second Valley, because we haven’t a battalion to send. Or an expectation that a battalion would be enough if the Sea People come that way. Halt’s there, Fire’s team’s there. Past enough for what came last time.
Won’t get anywhere if this half-clerk won’t think.
“Know the functional commonality of allergies?”
“Inappropriate immune response.” Acraisais’ face startles quietly.
“Think of the Line as skin. It’s there to get in the way.”
That could be thinking.
“You contend that Parliament has an allergy to independents?”
“The way wreaking teams are going, someone’s going to wind up ordered to make a metabolic transition.”
That’s thinking. More than I’d expected.
“I am doubtful of my recollection,” Acraisais says. “Does not the requirement rest on sanity?”
“How much time you spend using your immaterial mind.” Take a breath, say this calmly. “The armoury model’s spreading. Time was, a wreaking-team did every step. Half-day in a décade using the Power was a lot. Now there’s teams who perform a wreaking daily. There’s section leads on the East Bank Refinery main focus doing as much.”
Acraisais pours themselves another glass of water. “So much as that?” It’s something of a composed gesture. “There have been village sorcerers as long as there has been a Commonweal.”
“All charm workers.” Shouldn’t get a refill. Going to finish the glass; cider tastes better before being cruel. “For the ilk of Creeks, sustaining output near capacity means an external construction of the Power. Doesn’t matter if it’s a banner or a refinery section.”
The internal-style wreaking teams have restricted scope. Tankard gave Slow an analysis; Slow gave it to me to check as part of qualifying for a warrant of commission. Check and expand; Tankard didn’t take it past this year’s supply of pointy sticks.
Acraisais produces a whiff of something bitter and green and crushed, none material. Their voice only barely manages to be. “The Power seeks to exalt.”
Something of a rally. “Wouldn’t this happen with battle-standards?”
“It does. Sometimes a battalion has to kill somebody.” Their full-captain, often enough. Worsens the retirement odds.
That might be more sad than shocked. “How much of a risk is this?”
“Thinking about the Shot Shop?”
“Artillery capability generally.”
“The Shot Shop’s a collective considerable talent, certain to go for independents.” I can feel my strange smile. “We’ve run ‘what if the Shot Shop goes bad?’ exercises. There are other certain independents. Those on wreaking-teams who would not choose to be and some of the focus team leads; with present law it is a certainty they shall be required to undertake a metaphysic transition and submit to the Shape’s judgement. Same with the refinery.”
There’s a long pause, and Acraisais says “This reverses the precedent of Steam.”
“Steam’s a recent example. Same set of precedents. Anyone who thinks with a metaphysical substrate outside performing a specific working of the Power is obliged to qualify for an independent.”
“Signaller, have you ever participated in a sorcerous working?” Acraisais’ sense of duty can’t make a rude question come out without some vocal hesitation.
“Once.”
“Only once?”
“Halt’s howdah handing me different colours of chalk.” It comes out cranky. Not a favoured memory.
Find some focus, Duckling. “The law could be wise. It hasn’t been applied in centuries. Most don’t know it’s there.” Second refill’s still a bad idea. “The Line’s concerned for the consequences to supply.”
“Yet not with granting independents warrants of commission.” Grant that Acraisais honestly doesn’t understand.
“Focus team leads and wreaking team members amount to a quantity of folk. Just numbers make it complex. There’s nothing complex about Captain Blossom, Fire’s warrant of authority, or wanting to give Shadow warrants of authority and commission. Don’t make it complex.”
From their face, Acraisais’ thoughts have gone off to fight a close contest of several factions.
It’s a fine face. Firm hands, sound thews, Acraisais has other days than clerking. I’d like their voice saying different things.
Reason to avoid a third glass.
“I am unable to resolve this.” Displeased, but not with me. Slow wouldn’t have set me up for this. Meek would.
“Who does the Line fight?”
“Enemies of the Commonweal.”
“No.” Entirely no. Someone said that, the first year of the First. Got the attempted humane expression off the Captain’s face. “Those who seek to invade.”
‘Enemies’ is all those with Power outside the Peace. Much longer list.
It’s not a thought in Acraisais’ reach. You get to knowing the look from teaching signals geometry.
“In the early days, maybe one of the Twelve would invade if they could, would seek conquest. No matter where they might have been standing when they started.” That gets me a nod. It’s tentative; Acraisais never met Rust. “Can’t make society out of allergies. Can’t say ‘enemy’ as a possibility of fellow citizens.”
Acraisais makes little scrabbly hand-motions, trying to find words. Rot it. Saying things definite and gentle comes out strange. “Independents are fellow-citizens.”
“Strictly.” Acraisais’ face is just distress. All the rhetorical pain’s gone; sincere distress.
“More strict than me. I’ve been the will in a thing that could crush Rust.” It’d take a brigade of Regulars. One Creek heavy battalion’s plenty. Will be plenty political when Parliament notices.
“Rust.” Acraisais sounds sad, I’ll give them that. “You could not so contest Blossom, or Fire, or Shadow. All Halt’s choice of kinship.”
“A battery commander, the Wapentake Sergeant-Major, or a candidate ensign of robust service. The Line’s got unkind words for crushing those.” I’m smiling like it’s funny. Not trying to stop. “Keepers of the Shape of Peace are less than that for crushing.”
“Do we not come to depend on them? It is not the slow rise of servitude, too comfortable to regard?” Toughing out an admission fills Acraisais’ face.
“You don’t want the careful answer about focuses.” Artillery, shot, banners, battle-standards, it goes on before it ends in the Shape of Peace, a thing not made by hands.
“I do not.”
“What tale are they telling?”
“What tale are who telling?”
“Halt’s family.”
“Is not the difficulty that we cannot possibly tell?”
“In Five-Forty, some folks in Westcreek Town went out on the northern bridge over the West Wetcreek on midwinter midnight and sang the hymn to the local gods. Four years ago, they were all there when more folks than the first time went out to do it again. Fire lead the responses.” Halt sang in several voices, which ain’t the point. “Every year since. It’s got so the town puts on breakfast.” Two years ago, the First showed up whole and sang along from the East Bank. Wake came over the bridge and did the responses near us.
“Religious ritual.” Dead voice. Acraisais isn’t holding together so well.
“Commonweal’s materialistic. Going to tell me they’re not?”
I doubt Acraisais heard Perish in flames. Anybody this fussed can’t claim a lack of material concerns.
“Signaller, how can this possibly help?”
“Not enough to tell but the tale we were told, is it? New things will fit in, so pick. There’s Creek formations in the Regular Line; there’s a lot less Commonweal. We’ve got some old gods and some new ones for neighbours. They’re making a point of fitting themselves into our Peace, the story we’re telling ourselves.”
“You believe it our story?”
“They don’t know what’s going to happen. Sensitive dependence. Nobody knows what the weather’s going to be next Festival.”
Put up a hand. Acraisais’ got to looking death-seeking. “They’re subtle and they’re terrible. They’re going to a lot of trouble to be social. They listen.”
“Care does not speak to intent,” Acraisais says, and doesn’t start to cry. First time I’ve heard that tone without someone crying. Close, but not.
“Deeds, not intent.” Which is the responsive legal precedent to the much-quoted precedent Acraisais recited. Startlement, and it’s nothing to do with the dress deciding to slither a bit. “I’m an officer. We get to explain why the road-march melted what ought not be melted.” Trained in law, some. Slow’s uselessly terse, so I get to do it. Sometimes with Meek along, looking sincerely friendly. Adults take Meek’s best real friendly for uncertain threats of death and maiming.
“Hammer was an untaught considerable talent. So was Toby. The Line’s not got grounds to be troubled by a considerable talent. There’s a hell-thing seen for every person and each head of livestock in the Second Commonweal, by most hopeful tabulation. If you think we’ve seen all there are, I should be curious of your reasoning.”
“How much tradition can we abandon and remain the Commonweal? The Ur-law means as we give it meaning, it does not speak for itself.”
“Tradition has value from being observed to work. Nothing we know is going to work this time.” The Captain teaches officer-voice so it’s without negative overtone. Mine comes out cheerful. Not actual-cheerful, but it fools Meek sometimes. Fools most people all the time.
Acraisais doesn’t do well with the cheer, or maybe knowledge of the statistics.
“It is not enough to succeed in the moment. It must be possible to plan the peaceful future.”
“For society? Of course. That the Peace behind us prosper.”
The knowledge that it cannot, that there aren’t enough of us, sits there, worse than a ghost at a funeral.
Let the ghost be named.
“The Peace needs more than there are to live; the Old Line would need more of us to die. It won’t work. We need something different than the tradition of human sacrifice.”
“The First Commonweal — ” and Acraisais has the manners to pause, because we don’t know it’s still there. Crow brought news of intent and the ward’s still up. It doesn’t mean the Sea People haven’t marched over the City of Peace, or that there was only one Thing That Ate Reems. Nothing says that there couldn’t have been another, come over Meadows Pass, and the First Commonweal has no Goddess of Destruction.
“For five hundred years, the Commonweal sent another brigade. We haven’t got another battalion.”
“Does the Line have a place for these militant goddesses?” ‘Goddesses’ comes out like it can’t be the correct word. Someone sent Acraisais to have this conversation. Have to wonder why.
“You’ve seen them.” There’s a little bit of a nod. “The regular people’s not an accident.” Rust smells of the ashes of screams. Might not be deliberate. Wouldn’t bet.
“They are not always regular people.”
“Acraisais. In the Fight Below the Edge, Thorn destroyed a Sea People force the size of a brigade. Slow said throw so the first thousand are Slow’s. Maybe another five hundred went to individual-rate sticks after we got the demons off the bubble. The rest of them I burnt to death.”
That look’s why you don’t say it outside the Line.
“Six thousand, seven thousand, somewhere in there.” Precisely when you don’t take a drink of water. “Nothing beside Halt, but it’s more than Fire’s killed or Shadow has.” More of a shrug than I should. “Blossom’s killed an army, but so did Eugenia.” The larger army, by the artillery equivalent of arm’s-reach and broad-bladed knives.
“Do the troops not count?” Actual curiosity, I think.
“Not for murder. Someone’s got front, and the murder’s theirs. Most of the Hills High Road was Fire’s. The rest of Fire’s were by hand.” Strange smile again. “Fire insists those demons don’t count.”
There’s a long pause. Acraisais visibly doesn’t get up for more water, visibly can’t decide what to say. The pause lasts.
“The Line returns to the Peace,” Acraisais says. I nod, carefully. Specifics stay in the Line. “Any independent serving in the Line necessarily departs the Peace, if their service is to be effective service.”
Acraisais gets up and comes back with two mugs and a teapot. Someone from the tavern follows along with the usual salt-and-vinegar caddy, a couple spoons, and a slops bowl. Acraisais don’t notice them.
“I have had four deeply awkward romantic dissolution conversations,” Acraisais says, waiting for me to pick a mug. “This is much worse than any of them.”
Meek would laugh, and ask me to describe the vinegar cruet. That thought before the memory of Eustace’s hot breath washing over the back of my neck, there in the dark. Exhalations full of heat and ozone much better than the howdah’s chance-met eyes and knowing it’s completely sane.
Tea’s better than expected. Most taverns made it an hour ago.
“Parliament’s trying to avoid shouting.” Acraisais manages a calm voice. “Contemplation of new graul citizens has made pointed an awareness that the graul standard-captain is perhaps eccentric. Then we must recognize absolute certainty cannot be had concerning the intentions of the creator of an ilk of folk.”
“And Laurel was in the Creeks before there was a Commonweal.”
One short nod. You can’t prove which sorcerer modified your ancestors. No history from that time, nothing written. We infer Laurel’s presence from the Standard of the Seventieth, it’s traditional. Perhaps more traditional than factual.
Acraisais’ doing better with calm. “Parliament fears the eccentric standard-captain, having been provided with the means to a population of graul by a distant Laurel, wants sorcerers in the Line. Perhaps this is a tool of conquest, perhaps unwitting.” The kind of awkward pause where no one picks up their tea. “Parliament is very much afraid.” So is Acraisais.
“Parliament let Shadow live.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Laurel made graul, and maybe there’s things buried in graul we have no way to find. Perhaps the Captain is just what Laurel meant to happen in some subtle way. That’s the worry.”
Only a nod.
“Laurel did not make Shadow.”
“Granted,” Acraisais says, slowly, slowly. “We cannot propose that Laurel made Shadow and also propose any meaningful limit to Laurel’s power.”
“Shadow serves the Commonweal.” The First’s focus holds it so.
“Shadow waited for Parliament’s decision.” Acraisais sounds like someone being pulled out of themself with possibility. Given a moment, Acraisais may remember Shadow passed the Shape.
“The Captain is eccentric in their choice of overlord.” This takes delicacy. “The Line does not exist within the Peace. The Line does not act within the Peace. The Line’s service must serve the Peace.”
Acraisais does not entirely believe me.
“Five centuries; if you want uniformity, how could it be got?”
That, Acraisais believes. There are those who say the Line must never seek to serve the Peace, lest the Peace fail with the conduct of habitual murder. The Captain thinks they’re idiots. Slow won’t say ‘idiots’. Crinoline’s eyes narrow in a particular way.
Acraisais makes the hospitable teapot motion. I nudge my mug forward.
“Shadow’s got warrants of authority and commission.” One hand does for saying ‘wait’. “The Line-gesith’s never heard of them, Chert’s never attested them, but the Binding of the Standards is entirely certain. The Wapentake’s entirely certain.”
One nod in three parts. Acraisais will accept the point of argument.
“The Line-gesith’s records should not diverge from the facts of the Binding.” More than can’t be helped.
“That’s all it is?”
“For the warrants, that’s all it is. Nobody can tell you why it is.” Why don’t matter.
Two nods, both dolorous.
“The Captain’s treated Shadow as an understudy. Always informal. Shadow served thirty months with the First. Same-file latch, it’s the person, not an abstraction. Thirty months and Shadow would have noticed any mechanism of control.”
“I should like to refute you.” Acraisais salts their tea a second time. “Yet we have accepted precedent for tagmat or coercer talents and controlling influences.”
Tagmats need intelligence; coercers need nerves. Rule don’t need life. It’s creepy, watching the round stones in the river shift as Shadow bid them go.
“Parliament has expressed some concern that the Captain may have been damaged by the fate of the Eighth Brigade.” Acraisais has the manners to speak in abstract tones.
“Much more annoyed.”
Loss-of-composure startlement from Acraisais.
“No matter who dies, the focus should stay coherent. The Eighth didn’t. The Eighteenth is what should happen.” Half a slug of tea. “Their coherency in destruction. Not being destroyed, not being bound to watch the western rise of the First Range of the Folded Hills. That’s unfortunate necessity, outside obligation.” The Eighteenth volunteered, an exemplar of service. “The Eighteenth’s spectral standard-captains sometimes evaluate your written exercises. Chert goes once a season to brief their brigadier.” The other half-slug. “The Eighth collapsed into rage.”
Take a breath, smooth my face.
“The consensus of the Wapentake has the Captain coherent. Any shame about their defeat with the Eighth has to be offset by the prospect of reproducing.”
“Their defeat?”
“Senior surviving. The Eighth went inactive with the Captain listed as the Brigadier.”
“I did not know that.” The ‘I wonder what else I don’t know’ passes over Acraisais’ face as one who knows the way.
“‘War sends you mad’, yet graul learn more than they go mad.” The March was more of a victory than it feels like. The first fate of invading Sea People might be. Someone may know if that was luck or learning a century from now. “The Captain’s determined we all learn, too.”
“Learn that independents are your friends?”
“Shoulder-companions.” Signaller-voice, and Acraisais presses back on their bench. “I can get Meek and Brisket in one place with you, should you be determined that Fire is not.”
Shouldn’t take a proper deep breath in this dress. Impractical and unkind. Six or seven little ones.
“Not in any hell do you like everyone who works for the Speaker, Acraisais. Not in any hell do we like the whole of our shoulder-companions. Know how they’re going to behave, which suffices. Not got that, there ain’t a platoon.”
Turn my tea mug around. Get less vehement. Weren’t the whole way to ‘kill that first’ and I’ve got Meek laughing in my head. Not like it ain’t but formality. Not like I have to try.
“The Line passes out of the Peace and returns. It’d help if those who need not could manage less trepidation.”
Try to be fair.
“I understand they’re scary. It’s important to remember it’s an abstract scary — ” from those who can’t see the whole arriving through the focus — “and that it doesn’t benefit them. They’re taking more of a risk than most of us.”
“More?”
“They’re a distinct node in the focus, they’ve got to be. It’s subject to metaphysical detection, someone sending a summons after the ‘strongest’ targets them. Same way we lose standard-captains because you can send things after the commander.”
