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Chapter 321: Beckwith

The instructions had taken Instructor Whitfield less than two minutes to deliver, which several of them had found alarming.

WHF: You will travel to Beckwith. You will stay one week. You will make yourselves useful.
BRR: Useful how, sir?
WHF: However the village requires.
BRR: Is there a list?
WHF: There is not a list.
BRR: Is there a schedule?
WHF: Mister Colton, if I gave you a schedule you would follow the schedule, and then you would come back here having learned to follow a schedule, which you already know how to do.

He had handed Arthur a sealed letter for the innkeeper and had gone back to his own work, and that had been the whole of it. Beckwith sat four hours northeast of Solmere by the eastern road, and they walked it, because nobody had offered them a cart and nobody had thought to ask for one.

The country changed as they went. Solmere's outer districts thinned into farmland and the farmland thinned into hill country, low green rises with hedgerows running along them, and by the third hour they had stopped talking much and had simply been walking, which Arthur found he did not mind at all.

FNN: There's a stream.
BRR: That's the beck.
FNN: Why do they call it a beck?
BRR: Because that's what it's called.
FNN: That's not an explanation, Briar.
BRR: It's a regional word for a stream. That's genuinely the whole explanation.
FNN: Then the village is called Stream-with. Beckwith. Stream-with.
MRA: Yes.
FNN: That's a terrible name.
MRA: They weren't consulting you.
FNN: Ouch.

The village came into view around the fourth hour and it was, Arthur thought, considerably smaller than he had prepared himself for. Perhaps forty buildings. A mill sitting where the beck ran fastest, its wheel turning slowly in the afternoon light. A single road through the middle with houses set along it, a few paths branching off toward outlying farms, and beyond all of it the hills rising green and unbothered in every direction. Solmere's academy alone had more people in it than this entire village.

ELS: It's smaller than home.
ART: It's about the same.
ELS: No, it's genuinely smaller. Ours had the two mills.
ART: Ours had one mill and a barn everyone called a mill.
ELS: That's revisionist.

The inn was called The Turning Wheel, which Briar pointed out was almost certainly named for the mill, and Finn declared to be a second failure of imagination in a single village. The woman behind the bar looked up as eight students came through the door and did not appear pleased about it.

HES: Academy.
ART: Yes.
HES: Eight of you.
ART: Yes.
HES: They said six.
ART: I have a letter.
HES: I don't want the letter, I want the two extra beds I now have to find. Give me the letter.

He gave her the letter. She read it without expression, folded it, and put it under the bar.

HES: Hesta Bray. I run this place, which means I feed you and I put you up and I get paid by your academy for the privilege, and I want it understood immediately that being paid does not make me glad to see you.
FNN: That's very direct.
HES: I've had four groups of you lot in eleven years. Every single one of them arrived thinking they were about to be extremely helpful, and every single one of them spent the first two days getting in the way of people who were already doing the work perfectly well without them.
BRR: That's a fair concern.
HES: It's not a concern, it's a prediction. Rooms are up the stairs, three of them, sort yourselves out. Supper's at seven and I don't hold it.

She went back to what she had been doing.

YSE: I like her.
HES: I heard that.
YSE: You were meant to.

They were sorting the rooms out - badly, with considerable argument - when the children arrived. Arthur never afterward established how they had found out. The group had been inside The Turning Wheel for perhaps forty minutes, and had spoken to precisely one person, and yet by the time they came back down two children were standing in the middle of the common room staring up the stairs with the frank, unembarrassed curiosity of the very young. The taller one was perhaps nine. The smaller one, perhaps six, was holding onto the back of the taller one's shirt.

TAM: Are you the students?
FNN: We are the students.
TAM: Are you going to do magic?
FNN: I am absolutely going to do magic.
BRR: Finn-
FNN: Not now. But at some point this week, I am going to do a considerable amount of magic, and you two are going to be present for all of it.

The smaller one made a sound of pure delight.

PIP: Do it now.
FNN: I can't do it now.
PIP: Why?
FNN: Because I've just walked four hours and I'm extremely tired and magic requires tremendous focus.
PIP: Do it now.
FNN: You're not listening to my reasoning.
PIP: Do it NOW.

Arthur watched Finn crouch down to the child's eye level with the expression of a man who had discovered a mirror.

FNN: What's your name?
PIP: Pip.
FNN: Pip, I'm Finn. We're going to get on very well and it's going to be exhausting for everyone else in this room.

By supper they had established the following. Tam and Pip were siblings and lived four houses along. Their mother worked at the mill and their father had gone to Solmere for the season and would be back at harvest. They had never met an academy student before and had a great many questions about it, most of which they directed at Finn, who answered all of them at length and with a level of accuracy that Briar found personally offensive.

BRR: You told them soul abilities come from the stars.
FNN: I told them SOME PEOPLE SAY soul abilities come from the stars.
BRR: Nobody says that. That's not a theory anyone holds.
FNN: Instructor Pratt mentioned it in the first term.
BRR: She mentioned it as an example of a discredited superstition, Finn.
FNN: She mentioned it.

Hesta brought supper out at seven exactly and did not hold it, and it was, to general surprise, extremely good. They ate at the long table in the common room with the evening coming down blue outside the windows, and the tiredness of four hours' walking settling into all of them at once, and for a while nobody said very much.

TLN: What do we actually do tomorrow?

The question sat there for a moment.

COR: We ask.
TLN: Ask who?
COR: Anyone. That appears to be the entire assignment. There's no list and no schedule and nobody's coming to check on us, so presumably we walk out that door in the morning and find someone doing something difficult and offer to help with it.
ELS: That's genuinely uncomfortable.
COR: Yes.
ELS: I'd rather have the list.
COR: So would I. I suspect that's the point.

From behind the bar, without looking up, Hesta Bray spoke.

HES: Odell Crane. The mill. He's been shorthanded since spring and he'll never once ask you for anything, so you'll have to turn up and be stubborn about it.

She wiped down a glass.

HES: That's your first day. After that you can work it out yourselves.




[ There is a particular difficulty in being told to be useful without being told how. Most people, given the choice, would rather be handed a list. ]




Chapter 322: The Mill

They walked down to the mill at half past six and stood outside it for some time without any of them knocking.

FNN: Somebody should knock.
BRR: Yes.
FNN: I'm not going to knock.
BRR: Nobody is asking you to knock, Finn, you're the least qualified person here to explain why eight strangers are standing in a man's yard at dawn.
ELS: How do we even phrase it? Excuse me, we've been sent here to be useful at you?
MRA: That is approximately what we were sent to do.
ELS: I'm aware. I'm saying it sounds insane out loud.

The mill wheel turned steadily in the beck beside them. Somewhere inside, something heavy was being moved. Corin walked up to the door and knocked.

Odell Crane was a broad man in his fifties with flour in his eyebrows and the particular careful courtesy of someone who very much wanted this conversation to end.

ODL: That's kind of you. Genuinely. But I'm managing.
COR: You aren't.
ODL: Beg pardon?
COR: You aren't managing. We were told you've been shorthanded since spring, and I can see from here that the eastern loading platform is stacked three high because nobody's had time to move it, and you answered your own door at half past six in the morning, which suggests there's no one else to answer it.

Arthur watched Odell Crane's face perform several expressions in quick succession.

ODL: That's- I don't want to put anyone out.
COR: You aren't putting us out. We've been sent here by our academy and instructed to be useful, and we are not permitted to leave for a week. If you turn us away we will simply stand in your yard being useless, which serves nobody.
ODL: I can't pay eight students.
COR: We haven't asked to be paid.
ODL: That's not the point. A man doesn't take labor he can't pay for.
COR: A man also doesn't stack an eastern platform three high because he's too proud to accept an offer that costs him nothing.

The silence that followed was long enough that Elsie, standing behind Corin's shoulder, later admitted she had genuinely expected the door to close. Instead, a voice came from inside the mill.

ROS: Take them, Da.

A young woman appeared behind him, seventeen or so, sleeves rolled past the elbow, forearms dusted white, holding a ledger against her hip with the particular grip of someone who had been holding it for hours.

ROS: Take them. We're four weeks behind and I've been doing the ledgers at midnight since the thaw and I would very much like to sleep at some point this season.
ODL: Roselle-
ROS: Da. There are eight of them and they've walked here and one of them has just correctly identified our loading platform as a problem from thirty feet away, which is more attention than the last two people you hired paid it in a fortnight.

She looked at Corin.

ROS: You're the mouthy one, are you.
COR: Apparently.
ROS: Right. You can start with the platform.

The work was, Arthur discovered within about forty minutes, considerably harder than anything the academy had ever asked of him. It was not difficult in any interesting way. That was the thing. It was sacks, grain in, flour out, forty pounds each, carried from the platform to the floor and from the floor to the cart and from the cart to wherever Odell pointed, over and over, for hours, with no technique to refine and no opponent to read and no clever solution available. His shoulder, which had been objecting since the Trial, stopped objecting and started screaming. He kept carrying sacks.

FNN: This is genuinely the worst thing that has ever happened to me.
TLN: You've been doing it for an hour.
FNN: An HOUR, Talon. An entire hour. My arms have stopped being arms.
TLN: Then put the sack down.
FNN: I can't put the sack down. Roselle's watching.

She was not watching. She had not looked up from the ledger in twenty minutes.

FNN: She might look up.

Nobody's ability was any use. Elsie discovered this first and reported it with real indignation - that she could compress wind hard enough to punch a hole through hardened air and could not use it to lift a sack of grain by so much as an inch, because compression was not lift and never had been. Yseult managed slightly better, in that she could Alchemically reinforce a cracked shelf bracket in the drying loft, which took her a couple of minutes and produced roughly the same result as a nail.

YSE: I want it noted that the nail would have been faster.
ODL: I did say.
YSE: You did say. I chose not to believe you.

Mira was small and quick and turned out to be the only person who could get into the space behind the wheel housing, where a season's worth of silt had built up against the gearing, and she spent three hours in there with a scraper and came out grey to the shoulders. Corin carried sacks without complaint and without pause, which surprised nobody, and Talon carried them beside him. Arthur carried sacks.

Briar ended up with the accounts. It happened without discussion. He had wandered past the ledger table on his way to the loading floor, had stopped, had looked over Roselle's shoulder for perhaps eight seconds, and had said something.

BRR: Your carry-forward's wrong.
ROS: I'm sorry?
BRR: Third column. You've carried the spring total forward twice, once on the summary page and once in the running figure, so everything after the thaw is overstated by about eleven percent.

Roselle stared at the page. Then she stared at Briar.

ROS: Sit down.
BRR: I'm meant to be on the loading floor.
ROS: You are meant to be sitting down. Sit down.

He sat down. The ledgers ran across four separate books, which was the actual problem. Roselle had inherited the system from her mother and her mother had inherited it from someone else, and it required cross-referencing intake weights against outgoing volumes against the standing accounts against a fourth book that appeared to exist purely to record disagreements, and every single figure had to be found in one book, held in the head, and carried into another. She had been doing it four pages at a time for four years.

BRR: Read me the intake column.
ROS: You'll need the second book for the-
BRR: I know. Read me the intake column.

She read it. Briar wrote without looking at her, and then, before she had finished the next line, wrote the corresponding figure from the second book beneath it. Roselle stopped.

ROS: That's the outgoing figure.
BRR: Yes.
ROS: You haven't opened the second book.
BRR: No.
ROS: Then how-
BRR: I'm cheating. Slightly. Do you want me to stop?
ROS: Absolutely not. Explain it while you keep going.

He kept going.

BRR: My ability's foresight. It's not useful for anything, before you get excited. Two minutes at the absolute maximum and only a few seconds at a time, once an hour or so before it starts costing me.
ROS: That sounds enormously useful.
BRR: It sounds enormously useful. It's mostly good for avoiding puddles.

He turned a page without appearing to check which page it was.

BRR: But if I look about one second ahead, I can see what I'm about to be looking at. Which means I don't have to shuffle between four books, because I've already read the figure in the version of me that's about to open the right one.
ROS: That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.
BRR: It's genuinely ridiculous. It's also saving us about forty minutes an hour.

It cost him. Roselle noticed it around the second hour, the way his writing hand slowed and the way he paused occasionally with his eyes shut, and she said nothing for a while and then put a cup of water down beside him without comment.

BRR: I'm fine.
ROS: I didn't ask.
BRR: You put water there.
ROS: I put water there because there's water and you're a person. Keep going or don't, I'm not your instructor.

He drank the water. He kept going. They were still there four hours later. Arthur passed the ledger table once around midday, carrying a sack, and caught a fragment.

ROS: ...because the mill's paid by weight and the bakers pay by volume, and nobody has ever once written down the conversion, it's simply in my father's head, and when I ask him he says "you know it" and walks off.
BRR: You need a conversion table.
ROS: I need a great many things.
BRR: No, you need an actual table. Written down. On paper. Once. And then you never have to ask him again and neither does anyone who comes after you.

There was a pause.

ROS: ...I've been doing this for four years.
BRR: I know.
ROS: Four years, and nobody has ever said that sentence to me.

They finished at seven. Odell Crane stood in the yard looking at an eastern loading platform that was empty for the first time since spring, and did not appear to know what to do with his hands.

ODL: That's... well.
COR: Yes.
ODL: That's a considerable amount of work.
COR: It was.
ODL: I'll feed you. Tomorrow. I won't hear otherwise, so don't start.
COR: I wasn't going to.

They walked back up to The Turning Wheel in the blue evening, filthy and aching and moving considerably slower than they had that morning. Finn's arms had, by his own account, ceased to exist. Mira was grey from the shoulders down and had refused all offers of assistance. Arthur's shoulder had gone somewhere past pain into a kind of hot numbness he suspected he would regret in the morning. Hesta Bray looked up as eight students came through the door. She took in the flour, the silt, the exhaustion, and the eastern platform's absence from the general shape of the day, and she said nothing at all for a moment.

HES: Supper's at seven.
ELS: It's ten past.
HES: I held it.

She went back to the bar.




[ Most people, offered help they cannot pay for, will refuse it politely. It usually takes someone who has never been taught to hear politeness as an answer. ]




Chapter 323: The Turning Wheel

Nobody moved much on the second evening. They had gone back to the mill in the morning, and had worked, and had come back at six instead of seven because Roselle had physically stopped them, and had then discovered that a second consecutive day of forty-pound sacks produced a category of exhaustion none of them had previously encountered. The common room of The Turning Wheel had, by eight o'clock, taken on the appearance of a battlefield.

FNN: I can't lift my arms.
BRR: You said that yesterday.
FNN: I could lift them yesterday. That was hyperbole. This is a medical report.

He was lying flat on a bench with his legs hanging off the end, and had been for some time, and had turned down two separate offers of food on the grounds that eating would require sitting up.

BRR: You need to eat.
FNN: I need to be carried.
BRR: Nobody's carrying you.
FNN: Talon might.
TLN: I might not.
FNN: You'd have said no faster if you meant it.

Elsie had claimed the entire settle by the fire and had not so much sat on it as collapsed into it lengthwise, one arm draped over her eyes.

ELS: I've decided something.
ART: What?
ELS: Everyone in this village is stronger than everyone at that academy.
BRR: That's not-
ELS: Briar, Odell Crane is fifty-something years old and he carried more sacks than Corin today.
BRR: ...That's true, actually.
ELS: He carried more sacks than Corin, and then he went and did something with the wheel housing for an hour, and then he ate supper and looked completely fine. I have a soul ability and I have been training since I was four and I currently cannot feel my legs.
COR: He also does it every day.
ELS: That's my point. That's exactly my point. We do difficult things twice a week in a marked circle and call ourselves competitors.

Hesta Bray came through with a tray and looked at the general devastation of her common room with something that was not quite satisfaction and was certainly not sympathy.

HES: Two days.
ELS: Don't.
HES: I didn't say anything.
ELS: You said "two days" in a specific way.
HES: I said two days in an entirely neutral way and you're too tired to tell the difference.

She set the tray down.

HES: Every group. Every single group, eleven years running. You arrive thinking you'll be useful, you get two days into actual work, and by the third evening the lot of you are lying about my common room like something washed up.
YSE: You said we'd spend the first two days getting in the way.
HES: I did.
YSE: We didn't.

Hesta paused with her hand on the tray.

HES: No. You didn't.

She did not elaborate, and went back to the bar, and Yseult looked genuinely pleased with herself for the next several minutes. Talon had discovered that Mira had not stopped moving. She had come back from the mill grey to the elbows for the second day running, had washed, and was now sitting at the end of the long table with a small pile of the mill's older ledger pages that Roselle had let her take, working through them with a stub of pencil.

TLN: You're allowed to rest.
MRA: I am resting.
TLN: You're doing arithmetic.
MRA: I've been in a gear housing for six hours. This is the most restful thing I have done today.
TLN: That's a genuinely alarming sentence.
MRA: I'm aware of how it sounds. It remains true.

He sat down across from her anyway and did not say anything else, and after a while she pushed half the pages toward him without looking up, and he started reading them. Neither of them mentioned it.

FNN: Somebody should do something entertaining.
BRR: You do something entertaining.
FNN: I can't lift my arms, Briar, I've been extremely clear about this.
BRR: Then be entertaining verbally.
FNN: Fine.

He was quiet for a moment.

FNN: Roselle thinks Briar is very clever.

Briar's head came up.

BRR: What?
FNN: She said so. This morning. To her father. I was carrying a sack past the ledger table and she said, and I'm quoting exactly, "the quiet one's got a head on him."
BRR: That's not what you said. You said she thinks I'm very clever.
FNN: Those are the same statement.
BRR: They are meaningfully different statements.
FNN: Briar, you've gone a colour.
BRR: I have not gone a colour.
ELS: You've gone a considerable colour.
BRR: I'm warm. It's a fire. There's a fire directly there.
FNN: He's gone a colour and he's blaming the fire.

Arthur said very little all evening. His shoulder had reached a state he privately described as "settled," by which he meant it had stopped reporting individual injuries and had begun reporting a single large one, and he sat by the window with a cup of something and watched the village go dark outside. Corin came and sat down beside him at some point. They did not talk for a while.

COR: I don't know how to do this.
ART: Do what?
COR: Nothing. This. Sitting.
ART: You appear to be managing.
COR: I've been sitting here for forty minutes and I have thought about the mill for thirty-eight of them.
Arthur considered that.
ART: What are you thinking about it?
COR: That the eastern platform will fill again by autumn. That Odell Crane will be fifty-nine next year and still carrying more than I can. That his daughter has been doing four years of accounts at midnight and nobody has ever once told her the conversion table should be written down.

He turned the cup in his hands.

COR: My family owns considerably more land than this village sits on. I have never once, in my entire life, thought about who carries the sacks.

Arthur did not answer that. There was not, he thought, anything useful to say to it. Finn fell asleep on the bench at half past nine, mid-sentence, and nobody woke him. Hesta came through at ten to put out the lamps, and found eight students distributed around her common room in various states of collapse, and stood there for a moment. Then she took a blanket off the hook by the stairs and dropped it over Finn without comment, and put out the lamps, and went to bed.




[ There is a particular exhaustion that comes from work nobody applauds, and a particular satisfaction underneath it, and most people do not encounter either until somebody hands them a sack. ]




Chapter 324: The Man By The Beck

Corin went walking on the third afternoon because the alternative was sitting down. Odell had sent them off at two, on the grounds that the loading floor was clear and the grain would not arrive until Thursday and there was genuinely nothing left that eight people could usefully do, and the others had scattered gratefully in various directions. Finn and the children had gone somewhere that involved shouting. Briar had gone back to the ledgers, which Corin suspected had very little to do with ledgers. Corin had walked upstream along the beck without deciding to, and had kept walking, and had found an old man sitting on a flat stone with his boots off and his feet in the water.

RUF: You're one of the students.
COR: I am.
RUF: You've been at Odell's.
COR: We have.
RUF: He'll not have said thank you properly.
COR: He said it several times.
RUF: Aye, he'll have said it. That's not the same as saying it properly. Sit down, you're blocking my light.

Corin sat down. He did it because he could not immediately think of a reason not to, and because he had been walking for forty minutes with nowhere to walk to, and because the old man had not asked so much as instructed. The beck ran shallow and fast over stones. It was, Corin registered with mild surprise, extremely loud up close.

RUF: Rufus Hale.
COR: Corin Ashby.
RUF: Ashby.
COR: Yes.
RUF: Castelgard name, that.
COR: It is.
RUF: Long way from Castelgard.
COR: Four days by coach.
RUF: I've never been.

He said it without any particular feeling about it, the way a person states that they have never been to the far side of the moon.

RUF: Been up to Solmere twice. Once for a wedding and once for a funeral, and neither of them mine, and I've not been back since the second one. Forty-one years ago now.
COR: You've not left this village in forty-one years?
RUF: I've left it. I've walked the whole of these hills, every path in them, and there's a fair few. I've just not needed to be anywhere else while doing it.

They sat for a while. Corin found the silence considerably more difficult than the conversation, and was aware that this said something unflattering about him, and did not know what to do about it.

RUF: You walk like a man being chased.
COR: I beg your pardon?
RUF: Watched you come up the path. Forty minutes upstream and never once looked at the water. That's not walking, lad, that's fleeing at a reasonable pace.
COR: I was thinking.
RUF: About what?
COR: About the mill, mostly.
RUF: What about it?

Corin considered deflecting. He was not entirely certain why he did not.

COR: That the platform will fill again by autumn. That Odell Crane is fifty-eight and carries more than I can. That his daughter has done four years of accounts at midnight because nobody wrote down a conversion table.

He looked at the water.

COR: That my family holds title to more land than this entire village sits on, and I have never once thought about who carries the sacks on any of it.

Rufus Hale said nothing for a moment.

RUF: That's a hard thing to notice.
COR: It's a late thing to notice.
RUF: Aye. Most people don't manage it at all. What is it you're going to do about it?
COR: I don't know.
RUF: That's honest.
COR: I've a great many plans. I've had them since I was twelve. I intend to go home, and I intend to hold our northern border, and I intend to be the sort of lord that people are glad to have.
RUF: And?
COR: And I have never, in a single one of those plans, included a person like Odell Crane. Not once. I have thought about soldiers and borders and the men who would ride with me, and I have never thought about the man who grinds the flour that feeds them.

He said it flatly.

COR: I've been planning to protect a province I have not, until this week, actually looked at.

Rufus pulled his feet out of the water and set them on the warm stone.

RUF: Can I tell you something you'll not want to hear?
COR: Apparently I'm here for it.
RUF: That's the good version.
COR: I'm sorry?
: You've noticed. That's the good version of this. There's a great many lords' sons who go their whole lives never noticing, and they're not wicked men, most of them, they're simply men who were never once made to carry anything. You've carried sacks for three days and you've noticed. That's not late. That's about as early as it ever happens.
COR: That's a considerably kinder assessment than I'd have given.
RUF: I've had forty-one years by this water and I've got fairly good at telling the difference between a man who's ashamed and a man who's simply been shown something.

They sat a while longer. The beck ran. Somewhere behind them, faintly, a child was shouting about something with enormous conviction.

COR: Does it bother you? That I'm sitting here having a revelation about your neighbours.
RUF: Not particularly.
COR: That seems generous.
RUF: It's not generous, it's practical. You'll go back to Castelgard in a year or two and you'll hold your border, and somewhere in the middle of it you'll remember an old man with his feet in a stream and a miller who wouldn't ask for help, and you'll make some small decision differently because of it.

He shrugged.

RUF: I'll never know which decision. Doesn't matter. It'll still have happened.

Corin stood eventually, and found his legs had stiffened, and discovered he had been sitting for over two hours.

COR: Thank you.
RUF: For what?
COR: I'm not entirely sure yet.
RUF: That's usually how it goes.

He waved a hand vaguely upstream, at the hills rising green behind the village.

RUF: If your lot want somewhere to go, there's caves up past the high pasture. Follow the beck to where it comes out of the rock and then keep going, there's a path, it's not hard if you're not stupid about it.
COR: Caves.
RUF: Three of them worth the walk. Two are just holes. The third one goes back a fair way and there's a chamber at the end that'll take the wind out of you.
COR: Is it safe?
RUF: It's a cave. It's as safe as you are sensible.

He put his boots back on.

RUF: Take the small one with the loud voice. He'll hate it and he'll not shut up about it for a year, which is the best possible outcome for everyone.




[ Nobody arrives at understanding on their own schedule. Mostly it waits by some stream, with its boots off, for as long as it takes you to walk past. ]




Chapter 325: A Considerable Amount Of Magic

The debt came due on the fourth morning.

FNN: No.
TAM: You said.
FNN: I said at some point.
TAM: It's been four days.
FNN: Four days is a point. Four days is well within the range of points I was referring to.
PIP: You SAID.

They had ambushed him outside the inn at half past seven, which suggested planning, and Pip had attached herself to his leg in a manner that made walking away a genuinely difficult proposition.

FNN: Let go of my leg.
PIP: No.
FNN: Pip. Pip, I have somewhere to be.
PIP: Where?
FNN: The mill.
TAM: The mill's not working today. Roselle said. The grain doesn't come till tomorrow.

Finn looked at the nine-year-old with the expression of a man who had been comprehensively outmanoeuvred by someone a third his age.

FNN: That's extremely good intelligence work and I want you to know I resent it.

Yseult came out ten minutes later and found the situation unchanged.

YSE: Why is there a child on you.
FNN: There's a child on me because I made a promise in a moment of weakness and I am now being held to it by two people who do not understand the concept of a reasonable timeline.
YSE: What promise?
FNN: I said I'd do magic.
YSE: You can't do magic.FNN: I CAN do magic.
YSE: Finn, your ability is a coin flip that once left you blind and unable to move in front of four hundred people.
TAM: What?
FNN: Nothing.
TAM: What happened?
FNN: Nothing happened. Nothing has ever happened. Yseult is being unhelpful.

She was already crouching down to Pip's level, which Finn registered with mild alarm.

YSE: What sort of magic did he promise?
PIP: A considerable amount.
YSE: Did he.
PIP: He SAID.
YSE: Right.

She straightened up and looked at Finn with an expression he did not care for at all.

YSE: I'll do it.
FNN: You'll-
YSE: I'll do the magic. You'll carry whatever they want carried and you'll do it without complaining, because you got yourself into this by making promises you're not equipped to keep.
FNN: That's genuinely humiliating.
YSE: Yes.

The children, as it turned out, did not want a demonstration. They wanted to show things. That became clear within about ten minutes of leaving the inn, when Tam led them off the road entirely and up a bank toward a tree that was, by his account, the best tree in Beckwith and possibly in the world.

TAM: You can get right to the top.
YSE: Can you?
TAM: I can get to there.

He pointed at a fork perhaps eight feet up.

TAM: But you can get to the top. If you're taller.
YSE: Is that a request?
TAM: It's information.

Yseult climbed the tree. She did it in a manner that suggested considerable practice, which Finn found genuinely surprising, and got substantially higher than eight feet, and reported back on the view with a level of detail that both children found entirely satisfactory.

FNN: You climb trees?
YSE: I grew up in Drennick. There was one tree in the whole district and getting to the top of it was the single most contested achievement available to anybody under twelve.
FNN: Did you get to the top?
YSE: Repeatedly. Loudly.

They saw, over the following four hours: The tree. A dog behind the third house along that was, according to Pip, extremely dangerous, and which turned out to be an elderly spaniel that rolled onto its back immediately. A place where the beck went under a stone slab and came out the other side, which both children considered miraculous and which Finn declared was simply a bridge. The bakery, where Tam had a standing arrangement involving broken pastry ends. A field they were not allowed in, which they walked to the edge of and looked at for some time with great seriousness before leaving.

PIP: We're not allowed.
YSE: Why not?
PIP: Because of the bull.
YSE: Is there a bull?
TAM: There was a bull.
YSE: When?
TAM: Before I was born.

The magic happened at the beck, in the middle of the afternoon, without any particular ceremony. Yseult knelt on the bank and put one hand in the water, and the children went completely quiet, and the surface of the beck in front of her began to rise. It came up in a thin sheet, water lifting itself out of the stream and holding, and then curled over into a slow arch that hung there for a moment against the light before the whole thing shivered and dropped back with a splash. Nobody said anything at all. Then Pip screamed.

It was not a frightened scream. It was pure, unfiltered, six-year-old delight at a volume that startled two birds out of the hedge, and she screamed for approximately four seconds without pausing to breathe and then demanded, immediately, that Yseult do it again.

YSE: Again?
PIP: AGAIN.

She did it again. She did it, in total, eleven times, and by the fourth Tam had waded into the beck to stand underneath it and by the seventh Pip had done the same and by the ninth both children were soaked to the shoulders and shrieking every time the water came down. Finn sat on the bank and watched.

FNN: I want it noted that I could have done that.
YSE: You could not have done that.
FNN: I could have done something.
YSE: You could have flipped a coin and either produced something wonderful or lost your ability to see. In front of two children. At a stream.
FNN: When you put it like that it sounds irresponsible.
YSE: It sounds like exactly what it is.

They walked the children home at six. Both were soaked and neither cared, and Pip had fallen asleep on Finn's back somewhere around the fourth house and had stayed there, and Tam walked alongside talking steadily about the water and how it had held its shape and whether it could be made to hold longer.

TAM: Could you make it stay?
YSE: For a while. Not forever.
TAM: How long?
YSE: A minute, perhaps. It gets harder the longer you hold it.
TAM: Why?
YSE: Because it isn't what water wants to do.

Tam considered that with enormous seriousness.

TAM: Our da's in Solmere.

He said it without any transition at all, the way children moved between subjects.

TAM: He's back at harvest.
YSE: That's not long now.
TAM: It's ages.
YSE: It's about two months.
TAM: That's ages.

He kicked a stone along the road.

TAM: Pip doesn't really remember him properly. She says she does.

Neither Finn nor Yseult said anything for a moment.

FNN: Two months goes faster than you'd think.
TAM: That's what everyone says.
FNN: Yes. Sorry. That was a rubbish thing to say.
TAM: It's alright.

Their mother met them at the door and took Pip off Finn's back without waking her, and thanked them both, and said something to Tam about being soaked that had no real force behind it at all. Finn and Yseult walked back up toward the inn in the failing light.

FNN: I genuinely hate that you did the magic.
YSE: I know.
FNN: It was the one thing I had.
YSE: You carried a sleeping six-year-old a quarter mile without complaining once. That's considerably harder than lifting some water and you're the only person in this village who could have done it.
FNN: That's not magic.
YSE: No, it isn't.

She kept walking.

YSE: It's better, though.




[ Children do not want to be shown wonders. They want to show you theirs, and they want you to look properly, and the wonder is entirely incidental. ]




Chapter 326: Two Holes

They set out at eight on the fifth morning, all eight of them, because Odell Crane's grain had been delayed until Friday and there was nothing to be done about it.

ODL: Go and look at the caves. You've earned a day.
BRR: We could do the drying loft.
ODL: The drying loft can wait a day.
BRR: The drying loft has waited since spring.
ODL: Then it's had practice.

The path went up past the high pasture and then stopped being a path. Rufus had described it as not hard if you're not stupid about it, which turned out to be an accurate assessment delivered by a man who had walked it for sixty years. For eight academy students it was an hour of steadily increasing gradient across ground that offered no particular assistance. The village shrank behind them by degrees.

MRA: You can see the whole of it.

They stopped at a shoulder of the hill and looked back, and Beckwith sat below them in its narrow green valley, forty-odd buildings along one road with a mill at the fast end of the beck and smoke going up from perhaps a dozen chimneys.

ELS: It's tiny.
ART: It didn't feel tiny from inside it.
ELS: No. That's the strange part.
FNN: How much further is this?
BRR: Rufus said follow the beck to where it comes out of the rock.
FNN: And how far is that?
BRR: He didn't say.
FNN: He didn't SAY?
BRR: He said it wasn't hard.
FNN: Briar, that man is eighty years old and sits in a stream for a living. His assessment of what is hard cannot be trusted.

The beck came out of the rock forty minutes later. It emerged from a low dark opening at the base of a limestone face, running out across a shelf of stone before dropping into the channel that would carry it down through the pasture and eventually past Rufus Hale's feet, and Corin stopped in front of it and looked at the opening with visible reservation.

COR: That's the cave?
TLN: That's a cave.
COR: It's two feet high.
TLN: It's a cave that's two feet high.
FNN: I'm not going in there.
YSE: Nobody's going in there. The water comes out of it. Rufus said there's a path.

There was a path. It went up and left along the limestone face, and after a few minutes' scramble it brought them out onto a wider shelf where three openings sat in the rock within about a hundred feet of each other. The first one was a hole. It went back perhaps eleven feet, ended in a wall, and contained nothing whatsoever except a considerable amount of sheep dung.

FNN: This is it?
BRR: Rufus said two of them were just holes.
FNN: Yes, and I assumed he was being modest. I assumed "just a hole" meant a modest but interesting cave. This is a HOLE, Briar. This is a hole with sheep in it.
MRA: There aren't any sheep in it.
FNN: There WERE sheep in it. Extensively. Recently.
ELS: We've climbed for an hour and a half.
FNN: I'M AWARE.

The second one was worse. It went back nine feet, sloped upward rather than down, and was consequently drier, which meant the sheep had preferred it.

FNN: I want to go home.
TLN: To the inn?
FNN: To Corvane. I want to go home to Corvane and never speak of this day again.
YSE: There's a third one.
FNN: There's a third HOLE.
YSE: Rufus said the third one goes back a fair way.
FNN: Rufus said a great many things. Rufus said this wasn't hard. Rufus has an unreliable relationship with description.

The third opening was set slightly apart from the others, further along the shelf and higher, and it was, they saw as they came up to it, an entirely different proposition. It was tall enough to walk into upright.

The air coming out of it was cold, noticeably, immediately cold, a steady draught spilling out across the warm stone of the shelf, and it went back into the dark in a way that did not appear to end. Nobody said anything for a moment.

ELS: Oh.
ART: That's not a hole.
BRR: That's genuinely not a hole.

Finn had gone quiet, which was in itself remarkable, and was standing at the opening looking into it with an expression that had lost all of its earlier outrage.

FNN: How far back does that go?
BRR: He said a fair way.
FNN: What does a fair way mean from a man who thinks that climb wasn't hard?
BRR: I don't know.
FNN: I don't like that answer.

Yseult stepped up to the opening and held out one hand, palm up. The light came slowly. She had to work at it, Arthur watched her frown, and adjust, and the first attempt guttered out entirely, and then something caught and held, a steady pale glow gathering above her palm about the size of a fist. She lifted it experimentally. It stayed.

YSE: That'll last about two hours. Possibly less if I have to do anything else with it.
COR: Two hours going in, or two hours total?
YSE: Total.
COR: Then we turn back at forty minutes regardless of what we've found.
TLN: Forty?
COR: Forty. It takes as long to come out as it does to go in, and I would like a margin, because I do not want to be the person who explains to Instructor Whitfield why eight of his students are sitting in a hillside in the dark.
ELS: That's remarkably sensible.
COR: I'm frequently sensible. Nobody ever notices because I'm also unpleasant about it.

They went in. The draught got colder about twenty feet back, and the sound of the group changed, footsteps arriving flatter, voices arriving closer, the particular acoustic compression of a space with a ceiling that could be reached. Arthur went second, behind Yseult and her light, with the others strung out behind him. Twenty feet became fifty. Fifty became a hundred, the passage turning gently left and dropping slightly, the walls close enough on both sides to touch without extending an arm fully.

FNN: I want everyone to know that I am extremely uncomfortable.
BRR: We know.
FNN: I want it noted repeatedly and at intervals.
BRR: It will be. You'll ensure it.

The passage narrowed. It happened gradually and then all at once, the walls closing to something under three feet across and the ceiling dropping to shoulder height, and Yseult stopped and held the light forward and the group compressed into a queue behind her.

YSE: It keeps going.
COR: How narrow?
YSE: Narrower than this.
MRA: Let me.

She went past them one at a time in the confined space, which took some doing, and took the light from Yseult's hand and went forward into the gap while the rest of them stood in the passage and listened. The light went with her. The dark closed in behind it, and eight people stood in a limestone passage a hundred and forty feet inside a hill with no light at all, and Finn's breathing became audible.

FNN: Mira?
MRA: I'm here.
FNN: How far are you?
MRA: About fifteen feet.
FNN: That's very far.
MRA: It's fifteen feet, Finn.

Her voice came back oddly, arriving from a different direction than it should have. Then it stopped arriving at all for a moment.

FNN: Mira... MIRA.
MRA: I'm here. Sorry. I'm here.

Her voice had changed.

MRA: You need to come through.
COR: Is it passable?
MRA: It's passable. It's tight for about eight feet and then it opens.
TLN: Opens into what?

There was a pause.

MRA: I don't have a word for it.




[ It is a particular kind of luck to spend an hour and a half climbing toward a disappointment, and to find, on the third attempt, that the disappointment was never the point. ]




Chapter 327: The Chamber

The squeeze was eight feet long and considerably worse than Mira had made it sound. Arthur went second, on his side, with the rock against his chest and his back and no room to turn his head, and he understood within about four feet why Mira had gone quiet on the other side: not because of what she had seen, but because there is no air in your lungs for talking when the world has narrowed to this. Then it opened. He came out onto a shelf of stone and stood up, and did not immediately understand what he was standing in. It was the sound that told him first.

His boots came down on rock and the noise of it went away from him, and kept going, and came back several seconds later from somewhere enormously far above and to the left, and Arthur stood very still in near-total darkness and listened to his own footstep return to him like something posted. Yseult's light was the size of a fist.

In the passage it had been more than enough. Here it illuminated the shelf they were standing on, the wall behind them, and nothing whatsoever in any other direction, which was in its own way the most frightening thing about it. There was simply nothing for the light to reach.

TLN: How big is this?
MRA: I don't know.
TLN: Guess.
MRA: I'm not going to guess. I've been standing here four minutes and I've dropped two stones and I haven't heard the second one land.
FNN: You WHAT?
MRA: I dropped a stone. It hasn't landed.
FNN: WHERE DID YOU DROP IT?
MRA: Over the edge.
FNN: WHAT EDGE.

Yseult pushed the light. She had said it would last two hours; she spent a substantial fraction of that in about ninety seconds, forcing the glow outward from a fist to a head to something the size of a cartwheel, hanging above her palm and climbing, and her breathing went ragged with the effort of it. The light rose.

It went up thirty feet and found nothing. Sixty, and found nothing. It kept climbing, dimming as it spread, and somewhere past a hundred and fifty feet it finally, faintly, found the underside of a ceiling. And the walls came out of the dark. They were covered in crystal. Not veined. Covered, great scoured seams of it running across the rock in every direction, formations the size of doors and the size of houses, some of them clustered in fans and some standing alone like pillars, and every single one of them caught Yseult's light and gave it back a little changed. Blue and green and a deep amber, layered through each other, the whole vast wall of the chamber lit up in a slow shifting glow that came from nowhere and everywhere at once. Nobody spoke.

Eight people who between them could not manage four consecutive minutes of silence at a dinner table stood on a stone shelf a hundred and forty feet inside a hill and said absolutely nothing for a considerable length of time.

BRR: Essence.

He said it eventually, very quietly.

BRR: That's crystallized essence. All of it.
YSE: I know.
BRR: Yseult, that's... do you understand how long that takes? Essence pools. It settles into places and it sits there and over a very long time it hardens into mineral. That's what those are. That is thousands of years of essence pooling in one room.
YSE: I know what it is.
BRR: I've read about deposits like this. I've never heard of one this size. I don't think anyone has.
FNN: Does anyone else feel strange?
TLN: Yes.
FNN: Right. Good. I thought it was just me.

Arthur felt it too. It was not unpleasant. It was the opposite of unpleasant, which was somehow worse, a low steady warmth sitting behind his sternum, the sense of standing close to something enormous and entirely indifferent to him, and he found he did not want to move very much.

ELS: We should go.
COR: We've been in eleven minutes.
ELS: I know. I still think we should go.
COR: Why?
ELS: I don't know. I want to look at it for the rest of my life and I also want to be outside. Both at once.

Mira had picked up the lantern-glow's edge of light and was following it upward along the wall, tracing the formations, and she had gone very still again.

MRA: Yseult.
YSE: I can't hold it much longer.
MRA: Hold it. Look up.

The webbing was two hundred feet above them. It ran between the crystal formations in vast sagging sheets, strung across the upper third of the chamber, grey and thick and coated in the same slow crystalline dust as everything else, and it had clearly been there a very long time. And in the middle of it, folded into itself, was the spider.

It was, Arthur estimated afterward and never with any confidence, somewhere between fifteen and twenty feet across. It was not moving. He did not finish the word. Whatever it had been going to be, it stopped in his throat.

COR: Nobody move.
TLN: It's asleep.
COR: I said nobody move.

They stood there. Yseult's light shivered, and dimmed, and she made a small sound of effort holding it, and Arthur watched a fine bright dust drift down from the webbing two hundred feet above them, dislodged by nothing at all.

MRA: The stone.
ELS: What?
MRA: The stone I dropped. It never landed.
BRR: Mira, what are you saying.
MRA: I'm saying I don't think it reached the bottom.

She swallowed.

MRA: I'm saying I think it hit something on the way down.

The spider moved. It was not fast, at first. That was what made it awful, a shifting in the webbing far above, a slow methodical rearrangement of a very large number of legs, and the whole sheet of it swaying gently as something enormous unfolded itself out of a sleep it had been in for a considerable time. Then it came down the wall. It came down fast.

FNN: RUN!
COR: NO.

He caught Finn's collar as he turned.

COR: The gap is eight feet long and one person wide and it will take us six minutes to get through it. Nobody is running.

He drew his sword.

COR: We're doing this here.




[ Anything that grows to an enormous size has been eating something for an enormously long time, undisturbed. It is always worth asking, before you enter a room, what the room has been feeding. ]




Chapter 328: What Owns The Room

The stone came up before anyone had finished shouting. Yseult put both hands against the shelf and the rock answered, a curved wall rising out of the floor of the ledge in a rough arc perhaps five feet high, and the light above her palm shrank to nothing in the same instant because she could not hold both. The chamber went dark. Something enormous struck the far side of the wall.

TLN: BEHIND IT. EVERYONE BEHIND IT.

He was already moving, catching Finn's arm and Briar's collar and putting both of them bodily behind the stone, and Arthur felt a hand on his own shoulder shove him left as the impact came again and a section of the wall's upper edge came away in pieces.

YSE: I can't do the light and the walls.
COR: Then do the walls.
YSE: You'll be fighting blind.
COR: Do it anyway.

It was not entirely dark. That was the thing Arthur held onto. The crystals held light the way still water holds it, and the ninety seconds of Yseult's glow had left the whole vast chamber faintly, dimly luminous, a residual blue-green wash that showed edges and shapes and nothing else. So he did not see the arachnid. He saw the absence where it was: a shifting black mass against the faintly glowing wall, twenty feet across and moving in a way nothing that size should move, legs coming down on the ledge with a hard clicking impact that arrived out of the dark from a slightly different place each time.

ELS: I need to know where it is.
BRR: Left. It's going left.
ELS: How do you know?
BRR: Because in about a second it's going to be at the left end of the wall and I've already seen that.

He said it in a very flat voice, the way people say things when they are managing.

BRR: Now.

Elsie fired. The pellet went through something. She heard it rather than saw it, a wet percussive sound and then a shriek that came out of the arachnid at a pitch that made Finn press both hands over his ears, and the mass on the ledge recoiled and reset and came again from a different angle entirely.

ELS: I hit it.
BRR: You hit a leg.
ELS: It has a considerable number of legs, Briar.
BRR: I'm aware. I'm managing expectations.

Arthur and Corin went out from behind the wall together. There was no discussion. Arthur went right because Corin went left, and afterward he could not identify a single moment where either of them had decided anything, and he came around the stone into the dark with a sword he could barely see and something enormous ahead of him that he could see even less. He struck at a leg. It was like hitting a fencepost. The blade bit and stuck and the whole limb wrenched sideways and took Arthur with it, and his shoulder, the shoulder that had not been right since the Trial, that had been carrying grain sacks for three days, came apart in a way that he felt distinctly and audibly. He went down. He got up. He had gotten up nineteen times in the Trial against a man who could stop the world and he was not going to fail to do it here, and he got his sword back into his left hand and kept moving, because the shoulder had gone somewhere past useful.

COR: Arthur!
ART: I'm fine!

Corin was better at this than anyone had any business being. He did not strike at the legs. He went past them, under and through, moving inside the reach of something twenty feet across with the same speed that had taken Dane Whitlock's jaw off its hinges, and he put the sword into the joint where a leg met the body and drove it and twisted and was gone again before the whole enormous mass had finished reacting. It shrieked again.

YSE: WALL.

The stone came up in front of the two of them exactly late enough to be terrifying and exactly early enough to matter, and the arachnid hit it and the arc buckled inward and did not break. Yseult made a sound behind it. Arthur, on one knee with his right arm hanging, looked back and saw her on both hands with her head down and her breathing gone entirely wrong.

TLN: She's finished.
MRA: How finished?
TLN: Mira, she's on the floor.

Finn raised his hands.

FNN: I could-
BRR: NO.
FNN: You don't know what I was going to say.
BRR: You were going to say you could clap. You were going to gamble on a coin flip in a cave with a wall that's already cracked and a girl who can't stand up.
FNN: ...Yes.
BRR: Then no.
FNN: Right. Fair.

He put his hands down.

FNN: I hate this. I want it noted that I hate this and I have no way of helping.
TLN: Get Yseult behind the second wall.
FNN: That I can do.

Elsie kept firing. She had fourteen seconds and she spent them in twos and threes, compression and release, aiming at the shifting dark by sound and by Briar's one-second warnings, and she put a pellet through the base of a leg and another into the joint Corin had already opened and the arachnid's movement changed. It slowed. It was still enormous and it was still on the ledge and it could still, Arthur understood, kill any of them in a single motion. But something had gone out of the way it came forward. It had stopped simply arriving and had started choosing, testing, drawing back after each exchange instead of pressing through it.

MRA: It's hesitating.
ELS: It's hurt.
MRA: Those aren't the same thing.

She had come out from behind the wall.

TLN: Mira-
MRA: I know. Don't touch me.

She walked forward. Arthur, on his knees ten feet away with his sword in the wrong hand, watched Mira Doyle walk out onto open stone toward a wounded thing four times her height and stop with perhaps fifteen feet between them. She did not raise her hands. There was nothing to raise.

MRA: Look at me.

It looked at her. He could not have said how he knew that. There was nothing in the shape of it he could read, no face he could locate in the dark, and yet the whole enormous mass of it went still in a way that was unmistakably attention.

MRA: I've only ever done this with birds.

She said it very quietly, and Arthur understood she was not speaking to the spider.

MRA: Foxes once. A dog that wouldn't stop. Nothing that could kill me.

The arachnid shifted its weight.

MRA: Look at me properly.

Nothing happened for four seconds. Then the front of it came down. It was not a collapse. It was slower and considerably more deliberate than that, the forward legs folding by degrees until the body dropped and the whole vast shape of it settled against the stone of the ledge, and the clicking stopped, and the chamber went entirely silent except for Yseult's breathing behind the wall.

MRA: Good girl.

Mira stood in front of it with her hands at her sides.

MRA: It's done.
BRR: Is it-
MRA: It's done, Briar. It's stopped thinking it owns this room.

She did not move.

MRA: I would very much like someone to come and stand near me, please. I'm going to fall over shortly and I'd rather not do it alone out here.

Talon was there before she finished the sentence. They came out slowly. Yseult could not walk unassisted and made it through the squeeze with Finn ahead of her and Corin behind, which she complained about the entire way in a voice with nothing behind it. Arthur went through on his left side with his right arm strapped across his chest with Elsie's belt. Mira went last, and stopped at the gap, and looked back into the dark at a great settled shape that had not moved since it went down.

MRA: It'll get up when we're gone.
ELS: Will it come after us?
MRA: No.
ELS: How do you know?
MRA: Because it doesn't want to. It will be as friendly as I am to anyone who enters its home. That's the entire scope of my ability.

Briar stopped six feet from the entrance on the way out. There was a crystal on the floor of the passage, broken off some formation a long time ago and worn smooth by the draught, about the size of a thumb joint. Blue going into amber at one end. He picked it up and turned it over twice and put it in his pocket.

BRR: For the workshop.

Nobody argued. They came out onto the shelf into a late afternoon so bright it hurt, and sat down on the warm stone, all eight of them, and for a considerable while nobody said anything at all.

FNN: I want everyone to know.
ELS: Finn.
FNN: I want everyone to know that Rufus Hale said two of them were just holes, and he said the third one would take the wind out of you, and at no point did that man mention the spider.




[ Nothing surrenders to strength. Things surrender to the moment they stop believing the room belongs to them, which is a considerably harder thing to arrange and a considerably quieter thing to witness. ]




Chapter 329: The Story They Stopped Telling

The way down took two hours and ten minutes over ground they had covered in ninety on the way up, and Arthur spent most of it discovering the number of perfectly ordinary things a person does with the arm he is not currently able to use. They went slowly because there was no other way to go. Corin and Talon took Yseult in turns, one on each side for the steep sections and one carrying her outright across the loose scree above the high pasture, and she permitted this with a total absence of comment that alarmed Arthur considerably more than complaining would have. Mira walked. She had insisted on walking. She did it with Talon's hand closed around her upper arm the whole way and did not once suggest he let go. Finn carried everything. He had the packs, all of them, and both waterskins, and Corin's sword belt, and he did it for two hours and ten minutes and did not say a single word about it, which was, Briar observed afterward, the most unsettling thing that had happened all day.

YSE: Finn.
FNN: Don't.
YSE: I haven't said anything.
FNN: You were going to say the thing you said at the beck.
YSE: I was.
FNN: I'd rather you didn't, because I'm currently carrying eleven stone of other people's luggage and I'm about four minutes from crying about something and I'd like to choose what.

She let it go. Arthur, walking behind them with his arm strapped across his chest and Elsie's belt digging into his neck, thought that letting it go was probably the kindest thing Yseult Marchant had done all week. Rufus Hale was where he always was, on the flat stone above the village with his boots off, and he watched them come down out of the hills for a long time before he said anything at all. He counted them first. Arthur saw him do it.

RUF: Eight.
COR: Eight.
RUF: You went in the third one.
COR: We did.

Rufus looked at Yseult, who was sitting on the grass because she had run out of alternatives, and at Arthur's arm, and at the fact that nobody had answered him properly.

RUF: What's up there.

Corin told him. He did it the way he did everything, in order and without decoration, the size of the chamber and the crystal on the walls and the webbing two hundred feet up and the thing that came down out of it, and Rufus Hale listened to all of it with his feet still in the water and his face doing nothing whatsoever.

RUF: Aye.
COR: Aye?
RUF: There's a story about that.

Corin went very still.

COR: There's a story?
RUF: There is.
COR: You sent us up there.
RUF: I did.

He did not say it defensively. That was the part Arthur found hardest to watch. He said it the way a man reads a figure off a page.

RUF: My grandmother's story, and her mother's before that. Something in the deep one. Nobody ever said what. You didn't go past the narrow bit, that was the whole of the rule, and every child in this village had it off by heart and none of us knew why. I went in myself at nineteen with a lamp and a great deal of confidence and I got about forty feet and I came out again, and I've told that story at this stream for fifty years as a thing they used to say.

He took his feet out of the water.

RUF: As a thing they used to say. Do you hear it? That's how I've been telling it. Fifty years of nothing coming down off that hill and I stopped believing a thing that was simply true and had the manners to stay where it was.
COR: That's not-
RUF: Don't. You're about to tell me it's not my fault and I'd rather you didn't, because I sent eight children up that hill today and there's a girl sitting in the grass who can't stand up.
COR: We chose to go in.
RUF: You did.
COR: You told us it was as safe as we were sensible. We weren't sensible. We were in there twice as long as I said we'd be and I'm the one who said it.
RUF: Aye. And you're fifteen years old, and I'm eighty-three, and one of us had the whole of the story and it wasn't you.

He said that flatly, without any particular kindness in it.

RUF: Take your share. You'll carry it better than most. Just don't take mine as well, I've not got the years left to hand it round.

The beck ran. Somewhere down in the village a door shut.

MRA: It won't come down.
RUF: You know that, do you.
MRA: Yes.
RUF: How?
MRA: Because it never has. You just told me so yourself. It's been up there longer than your grandmother and it has never once come down this hill, and that isn't luck, that's a creature that has everything it wants and no reason at all to walk further than it has to.

She said it quietly and without any particular force, and Rufus Hale looked at her for a considerable length of time.

RUF: What's your name, lass.
MRA: Mira.
RUF: Mira. That's the first sensible thing anyone's said about that hill in eighty years.
ELS: It doesn't have to come down.

Everyone looked at her.

ELS: That's not the problem. The problem is Tam.

Nobody said anything for a moment, and Arthur watched the whole shape of it arrive on seven faces at slightly different speeds. A nine year old who knew every path in these hills. A six year old who followed him. Eight students who would be on the eastern road at the end of the week, and one of them, the only one of them who could walk into that chamber and come out the other side, going with them.

FNN: We put something across it.
BRR: Across what? It's a hillside, Finn, there isn't a door.
FNN: Then a sign.
RUF: A sign lasts four winters and there's not a soul in Beckwith reads one twice.
FNN: Then WHAT.

Rufus put his boots on. He took his time about it.

RUF: I'll tell it right.
COR: Tell what right?
RUF: The story. I've been telling it wrong for fifty years, as a thing they used to say, and I'll tell it right instead, which is as a thing that is. I'll tell it to Tam and I'll tell it to Pip and I'll tell it to every child in this village until I'm dead, and they'll tell it to theirs, and it'll hold for sixty years and it won't need painting.

He stood, and found the standing harder than he had a few years ago, and did not comment on that either.

RUF: That's the only fence that's ever worked up here. It worked for four generations. It stopped working the year an old man decided he was too clever for it.

Hesta Bray was in the doorway of The Turning Wheel before they had reached the bridge, which meant she had been watching the path, which meant somebody had told her something. She looked at the eight of them for about two seconds.

HES: Roselle. Go and get your father.

That was all she said about it. She did not ask where they had been, or what had happened, or whether they had done something stupid, and Arthur understood somewhere around the second stair that this was not incuriosity, it was triage, and that Hesta Bray had spent eleven years deciding very quickly what mattered in a room. Odell Crane came in ten minutes later with flour still on his forearms, looked at Arthur's shoulder, and put a hand on it without asking permission.

ODL: Sit down.
ART: It's alright.
ODL: It's out. Sit down.
ART: How do you know?
ODL: Lad, I've had it out twice and I've put it back in for four other men, and one of them was my father, and none of them sat down when I asked either.

He put it back in. It took about four seconds and Arthur made a sound he was not proud of, and Odell Crane, a miller of fifty-eight who had never once said thank you properly, held onto his arm for a moment afterward and said nothing at all until Arthur's breathing came back.

ODL: There.
ART: Thank you.
ODL: Aye.

The common room went quiet early. Yseult was asleep by half past eight in the chair nearest the fire and nobody suggested moving her. Mira had eaten something and gone up. Talon had gone up ten minutes after her and had been extremely casual about the interval, which fooled nobody and was not, Arthur thought, entirely meant to. Briar stayed. He sat at the long table with the crystal in front of him, turning it over under the lamp, blue going into amber at one end, and Arthur and Corin sat with him because neither of them had worked out how to go to bed yet.

BRR: I could write this up.
COR: I know.
BRR: I don't think you do. There is no recorded deposit anywhere in Maeris of that scale. Not one. I've read everything the academy holds on crystallisation and the largest confirmed find is a seam in the Iron Reach the length of this room. That chamber is a hundred and forty feet in and I could not see the far side of it.

He set the crystal down.

BRR: I could write four pages and put my name on it and be the person who found it. At fifteen.
COR: What happens to Beckwith.
BRR: I know what happens to Beckwith.
COR: Say it anyway.
BRR: A survey crew inside a month. A road inside a year, because you can't take that out on a footpath. Forty buildings and one mill and a beck that turns a wheel, and every single person who arrives to work that hill has to eat and sleep somewhere.

He said it flatly, in the voice he used for the ledgers.

BRR: Odell doesn't sell the mill. Odell gets bought out by somebody who needs the water.

Nobody said anything.

BRR: I'm keeping the piece. I'm not writing it up. I'd like it noted that I'm entirely aware of exactly what I'm choosing not to do, because in about four years I'm going to be sitting in some archive somewhere and it's going to occur to me all over again, and I'd rather have witnesses.
COR: Noted.
ART: Noted.

Briar put the crystal in his pocket and went to bed, and did not look especially pleased with himself, which Arthur suspected was the correct response and had no idea how to say so.

Tam and Pip came at eight the next morning, the way they had come every morning, and found the common room considerably quieter than usual and Arthur with his arm in a proper sling.

TAM: Did you find the caves?
FNN: We did.
TAM: What was in them?
FNN: Two of them are just holes. Genuinely. Sheep, and a smell, and a considerable amount of nothing.
TAM: What about the third one?

Finn Jota, who had never in his life let a story go past him unimproved, who had spent four days telling two children about the academy at a level of accuracy Briar found personally offensive, looked at a nine year old across a breakfast table.

FNN: We didn't go in the third one.
TAM: Why not?
FNN: Because Rufus Hale told us not to.

Tam accepted this immediately and completely, and asked whether they were going back to the mill today, and Pip asked whether there was going to be more magic, and the morning went on.

Arthur watched it happen and understood that he had just seen Finn tell the only lie he had told all week, and that it had been believed instantly, and that this was because Finn had never once been worth believing about anything until the moment it mattered.




[ A sign has to be painted, and read, and believed, and it fails at all three in the end. A story maintains itself. It goes where a fence cannot, which is into the head of a child who has already worked out how to get around the fence. ]




Chapter 330: The Only One Who Didn't Ask

Odell Crane took one look at the sling in the yard at half past six and pointed at the bench beside the mill door.

ODL: No.
ART: I can carry with the left.
ODL: You can carry with the left for about forty minutes and then you'll compensate, and then you'll pull something on the good side, and then I'll have a boy with two bad shoulders instead of one and your academy will have words with me. Sit.
ART: I'm fine.
ODL: Every man who's said that sentence in this yard has been wrong.

So Arthur sat. He was given the gate, which meant counting carts in and carts out and marking them on a slate, and there were four carts across the entire morning. He did it properly. He marked each one. He kept the slate straight on his knee and watched seven people he cared about carry sacks past him for six hours, and understood somewhere around the third hour that he had spent his whole life being the boy who could not do the thing everyone else could do, and had assumed, without once examining it, that Solmere had ended that.

ELS: You've gone quiet.
ART: I'm counting carts.
ELS: There haven't been any carts...

She sat down on the bench for a minute she did not have, and did not say anything comforting, which he appreciated more than he could have explained.

ELS: Odell's right, you know.
ART: I know.
ELS: I know you know. I'm saying it anyway, because you're going to argue with him again at midday and I'd like it on record that I told you first.

He argued with him again at midday. He lost.
Rufus Hale was on the flat stone at two, with his boots off, and there were three children sitting on the bank in front of him instead of none. Tam and Pip and a smaller one Arthur did not know. Finn was there, because Finn went where the children went, and Corin was there, and Arthur came down because the gate did not need him and had never needed him.

RUF: You're late.
FNN: We didn't know there was a time.
RUF: There isn't. You're still late.