Somebody else from the tavern shows up with a fresh pot of tea. They’re smiling. If there’s betting, I’m not going to enquire. Fresh tea is welcome.
“Can you explain the necessity?”
“Being their own node?”
Acraisais nods.
“File’s close. File’s steady, file’s tight; can’t swap people in and out. Everybody does what they find to work. The Captain’s their own node, no file; Slow’s the file-closer for me and Meek and the part-captains.” Second’s thinking about ‘banner-captain’. Been done; Brisket reads old books. The face Chert makes ain’t favourable. “Can’t swap someone in for sometimes; can’t put together those who aren’t balanced. None of us balance with independents as can latch.”
“Yet these independents are not a risk of overwhelming your focus?” Let’s take the doubtful tone as remembers-without-understanding.
“The whole? No. A file’s eight people. Different scales. A plow or a pump or something’s flat, everybody’s the focus. Battle-standards build up from files. If we had a modest-talent militant independent latching, they’d function as a file.”
Acraisais nods, takes a swallow of their tea, and looks at the mug. “If a citizen may undertake to depart the Peace and return on Line service, we cannot restrict this. The Ur-law does not admit of grades of citizenship.”
Parliament could have noticed that itself.
“Yet we have never before had independents able to serve in the Line. It cannot be expected; if it is a greater risk than the general risk of such service, it cannot be encouraged.”
“Would you take fencing lessons from a graul?”
Acraisais’ face says NO whole and entire. Then they want polite words and fail to silence.
“Shadow started as a student. They can do it.”
“I had thought the Independent Block?”
“Block must use the Power. Shadow made choices about their flesh.”
Acraisais’ face wants to say something. It don’t know what.
“Can we suppose that someone who does that ain’t being dragged into Line service?”
“We may suppose it.” Acraisais’ face sheds a few of its burden of thoughts.
“Saying ‘watch a bout’ is pointless. Can’t see them move. You don’t know Shadow so you can’t tell ‘having fun’ from ‘it might rain’, expression-wise.”
“I have colleagues of Regular ilks.”
“Regular-regulars, the door’s ajar. Shadow, the way is shut.” Needfully. “Best I can offer you’s that the Captain’s kept teaching.” Don’t offer what they look like in the near dark, two delicate wiry lads under-lit by green-gold flames. Small flames, from the dragon’s blood they’re drinking. Best comradely traditions of the Line.
“The Captain has not come under Shadow’s sway?”
Not a ridiculous question. “The full-captain’s loyalty shifts, the focus would know.” Designed to know. “Hasn’t budged.”
“How much is there to teach?” Acraisais may have done the sums. I hope it’s insight.
“Eleven guards. Twelve cuts. Graul don’t believe in stances.” Graul believe in motion. It’s extensively philosophical.
“Nine years?” Acraisais is thinking of twenty-three things.
“Guard-cut-guard. That’s the most basic transition. The graul word for ‘cut’ is shortened from ‘journey to a fortification’, more or less.” Sword cut; cut the string, where are you cut?, cut glass, all different words.
“Fourteen hundred and fifty-two.” Acraisais don’t quite believe it.
“Graul live a long time. Transitions ain’t all basic.” Nor practical. “You could complain that the Captain wants to promote their student.”
“Would the First complain?”
“No.” ‘Fencing student’ raises the Captain’s expectations.
Acraisais recognizes this has gone off sideways, and they sort of sigh.
“I do not understand your unconcern.”
Figure it’s the general question.
“If you plunk Halt’s kin down somewhere with a few thousand graul, what can they do?”
Let’s see where this goes. Focuses aren’t a trouble; more sorcerers’d involve reproduction. I’d bet they can. Can’t get a wreaking team out of graul, but most anything else.
“Empire,” Acraisais says, altogether weary and loathing.
“What else can they do?”
Acraisais smells of mist and death. The clunk sound moves no air.
Wait through the disordered gestures.
“Rust used to chain up captives and feed them to their particular fears.” Rust’s recorded as notably cruel, back in the Bad Old Days. “Rust served on the March.”
Less disordered gestures. No words. Challenging subject for polite language.
“Pre-eminents had sorcerer-slaves. Can’t make your slaves too stupid, though. It’s never entirely reliable. Always have to be watching.”
Acraisais gets up. They walk to the bar absent grace and come back with a pair of brandy glasses.
“Mushroom?” Mushroom brandy’s odd in a tavern.
“I mourn some portion of my understanding’s certain demise.”
It’s amusing. It wouldn’t be, were more clerk-candidates like this.
“You assert that no pre-eminent may decree the Peace,” Acraisais says. “An ability to create a Shape of Peace does not create the political structures to make use of it.”
I nod. Saying “don’t do what you think I want” with authority don’t work. Anywhere it’s the sorcerer making the decisions don’t get you Peace. “As a word, ‘pre-eminent’ contains an expectation of conduct.”
“Most consistent in its examples.” Acraisais sounds mournful. A quantity of their brandy gets drunk. “You assert that the Wapentake consensus considers peaceful conduct more likely when available.”
“We kill the doubtful ones.” Our present scant statistics have the Second Shape of Peace no more merciful than the First. “Those nominated receive thorough scrutiny.”
‘That’s not relevant’ hand motions. “The Power bids its practitioners exalt themselves. How may an independent grow greater?”
“You do know it’s relative position? Distinct from obedience?”
“I do not.”
“Such was established by the end of the Turbulent Century. You need not exact submission. You must improve relative to your peers. ‘Peers’ is subject of belief.”
“Pillars of the Commonweal.” Acraisais’ tone crushes doubt and hope and sarcasm together.
“Keepers of the Shape of Peace had best be.” A gesture of necessity. “Those defending the borders needs must be.”
“How do you sleep nights, Signaller?” Acraisais drinks more of their brandy. Enough that I push mine over. I’ve no mournful feelings.
“No belief in useful empires.” The approximation of Senior School we get extirpates such belief. “It’s an easy mistake; there are so many of them, for such a long time.”
“We are small.”
I nod. “That’s contingency. Doesn’t mean an empire’s useful for much. Conquest’s not a stable organizing principle.”
“Do these very mighty persons agree?”
I shrug. “They act like it. Don’t expect me to comprehend their private reasoning.” Acraisais looks more crumpled. “Before you object, talk to a Typical about égalité and tell me you comprehend.” Then talk to three or four Typicals about égalité at the same time.
That gets me visible discontent, gestures intended to indicate that I do not cause the discontent, and an inquisitive look on picking up the second brandy glass. I wave ‘by all means’ at the glass. Acraisais just got a compressed course on independent intentions. Cogitation’s inevitable.
The Line makes errors. Have to make a decision and not doubt. Learn something, new decision; don’t doubt.
“Can you suggest what substitute for empire the Commonweal provides the mighty?”
“Open publication. Free time.”
Co-operating entelechs. Sorcerous teams. Robust economic context. Security of names. Social rituals for resolving disagreements. Having the Line deal with invasions. Acraisais ought to be able to list these.
Acraisais reassembles their dignity. “Duty requires odd things. I am sorry duty required discourtesy to your dress.” Since a polite person wouldn’t start a serious conversation in a tavern.
“Has it altogether failed?” Too much drink for secure’s different from not wanting to know.
Acraisais says “Signaller, I’m not that brave.”
D-Day Minus 505
Year of Peace 545,  Pluviôse, Twenty-eighth Day (Winter)
Duckling
The weather’s exceptional bad.
Pluviôse means ‘rainy’. Month’d be ‘Niveis’ if Creeks had named it. Well, ‘χειμών’. Horizontal snow ain’t usual. Snow during hard cold’s rare. The gale wind’s rarer; up from the south-east with flourishes. Colour Party’s halfway between Blue Creek and Slow Creek on Edge Road. There’s a high spot here, causeway over a mudflat. Slow’s stopped us for pointy-stick practice.
South of the causeway’s a mudflat. No water; mud filthy with Power. No lake, no stream, structure, no life large enough to see; not a creature, not a habitation. Lots of sticks’ll make most terrain worse. This mud, worse’d take lasting effort or dwelling malice.
Snow’d stick on a static bubble. Ninny’s running size flutter. Don’t want anybody throwing through a snowbank. Slow dropped a target out over the mudflat. Can’t see it; straight upwind — bubble ain’t stopping the wind — can’t see naught. White haze. Those targets move; not usual quick, but’ve got direction, not drift. Won’t always be in range with the headwind.
Flinch’s got it. One-dot target in the focus. Vector arrow, best-estimate range band for the sticks. Wibble turns Flinch to face downwind. Flinch takes no notice.
Slow, me, Meek up front; leading off the first adverse-conditions pointy-stick practice.
Slow does the basic drop-the-focus-overlay-into-your-own-senses thing. Step-step-throw. Six seconds later, Flinch’s feed shows the flash from the stick. Target will-o-the-wisps itself together offset from where it was, keeps moving.
Meek does the full-schematic senses swap. No overlay, nothing human; elevation change markers, targets, terrain discontinuity. Don’t feel like illusion, ain’t meant to seem real. Lots don’t like the lack. Target will-o-the-wisps back the other side of the range band this time and toddles around out there. It’ll come back.
Improper example to just hit it. Troopers don’t observe enough they’ve got the feed integrated in their knowledge. Worse example to sense it myself. No reaching out of the bubble. Straight-down synthetic, throwing at the map, suits artillery more than sticks. I can do it, the First drills it; sometimes you’re tossing over a wall. Second’s not there.
Need not integrate the feed. There’s an angle of focus participation where you pull the motion of throwing straight through your spine. Same mechanism as ‘go there’ in drill, you’re going where the focus wants you. You know it’s the focus, you know where you’re going. Not control; you do it like the follow side of dancing.
Target reforms north-east, in range.
Slow, me, and Meek step aside; Squish gets file one in line for throwing. Throwing drill’s with blank tips. Stab a file-mate in the foot’s about the worst failure. Pointy-stick drill uses active tips. Throw single, from a bubble against error.
Nothing’s immune to mischief, so Ninny’s twitching. These are flash; flash’s got a thirty-metre radius of effect. Flash ain’t meant to go active before fifty metres. Drop one in the throw, should just clatter. Live, the individual bubble’ll stop it misting anybody but you.
Cold enough most are having trouble throwing at all. Slow’s demonstrated, as a reminder. Don’t have to grip the thrower; the thumb loop holds it flat. Takes a smooth throw. Takes letting the thumb loop out for your mitts, or for chilled hands in stiff gauntlets. Takes a quick catch on the thrower, either way.
The repair team’s got a windbreak up, and four kettles started. Slow wants into the wind and across the wind practiced; the mudflat’s big enough we change facing, not position.
Drill with throwers and blank tips, the focus backstops; catches the javelins gentle. ‘Kinetic dump’ in the manual. Some practice for whoever’s got the backstop and you don’t expend javelins; they hang in the air back of the illusion-target, then fall soft. There’s a few file-closers getting so the fall’s sorted neat.
Ain’t so skilled as ought we be for sticks. No individual bubbles in a fight. Meek’s muttering continuous. Looks impassive; ain’t muttering aloud. With the wind you could shout and ten metres’d still be too far to hear. Can’t listen to Slow. Everybody else. Spluttered at Slow about it. Slow’d gone kind of aspect and said “A necessity of your appointment,” which, well. Ain’t wrong. Ain’t trying to unravel Meek’s fine-grained haze of tick-marks, ten or twelve per trooper per throw.
The throwers drive the sticks once, not continuous. “Impart material velocity.” This wind, toss too steep, get the stick back. Nobody’d do it purposeful. Footing’s bad enough someone might do it falling. Cold enough it’s certain dexterity loss, mitts or chilled hands. You can drop a stick off the thrower hot.
Ninny knows anybody manages to mist themself, the drill’ll keep going. Gives you to think what you did last time there was a drill with blank tips. Slow do mean the ruthless.
Takes about a minute per file. Change facing, everybody throws again. Tea’s ready; wouldn’t be, if the repair team hadn’t pushed the heater blocks extra. Slow thanks the repair team, and goes last for tea. I go second last. Ought to speak to myself and figure out why Meek not fussing about that surprises me. Not much, but a bit.
“That,” Meek says, too quiet for the wind, “was too rotted stressful.”
“No habitual conqueror,” Slow says, “should permit an enemy any long study of captives.”
Which we didn’t take. We’re not going to contest dominion. No way to have dominion without the rule of sorcerers.
“Ain’t got but once for dying,” Meek says. Meaning anybody dead in training is no use when the Sea People return.
“Recount for me our casualties material,” Slow says, smiling.
We did do it, and they will remember.
D-Day Minus 499
Year of Peace 545,  Ventôse, Fourth Day (Late Winter)
Duckling
Parliament made a formal request to the Line; explain the response-to-the-Sea People threat assessment. The Captain got it; Four/Twelve ain’t Wapentake for politics, the First’s operational, and the Captain ain’t been dead.
Crinoline they can talk to; three-quarters of the time, Four/Twelve’s right there. Chert they don’t talk to, out of custom; Generals are temporary. No acting like they’re lasting, especially ten years along.
I got told to write the answer.
Ain’t what Parliament will get. “Practice prior to necessity,” Slow said the once. Usual’s “Practice prior”. The Captain’s view’s relatively loquacious; expected breadth of skill, benefits of instruction, and founder effects.
Don’t like ‘founder effects’. The Captain don’t dwell. Has made the point; the Old Line fusses over change, but it ain’t pointless. Consensus has to hold. Change too much, too fast, and it won’t. Form’s important, how you say things, keeping the Old Line convinced that the Wapentake wants to be Line formations.
Ain’t entirely factual. The Captain had me read a history of the Failed Muster, something that happened in 383. Line brigade didn’t so much lose consensus as recognize they hadn’t got one, then.
Not much for threats on the borders in 383. Wapentake wants Peace behind us. How don’t signify.
The Captain don’t expect me to replicate their analysis; Creeks need sleep. Eight hours most days in the Standard of the First spent taking dimensions from the records of Sea People ships and calculating probable ranges don’t need doing over.
Age range of the ships, builder’s marks, stores. The standard got a lot. Shadow got more, but we ain’t got Shadow; Fire’s team’s stuck down the south end of the Second Valley. Didn’t expect a long standoff. Messes with Slow’s communication plan. Not fatal; not the best.
Parliament’s concern’s waste. Not spending enough’s same as taking a bet the Sea People won’t come back. Could as well put the cost into immediate benefits. If we think the Sea People are a long way away, that’d be more effective; there’d be more of us, let the greater numbers prepare. Works if you know the day.
We don’t. Provisions and people and measured storage spaces make guesses about voyage times. Don’t know the least thing about the other end.
The Line can’t gain effectiveness quick. Best reason for artillery’s speed, a year instead of however long we take. The First’s still gaining; rate’s slowed, not done. Full capability around twenty years; lot of work for the last tenth part of skill. Second’s curve’s steeper than the First’s was, but I doubt we’ll be quicker overall. No point in more battalions, we’re arguable going too fast for available authority. Old Line gets the flinch thinking about it. Battalions can fail; not ‘be defeated’, fail as organizations, lose the focus. That’s back in semi-history, early second century, but there’s enough references to believe it.
Ain’t no kind of use to pointing out ‘available authority’ is euphemistic for ‘metaphysical part’. Collectives mean some minimum of metaphysical parts among those with lead on their focuses. Ain’t exercised like a sorcerer; call it practiced.
The standard, any focus, does what gets done, but you’re providing the will. Can’t do nuance with the Power without you’ve got the ability; everybody knows that with regular focuses. Can’t use most independents, can’t pull senior members from focus teams for cost and the skill don’t transfer for futility.
Nothing for it but practice.
Effective practice; do it wrong enough, you never do it right.
My letter to Parliament asserted that our rate limit for Line effectiveness is the experience of those in authority. The First does work; the Second might. It’ll be some time before there’s reasonable prospect of the experience and skill to consider having a third battalion. Heard myself thinking “twenty years” and didn’t write it down. It ain’t likely wrong. It ain’t useful.
Artillery batteries are useful quicker; same twenty years of practice for full capability and stable traditions. Effective shooting’s maybe as little as a year. Don’t know what it’d be away from Captain Blossom’s luck and influence.
What we’re doing is everything we can. Skill limits utility before production.
The Captain told me it was laudably succinct.
Just that. Weren’t a complaint.
D-Day Minus 370
Year of Peace 546,  Messidor, Seventh Day (Early Summer)
Duckling
Last night, some portion of the darkness rose from the dim earth that it might speak sudden words to Slow.
Colour Party’s been moving since. East along Edge Road, north up the west bank of the Blue. Hard rate; Slow’d dropped four destination markers in the focus when we started. One left; a barge landing on the Blue.
Attention to orders.
No armour. Hard bubble. Food and water by the count. My front.
Acknowledgements in the focus.
Observer, we expect simiform graul.
Flinch taps Acknowledged.
Not everybody sounds like themself in the focus. Most don’t. Slow does.
Waft of green wood chips to it, like felling with an axe. Meek knows Slow’s mad. Ninny don’t; never seen Slow angry. I can feel Ninny getting it, the focus shift.
Hold the focus. Meek’s usual cheerful. Comes through neutral-flat.
Spines straighten. Focus density rises.
Flinch found four simiform graul. Didn’t see’em shrug; the sneaking stopped a kilometre out. Walked up to the barge landing.
“Sergeants.”
Sounded just like Slow if Slow were standing in the otherworld. The focus density would’ve peaked. Meek caught it, patted it down again to the steady thing it had been. Made sure no one drew a weapon.
One of the graul looks over. There’re as far from us as they can get and stay on the barge landing. “Standard-Captain.”
There’s a sort of twitching among them. You can almost catch it in the edge of vision, the standard’s sure it’s communication. “We are assigned to the operational area of the Western Hills. We are travelling on lawful leave. We need not recognize your authority.”
Slow nods, exactly once. Just the way you do when someone in your authority acknowledges an order.
Hour later, we haven’t moved; the four graul get on a barge, and head north.
Barge gets fifteen hundred metres away.
Second, Signaller. Check contact with the Armoury.
No response. Not likely; Chert’d have to be there with a signal watch active. The Fifth ain’t got an active standard.
Signaller, Second. No contact with the Armoury.
Attention to orders. Colour Party will camp today. Movement to the Armoury starting at twenty hours. Maintain a close watch.
D-Day Minus 345
Year of Peace 546,  Thermidor, Second Day (Summer)
Duckling
It’s me and Meek with Ninny and Tact along to talk to the Food-gesith’s fylstan.
Radish was a sergeant in the Seventieth. Ninny don’t know; Tact don’t know. Pretty sure Heartless don’t know. Brisket sent Heart round in stead; Brisket knows, but doubt they’d mention. Could be none in the Second as would who weren’t there. Radish’s plenty clear they prefer it so.
“You’re not eating too much,” Radish says; “You’re eating more than planned.” Meek was set for facts and figures, subsides a bit.
Ninny and Tact ain’t like to talk. This’s training for them.
Slow concluded to treat the two colour parties as two platoons of one banner. Décade of slippy latches last month, smooth now. Tact’s technical-junior; First’s senior but the standard of the First ain’t here. Meek brings them both. Both worry they’ll fail the test. Sure it shows to Radish.
Real failure’ll be me.
Well, Meek, too; Meek expects to keep me from failing. Ain’t what the manual says about authority and commission.
“We talking squid jerky?” Meek don’t sound resigned.
“There’s no surplus.” Radish’s somewhere near cheerful. “It ain’t generally wanted above its production. The Regulars up on Edge Creek like swamp squid, but it’s still unrewarding to dry.”
Outside racks. Squid must be outside. Must be sure nothing wafted in, after. Way more work.
“Is there surplus?” Of anything.
“Three problems,” Radish says. “Unplanned amounts means provision draws down stocks. The gesith wants to know why the planning failed. Least consequential stocks ain’t compact or uniform.”
Meek snorts. “Carrot preserves means breaking jars.”
Radish nods. “Jars aren’t short. Not a reason to make jars short.” Radish does the rhetorical ‘rotted awkward’ surprising formal. Food-gesith ain’t a Creek. Wonder if Radish’s careful not to swear aloud ‘round them.
“Simplest thing,” Radish says, “would be meal. Pea-meal, coarse flour, grits, anything like that. Compact, plenty of food value, you could boil it up into mush. Figure out some kind of flavour packets.”
“Tea-cans and a spoon,” Meek says. Files won’t agree on spicing. Inside, yeah, but across? Meek’s problem, mostly. Meek thinks it’s easy. “We’d need cookware we ain’t carrying now.”
“Slow’s dead against.” Meek squints at me. Radish nods. “We’re eating double to move further, faster. Soaking time, boiling time, it’d slow us down.”
“Hot cans per-wheelbarrow’s clever,” Meek says. “Warm food’d be welcome. Lots of cans, lots of washing, more water, less speed, and more risk.”
“Survey teams’d like it.” Heartless don’t sound it. “Anybody moving by the few. Drovers, small boats, lock-clerks.” There’s the brief idea of a grin. “Figure the armoury got asked if they could make hot cans and now you’ve got a few thousand ‘cause they took the question as ‘production’ and ‘prove it’.”
“Two sizes,” Radish says. “You ain’t wrong.”
All the social falls off Radish in some calm direction.
“In this question of supply,” Radish says, “the Food-gesith proposes that the rations were not intended for their present use. This has lead to the daily ration proving insufficient and a doubled ration exceeding the planned consumption of items unavailable in the necessary additional quantity.”
There’s enough; Radish’s saying the Food-gesith won’t tax it back out of gean stores. Which I don’t want. Mobility for the Wapentake ain’t optional, it don’t get near want.
“It is proposed to re-scale the march ration.” Radish’s stayed calm. Meek’d like to look calm, looks fussy. Radish knows what that means. “Presently available stocks would support a daily march ration of two kilogrammes of crackers, one kilogramme of cheese, five hundred grammes of dried meat, and a varied half-kilogramme of dried fruit or berries, hard candy, or flavoured gelatine.”
“We’d be losing weight.” We could move on that ration, but it’d cost. Loss of readiness with the focus, not obvious, but anything prolonged. More than enough for Old Line march rates. Never ate this much in youth.
“You would,” Radish says. “Yet that is what there is to supply of customary foodstuffs.”
“Special or horrible?” Customary’s customary for cause.
“Two thorpes of the Food-gesith tested a new variety of pumpkins last year.”
“Pumpkin?” Meek’s trying to imagine pumpkin as march rations and getting soft orange fruit leather. Doubt nudges into their voice.
“This variety produces seeds which need not be hulled.” Radish’s tone’s all facts. “The test’s intent was to provide seed stocks for planting. The area devoted was somewhat larger than it might have been for a more robustly-seeded varietal.”
“How much did you get?”
“Two thousand tonnes of seeds surplus to next-phase planting requirements,” Radish says.
The sergeant-majors provide a range of expressions. Radish’s face shows the not-dead, not-calm-exactly expression clerks ought to have. Strange on a Creek.
“We propose to issue them roasted at a kilogramme per day.” Serene, that’s the word. Radish sounds serene. “There has been discussion concerning the most appropriate way to add salt.”
“I’d want to know if it tastes better than boots,” Meek says. “Salt brings out the flavour.”
“Fylstan?” It’s a worry.
Radish extracts a steel jar from their satchel, opens it, produces a paper bag from it, hands me the bag.
Half-a-kilogramme, still warm. Greasy. Rattles. Take a couple. Pass the bag to Meek. Definite soft shell. Crunches right up. Taste’s somewhere between hazelnuts and beets.
“I am aware,” Radish says, “that while food tastes among our ilk do not vary extensively, the Wapentake’s present march rates will alter your food preferences.”
“Never used to have a hankering for lard,” Meek says, serious. Meek indicates at the bag where Heartless is holding it. “These’re food.” Tact nods. Heartless nods.
Ninny says “Are they enough food?”
“A kilogramme of these pumpkin seeds approximates two kilogrammes of ration crackers.” Radish’s hands do ‘there are details’. “More fat, more fibre, fewer starches, slower to digest.”
“Not for bedtime,” Meek says.
Kilogramme a day is all they can give us, all they’ve got. “Eventual cracker substitute?”
“Once outstanding questions of storage duration, consequences of long-term consumption, and delivery have been resolved,” Radish says, “this can be considered. The Food-gesith is sharply aware this is a stopgap measure proposed absent less risky options.”
“Sir? Long-term consumption?” Tact’s concerned.
“Know anybody eats a lot of pumpkin seeds?” Radish makes it a real question. “We’d like to talk to them.”
“Goes on the savoury cakes,” Meek says contemplative.
Radish nods once. “Snacks for children, where shelling absorbs their interest. Kilogramme a day — ” and Radish shrugs. “If it interferes with readiness, some other foodstuff will be found.”
D-Day Minus 63
Year of Peace 546,  Floréal, Fourteenth Day (Spring)
Duckling
This chunk of the waste got rain. Close to the coast; dots and patches of green. Barren patches glitter. Weren’t about to go check between new salt and dust washed off the old.
Barren glitters in the dark, too. Clear night, no moon, close stars. Cold. Can’t wear your jacket over armour. There’s a trick; hold still. Armour smock’s meant to keep sun off, ain’t much for sides. Don’t move whatsoever it’ll trap some air. Ain’t many find it especial useful; ain’t easy to hold altogether still.
Colour Party’s here because the standard is. Four banners out there somewhere, maneuvering. Ochre Battery’s doing fire-support drills. Slow’s evaluating banners. Captain Eugenia’s evaluating artillery tube teams.
Crinoline’s got the Fourth down on Edge Road with the six banners of the Wapentake as ain’t here. We think it’s early for Sea People.
Must practice. Any time might be the wrong time.
Meek, Duckling.
Duckling, Meek. Meek’s been talking to the battery sergeant-major. Now they’ve drifted over.
Tap Flinch in the focus, get the acknowledgement from Ninny. Ninny’ll watch the feed for surprises.
Meek’s itching because Captain Eugenia passed for an independent, burned-out talent and all. Slow’s maintained the correspondence. There’s a lot of it, and Meek don’t know what’s in it.
Joyeuse don’t know what they talk about, Meek says, abrupt. Joyeuse is the battery sergeant-major.
Peace behind us.
Bit of irritation back from Meek.
Peace won’t stay there on its own.
Bit more irritation. Axioms of the Line ain’t a basis for conversation.
You know that collective up by Lockpoint I’ve got the social thing with?
Too dark for eyes; Meek’s raised eyebrows’re obvious anyway. Beyond your mood improving?
They go on about valves and pressure and feed rates and metrology. Ain’t a physical passion.
Tubes Ones and Three chuck something at the horizon. Gets you in the ankles and knees. The pressure wave strips your warm air off; nothing for it but to hold still and wait.
Focus brings me the noise Meek wants to make. All the marching’s social trouble; excess stamina. Taverns have schedules. Clever-handed collectives, ain’t saying passion. Reliable suffices.
You and that collective’s customary, Meeks says, however much sense I don’t find it to make.
Meek’s consistent reliable. Ain’t the same need even if I am getting habitual.
It ain’t about standing a unit up quick, Meek says, the idea of their torso turning to point their sword-arm shoulder where Slow and Eugenia are standing a metre apart. Notable as they are.
This is Ochre’s qualifying exercise. Pass it, and Captain Eugenia’s made an operational battery out of Regulars and Typicals and eleven months. Old Line’s deeply fussed.
Ain’t sense to ask me about falling in love, the which Meek knows full well, but I figure they’re in love with being understood. ‘Destroy those invading the Commonweal’ ain’t simple from the books, and they’re off somewhere the books’re school, not skill.
You ain’t gone stupid, Meek says.
Ain’t my skill.
Meek hands me a quantity of doubt.
Serious. Weren’t picking where or when.
Nor ‘with what’. Don’t know what thought produces Meek’s nod. Takes a minute.
Captain Eugenia’s unusual tall for their ilk. Poll’s about my elbows. Moves like they’re robust. Brisket’s got that walk, most robust lads do. Slow don’t; Slow ain’t strict robust. Slow don’t impinge on what Slow don’t care to, never has. It don’t show, gotta notice. Not the even-bricks’ll-shift walk tiny delicate Captain Eugenia has.
Regular Sixes were the priest-caste, in the old Kingdom of the Spider. Captain Eugenia’s reputed to have some of the education. Can’t imagine the Empress’d’ve much liked the walk.
Stops back a bit. Ain’t aloof; avoiding a crick in their neck.
Slow stops closer. Meek shifts over; I turn a bit. Slow sets the standard down informal, slanting back to Slow’s left shoulder. Cackles catches I don’t know what, and stays put by the wheelbarrows. No immediate expectation of movement nor need for pointy sticks.
Battery sergeant-major’s running the shooting. Suppose that’s front.
Ninny’s got the periphery. Squish has the bubble solid.
All six tube muzzles drop, ready shot sliding back and out, kinetic shot sliding in. Tap Ninny, push a noise warning. Captain Eugenia does something, I do something outside that for the clump of us. Mine used the focus. Captain Eugenia’s got a prosthetic talent, courtesy of the Shot Shop. Lets them latch. Lets them approximate a sorcerer. Old Line ain’t half fussed.
Evaluators have provided each tube a heave target. Ripple from the left. Dust pulses up off the ground, one-two-three-four-five-six. Dust cloud kicks up about to your neck. Didn’t much hear anything. No dust in with the Colour Party. No dust in our clump.
Warm. Bright. Lightning-crackle and spare thunders back along the plasma tracks.
A bronze bull lows, cranky. Five or six more. There’s a barrier-to-dust ward layer; Slow runs it like a falling blanket, abstract and directionless. A drover swears. Air’s clear inside the battery bubble.
I suppose they think we’re terribly disorganized. Captain Eugenia’s ‘they’ glimmers over every bronze bull. Enumerated list behind the implicit presence-label; names and service record and drover-responsible.
In the focus, people ain’t distinguishable, or they’re distinguishable, or they seem like they’re right there, speaking. Captain Eugenia’s distinguishable.
Ain’t where they’d come on their own. Meek’s wry, careful social wry.
Scarlet and Ochre share, Captain Eugenia says. The draft teams spend more time in the waste than any artillerist. Any blood-hunger they read from Meek ain’t altered their tone.
Always one battery at the armoury. Hank’s standing orders, on behalf of the full-captain the Fifth don’t have.
Captain Eugenia affirms in the focus. Nor is the supply of suitable oxen so great as might be preferred.
It was dark. Crackling night now. Two-red shot, bright and sudden; battery’s shooting out of sequence.
Captain Hank’s officially unofficial persona has seen fit to inform me that it is customary for a battery on exercise to enquire of the covering heavy battalion, Captain Eugenia says. Presumably about concerns not yet operational.
How marginal’s the focus? Meek’s commiserating, not accusatory. First ain’t where it ought. Second ain’t close.
Fire and movement, Captain Eugenia says. Push is firm. Imported experience —  the battery sergeant-major and two gunners get focus-halos — helps. A splendidly complex expression, wry and rueful and determined. Practice is not substitutable.
Captain Eugenia does Creek posture-and-motions for ‘it is easy to misunderstand’, drama-formal. Bubble floors when firing present a limitation of recoil, not skill. Focus fills up with diagrams. Carriages are meant to shift and wiggle when firing. Tubes’ll slide on a bubble floor into the far side of the over-bubble. Spades won’t anchor, fixed grip on spades or wheels’ll snap’em given a few shots.
Innovation is required, Captain Eugenia says. Orders-voice adjacent.
We can’t fix wheelbarrows quick enough. Ain’t for lack of trying, ours or the armoury.
Slow don’t do anything overt. Still my turn.
Thoughts on the Lower Second? Halt and kin have been parked there rising twenty-three months. City-Stater refugees sitting in front of them just as long, alleging to respect a border. The Sea People must know where the City-Staters are. Likely trying to sneak teams over the border. We ain’t getting regular reports. Abstract information flow from a point of contact can give a diviner targets.
In range as geography, Captain Eugenia says. Unobserved shot is not operationally useful.
Figure they’ll get through? Meek means the Sea People. The available City-Staters don’t suffice Pelōŕios the Unicorn, even impersonal. Reported remarks about Rose’ll render it artistic.
No. Captain Eugenia makes some Regular gesture. The principal risk is information loss. Secondary concern for the geography.
Halt ain’t invincible.
The Sea People expect a unicorn, Captain Eugenia says. Not —  and there’s a definitively Regular gesture. We all nod. Comrades, kin, Slow and Meek are Fire’s second cousins, still ain’t wise to say the names. I do not speak of subsequent attempts, but the initial force estimation must be mistaken.
Sure they’ll get it wrong? Meek can’t imagine anyone mistaking Halt.
Crow mistook Captain Blossom, Eugenia says. From no very great distance, with Captain Blossom doing the approaching. The Sea People have something to see which matches their expectation.
Ought to attack weakness. Inhale. Between one unicorn or where your landing force vanished, pick unicorn.
Make the weak appear strong, and the strong appear weak, Meek says. Line proverb.