He waited until they had settled.

RUF: Right. I'm going to tell you the one about the deep cave, and I'm going to tell it properly, which I've not done for a considerable while.

Arthur watched Finn's face do something small and complicated.

RUF: There's three caves up past the high pasture. Two of them are holes. You can go in the two holes. There's sheep in them and there's a smell and there's nothing else, and if you want to be brave about something, be brave about the smell.
PIP: What about the third one?
RUF: I'm getting to the third one. Don't rush an old man, it's the only speed I've got left.

The beck ran. Nobody said anything.

RUF: The third one goes back into the hill. There's a narrow bit about eight feet long where you have to go on your side, and past the narrow bit there's a room. It's bigger than this village. It's bigger than the church at Solmere and I've seen that one twice. And something lives in it, and it has lived in it since before my grandmother was born, and it has never once come out.
TAM: What is it?
RUF: A spider.
TAM: How big?
RUF: Twenty feet across.

Pip made a small sound. The smaller child got up and moved four feet closer to Tam and sat down again.

RUF: Now. Here's the part that matters, so listen to it rather than to the twenty feet. It has never come out. Not in my life, not in my mother's, not in her mother's. It doesn't want you. It has everything it wants in that room and it has never once walked down this hill to look for anything else. It only becomes your problem if you go up there and make yourself its problem.
TAM: So you can't go past the narrow bit.
RUF: You can't go past the narrow bit.
TAM: Is that a rule or is it just something people say?
RUF: That's the best question anybody's asked me in forty years.

He put his hands on his knees.

RUF: It's a rule. I spent about fifty years telling it as something people say, and I was wrong to, and I'll not do it again. It's a rule.

Tam considered this with the total seriousness of a nine year old being levelled with for the first time. Then he turned round and looked at Finn.

TAM: You said Rufus Hale told you not to go in.
FNN: I did say that.
TAM: He did tell you.
FNN: ...He did, yes.

Arthur, standing behind them, watched Finn Jota discover that the only lie he had told all week had somehow arrived at the truth from the other direction, and watched him decide, visibly, not to say another word about it.

PIP: Have YOU seen it?
RUF: No.
PIP: Then how do you know it's twenty feet?
RUF: Because somebody told me, and I believed them.

He said it without looking at anyone in particular, and Corin, sitting on the grass with his arms round his knees, looked at the water for a while. The common room was full that evening, because Hesta had opened the front for the village and half of Beckwith was in it, and the eight of them had the long table and the fire and a plate of something Arthur could not identify and ate three of. It held until about nine.
Then Finn put his cup down.

FNN: I'm going to say the thing.
BRR: Don't say the thing.
FNN: I've held it for two days, Briar, which is the longest I have ever held anything in my life, and I'd like some acknowledgment of that before I say the thing.
BRR: Acknowledged. Don't say it.
FNN: Mira stopped a spider.

The table went quiet in the way a table does when everyone has been avoiding the same subject and one person walks into it.

FNN: She walked out onto open rock in front of a thing four times her height and she said look at me and it LAY DOWN, and nobody has said a single word about it since, and I have been going quietly insane.

Mira was sitting at the end of the table with both hands round a cup. She did not look up.

MRA: I wondered how long you'd last.
FNN: Two days.
MRA: I said four hours. Briar said a day and a half.
BRR: I want it noted I was closest.
FNN: You BET on me?
MRA: We didn't bet. Betting would have been unkind.

She turned the cup round once on the table. Arthur watched her do the thing the first week had shown him, the small internal audit, the weighing of exactly how much she was about to hand over.

MRA: Ask, then. You've all been very careful for two days and I'd rather have the questions than the careful.

There was a pause in which nobody wanted to go first.

ELS: What is it?
MRA: It doesn't have a name. Not one I've been given, anyway. It works on animals and it only works on animals, and what it does is not what people assume when I describe it, so I'd like to describe it properly rather than have it be more impressive than it is.

She set the cup down.

MRA: I can't command anything. I can't make a creature do a thing it doesn't want. What I can do is hand it my own disposition toward whoever's standing in front of it. It will be as friendly to a stranger as I am. That's the whole of it. I didn't tell that spider to lie down. I made the room stop being something it had to defend.
BRR: That's-
MRA: It's small, Briar.
BRR: I was going to say that's the most efficient use of an ability I've ever heard described and I'd like to write it down, but if you'd rather I said it's small I'm happy to.

Something crossed her face.

COR: Why has nobody seen it before?
MRA: Because I've only ever done it with birds.

She said that flatly, and it landed harder than the spider had.

MRA: Birds, mostly. A fox. A dog that would not stop barking at my mother's gate for a summer. I have never in my life used it on anything that could kill me, and I'd like everyone here to understand that I did not know it would work and I walked out there anyway, because Elsie said it was hurt and I said those aren't the same thing, and I was the only person in that room who could tell the difference.
YSE: You could have died.
MRA: Yes.
YSE: You did it anyway.
MRA: Yes.
YSE: I'm not criticizing. I'm establishing the facts so I can be properly impressed by them.

Mira looked at her for a moment.

MRA: There's a second part. It's the part I'd normally not say, and I'm going to say it, and I'd appreciate it if nobody was kind about it immediately afterward.

She put both hands flat on the table.

MRA: My mother is monsterkind. Eskandar coastal lineage. My father is ordinary human stock from inland, and I am the thing in between, which is why you've all been very politely not asking about my eyes since the first week.

Nobody said anything at all. Arthur was aware of the fire and of somebody laughing at the bar and of the fact that he had noticed her eyes on the first morning and had decided, without any deliberation, not to look twice.

FNN: I wasn't not asking politely. I genuinely just thought they were nice.

Mira laughed. It came out wrong and startled, and she put a hand over her mouth immediately, and Briar started laughing too, and then most of the table did, and Arthur watched the whole thing come apart in the most ordinary way possible.

MRA: That is the single most useful thing you have ever said.
FNN: I say useful things constantly. Nobody records them.

It was Elsie who noticed, a minute later, and she said it without any particular emphasis, which is how she said everything.

ELS: Talon didn't ask.

Everyone looked at Talon. Talon looked back with the unbothered composure of a person who had been waiting some time for exactly this.

TLN: No.
ELS: You knew.
TLN: Yes.
ELS: How long?
TLN: A while.

He did not elaborate, and it became apparent, over the next several seconds and with no assistance from him whatsoever, that he was not going to.

BRR: How long is a while, Talon.
TLN: A while, Briar.

Mira was looking at the table. Arthur, watching her rather than Talon, saw something in her face that he did not have a word for and thought, privately, that it was probably the closest thing to being safe that a person like her ever got: seven people finding out at once that somebody had known for months and had simply never once mentioned it to any of them.

MRA: He's been deliberately not asking things since before the harvest market.
TLN: I've been deliberately not asking things my entire life. You're the first person who's noticed.

Hesta Bray came through at ten to put out the lamps and found eight students still at the long table, none of them making any move toward the stairs, and stood there a moment with the taper in her hand.

HES: Bed.
FNN: Five minutes.
HES: Bed.
FNN: Ten minutes.

She put out three of the four lamps and left the fourth, and went to bed without another word, which Arthur had learned by now was how Hesta Bray said yes.




[ Being known is not the frightening part. The frightening part is the pause after you say it, and what people do with their faces before they remember to arrange them. ]




Chapter 331: The Conversion Table

They had one full day of work left and everybody knew it without anybody having said so, which Arthur found was how the ends of things usually announced themselves. Odell Crane let him into the drying loft. It was not a promotion so much as a negotiated settlement, reached after Arthur had lost the same argument three mornings running, and it meant turning grain with a wooden rake using one arm and his own body weight, which was slow and awkward and, crucially, work. He did it for four hours and came down with his shirt stuck to his back and a feeling in his chest entirely disproportionate to the size of the achievement.

ODL: That's the loft done.
ART: It took me four hours.
ODL: It takes me three and I've forty years on you and two working arms. Don't fish, lad, it doesn't suit you.

Roselle Crane and Briar Colton had been at the ledger table since six. They had been at the ledger table since six every day for four days, and Arthur had walked past them perhaps thirty times carrying things, and had never once seen either of them look up. Today there was a fifth book on the table. It was new, and it was thin, and Briar had bought it himself in the village on the second evening without telling anybody, which Arthur only learned afterward and only from Finn, who learned everything.

ROS: Read me the harvest intake again.
BRR: You've had the harvest intake four times.
ROS: I want it a fifth time, because if this table's wrong by half a percent then everything anybody does with it for the next twenty years is wrong by half a percent, and I would rather be tedious now than wrong for two decades.
BRR: That is the single most sensible thing anyone has said to me at this academy or outside it.
ROS: I'm not at your academy.
BRR: I'm aware. Read it back anyway, I've lost my place because you distracted me by being right.

Arthur sat down on a grain sack six feet away because his shoulder had begun to complain about the loft and because nobody had told him to be elsewhere. The problem, as far as he could follow it, was that the mill was paid by weight and the bakers paid by volume, and the ratio between the two was not one number but eleven, because it depended on the grain and on the grind and on how wet the season had been, and all eleven of those numbers lived in Odell Crane's head and nowhere else. Briar had spent four days getting them out of him. He had done it sideways, in pieces, asking about one specific cart at a time, because Odell could not answer the question directly and could answer every particular version of it instantly.

BRR: He knows all of it. Every single figure. He's simply never once had to say it out loud in a row.
ROS: I've asked him. For four years I've asked him.
BRR: I know. You asked him the whole question. Nobody can answer the whole question. I asked him about a cart.

Roselle put her pen down and looked at him for slightly too long.

ROS: Say that again.
BRR: You asked him the whole question.
ROS: Four years.
BRR: It's not a failing. It's a very ordinary mistake and I've made it constantly. It's simply that I've made it enough times to have noticed.

Corin came in at midday with flour to his elbows and stood at the end of the table without saying anything, which was, Arthur had learned, how Corin Ashby announced that he intended to say something.

COR: Miss Crane.
ROS: It's Roselle. You've carried my father's grain for five days, you can manage my name.
COR: Roselle. Why did you not go?

The room changed slightly. Briar's pen stopped. Arthur, six feet away on a grain sack, understood that he was about to hear something and that he had not been invited to and that leaving now would be considerably worse than staying.

ROS: Go where?
COR: You know where.
ROS: I want you to say it, because the way people ask that question tells you what they think the answer's going to be.
COR: Solmere. Or any of them. You are seventeen and you have run a four-book accounting system in your head for four years and you found the mistake in it before my friend did, you simply had no way to prove it. Why did you not go.

Roselle Crane sat back in her chair.

ROS: My mother died when I was thirteen.

She said it the way a person reads a figure off a page, and Arthur recognised the delivery immediately because he had heard Corin do exactly the same thing at this table on the first morning.

ROS: That's not the tragic part, so don't do the face. The tragic part is arithmetic. My father was fifty-four and the mill was four weeks behind and there was one other person in this house who could read a ledger. It wasn't a decision. Nobody sat me down. There was simply a thing that needed doing every day and I was the only one there, and then it had been four years.
COR: You could go now.
ROS: He's fifty-eight.
COR: That isn't old.
ROS: It isn't. He carries more than you do and we've all watched him do it. And in six years he'll be sixty-four and he'll still be carrying more than you do, right up until the morning he can't, and there won't be any warning about which morning that is.

She picked her pen back up.

ROS: I'm not being noble about it. I want that understood, because people get very moved by this and then I have to manage their feelings on top of everything else. I'd have gone. I'd have gone in a heartbeat and I'd have been good at it. I just wasn't ever going to be the person who wasn't here.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

BRR: That's the same reason.
ROS: What is?
BRR: The conversion table. It's the same reason. You're doing it now so nobody after you has to ask him, and you stayed then so nobody after you had to lose the mill. It's one habit. You've just never had it pointed at anything that wasn't urgent.

Roselle looked at the page rather than at him.

ROS: You're going to be insufferable when you're older.
BRR: I'm already insufferable. I'm merely small, so it reads as endearing.

They finished it at four. Eleven rows, each one a grain and a grind and a season, weight on the left and volume on the right, in Briar's handwriting because Roselle said hers was worse and Briar said that was demonstrably untrue and wrote it anyway. Underneath, in the same hand, three lines explaining how to work out a twelfth if a twelfth ever came up. Odell Crane was called in from the yard and stood looking at it with his hat in his hands.

ODL: That's it, then.
BRR: That's it.
ODL: All of it?
BRR: All eleven. Sir, I'd like to say something and I'd like to say it badly, because if I try to say it well I'll take too long and lose my nerve.
ODL: Go on.
BRR: You've been carrying all of that in your head since before your daughter could read, and it never once occurred to you to write it down, because a thing you can do is not a thing that feels like it needs writing. That's not a criticism. That's just what it's like to be good at something. But she's asked you for four years and you've said you know it and walked off, and you weren't refusing her. You genuinely could not find where in your own head it was kept.

Odell Crane turned the hat over once.

ODL: No. I couldn't. Roselle...
ROS: Da.
ODL: I'd have told you. If I'd have known how.
ROS: I know.
ODL: That's not the same as having told you.
ROS: No. It isn't.

She said it without any softening at all, and Arthur, watching from the grain sack, thought that it was probably the kindest thing available, and that it had cost her something to not make it easier. Odell nailed the table to the post beside the ledger desk himself. He took a long time over it and got it crooked and nobody mentioned that either. Briar came out into the yard afterward and sat down on the low wall next to Arthur and did not say anything for a while.

BRR: She told me my ability was enormously useful.
ART: It is.
BRR: Arthur, it's one second. On a good day it's two minutes and I get one of those an hour. I've had it explained to me by three separate instructors that it's a curiosity.
ART: And?
BRR: And she watched me use it for four days to do something that mattered and she never once called it a curiosity, and I've decided I'm going to keep her opinion instead of theirs.

He turned the small crystal over in his pocket. Arthur could hear him doing it.

BRR: We leave in two days.
ART: I know.
BRR: I've been sitting here trying to work out what I'm going to feel about that, and I've got nowhere, and I think that's because I've never in my life left somewhere that I'd been useful in.

The mill wheel turned in the beck. Inside, somebody laughed at something, and it was Roselle, and neither of them commented on it.




[ A thing you can do without thinking is the hardest thing in the world to hand to somebody else. You have to first go and find where you kept it, and most people never once have cause to look. ]




Chapter 332: The Last Night

Hesta Bray opened the front at six, which she had done exactly twice in the week and which Arthur had learned by now was the nearest thing Beckwith had to an announcement. By seven the common room held more of the village than it had any business holding, standing at the bar three deep and sitting on the stairs and occupying every surface that would take a cup, and the eight of them had the long table and the fire and a great many people making a point of walking past it. Nobody said anything about the following morning for the better part of two hours. Arthur was aware of it the entire time, the way a man is aware of weather, and understood that everybody else was too, and that the not-saying was a thing being done rather than a thing being neglected. Odell Crane arrived at half past eight with his hat in his hands and stood at the end of the table.

ODL: Right.

He did not go on. Arthur watched him not go on for a considerable length of time, and watched Roselle, standing behind her father's shoulder, decline absolutely to help him.

ODL: The loft's done. And the platform. And the ledgers, which I'm told will hold for twenty years, and there's a table nailed to my post that my daughter should have had four years ago.
BRR: Sir-
ODL: I've not finished. I've been standing at that door since six trying to get this in an order and I've not managed it, so you'll have it out of order.

He turned the hat over once.

ODL: I'd not have asked. Any of you. Not once, not if the whole of it fell down round me, and I want that said plainly because it's the truth and because it's not a virtue. It's the opposite. My daughter's been carrying a thing for four years that I could have set down for her in an afternoon, and the only reason it got set down is that eight children turned up in my yard at half past six and one of them was too rude to take no.

Everybody looked at Corin. Corin looked at the table.

ODL: That's the whole of what I've got. It's not enough and I know it's not.
COR: It's considerably more than enough.
ODL: No. But you're kind to say it.

He put his hat back on and went to the bar and did not come back to the table again that evening, which Arthur suspected had cost him about as much as the speech had. Rufus Hale did it properly an hour later, because Rufus Hale was the only person in the village equipped to. He came over with his cup and sat down in the space Finn made for him and did not preface it at all.

RUF: You'll not come back.
FNN: We might.
RUF: You might. You'll not. That's not a complaint, lad, it's the ordinary shape of the thing. There's four groups of you been through here in eleven years and not one has come back and I'd have thought less of them if they had, because you're fifteen and there's a considerable amount of world between here and wherever you stop.

He drank some of his cup.

RUF: What I'd say is this. You'll not come back and it'll not matter, because there's a conversion table on a post that'll outlast every one of us, and there's a story that'll be told right for another sixty years, and there's a man over there who said thank you tonight for the first time in about a decade and did it terribly. None of that leaves when you do. That's the whole of what a week's worth. Anyone who tells you it's the feelings is selling something.
MRA: That's the second sensible thing you've said about this village.
RUF: I've got eighty-three years, lass. There'll be a third one along in a decade or so.

Tam and Pip were allowed to stay up, which had clearly been negotiated at length elsewhere and which Pip announced to the table four separate times. Pip did not understand. That became apparent early and stayed apparent, because she kept asking what they would do tomorrow, and then what they would do the day after that, and every time somebody explained she accepted it completely and then asked again twenty minutes later with no memory of having been told. Tam understood perfectly. He had understood since the morning and had said nothing to anyone about it and had spent the entire evening sitting closer to Finn than he ordinarily did.

TAM: You're on the eastern road.
FNN: Half six.
TAM: That's early.
FNN: It's four hours to Solmere and Corin's got opinions about arriving in daylight.
TAM: I could come to the bridge.
FNN: You could.
TAM: I might not.
FNN: That's also fine.

Tam nodded and looked at the fire for a while, and Arthur, watching from three feet away, saw Finn Jota do the single most restrained thing he had done in the entire year, which was nothing whatsoever. He did not fill it. He did not make a joke of it or a speech of it or a promise of it. He sat there with a nine year old and let the silence be exactly as long as the nine year old needed it to be, and when Tam eventually asked whether the academy had a mill, Finn answered as though the previous question had never happened. It was Talon who raised it, in the end, which surprised Arthur and, on reflection an hour later, did not. The village had begun thinning by ten. The eight of them were still at the long table with the fourth lamp lit and most of Beckwith gone home, and the conversation had drifted into the low aimless register of people who are tired and know they should go up and cannot be bothered to, and Talon Pryce put his cup down and looked across the table at his oldest friend.

TLN: Corin.
COR: Mm.
TLN: We're going back tomorrow.
COR: I'm aware.
TLN: I'd rather we had this here than there.

The table did not go quiet, exactly. It arrived at quiet by degrees, one person at a time working out what was happening, and Arthur watched Corin understand it before anybody else did and watched him decide not to avoid it.

COR: Say it.
TLN: You put a man face-down on the ground in front of four hundred people and told him what he was, and then you told them, and Sutton had to stop you. And nobody has said one word about it for twelve weeks, and I've not said anything because I've never once had to say anything to you before and I don't know how it's done.
COR: You're doing it adequately.
TLN: I'm doing it terribly. I've been rehearsing it since the beck.

Corin turned his cup a quarter turn on the table.

COR: I'd been waiting for somebody to.
ELS: We all noticed. Nobody knew what to do with it.
COR: I know. That's been the worst part, if you want the honest version. Everyone has been extremely careful with me since June and I have not deserved one hour of it.

He said it flatly, which was how he said everything that cost him.

COR: I have thought about it every day. I'd like that understood before anyone is generous. I have gone over it every single day since and I have never once been able to make it come out as anything other than what it was, which is that I stopped fighting him somewhere around the fourth minute and started doing something else, and I knew I was doing it, and I did not stop until a man put his hand on my shoulder.
ART: He threw a punch at my face.
COR: He did.
ART: I'd not forgotten that.
COR: Nor had I. It's not a defence, though. It's the reason and it isn't the same thing. I could have won that match in ninety seconds. I chose eleven minutes.

Nobody said anything.

YSE: What are you going to do about it?
COR: I don't know. I've considered apologising to him and I've concluded that would be for me rather than for him, which is exactly the same error in a different coat.
BRR: Then don't apologise. Just don't do it again.
COR: That's insufficient.
BRR: Yes. It's also all there is. You can't undo an eleven minute thing four hundred people watched. You can be a person who doesn't do it twice.

Corin looked at him for a long moment.

COR: Rufus said something similar about a different matter.
BRR: What did he say?
COR: Take your share. Don't take anyone else's, because there's not the years to hand it round.

He finished his cup.

COR: I've spent five days carrying grain for a man who has never asked anyone for anything, and I have understood approximately eleven things this week that I should have understood at nine years old, and the one I keep arriving at is that I have spent my entire life believing I was owed the benefit of every doubt. That's what it was, in that arena. Not temper. I simply assumed that whatever I did would be read charitably, because it always has been.
TLN: It's not going to be, now.
COR: No. Nor should it.

Talon nodded once and picked his cup back up, and that was the whole of it, and Arthur understood that this was how the thing had needed to go: not resolution, not absolution, simply the fact of it having been said out loud in a room by somebody who loved him, on the last night, four hours from a place where it would have been considerably harder to say. The talk came back up slowly afterward, the way it does. Finn wanted to know what everybody was doing for summer. Briar was going home to Corvane, and said so with a particular flatness that Arthur had learned meant boots. Elsie and Arthur were on the same road for three days and then the same village. Corin and Talon to Castelgard, which Corin said without any of the weight it had carried in December. Finn had a plan involving Portvale that he described at some length and which appeared to have no funding attached to it whatsoever.

FNN: Yseult?

Yseult was looking at the fire.

YSE: I'll work something out.
FNN: That's not a plan.
YSE: No.
FNN: What's in Drennick?
YSE: Drennick.

She said it exactly the way a person closes a door, and Finn, who was not always quick but was never once cruel, moved directly on to Mira without any visible seam, and Mira said something about the coast, and the conversation went somewhere else. Arthur noticed. He noticed and he did not know what to do with it and he told himself he would ask her on the road, and then the following day was a long one and he did not. Hesta Bray came through at eleven with the taper and found eight students still at the long table with no discernible intention of going anywhere.

HES: Bed.
FNN: It's our last night.
HES: I'm aware. It's still bed.
FNN: Ten minutes.
HES: Four groups in eleven years and every one of them said ten minutes on the last night.

She put out three lamps and left the fourth, which by now surprised nobody at all.

HES: For what it's worth, and it's not worth a great deal, you're the first lot who worked the whole week. Most manage three days and then discover the hills are very beautiful.
ELS: Is that a compliment?
HES: It's a fact. You can do what you like with it.

She went up. Finn declared this to be the warmest thing any human being had ever said and was told to be quiet by four people simultaneously. They stayed another half hour by the one lamp, and eventually went up in ones and twos, and Arthur was the last down apart from Briar, who was sitting where he had been sitting on the wall the previous afternoon and had brought the same expression indoors with him.

BRR: I worked it out.
ART: Worked what out?
BRR: What I feel about leaving somewhere I've been useful. I've been at it since yesterday.
ART: And?
BRR: It's not sadness. I thought it was going to be, and it isn't. It's that I've discovered there's a version of me that exists here and doesn't exist at Solmere, and he's better, and I can't take him with me. He's made of a ledger table and a girl who needed the eleven numbers and a man who couldn't find where he'd put them.

He turned the crystal over in his pocket.

BRR: I'll be perfectly ordinary again by Thursday.
ART: Probably.
BRR: You were meant to argue with that.
ART: I know. I've been thinking about it too, and I don't think it's true and I don't think saying so would help, so I've decided to sit here instead until you work out the rest of it yourself.

Briar considered that.

BRR: That's remarkably unhelpful.
ART: Yes.
BRR: Thank you.




[ Nobody is quite the same person in every room. The difficulty is that you cannot pack the better version, and you will not find out for years whether he was somebody you were or somebody you are still capable of being. ]




Chapter 333: The Eastern Road

They were down at ten past six because Corin had decided the night before that half six meant leaving at half six rather than beginning to think about leaving at half six, and had communicated this by simply being fully packed and standing in the common room at ten past, which everybody understood immediately and resented appropriately. Hesta Bray was already up. Arthur suspected she had been up since five and had no intention of admitting it. She had bread out on the long table, eight portions, wrapped, and did not mention them, and got extremely short with Finn when he tried to thank her for it.

HES: It's bread.
FNN: It's bread you got up early to make.
HES: I get up early every day of my life. Take it and go, you've a road.
FNN: I want to say something.
HES: I'd rather you didn't.
FNN: I'm going to say it anyway. This has been the best week I've had.
HES: You're fourteen.
FNN: I'm aware of my own age, Hesta.
HES: Then you've not had many weeks yet, have you, and it's a low bar, and I'd not go putting it on a plaque.

She turned away and started on the fire, and Arthur, who had spent seven days learning to read her, watched her stay turned away for slightly longer than the fire required. Finn took the bread. Nobody made anything of it. They were out of the door by twenty past and the village was blue and mostly asleep, and the mill wheel was already turning because the mill wheel was always already turning. Odell Crane was in the yard as they passed. He did not come to the gate. He raised a hand, once, and Corin raised one back, and that was the entirety of it, and Arthur understood that this was the correct amount and that anything more would have been unkind to a man who had emptied himself out at a table the night before and had nothing further available. Roselle came to the gate. She had the ledger under her arm because she had apparently been at the ledger table since five as well, and she stopped Briar with three feet still between them, and neither of them did anything about the three feet.

ROS: You'll want to know that I did the whole of the spring quarter last night with the table.
BRR: How long did it take?
ROS: Fifty minutes.
BRR: How long did the winter quarter take you in February?
ROS: Two evenings and most of a third.
BRR: Right.
ROS: Yes.

They stood there.

ROS: I'm not going to write to you.
BRR: No.
ROS: I want to be clear about it now rather than have both of us being polite about it for six months. The post from here goes once a fortnight if the carter remembers, and I'll be at that table every night for the next six years, and you're going to be at an academy having the sort of year I can't picture properly. Letters would be four exchanges and then a gap and then a bad feeling.
BRR: That's an extremely unromantic assessment.
ROS: It's an accurate one. You can have romantic or you can have accurate. I've never had the luxury of both at once.

Briar looked at the ledger under her arm.

BRR: Can I say the thing I've been assembling since four this morning?
ROS: Is it long?
BRR: It's four sentences and I've cut it twice.
ROS: Go on, then.
BRR: You found the error in that system. Not me. You knew it was wrong for four years and you couldn't prove it because nobody had given you the instrument, and I turned up with an instrument and you had the entire thing solved inside a morning. I have been at an academy for a year being told what a clever boy I am and I have not once had a week like that one, and it was not because of me.

Roselle Crane did not say anything for a moment.

ROS: That's three sentences.
BRR: The fourth one's worse and I've decided against it.
ROS: Coward.
BRR: Comprehensively.

She shifted the ledger to her other arm.

ROS: Go on. You've got a road and I've got the spring quarter and there's nothing either of us can do about which of those is which.

She went back up the yard and did not look round, and Briar watched her the whole way, and then turned and walked, and did not say anything for about a mile and a half. Tam was at the bridge. He was there with Pip, who was in her nightdress with a coat over it and boots on the wrong feet, and their mother was standing thirty feet back at the end of the lane in the manner of a woman who had lost an argument at some point between five and six in the morning. Tam had said he might come and he might not. He had come, and he had brought his sister, and he had positioned himself in the middle of the bridge so that eight people had to go round him, which Arthur thought was probably the most nine-year-old decision available.

PIP: Are you going now?
FNN: We're going now.
PIP: When are you coming back?
FNN: I don't know.
PIP: Tomorrow?
FNN: Not tomorrow.
PIP: The day after?

Finn crouched down.

FNN: Pip. I don't know when. It might be a very long time and it might be never, and I'm not going to tell you a day, because if I tell you a day you'll wait for it.

Pip absorbed this with the total incomprehension of a six year old, decided it was not the answer she wanted, and hugged him, which she had done approximately forty times that week and which she did in exactly the same way now, and then went to hug Yseult, who had been her second favourite since the water. Tam had not moved.

TAM: I did the thing you said.
FNN: What thing?
TAM: You said I could come and I might not. I thought about not.
FNN: How long?
TAM: All night.
FNN: And?
TAM: I worked out that not coming would only be so I didn't have to feel it, and I'd feel it anyway at seven when you weren't here, and then I'd have not come as well.

Nobody said anything at all. Arthur watched Finn Jota, fourteen years old, holder of the loudest voice in the academy, look at a nine year old in a village of forty buildings and fail entirely to find a single word.

FNN: That's-
TAM: I know.
FNN: That's genuinely the most sensible thing anybody has said to me this year and I have spent the year with Briar.
BRR: I'd like that on record as a compliment to him rather than an insult to me.
TAM: Are you coming back?
FNN: I don't know.
TAM: Alright.

He stepped aside off the middle of the bridge, which was the whole of his goodbye, and Arthur thought about that for a considerable portion of the next four hours. Rufus Hale was on the flat stone with his boots off. At twenty to seven in the morning. Arthur did not know whether this meant the man had come down early or had never gone up, and decided he did not want to find out. Corin stopped. The others went on a little way and then stopped as well when it became apparent Corin was not following.

RUF: Go on, then.
COR: I was going to say something.
RUF: I know. Don't.
COR: Why not?
RUF: Because you'll spend four hours on that road wishing you'd said it better, and if you say nothing you'll spend four hours deciding what you'd have said, and the second one's considerably more use to you.

Corin stood there.

COR: That's monstrously unfair.
RUF: Aye.

He put a foot back in the water.

RUF: Off you go, lad. Mind the platform.

The road was four hours and it was quieter than it had been coming out. Some of that was the tiredness, which had accumulated across seven days into something none of them had entirely accounted for, and some of it was Arthur's arm, which he was carrying in the sling and which set the pace whether anybody acknowledged it or not, and some of it was simply that a group of people walking away from something does not talk the way a group of people walking toward something does. Yseult managed the whole distance and refused all assistance and was grey by the last hour. Mira walked next to Talon. Nobody remarked on it, which had become the arrangement.

ELS: I keep trying to work out what to call it.
ART: The week?
ELS: If somebody asks me what we did, I've got nothing. We carried sacks. That's the honest answer and it's a rubbish one.
BRR: We fought a spider.
ELS: We're not telling anyone about the spider.
BRR: No. That's rather my point. The one interesting thing is the one thing we can't say, so we're left with the sacks.
MRA: The sacks are the true answer anyway.
ELS: I know. It just doesn't sound like anything.

Solmere came up out of the country in the last half hour and Arthur was entirely unprepared for it. He had walked into the city a year ago and had been staggered by it, and had then spent ten months inside it until it had become a place with a refectory and a training yard and a bad corridor near the western stairs. Seven days in a village of forty buildings had undone every bit of that. It was enormous. It was appallingly loud. There were more people on the eastern approach road at eleven in the morning than lived in the whole of Beckwith, and none of them knew where the eight of them had been, and none of them would have cared, and Arthur found the indifference of it physically unpleasant in a way he could not have described the previous week.

FNN: It's very big.
BRR: It's the same size it was.
FNN: It is NOT the same size it was, Briar.

They came in through the eastern gate at a quarter past eleven. There was a notice on the board by the gatehouse that had not been there on the day they left, and Arthur read it in passing without stopping, the way a person reads anything on a board, and it said that the eastern coastal routes to the Serenity ports were closed to civilian traffic until further notice by order of the provincial authority and that enquiries should be directed to the harbour office. He read it. He kept walking. Yseult, four feet behind him, read it as well and did not say anything about it either, and neither of them mentioned it, and the eight of them went up the hill toward the academy talking about food.




[ You never do get to say the thing at the time. You get four hours on a road afterward, assembling the version you should have said, and the assembling is the part that actually changes you. ]




Chapter 334: The Last Day

The academy emptied the way water leaves a bath, slowly for a long time and then all at once. Term ended formally at midday on the eleventh, which meant the corridors on the ninth were still ordinary and the corridors on the tenth were full of trunks and the corridors on the eleventh were mostly gone, and Arthur, who had spent ten months learning the shape of a building with eight hundred people in it, found he did not recognise it at all with two hundred. Sound carried differently. The eastern stairwell, which had been a place you shouted to be heard in, produced an echo. He came down it on the last morning with his arm still in the sling and heard his own boots arrive back at him from four floors up, and thought about a cave, and did not enjoy the thought particularly. Results went up on the ninth. Arthur read his own without any real feeling about them: middling across most of the theoretical work, poor in Soul Ability foundations for the third consecutive assessment, and a combat mark that Sutton had annotated in the margin, which almost nobody received. The annotation said, in its entirety, Do not fight left-handed again until the shoulder is properly healed. It was impressive and it was stupid. Arthur read it four times and folded the paper into his coat.

BRR: What did you get?
ART: Nothing interesting.
BRR: You've folded it up.
ART: I fold things.
BRR: You've folded it up and put it in the inside pocket, Arthur, which is where you put your father's letters. I'm not asking to read it. I'm simply making an observation about your storage habits.

Room fourteen came apart over two days. It had accumulated a great deal more than either of them had brought into it: Yseult's diagrams, which had colonised the entire western wall and had to be taken down in a specific order she refused to explain; three separate half-built essence conduits; a quantity of Briar's notation that had migrated across the room without anyone tracking how. Arthur packed one-handed and badly and Yseult repacked most of it behind him without comment, which he noticed on the second occasion and did not mention.

YSE: You've done the boots wrong.
ART: The boots are in the bag.
YSE: The boots are in the bag on top of the shirts, which means you will arrive at your hometown in four days with shirts that have been under boots for four days.
ART: Does that matter?
YSE: Your mother will think we've been living like animals.
ART: We have been living like animals.
YSE: Yes, but she doesn't need it demonstrated on arrival.

The academy told them on the tenth. It was not an assembly, which Arthur thought afterward was deliberate, because an assembly would have made it an event and a notice on eleven doors made it an administrative matter. The notice was pinned in the residential halls and on the eastern gate and in the refectory, and it said that in accordance with the provincial authority's order of the third, civilian passage across the Sea of Serenity was suspended until further notice, and that students whose homes lay in Drennick, Eskandar, and the eastern holdings of Lassiter would be accommodated within the academy for the duration of the summer recess at no charge, and that they should present themselves to the bursar's office before the eleventh to arrange it. Three lines. There was a fourth line about meal provision. Arthur read it in the refectory doorway with Elsie beside him and did not immediately understand what he was reading, because he had spent a week in a village and a year at an academy and had never once had cause to think of the sea as a thing that could be closed. Then he understood it, and then he understood the second sentence, and then he turned round and looked for Yseult and she was not there.

ELS: Drennick.
ART: And Eskandar.
ELS: Mira as well...

He found her in the workshop, which was where she went, and she was not working. She was sitting on the stool with a conduit housing in her hands and she was not doing anything to it, and she had clearly been sitting like that for some time before he came in, and she did not look up when he did.

YSE: I read it on the gate. Coming back from Beckwith.
ART: The civilian traffic notice.
YSE: The routes closing. Yes. Four feet behind you. You read it and you kept walking and I read it and I kept walking, and we went up the hill and talked about food.
ART: I didn't know it meant this.
YSE: Neither did I. Not properly. I knew it was going to mean something and I decided not to find out what, and I've had eight days to find out and I've spent all eight of them not finding out, which is a thing I'm apparently very good at.

Arthur sat down on the second stool, which put him about four feet from her, and said nothing for a moment because he was assembling something and he had learned from Briar and from Rufus Hale that the assembling was worth doing before the saying.

ART: I want to ask you something and I want to say first that I should have asked it a week ago.
YSE: I know what it is.
ART: Finn asked you what you were doing for the summer and you said you'd work something out, and he asked what was in Drennick and you said Drennick, and you said it the way people close doors. And I noticed, and I told myself I'd ask you on the road, and then the road was four hours and I didn't, and then it was eight days and I didn't.
YSE: Why not?
ART: Because you closed the door and I decided that respecting it was the same thing as being kind about it. And I've had eight days to work out that those aren't remotely the same thing and I only actually worked it out about forty minutes ago, standing in the refectory doorway, when I realised I'd have had to ask you eventually anyway and that the only difference was that now you'd already had to read it off a wall by yourself.

Yseult set the housing down on the bench.

YSE: That's a considerably better apology than most people manage.
ART: It's not an apology. I'm asking now. What's waiting for you in Drennick?

She was quiet for long enough that he thought she might not answer.

YSE: A house with my stepmother in it. A room that was mine and hasn't been for two years and I'd rather not know what it's got in it now. A man who is my stepbrother whose face I have told you I will not describe and I'm not going to describe it today either.
ART: Yseult-
YSE: I want you to understand something, because you've asked properly and you deserve the properly-answered version. When I read that notice at the gate, the very first thing I felt, before anything else, before I'd even finished the sentence, was relief.
She said it flatly, looking at the bench.
YSE: I have a home I cannot get to and my first feeling was relief, and I have spent eight days being unable to look directly at that, and it is considerably worse than the not-being-able-to-go. I could tell you a great deal about how frightening it is that the crossings have closed. I've thought about it. There are three hundred people in this academy who cannot get home and some of them are going to be in a very bad way about it by August. And I am one of them, and I read the notice, and I was relieved, and what does that make me?
ART: Somebody with a bad house.
YSE: That's very simple.
ART: Yes. I've noticed that when things are genuinely awful people want them to be complicated, because complicated is more dignified. It's not complicated. You've got somewhere you're afraid of and something has stopped you from having to go there and you're ashamed of being glad about it. That's the whole of it. It doesn't make you anything.

Yseult put both hands over her face and held them there for a moment, and Arthur did not say anything else and did not move, and eventually she took them down again.

YSE: Two months.
ART: In an empty academy.
YSE: With Mira, who will be genuinely unhappy about it, because Mira wants to go home. And Dane Whitlock, apparently, who I have not spoken to since he was face-down on the ground and who has three hundred people's worth of mail arriving from a province nobody can reach.
ART: That's not a summer.
YSE: No.

Arthur looked at the workshop, the diagrams, the housings, the four months of accumulated work.

ART: Come with me.
YSE: What?
ART: Come with me and Elsie. It's four days' walk and it's a village with one mill and a barn everyone calls a mill and there is genuinely nothing to do there. My mother will put you in the back room and feed you until you're frightened. My father will ask you three questions about Alchemy that he won't understand the answers to and will remember every word of anyway.
YSE: Arthur, I can't-
ART: You can. There's no order about the western provinces. The roads are open. The only thing stopping you is that nobody's asked, and I'm asking, and I'm asking badly and in a workshop with a week's notice, which is the whole of my apology for not doing it eight days ago.

Yseult did not answer for a considerable time.

YSE: I'd have to write to Mira's-
ART: Ask Mira as well.
YSE: You cannot simply invite the entire eastern continent to your mother's house.
ART: I've invited two people. My mother has been writing to me since September asking when she gets to meet anyone.

Yseult laughed, which came out wrong and slightly wet, and then put a hand over her mouth for a second and got herself back.

YSE: I'm going to say yes and then I'm going to worry about it for four days.
ART: That's fine.
YSE: I'm going to worry about it extensively and out loud and you're going to have to listen to all of it.
ART: I've walked four days with Finn. I have a very high tolerance.

Arthur was called to the headmistress's study on the last morning, which he had not been expecting and which no one else in his year received. He went up with his bag already packed and waiting in the hall below and his arm in the sling, and Seraphine Wysteria did not sit behind her desk but on the edge of it, which somehow made the whole thing worse.

WYS: Your shoulder.
ART: Six weeks, Julian says.
WYS: And you will do exactly what he tells you.
ART: Yes, Headmistress.
WYS: You will not. But I am obliged to say it.

She was quiet for a moment, and Arthur had the distinct sense of a woman deciding how much of something to hand over.

WYS: You are aware that I watched the semifinal.
ART: I've been told.
WYS: I have been the head of this academy for a long time. I have watched, at a conservative estimate, four thousand students fight in that arena, and I want to say to you that I do not know what I saw and that this is a genuinely unusual sentence for me to say out loud to a first year.
ART: I don't know either.
WYS: No. I'm aware. That is very nearly the whole of what makes it interesting.

She stood off the desk and went to the window.

WYS: I am not going to tell you a story about it. You would carry it round for two months and it would grow, and whatever it grew into would almost certainly be wrong, and I would rather you spent the summer being fifteen. So I will say only this, and then you will go and catch your road.

She turned round.

WYS: There was a person, once, a considerable time ago, who could not be stopped by any means available to the people who tried. Not because she was strong. She was not particularly. Because stopping her was the wrong shape of problem and nobody worked that out until it was far too late to be useful to them.
ART: What happened to her?
WYS: She died. As everybody does.

She said it without any weight at all, which Arthur found more unsettling than weight would have been.

WYS: Go home, Mister Lyerm. Eat a great deal. Let your mother look at you. Do not touch a sword for six weeks, which you will ignore, and come back in September.

He got to the door before she spoke again.

WYS: Arthur.
ART: Headmistress.
WYS: If anything happens over the summer that you cannot explain, I would like you to write to me about it rather than to anyone else. Not because you are in any difficulty. Because I would like to be the person who hears it first.




[ There is a particular cowardice that dresses itself up as respect. It waits until the person has already had to read the thing off a wall by themselves, and then it asks, gently, whether they are alright. ]




Chapter 335: The Scattering

Mira said yes on the evening of the tenth, which surprised Arthur considerably less than the way she said it. He had expected a negotiation. He had expected the careful accounting she brought to everything, the assessment of whether she would be an imposition and the four-part explanation of why she had concluded she would, and instead she found him in the eastern corridor with her hands folded and said the whole thing in one go before he could get a word in. Yseult had explained the offer. She had considered it for two hours. She would like to come, if the offer was genuine and not politeness, and she would like Arthur to tell her honestly if it was politeness, because she would rather spend eight weeks in an empty academy than four days on a road with somebody who was regretting having asked. She said this at speed and without stopping and then stood there waiting to be told.

ART: It's genuine.
MRA: You're certain.
ART: Mira, I asked Yseult to ask you.
MRA: Yes. People do that. They mean it at the time and then they get eleven miles down a road and start doing arithmetic about beds.
ART: My mother has been asking to meet somebody since September. She's going to have two of you. She'll be unbearable.

Mira nodded once, and then, with the particular stiffness of someone performing an unfamiliar action, put out a hand. Arthur shook it, which felt so absurd that neither of them acknowledged it afterward. They went down to the bursar's office together on the eleventh so that Yseult and Mira could withdraw their accommodation claims, and the clerk on duty made a small note in a ledger and asked for a forwarding location, and Arthur gave the name of a village four days west with one mill in it and watched a man in Solmere write down Hollowell, Astoria in a book. It was, he thought, the first time anyone had written it anywhere official on his account. It looked strange in another man's handwriting. The office had a queue. That was the part Arthur had not anticipated and did not forget afterward. Perhaps forty students in a corridor at eight in the morning on the last day of term, all of them from the eastern provinces, all of them arranging to spend eight weeks in a building they had been trying to get out of for a fortnight. Nobody was making a scene about it. That was somehow worse. There was a fourth year near the front explaining very calmly and for what was clearly the third time that his sister's wedding was in July, and a small second year at the back who had gone entirely silent and was being stood next to by a friend who plainly did not know what else to offer.

YSE: Three hundred and eleven.
ART: What?
YSE: That's the number. I asked. Three hundred and eleven students from Drennick, Eskandar and eastern Lassiter, and every one of them is in this building until September.
MRA: Out of eight hundred and forty.
YSE: Yes.
MRA: That's more than a third of the academy that cannot go home, and the academy has handled it with three lines on a door and a fourth line about meals.
YSE: What would you have had them do?
MRA: I don't know. I'm not saying they're wrong. I'm saying it's the largest thing that has happened at this academy in the year I've been here and it has been handled as a catering problem.

They came out of the bursar's office into the eastern courtyard and Dane Whitlock was sitting on the low wall by the fountain with a bag beside him that he was not carrying anywhere. Arthur had not seen him since the arena. That was eleven weeks. He had thought about it in the way a person thinks about a thing they intend to deal with later and then does not, and he stopped now in the middle of the courtyard with his own bag over his good shoulder and understood that there was not going to be a better moment, because the alternative was September and September was not going to be easier.

ART: Wait here.
YSE: Arthur.
ART: I'll be four minutes.

He went over. Dane watched him the whole way, which made it worse, and did not stand up, which made it slightly better.

DAN: Lyerm.
ART: You're not going anywhere.
DAN: Lassiter. Eastern side. My father's house is nine miles from a port that has been shut since the third.
ART: I'm sorry.
DAN: You don't have to be sorry about the sea.

Arthur stood there. He had not planned any of this and had four minutes and was aware of exactly how badly he was equipped.

ART: I've been meaning to say something to you since June and I haven't, and I've told myself it was because I didn't know what to say, and it was actually because it was easier not to.
DAN: You don't owe me anything.
ART: No. But I've spent a week in a village with a man who said something that stuck, which was take your share and don't take anyone else's. So this is my share. I've had eleven weeks of people saying my name in corridors because of that match, and every single one of those people watched the same eleven minutes afterward, and I've done nothing with any of it except be quiet and let it go on being about me.

Dane looked at him for a long moment.

DAN: What is it you imagine you could have done?
ART: Said out loud that you asked me to yield three times. You did. At six minutes, at eleven, and again after. Nobody has ever mentioned it. It's not in a single version of that match anybody tells, and I was there, and I could have mentioned it at any point in eleven weeks and I have not once.

Something moved in Dane Whitlock's face and then stopped moving.

DAN: That's not going to change anything.
ART: No.
DAN: People have decided what happened.
ART: They have. I'm going to say it anyway, whenever it comes up, for as long as it keeps coming up. Not for you. Because it's true and I've been quiet about a true thing for eleven weeks because being quiet was more comfortable.

Dane was silent for a while. Somewhere behind them the courtyard was emptying, trunks going out through the eastern gate, somebody's mother arriving with a cart and being audibly embarrassing.

DAN: I threw a punch at a boy who could not move.
ART: Yes.
DAN: I have thought about that every day since and I am not going to pretend the eleven minutes afterward were unearned. Ashby was cruel and Ashby was also correct, and those have turned out to be much harder to hold at the same time than I expected.
ART: I know. He's spent the same eleven weeks on it.
DAN: Has he.
ART: He said it out loud ten nights ago to a table full of people. Not to me. To Talon, who asked him.

Dane absorbed that.

DAN: Tell him nothing from me. I mean that neutrally. I've nothing to send and I'd rather not have something invented on my behalf.
ART: Alright.
DAN: Lyerm. What are you doing this summer?
ART: Going home. Four days west. Two of them are coming with me because they can't go east.
DAN: Which two?
ART: Marchant and Doyle.

Dane looked past him at the two girls waiting forty feet away with their bags, and something in his expression Arthur could not name at all went across it and left.

DAN: That's a good thing to have done.
ART: It's a spare room and a village with nothing in it.
DAN: Yes. That's what I said.

The scattering itself took most of the morning and had no ceremony to it whatsoever, which Arthur had not expected and found unexpectedly hard. Briar went first, on the seven o'clock south cart to Corvane, with a bag that was mostly notation and a small blue-amber crystal in an inside pocket and a very specific flatness about his mouth that Arthur had learned meant boots. He shook four hands, hugged nobody, and told Finn to write to him, and Finn said he absolutely would and then admitted approximately nine seconds later that he had no money for post and would be writing to him in September in person. Corin and Talon left at eight. Corin had a horse, which nobody had known about and which Finn took extremely badly.

FNN: You've had a HORSE.
COR: The horse is stabled in the city and belongs to my father.
FNN: You have had access to a HORSE, for a YEAR, and we WALKED to Beckwith.
COR: We walked to Beckwith because it would have been obscene to ride to a village to carry grain for a man who has no horse. I'd have thought that was obvious.

Finn opened his mouth and then closed it again, which happened rarely enough that Elsie remarked on it afterward. Corin's goodbye to Arthur was four words long. He came over, put out a hand, said September, then. Get well, and shook once and turned round, and Arthur understood by now that this was Corin Ashby operating at the absolute limit of his available warmth and did not require anything further. Talon's took longer, because Talon's always did, and included a genuinely startling hug for Mira that she permitted and then stood very still through, and a quiet word to her that Arthur did not hear and did not ask about. Finn left last, at eleven, on a cart going north that he had negotiated passage on in exchange for unspecified labour that he described as "flexible."

ELS: Where are you actually going?
FNN: Corvane, eventually.
ELS: Eventually.
FNN: There is a version of this journey that involves Portvale for nine days and I am not going to describe the financing.
ELS: Finn.
FNN: It's LEGAL.
ELS: That's not the reassurance you think it is.

He hugged everybody, at length and without any embarrassment about it, and got up onto the cart, and then leaned back over the side.

FNN: Mira.
MRA: Yes.
FNN: You're going to a village.
MRA: I am.
FNN: You are the least village-shaped person I have ever met and I want a full account in September.
MRA: You'll have one.
FNN: A FULL account.
MRA: Finn, I catalogue things. You will have more account than you want.

The cart went, and Finn shouted something else that nobody caught, and then there were four of them standing in the eastern courtyard at eleven in the morning with the academy behind them mostly emptied and four days of road in front of them.

ELS: Right.
ART: Right.
YSE: How far is the first day?
ART: There's an inn at Weald Cross about eighteen miles on. We'll make it by dark if we go now and don't do anything interesting.
YSE: And if we do something interesting?
ART: Then we sleep in a field and my mother hears about it in about nine years and never lets it go.

They went out through the eastern gate at twenty past eleven, four of them, west, and Arthur did not look back at the building because he had spent ten months in it and would spend two more years in it and it was not going anywhere. He did look back once at the city, from the top of the western rise about an hour out, at Solmere sitting white and red and enormous in the valley with the academy on its northern hill, and thought about a boy who had come up that same road the previous September and had not known a single person in it. Then he turned round and walked, and Yseult was already three sentences into worrying about it out loud exactly as promised, and Mira was asking Elsie a precise and unanswerable question about how many people lived in Hollowell.




[ A year does not end. It simply runs out of people, one cart at a time, until you are standing in a courtyard with whoever is left and a road to be getting on with. ]




Chapter 336: Four Days West

The road west out of Solmere ran along the river for the first six miles and then left it, and by the time they stopped to eat Yseult had raised eleven distinct concerns about the visit, which Elsie had begun counting somewhere around the fourth without telling anyone. They were not unreasonable concerns. That was the thing Arthur kept noticing. Every single one of them was a thing a considerate person would think about, and the trouble was that Yseult Marchant had thought about all of them, sequentially, out loud, in the space of two hours, and had arrived at the far end of the list only to start again at the top with refinements.

YSE: What do they eat?
ART: Food.
YSE: Arthur.
ART: Bread. Eggs. Whatever my father's brought back. Vegetables out of the plot. It's a village, Yseult, we eat what's there.
YSE: And if I don't like something?
ART: Then you eat it anyway and say it was very good, the same as anybody staying in anybody's house.
YSE: That's what I thought. I wanted it confirmed.
MRA: That was the ninth question.
YSE: I'm aware.
MRA: I'm not criticising. I'm keeping a record. It seems useful to know the shape of it.

It was on the second afternoon, somewhere past a village whose name Arthur did not catch, that the actual problem emerged, and it emerged because Elsie asked a straightforward question about sleeping arrangements and Arthur answered it and then kept walking for about eleven steps before he understood what he had just said.

ELS: Where are they going, though? There's the back room and there's your room.
ART: The back room's got the two beds in it. From when my grandmother was there.
ELS: Is it made up?
ART: It will be. My mother's had four weeks' notice.
ELS: Four weeks?
ART: I wrote at the end of term. The usual letter. Coming home, arriving about the fifteenth, don't fuss.

Elsie stopped walking.

ELS: Arthur.
ART: What?
ELS: When did you invite them?

There was a pause of exactly the length required.

ART: Two days ago.
YSE: You wrote four weeks ago.
ART: Yes.
YSE: And you invited us two days ago.
ART: Yes.
MRA: So the letter your mother received four weeks ago says one person is coming home.
ART: ...Yes.
YSE: ARTHUR.
ART: The post west goes twice a month and I'd have missed it by two days and we'd have arrived before the letter did. There was no version of this where I could have told her.
YSE: There was a version where you told US that you hadn't told HER.
ART: I've told you now.
ELS: You've told us on a road, two days out, with no way of doing anything about it.
ART: I'd like it noted that the moment I actually understood the problem was about ninety seconds ago and I've disclosed it immediately.

Mira had stopped as well and had gone very still in a manner Arthur associated with her doing arithmetic she disliked.

MRA: I want to turn round.
ART: ..Mira!
MRA: I am entirely serious. I have spent two days constructing a version of this where I am an expected guest in a house that has prepared for me, and it transpires I am an unannounced person arriving at a farmhouse in a village of ninety with a woman who has cooked for one son.
ART: My mother has been asking me to bring somebody home since September. In eleven letters. I have counted them, because she numbers her requests, and the most recent one said, and I'm quoting, any of them, I don't mind which, I would simply like to see with my own eyes that you have made a single friend.
MRA: That is not the same as two of us arriving without notice.
ART: No. It's better. She gets to tell the entire village that her son came home with two friends and no warning, which is a story she will be dining out on until I am forty.

Mira did not turn round, but she walked the next two miles in a silence that Arthur elected not to interrupt. The inn at Weald Cross on the first night had cost them four coppers each and a shared room, and the second night was a barn near a place called Ainsley that a farmer let them have for nothing after Elsie asked and Arthur stood behind her looking as harmless as a boy in a sling can look, and it was in the barn, in the dark, that Mira said the thing she had been not-saying since Solmere.

MRA: How many people in the village have seen a hybrid.

Nobody answered for a moment. Arthur, lying on his back in the straw with his arm across his chest, made himself take the question seriously rather than reassuringly, because Mira Doyle had never once in a year wanted the reassuring version of anything.

ART: None of them.
MRA: You're certain.
ART: Hollowell has ninety-one people in it. There's monsterkind in Astoria, there's a family two villages over that runs the smithy, but they're not hybrids and I don't think anyone in Hollowell has met one. My father's seen them. He was an adventurer, he's been all over the world. Everybody else, no.
MRA: Then they will look at me.
ART: Yes.
MRA: For the whole eight weeks.
ART: Less than you're imagining, but yes. The first four days will be bad. After that you'll be the girl staying at the Lyerms', because a village of ninety cannot sustain novelty for eight weeks, it hasn't got the resources.
MRA: That is a considerably more useful answer than I was braced for.
ART: I'm not going to tell you nobody will notice. They'll notice. My mother will be mortified about it and will over-correct by feeding you constantly.
YSE: Is that the correction?
ART: That's the correction for everything. My father's is worse, he asks questions. He'll ask you about the eastern coastal lineages and he won't know what he's asking and he'll listen to the whole answer.

Mira was quiet for a while in the dark.

MRA: Nobody has ever asked me about it who wasn't already uncomfortable.
ART: He'll be uncomfortable. He'll do it anyway. That's rather his entire method.

The third day was twenty-two miles and the longest of the four, and it was the day Yseult stopped being funny about it. Arthur did not notice the change happening. He noticed the result, which was that at some point in the middle of the afternoon she had gone quiet, and had stayed quiet through the whole business of stopping and eating and starting again, and was walking about six feet off to the side of the three of them in a way that was not accidental. He dropped back.

ART: You've stopped asking questions.
YSE: I've run out.
ART: You had eleven by lunch on the first day. You haven't run out.
YSE: I've run out of the ones that are actually about food.

She walked for a while.

YSE: I've never done this.
ART: Hmm?
YSE: Stayed in a family's house. As a guest, with the family in it, where the family is a functioning one. I've stayed in houses. I stayed in my stepmother's house for eleven years, which is not the same thing, and I've stayed with a school friend in Drennick for two nights when I was twelve and her parents shouted at each other for the whole of the second one and I remember being extremely relieved because it was familiar.
ART: Yseult.
YSE: I'm not asking for anything. I want to be clear about that, because I can hear how it sounds. I'm telling you because you asked me a direct question three days ago and it turned out that being asked directly was worth a considerable amount, so I'm attempting to reciprocate before you have to.

Arthur walked beside her and did not say anything for a while, because he had learned in a mill yard and on a stone by a stream that there was almost always a version of a response that was worse than not answering yet.

ART: They're going to be very ordinary at you.
YSE: What does that mean?
ART: My mother will ask what you'd like for breakfast and then give you what she was going to give you anyway. My father will be awkward for a day and then start telling you things at length. They'll go to bed at nine. Nobody will shout. Nobody will do anything, Yseult, that's the whole of what I'm promising you. It's going to be extremely boring and it's going to keep being extremely boring for eight weeks.
YSE: That sounds unbearable.
ART: I know.
YSE: I mean it sounds genuinely unbearable and I don't know what I'll do with myself.
ART: You'll be alright by the second week.
YSE: You don't know that.
ART: No. But I've watched you build a device in an academy workshop for four months with a boy who'd previously refused your help out of pride, so I've decided I'm not especially worried about your capacity to occupy yourself in a village with a beck and a barn.

Yseult laughed, and it came out slightly wrong, and she did not apologise for it. The fourth day was the shortest and Arthur and Elsie both went strange on it, which Yseult noticed and Mira catalogued. It started about nine miles out with the ground beginning to be ground they knew: a particular stand of trees, a wall with a gap in it, a milestone Elsie had apparently sat on at eleven years old during an argument about something neither of them could now reconstruct. By six miles they had stopped talking to the other two almost entirely and were conducting a conversation in place names and half-sentences.

ELS: The Farrow gate's gone.
ART: When?
ELS: I don't know. It was there.
ART: It's been ten months.
ELS: I know how long it's been, Arthur.
MRA: Are they always like this?
YSE: I've never seen it. It's fascinating and I want it to stop.

They came over the last rise at four in the afternoon and Hollowell was underneath them. Arthur had thought about this a considerable amount on the road and had prepared himself for it to be smaller, because Beckwith had been smaller and Solmere had made everything smaller, and the preparation turned out to be entirely useless. It was not smaller. It was exactly the size it had always been, ninety-one people and one mill and a barn everybody called a mill, laid out along the road in the late afternoon with the smoke going up straight in the still air, and the thing that undid him was not scale at all. It was that he could see his own house from here and had been able to see it from here his entire life and had not, in ten months, once thought about the fact that the view existed.

ELS: There it is.
ART: Yes.
ELS: Say something clever about it.
ART: I haven't got anything.
ELS: Good. Neither have I. I've been trying for a mile.

Behind them Yseult had gone entirely silent, and Mira had stopped a few feet back and was looking down at a village of ninety-one people who had never seen anyone like her, and neither of them said a word, and Arthur stood at the top of the rise with his arm in a sling and understood that in about twenty minutes his mother was going to open a door expecting one person.




[ Everybody prepares for the wrong thing. You brace for the place to have shrunk, and it has not shrunk at all, and what takes the legs out from under you is a view you never once thought about while you had it. ]




Chapter 337: The Womanizer

They were spotted at the top of the lane by Mabel Ruck, which Arthur said afterward was the single worst possible outcome and which Elsie said afterward was so obviously going to happen that she had not bothered to warn anyone. Mabel Ruck was sixty-one and had a gate that faced up the western approach and had, by common agreement across three generations, never once missed anything. She was at the gate. She had presumably been at the gate for some time. She saw four people come down off the rise, identified two of them at a distance of about two hundred yards, and produced a noise that carried the entire length of Hollowell.