Halt appears weak. The Land Below the Edge appears empty. Slow.
Their anchorage off the Lower Second Valley represents a partial conquest, Captain Eugenia adds. They have no complete dominion or there should be no fled mass of City-Staters in the Second Valley. There’s a cloud of unlikely things in the focus, specifically discounted. Conquest does not work by victory.
Which, yeah. Initial conquest works by destroying opposition, same as what we do. Control’s third phase, after asserting dominion.
The Fight Below the Edge involved a Sea People force most pre-eminents could overcome, Captain Eugenia says. If the Sea People have concluded their initial landing faced some pre-eminent profligate of resources, they may believe them still rash and wrathful but weakened.
That’s their best case, Meeks says.
They must discover if it should apply, Captain Eugenia says. We must not expect Sea People force levels set by hopeful assumptions.
We ain’t assuming we can beat anything, Meeks says. Best outcome’s no more Sea People.
The accumulated writings —  Captain Eugenia says, and stops.
Any tradition of invincibility died on the Dread River, Slow says. We shall do what is needful.
Gives me enough shakes for armour-rattle.
Captain’s Eugenia’s inquiring look tugs on your teeth.
‘Do what’s needful’ ain’t just us. Breathe, Duckling.
Outright missing landscape. Captain Eugenia smiles as our heads come up. The Captain’s phrase for the consequences of the full-mighty; I do not claim it.
Don’t think it’s error, it ain’t error, it’s ‘ain’t complete.’
Evaluators have Ochre shifting shot around on the caissons. Something metal rings one pure note.
Asked Halt, after Below the Edge. There’d been a quantity of demons under that fortress, at the end of the March. Couldn’t see how Halt’d overcome them. Be like standing in a landslide overcoming each rock.
Captain Eugenia nods. Slow don’t show change, Meek’s uncertain betwixt concerns.
Customary summons, you summon, then command. Reems’d stored summoned demons absent command. Couldn’t leave, ritual’s incomplete. Then Halt arrived.
Well, us, too. Remnant half-company with one of the oldest standards there are.
Got Halt in there.
Halt took over the ritual, gave commands. Ain’t easy, ain’t expected. Still hit Reems in the idiot. Half the hand signal for ‘draw’, afore I catch it. What we’ve got to be hit in I could wish I knew.
Hétaros? Slow says it regular. Meek gets the flinch. Captain Eugenia smiles fond and there’s this focus construct, time and inputs and possibility.
Complex. Big chunk of it’s just too much, nothing the Line can withstand, nothing the Second Commonweal can answer. Hell-things same time as anything else, this year, on to five-fifty, five-fifty-one. Maybe -two. Having the tubes ain’t having the teams. Sea People making any serious attempt at our destruction, out a generation.
Slow blinks one bent cone of future possibility. It’s narrow about now, wider later.
The prevention of conquest is the preservation of possibility, Slow says.
D-Day Minus 13
Year of Peace Five Hundred Forty-Seven, Festival, Celebration of Convictions (Festival (Summer Solstice))
Duckling
Regular year, five days of festival, five banners. Tradition has the banner sergeant-majors draw lots for which day. Would-be conquerors don’t know our calendar.
Detached scattered banners ain’t reason to alter festival tradition. Gives me the flinch both ways.
Colour Party getting Celebration of Convictions’ Slows’ decision, nothing random. Don’t go into camp any slower.
Squish hands out the mail; Festival means most of a bag. It found us crossing the Blue. One of Slow’s letters is from Captain Eugenia. Meek gets the twitch because it’s regular post-office mail, not Line correspondence. Slow reads Meek the part about Captain Hank accepting promotion to standard-captain, out loud so I’ll hear it.
Hank’s promotion ought to have come sooner; Crinoline’d had a chat with Hank concerning necessity and propriety. Heard that it’d happened. Nothing about contents.
There’d been worry; Hank’s the first person not a Creek to need descend into the standard-shrine and ask Twitch for a standard. Twitch’s got opinions. Slow and the Captain both say it ain’t automatic Twitch’ll surrender a standard into your keeping.
Hank’d been warned. Hank’d said “I served with Twitch,” collected the heavy platoon of intended Colour Party Captain Blossom had kept attached to Scarlet, and headed off to Westcreek Town.
Ain’t obviously against tradition; authority gets a say. Ought to get dead authority’s say in before official promotion happens.
Hank came back to the armoury with the Standard of the Fifth and the other three banners. Twitch’ll hand Blossom banners, which is how Scarlet and Ochre got theirs. Can’t think of anyone surprised by the banners, nor by Hank.
Meek ain’t particular ostensible fussing. They do fuss. I figure Slow and Eugenia are collaborating artistic; Meek don’t think that’s it. Meek might not want to think so; the medium’d be murder. Slow’s excruciating particular. Captain Eugenia’s excellent cheekbones shan’t suffice for sex or species or propriety, no matter how much fun they’re both having feeling the job’s more possible.
Puts me in the middle. Meek’s this, now, today; better Battalion sergeant-major than their years of service should produce, and improving. Slow’s off two centuries hence. Don’t know as Captain Eugenia’s got the same displacement of perspective, but they’ve got one. I can manage to worry about authority succession and boot production over spans of enlistment.
We ain’t cooking rations, we didn’t stop at the armoury. Flesh put together Festival rations; nuts and fruitcake, candy youth’d acknowledge, same old crackers, cheese, and the jerky’s large duck and double ration. Copper tags on the bags. Nought written, just shiny and obvious. Brandy in kegs, enough for the toasts.
Not everybody’d ever had large duck. I never had. Standard’s got provenance, Flesh shows up with a barge and a fit-in-your-hand scroll, standard eats the scroll. It’s all greenhead.
“The graul, ain’t it,” Meek says. “Greenheads can’t dive.”
Provenance don’t extend to ‘whence’. What, inspected by, assigned quality. No whence.
“Seems likely.”
Creeks’ll hunt greenhead occasional. Don’t entire repay the effort.
“Not that many ducks,” Cackles says.
“Too few and we get swans,” Meek says. “I figure the Food-gesith knows.”
Cackles tips their head over, take-your-point. Meet some, you think about how much ophidiform graul could eat.
Ain’t nohow fussy eaters.
Swans’re particular about their water-plants, and I get to thinking.
Think through a kilogramme of crackers, then there’s troopers standing to give the toasts to the Peace Established and the Work of the Year.
Tradition’d have Slow toast the Acquisition of Skill.
“Duty is that conduct which permits your future self benevolent self-regard,” Slow says. “Awareness prevents that future self from startling your conscious knowledge.”
Which neither I shan’t argue.
Slow goes from holding their field mug to hoisting it. “None avoid necessity. Let not our hearts be hard.”
“Let not our hearts be hard,” gets repeated aloud. Two hundred people aloud sounds different than the focus. Everybody drinks.
Think they got it.
Think I got it.
Tidy up and head back west, to Westcreek and the First. Losing any habit of holding still.
Thread 7
Slow’s memoirs
The Second continued to train throughout the winter of five-hundred-and-forty-six. The First maintained a watch along the Southern Edge. The First’s barracks outside Westcreek Town went unoccupied, aside from the Second’s medical supports and a small number of convalescents from each battalion. Consideration was given to establishing strong points along the Edge Road, in part because constructing such strong points would serve as useful practice for the Second. We did not construct any such because we did not propose to continuously defend them. An opponent who uses demons may attack from a great distance any strong place they observe. We cannot prevent distant observations, but we may prevent making obvious targets.
Demons will destroy something once released. A defence may or may not defeat the demons sent against it, but strong works left empty serve only to increase an opponent’s perception of the number of demons required. A fixed presentation of defended works serves to give an opponent a more accurate count of the number of demons they truly require to reduce those works.
Such few additional targets as we must create — chiefly the armoury, out of the count of Line facilities — are in principle robust. We cannot expect to have a battalion in garrison even at the armoury, so this robustness is more potential than realized. It was possible that the talent-workers housed in the armoury would be able to make use of its defensive design; we hoped so, and it was made to be so. It was not certain, and I should rather never to have seen it tested.
The coming of spring brought redeployment.
In the Four Provinces of the Creeks resided eight independents of considerable and militant talents. The Line had had to suppose the availability of their services when making plans for the general defence. However much this goes against custom and preference, the present population did not support the necessary formations for our existing length of border. Six of these eight were absent from us throughout the five hundredth and forty-fifth year of the Peace; the City State refugees who proceeded up the Second Valley of the Folded Hills are still there, and we had still to fear a large force of Sea People sent in pursuit of those refugees, whether to destroy them or to follow them in conquest.
So well as we might understand, the City-Staters were indeed fleeing; they knew only they were moving away from the Sea People in passing up the Second Valley. That the Sea People knew this of the City-Staters is doubtful. They may well have supposed the City-Staters were moving to a known place of refuge or to seek help from some significant power. So we must suppose that when the Sea People returned in strength, one of the places they might arrive was at the southern limit of the Second Valley. Which was, in one regard, helpful to us. That portion of the Second Valley is not inhabited and would present difficulties of advance even were it not defended. If there must be undertaken a sorcerous defence of the Second Commonweal’s borders in the old manner, that high and lake-filled rocky valley was a better place than it might be for it to take place.
In another regard, the Wapentake’s existing plans had relied on having those independents available to us. Not, we strongly hoped, to fight, but to carry messages both swiftly and secretly. Without that aid, and with the recent example of how awkward concentration of our scattered banners might prove to be, in the spring of five hundred and forty-six I made changes in our deployment. The banners of the First were assembled at the western end of the Edge Road, above and west of the West Wetcreek. The banners of the Second were assembled all together at the southern end of Blue Creek, south of the Edge Road. There are some convenient rises of land there, and we rotated our camp among them to keep in march practice. The standard of the Second moved between these two concentrations as seemed to me useful or prudent.
The Second could from anywhere in this area signal the Fifth Battalion at the armoury. This we did when the ships of the Sea People were sighted passing the bend in the River of Mists. The armoury could signal the First’s banners, halfway up the eastern slope of the fifth range of the Folded Hills, less obviously than the Second could. Persons in the armoury could reach Parliament and Headwaters to bring the Fourth of the Twelfth and Chert’s Pennon south.
D-Day Minus 4
Year of Peace 547,  Messidor, Eighth Day (Early Summer)
Duckling
Colour Party for an artillery battalion is a platoon skilled with pointy sticks. Hank’s brought just that and the standard of the Fifth down the canal from the armoury; stopped on the east bank of the West Wetcreek. We’re just far enough north for the standards of the Fifth and the Second to communicate directly. Crinoline’s just far enough south to talk to Hank. Chert’s just far enough south to talk to Crinoline.
Four/Twelve’s halted for the night. Chert’s pennon’s coming down on barges. They had a brisk march to Hill Road Landing. Chert ain’t getting further away; Chert ought to be getting closer. There’s a tangle, with the barges. Everything going north is Longbarns evacuating. Once Longbarns is done, it should start being more northerly settlements. Won’t have time. Nobody’s walking in the dark. At dawn they will be walking.
Stopped observation before noon. Too much risk of providing a target when the battalions weren’t concentrated. What we’ve got’s not the best news.
You can see Chert’s standard-bearer. You can see the pennon sergeant-major. Little else; Chert’s wrapped in a cloud of gloom. Hopefully not so large the barge has navigation problems. Chert just got close enough, so Chert just got the observation summary. “Two-hundred-and-fifty thousand.”
“Estimated effectives.” Hank. “Hundred thousand supports and sailors.”
“I presume we’re not standing in front of them.” Crinoline.
“Soft Rain,” Slow says.
“Five days?” Crinoline don’t approve.
“Three. Survey complete.” Slow’s speaking cadence goes with moving at a jog. We all are; I haven’t had to say anything. Two-Fierce is across the West Wetcreek. Uniform is landing. Thorn is loading. Colour Party’s trailing. The First should be across the Fifth Range of the Folded Hills.
“Six barge-loads.” You can feel Hank’s wry in the bones of your face. “Ought to help.”
Soft Rain supposes two barge-loads of extra pointy sticks to the blocking battalions. They’d be getting eight, if Hank had eight barges. Shot Team’s diligent.
“Your plan names are Chill Mist, Soft Rain, Heaped Leaves, and Warm Sun.” General Chert’s had the plans since winter but I doubt they’ve read them. I ain’t read the plans for the hell-things coming east or Sea People up any of the four valleys of the Folded Hills, and I ain’t as busy as a general. Quick work to get them out of the pennon already.
“Heaped Leaves employs independents.” Slow. The standard only passes sounds when you’re talking. The hum of wheelbarrow wheels comes through, and the steady thump of boots. I can see Chert’s face start showing questions. Slow goes on. “Chill Mist supposes fewer adversaries. Warm Sun supposes no maneuver battalions.”
Hope Chert don’t read Heaped Leaves. Or Warm Sun.
“Down here to brief you.” Hank. “Pennon gets the east bank.” The west bank has the continuous road, and Crinoline’s on it. Towpath tomorrow. Road’ll be one-way north.
“Interaction?” Chert’s coming back on balance.
“Spot ate something.” Hank. “Not a demon. Wind-walker, maybe.”
“Soft Rain supposes a Sea People attempt to achieve submission through military victory.” Crinoline. “What Shadow got from the first bunch isn’t certain, but distant pooled dominion is a plausible risk.”
If you kill the sorcerer, their dominion ends. If it’s some sort of distant anchor, you have to find that and destroy it. Less simple task.
“We’re the bait?” Chert’s half-wry.
“Plug,” Slow says. “We must not suppose them obliged to transfer another’s dominion.”
“Right down on the Edge and give them a target,” Crinoline says. “Don’t let them up.”
“How much of this is yours?” Chert means Crinoline, and you can tell. The standards pass your conversational intent.
“Quantification for Four/Twelve.” Crinoline’s smile comes through. “Soft Rain’s the only plan Four/Twelve’s engaged.”
“Slow and Eugenia.” Hank. “I need Eugenia running Ochre, Slow needs to march.” ‘Why I’m your briefer’ is implied. Chert’s responsible for the Folded Hills and how to block any of the valleys. Nothing says the Sea People will pick the Second Valley just because that’s where the City-Staters are. Soft Rain’s the only plan we need Chert’s pennon.
There’s a definite pause.
“I am concerned,” Chert says, “at the level of operational risk.” Meaning we would lose ten banners and a standard.
“I am concerned some may escape.” Slow’s whole voice.
Regular One’s ain’t supposed to have a sense of humour. Hank’s smiling anyway. “Information leakage should be avoided.”
“It is a measure of our circumstances that we seek to engage five battalions under four standards drawn from three brigades in two operational areas,” Slow says. Slow’s sense of humour, pointing out our co-ordination’s missing with that mix. “Nor may we be certain this is the sole force available to the Sea People.”
Not what you want to think about a quarter of a million troops. Hundred and four battalions.
“Any establishment of a remote dominion must be avoided,” Slow says like you’d say “The Power has altered the world”. “Exploitation of interior lines requires unengaged forces.”
“Couple of thousand in the first wave,” Chert says strictly to Slow.
Slow nods. “Ten banners.” It comes with a graceful-even-for-Slow rendition of the gesture for ‘Have to try it and see’. Even Slow shouldn’t be able to do it loping along.
Nine banners is enough people for half-again the multiplier Thorn had. Ten banners means fifteen times Thorn’s output. Thorn could almost throw fast enough.
“Couple thousand at the armoury, maybe.” Not my place to talk, particularly, but Slow thinks this is obvious. Slow’s obvious’s unreliable in others.
Hank nods. “Wreaking teams can push the wall-wards. I’ll run targets for both batteries.”
Slow’s expression’s reminiscent of a smile. Not the same way as Hank’s. Neither the least bit worried.
Chert thinks about saying something, doesn’t. No offensive tasking for the battery commanders. Eugenia gets the bubble, Blossom gets the periphery. Hank’s being impeccably practical.
“How’s the mix on the sticks?” Crinoline.
“You haven’t drilled with hungry so I didn’t send you any.” Hank’s tone’s gone flat. “Full mix otherwise and it’s all on shafts.”
The pennon and Four/Twelve started practicing after the Fight Below the Edge. Tradition can only be so reluctant.
“Couple barge-loads more if we can turn the barges around quick enough.”
We want nothing moving on the water once the Sea People start pushing.
There’s a position-and-movement image passed around, annotations and information from all the standards. It runs out four days.
Nobody says anything about luck or the future. There’s a feeling; not consensus in the focus, it’s back through all the standards together. Consensus of the Standard-Captains, operant.
Everybody says “Peace behind us.” The standard goes quiet, nothing in it but our moving bubble of night.
Colour Party keeps running.
D-Day Minus 3
Year of Peace 547,  Messidor, Ninth Day (Early Summer)
General Chert
Fourth, Pennon. Two or one?
Pennon, Fourth. Two.
It’s not even a coin flip. Could be fatal, could be perfect, no way to tell. If it comes down to trying to hold both sides of the river we’ve had it. But we want to make the Sea People spread their front and their works so they have to give a flank to someone.
Getting off the barges puts us a little back of Crinoline. Four/Twelve’s got a big pile of sediment shifting out of the West Wetcreek. The water goes through the Edge but the dirt doesn’t, or doesn’t all; the coarse stuff stays above. The Creeks come down here for building gravel.
The Edge bumps up; it rises to a ridge, and a long ridge with a peak has a military crest. Crinoline’s going compact tetrahedral back into the south slope’s crest, just west of where the river’d go over if it got this far. Puts the battlements maybe four hundred metres from the cliff-edge. Two-tube bastions at the ends of the narrow front wall. Company to each flank, company to the front, two in reserve. Walls getting tall with another load of sediment. Enough steam for a real fog as the molten glass wall faces cool.
“Round, sir?” Sergeant-major of the Army of the Western Hills. The pennon works out so they direct digging.
“Round.” Only one Experimental Battery. Round’s best for the bubble. “Round fortification, roof and galleries. Notch wide, not deep.” Emphatic nods. Eleven different Creeks have been four kinds of insistent that you can dig down through the top few metres of the Edge, but no more. No idea what’s going to happen if a demon tries to go deep.
“It’s not hell-things.” There are a few smiles in the Colour Party, affirming motions strong enough to rattle armour. Only so many Sea People here now. Killing them all is a practical ambition.
Nobody thinks we’re going to survive, which is simpler.
Twelve hundred metres between inside walls, us to the Fourth; close enough we can get pointy sticks over each other’s bubble.
Chert, Crinoline.
Crinoline, Chert.
You got preferences about ‘keep the attention of the Sea People force’?
They’re headed this way. If they stop —  and I get the impression of a shrug. Quicker than I’d like.
We’re going to have to fight them. Maybe not hold them, but fight them.
Last march for the Old Line.
You getting maudlin? Crinoline’s animated, call it.
Got to thinking how I’d report. Report to the First Commonweal, to the Parliament that made the Army of the Iron Bridge and sent it into the Second Commonweal before that existed. The small noise I get from Crinoline makes it clear they understand ‘report’.
If the hell-things just went away? There’s one of Crinoline’s real smiles, there in the focus. Won’t be any lack of trying.
Makes me smile, because that one starts with your warrant of authority. No corpses, nothing’s on fire, you can’t say you tried. Get a warrant of commission and you can never say you tried; live or die, get the job done.
No Peace.
Crinoline doesn’t argue with me. So far, everyone wants one.
The memory and the ideal and the hope, but. Too much economy gone to militant purposes.
Whatever the Line finds to defend must find the Peace again, Crinoline says. I’ve got that in the instructions to those holding authority as a warning.
D-Day Minus 3
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Duckling
The Edge south of the Fourth Valley’s high, and goes vertical into a mess of tide-washed rocks and brackish quicksand. Either battalion can handle that, but not and be quiet. So we head up the west side of the Fourth Valley; it’s not a developed pass, but it’s there. Marching by platoons makes a lot of movement possible you can’t make with column of banners.
Slow’s got the standard of the Second over one shoulder. The Second’s standard-bearer never gets far from the wheelbarrow that’s got the proper javelins. “So we can trade” got inflected like a joke the first time Slow carried the standard themself.
Camp. Carefully do not imagine who will come back for the neat rank of empty wheelbarrows that had yesterday’s rations.
South; there’s a rough road down the Edge at the foot of the Third Valley. There’s a surveyor and an independent. The surveyor’s got a couple focus teams with them, to get rid of the road. The Independent Etch intends to come with. Slow agrees, up to the Fifth Range as it exists Below.
Stand in ranks, all clumped up tight. The point is to be a surprise, not an advance of Power engaged at a distance. Obvious, and everyone knows that’s the plan. Everybody’s looking like maybe getting the flinch when Slow orders Prepare to case banners anyway. This ain’t settled country. Strange weeds, familiar weeds, either’s a futile death.
Slow fishes a box of boxes out of the standard, and then ten bags of gauntlet laces.
The little boxes are bug-charms by the five-hundred. I get the nod from Slow and start handing out bug charms. Ninny and Tact get to walk a file down the lines of the First and Second, one box and one bag to a banner and pass the remainder back when you’re done. Nine empty boxes and one half-empty by the time the colour parties get their charms. Little and aluminium, like the usual bug charm, but different; these’re orange and more like a narrow flat bead than a jar label. “Comprehensive,” Slow says, saving me from having to try to describe the difference between citrusy and clean and plain citrusy as smells in a question. “Single use.”
Slow has more than two for everyone, I can count boxes, but I can listen to Slow, too, and make sure Meek and Brisket heard it. Those in authority get direct and repetitive about ‘single use’. Turn it on and leave it on.
If we were on a weeding team, the usual place’d be down the back of the shield-hand gauntlet under the lining where it won’t bend. Gauntlets have to come off; mustn’t be taking these off. All the armour’s on wheelbarrows. The laces are new and cool in the hand. Nobody makes gauntlet laces in silk, if it is silk. They’re woven round, and wide enough; the charm goes in the end that hasn’t got an aiglet. Slow waited until Meek and Brisket both looked, dragging the attention of four-fifths of those in authority with them, and then demonstrated. Tuck the lace end into itself, of course Slow’s got a sewing needle threaded, and then the end of the lace with the aiglet on goes into a coiffeur’s needle and Slow’s hair, wiggle-slither-vanish.
Meek makes an aggrieved face. You shouldn’t be able to do that in your own hair, and it’s grieved Meek since they were kids that Slow can do it like pulling up socks. There’s a quick sort of murmur through the First and Second. Hair, knotted round the neck, wrapped on to a wrist, it all works. Slow stitches mine into my braids neat and solid.
Charms come up by files through the ranked banners. Last is Slow, me, Meek with Brisket mirroring their raised arm, then down the double line of part-captains.
Case the banners. Case the standard. Strange and itchy and awkward, to be out here in a wilderness and nobody latched. Smells like ice and darkness, and it didn’t.
More column of platoons, down the rough road and on to the Cousin’s narrow tracks. No armour, we want to move, but there’s shields and war-swords ready to grab on the wheelbarrows. Wouldn’t usually put those over the sticks. Brisket’s out front and shifts to column of files as One-Fierce moves off the rough road. Six hundred files is sixteen kilometres long in column of files. Everybody out front runs up from a trot, trying to keep the shift to files from clogging the track.
Camp. It’s a tight fit. The Cousins never tried to put even half a thousand people in any of their camping places. Slow’s instructions to the survey saw bridges put in and camps expanded various places Below the Edge. Nothing big, nothing fancy, just bare rock with consistent drainage. Etch weeds, subtly and quietly, flits around and fusses. We’re snug into the western foot of a scraggly lump of a former island. It does for a mountain now.
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Standard of the Fifth
The Creeks armoury can house many more people than it does. As a regular matter, you concentrate as tightly as you can. Minimizing the contained volume wastes the least ward strength.
Attention to orders. Orders in the standard feel less grim than Captain Hank’s regular spoken voice.
Drop the north-east bridge.
Narrow and implausible, it falls as a rain of chill sand.
Drop the canal bridge.
The locks are shut, six kilometres to the west. The armoury’s great canal-gates are shut. Both will be held shut by the weight of water above or inside them as the canal bridge and its running arches fall in a widening roar of neatly cubic gravel.
The next order is verbal, passed by runners down each of three stairwells. Raise the wall-wards.
None of those who activate the wall-wards could create them or explain them, but there is enough Power in the wreaking teams to keep the walls active until the food runs out months from now. The active wall-wards through the substance of the canal-gates shut them as things which cannot move and never once were open.
Scarlet and Ochre batteries have emplaced on Artillery Tower Four, where the roof has emplacements for the six batteries of a battalion. The artillery towers are taller than the others; even when artillery isn’t shooting flat, everyone wants the ‘over’ part of ‘overhead’ to have some structural reinforcement.
D-Day Minus 1
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Duckling
We take the wretched trail as soon as there’s any light around the mountain. We need to make our easting. We need to stay low. Below The Edge don’t look to be terrain you could do that, but the Cousins had five thousand years. We had sorcerer-surveyors and independent cartographers. We’ve got accurate maps. The Second hasn’t done the whole route, but we’ve been over this mountain-saddle.
Etch protested most of breakfast. Slow noted any exercise of sorcery on the eastern side of the Fifth Range must be observed. The bug charms aren’t sorcery, not when active. No one has turned theirs off since the standard was cased. The wild kine stick to the forests and the turtles stick to the watercourses and we’re not going those places.
To start with, we’re going where you have to drag the wheelbarrows. The path goes round by the north, and it’s steep and ugly and awkward and there’s two spots irredeemably muddy. Better than a lot of places Slow routes training marches. Much better than Meek’s joyous recognition that the Edifice is full of stairs. Nervous-making, because the north side’s exposed; there’s a sight-line to the River of Mists. Not a close one, there’s trees and distance and the light’s from them to us.
We’re going where we have to plain pick the wheelbarrows up, one file per wheelbarrow, and step careful over the cobbles. Below the Edge tipped after it drained. There’s old watercourse various places. Most of it’s swamp today. Some of it’s full of cobbles or gravel off the Fifth Range. It’s a way down, and it’s a way down screened by the old banks. Three-four places there’s a something, miasma’d be thinner than this is, leaning in. It never gets close. Six hundred files worth of individual orders from beyond the world saying we’re not food today.
The River of Mists erodes its course. It’s had time to make itself a valley. It never had much height to work with. The ridge line there’s so low it’s hard to see. We’re going south of the peak rise and north of the slightly higher land south of it. The ridge is flat sedimentary rock that cracked along an east-west line when the land bent. It’s eight and ten metres higher than the River of Mists at most, but it’s fifty kilometres wide north-south. Headward erosion fought it out from north and south into the broken middle. The middle got hollowed out until there wasn’t the slope for more erosion. The whole middle’s wet and sludgy, but there’s the rising edge north and south, all rippled with stream-entries as the rain made it. There’s a trail down the approximate middle of the north edge. Surprisingly straight; made straight. Fill and causeway the way you get when everybody chucks a couple rocks in every time they come past, and you keep it up for a thousand years.
It’s not obvious; we didn’t see it, from a slanting look down. Not anything you’d call obvious contour even without the coiling mists. Not under any trees, it’s too wet or bare rock, but the dark wear on the trail looks like the dark and tangled water right nearby. Bushes, reeds, the swamp grows stuff, but not close. Only enough width. No places we’ll need to ford. Surveyors like fording less than the Line does even without those turtles. Slab bridges have a lot to recommend them.
Sixteen-kilometer column of files isn’t as loud as you think it ought to be. We’re low, we’re rasping along on hard ground halfway to the idea of road, and we’ve got a dim day and mist and a little rain. A steady thump of boots doesn’t carry as much as you think; you hear your feet through your bones, but the world doesn’t. Slow’s got the Second’s Colour Party up front with Two-Fierce; Meek’s got the middle and Brisket’s trailing, for movement. Every three hours, halt in place and eat standing.
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The River of Mist cuts the flat ridge where it turns south. Twenty kilometres west of the turn in the river, the ridge has a gap. I’d guess it’s more erosional than seismic but the survey didn’t care which. The north end of the gap gets close to the river; the survey piled stuff up there back of the riverbank greenery. It keeps the gap screened for a kilometre or so back from the northern peak in the ridge-line. It’s not deep, it’s barely three metres; somebody up a mast on the river who can see through the dark and the mist could spot us.
We pack into the gap by banners. Tighter we are forward, the less risk from alert lookouts. Slow figured nobody wants to move on an unfamiliar river in the dark, and this ain’t the part of the River of Mists that’s reliable deep and straight. We make no lights anyway.
Stop number six. Eighteen hours from our start. Twenty by the time everyone’s packed in. When Two-Keen clumps up at the end of the column, Ninny’s had two hours. Colour parties are fed, watered, have wiped down and changed their socks and smalls. Nobody fell in a latrine. Anybody abraded’s been slathered. All the jars are distinct shapes; there’s been dark before. Second round of water. One dose of restorative. Even split between fits of wiggles to keep blood moving and leaning together to nap.
Current issue restorative’s a cube of gelatine about six centimetres on a side, large enough you have to chew. Takes some chewing. Nobody agrees on anything about the flavour. Don’t feel like it does anything.
No expanse of lilies here, blooming in the dark.
Two-Keen gets an hour.
“Pass the word,” Slow says, directly to Meek from half-a-metre and quiet for the distance. “Don armour.”
The word goes out. I’ve already got it. Pass it formal anyway, Ninny first and out by files. Everybody puts the armour bags back careful; you’re expressing a belief you’re going to need yours again. The pointy sticks get re-arranged from march order into ease-of-grabbing. File closers get strict about full canteens and everyone balances the water tanks on the wheelbarrows back out.
Three each side; two empty, one half-full.
It’d be easier if it was less misty. There’s enough sky glow you can see silhouettes of things, especially if you hold them up. Anything moving shows. Still have to trust your hands, and the mist makes everything cold and a bit slippy.
Slow’s fished a watch out. Don’t know how they’re reading it.
Slow holds it up, beside my left ear. Something makes it tick, counting in four distinct pitches. Have to concentrate to hear it. That first flat pitch has to be zero.
“Twenty minutes,” Slow says.
“Sergeant-Major.” It’s only a little louder, but Meek’s head turns. “Pass the word. All to face south-west. When you see your shadow, latch to the standard.”
I walk around with Ninny and check everybody. The files are standing arms-over-shoulders, echeloned from our front to face south-west. I count them. I count the wheel-barrows. Two-Fierce has got their shields up high on their left shoulders. No shields in a Colour Party.
The word works its way back up from Brisket in the rear of the column. Everybody’s facing south-west.
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Full-Captain Hank disapproves of the crews sleeping beside their artillery tubes. Cots inevitably get in the way; sleeping on the ground is never wise. This is not, quite, in the field; it is on operations, but in the armoury, and the Commonweal has never had anything like it before.
The roof of Artillery Tower Four is broad and flat and impervious. Almost everyone is sleeping. The armourers have the tubes, and the drovers with no bronze-bulls to care for have the watch. That leaves sixteen of the nineteen files for each tube, the active crew that will rise and fight. A hundred and twenty-eight people settle into twenty-four metres by sixteen, low lumpy shapes. No cots; mattresses hauled up from the barracks, behind the rows of shot-racks trailing inward from each tube. Twenty-four by sixteen is spaced wide; there’s clear lanes to run.
The caissons aren’t here; the tubes and limbers are, and the ramps to roll them up would take caissons without difficulty, but Hank does not see the point. There will be no switch to an advance, not with the bridges down, and the shot-racks hold more than the caissons would.
Racks hold many more pointy sticks than a mobile battery could expect to transport. The battalion Colour Party is ten files, the size of a Wapentake platoon. Sticks from racks is not something the Fifth’s Colour Party has drilled. Their colour-sergeant has had racks with demon sticks put down both outside edges of a U-shape of racks. Two files of the Colour Party are asleep in the U-shape, the others behind it.
With most ilks of fellow regulars, Hank would expect the battery commanders to sleep; the full-captain is up, and the command team should try to keep its average weariness low.
Captain Eugenia is of Regular Six antecedent, and an independent. Without being an independent, they’d have five times Hank’s stamina with regard to sleep and alertness. They’ve had their nightly two-hour nap out of sheer propriety, and are up now, writing a letter fluidly in the black dark of a cloudy night. Captain Eugenia’s helmet and one gauntlet are off; they’re otherwise in armour.
Captain Blossom’s asleep beside Scarlet Battery’s special-shot shot-rack. Hank almost smiles.
A timer chimes in the standard. Each tube’s supports start moving, waking gunners and small-gunners, and running each individual artillery tube through checks. All six tubes in a battery aren’t necessarily going to work, but these are new, and emplaced on the facility which built them. There’s a cradle with a spare tube behind each special-shot shot-rack; the battalion has three spare mounts up here on the roof if it needs them, already fitted to carriages.
The wall-ward runs through two floors below the roof; there’s no going below that level with the wall-wards up and active. The top two floors are built to house and feed a full battalion. Mattresses vanish below; the crews eat by odds and evens, food heated with battery banners as they would in camp. Scarlet is a Creek unit and drinks wood-lettuce-root tea; Ochre is Regulars and Typicals and drinks coffee. All mutter, pass through the latrines, splash water on their faces, and emerge orderly in armour.