MAB: ARTHUR LYERM.
ART: Oh no.
MAB: ARTHUR LYERM AND ELSIE TANNER.
ELS: Hello, Mrs Ruck.
MAB: TEN MONTHS.
ELS: Ten months, yes.
MAB: NOT A WORD.
ART: I've written every week.
MAB: To your MOTHER.

By the time they had reached the gate itself Mabel Ruck had come out of it, which Arthur explained in an undertone to Yseult was an event of some significance, and had taken Elsie's face in both hands and turned it left and right in a manner Elsie tolerated with the air of someone who had been enduring it since she was four. Then she looked past both of them at the other two, and Arthur braced, and Mabel Ruck's entire face did something complicated and settled on delight.

MAB: And who's this?
ART: This is Yseult and this is Mira. They're at the academy with us. They're staying the summer.
MAB: Staying the SUMMER.
YSE: If that's alright.
MAB: If that's- oh, she's polite! Listen to her. Is he feeding you properly up there? He's not, look at the pair of you. Come here.

What followed, over the next quarter mile, was the most bewildering twenty minutes of Mira Doyle's life. She had spent four days on a road constructing, refining, and stress-testing a model of what arriving in Hollowell would be like, and the model had been built almost entirely out of eleven years of accurate experience, and the model was wrong. People stared. That part was correct. Mabel Ruck stared, and Gregor at the bakehouse stared, and three children who had been sent to see what the shouting was about stopped dead in the road and stared with the total shamelessness of the very young. But the staring did not do the thing it had always previously done. It arrived and it went straight past her and it came out the other side as an entirely unrelated activity, which was that these people wanted to give her things.

GRE: You'll want something.
MRA: I'm sorry?
GRE: Four days on the road, you'll want something. Hold that.
MRA: This is a loaf.
GRE: It is.
MRA: You've given me a loaf.
GRE: I've given you half of Tuesday's, which was a bad batch, so don't go telling anyone I've given you a good one.
MRA: I don't have any-
GRE: If you finish that sentence I'll be offended and I'm sixty-eight and I've a bad hip and you'll feel terrible about it.

Mira turned round with the loaf in both hands and looked at Arthur with an expression he had never seen on her before and privately hoped to see again.

MRA: Arthur.
ART: Yes.
MRA: What is happening..?
ART: That's Gregor. He does that.
MRA: He gave me bread. He has known me for eleven seconds and he has given me bread and then insulted his own bread so that I would take it.
ART: That's the technique, yes.
MRA: Nobody has ever done that.
YSE: Given you bread?
MRA: Been kind at me without any of it being about what I am. Everyone is either uncomfortable or determinedly not-uncomfortable and both of those are the same thing wearing different coats, and this man simply established that I had been on a road and gave me a loaf.
ELS: He'll do it again tomorrow.
MRA: He can't.
ELS: He'll do it every day for eight weeks and by week three you'll be trying to get past the bakehouse without being seen and you will never once succeed.

It went on like that the whole way down. Ned Halloway leaned out of a window to ask after Arthur's arm and did not believe the answer. Old Bess Tanner, no relation to Elsie's people despite forty years of the village finding this hilarious, wanted to know whether it was true that the academy had eight hundred students in it and then declined to accept that it did. Two more children joined the first three. Somebody's dog attached itself to Yseult and could not be dislodged. By the time they were halfway down the lane the news had comprehensively outrun them, which Arthur understood was happening and could do nothing whatsoever about, and he could see people coming out of doors ahead of him in a rolling wave that was moving at approximately walking pace and arriving about ninety seconds before he did.

YSE: Arthur.
ART: Yes.
YSE: I spent four days worrying about whether your mother would like me.
ART: I remember.
YSE: I had not accounted for the village.
ART: No.
YSE: I had not accounted for the village AT ALL, Arthur, I have been asked my name nine times and I have been given a jar of something.
ART: What's in it?
YSE: I don't know. She said it was for my chest.
ART: Is there something wrong with your chest?
YSE: There is nothing wrong with my chest. She looked at me and decided there was.

Elsie peeled off at the Tanner gate, which Arthur had expected and which still landed oddly, because they had walked four days and ten months and an entire year together and she simply stopped at a gate and that was that. She stood there for a second with her hand on the post.

ELS: I'll come over after.
ART: You don't have to.
ELS: Arthur, your father is about to open that door. I am absolutely going to be there and I'm annoyed I'll miss the beginning.

She went in. Somebody inside the Tanner house made a sound Arthur could hear from the road. The Lyerm house sat at the low end, past the barn everybody called a mill, with the plot behind it and the fence Arthur had helped rebuild at eleven and which had visibly been rebuilt again since. There was smoke going up. There were beans in. The gate had a new latch on it, and Arthur stood with his hand on a latch he did not recognise on a gate he had opened ten thousand times, and Yseult and Mira stood behind him not saying anything, and he understood that he had been walking toward this specific moment for four days and had somehow not once rehearsed a single word of it. He went up the path and knocked on his own front door. There was a pause, and then footsteps that he recognised in his chest before he recognised them anywhere else, and the door opened, and Calder Lyerm stood in it with a cloth over one shoulder and a knife in his hand from whatever he had been doing, and looked at his son.

ART: It's me, Dad. I'm home.

Calder did not say anything. That was, Arthur thought later, entirely reasonable. His father had received a letter four weeks earlier saying one boy was coming home about the fifteenth and not to fuss. What his father had opened the door onto was one boy, arm in a sling, considerably taller than in September, standing at the front of a small procession which included two girls neither of whom he had ever seen before, one of them holding a loaf and a jar, one of them visibly not human in a way that would take some explaining, and, behind them at a respectful distance, approximately eleven villagers who had followed them down the lane and were now standing in the road pretending to have business there. Calder's eyes went to Arthur. Then to Yseult. Then to Mira. Then back to Arthur. Then he turned his head and shouted into the house at a volume that Arthur had previously only heard him use across open ground.

CAL: WREN.
ART: Dad-
CAL: WREN. COME HERE.
ART: Dad, it's not-
CAL: OUR BOY'S COME HOME A WOMANIZER.
ART: DAD.
CAL: TWO OF THEM, WREN. HE'S BROUGHT TWO OF THEM.

There was a clatter from inside the house that suggested something had been put down with insufficient care.

ART: They're my FRIENDS.
CAL: That's what they all say.
ART: WHO says that? WHO is they? Nobody says that, you've made that up on the doorstep!

But Calder Lyerm had already gone back into the house, still shouting, and Arthur went after him, which meant that Yseult Marchant and Mira Doyle were left standing on a garden path in a village of ninety-one people, alone, with a loaf, a jar, an unexplained dog, and eleven spectators in the road behind them, listening to a man they had not yet been introduced to bellowing the word womanizer through his own kitchen while the boy they had walked four days with attempted to conduct a rebuttal at equal volume.

YSE: Mira.
MRA: Yes.
YSE: Is this what a functioning family is?
MRA: I have no data. My assumption had been no.

From inside the house came a woman's voice, considerably quieter than Calder's and somehow entirely audible over it, saying Calder, put the knife down before you meet them, and then, after a pause, and much closer to the door, oh, Calder, they can HEAR you.




[ You can rehearse a homecoming for four days. It will not help. The door opens and your father is holding a knife and shouting a word you will be hearing for the rest of your natural life. ]




Chapter 338: Nami

The introductions took eleven minutes and were, by Arthur's later estimate, about forty percent apology. Wren Lyerm apologised for her husband on the doorstep, in the hall, and once more in the front room for good measure. Calder apologised for himself twice, badly, in a manner that made it worse both times, and then attempted to shake Mira's hand while still holding the knife, discovered the knife, and left the room entirely to deal with it. Yseult said it's genuinely fine on four separate occasions and was not believed once. By the time all five of them were sitting down with tea in the front room the light had gone gold in the window and the eleven villagers in the road had reluctantly dispersed, and Arthur had begun to relax into the specific and total exhaustion of a person who has walked eighty miles and then survived his own family. The room was smaller. Not in a sad way. It was simply smaller than the version he had been carrying around for ten months, the ceiling lower and the fire nearer the chairs, and his mother had put a cloth on the table that he did not recognise and had moved the dresser.

WRN: Eight hundred students.
MRA: Eight hundred and forty, this year.
WRN: In one building.
MRA: Four buildings and the grounds. The residential halls are separate.
WRN: And you all eat together?
MRA: In two sittings. The refectory holds five hundred.
WRN: Five hundred people eating at once.
CAL: She's said it three times now, love.
WRN: I'm allowed to say it three times, Calder, I've never seen five hundred of anything.

Yseult had settled in beside the fire and had, within about six minutes, become the person Wren Lyerm was principally talking to, which Arthur had entirely failed to predict and which he watched with a kind of low background astonishment. She was not performing. That was the thing. Yseult Marchant, who had spent four days on a road constructing eleven categories of anxiety about this room, was sitting in it explaining what Alchemy was to a woman who had never left Astoria, and was doing it slowly and without any of the sharpness she used on everybody at the academy, and Wren was leaning forward with her cup in both hands not understanding most of it and enjoying all of it.

CAL: Say the bit about the essence again.
YSE: The essence is in everything already. That's the whole basis of it. You've got it, this chair's got it, the fire's got it. Alchemy is bending your own into a shape it wasn't meant to hold, which is why it costs more than a soul ability does and always produces something cruder.
CAL: Cruder.
YSE: Considerably. A soul ability is the thing your soul actually is. Alchemy is a soul doing an impression.
CAL: That's good. That's a good way of putting it.
YSE: It's Instructor Vance's, not mine.
CAL: I don't care whose it is, I'm going to be using it in this village for the next thirty years and nobody here will ever know.

That was when Arthur felt the eyes. He was not certain at first, because he was tired and because a person coming home after ten months feels a great many things in a familiar room, and the sensation was very specific and quite small: the exact prickle of being looked at directly by somebody at close range. He turned his head toward the doorway that led back into the kitchen. There was nobody there. He looked at the doorway for two full seconds, decided he was tired, and turned back to the conversation, which had moved on to whether Mira had been warm enough on the road and which Mira was answering with more patience than Arthur had known she possessed. Then he looked at the doorway again. There was a child in it. She was extremely small. She was standing, just about, with one hand flat against the doorframe for the entire purpose of remaining standing, and she was wearing something that had clearly been made out of something else, and she was looking directly at Arthur with the total, unembarrassed, unblinking attention that only very small children and Mabel Ruck are capable of. She was not older than a year. She had the specific top-heavy wobble of a person who had been walking for a fortnight and was still not sold on it. She was, unmistakably, in his house. Arthur looked at her for a long moment. She looked back. He turned round very slowly to face his father.

ART: Dad.
CAL: Mm.
ART: Can I ask you something.
CAL: Course.
ART: I want to ask it seriously and I want a serious answer.
CAL: Go on, then.

Arthur set his cup down.

ART: Was I the one standing in the way of your greatest desire?

There was a silence.

CAL: Hmm?
ART: For fifteen years. Was I the impediment.
CAL: The what?
ART: The obstacle, Dad. Was I the obstacle. Because I have been at an academy for ten months and I have come home to find that there is now a person in this house who was not in it when I left, and I am attempting to work out whether my absence was the necessary condition.
CAL: I've genuinely no idea what you're-

He followed Arthur's eyeline to the doorway.

CAL: Ah.
ART: Yes.
CAL: Right.
ART: Yes.
CAL: Wren.
WRN: I heard.
CAL: Wren, I told you. I told you at the time. I said, don't leave that out of a letter, and you said-
WRN: I said I wanted to see his face.
CAL: And I said, that's a cruel thing to want, and you said-
WRN: I said it wasn't cruel, it was thrifty, because the post west is fourpence and a face is free.
CAL: ELEVEN MONTHS, Wren.

Wren Lyerm put her cup down, got up, and went to the doorway, and crouched, and held out both hands, and the very small person came across the floor toward her at the speed and general trajectory of something being poured. She got picked up. She permitted it in the manner of a person allowing a formality, and then immediately turned round in her mother's arms to resume looking at Arthur, because Arthur was clearly the new thing in the room and everything else in it was extremely old news. Wren came back to the fire and sat down with her on her lap.

WRN: Arthur. This is your sister.
ART: I had begun to assemble that.
WRN: Her name's Nami.
ART: Nami.
WRN: She was born the second week of October. Three weeks after you went. I knew before you left and I did not tell you and I have thought about that decision approximately four hundred times since, and I still think it was the right one, because you'd have spent your first term at that academy worrying about a thing four days away that you could not have helped with.
ART: Mum-
WRN: I'm aware it was also a bit cruel. Your father has raised it.
CAL: Eleven months.
WRN: Calder, if you say eleven months one more time I shall put you outside.

Arthur sat with his tea going cold in front of him and looked at his sister. She was still looking at him. She had not stopped looking at him since the doorway. There was, in the way she was doing it, absolutely no recognition whatsoever, which was the part that got underneath his ribs and stayed there: this was a person who lived in his house, who had his mother's chin and something around the eyes that was unmistakably his father's, and who had never in her life seen him before and was working out what he was from first principles.

YSE: Arthur.
ART: Mm.
YSE: You've gone a colour.
ART: I've walked eighty miles and been shouted at.
YSE: You've gone a completely different colour to the doorstep one.
MRA: It's the same colour. It's a different cause.
YSE: Thank you, Mira.
MRA: I'm being precise. It seemed relevant.

Wren shifted Nami round on her lap.

WRN: Go on, then.
ART: What?
WRN: She's been staring at you for four minutes. Say something to her.
ART: I don't know what you say.
WRN: Your name would do.

Arthur leaned forward, which took some managing with the sling, and got himself down to roughly the correct height, and looked at his sister for the first time from an angle she could properly reach.

ART: Hello. I'm Arthur.

Nami considered this with enormous seriousness.

NAM: Ah.
ART: Arthur.
NAM: Ah-fuh.
CAL: She's got it.
ART: She has not got it.
NAM: Ah-fuh.
CAL: She's got it. That's you. That's your name, that is.
ART: Dad, that's two sounds.
CAL: It's two more than she had this morning.

Nami leaned out of her mother's arms and put one entirely wet hand flat on Arthur's face, which appeared to be the conclusion of some process she had been conducting since the doorway, and said it again with considerably more confidence.

NAM: Ah-fuh.

And Arthur Lyerm, fifteen years old, first year at the Solmere academy, holder of the endurance record, semi-finalist, three days' walk from a village where he had carried grain for a man who would not ask for help, sat on the floor of his mother's front room with his sister's palm on his cheek and discovered that he was going to cry about it and that there were four people watching and that he did not, on balance, care.




[ You can be gone ten months and come back to find a whole person in the house who has never heard of you, and who has decided, having examined you thoroughly from a doorway, that you will do. ]




Chapter 339: The First Evening

Elsie arrived at seven without knocking, which Yseult observed and did not comment on at the time and asked about three days later, and by then the answer was obvious enough that she was embarrassed to have wondered. She came in through the back, put a covered dish on the table that her own mother had sent over on the strength of forty minutes' notice, told Wren she looked well, told Calder he looked older, took Nami off Arthur's lap without asking and without Nami objecting, and sat down in what was evidently her chair.

YSE: You've done that before.
ELS: About nine hundred times.
WRN: She had her tea here twice a week for six years.
ELS: Three times a week.
WRN: Three times a week in the bad winter.
ELS: Every winter was the bad winter, Wren.

Supper was longer than Arthur remembered suppers being and considerably better, and he understood by about the second course that his mother had spent a quarter of an hour that afternoon completely reconstructing a meal designed for three people, and that she was going to say nothing about this, and that mentioning it would be worse than not mentioning it. There was a chicken that had not been intended for tonight. Yseult said so, once, in the form of a compliment, and Wren Lyerm deflected it so smoothly and so instantly that Yseult sat back and looked at her with open professional respect. Calder waited until the plates were mostly done, which Arthur had known he would, and then leaned back and did the thing he had been visibly building toward since the front room.

CAL: Mira.
MRA: Yes.
CAL: Can I ask about your mother's people.

Arthur closed his eyes.

MRA: You may.
CAL: I'll do it badly.
MRA: I'd assumed.
CAL: Right. Good. Eskandar coastal, Arthur said. Which would make it the avian lines, and I've only ever met two, and both of them were down the southern reach where the lines are different. Now what I never worked out, and I asked at the time and got told to mind myself, is whether the coastal lines and the reach lines are the same people with a distance between them or two lots that got called the same thing by somebody who wasn't paying attention.

There was a pause.

MRA: That is a considerably better question than the ones I usually get.
CAL: Is it?
MRA: The ones I usually get are whether it hurts and whether I can fly.
CAL: I'd assumed you couldn't fly.
MRA: Why?
CAL: You walked here.

Mira looked at him for a second and then laughed, which Arthur had heard perhaps four times in a year, and answered the question, at length, and Calder Lyerm sat with his arms folded and did not understand a substantial portion of it and did not once interrupt, and asked two more when she had finished, and both of them were sensible.

WRN: He'll be telling that back to the whole village by Thursday.
MRA: Will he get it right?
WRN: He'll get about a third of it right and he'll be extremely confident about all of it.
CAL: That's a slander.
WRN: It's an observation, Calder, you did it with the fish.

It was Wren who brought the other thing into the room, and she did it kindly and without any idea what she was doing, which was somehow the worst possible way for it to arrive.

WRN: Do your families mind? Only, eight weeks is a good while, and if I'd had a daughter off at an academy I'd want her back where I could see her.

Nobody said anything. It went on for slightly too long. Arthur watched his mother register that it had gone on too long, and watched her begin to work out that she had put a foot somewhere, and watched Yseult decide to answer before Wren could get to the apologising.

YSE: We can't get home, Mrs Lyerm.
WRN: I'm sorry?
YSE: Drennick's on the eastern continent. So's Eskandar. The academy posted a notice on the tenth saying civilian passage across the Sea of Serenity is suspended by order of the provincial authority until further notice, and there are three hundred and eleven students at Solmere who cannot go home this summer, and Mira and I are two of them.

Calder Lyerm put his cup down. He did it quietly. That was the part Arthur noticed and did not forget, because his father was a loud man in almost every respect and had spent the entire day being loud, and he put his cup down on the table without any sound at all and sat forward.

CAL: Say that again.
YSE: Which part?
CAL: All of it. Slowly.

She said it again. Calder listened to the whole of it without moving.

CAL: The whole sea.
YSE: All civilian traffic. The three northern Lassiter routes went first, back in the spring. Nobody said why. This is the rest of it.
CAL: Not the harbours. The sea.
YSE: Yes.
WRN: Calder.
CAL: I've crossed that water eleven times.

He said it to the table rather than to anyone.

CAL: Eleven times, between the age of nineteen and the age of thirty-one, and I want to be clear about what that means, because there's nobody in this village who'll understand it and I'd rather one of you did. That crossing is not a crossing. It's the road. Everything east of Astoria that isn't grown in Astoria comes over that water. Metal out of Drennick. Half the grain. Every single thing Lassiter has ever done as a republic, it does because that water is open, and it has been open for four hundred years through two famines and the border wars, and I have been on ships that crossed it in weather that killed people, and it stayed open.
MRA: It's closed now.
CAL: I know. That's what I'm telling you. In four hundred years the only thing that has ever closed the Serenity is the Serenity, and now something has closed it from outside, and the notice you read on that gate said until further notice, which is a sentence men write when they do not have a date and do not want to say so.

The room had gone entirely quiet. Nami, who had been methodically dismantling a piece of bread on Elsie's lap for some minutes, chose that moment to drop it, and the sound it made was disproportionate.

WRN: Calder, that's enough. They've walked four days.
CAL: Aye.
WRN: They've walked four days and one of them has just told us she can't get home and you've made it into a lecture about shipping.
CAL: Aye. Sorry.
MRA: Don't be.

She said it flatly and everyone looked at her.

MRA: I have spent eleven days being handled very carefully by people who are frightened of upsetting me, including, and I say this with real affection, everybody at this table under the age of twenty. Your husband is the first person who has told me what it actually means. I would rather know.

Calder looked at her for a moment.

CAL: There'll be more of it.
MRA: I assumed.
CAL: Not this summer. Probably not this year. But that water opens or it doesn't, and if it doesn't, there's things that follow on, and they'll follow on whether anybody at this table talks about them or not.
WRN: Calder...
CAL: I've finished.

They got onto Arthur's arm afterward, which Arthur had been steering the conversation away from since the doorstep with what he considered considerable skill.

WRN: And the shoulder.
ART: It's nothing. It's six weeks.
WRN: Six weeks is not nothing, Arthur.
ART: It came out. They put it back. That's the whole of it.
WRN: How did it come out?
ART: Training.
ELS: Training.
ART: Elsie.
ELS: I'm repeating the word. I find it interesting.
ART: It's not interesting.
ELS: It's mildly interesting. I'd say it's mildly interesting that a boy who reached the semi-final of the Trial of Power in front of four hundred people and then turned a drying loft one-handed for four hours has described the whole of his year as training.

There was a silence of a very particular kind.

WRN: The what?
ART: Elsie.
WRN: The what, Arthur?
CAL: The Trial of Power.
WRN: What's the Trial of Power?
CAL: It's a tournament.
WRN: What sort of tournament?
CAL: The sort that has a semi-final.
WRN: Calder.
CAL: I'm being unhelpful because I'm working out how angry to be and I'd like a moment.

Arthur, sixteen days from his sixteenth birthday and four hours into being home, put his face in his one working hand.

ART: I was going to tell you.
WRN: When?
ART: Gradually.
ELS: Over eight weeks.
ART: In stages, yes.
YSE: This is the best evening I've ever had.

The back room had been aired that afternoon and made up in what was clearly a great hurry, and it had two narrow beds in it and a window that looked out over the plot and the fence and the dark, and Yseult lay in one of them at half past ten listening to a house that had entirely stopped making noise.

YSE: Mira.
MRA: Mm.
YSE: They've gone to bed.
MRA: It's half past ten.
YSE: They've gone to bed and nothing happened.
MRA: What were you expecting?
YSE: I don't know. That's the difficulty. I have been braced since Solmere and I have got all the way to lying down and nothing has happened, and I find I've got all this bracing left over and nowhere to put it.

Mira was quiet for a while.

MRA: The man gave me bread.
YSE: I know. You've said.
MRA: I'm going to keep saying it. I have been running it through repeatedly and I cannot find the angle on it, and I would like you to understand that this is not a small thing for me. I have spent four days constructing an approach to this village and every part of the approach has turned out to be equipment for a problem that isn't here.
YSE: Same.
MRA: It's extremely disorienting.
YSE: Yes.
MRA: I don't like it.
YSE: No.
MRA: I'd like it to keep happening, though.




[ You can prepare for cruelty. There is a whole apparatus for it and most people who need one have built theirs by fifteen. Nobody prepares for the other thing, and it takes the legs out from under you considerably faster. ]




Chapter 340: The Porch

Arthur woke at half five out of pure habit and could not get back to sleep, and came down to find his father already on the porch step with two cups, one of which had been poured about four minutes earlier and had been sitting there going cold in the certain knowledge that somebody would arrive for it.

CAL: Thought so.
ART: You made two.
CAL: I've made two every morning for eleven months. Wren says it's morbid. I say it's optimism and I've been proved right, so we'll say no more about it.

The village at half five was the thing Arthur had genuinely missed and had not known he had missed until it was in front of him: the light not yet over the eastern rise, the smoke starting on three chimneys, somebody's dog conducting an argument with somebody's gate, and underneath the whole of it the particular silence of ninety-one people who were mostly still asleep. Solmere at half five had eight hundred people being quiet at each other. It was not the same thing at all. They sat for a while and did not say anything, which Arthur had also missed.

CAL: Can I ask you something?
ART: You've been building up to it since I sat down.
CAL: I have. Your mother said to leave it a week and I've made it fourteen hours, which for me is restraint.
ART: Go on.
CAL: Have you learned anything?
ART: At the academy?
CAL: No. That's what I'm asking. I don't mean the lessons. I've had the lessons in the letters, I know about the seven provinces and the essence and the thing your friend said last night about a soul doing an impression, which I'll be using. I mean have you learned anything.

Arthur held his cup and thought about it properly, because his father had asked it properly and because there had been a man on a stone by a beck who had made an entire point about not answering things too quickly.

ART: I've stopped asking whether I'm allowed to be there.
CAL: Is that so..?
ART: I went up that road last September with one question in me and it was that one. Everybody at that academy was going to have something and I wasn't and I'd worked out about four thousand versions of how that was going to go, and every single one of them was about whether I'd be permitted. Whether I'd be found out. Whether somebody would eventually look at me properly and say, right, you, out.
CAL: And?
ART: And I stopped asking. That's the honest version. I didn't answer it, Dad. I never answered it. I just got busy, and about eight months in I noticed I hadn't asked it in a while, and I couldn't work out when it had stopped.

Calder turned his cup on his knee.

ART: And the thing underneath that, which I only got hold of about two weeks ago in a village with one mill, is that I've spent the whole year being asked for things. Not being permitted. Being asked. Elsie asks me things. Briar asks me things. There's a boy who was face-down in the dirt in front of four hundred people who told me a true thing that nobody's ever going to repeat, and I've decided I'm going to keep saying it out loud for as long as it keeps coming up, and that's not because anybody let me. It's just mine to do.

He drank some of the cold tea.

ART: That's what I've learned. I turned up wanting to be allowed and I've come home with things that are mine to do. I don't know if that's what you meant.

Calder Lyerm did not say anything for a considerable time.

CAL: No. That's what I meant.

He looked out at the road and the three chimneys and the argument between the dog and the gate.

CAL: I'll tell you what I was afraid of, since you've been honest at me. I was afraid you'd come back better at things.
ART: I have come back better at things.
CAL: Yeah, but that's not what I was afraid of. I was afraid you'd come back better at things and nothing else. I've seen it. I saw it a great deal, when I was doing what I was doing. Men who got extremely good and stayed exactly the size they'd started at.

He finished his cup.

CAL: You've got bigger. That's all I wanted to know and I've known it since the doorstep and I asked anyway because I wanted to hear you say it.

Yseult came out at about twenty past six with her hair unbound and one of Wren's shawls round her shoulders over her own clothes, which she had evidently been given at some point the previous evening and had not been permitted to refuse. She said good morning to both of them, apologised for nothing in particular, and then stopped at the bottom of the porch step because she had noticed the plot. Arthur watched her cross the grass in bare feet with the shawl trailing, entirely unhurried, and stop in front of his mother's flower bed at the plot's edge, and stand there looking at it with her hands wrapped round her cup and her head slightly on one side. The sun had just cleared the eastern rise. It came flat across the whole of the plot and caught the bed and caught her, and she stood in it for a long time not saying anything and not moving, and Arthur, who had known her for a year and had watched her set a boy's shoulder alight in front of four hundred people, found that this was somehow the thing he was going to remember.

CAL: She all right?
ART: I think she's looking at the flowers.
CAL: I can see that. I'm asking if she's all right.
ART: I don't know. Probably not. She's been all right for about eleven hours which is more than she's used to.

Calder considered this and did not ask anything further, and got up, and went to do the beans, and on his way past the bed said something Arthur did not hear that made Yseult laugh. Master Hobbes was in his garden, which was the same garden and had the same disgraceful hedge, and he was eighty-one now and had got slower in the ten months and had not got slower in any of the ways that mattered. He looked up and saw Arthur at the gate and put down what he was holding and did not say anything for a moment, which Arthur had not expected.

HOB: Well.
ART: Master Hobbes.
HOB: You'll not call me that.
ART: I've called you that since I was six.
HOB: You were six. Come in, boy, and mind the hedge, it bites now.

He wanted the whole of it, and he got most of it, and Arthur discovered somewhere around the middle that he was giving Hobbes an account he had not given his parents, because Hobbes was the only person in Hollowell who knew what the letter had been and what it had cost him to write it and what he had been risking on a boy with nothing.

HOB: And the ability.
ART: Still nothing.
HOB: Nothing at all.
ART: Nothing anyone can name. Things happen. Things have happened three times now and I can't tell you what they were and neither can anybody who watched, including the headmistress, who told me so to my face last week and then declined to say anything else about it.
HOB: Did she.
ART: She said she'd rather I spent the summer being fifteen.
HOB: That's a considerable woman.

Hobbes sat back on the bench and looked at him.

HOB: Ten months ago I put a letter in a bag on a cart and then I did not sleep for four nights. I want you to know that. I'd written it, and I'd sent it, and then I lay there working out that if it went badly it would be my doing, because you'd not have gone if I'd said nothing, and you'd have stopped in this village and been perfectly content and never once known there was a thing you hadn't tried.
ART: It didn't go badly.
HOB: I can see that. That's not what I'm telling you. Ask me what I was afraid of.
ART: What were you afraid of?
HOB: That I'd send a good boy away and get a clever one back.

Arthur sat with that for a second.

ART: My father said almost exactly that this morning.
HOB: Your father's a fool about a great many things and he has never once been a fool about you.

He picked up his cup, which had a chip in it that Arthur remembered.

HOB: Go on, then. What have you got?
ART: I've got a friend who runs a mill's accounts four days a week now because somebody wrote eleven numbers down for her. I've got a boy who bet against me and told me so. I've got twenty-seven circuits and a shoulder that came out and a headmistress who wants me to write to her, and I have no idea what I am, and I've stopped needing to know before I get on with the day.

Master Hobbes drank his tea and did not answer for a while, and when Arthur looked over, the old man was crying slightly and doing absolutely nothing about it.

HOB: That's the letter. That's what I put in it. I said, this one will be worth watching and he will not know why.