Attention to orders.
Evening teams on the focus. Morning teams on the tubes. Ochre has the bubble. Scarlet has the periphery. Battalion has front.
There’s a squishy, sliding feeling in the focus as it settles. Not full output, but active. The battery banners are contributing half their output to a ward-bubble maintained by the standard. Battalion executive rests with Hank, and the battalion would seem a single thing externally.
Prep Schedule One.
Prep Schedule Two.
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The flash’s stark and sudden, shadows harsh and dark and fanned. The close few high shot ain’t got intervening cloud.
Latch goes fast and startled. Everything into the bubble. Slow has no doubts about what layers in what order.
Listen up. Fifth Battalion put twenty-four six-red into the north-south section of the River of Mists. Meek’s entirely calm. There’s some five-red that’ll be coming down in the east-west stretch of the river. 
Maneuver to cut their line of retreat. Ain’t something I decided to think. Sounds like the Captain.
The focus makes some formless gesticulation to itself before it settles out and the push goes smooth. The River of Mists is three hundred metres north of our forward files.
The five-red come down and the wind from the close high six-red twenty kilometres away gets to us about the same time. The bubble shrugs it. Wouldn’t want to get hit with five-red, but it comes down as planned. We’re in the middle of two high-low pairs, one into the river, one detonating twenty-six hundred metres up.
It gets bright out there. A few files take a knee. Sensible primal desire, getting your head down.
Attention to orders.
Slow sounds like Slow with less doubt.
Bug charms. Hold at arm’s length. Off.
Slow demonstrates. The lace slithers out of Slow’s hair with a bit of tugging; the stitches pop when Slow pushes the charm against the thread. The little aluminium tag gets tossed lightly up, and the focus shows everybody the aluminium burning, bright and brief, as the charm switches off.
Every sergeant and sergeant-major in both battalions says By files, by your numbers, count! like we practiced this. Slow’s face twitches halfway to a smile; Meek looks angry, Brisket, back with One-Uniform, looks rueful. It hangs up until the file-closers can get their laces detached, longer than it feels. Little falling stars burn down in bitter smells of hot metal and a quiet chant that’s mumbling with variety until it hits the file position, mumble-mumble-ONE! mumble-mumble-TWO! and with mumble-mumble-EIGHT! they’re all gone.
Advance by banners to your designated position. The focus pushes the map. Prepare to advance in haste.
One-Fierce is Knives. You can feel the grin, because Knives has noticed we’re going across the bare rock of what was the broad bed of the river. Ain’t crossing, ain’t fording; right through the boiling water.
The Line will advance.
The banners drop off the standard. Opposed river crossing’s always risky, but the Sea People ought to be feeling surprised. Thirty-six five-red shot in the stacked trajectories of the second volley. Thirty-four detonated. Failures right next to each other, one high-low pair. Flinch’s fed it into the focus, I tap it to the banner-captains. Forty kilometres west.
We’re just close enough to the traditional anchorage if the first volley didn’t work. Feed has all four six-red functioning. Two high, two in the water. No ships showing.
One-Fierce sprints for the river. The gap’s clear where the river-water splashed back off the bubble and dragged the piled heap of gravel screen with it.
Two-Fierce is Weasel. Weasel’s attention’s ticking through the focus for where you can push down on the bubble. Four ways to do it, and I can feel Two-Fierce’s bubble going low and flat before they’re even in the water.
Slow’s handed the standard’s focus to Meek to manage movement. Two colour parties, almost-one-banner for files, banner for push, they all know it.
The river bed’s plowed up with the two closest impacts. There’s bare hot rock across the bottom of the western crater where the roiling water’s still flowing back in. Trying to flow back in; there’s steam explosions great and small. We get the river closing over the bubble five times while we’re crossing. Dead things in the water and eerie silence in the bubble. You can see it’s noisy out there, but nothing in here but your comrades, breath and boots and the odd creak from a wheelbarrow.
We’re inland on the far bank, three, three, three, and two by banners, as compact as we can get.
Banners latch the standard.
Slow’s gone strange to excitement.
Puddle has the bubble, Two-Uniform, Two-Thorn, Two-Ogive. 
Lolly has the periphery, One-Uniform, Two-Fierce, Two-Robust.
Suppress Sea People pickets.
I hand the observers sectors, here and here and here with the focus. Farmer’s distant observer files start taking high looks.
Battalion movement by direction of the sergeant-majors.
Everybody’s getting an overlay through the focus: where we’re going, where their banner is going, where their platoon is going, where their file is going. File arrow’s shortest and darkest if you’re a trooper. Everybody gets which banner which sergeant-major has; Meek’s got the left, Brisket’s got the right, it’s not split by First and Second.
Knives has Left Front, One-Fierce, One-Robust. Dancer has Right Front, One-Ogive One-Thorn.
Knives? Slow’s personal voice ain’t distinct from orders. The standard lets you know.
Yeah, yeah, kill’em like we like’em. Knives ain’t displeased.
Signaller to direct operations.
Breathe, because of sudden need. The focus shifts, more compact and more nuanced and wider, all together. Not meat-brain geometry, ignore it. How Slow planned to fight.
Tracks all acknowledged.
The Line will advance.
Meek and Brisket start us marching.
Piper, play us a merry tune.
Second’s Piper starts in on Lass from the Corner. Four bars in, when everybody’s got the step, all the other pipers come in.
March rate picks up a bit, seven metres per second. Bow-wave on the bubble’s four or five metres high, mud, water, fragments of trees, mostly burning; it’s still the red-shot’s burning wind out there, no visibility with eyes. Puddle starts feeding some of the merry tune out through the bubble anyway, the piping and the march beat.
Knives gets a firm locus on who we think blocked that pair of five-red. One-Fierce runs the water purifier on it.
Way more force than necromancy usually gets, behind a thorough way to shout DIE. They’re out in the river, and Knives has their full attention. Didn’t get them all.
Periph, Battalion. Demons inbound. Lolly. Lolly’s got the overall periph, Flinch has the whole assembled close incoming passed to Lolly neatly abstracted, from us and all the banners. Flinch has the enviable knack of not thinking what any of it means. Lolly gets the angles and assignments pushed out to the banners on periph.
I’ve got the take from the distant observers.
Reach up, blink at the armoury.
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The view is long, and slanted. The standard can only do so much with that volume of roiled air. The Standard of the Second reports its view; a different slant, and less distance. Schedule One came down as aimed. Schedule Two, mostly.
None of the tubes have reloaded. At the range, with active spotting, with the scheduled shots done, the Fifth has to wait to know what to shoot, and where. There’ll be some time while the Second finds targets.
Two batteries firing together isn’t a grand battery; a battalion firing together is. Hank settled on ‘battalion’ months ago. This doesn’t ask a battalion shoot.
Scarlet, target. Where a ship was in the east-west stretch of the River of Mists, when the Second’s standard saw it. The standard pushes Hank’s imagination of shot order and placement to the artillery tubes in Scarlet battery.
Scarlet, load.
Shot moves, shot for tubes one and six off the special shot-racks. The tubes load. Scarlet One and Scarlet Six load with twitching delicate care.
Scarlet, in your sequence, shoot.
Tube One and Tube Six shoot. Then Two-Three-Four-Five all together.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 0.30
Year of Peace 547,  Messidor, Twelfth Day (Early Summer)
Duckling
First wave of demons splatters on the bubble, no co-ordination, it’s just whoever had something to send.
Steady rate on the demons. Lolly’s of-course-you-would-already gentle reminder voice.
The periph banners start throwing one stick at a time from two of five platoons. Nothing thick enough to get the battalion Colour Party involved.
Steady rate, throw-one-stick-and-wait-for-effect’s bad for your nerves. Saves on sticks. Demon sticks, you always want more later.
One-Fierce, tracking. Meek.
‘One kilometre inland’ does not mean ‘one thousand metres’ inland; you’re supposed to pay attention to the terrain, not stick to the increasingly nominal riverbank absolutely. One-Fierce has been proceeding in a straight line.
The armoury blinks back.
Rot.
Start a timer. Stopping too soon is a hint. Knives wants to get that clump of Sea People up the horizon before trying again. Tap the timer into Knives’ attention. Shift the followup eval for the distant ships off Flinch to Farmer’s observers. Regulation — ought to go through Flinch. Ain’t willing to alter Flinch’s filter of the input.
Puddle gets Prep blank bubble and the shot code and the same timer-tap.
Thirteen, ten, nine, five, and three seconds out from the timer ending, Knives chucks stuff at the locus. None of it’s necromancy. None of it works. No splash, they can’t shrug it, but they can stop it all.
Timer’s done. Battalion check advance. Blank the bubble.
Meek and Brisket check the advance; everybody’s feet stop moving. Puddle blanks the bubble hard and thorough. No view outside. You don’t watch pointy-stick hungry unwinding; it might get you through the eyes. Artillery hungry we’d prefer to know specific Halt made them. Halt’s got precise hungers.
Enough leaks you can be sure something horrible’s happening. Differently vast horrible where the hungry shot unwind into cubic kilometres of starving volume.
“Shot the expletive prototypes.” One of the Second’s pipers. Strange reminder I have a body with ears.
Four three-red light in a tetrahedron around the HUNGRY. Time-on-target to a tenth of a second. A volume containing no sophoncy gets obliterated by the merging shockwaves. Does nothing to the HUNGRY.
Wait. Give the HUNGRY a minute, they’ll both close in on themselves.
Battalion clear the bubble.
The Line will advance.
Duckling, Meek. We going through?
Meek, Duckling. Yeah. Slap a graph together, make sure Meek and Brisket both get it. Gone before we get there. It looks like a transmittance-reflectance curve, there-there-gone, only don’t ask what’s the analog of angle of incidence.
Spool Flinch’s take from the distant observers, agree/disagree about what to use, blink-blink-blink.
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Eight minutes before spotting comes up from the Second, in neat east-to-west order.
Battalion, Tubes, targets.
Captain Hank has had much less organized artillery support requests from long-established brigades. They almost smile; they’ve caught themself thinking Old Line, behind the orderly process of distributing the list of targets to the tubes.
Tubes are tipping up; these will be long range shots.
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Two minutes later, blink-blink-blink. Pass that to the distant observers.
There’s some sort of camp on the other side of the river. Knives is grinding it up like road gravel. Dancer’s got a bunch of something. Angle says inland source. Not demons, not material. They make pop noises, imploding.
(Meek, Brisket), Duckling. March rate, quick as we can.
The bow-wave on the bubble gains height and the floor smooths out. Riding up a bit, instead of shoving everything out of our way. Less anchor against a major attack. Faster advance. Want as much westing as we can get before the opposition firms up.
Shot’s going over, way high and spread wide. Anything afloat in the north-south portion of the river. Anything we can see, a hundred kilometres and more out to sea.
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Blink-blink-blink.
The standard’s got a node high; the armoury can talk flat. Lots of dust, even thirty kilometres up. Takes more push. Tangent to the curve of the earth; no matter how far out to sea they are, the Sea People won’t see it.
The armoury’s getting summons chucked at it. The Fifth has specific suspicions about the anchorage.
Fancy, Kittens; check — it’s a volume, six-red alters contour — for active Power.
Check Flinch’s feed. Nothing pressing.
Signals, (Left Front, Right Front, Periph, Movement). My front. Clearing our rear. Hold in place.
Just after everybody’s feet have stopped, Observer, Signals. Five loci, neatly labelled.
North of the customary anchorage. Hundred-fifty, hundred-sixty kilometres away. Obscured visual. Clear targets. Not for long; these’re pre-eminents being brave. Won’t take long to decide recover-the-plan ain’t working. Return-with-knowledge always works. Get through this working, then run.
Pick the peak-output locus. Centre up, broad-bubble it, set the bubble to leak everything but oxygen. Squeeze. Go slower than you want; sudden pressure shifts are obvious. Nobody summons anything dangerous casually; hardly anyone blocks gas exchange with an extemporized ward. If you take it slow, in thirty seconds there’s twenty times the regular pressure and the sorcerer’s surprised they’re on fire. Then you go BURN DIE BURN DIE BURN DIE DIE DIE at them, and one more BURN for the startled remains with a sharp tight locus on their skull.
Next output’s closer, in the middle of something, can give them a minute. The lowest output’s warding up from the swirl, betcha they’re blocking oxygen. They can’t see well, not any more than the focus can. Six-red in the water means hot fog. Six-red high means everything’s on fire in the hot fog the howling wind is pushing. Some of the fires are out now. Their comrade would have been pretty bright anyway, two hundred metres away. Solid nitrogen’s about as dense as aluminium. The focus makes a five-kilogramme dart a kilometer up along with a whole bunch of loud scattered random sparkles. Flick it down with the press that makes the stuff.
Nothing there but air, and the air’s moving quick just now. It’s through their bubble before they notice or try to stop it. Sibling Narkis’ notable touchy about the Power, goes bang. That point of strong Power splatters into nothing. Must have got it close to their head.
Thank you, Blossom, that you think of such things.
Close decided to go for finishing, or didn’t dare stop, but they’re still at it. Better locus, well done, Flinch, grab and implode their bubble. Check for deformed gates or portals, check for gates or portals, never got that far.
Two left. Distant’s getting vague. Thinking of leaving. Tangle is automatic and extravagant and rarely used. Asks a hard push to get it that far. Not what Distant was expecting; they get caught square. Don’t know anyone who’s gone and asked what ‘unresolved across a diversity of inhospitable possibilities’ means exactly, but Distant’s dead.
Flinch’s flagged some stuff. Slow’s dropped a three-dots on something up ahead. Last one’s pulled something out of storage and chucked it at us.
Signals, Colour Party. Target inbound. Type unknown. Give the locus, not the arc. It’s got volition. There’s a rattle of sticks. Not everybody wants to be holding demon with an unknown coming.
Don’t know if Last’s on mud or not. Sand flows. Sand comes from any stone. Open a pit under their feet and pat them into it, ward and all. CRUNCH. Keep crunching until Last’s gone and the sphere’s hit the limit of compression.
Whatever it is, it’s smart enough to stay off the bubble. Punch hurts it. Three hits kills it.
Signals, (Left Front, Right Front, Periph, Movement). Resume advance.
Dancer does for Slow’s three-dot target. Can’t tell what it was.
Nothing in the river, nothing behind us but the hot mist.
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The Sea People who established occupancy of the single working anchorage on the north-south section of the River of Mists did so without specific knowledge of the country or the opposition they expected to face. In regular times, they should not worry very much, especially arrived in such force. Their first landing force had been entirely destroyed, and in ways that indicated they had found a stable empire, something more capable and more organized than the usual territorial overlord.
The Sea People have found stable empires before.
Their doctrine says ‘prepare a response’, and they have had the two days ashore necessary to assemble it.
The entity is worse than demons. Nothing the match of the devourer of Reems; not inherently past the capabilities of a pre-eminent sorcerer. The Sea People response did not send it across some context of geography; the entity is summoned, distantly and abruptly, beside whatever living being commanded attack against the Sea People position.
It manifests inside the Fifth’s ward-bubble, and there is no barrier in the bubble sufficient to prevent it passing outward.
Captain Hank is splattered dead behind it. Some of the Colour Party die, mist and ashes. The material standard of the Fifth falls with the standard-bearer, dead beside the standard-captain.
The Colour Party and the standard-captain stood before and between the shot-racks for the two batteries, nearly enough in the centre of the Fifth’s ward-bubble. The entity has done as it was commanded, then done the Fifth no other harm. Its instructions were strict and it fulfilled them.
Other harm is close, and coming. Kill the commander, and the defences will be less organized. Even should the entity not succeed, failure takes time; the defences will still be less organized.
Scarlet, Battalion. Battery, battalion push. My periphery. Captain Blossom’s voice comes quiet and terrible. Scarlet battery remembers, and looks away from where their commander is walking toward the parapet. It’s a hundred-metre drop to the water from the edge towers; the towers meant to emplace artillery are taller. The fall is every bit as straight.
The focus begins to shift with the whole of Scarlet battery’s output, Scarlet’s Evening teams moved to the standard from the artillery tubes.
Ochre, Battalion. Battery, battalion push. My battalion. Like Scarlet battery, Ochre’s tube-teams detach from their specific tubes to latch directly to the standard. Battalion focus evolution. Ochre’s Gunner has the bubble. Evening teams on the bubble. Morning teams on front. Scarlet’s Gunner recover the Colour Party. My front.