The rest of the day was the village, which was to say it took four hours to walk a distance of half a mile. Gregor came out of the bakehouse before they had drawn level with it and gave Mira a loaf, and when she attempted to raise the matter of the previous day's loaf he informed her that yesterday's had been Tuesday's and today's was Wednesday's and that these were entirely different situations. Mabel Ruck established, in the space of about ninety seconds, both girls' full names, provinces, mothers' occupations where applicable, and the precise nature of the sling, and then told Arthur he was too thin and had said so in September. Ned Halloway wanted to know whether it was true about the sea and Arthur told him it was, and Ned said well, and looked at the road for a bit, and then asked whether the academy really had eight hundred students, which Arthur understood was the same question asked in a manner Ned could carry home. Old Bess Tanner gave Yseult a second jar.

YSE: I've still got the first one.
BES: That one's for the chest. This one's different.
YSE: What's this one for?
BES: You'll know when you need it.
YSE: That is the most frightening thing anybody has ever said to me and I once watched a man freeze the air in front of my face.

They came back at six with two loaves, three jars, a quantity of beans nobody had asked for, and a hen that Arthur was still unable to explain the following morning, and sat down to supper, and it was somewhere in the middle of it, with Nami asleep against Elsie's shoulder and Calder halfway through getting the fish story wrong, that Arthur put his cup down.

ART: Tomorrow.
ELS: What about it?
ART: I'm taking them to the spot.

Elsie looked up.

ELS: Arthur.
ART: What?
ELS: You've not been up there since you were thirteen.
ART: I know.
YSE: What spot?
ELS: He's got a spot.
MRA: That is not an explanation.
ELS: No. It genuinely isn't, and I've been going up there with him for nine years, and I still couldn't tell  you why it's the spot. You'll have to see it.




[ Everybody who ever loved you was quietly afraid of the same thing, which is that you would go away and come back better at things and no larger. They will not tell you this until you are sitting down and they have already decided the answer. ]




Chapter 341: Golden

The complaining began at forty minutes, which Arthur privately considered generous, and did not stop for the following two hours and twenty.

YSE: How much further?
ART: Same as the last time you asked.
YSE: It cannot be the same as the last time I asked. Time has passed. We have moved through space. If it is the same as the last time I asked then something has gone extremely wrong with the world and I want to know about it.
ELS: He doesn't know.
ART: I know exactly.
ELS: He's never known. He's been walking this since he was six and if you ask him how far he says not far now in the same tone at every single point on the route.
ART: That's because it isn't far now.
ELS: It's an hour and a half.
ART: That's not far.

The path left the last of the fields at about the first hour and went up into the trees on the mountain's western shoulder, and the trees were the part that made it hard, because it stopped being a walk and became a climb conducted at a walk's pace: switchbacks, roots, two places where the path was theoretical and you simply went up the rocks and hoped, and Arthur doing all of it one-handed, which slowed everything and which he refused with total consistency to acknowledge.

MRA: Give me the bag.
ART: I've got the bag.
MRA: You have the bag on the shoulder that is not in a sling, which means the entire weight of it is on the one functioning half of you, and I have been watching you compensate for ninety minutes and it is making my own back hurt.
ART: I'm fine.
MRA: Arthur, I have catalogued eleven separate adjustments in your gait since we entered the trees.
ART: You've been counting my walking?
MRA: I count everything. It's not personal.

He gave her the bag. At two hours and ten minutes Yseult sat down on a rock without warning and announced that she was conducting an inquiry, and at two hours and forty she began, with increasing conviction, to advance a theory.

YSE: I want to say something and I want it received in the spirit in which it's intended.
ART: Go on.
YSE: You have not been up here since you were thirteen.
ART: No.
YSE: Three years.
ART: About that.
YSE: In three years a great deal can happen to a place. Trees come down. Ground moves. People find things and put fences round them, or graze things on them, or build on them, and the thing about a spot, Arthur, the thing about a spot, is that it is by definition a small and specific location, and small specific locations are precisely the sort of thing that stop existing without anybody bothering to inform the last person who liked it.
ELS: She's got a point.
ART: You're not helping.
YSE: I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm raising the possibility, at hour three, on a mountain, with a bag I am no longer carrying, that we are walking toward a memory. And if we are, I want to say now that I will be extremely gracious about it, and I want that on the record, because I will also be bringing it up for the rest of my natural life and I would like both of those things understood in advance-

She stopped talking. Arthur, three steps ahead of her, had gone through the last of the trees. The path came out of the wood without any warning at all. That was the thing about it, and it was the reason he had never once been able to explain the place to anybody and had stopped trying at about eight years old: there was no approach, there was no clearing that got gradually brighter, there was simply the wood and then, in the space of one step, there was not the wood. There was a field. It sat in a fold of the mountain's shoulder, ringed on three sides by the trees they had just come out of and open on the fourth, and it was perhaps two hundred yards across and it was full, edge to edge and end to end, of golden flowers. Not scattered. Not in patches. The whole of it, a single unbroken sheet of them standing about knee-high and moving all together in a wind that did not reach down into the wood, and the late sun coming in flat and low from the open side so that the entire field was lit from underneath as much as from above. The open side was a drop. Not sheer, not quite a cliff, but steep enough that standing at the edge of the flowers you could see over the whole of everything: the trees going down, the fields after them, the river, the road running west, Hollowell sitting small and orange in the last of the light with its ninety-one people in it, and beyond that the country going on and on into a haze that Arthur had been told as a child was the sea and had never entirely believed. Nobody said anything for a considerable time.

YSE: Oh... wow.
ART: Yes.
YSE: I'd like to withdraw the inquiry.
ART: Noted.
YSE: I'd like it struck from the record entirely.
ELS: Absolutely not.

They went out into it. There was no path through, because there had never been enough feet up here to make one, and Arthur walked out into knee-high flowers for the first time in three years and found that the sound was the thing he had forgotten: not silence, but a very large quantity of very small movement, the whole field going at once, which was closer to water than to anything else he had a word for. Mira stopped about twenty feet in and crouched down and looked at one of them at close range for a long time.

MRA: I don't know what these are.
ELS: Nor does anybody. Hobbes doesn't know. My mother doesn't know and she knows every plant between here and Weald Cross.
MRA: They're not in anything. I've read a considerable amount of provincial botany, because it was in the library and I had a bad month, and there is nothing in any of it that is a knee-high golden composite growing in a single unbroken stand at this altitude on a western aspect.
ELS: Is that unusual?
MRA: Elsie, it's a field of something nobody has written down. On a mountain. Four miles from a village of ninety-one people who apparently all know about it and have collectively decided it isn't worth mentioning.
ELS: It's just the flower field.
MRA: THAT is what I mean.

They lay down in it, in the end, which was what everybody did up here and which Arthur had never once had to suggest to anybody. The flowers came up over them on all sides so that lying flat you could see nothing at all except gold and the sky going orange above it, and the wind kept moving through and the whole field kept making its sound, and the four of them lay in a rough line about six feet apart and stopped talking for a genuinely long time.

YSE: Arthur.
ART: Mm.
YSE: I've been trying to think of something to say for about four minutes.
ART: You don't have to.
YSE: I know. I want to. That's the difficulty. I've got a considerable vocabulary and I've been through most of it and everything I've assembled sounds like something off a jar.
MRA: I have the same problem.
ELS: Everyone has the same problem. Nobody's ever said anything good up here. He brought me up when I was six and I said it's very yellow.
ART: You said it twice.
ELS: I said it twice, yes, thank you, Arthur.

Arthur sat up after a while. He did it slowly and badly with the one arm and did not ask for help and did not get offered any, which he appreciated, and sat in the flowers with his legs out in front of him and the light going long across the whole field, and looked down at the ninety-one people going about the end of their day four miles below and a very great distance under. Then he reached over and picked three of them.

ART: Sit up.
ELS: Why?
ART: Because I'm about to do something and you'll want to be sitting up for it.

They sat up. He turned to Elsie first, which was the correct order and which everybody in the field understood was the correct order, and reached over and put the stem of one of them behind her ear so that the flower sat against her hair, and she let him, and did not make a joke about it, which for Elsie Tanner was a considerable statement. He did Mira second. She went completely still for it, in the manner of a person who does not have a procedure for being touched gently and is not going to make it anybody else's problem, and afterward put one hand up and felt the flower there and left it. He did Yseult last.

ART: I read something once.
YSE: Where?
ART: A book in the library. Second year of the boring section. I was looking for something else entirely and I didn't find it, and about four pages from the end of a book about provincial customs there was a line about these.
MRA: About these specifically?
ART: About golden flowers. Not these ones, nobody's written these ones down, you've established that. But golden flowers generally.
ELS: What did it say?

Arthur looked out over the drop, where the last of the sun was going into the haze that might have been the sea.

ART: It said they're the symbol of hope. That's all. One line, no explanation, in the middle of a chapter about wedding customs in Corvane. It said golden flowers stand for hope, and that giving one is a blessing on somebody's future.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

YSE: You've been carrying that around for a year.
ART: I've been carrying it round since I was twelve, actually. Hobbes had the book. I read it in his front room and I thought about this field the whole time I was reading it and I've never once said it out loud to anybody until about eleven seconds ago.

He lay back down in the flowers.

ART: There. That's the spot. That's the whole of it. There's nothing else, it doesn't do anything, and I've never been able to explain why it's the spot to a single person in my life.

The wind came through again and the field made its sound, and the three of them lay back down as well, and the sun went into the haze, and the light on the field went from gold to a deeper orange and then to something that was not quite either, and nobody attempted to say anything good about it, and all four of them lay in a field of flowers that nobody had ever written down with one behind each of three ears, being blessed, at some length, entirely without knowing it.




[ There are places that do not do anything. You cannot explain them and you should stop trying. You take the people you have got, and you walk them three hours up a mountain, and you let the place do the part you have no words for. ]




Chapter 342: What They Have

The cart went south for two days and then west for one, and Briar Colton got down at the Draymere crossroads on the third afternoon with a bag of notation, eleven coppers, and a piece of crystal in an inside pocket that he had not taken out or looked at since Beckwith and had touched, by his own count, somewhere over two hundred times. It was six miles from the crossroads to the holding. He walked it in the last of the light and spent the whole of it doing something he had been doing since the cart left Solmere, which was measuring. He had not expected that and did not want it. The road out of Draymere was the road he had walked every week of his life until he was fourteen, and it had been simply the road, and now it was a road with a surface that a provincial authority had not repaired in nine years, running past holdings with roofs that he could now, having spent a year in a building with eight hundred people in it, identify as bad roofs. He had known the Ilmer place was poor. He had not previously had anything to compare it to. He walked past it at dusk and found that he had a comparison now and that he had not asked for one and could not put it down. The holding was four fields and a house and a lean-to that his grandfather had built and that had been failing for eleven years, and there was smoke. Wick saw him first. He was eight now, which Briar had known in the way you know a fact and had not known in any other way at all, and he came out of the door at a dead run and hit Briar somewhere around the middle at a speed that took both of them back a step, and did not say anything for a while, and then said everything simultaneously.

WIK: You're taller, Ma said you'd be taller, are you taller, Tobin said you wouldn't come, did you bring anything, is it true there's eight hundred, Tobin said that's a lie-
BRR: Wick.
WIK: -he said nobody's got eight hundred of anything-
BRR: Wick. Breathe.
WIK: I don't need to.

Tobin came out considerably more slowly, which was Tobin, and stood in the doorway with his arms folded in the manner of a twelve-year-old establishing that he was not going to run anywhere for anybody.

TOB: You came, then.
BRR: I came.
TOB: At winter you didn't.
BRR: No.
TOB: Right.

He stood there a moment longer and then came down the step and hugged his brother hard and briefly and let go before anybody could say anything about it, and went back inside without a word, and Briar stood in the yard with his eight-year-old brother attached to his coat and understood that the winter was going to be in this house for the whole summer and that nobody was going to mention it directly even once. Nessa Colton was at the table with the lamp lit and the piecework in front of her, which was where she was every evening from six until she could no longer see, and she got up when he came in and held his face in both hands for a long moment and did not cry, because Nessa Colton had not cried in front of her children since the year their father died and was not about to start.

NES: You're thin.
BRR: Everyone keeps saying that.
NES: Everyone's right. Sit down, there's enough.

There was enough. That was the thing. There was enough and it was exactly enough, and Briar sat at the table he had eaten at his entire life and did the sum without meaning to, the way he had been doing sums without meaning to since he was nine: four portions, the pot, what was left in the pot afterward, which was nothing. There was no afterward. He had eaten in this house for fourteen years and had never once in fourteen years thought about the pot, and he had now spent ten months in a refectory that served five hundred people in two sittings and threw away more bread in a day than sat on this table, and he sat down and ate his portion and said it was very good, and it was very good, and he thought about the pot.

NES: Tell me about it, then.
BRR: About the academy?
NES: All of it. I've had letters and the letters are all lessons. I want the rest.

So he told them. He told them for two hours and Wick fell asleep on the bench about seventy minutes in and Tobin did not, and stayed at the table with his chin on his arms pretending he was not listening to every word. He told them about the eight hundred and Tobin said that was a lie and was talked round. He told them about the refectory and the two sittings and did not mention the bread. He told them about Finn and about the betting sheet and got his mother to laugh twice. He told them about a village called Beckwith and a mill and a girl who had been doing four books of accounts at midnight for four years because nobody had written eleven numbers down, and he told that part at more length than he had intended to, and his mother watched him do it and did not say anything about that either.

TOB: Did you win anything?
BRR: At what?
TOB: Ned Farrow's brother's at the school at Halling and he won a thing at running.
BRR: I didn't win anything.
TOB: Nothing at all?
BRR: I got to the round of eight in a tournament and lost, and I fixed a ledger, and I built a device
that failed four times and then worked.
TOB: What's it do?
BRR: It stores essence so I can use my ability for longer.
TOB: Is that useful?

Briar opened his mouth and then closed it, because the honest answer was that he did not know, and because he had a considerable amount of practice at the honest answer and very little at the other kind.

BRR: Not yet.

He saw the boots the next morning. They were by the door where boots were, and there were three pairs, and his mother's were his mother's and had been resoled twice by a man in Draymere who did it for what people could pay. The two small pairs next to them were the ones he had bought. He had never seen them. That was the strange part. He had sent the money in November, in a letter, with a lie in it about coach fares, and his mother had written back in December saying the boys had boots now and that he was not to do it again, and the boots had existed since then as a sentence in a letter. They were now objects by a door. They were good boots. He had paid for good ones deliberately because bad ones were a false economy and because he had done the sums. Tobin's had a split starting along the outside of the right sole. Ten months. Wick's did not have a split. Wick's were, Briar saw, standing in the doorway at seven in the morning with his coat half on, obviously and entirely too small, because Wick had been seven in November and was eight now and had done what eight-year-olds do.

NES: He's out of them.

She had come up behind him with the kettle.

NES: He's been out of them since about the thaw. He'll not say. He's worked out that saying costs something and he's decided he'd rather have the toes.
BRR: You should have written.
NES: And what would you have done, Briar?

He did not answer that.

NES: There it is. That's the whole of why I didn't write. Because you'd have done something. You always do something, you've done something since you were nine years old, and I have spent the last four years watching you do something and doing the sums on what it costs you, because I can do sums as well, love, I do them every night at that table with a lamp on.

She put the kettle down.

NES: You've eleven coppers.
BRR: How do you-
NES: Because you put your coat on the hook and I have raised three children and I can tell the weight of a pocket across a room. Eleven coppers, and you've walked six miles from a crossroads because the cart from Draymere is two and you weren't spending it.

Briar stood in his mother's kitchen and had nothing at all to say.

NES: I'm not angry. I want that clear. I'm telling you so you'll stop, because there's a thing you do where you carry it all quietly and I'd rather you didn't, and because you're fifteen and it's not your house yet.
BRR: I'm sixteen in October.
NES: It'll not be your house in October either.

She went out to the beasts. Briar stood by the door with three pairs of boots in front of him for a considerable time, and then went upstairs to the room he had shared with his brothers for fourteen years, and sat on the end of the bed, and took the crystal out of his pocket for the first time since Beckwith, four provinces east. It was the size of a thumb joint. Blue going into amber at one end. It was worn smooth on two faces by sixty years of draught and it had been lying on the floor of a passage in a hillside since long before anybody in this house had been born, and he had picked it up because it was beautiful and because it was for the workshop and because taking one small piece of a thing nobody had recorded had felt, at the time, like the smallest act available to him. He had said the whole of it to Corin and Arthur at the long table in The Turning Wheel. A survey crew means a road and a road means Odell gets bought out. He had been extremely clear. He had been proud of himself for about four days. He sat on the bed and turned it over in his fingers and thought about a split in a right sole and a pair of boots that were too small and a woman who could tell the weight of a pocket across a room, and understood, with the total clarity he brought to every sum he had ever done, exactly what he was holding and exactly what it was worth and exactly what it would buy. He put it back in his pocket. He did not do anything about it for nine days.




[ You cannot unlearn a comparison. You go away for ten months and come back with a measuring stick you never asked for, and the first thing you measure is the pot on your mother's table, and after that you cannot stop. ]




Chapter 343: The Arithmetic

He did the sums on the fourth day, which meant he had lasted three, and he did them properly because doing them improperly would have been a way of not doing them at all. He did them on the back of a page of notation in the room he had shared with his brothers for fourteen years, with the door shut, at an hour when everybody else was out, and he did them the way he did everything, which was in columns. The first column was what it was worth. That one was harder than he expected and took most of the morning, because he had never sold anything in his life and had no idea what essence crystal fetched, and what he had instead was four months of reading about deposits and a rough sense of rarity and one useful memory, which was Instructor Vance saying in a second-term lecture that the lensing grade they used in the workshop cost the academy eleven silver a piece and was mostly poor stuff out of Drennick tailings. The thing in his pocket was not poor stuff out of tailings. It was a single unfractured piece off a formation that had been laying itself down since before anybody in Corvane had a surname, and it was, he was reasonably confident, better than anything he had handled in a year of handling things. He wrote down a number. He looked at it for a while and then halved it, because he was aware that a person doing this sum wants a large number and that wanting it is precisely the sort of thing that gets into arithmetic. Then he halved it again, on the same principle. It was still an enormous amount of money. The second column was what it bought, and that one took eleven minutes, because he had been keeping that column in his head since he was nine and had simply never had cause to write it down. Boots for Wick that would last two years. Boots for Tobin, since the split would go through by autumn. The lean-to, properly, not patched. The roof over the back room, which took water in three places and which his mother had stopped mentioning about a year ago, which was how he knew it had got worse. A year of not doing piecework by lamplight until she could no longer see. Two years, if she was careful, and Nessa Colton was careful the way other people were tall. He added a fourth line and then crossed it out, because the fourth line was a cart from Draymere so I never have to walk it again and he did not care for what it said about him that it had arrived unprompted. The third column was the risk, and he sat over the third column for two hours. A piece like that does not go through a village. It goes to Draymere at the absolute minimum and probably to a house that deals in essence goods, and the man who takes it will look at it, and the man will have handled a great deal of poor stuff out of tailings and almost nothing else, and he will ask where it came from. That is not suspicion. That is his trade. He will ask because a piece like that has a provenance and provenance is most of what he is buying. And Briar would have to answer him. He wrote out the possible answers and there were four. He could tell the truth, which was unthinkable. He could refuse to say, which in a trade built on provenance is the same as saying stolen and would halve the price or end the sale. He could name a false deposit that existed, which meant naming somebody else's ground and putting a man with money on a road toward it. Or he could name a false deposit that did not exist, which would be checked, because these men check, and which would come apart in about a month and leave a dealer in Draymere with a story about a boy from an academy and a piece nobody could account for. He looked at the four of them for a long time. Then he wrote a fifth, which he had been not-writing for two hours, and which was the only one that worked: that he had come by it on the road, from a peddler, in Astoria, and paid too much for it because he was young and it was pretty, and that he had no idea what it was until somebody at the academy told him. It explained a provincial boy with a piece above his station. It explained his ignorance of the value. It was unverifiable in both directions and it accounted for everything, and it would work, and it was a lie so complete that constructing it had taken him two hours and had felt, the entire time, like building something. He sat back and looked at three columns and a fifth answer. The sums came out clean. That was the part he could not get round and had known he would not be able to get round from the moment he picked the thing up off the passage floor. Nothing happened to Beckwith. That was the whole of it. A piece this size, sold in Corvane, four provinces west of a hillside nobody had surveyed, with a provenance pointing at a road in Astoria - nothing followed. There was no mechanism. He had spent two hours looking for the mechanism specifically so that he could point at it and stop, and there was not one, and what he was left with was a boy holding a perfect argument for doing the thing he had already decided to do on the fourth day. He knew that too. That was the humiliating part. He had done the arithmetic honestly and the arithmetic had told him what he wanted, and somewhere underneath it he understood that he had never once, at any point, been running a calculation about whether. He had been running a calculation about how. He put the page in the fire that evening and watched it until it was gone, which he had never done with a page of his own working in his life. He went to Draymere on the ninth day, on the cart, which cost two coppers and which his mother watched him pay without comment. The house he wanted was off the market square behind the wheelwright's and had a green door and a name on it he did not recognise, and he stood across the street from it for eleven minutes doing nothing whatsoever. He was extremely aware of the eleven minutes. He had a full account of what was happening in him during them and it did not help. Then he went in. The man behind the counter was perhaps fifty, with an eyeglass on a cord and hands that had been burned a long time ago, and he looked at Briar the way men in shops look at fifteen-year-olds, which is to say briefly.

MAN: Help you.
BRR: I've got something to sell.
MAN: We're not a pawn house.
BRR: It's essence crystal.

The man's face did not change at all, which Briar understood immediately was the first real thing that had happened.

MAN: Let's see it, then.

Briar put it on the counter. He watched the man pick it up without any particular interest, and watched him turn it once, and watched the exact moment the particular interest arrived, which was about a second and a half in, and after that the eyeglass came up and neither of them said anything for a full four minutes.

MAN: Where'd you come by this?

And Briar Colton, who had never in his life been able to lie to a teacher and who had gone red to the collar earlier that summer over a doubled carry-forward that was not even his error, heard himself deliver two hours of carefully assembled work in an entirely even voice.

BRR: A peddler. On the Astoria road, coming back at the end of term. He'd a tray of bits and I liked the colour of it and I gave him more than I should have because I was on my own and he could see it. I didn't know what it was until somebody at the academy looked at it.
MAN: Which academy?
BRR: Solmere.
MAN: ..You're at Solmere?
BRR: Scholarship.

The man looked at him over the eyeglass for a moment and something in his manner adjusted, and Briar understood that this was the lie working and felt exactly nothing about it, which frightened him considerably more than guilt would have.

MAN: Peddler on the Astoria road.
BRR: Yes.
MAN: You'd not find that in Astoria.
BRR: I know that now.
MAN: Hm.

He put the eyeglass down.

MAN: I'll be straight with you, son, because you're young and because you've been honest about not knowing what you had. That's a Drennick-grade piece and better. I could give you four silver and you'd walk out of here delighted and I'd have done nothing illegal.
BRR: But.
MAN: But I've a daughter your age and I'd want somebody to tell her. It's worth considerably more than four and I'll give you twenty-two, which is under what I'll get for it, and that's the trade and I'll not pretend otherwise.

Twenty-two silver. Briar had written a number that morning and halved it twice on principle, and the number the man had said was higher than the halved one.

BRR: Twenty-two.
MAN: Twenty-two. And a piece of advice for nothing, which is that you don't tell anybody in this town what you got for it, because that's a good number and people are people.

He counted it out. It took some time. It was more coin than Briar had ever seen at once and considerably more than he had ever touched, and he put it in the inside pocket where the crystal had been for the last eleven days and found that the weight was almost exactly the same, which he thought was probably the single most unbearable detail of the entire enterprise.

MAN: Do something sensible with it.
BRR: It's for boots.

The man laughed and then stopped laughing and looked at him properly for the first time.

MAN: Right, then. Off you go.

He walked out into the market square at four in the afternoon with twenty-two silver in his coat, and stood in the middle of the Draymere market with his hands at his sides, and waited for whatever it was that was supposed to arrive. Nothing arrived. That was the thing. He had spent nine days constructing an apparatus for a feeling and the feeling did not come, and what he had instead was a square with people in it and a cart to catch and a very specific awareness that there was a village four provinces east where an old man sat in a beck with his boots off and would never, for the whole of the rest of his life, have any idea that this had happened.




[ An honest sum will give you what you want if you were always going to want it. The dishonesty is never in the columns. It is in the fact that you sat down to add them up at all. ]




Chapter 344: She Never Asked

He rehearsed it the whole six miles from the crossroads. He did not need to. He had been saying it in his head since the green door and he had said it out loud once to a man with an eyeglass and it had worked, and there was no version of the walk home in which it was going to improve, and he rehearsed it anyway, at a level of detail that would have embarrassed him if he had been capable of being embarrassed by anything at that point in the afternoon. He found a new clause for it somewhere around the third mile. A detail about the peddler's tray, the sort of thing a person remembers and a liar does not invent, which he was reasonably sure would seal it and which he practised until it sounded like something recalled rather than something built. He came in at seven. His mother was at the table with the lamp lit and the piecework in front of her.

NES: There's some left.
BRR: Thanks.
NES: Wick's asleep. Tobin's at the Farrows and he's not to be there this late and I've decided not to have that argument tonight.

He sat down and ate, and she worked, and the lamp did what the lamp did, and Briar Colton sat in his mother's kitchen with twenty-two silver in his coat on the hook by the door and waited. She did not ask. She did not ask that evening. She asked about Draymere, generally, in the way a person asks about a town, and he said it was busy, and she said it always is on a ninth, and that was the whole of it. She did not look at the coat. He was watching to see whether she looked at the coat and she did not look at the coat, and he went to bed at ten with a fully assembled account of a peddler on the Astoria road sitting in him with nowhere to go. She did not ask the following morning either. She got up, she did the beasts, she sent Wick for water, she took in a basket of piecework from the Draymere carrier, and she moved past the coat on the hook four separate times, and she did not ask. By the second afternoon he understood what was happening and could not make himself believe it.

BRR: I went to Draymere.
NES: I know. You took the cart.
BRR: I did something there.
NES: Pass me the small shears.

He passed her the small shears. He put fourteen silver on the table on the third evening, which was a number he had arrived at by a further round of columns and which left the rest hidden in the room upstairs against the roof, and he did it after Wick was down and while Tobin was out, and he put it in the middle of the table between the lamp and the piecework and then sat back and waited to be asked. Nessa Colton looked at it for a long moment. Then she picked up the piece she had been working, and turned it over, and found her place again.

NES: That'll do the boots.
BRR: Mum.
NES: It'll do both pairs and the lean-to before the wet comes, if Harl's got the timber, and he will have, because he's been sitting on it since spring waiting for somebody in this parish to have money.
BRR: Mum.
NES: What.
BRR: You've not asked me where it came from.
NES: No.

She did not look up. He sat there with the whole of it loaded and ready, the tray and the road and the boy who paid too much because he was on his own and the man could see it, two hours of construction and a clause he had found on the third mile, and he opened his mouth to deliver it.

NES: Briar.
BRR: There was a peddler-
NES: Briar.

She put the work down. She did it flatly and without any particular emphasis, which was how she did everything that mattered, and she looked at her eldest son across a table she had done sums at every night since his father died.

NES: If you say it, I'll have to decide something.
BRR: I don't know what that means.
NES: Yes you do. You're the cleverest person in this parish and you've been the cleverest person in this parish since you were six and you know exactly what it means, so don't sit at my table and make me draw it for you.

She held it there.

NES: You went to Draymere on the ninth with eleven coppers and you came back with your coat hanging different, and whatever you did, you did it for boots, and I've had four days to look at that and I've finished looking. It's finished. And if you tell me a thing about a peddler then I've been told a thing about a peddler, and I'll know what I've been told, and then it'll be a thing that was said in this house rather than a thing that happened somewhere else, and I'd rather it stayed somewhere else.
BRR: That's not-
NES: I know it's not. I'm not pretending it's clean, love. I'm telling you I've weighed it and I'm telling you where I've put it down, and I'd ask you to leave it where I've put it.
BRR: You don't know what it was.
NES: I know it wasn't stolen, because you'd not, and I know it wasn't anything that hurts a person, because you'd not. That's the whole of what I need and it's more than most women at this table get.

She picked the work back up.

NES: It'll do the boots.

The boots happened on the sixth day and it was, Briar thought afterward, the worst thing that had ever happened to him. They went to Draymere, the three boys, on the cart, with money, and Wick did not entirely understand what was occurring until they were actually inside the shop and Briar told the man both of them needed fitting, and then there was a moment where Wick looked up at his brother with an expression of such total, uncomplicated astonishment that Briar had to go and look at some laces. Wick talked for the entire journey home. Tobin did not say anything at all for the first three miles, and then, without looking over, said that they were good ones and that he had noticed they were good ones, and Briar said that bad ones were a false economy, and Tobin said I know, you've said, and that was the whole of that conversation and it was not small. Wick slept in his that night. He had to be argued out of them the following morning and lost the argument on the grounds that boots in a bed is a thing nobody does. Harl brought the timber on the tenth day and the lean-to went up properly in two, with Briar on one end of everything because there was nobody else and because his mother had a look about her when he suggested paying for a hand. The roof over the back room took four days and a further seven silver and did not leak in the storm at the end of the month, which Nessa noted out loud exactly once, at the window, in a voice that was not addressed to anybody. She did not stop the piecework.

BRR: You've got a year in that table.
NES: I've got a year.
BRR: Then don't do it.
NES: And what would I do of an evening?
BRR: Anything.
NES: Briar, I have sat at that table with a lamp on every night for nine years, and I am not going to be talked into sitting at it with no lamp and nothing in my hands while I think about things. I'll do less. I'll finish at nine rather than when I can't see. That's the trade and you'll take it.