When caisson three-four’s second waggon manages to wedge a wheel between unexpected rocks, when asking for the shot inventory, when inquiring about the perceived quality of breakfast, when the standard-captain is suddenly dead, Captain Eugenia sounds precisely the same. The artillery batteries steady, in a night filled with shrieking.
The Sea People’s set response has gifted them with a dense wave of demons, uncomplicated and numerous.
The battle-standards of the Commonweal maintain a conservative design. They contain more things than anyone compelled to think with a material substrate can hope to remember. They contain operant capacities where the full scope is incomprehensible of its nature to persons obliged to comprehend using a material substrate. As the Wizard Laurel made the first battle-standards, the Commonweal’s battle-standards are carefully made so that the focus-mind is not sophont; a tool that does not approach those thresholds of understanding beyond which the Power compels might to exaltation.
Captain Eugenia is the Second Commonweal’s precedent for the minimum independent, but they do have a metaphysical part. Their prosthetic talent is new and clever, made in a generous spirit by fellow-adherents of the young goddess risen over the dark water of Armoury Pond.
Captain Eugenia has taken lawful command of the Fifth and executive of the Fifth’s focus.
Two batteries and a platoon-sized Colour Party and the lingering dead put the Fifth Battalion’s numbers at just enough to match the focus-multiplier of a Wapentake heavy battalion, and the Fifth is beset with demons. Its focus comes with the harsh push of mortal fear.
Latched by a prosthetic talent in which the focus finds nothing to recognize as mind, Laurel’s ancient caution fails Eugenia.
Ochre, Morning. Steady push, trust your feet. If you looked up from the bubble, you’d see the stars become strange. It should be nearly dawn; the night sky should be fading into day. Over the Armoury, over the Third Clearance of Lost Creek, it is as dark as midnight under unexpected stars. Whatever killed Captain Hank is headed north and east and fast, toward its hungers or its hope of escape. Captain Eugenia has used the standard to dispute its passage, and the thing returns.
Cohered fully sophont with Captain’s Eugenia’s exaltation into something terrible with Power, the focus of the Fifth keens in the several voices of nothing ever alive solemn words in the liturgical language of the archaic period of the initial rising of the Kingdom of the Spider. Rippling out through the Power from the Fifth’s focus, Captain Eugenia’s will chants audibly and powerfully a prayer for victory.
Over Armoury Pond is a second wave of demons, falling and rising; two more sent things have summoned them as harbingers, and then kept them close in surprise and sudden caution. The sent things do not know they hear a prayer for victory; they know such a concentration of Power exhibiting trappings of ritual demands great and nuanced caution.
Let the first wave of demons, those specifically distractions, find the surprises.
When something’s through. The Dead Gunner, purely certain. The surviving majority of the Colour Party return to composure and steady breathing.
Ochre’s Gunner is a Typical named Joyeuse. They approach the battalion bubble with flair and élan; it switches layers and shifts existing layers for angle and separation. Coming through is like trying to crawl through a turnip mangle, though the first wave of demons are bound to do it. The dynamic bubble spaces the demons out in time and delivers them less structured. You wouldn’t do it under direct assault, but there are only demons, and the Fifth has a platoon, much of a platoon, now, with pointy sticks, where a heavy battalion might have everyone. Steady rate and more time helps. The focus will show you where the demon is coming through; eyes will not see it, distortion against an already distorted sky.
Pointy sticks go up in pairs and demons die. The Fifth Battalion’s Colour Party settles enough to begin stamping their feet in time with their own chants, timing their throws.
Something glitters, moving fast out over the thirty-kilometre length of Armoury Pond. No one inside the battalion bubble notices how the stars shine harsh as the glitter rises up from the south as a rising ripple across the colder light. None of the demons were coming to the Shot Shop proper and then the Goddess of Destruction whistled, resolving Spot’s doubt.
Much higher over the pond the cold light twists and spirals and becomes actinic; hell-white light floods the armoury’s tower-tops. The thing returning, half-harried and half-compelled, is greater than demons; Spot cannot herd it. It makes an attempt to use the rising swirling demon-fight over the pond as distraction, as a thing to duck behind.
A thread of Blossom’s attention remains latched to the standard of the Fifth. Eugenia can’t use all of Blossom’s awareness, but all they can use is there. The attempted distraction fails.
Bars of light form in the sky. Nothing strikes out from the Fifth’s bubble; the bars of light arise between the stars, drawing lines through whatever killed Captain Hank. Someone trying to make strange snowflakes from twelve-dimensional-knitting needles might do something like this. The scream across the Power stops, stutters, and ends.
Spot hurtles widdershins, snapping at demons that would flee. Sufficiently desperate demons trying to dodge past Spot get devoured. Most stick to an increasingly tight clump, out of which the sublimating fragments of one of the sent things are falling faster than the clump as a whole is sinking away from the harsh bright light of destruction.
The other sent thing strikes in what it hopes is a moment of inattention. It misses, and acquires its own twelve-dimensional knitting needle, then another and another, each half of the shadows entirely lacking in a bar of light. Eugenia would have needed another dozen needles to kill it; Blossom’s wrath can take these three and twist the thing apart. Its several fragments fall swifter than its screaming fades.
Eugenia shifts into an offensive capacity seldom used; the expected demon is too free of movement to compress. These have been hounded into a small volume, and fall as hot stones. The stones have cracked into gravel or burst into sand by the time they’re five metres down in the broad cool water of Armoury Pond.
Joyeuse chivies out the last demon, wise and desperate, that was hiding between ward layers of the battalion bubble. Two demon-specific pointy sticks strike it. The Fifth’s Colour Party shouts their revised count of dead demons, feet stamping.
Ochre, Fifth Battalion. Well done.
Up over the pond, you might as well say the Goddess of Destruction is ruffling Spot’s ears.
Attention to orders. All teams, on the bubble. Eugenia waits while the Morning teams shift their focus to supporting the bubble, and the bubble steadies again. Fifteen, twenty seconds. End battalion focus evolution. Ochre has the bubble. Morning on the bubble. Scarlet has the periphery. Squeak has Morning on the periphery. Scarlet’s Gunner has the Colour Party and the close watch. Ochre’s Gunner has front. Scarlet and Ochre Evening teams latch your tubes. SWITCH.
The focus of the Fifth Battalion re-arranges itself. The battalion consensus leaves it sophont, leaves Captain Eugenia as they were, exalted. The hymn to victory rolls on, a slower, solemn thing of deeper voices below the keen.
Goddess and attendant eldritch creature move, to a place of air directly above the Fifth’s specific tower. Low slanting light from the just-risen sun does not reach below the shore-cliffs of Armoury Pond. The hell-white light shining down throws the walls of the Creeks armoury into stygian darkness. Armoury Pond glitters strange and silver as would fluid other than water.
Ochre, Battalion. Resume fire support.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 1.21
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Duckling
Blink-blink-blink.
The standard unpacks it. Fifth. Second. Request targets. The Fifth’s showing ‘impaired’.
Meek borrows my eyes for half-a-second. Checking on Slow, over to my left at the head of the First’s Colour Party.
Observer, pass what we’ve got.
Sir. Flinch’s tranced out entire. Their feet are moving in step and their mind’s in the standard. It works for observing. Ninny pats the sword-side of their helmet at me, elbow-points at Flinch. I nod. Ninny’s got a couple files assigned to keep trouble off Flinch. Wibble’s keeping Flinch from stepping in a hole. Wib’ll need help for trouble.
Not much to pass up to the Fifth. Forty kilometres to where the main Sea People landing was feeding troops northwards to the Edge. Our bow-wave off the bubble doesn’t have a clear upper edge. The burning trees burn in air with a lot of mud and guck and former rock in it. Looking down ain’t getting much.
(Nest, Kittens), have the Sea People shifted a rearguard?
Kittens’ team looks straight ahead. You don’t have to put the little portals the standard peeks through high up. Bounce the light-grabber around at people-level enough and you can get an idea.
Nest’s file’s got closer to the Edge. They both feed it through Flinch, proper, and Flinch gets the abstract to me timely.
All the mobile Sea People by the river are moving north; there’s a line forming about twenty kilometres inland. Moving quick; some kind of enhanced march. We’re a couple hours out; they’ll be at their defensive line in a couple hours. Grab the raw images, flip through for motion. Looks like there’s doctrine they don’t practice much. Attacks from the rear would be attacks from the sea.
Nothing formed up on the River of Mists. Won’t all quick-march north, some of it’s supplies and clerks and stevedores. Five-red destroyed a lot of it, but not all of it. Effective place to hide sorcerers. Line doctrine says we should shift to the hypotenuse, attack their flank before the defensive line’s fully established.
We’ve got six hours total. Usual problem with this sort of situation is the smart one. A smart sorcerer don’t start a fight they can’t win. They wait, and they hide. In five or six hours when the bubble drops because you’re dead tired from killing everybody you knew about there they are. Even if you get the bubble back up and win, the effort will kill most of you.
Quarter-million troops ashore, the general quality of the survivors at the anchorage; there’s at least one pre-eminent in there. Could be five, wouldn’t bet against ten. Shape-shifted into a rock at the edge of the river, something durable and quiet, and waiting.
I stick a grid on the map, tap it at Slow. Slow taps it back. Just enough time that Slow did look.
Second, Fifth. Three-red soonest and the grid.
The standard blinks it across.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 1.25
Year of Peace 547,  Messidor, Twelfth Day (Early Summer)
Standard of the Fifth
Coherent light leaves and returns above the Fifth and its patron goddess. Shot moves to the tubes. The hymn to victory rolls on in ancient words and vast regular music.
Shoot. Joyeuse’s firm clear voice.
Twelve shot rise and reach southward, again and again and again and again as the elevation of the tubes decreases. Battery five with three-red shot.
There are Sea People alive on land in the Commonweal’s keeping; no formation of the Wapentake is yet done with murdering them.
Surely not the Fifth.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 1.25
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Duckling
A time blinks back.
Signals, Movement. Alter line of march. The standard’s figured out that Meek and Brisket are both Movement. I tap a track that puts us well inland of the defensive line. ‘Attack them’ and ‘kill them’ are different. There’s still an expletive lot of them. I don’t think they know where we are, not in a cohesive control-of-movement exercise-of-command way.
Duckling, Meek. We being brave?
(Meek, Brisket), Duckling. Anybody five kilometres away is a red-shot problem. Toss Meek and Brisket time/effort curves. It’s tight to get them all while they’re yet below.
Brisket taps me a track; it’s not straight, it sticks to as much dead ground as there is, and it’s not going to be appreciable slower. Wiggles versus ridge-crossings. There’s an easy hole away from the River of Mists coming up. Big piles of trees at the edge of the blast from the five-reds, not many gaps.
(Meek, Brisket), Duckling. Good track.
Signals, (Battalion, Movement). Track change. Meek and Brisket push the new track, and the whole formation turns. We’re still preferring speed over defence. Pipers still playing. The music’s still going out there. Not much point in pushing it out, not enough push anyone’s going to hear it over the forest fires. A minute is four-hundred-and-twenty metres. Five minutes is twenty-one hundred.
Signals, Bubble. Shot.
Signals, (Front, Periph). Tap the locus over for the shot grid. Sorcerers may manifest.
I can just about see Lolly raising both eyebrows when the three-red come down off our left front. Not over the horizon yet. A ten-kilometre stretch of river-bank gets twenty, a little buried, the line a little offset; the other forty are over the Sea People’s landing area, four rows of ten on the vertices of a kilometre grid, nine hundred metres in the air. Time-on-target’s perfect.
Line doctrine says you send two brigades in and hold one back. The reserve fights the smart one. Rain red shot and it’s a lot simpler. They go active or they burn.
Three. Figure a few rocks are gravel.
Knives gets to work. Nothing gets through for Lolly.
Sixty in one stack; both batteries intact for tubes.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 2.37
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Duckling
Far enough from the river some things aren’t burning.
Track’s low, can’t call it a valley; lower than the surrounds.
Feed shows a concentration trying to force the Edge. Set up for it, planned, picking up their pace.
There’s a big swing toward us, that blocking line, most of what was moving. It funnels into an establishing formation where we’re headed to cross their line of advance. There’s another mass pulling back and clumping up southward, closer to the river than our line of march will hit the Sea People advance. That mass is small; two brigades, maybe, twelve thousand.
About now, Slow says, they will stop trying to win and start trying to kill us.
Personal. Focus has it personal, Slow, not the standard-captain.
Sometimes you want them coming up the hill. Sometimes what can be seen is a target.
No hills. Want hard ground, this side of a ridge. Couple-five kilometres short of their establishing formation, they’re mostly walking.
Walking quick, but walking.
Signals, (Battalion, Movement). Track change. Push the destination. Signals, Bubble. Once at — tap the stop location — anchor the bubble.
I don’t think they know where we are. They have an idea of the track. They’re an hour to our position and nothing coming in, their movement’s staying broad. Signals, Battalion. Food and water, odds and evens. Puddle’s got the bubble crunched down solid on a made flat. Substrate’s sedimentary, closer to slate than mudstone. Spoil’s out in a big fan, filling holes.
Chew your food. Meek, to everybody. No “rotted”, no “expletive”. Focus loses some rushing, settles. Faint whiff of abstract death; water tanks filling up. Ain’t required. Quick discussion, sergeants deciding that a full fill’s fine, all the armour’s on people, worth weight to remove the twitching unease from low water.
Sea People still piling into that formation. Might not move it forward. Might-maybe be coming in above sustained to get there.
Signals, Periph. Confuse our presence, multiple localities.
Alternative’s one big blur.
Flinch will eat if you put a cracker in their hand. Flinch drinks reflexively. Wibble’s got slick at filching Flinch’s canteen for filling. Between me and Wibble and Cackles, Flinch gets fed.
Sea People have more time than we do. Might have a lot more, if they had rations forward. We’ve got time to finish eating. Can’t let them decide they don’t want contact.
Everybody packs up in an expectation of movement. Meek and Brisket grin at each other inside the focus-channel for battalion sergeant-majors.
Blink-blink-blink.
Four five-red at that withdrawn clump.
None come down.
Figured out the bad stuff comes from the sky, Meek says to me and Slow and Brisket.
Signals, (Bubble, Periph). Trench our perimeter deep.
Wet rock, high water table. Trenching’s loud and messy.
Signals, Left Front. Redesignate Close Front. Hold until the Sea People advance.
Sir back from Knives with a sensation of rolling shoulders. Might be a hundred thousand in that formation.
Signals, Right Front. Redesignate Distant Front. Tap the pulled-back clump. Priority active workings, Power concentrations, groupings.
Dancer’s request for random-time, somewhere-over-the-clump three-red gets queued simultaneous with Sir. Send it on.
Signals, Battalion. Prep sustained engagement.
Everything on the bubble ain’t a demon Brisket says. About like “Got your hat?” Whole battalion hears it. There’s a rattle, sticks getting shifted, shields going on arms.
Knives’ getting One-Fierce and One-Robust rearranged. Focus gets labelled arcs for throwing. Lolly and Knives sort out where the breath-sucker goes, and how deep. Hundred-forty metres.
Lolly mists it thick, quarter-kilometre. We get lucky, they’ll see thicker mist and run harder to get through it. Don’t want the corpses showing.
First three-red don’t get through. Dancer reaches into the clump somewhere and causes three-and-a-half-red of explosion. Same trick, more work through the standard. Whoever’s running the clump might think they missed one. Might think they need to kill us quick.
Dancer gets someone to fight. Sea People formation’s moving forward.
Ain’t even. Don’t look like an attempt to flank.
Signals, Battalion. Flash, spinner, and punch have material effects. Prefer keeping Sea People outside the bubble.
Everybody forgets spinner’s material. Don’t look it, the spell ain’t, but force is force.
Sun’s up. Moving north improved visibility less than I expected. Light’s bad; dust and smoke sources mostly south and east, moving north-west as the regular wind comes back in. Light’s north-east, still low. Trenching made a roar and a rumble. Sea People are trying to find us, forward to contact.
Probably target us for the clump.
Dancer’s not getting a firm grip on the clump. Whoever they’ve got’s losing.
Signals, Periph. Provide an appearance of multiple visual targets. More than this one expanse of fog.
Dancer’s opponent’s fighting to lose as slow as they can.
Lolly makes us the northernmost of four clumps of fog.
Signals, Close Front. Maximize value-per-stick.
Knives acknowledges; Knives drops range bands into the focus. Thousand-metre closing, twelve-hundred-metre retreating.
Sea People formation’s moving. Decent brisk for the terrain, couple metres per second. Tap it to Knives and Lolly. 
Signals, (Close Front, Periph). Close Front’s on closing troops. Periph’s on anything else. Standing orders division of responsibility. Can’t hurt to say it.
Inhuman, abrupt, entirely lacking feet. Between One-Thorn and the bubble. Sticks go in demon, punch, punch, and it dies. There’s a corpse.
Summoned in, not through the bubble.
Only one.
“Timing’s off.” There’ll be more, Slow means.
I ought to pick up the Colour Party direct.
Second, All. My Colour Party.
Slow’s fist taps my shoulder. Tap back, light and quick, Slow’s moving away. Ain’t nohow the manual.
Wibble brings Flinch to where Slow was standing. Colour Party’s boxing up. Ninny’s got a side, Squish’s got a side, Tact’s got a side, Pie has a side. Wheelbarrows back of the sides for stick-racks. Observers inside, ring of clumps of four. Accoutrements wheelbarrows inside the observers. The pipers are by the each with banners. Didn’t notice. The Piper’s here.
Meek’s got north, Brisket’s got south. Slow’s got the whole thing.
Signals, Battalion. Expect Sea People troop charge simultaneous with more summons into the bubble. Inside the bubble, prefer the focus to sticks.
General acknowledgement.
If it’s coming in, Close Front. If it’s already in, Periph.
Knives says Sir. Lolly taps acknowledged.
Figure the Sea People think there’s one sorcerer in here. Get them distracted, get them busy, come in and kill them material.
Sea People formation’s picking up their pace.
Individual banners rattle down the ranks. Everyone’s making sure their helmet’s on snug and the dressing’s right, gauntlet into pauldron.
Close Front, throw! Knives. Close Front’s throwing spinner on four-metre spacing; complete overlap. Vanishing whorls through mist and smoke. Direct light, the target end’d be sparkly and pinkish. Mist muffles the sheared-metal pinging.
The piper picks up Hasty Morning. All the pipers come in to a chuckle in the focus.
Dancer does for whoever they were fighting. Another one pops up. Same trick doesn’t work. Dancer gets growly, goes profligate. Second one comes apart.
Close Front’s throwing steady rate. Sea People’re bending away from the angle being covered by sticks. Can’t speed up, already moving their max rate of advance. Close Front spreads their angle.
Right about now.
Critters in the bubble.
Periph, your closest to your furthest. Lolly got four critters come in direct overhead. Same as the first one, toothy faces, six wings, no feet.
Independents’ll tell you charge is easy to block. There’s a clap-your-hands, move-them-out, get-an-arc trick in the focus; arc distance comes from hand angle. Not official specific useful. One-Uniform’s Colour Party likes it. A critter explodes. All come down in pieces.
Focus’ wibbly as individuals grab push to kill things. Scattered ain’t a steady draw.
Puddle puts two platoons on keeping falling bits off helmets.
It goes quick. Flinch mists something coming down from the peak of the bubble, might have had eight wings. Must have been blocking their view.
Sea People troops are sprinting into the breath-sucker and falling in heaps.
Signals, Battalion. Prefer sticks for demons.
Rotted CHECK. A file closer in the First.
Next wave. These have eight wings, or twelve, and arms. Start a timer.
Sergeant-Major, Battalion. If it has wings, plasma or force. The Brisket value of sergeant-major.
Fire and necromancy ain’t working. Interesting choice of critter summons.
Bubble, Battalion. Look DOWN.
Puddle’s got someone running a multi-lobed plasma loop overhead, arcs across a rotating inner ward-layer. Can feel the static drag up my arms, sparks pop across the armour-joints.
The individual summons ain’t trouble. Enough arrived we were getting behind. Puddle’s got us ahead.
Whole Sea People formation’s sweeping in, they’ve figured out where we are.
Focus’ll measure time and distance, faint green lines on the image in my head.
Blink-blink-blink.
Signals, Bubble. Full surge on the bubble for tick. Time, and a timer.
Puddle taps acknowledged. There’s big simiform somethings walking up to the bubble and trying to wiggle through. Getting through the breath-sucker and they ain’t obvious magical. Puddle’s trying different layers. Liquid sticks work. Knives has the Close Front throwing quick rate.
Ten-second warning. Signals, All. Third wave inbound.
Four feet on all of these.
Necromancy works abrupt.
Eleven unicorns. Supposed to rampage through the remnant?
The winged thing waves were thousands.
Rot.
Meant to think we’re winning.
Those as know say repeated rituals ain’t easy to vary.
Double wave on the tick, to Slow, Meek, Brisket.
Signals, Battalion. Expect double wave. Send the timer.
The Sea People formation’s got us enveloped. Lots of corpses in the breath sucker. More of those simiform constructs on the bubble. Those’ve got sense. Ain’t detectable as life; count’s doubtful.
Sea People ain’t used to red shot or they’d’ve stopped more quicker.
Three waves?
Puddle, Duckling. Checked the shot code?
Duckling, Puddle. Each and every.
Formation outside the fog releases demons. Timing, Duckling.
Bubble, All. CLOSED BUBBLE. CLOSED BUBBLE. SURGE.
Puddle times it perfect.
Coal-mine dark with the fire mirror up. No external observations.
Six five-red in a hexagon.
Bubble, Battalion. Demons crossing the bubble.
Fire-mirror’s up, no getting clever with layers. Demon’s’ll come through hale.
Slow assigns targets. Witchlight across your eyes, personal: target priority, height, range. Easiest, not closest. Everybody holding an anti-demon stick sword-hand gets one, dynamic.
Thirty seconds. The weight of demons squirming through the bubble increases.
First wave demons between three- and four-fifths through.
Throw. Five hundred demons skilled at squirming.
Next six hit, wider hexagon.
Throw. Thousand.
Throw. Thousand.
Signals, Battalion. Banner colour-parties on the leakers. Speckles on the bubble through the focus, fifty-odd surviving demons. Not skilled at squirming.
Sixty seconds. No demons for forty-three.
Twelve in a ring.
Bubble, Battalion. Fire mirror will hold nine-zero seconds from the tick.
It’ll be warm out there. Still dislike’t’ve been hit with five-red.
Ten-second warning. Signals, All. Fourth wave inbound.
Many things with wings appear overhead.
Signals, Battalion. Close Front on the summons.
These’ve got wings and arms and feet. Swords. Less troubled by plasma.
Four layers of fire-mirror drop. Puddle dies, too many winged-things with swords. Two-Uniform’s Colour Party goes down entire. The bubble holds. Constructs got in with the bobble.
Dancer gets somebody important. Might have been surprise.
Organized clump going for Two-Uniform’s done.
Second pulse of winged things, early. No limbs, no ready count of wings, burning wheels of eyes.
Not much of that fourth wave left, but some. Focus gets rough, we’re losing officers.
The Piper starts playing Squinting Ariston with the push into it for serious.
Focus goes battalion.
Dancer’s shade taps a prepared schedule. blink-blink-blink.
Emulate Slow’s trick-for-demons generally.
Kill what’s indicated.
Bits of a burning-wheel-of-eyes splatter past with a whiff of Meek grinning. Battalion Colour Party’s solid.
Knives finds the fourth construct too much. Close Front holds, Clear’s kept their latch.
We’re winning. Feels worse than it is. Nothing’s much trying for troopers. Troops ain’t returning the favour. Auto-tick any file closer running more’n two files.
Timer.
Signals, Bubble. Shot in three-zero seconds; require six of layer one-seven-five outermost. Hold fifteen.
Bubble, Signals. Six layers of one-seven-five outermost.
Puddle gets the chronological displacement damper layers up. Dancer’s shot schedule activates. Conscious minds in that clump of Sea People get smeared across most of an hour and two thousand square kilometres.
I’m up, Slow’s up, Meek’s up, Brisket’s up.
Lolly’s up, Grim’s up, Weasel’s up.
Dancer, Clear, Puddle, and Pumpkin’ve kept their latch. Dancer’s shade’s still shivering from the shot schedule activating.
Ninny’s hurt. Lost Squish. Flinch’s fine, Wibble’s fine, none of the blood dripping off Flinch belongs to Flinch. Half as much on me.
The Piper finishes a last repeat of the ground of Squinting Ariston, lifts their arm off the bag. They take the chanter out of their pipes, and tuck the reed away. Surprising care for someone who’s been playing with focus-push this quarter-hour. The pipes go to a signaller, the Piper looking swaying-tired and the signaller taking the pipes to cradle carefully. The Piper’s flesh falls as ash.
The chanter don’t. That signaller hands the pipes back, polite, and the Piper’s shade takes them up, puts the chanter back, and starts playing. Sound; no air in a shade. The reed burned with their body. Pipes oughtn’t have more sound in them than a hiss.
Playing No More, surely a lament.
The dead hear as the living.
Kept most of the sergeants. Call the roll.
Lost three-ninety-one, less’n a banner. Sense and stubborn wrestle to conclude we’ve got forty down as the hurt admit it.
Slow?
Does one yet live?
Slow ain’t quoting.
Signals, Observer. Locate opposition. ‘Live’ were meant poetic.
Signals, (Movement, Distant Front). Hold in place, clear our reach.
Dancer don’t get fancy. Hundred-fifty kilometre reach and sweep with necromancy, twice around. Dynamic reach, mustn’t sweep over the Edge. Active defences’ll shrug it. Shrug and live or hide and die, pick one.
Observer, Signals. Closest opposition, and a vector. Back of the Sea People trying to force the edge. Fifty kilometres away. Working defences.
D-Day, H-Hour Plus 7.0
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Duckling
Thirty kilometres. The standards talk. Don’t want the Experimental Battery to embarrass themselves.
Twenty kilometres. Surviving elements of Sea People, falling back from the Edge. We remove their ‘surviving’.
High looks show Below the Edge burnt and burning. No view with photons. East-West, the River of Mists looks more mist and less river down its broken bed. Thunderstorms rained out and grumbling.
Hundred-thirty kilometres of track. Maybe forty there’s no hot bedrock or the fading wisps of former souls.
Three kilometres out, signals exchange, bridge of air and keep marching.
Ain’t air. Doctrine says you don’t march on lift. Now ain’t the time for rashness. Colour Party’s got the bridge. Two-Fierce’s second in the line of march, they’ll hold for us.
Long three kilometres, rising a metre in twelve and don’t look down. Whatever ramp the Sea People were building’s scattered.
Four/Twelve’s got three banners up; the Pennon’s seven platoons. Near-all their dead are latched.
Sea People’re consistent about attacking rank. Pennon’s fort’s ruined; de-roofed and covered in dead things. Four/Twelve’s walls are up. Mostly under dead things, but up. Experimental Battery’s got two tubes functional.
Observer, Signals. It’s a locus fifteen kilometres east, right up on the Edge. Report’s got some visceral flinch in it.
Second, Observer. The Worker in Clay. No threat.
The feed keeps the image; the long staff, the definite motions, the ritual garments.
Sir?
Can’t have the Sea People summoning the shades of their dead home. The dead remember some things.
How they died, most times.
Crinoline’s given the all-clear, to get the Worker here.
They’ve come down from Parliament to look over the battlefield and kill the names of all the Sea People we left there dead or breathing.
Our living banners march off the Edge to the west bank of the West Wetcreek and halt. Wounded get to medics. Cackles trundles the barrow with Ninny themself.
Four barge-loads of pointy sticks. One barge-load of rations. Meek and Brisket get to resupplying.
Crinoline. Chert’s shade.
Somewhere uphill, voices.
Flinch puts the image in the battalion feed.
Rings of birds; crows, magpies, ravens. Each ring specific to a species. They’re all chanting in their own time across hundreds of circles.
shiny! shiny! shiny! Shiny! Shiny! SHINY!
DEAD.
Whatever the Sea People use for enchantments and bindings, anything materially magical. One by one, into some circle of chanting corvids, summoned up from the wrack behind us. Out of the deep water; from the way that one looks melted, down from the high air.
Summoned to come apart, smokes of strange burning and puddles of metal and the rings of chanting crows backlit by tall silver fire.
Hank’s dead and lost their latch.
Wasn’t paying attention. Getting scattered in the focus. Tap from Slow.
The Captain’ll be awake soon enough, Crinoline says. Three suffices consensus. No need to make me Brigadier. Best guess that’s extra-firm refusal of an appointment as General.
Chert’s shade nods, turns, floats higher instead of looking up. Standard-Captain.
Slow waits.
An effective plan, Chert says. Twenty-five hundred dead, as against a quarter-million. I cannot think to counsel you in your duty.
Slow salutes Chert’s shade, impressive graceful.
Chert’s shade returns the salute, fades to nothing in coloured sparkles.
Crinoline looks at Slow. “The Peace was in front of you this time.”
“Pincer movements parallel to an invader’s line of advance are unconventional.”
Don’t think Slow and Crinoline always get each other’s jokes. Together on this one.
“Signaller?”
“So we did them down to die.”
Ain’t the facing what matters.
Thread 8
Slow’s memoirs
It was not, by our numbers engaged, the largest battle fought since the founding of the Commonweal; that battle remains the retreat up the Dread River and the sustained engagement before the town of Wending in the opening stages of which the Eighth Brigade was destroyed.
None of the Sea People we could find to fight survived. We much and greatly doubt there were no sorcerous escapes between the first impact of the artillery bombardment and the time when the Wapentake completed the destruction of the Sea People present on the land of the Commonweal. I myself much doubt there were no swift vessels left far out to sea, to watch and report, which escaped our observation. As such, the Second Landing of the Sea People can be considered no more than a successful holding action.
It is surprisingly difficult to believe it successful, even as a holding action. An empire able to send a quarter-million troops anywhere, provisioned and supported, is not likely to make the mistake of attempting conquest again. They shall next endeavour our destruction.
Not, I expect, soon; I am reminded that anything summoned must be summoned forth by name for there to be any prospect of control. Destroyed summons take their names with them, and the processes of replacing the long lists of names will take the Sea People longer than it will take their population to recover from the loss of this expedition.
The Second Commonweal has, perhaps, a little time; we will have to use it well.
Geld-gesith regulation change order notice, Regulation 4 (Investment)
See the full text as published, Year of the Peace Established Five Hundred and Forty-Seven, Month of Vendémiaire, Thirteenth Day.
Highlights:
In Regulation 4, section 1, permissible scope and amounts of investment, section 1. A, geographic scope, for ‘township’ used in geographical extent, replace with ‘province’.
For ‘not more than eight entities’, read or replace ‘any entity located in the same province’.
Added 4. 2. C, ‘permissible categories of investment organization: provincial fund’; these are accessible to any financial entity in a province.
Extant 4. 8, ‘Cross-province investment prohibition’, delete. Replaced. Replacement provides ‘Cross-province investment is permitted up to fifteen percent of the total value of a provincial-scope fund, provided no more than five percent of the total value of the fund (one-third of its permissible extra-provincial investment) is placed in any one province not the province in which the fund is located.’
Added 4. 5. B. 16, ‘Public activities undertaken by collectives’. Various economically desirable activities exceed the plausible liability of an individual collective, the collective’s investing economic entities, or any plausible insurance mechanism.
Applications for collectives must be evaluated for permissibility on this basis. Those applications not permissible as collectives will be evaluated for utility by an appropriate larhaus. Be aware that the Peace-gesith has agreed that this is not an area of activity where asking for forgiveness can be considered.
Duckling
Two failed crop years: one pointless and one poor. Stores sufficient and crops decent since. The wild kine Below-the-Edge got fat, settling several bets.
The Captain woke hale. Their first dispatch said “Well Done,” and nothing else. They made Lolly the First’s signaller so Lolly and I got to pretend to be banner-captains for three and four banners each for awhile.
Crinoline sent Parliament notice of intent to promote; a formality of courtesy, officially impossible to be anything operant to Parliament. Parliament didn’t quite get to shouting before someone resurrected an ancient proverb concerning the equivalence of execution offences. Captain Eugenia got the Fifth. Joyeuse got Ochre. Captain Blossom kept Scarlet.
Five years before we saw Sea People scouts. They got into the Waste and ran into four files of Whistlers. All the Whistlers had moved to the Eastern Waste to live somewhere dry, then formed a territorial unit. I like Whistlers more when it ain’t me insisting they pick efficiency over enjoyment.
Somebody got Slow to put proper furniture in the Standard of the Second. Fire says it weren’t them.
General Hammer (attributed)
I desire that the enemies of the Commonweal should cease to oppose our polity, our comity, and our unity; that none should seek hereafter to make all joy and goodness arise from merciless obedience; that none should possess the might or strength to make rule of their preference.
I would it be that these things shall come to be by no harsher means, by no less mighty means, than the apprehension of facts and the disdain of fearfulness that is the best and greatest means by which anything might come to be in the world.
And yet these things shall come to pass.
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