He took it. It arrived on the last night of the month, in the room he had shared with his brothers for fourteen years, with both of them asleep and one of them in boots that had been taken off under protest. It was not guilt. He had waited nine days for guilt in a market square and it had not come then and it did not come now, and he had eventually understood that it was not going to, because guilt is a thing you feel about a decision you might have made differently and he had never at any point been going to make this one differently. What arrived instead was smaller and would not leave. He would not be going back to Beckwith. That was all. Nothing had happened to it. Nothing was ever going to happen to it, he had spent two hours specifically looking for the mechanism and there was no mechanism, and a piece of stone sold in a Draymere back street four provinces west with a lie attached to it was going to sit in some collector's case for sixty years and never once point at a hillside. Odell Crane would work that mill until he could not. Roselle would do the accounts in fifty minutes with eleven numbers nailed to a post. Rufus Hale would sit in the beck with his boots off and tell a story properly to whatever children turned up, for another few years, and then not. And Briar Colton was not going to be able to stand in that yard. He turned it over and could find no flaw in it. He had not wronged them. He could hold that up in any light and it did not bend. But he had sat at a long table in front of two witnesses and explained with total clarity why the thing in his pocket had to stay in his pocket, and he had been proud of himself for about four days, and then he had gone home and looked at a pair of boots that were too small and had done the sums and had sold it anyway, and the person who had said that thing at that table did not exist any more, and Roselle Crane was never going to find out, and that was somehow the entire substance of it. She had told him she would not write. She had been right, and she had been right for good reasons, and he had thought at the time that it was the hardest true thing anybody had said to him. He lay in the dark in a house with a mended roof and thought that it had turned out to be a mercy, and did not like himself very much for the thought, and had it anyway. He was awake a long time after that. Wick turned over twice and said something to nobody. The wind got into the new lean-to and found it sound and went elsewhere. And at some point past two, in a room he had shared with his brothers for fourteen years, with a page of his own working burned a month ago and twenty-two silver mostly gone into boots and timber and slate, Briar Colton said it out loud, because there was nobody to hear it and because he had discovered that he was not able to keep holding it in silence for the whole of the rest of his life.

BRR: I'm sorry, Roselle.

It did not go anywhere. It was four provinces short of anybody and he knew that while he was saying it, and he said it anyway, and then lay there in the dark feeling precisely as he had felt before, which was the last small thing the month had to teach him.




[ Absolution is a conversation. She refused to have it, which meant he could not be forgiven and could not be condemned, and had to go on holding the whole of it himself, which was, he understood eventually, exactly what she had decided he could manage. ]




Chapter 345: Portvale

The carter's name was Holt and the flexible labour turned out to be two days of loading and unloading barrels of pickled herring at every stop between Solmere and the north coast, which Finn had not anticipated and which he described afterward, to nobody, as the most educational forty-eight hours of his life. He learned that herring barrels leak. He learned that they leak specifically onto the person carrying them and specifically at the moment that person has stopped paying attention. He learned that Holt did not talk, at all, about anything, for two full days, and he learned what it was like to spend two days beside a person who did not talk while having nobody else to talk to, which was a thing he had genuinely never experienced and which he found, by the second afternoon, close to physically painful. He got off the cart at the north coast on the third morning smelling of fish, with three coppers, the button that was not his, and a ferry ticket Holt had bought him out of what was evidently the man's first and only visible feeling in two days.

HOL: You worked.
FNN: I did.
HOL: Most don't.

That was the entire conversation. Finn thought about it for most of the crossing. The ferry took an hour and a half across grey open water with a cold wind coming off it, and for the first hour there was nothing to see except the water and the coast going away behind them. Then the islands came up out of the haze ahead, and Finn Jota, who had lived in Solmere for a year and had considered himself by now a person who had seen things, stood at the rail with his mouth open and did not close it for some time. There were dozens of them. Small green islands scattered across a wide shallow bay, some no bigger than a field, some large enough to hold whole streets, and every single one of them was joined to its neighbours by wooden bridges, long ones and short ones, some high and arched and some flat and low to the water, strung across the whole bay in a web that went further than he could see. There were lamps along the bridges, lit even in daylight. There were flags on half the islands in colours that did not match. There was music coming off at least three of them, none of it the same tune, and a noise underneath the music that took him a while to identify, which was the sound of a very large number of people enjoying themselves at the same time.

FNN: That's a lot of bridges.

The man next to him at the rail, who was elderly and well-dressed and had not asked, looked round.

MAN: Two hundred and eleven.
FNN: You've counted?
MAN: Everyone counts. It's the first thing everyone does. My wife's counted every summer for thirty years and she gets a different number every time.
FNN: Who's right?
MAN: Nobody knows. That's the charm of it, apparently.

The ferry put in at the southernmost island, which was all docks and customs and people carrying things, and Finn got off it with three coppers and walked up the first bridge he came to because it was there, and spent the rest of the day finding out what Portvale was. It was everything. That was the only answer he ever arrived at. Every island was something different and nobody seemed to have planned any of it. There was an island that was entirely food, stall after stall along a single winding street, smoke going up from all of it, a smell that made him briefly forget the herring. There was an island with a beach on its seaward side where people lay in rows on the sand doing absolutely nothing, which Finn stood and watched for a considerable time with the fascination of somebody observing a foreign religion. There was an island with a stage on it, and a troupe performing something with a great deal of shouting and a man in a false beard, and a crowd of perhaps two hundred who all seemed to know when to laugh. There was an island that appeared to be only gardens. There was one that had, as far as he could establish, a single enormous tree on it and nothing else, and a small queue of people waiting to stand under the tree.

FNN: What's the tree for?
WOM: It's the tree.
FNN: Yes, but what's it for?
WOM: It's the tree, love. You stand under it.

He did not stand under it. He had three coppers and a strong suspicion that standing under things was not free. He found work on the food island by the late afternoon, mostly by walking up and down the street until somebody looked overwhelmed. The somebody was a broad woman called Oona with a chowder stall and a queue of eleven people and a boy who was meant to be helping her and was not there.

FNN: You need someone.
OON: I need Teddy, and Teddy's gone to watch the beard man.
FNN: I'm better than Teddy.
OON: You don't know Teddy.
FNN: No, but he's gone to watch the beard man, so I've already won.

She looked at him for about two seconds and handed him a ladle. He worked the chowder stall for three days. It paid a copper an hour and a bowl at the end, and the bowl was the best thing he had eaten since leaving Solmere, and on the second day Teddy came back and was comprehensively outworked and left again in what Oona described as a sulk. Finn was good at it. He discovered this with some surprise. The queue was the thing, it turned out: a queue of eleven tired people on holiday who wanted chowder and had been waiting, and a boy at the front of it who talked to every single one of them. He asked where they were from. He asked what they had seen. He guessed which island they had come from by what they were carrying and was right about half the time, which people found delightful, and the queue moved faster because nobody minded being in it.

OON: You don't stop.
FNN: Talking?
OON: Ever.
FNN: It's been a hard few weeks. I've been saving it up.

That was truer than he meant it to be. He noticed that about the third day. He had been on his own since Solmere, first with Holt who did not talk and then on the ferry and then on an island full of strangers, and the chowder queue was the first place in nearly a week where he had been able to be entirely himself at full volume without anybody asking him to stop, and he had fallen on it like somebody who had not eaten. He thought about the others, which he had not let himself do much. Briar at home with his brothers. Arthur and the girls walking west. Corin on his horse. He thought about Tam at the bridge saying I'd feel it anyway at seven when you weren't here, and found he understood that considerably better than he had at the time. He had twenty-six coppers by the end of the third day. It was not very much. It would not have bought him a single night in any of the lodgings along the bridges, and he was sleeping in a boathouse Oona had pointed him at with the words don't ask me about it and don't let anyone see you. But it was a stake. It was, for a person with a very particular kind of plan, exactly enough to begin with. He had seen the card island on the first day and had not let himself go near it. It sat at the far eastern end of the archipelago, larger than most, reached by the longest bridge in Portvale, a high arched thing with lamps every ten feet that came on properly at dusk and made the whole span glow across the water. The island at the end of it was quieter than the others. That was what he had noticed first. Every other island in Portvale was loud, and that one was not. It had long low buildings with shutters and light coming out of the gaps, and people going across the bridge in ones and twos in good clothes, and nobody coming back across it laughing. He stood at the landward end of the long bridge on the third evening with twenty-six coppers in his pocket and the smell of chowder on his shirt, and looked at it for a while. He thought about Briar, who would have done the sums and told him not to. He thought about Yseult, who would have said you cannot do magic in that voice, and been right. He thought, briefly and with a sensation he did not enjoy, about a sentence he had said himself, standing on packed earth at the end of a quarterfinal, blind and unable to move: you don't get to keep rolling and only ever like the answers. Then he thought that there was nobody here to tell him no. That was the whole of it, really. There had always been somebody. There had been Briar at the betting sheet and Briar at the cave and Briar at every table he had ever sat at in a year, and Briar was four provinces south and did not know where he was, and nobody on the whole of this archipelago knew his name except a woman who sold chowder and a man who counted bridges. He walked out onto the long bridge. The lamps came on one after another ahead of him as the dusk thickened, ten feet apart, all the way across the water, and he walked out along them toward the quiet island with his hands in his pockets and his three days' wages under his fingers, and did not look back once.




[ Some people are loud because they have something to say. Others are loud because they have discovered that silence is the one room in which they cannot stand to be alone with themselves. ]




Chapter 346: Face Up

The door at the end of the long bridge had a man on it, and the man looked down at Finn for a considerable time before saying anything at all. He was large in the specific way of people employed to be large near doors, and he had clearly spent a great many evenings deciding who came in, and he was plainly deciding now, and Finn stood in the lamplight with twenty-six coppers and a shirt that smelled of chowder and let himself be decided about.

DOR: How old are you?
FNN: Old enough to lose money.
DOR: That's not an age.
FNN: It's the only age that matters in there, though, isn't it.

The man looked at him a moment longer and then, for reasons Finn never fully established, laughed once through his nose and stepped aside.

DOR: Copper tables are at the back. You cause trouble, you go in the water.
FNN: Is that a figure of speech?
DOR: No.

Inside was long and low and warm and very quiet, which was the first surprise. Finn had been in exactly one gambling room before, a cellar under a tannery in Corvane at twelve years old, and it had been loud and bright and full of shouting, and this was the opposite of that in every respect. Lamps hung low over a dozen tables. Nobody raised their voice. The loudest sound in the room was cards, the soft continuous shuffle and slap of them, and underneath it the clink of coin being moved from one pile to another by people who did not appear to feel anything about it. It smelled of pipe smoke and candle wax and the sea. The people at the front tables wore good clothes and did not look up. The people at the back tables wore worse clothes and did not look up either. He found the copper tables and sat down at the one with an empty chair, and the four men already at it looked at him the way men look at a dog that has wandered into a shop. The game was called Crowns. He knew it. Everybody in Corvane knew it, it was played in every tavern from Draymere to the coast, three cards down and two up and a round of betting between each, and the whole of it came down to what you could make people believe you were holding. He lost the first hand. He lost the second. He lost four coppers in eleven minutes and the men at the table relaxed visibly around him, the way people relax around a person they have decided does not count. That was when he started paying attention. It was the chowder queue, really. He understood that afterward and found it funny. He had spent three days at the front of a queue of tired strangers learning to read what they wanted before they said it, and he sat at a copper table in a gambling house and discovered that it was exactly the same skill aimed at exactly the same thing. The thin man on his left touched his collar when his cards were bad. The farmer across the table went very still when they were good, so still that the stillness was louder than anything he could have done with his hands. The sailor on his right did not have a tell at all, as far as Finn could find, which Finn found so interesting that he spent twenty minutes losing small amounts to him purely to watch. He started winning at about the fortieth minute. Not much. A copper here, three there. He talked the entire time, because he could not help it, and he discovered that at a card table the talking did something it had not done in the chowder queue, which was make the men across from him tired, and tired men make mistakes. By the second hour he had sixty-one coppers and the men at the table had stopped looking at him like a dog in a shop. They were looking at him like a problem. He noticed the moment it changed, because he had been waiting for it and because he knew exactly what it meant. It meant they had started playing against him. It meant, in the precise and particular way his soul had been built to care about, that he now counted. By the fourth hour he had moved up two tables. By midnight he was at a silver table near the front, with nine silver and change in front of him and a man across from him called Pelham. Pelham was perhaps forty and very well dressed and extremely pleasant. He had sat down an hour before, which Finn had noticed, and had been losing small amounts steadily and cheerfully, which Finn had also noticed, and had asked Finn twice where he was from and seemed genuinely interested in both answers. He had the nicest manners of anyone at the table. He had, in the whole of an hour, done absolutely nothing wrong. Finn did not like him at all. He could not have said why for a long time. Pelham had no tell. That was the first thing, and it was not in itself strange; the sailor at the copper table had had no tell either. But the sailor had simply been a calm man, and Pelham was something else, and it took Finn most of an hour and four silver in losses to work out what the something else was. Pelham did not have a tell because Pelham never once looked at his own cards with any curiosity. He looked at them the way a man checks a clock he already knows the time on. He knew what he had before he looked.

PEL: You're quiet, lad.
FNN: I'm thinking.
PEL: That's dangerous at a table like this.
FNN: I've heard.

The hand that mattered came at about one in the morning, and by then it was only the two of them. The others at the table had folded out one by one over the preceding half hour, the way people fold out when they understand a table has become about something they are not part of, and there was a considerable crowd standing round it now, which was the second quiet thing Finn had noticed about the card island. Nobody cheered. They simply gathered, and watched, and said nothing. Finn had three kings. Two of them were face up in front of him and one was face down under his hand, and three kings in Crowns was very nearly the best hand available, and he had pushed everything he had into the middle over the last three rounds of betting and so had Pelham, and there was, at his best count, a little over forty silver on the felt between them. Pelham had two tens showing. That was all. Two tens and three cards down, and he had matched every single bet Finn made without the smallest hesitation, and he was sitting back in his chair now with his hands folded, pleasant as ever, waiting. And Finn understood, looking at him, with a cold and total clarity that had nothing to do with reading people, that Pelham was going to win this hand, and that it did not matter what Finn was holding, because it had never at any point mattered what Finn was holding. There was a card somewhere Finn could not see. Up a sleeve, under a cuff, in the lining of that very nice coat. He could not prove it. He could not see it. If he said it out loud in this quiet room full of quiet people he would be a fourteen-year-old boy who smelled of chowder accusing a well-dressed man of cheating over a lost hand, and the man on the door had been very clear about the water. He had nine silver of his own in the middle and every copper he had earned at Oona's stall, and he was about to lose all of it, and there was nothing he could do. There was one thing he could do. He thought about it for longer than he had ever thought about anything at a table. He thought about four rolls in an arena and the fourth one leaving him blind and rigid in the dirt with Arthur's hand in his collar. He thought about Briar saying no in a cave. He had promised himself, on the long walk back to his seat after that quarterfinal, that he would only ever do it again when there was genuinely nothing else, when his hand was truly forced, and he sat at a silver table in Portvale at one in the morning and looked at Pelham's folded hands and understood, with some surprise, that this was exactly what that looked like. Pelham was looking at him. Properly, now. The pleasant man had gone somewhere and something considerably more careful had replaced him, because Pelham had been watching Finn for three hours and had decided a while ago that the boy was worth watching. He considered Finn an opponent. That was all Fair Game had ever needed.

FNN: Sorry.
PEL: For what?

Finn clapped. It was a small sound in a quiet room and every single person in it heard it, and for a moment nothing happened at all, and then every card on the table turned over. All of them. Finn's hidden king, face up. Pelham's three hidden cards, face up, which were a four and a seven and a ten, which made three tens, which lost to three kings. The discard pile, face up, spread across the felt. The undealt deck in the dealer's hands flipped over in one smooth motion so that its bottom card showed. And from inside the cuff of Pelham's very nice coat, sliding out onto the felt with a small dry whisper that the entire silent room heard perfectly, a fourth ten turned face up and lay there under the lamp for everyone to see. Nobody said anything for about three seconds. Then everybody said something at once. The proprietor of the card island was a small grey woman named Isra who did not raise her voice either, and who arrived at the table within about twenty seconds, and looked at the fourth ten for a long time, and then looked at Pelham, and then looked at the man from the door, who had come in from the bridge and was standing behind Pelham's chair in a manner that suggested he had been expecting to stand there for some weeks.

ISR: Four tens in a single deck, Mister Pelham.
PEL: The boy did something. He clapped his hands and-
ISR: The boy turned the cards over. Everyone in this room saw what the boy did and everyone in this room saw what was underneath it, and I have had three complaints about your table since the spring and could not prove one of them.

She nodded once to the man from the door.

ISR: The water, I think.
DOR: Figure of speech?
ISR: No.

The cards turned themselves back face down about thirty seconds after the clap, all at once, with the same soft sound, and by then it did not matter in the slightest. Isra pushed the whole of the middle across the felt to Finn herself. Then she added something to it from a purse at her belt, and when he looked up at her she simply said that the house paid for its own problems, and that he had solved one. It came to fifty-three silver. Finn sat and looked at it. Fifty-three silver was more money than he had ever seen in one place in his life. It was more than his family had seen in a year. It was sitting on a felt table in front of him under a lamp, and the room was beginning to return to its quiet, and a man at the next table was already dealing, and there was a seat there, and the whole of Finn Jota, every part of him, from the part that had put a betting sheet in his pocket in the second term to the part that had clapped four times in an arena, wanted very badly to sit down in it. You don't get to keep rolling and only ever like the answers. He had said that. Standing in the dirt, blind and rigid, to Arthur, and meant it. He had meant it for about a week and then got on a cart and forgotten he had ever said it, and it came back to him now at a silver table with the best hand of his life in front of him, and he found that it was still true. He had never once, in his entire life, left a table while he was ahead. He picked up the fifty-three silver. It took some time and both hands and his coat pockets and the inside of one boot. Isra watched him do it with an expression that was not quite approval.

ISR: Leaving?
FNN: Leaving.
ISR: Most don't. Not with a pile like that. They sit back down and I get it back by morning.
FNN: I know. That's the thing I'm trying not to be.

She looked at him a moment longer.

ISR: Then don't come back, lad. I mean that kindly.

He walked out across the long bridge at half past one in the morning with the lamps still lit every ten feet all the way across the water and fifty-three silver distributed about his person in a manner that made him walk slightly unevenly, and nobody followed him, and nobody took anything, and at the landward end he stopped and stood for a while with the whole of the archipelago spread out dark and quiet around him. He did not go to the boathouse. He walked instead, the long way, across nine bridges he had not been over, to a small island with a single enormous tree on it and nothing else. There was no queue at that hour. There was an old man in a chair by the path with a lantern, half asleep, and a tin with a slot in it, and a painted board that said the fee was one copper. Finn put in a silver. The old man woke up at the sound of it and looked at the tin and then at the boy standing in front of it, and opened his mouth, and Finn held up a hand.

FNN: I know. I've been meaning to do this for three days.

He walked out under the tree and stood there in the dark with his hands in his heavy pockets and his head tipped back, looking up into the branches, and did not know what he was supposed to feel, and felt it anyway.




[ Every gambler knows how to sit down. The whole of the game, the part nobody teaches and almost nobody learns, is knowing how to stand up again while the table is still in your favour. ]




Chapter 347: The Title

The story reached Castelgard weeks before he did, which Corin discovered at the first watchtower and found he had been dreading since Solmere without once admitting it.

TLN: They know.
COR: Yeah, I can see that they know.

The watchman at the outer gate had come down off the wall to take the horses himself, which watchmen did not do, and had called him young lord twice and champion once, and had then been visibly unable to decide whether the second word was permitted and had gone red to the ears about it. Two more men had come out of the gatehouse to look. Neither of them said anything. They simply stood there in the road with the particular expression of soldiers looking at a thing they had heard about in a tavern, and Corin, who had been looked at by four hundred people in silence eleven weeks ago, found that this was considerably worse. They rode on through the lower town. It got worse. A woman at a well said that's him to another woman at the well. A child ran alongside the horses for the length of the market. At the recruiting post on the square, where the notices had grown thicker since the winter, somebody had pinned a sheet among them that said, in an earnest hand, that the heir of the house had won the Trial of Power at Solmere against the champion of four years standing, and with his sword never drawn. Corin stopped his horse in front of it.

TLN: Corin.
COR: With his sword never drawn.
TLN: It's true, technically.
COR: sigh It's true in every detail and it is the single most dishonest sentence I have ever read.

He did not take it down. He wanted to. He sat on his horse in front of a recruiting board in his own city and wanted, with considerable force, to tear a sheet of paper off a nail, and understood that tearing it down would be for him and not for anyone else, and that Rufus Hale had had something to say about exactly that, and he turned the horse and rode on. Talon left him at the bottom of the hill. The Pryce house was on the eastern side of the town and his mother had been writing to him weekly since the closures, and there was nothing to be gained by putting off either of their homecomings by riding up together.

TLN: Tomorrow?
COR: Tomorrow.
TLN: Corin. They're going to be proud of you up there.
COR: I know.
TLN: Let them, for one evening. You can tell him the rest after supper.
COR: That's cowardly advice.
TLN: It's kind advice. They look quite similar from a distance.

His mother met him in the hall and held him at arm's length and said he had grown again, and that she had not braced for it again, and that she had promised herself she would brace for it this time and had failed. Then she told him the household had heard about the Trial on the eleventh, from a carter, and then on the thirteenth from a second carter with a different version, and then on the fifteenth from a formal letter bearing the academy's seal, which his father had made her read aloud to him four times.

MTH: Four times, Corin.
COR: What did the letter say?
MTH: That you had won. That the final had been decided in your favour by the presiding faculty. It was very short. Your father said it was the best letter he had ever received and he has received letters from the provincial court.

Corin said nothing. The letter had been written by the academy's registrar, who wrote all of the academy's letters in the same three sentences, and it would have said decided in your favour by the presiding faculty because a hand had been placed on his shoulder and a voice had told him that was enough. His father was in the east study. The chair was the same chair and the blanket was the same blanket and the fire was lit in the middle of summer because a man who cannot walk feels the cold in places a man who can does not, and Corin stood in the doorway and saw that his father had been waiting there, dressed properly, with a glass poured, in the way a man waits for an occasion.

FTH: Champion.
COR: Father.
FTH: No. I'll have it the once. I've waited two months to say it and your mother has heard it so many times she's threatened to leave me. Champion.

He held out his hand, and Corin crossed the room and took it, and his father's grip had got a little stronger since the winter, which nobody had mentioned in any letter.

FTH: Sit. Tell me all of it.

Corin sat in his chair. He told his father about the rounds. He told him about the festival and the endurance course and the boy who ran twenty-seven circuits, which his father enjoyed enormously and made him repeat. He told him about a boy called Finn who had gambled four times in one match and lost the fourth, and about a girl called Mira who had won a chess tournament with a rook sacrifice, and about the semifinal, where the champion of four years had frozen Arthur Lyerm in the air and Arthur had moved anyway.

FTH: Moved how?
COR: Nobody knows. Including him. I watched it from twenty feet and I could not tell you.
FTH: And then you had the man in the final.
COR: Yes.
FTH: And you never drew. The carters were very insistent on that. Never drew once.
COR: No.
FTH: How did you beat a man like that without drawing, Corin?

There it was. He had known it would arrive and he had known roughly where in the conversation it would arrive, and he had ridden four days composing an account of it, and in a mill yard in Astoria he had decided what the account would be, and Talon had stood at the bottom of the hill an hour ago and offered him one evening's grace. He looked at the glass his father had poured for the occasion.

COR: Badly.
FTH: Badly?
COR: I could have beaten him in about ninety seconds. My ability is the opposite of everything his is and the match was finished the moment it began. I took eleven minutes over it.

He did not look away.

COR: He had frozen my friend and thrown a punch at his face, and I decided he would be made to feel small for it. In front of four hundred people. I explained his ability to the arena out loud so that every person there would know how little he had ever had to do. I put him face down and I held him there with the hilt between his shoulders and told him he was a loser in every regard. And I did not stop until Instructor Sutton put his hand on my shoulder and told me there was nothing further to be taken that was worth what taking it would cost me. That is what the letter means when it says the final was decided by the faculty.

The fire moved in the grate. His father's face had not changed.

COR: Nobody cheered. I want you to know that too. It was the Trial of Power and four hundred people watched me win it and nobody made a sound.

He stopped. His father did not speak for some time. He set the glass down, which took a moment with his hands as they were, and he looked at the fire, and then at his son.

FTH: Why are you telling me this?
COR: Because the sheet on the recruiting board says I never drew, and every word of it is true, and it is a lie. And because I spent a week this summer carrying grain for a miller who had never once asked anyone for anything, and an old man by a stream told me to take my share and not anyone else's. This is my share. You were going to be proud of it without knowing what it was, and I could not let you.
FTH: You could have.
COR: Yes.
FTH: Most would.
COR: I know. I'd have been one of them a year ago.

His father was quiet for a long while.

FTH: I'll tell you what I am proud of, then, since the title's spoiled. And I'll not take it back after, so listen.

He leaned forward in the chair.

FTH: I sent you away because I was afraid. I told you half of it last winter. I thought this house had made a boy who was strong and could not be trusted with it, because I'd made him, and I knew what I'd put into him. Every lord in this province has a son like that. Most of them never find out what they are. The ones who do, find out on a battlefield, with a man underneath them, and they find out too late.

He held his son's eyes.

FTH: You found out in a school. In front of a teacher who could stop you. And you came four days home with it and put it on my table before the soup. That's the thing I'm proud of, Corin. Not the title. The title belongs to the academy. This is yours.

Corin sat very still.

COR: I don't know what to say to that.
FTH: Then say nothing. You're getting better at it. Your mother will be pleased.

They had supper. It was a good supper and his mother talked for most of it, about the household and the harvest and a cousin who had married badly, and nobody mentioned the Trial again, and Corin found the not-mentioning was a different thing from the silence in the infirmary at Solmere. That had been people not knowing where to put something. This was people who had put it somewhere and were letting it stay there. His father had a letter brought in at the end of the meal. It had come that afternoon from the northern line, and Corin watched him read it with the particular stillness he had learned last winter meant something mattered.

COR: What is it?
FTH: Harlow's Reach. The watchtower at the sea end. There was an incursion two nights ago.
MTH: Is anyone-
FTH: Four men hurt. None lost. They held. The things came up out of the water at the cliff base, which they have never done before, and they went back into it when the tower lit its fires, which they always do.

He folded the letter.

FTH: Out of the water, Corin. Twenty years I've had reports off that line and they've always come down the coast road. Never up the cliff. Never out of the sea.
COR: The Serenity closed this month.
FTH: I know when it closed.

He looked at the letter in his lap for a while longer.

FTH: I'd go and see it. In the ordinary way of things I'd ride up there tomorrow and look at the cliff base myself and talk to the men who held it. That's what the lord of this house does.

He did not look at the chair. He did not need to.

FTH: Will you go for me?

Corin understood exactly what was being asked, and exactly what was not, and sat with both of them for a moment.

COR: Yes.
FTH: Look at it properly. Talk to the men. Not as the champion of anything. As my son, who is going to have to hold that wall one day and should know what it looks like before he does.
COR: And then?
FTH: And then you come back down and tell me what you saw.

He held his son's gaze across the table.

FTH: And then, in September, you go back to that school. You made me a promise last winter. I'm not going to remind you of it. I'm going to trust you to remember it on your own.




[ A thing can be true in every word and still be a lie. Honour begins the moment you refuse to let anyone love you for the version that is easier to hear. ]




Chapter 348: Someone Who Writes Back

His father was in the hall when he came down, which Corin had not expected. He was in the chair and properly dressed, with the blanket folded over his knees and nobody else in sight, and Corin understood that somebody had been woken an hour before dawn to make that possible and that his father had asked them not to mention it.

FTH: You've got the letter.
COR: I've got the letter.
FTH: Good.

That was all of it. Corin had half expected something more, some last instruction, and he stood in the hall a moment longer than the conversation required, waiting for it. His father looked back at him with the particular patience of a man who had already said the thing he meant to say across a supper table and saw no reason to dilute it by saying it twice.

FTH: Go on, then. You'll be early.
COR: I'm always early.
FTH: I know. I've had complaints.

The lower town was not awake yet. He rode down through it in the grey with the shutters still closed and the well unattended, past the recruiting board, where the sheet was still pinned among the notices with its earnest hand and its one dishonest sentence. He looked at it, because not looking at it would have been its own kind of lie, and rode on. The Pryce house was on the eastern side of the town, a narrow grey house with a door painted a blue that had faded in the particular uneven way of a door painted by somebody who was not a painter. He had been inside it perhaps a dozen times in his life, and he realised, tying the horse, that every one of those times he had been the heir. He had been met at the door and given the good chair and asked after his father, and he had never once noticed being given any of it. Talon opened the door himself, in his shirtsleeves, with a piece of bread in his hand.

TLN: You're early.
COR: I'm aware.
TLN: An hour.
COR: I'm aware of that too.
TLN: Come in, then. She's been up since five. She's going to ask you everything.

She did. Agnes Pryce was a small, quick woman who moved about her kitchen as though it had personally offended her by being too large, and she had Corin in a chair with a cup in front of him before he had finished saying good morning. Then she began. She asked after his mother, and whether the ivy on the south face had come back after the frost, and whether his father's hands were any better, and how the horse had managed four days on the western road, and whether the academy fed them properly. When Corin said it did, she looked at her son as though the evidence was not with him. She asked about the endurance course, and about the boy who had run twenty-seven circuits, and whether it was true that one of their year had won a chess tournament by giving away a rook on purpose. Talon said into his cup that it was true. She asked about the road, and the closures, and the students who could not get home. She asked whether Corin was sleeping, which nobody had asked him in a year.

She did not mention the Trial. Corin waited for it through the whole of the first cup, braced for it the way he had braced at the gate and the well and the board, and it did not come. By the second cup he understood that it was not going to, and that this was not an oversight. She had been writing to Talon every week since the closures, and Talon had written back every week. Corin did not know what was in those letters. He found, looking across the table at the boy who had written them, that he was not going to ask.

The father was not mentioned either. There was one chair at the table nobody used, which had been true for as long as Corin had been coming to this house. It was the only thing in the kitchen she did not move around.

She reached past him for the teapot, and her sleeve caught a cup at the edge of the tray and took it straight off onto the flags, where it broke cleanly into three. Talon did not look up. She clicked her tongue at it and swept the pieces into her hand with the side of her foot and her palm, the way a person does who has broken a great many cups. When she set the pot back down, there were three cups on the tray. Corin had counted three before. He counted them again. Three. Two were the same blue as the door, and the third was older and plainer and chipped at the lip, and he could not have said where it had come from or when it had arrived.

AGN: You've still got that little habit, then.
TLN: It's not a habit.
AGN: It's never been anything else, love. Drink your tea.

Corin had seen it a hundred times, he realised. There was the glove one winter years ago, when Talon had lent him one of his own and somehow still had two. There was the inkwell at the long table in their first month that had been knocked over and was full again by the end of the lesson. He had seen all of it and had never once thought any of it was worth thinking about. It occurred to him, a good deal later and on a cliff, that this had very probably been the point.

There was a letter on the end of the table, half written, in Talon's narrow hand. When Talon stood to fetch his coat he set a book down on top of it without looking at it, in one movement, as a man puts his hand over a cup. Corin saw him do it. He did not ask. He found, somewhat to his surprise, that he did not want to. It was a new sensation and not an entirely comfortable one, and he suspected Talon had been living inside it for most of his life.

AGN: Who's that to?
TLN: Someone.
AGN: Someone who writes back?
TLN: Yes.
AGN: Well, then.

She held her son at the door for a long time, and said something into his shoulder that Corin did not hear and did not try to. Then she let him go and looked past him at Corin, who was untying the horse.

AGN: Bring him back.
COR: I will.
AGN: I wasn't asking, Corin.

The road north left the town by the old gate and ran with the watchtowers for the first day, one after another along the ancient line. The country went harder as it went, the fields thinner and the walls between them higher, until by the afternoon it was more stone than field and the wind had salt in it. They passed carts going the other way. There were four of them before noon and more after, loaded high with furniture and bedding and children, all going south. Nobody on them called out. A village at a crossroads, whose name Corin knew from the correspondence he had read aloud to his father in the winter, watched the Ashby horse come up the road and did not come out to look at it. That was the opposite of the lower town and considerably worse. A man leaning on a gate at the far end of it watched them all the way past.

VLG: The house sends a boy.

He did not say it loudly. He did not need to. Corin rode on.

TLN: You could have answered him.
COR: With what? He's right. It is a boy. I'd like to be worth more than that by the time I come back down this road, and I can't tell him so, because he'd be right about that too.
TLN: That's a better answer than most lords would have given him.
COR: I didn't give it to him. I gave it to you.
TLN: Yes. I noticed.

They stopped the night at the last watchtower before the coast. In the yard, already mounted, with his left arm strapped across his chest and a physician's note in his coat that he had very clearly not read, was a broad, grey man of fifty or so called Oswin Tarrow. He was one of the four who had been hurt at Harlow's Reach, and he was going back up in the morning whether anybody liked it or not.

OSW: You'll be the son.
COR: I am.
OSW: They're calling you champion, down in the town.
COR: They are.
OSW: I'll call you that when you've stood a night up there.
COR: Then don't. I'm here as his son.

Oswin looked at him for some time, with the particular unhurried assessment of a man who had been looking at young lords for thirty years and had formed views.

OSW: Aye. That'll do to be going on with.

He rode with them in the morning, and told it on the way without being asked, the way men tell a thing they have not yet finished telling themselves. They had come up the cliff in the dark, out of the water, as if the rock were a road. He thought there were thirty of them, perhaps forty, but he could not say, because it was black and there was spray. Two men had been knocked flat before anybody had the fires lit. Then the fires caught, and the things went back down the rock and into the sea, the same as they always did on the coast road.

OSW: Not all at once, mind.
COR: What do you mean?
OSW: They waited. Stood there at the bottom with the water round their knees and the firelight on them. Like they'd been told to wait for something and hadn't been told what for. Then they went.

He shrugged with his good shoulder.

OSW: Probably nothing.

Corin felt Talon look at him, and kept his eyes on the road, which between the two of them had always been as good as saying it aloud.

They came over the last rise at the end of the afternoon, and the land simply stopped. The whole northern ocean lay below them, flat and grey and very much larger than anything had a right to be, and at the far end of the headland, where the line of watchtowers ran out of country to stand on, there was one more.

OSW: Harlow's Reach.
COR: I know.
OSW: Aye. But you've not seen it before. There's a difference.

Corin looked at it for a long time. It was smaller than he had imagined, and further out, and there was nothing behind it but the sea.




[ Some houses ask you everything so that you will never be asked the one thing. That is not silence. It is what silence looks like when somebody has loved you enough to do the work of it. ]




Chapter 349: The Sea End

Harlow's Reach was the end of the line. The watchtower stood on a bare headland with the land falling away to the sea on three sides, a hundred feet of black rock below it and the whole of the northern ocean beyond. Twenty-two men held it. The captain of the tower, a lean, dry man who had plainly been told the heir was coming and had decided in advance not to be impressed by it, met them in the yard and looked at Oswin's arm before he looked at Corin.

CAPT: You were told to stay down.
OSW: I was.
CAPT: And?
OSW: And I've stayed down before, sir, and I didn't care for it.

The captain looked at him a moment longer, then nodded once, as though this was the answer he had expected and the only one he would have accepted, and turned to Corin.

CAPT: My lord.
COR: Corin, please. I'm here to look and to listen. My father would be here himself if he could.
CAPT: I know he would. He was, for twenty years. He'd stand on that wall in the rain and ask every man his name, and then he'd ask it again the next time, because he said a man doesn't believe you remember him until you've done it twice.

Corin had not known that. He filed it in the place where he had begun, this summer, to keep the things about his father that nobody had thought to tell him.

The captain showed him the requisitions first, because they were nearest. They were kept in a box in the lower room, two years of them in the captain's own hand, every season asking for twelve more men and every season answered. Corin read them all. The answers were polite and regretful and arrived later each time, and they had sent four men in two years. One of the four was nineteen and had joined because the recruiting terms had got generous. He had his family in one of the carts Corin had passed on the road, going south.

SLD: My mother said she'd not wait for the sea to come up the street. I don't blame her.
COR: Nor do I.
SLD: She said the house'd still be sending letters when it did.

He said it without heat, as a man reports the weather, and went back to his work. Corin stood with the box of requisitions in his hands and did not defend the house, because there was nothing in the box that would have let him.

He went down the cliff path at low tide that afternoon with the captain, as he had been told to, and looked at it properly. There were marks on the rock. They went up from the waterline in lines, in four, five, six places, deep and evenly spaced, and Corin stood at the bottom with the sea coming in round his boots and looked up the face of the cliff along them. He thought of Rufus Hale on the platform at the mill, reading thirty feet of timber in one look and knowing which board would go. The marks were straight. They went up together and stopped together, at the same height, a body's length below the lip, and went no further. They did not look like the marks of something that did not know what it was doing.

COR: Captain. Have you ever seen them climb like this before?
CAPT: I've never seen them climb at all. On the coast road they come as they come. All of a heap. Like water finding the low ground.
COR: These aren't a heap.
CAPT: No.
COR: They look like drill.

The captain did not answer that. He looked up the rock for a long moment with his jaw set, and Corin understood that he had stood in this exact spot two days ago and thought the same thing, and had not yet found anybody he could say it to.

He spent the rest of the day with the men, which was the other half of what he had been told. He asked them their names and wrote every one of them down in the back of his father's letter, twenty-two of them, and then went round and asked them again, which made two of them laugh and the captain look at him sideways. He asked what they needed and wrote that down too, and did not promise them any of it. He had no idea yet what he could deliver, and a promise he could not keep would only have been the house sending a boy again. He ate with them at the long trestle in the tower's lower room, on the bench, with his elbows among theirs. Nobody gave him the good chair. There was not one. Talon, at the end of the bench, noticed this and did not remark on it. Corin noticed him not remarking on it, and neither of them remarked on that. They went up onto the wall together before dusk. The light was going long and yellow across the water, and for a while neither of them said anything.

TLN: You told him, then.
COR: Before the soup.
TLN: I'd have waited for the soup.
COR: I know. You said.
TLN: How did he take it?

Corin thought about it. He thought about the glass set down and the hand on the chair arm and the title belongs to the academy.

COR: Better than I deserved. Worse than the sheet on the board. Somewhere honestly in between.
TLN: That's Briar's line.
COR: Briar has good lines. He'd never let me use one to his face.

Talon smiled at the water. Corin let a little time go by, because he had learned that from Talon too, and then said the thing he had been carrying since the morning.

COR: Your mother's cup.
TLN: Mm.
COR: How long has it done that?
TLN: Always. It isn't much. Something goes, and something else turns up. It's never what you'd want. You lose a good cup and you get a chipped one. You lose a glove and you find somebody else's, a size wrong.
COR: That's not nothing.
TLN: It's never been anything else.

He said it lightly, the way his mother had said it, and Corin recognised the shape of it now. It was not modesty. It was the voice of a person who had been told the size of a thing so early and so kindly that he had never once thought to measure it again for himself.

They lit the fires at dusk. There were three: a great iron basket at the cliff edge and two more down the headland on either side, and the light went out a long way across the water and came back off it orange. The sea was flat. There was no wind to speak of. Oswin took the first watch, with his arm strapped and a spear in his good hand, and said it would be quiet, because after a night like the last one it always was.

Talon stayed at the parapet after Corin had turned away. When Corin came back to him some time later, he was still there, with his hands flat on the cold stone, looking out at the water. The stillness on him was not his ordinary one. Corin had known him long enough to tell the two apart.

COR: What is it?
TLN: I don't know.
COR: Talon.
TLN: I don't know. Something's missing.
COR: From where?
TLN: Out there.

He did not take his eyes off the sea.

TLN: Something's been moved. And nothing's come to take its place yet.

Corin looked. There was nothing to see. There was the flat water going black and the firelight going out across it, and very far off the last line of light where the sky came down. He was about to say so. Below them, at the foot of the cliff, the sea moved.

It did not break and it did not swell. It parted along the waterline in four, five, six places, exactly where the marks began, and things came up out of it straight up the face of the rock in their lines, in the full light of the fires. They did not slow at the light. They did not wait. Oswin shouted something from the cliff edge that was a name, and then another, and the bell went, and the whole of the tower came up off the benches at once. The fires were lit. They kept coming. And out beyond them, past the last of the light, where Talon had been looking all evening, the thing that had been missing from the sea came up out of it to take its place.




[ Every rule an enemy has kept has been kept for a reason. On the night it stops keeping one, the only question worth asking is who taught it to. ]




Chapter 350: The Twenty-Seventh

The first one came over the lip of the cliff about four seconds after the bell, and Corin, who had read about them in his father's correspondence for two years and had never once seen one, understood within the first of those seconds why none of the letters had ever managed to describe them properly. It was almost a man. That was the whole of the horror of it. It had the right number of limbs, more or less, and they were roughly where they ought to be, but they were too long in the wrong places and joined at angles that a body would have had to be broken to reach, and it came up over the rock on all of them at once. It was grey all over, the grey of a thing that has been a long time underwater, and the skin of it had the smoothness of sea glass, worn down past anything that could have been called a face. There was nothing in it. Corin had fought men and he had fought the thing at Beckwith, and both of them had wanted something, even if it was only to not be hurt. This did not want anything. It came over the edge and stood up and turned toward the nearest fire as though it had been told the fire was there, and walked at it.

Then there were six of them, and then twenty, all along the cliff edge where the marks had been, coming up out of the dark in their lines.

CAPT: SHIELDS TO THE EDGE. SPEARS BEHIND. HOLD THE FIRES.

The men did what they had been doing for two years, which was the thing Corin had come to see, and he saw it. They went to the edge in pairs without being sent, shield and spear, and the shields went down hard at the lip and the spears went out over them, and the first line of grey things went back off the cliff into the dark without a sound. Not one of them cried out falling. That was almost the worst part. He went to the gap nobody had filled yet, at the southern end of the parapet where the wall turned, and filled it.

He had thought, riding up, about how he would fight here if he had to. He had thought about it in the particular way he had once thought about everything, as a question of how it would look. He found, now that it had come, that he did not think about it at all. A thing came over the wall at him and he put the sword into the place where its leg met its body, the way he had at Beckwith, and twisted, and was gone before it had finished falling. Another came behind it. He whispered two words, and something between it and itself came apart, and it folded down onto the stones and lay there like dropped rope. He did not stand over it. He did not look at it. He turned to the next one, because there was a next one, and did the same, and the next, and it took him no time at all, and nothing about it was for anybody watching. Nobody was watching. Every man on the wall was looking at the edge in front of him. He found that he preferred it.

The fourth one he cut, he felt something he had not felt before. Severance went where it was sent. That was the whole of what it did. He reached for the thread that held a thing together and cut it, and the thread ended in the thing, and that was all. This one did not end. He cut it and felt the cut go on past the body, thin as a hair, out over the cliff and over the water and away into the dark, toward something that was holding the other end. The grey thing dropped. The thread stayed. He stood at the parapet with his sword out and the spray in his face and looked along it, out to sea, at nothing he could see.

COR: Talon.

Talon was not fighting, exactly. Corin had seen him do this once before, in the chamber under the hill, and had not properly understood it then. He was moving people. A man went down on one knee with his spear knocked from his hand, and Talon had him by the collar and back behind the shield wall before anybody else had seen him fall. A boy of nineteen froze at the lip with a grey thing coming up the rock directly under him, and Talon put him to one side with one hand and a shield into the gap with the other, and the shield took it, and the boy was three yards back and breathing before he knew he had moved. At one point a spear went spinning off the parapet out of a man's grip and over the edge into the dark, and the man beside him found he was holding two, and did not have time to wonder about it, and passed one across.

TLN: I know. I feel it too.
COR: It's not them.
TLN: No.
COR: They're being held.
TLN: Yes. Corin. Look at the fires.

He looked. The mist was coming up. It came up the cliff the way the grey things had, out of the water, but all at once and all along the edge, low and white and very cold. It rolled over the shield wall and the men behind it, and it came up against the iron basket at the cliff's edge and went over it, and the fire did not go out but went small and grey and far away, as though it were burning at the bottom of a well. Down the headland the other two fires went the same way. In thirty seconds the whole of Harlow's Reach was standing in a cloud with three grey smudges of light in it, and Corin could not see the end of his own sword. And the grey things stopped.

All of them, at once. The ones on the rock stopped where they clung, and the ones on the wall stopped mid-stride, and the one in front of Oswin at the cliff fire stopped with its long grey arm drawn back for a blow. Oswin, who was fifty and one-armed and not a fool, did not wait to find out why, and put his spear through it. It went down without having moved. Nothing else moved at all. Twenty-two men and two students stood in the white with their weapons up and listened, and heard the sea, and nothing else, and then they heard somebody come up the cliff path.

He walked. That was what Corin would remember afterwards, out of everything. Not the size of him or the iron on him, but that after a whole night of things that came up the rock on all fours in their lines, this one came up the path at low tide the way the captain had brought Corin down it that afternoon, on two feet, unhurried, like a man coming home late. The mist opened in front of him as he came and closed behind him. He had been a man, once. He was tall and had been broad, and the iron on him was old, so old that the salt had eaten it into lace at the edges and barnacles had taken the shoulders, and the skin of his face was the white of something drowned and left to dry. But the eyes were not grey. They were brown and wet and entirely alive, and they moved along the wall from man to man, counting.

The other came up behind him and a little to one side, in the place a sergeant walks. This one had never been a man. He was monsterkind, heavy and low and broad across the back, and the scales on him had been dark green once and were the colour of old bronze now, flaking at the edges. There were gill slits along both sides of his thick neck that had dried and closed and gone grey. He had a short iron rod in one fist, and he was looking at the wall with the expression of somebody pricing it.

The first one stopped at the head of the path, inside the white, a little way from the cliff fire. He looked at the grey thing Oswin had killed, lying at his feet, and then at Oswin.

VEY: That one was standing still.
OSW: Aye. So were you, a minute ago.

The drowned man looked at him for a moment longer. Then he laughed, short and dry and almost pleasant, which was considerably worse than if he had not.

VEY: Good. I was told the line here had teeth. My name is Vey. I command the Twenty-Seventh Ruination Battalion of the Ruined King, whom your stories call a god, and these, the things you have been killing all night with such enthusiasm, are the Twenty-Seventh. This is Raske, who is my sergeant and has opinions about your wall.
RSK: It's old.
VEY: He thinks it's old.
CAPT: It's held longer than you've been dead.
RSK: Against them.

The sergeant put out one hand, not hurrying, and laid his palm flat on the nearest stone of the parapet, a block the size of a man's chest. There was a small hard sound, like a spark struck off flint, and a flash under his hand no bigger than a candle. The block left the wall. It did not fall. It went, straight out from under his palm along the line of the parapet as if it had been fired, and went through the shield at the end of the line and the man behind the shield, and took both of them off their feet and five yards along the walkway, and stopped. The man got up. He was alive. Corin heard himself breathe out.

RSK: Old.
VEY: You'll want to know why we've come up the cliff when we have always come down the road, and why the fires have stopped working, and why tonight and not some other night. The answers are that I was sent, and that I am not afraid of fire, and that the rest is not mine to tell you. Your captain can guess. He has been guessing since the marks.

He looked along the wall again. The brown eyes stopped on Corin, and stayed.

VEY: And I'll tell you the rest, since you'll none of you be alive to repeat it. I am nothing. You understand? The Twenty-Seventh is nothing. There are twenty-six before us and a great many after, and above all of us there are the Fingers, and a Finger of the King would not have troubled to climb this cliff. It would have stood on the water and taken the tower off the headland with one hand. I am what he sends to a wall that does not matter. Which of you is the one they all keep looking at?

Nobody answered. Nobody needed to. Corin had not noticed, until the drowned man said it, that every time a man on the wall had needed to decide something tonight, he had looked to the southern end of the parapet first. He had not noticed being looked to. He had not noticed it at all. He stepped forward.

COR: I am.
VEY: Name.
COR: Corin Ashby. My father holds this line.
VEY: Your father sits in a chair. I know who holds this line. Raske.
RSK: Commander.
VEY: The rest of them. Leave the boy to me.

The sergeant went past him into the white at a walk, toward the shield wall and the men behind it, and Corin turned to go after him and found that somebody was already there. Talon was standing in the sergeant's path, between him and the men he had spent the whole night moving out of the way, with a borrowed spear in one hand and no expression on his face whatsoever.

RSK: Move.
TLN: No.
RSK: I wasn't asking.
TLN: I know. My mother says that. It works better when she does.

The mist closed between them. Corin heard a sound like a spark struck off flint, and then a great deal of stone moving at once, and then he could not hear Talon at all, and Vey was in front of him. Then he was not. Corin turned, and turned again, and reached for him with everything he had, and found that he could not cut what he could not see, and that in all this white he could not see anything at all.




[ A thing without a mind is only weather. The night it learns your name, it becomes a war. ]




Chapter 351: Tidying

Talon had spent most of his life noticing things and deciding not to mention them, and he had become, over a lifetime of practice, very good at both halves of it. He noticed that the sergeant's hand was already moving before the mist had finished closing. He noticed the small hard sound, flint on steel, and the little flash under the scaled palm, and which way the palm was turned. He noticed that the block coming out of the parapet was not coming at him at all. It was going past him, low, at the shield wall, at the place where a man called Dunne had been standing all evening with a bad knee he had not told anybody about. He took Dunne by the belt and pulled, and Dunne came off his feet and went down behind him, and the block arrived where Dunne had been. It did not find Dunne there. It found a shield. Talon had not had a shield in his hand. Nobody had been standing next to Dunne with a shield. There was simply, where a man had been half a breath before, a shield, standing up on its rim on the walkway, and the block went into it with a noise like a door slammed in a cathedral and stopped. He noticed that. He decided, out of a lifetime's habit, not to mention it, even to himself. Then he noticed that he had decided it, which was new.

RSK: Huh.

The sergeant came out of the white at a walk. Up close he was very large and smelled of low tide, and the bronze-coloured scales along his forearms had the dull, flaking look of a thing kept too long out of the water it was made for. He had the short iron rod in his left fist. He touched it with his right, almost absently, and the flash came, and the rod left his hand at Talon's head.

Talon was not there. He had been moving since the hand came up, in the particular unhurried way of someone who had watched a great many people decide things a moment before they did them. The rod went through the space where he had been and he heard it hit something behind him, something that rang, and when he looked there was a bucket on the walkway, upturned and dented, rocking. There had not been a bucket. He was nearly sure there had not been a bucket.

RSK: You're not fighting me.
TLN: No.
RSK: You're tidying.
TLN: Somebody ought to. You've made an awful mess of the wall.

The sergeant laughed, a short wet sound in his thick throat, and put his hand on the parapet again, and again, and again, three flashes like a man striking matches, and three blocks came out of the wall at three different men in the white. Talon got to two of them. He had the first man down and the second by the collar before he had decided to move at all, and both times the block came through where the man had been and found something waiting for it. A broken spear shaft, lodged upright in a crack in the stones. A coil of rope, which exploded into fibres and did very nearly the right job. The third block took the third man in the hip and put him down on the walkway, swearing, and Talon heard him swearing and knew from the quality of it that he would live, and did not let himself feel anything about that yet. That was the bitter part, if he had been asked. He had not been asked. Whatever came to take the place was never the thing he would have chosen. It was close. It was usually close enough. But it was a shield when he had not wanted anything in particular, and a bucket when he would have liked a wall, and a coil of rope when a man's life depended on the rope being a good deal more than rope, and he had been living with that his entire life without once thinking it was worth looking at directly. A chipped cup for a good one. Somebody else's glove, a size wrong.

The sergeant had stopped. He was not looking at Talon. He was looking along the parapet, slowly, from one end of it to the other, with the same expression he had worn coming up the cliff path, the look of somebody pricing a thing.

RSK: Eleven.
TLN: Sorry?
RSK: I've had eleven out of that wall. I count. I always count.

He walked along the walkway a little way, with his rod back in his fist, which Talon noticed and did not like. Talon had not seen him pick it up. Talon had seen it hit a bucket fifteen feet behind him and stay there. He looked. The bucket was still there, rocking a little less. There was no rod beside it.

RSK: Nine holes.
TLN: Perhaps you missed two.
RSK: I don't miss. Eleven stones out. Nine holes in the wall. Where'd the other two holes go?

Talon looked along the parapet, because he had been asked, and because it was a fair question, and found that he did not know. There were nine gaps in the old grey stone where the sergeant had fired blocks out of it. There should have been eleven. In two of the places he would have expected a gap, the wall was whole, and the stone in it did not match. It was darker, and smoother, and very slightly the wrong shape, and it sat in the wall with the particular unconvincing confidence of a thing that had arrived somewhere very recently and was hoping nobody would ask.

RSK: I don't like sums that don't come out.
TLN: Nor does a friend of mine. You'd get on, I think. He'd want to know where the holes went as well.
RSK: And where did they go?
TLN: Heh, I won't tell.

The sergeant looked at him for a long moment, and then smiled, which was a good deal worse than the laugh.

RSK: Annoying piece of shit.

He put his palm on the parapet again. The boy came out of the mist on his left. He was the nineteen-year-old whose mother was on the road south, and he had lost his spear and found another one and was coming back toward the wall with it, the way the men at Harlow's Reach had been coming back toward the wall for two years, and he walked directly into the line between the sergeant's palm and the parapet. Talon saw the hand turn. He saw the flash. He took the boy by the arm and threw him, and the boy went, and the place the boy had been was not empty for any time at all. Talon was in it.

The block took him in the left shoulder and the side. He felt something give in the shoulder that ought not to have given, and the walkway came up and hit him along the whole length of his body, and for some seconds he did not know which way the sky was. Then he did. He was on his back on wet stone with the mist above him, white and close and moving, and somewhere off in it there was the sound of the sea. Very much nearer there was somebody dragging himself across the walkway on a bad knee, and a hand on his good shoulder, and a voice, Dunne's, saying his name over and over in the tone of a man who had said other men's names like that before and had not always been answered.

DUN: Pryce. Pryce. Look at me. Get up, lad. Pryce.




[ Some people are always where they are needed, and the world calls it kindness, and thanks them, and never once stops to ask how they knew where to stand. ]




Chapter 352: Bitter Sweet Symphony

The nurse was supposed to be under the wall. That was the arrangement, and everybody in the manor yard knew it, including the boy on top of the wall, who was perhaps seven and already furious about most things. He was allowed to climb the old wall at the back of the manor yard as far as the third course of stones and no further, on condition that Nurse Orme stood at the bottom with her arms out. She had stood there every afternoon that summer, in all weathers, looking up at him with the particular resignation of a woman who had been told by a lord that his son would climb things regardless and that it was her task to see he came down them alive. Then, one afternoon in late August, somebody called her into the kitchens about a delivery of mending, and she went, for a moment, because it was only a moment. The boy was on the fifth course of stones by then. He had been waiting all summer for her to go. Talon was smaller than him by a head. His mother had brought the mending. He had been told to stand by the kitchen door and touch nothing, and he had stood by the kitchen door and touched nothing, and then the nurse had come past him in a hurry and gone inside, and he had looked out across the yard at the place where she had been standing. It was empty. He did not like it. He could not have said why, then or for a long time after. It was like a missing tooth, a place the tongue keeps going back to. He walked across the yard and stood in it.

The boy came off the sixth course about four seconds later. He did not slip, exactly. A stone moved under his hand, an old one, loose in its mortar, and came out of the wall, and he came with it. He came down onto Talon, who was much too small to catch anything, and they both went flat on the packed earth of the yard, and the stone landed a foot from their heads and broke. The boy got up first. He had grazed both hands and was not crying, with enormous effort.

COR: Who are you?
TLN: Talon.
COR: You were in the way.
TLN: I know.
COR: Why were you standing there?

Talon thought about it seriously, because it seemed to deserve it.

TLN: Somebody was supposed to be.

The boy looked at him for a long moment with an expression Talon would come to know very well in the years that followed. It was the face of somebody deciding whether he was owed an apology or ought to offer one, and finding he did not know how to do either. Then he looked at the wall, at the gap in the sixth course where the stone had come out.

There was no gap. There was a stone in it. It was darker than the others, and smoother, and very slightly the wrong shape.

Nobody ever asked about it. Talon, when he was older, decided not to. He went back to the manor the next week, and the week after, and stood near the boy on the wall, and then near the boy at the table, and then beside him, for the rest of his life. It was a choice, in a way.

DUN: Pryce. Pryce. Look at me. Get up, lad.

He was on his back on the wet stone, with the mist above him and Dunne's hand on his good shoulder and his bad one making a sound inside itself he could feel rather than hear. He lay there, and noticed something, and for the first time in his life he did not decide not to mention it.

A chipped cup for a good one. Somebody else's glove, a size wrong. An inkwell knocked over in their first month that was full again by the end of the lesson. A stone in the sixth course of the old wall in the manor yard that did not match. The eleventh match of the Trial, where an upperclassman had split her strikes into a dozen afterimages, and every afterimage was a strike that was not where it had been, and something in him had gone to fill every one of those empty places at once with nothing, nothing, nothing at all, until he was so busy answering ghosts that the real blade came through and he had gone out with a shrug and never once wondered why. Mira on open stone in a cave under a hill, asking for somebody to stand near her, and Talon there before she finished the sentence. Before. Not quickly. Before.

TLN: Oh.
DUN: Pryce?
TLN: I've been standing where somebody else should have been my entire life. I thought it was a choice.
DUN: You're concussed.
TLN: Very possibly. It still was a choice. It just wasn't only that.

He got up. Then he could hear it. It was not a sound, quite. It was the whole of the headland at once, held the way a chord is held: the wall and the stones torn out of it, the iron basket and its small grey fire, the men and the places they stood and the places they had stood a moment before, the sea under the cliff and the long pull of it. And all through it were the wrong notes. There were gaps where things had been taken and spaces left open, and every one of them was already being filled, constantly, everywhere, the way a tide fills a footprint. He had been hearing it his whole life. He had just never once turned his head toward it. The sergeant was ten yards off in the white, with his palm already on the parapet. Talon said the words aloud, because he was not very good at pretending, and it was rather a flaw of his.

TLN: All things are in harmony. When the harmony is broken, when a thing is moved, or a thing is ruined, or a thing is changed from what it was, then something else will come to take its place. It always has. It always will. Nothing is ever simply taken.
RSK: What are you rambling on about?
TLN: I'll call this ability... Bitter Sweet Symphony.
RSK: Just shut up alr-

The sergeant's left shoulder dropped. It did not take a blow. Nothing had touched it. It simply went, all at once, the arm falling against his side, and the scaled face twisted in pure astonishment before it got round to pain. Talon rolled his own left shoulder once, carefully. It was whole. It ached the way an old break aches in the rain, deep and dull, an injury from years ago. Pseudo-random. He had asked for it to be mended. He had not asked for it to be mended like that. He found, examining himself, that he did not mind.

RSK: I never touched you.
TLN: No.
RSK: You never touched me.
TLN: No. Something did, though. My shoulder was broken. That's a thing changed from what it was. Something had to come and take its place.
RSK: And you just picked mine.
TLN: I didn't pick, exactly. I suggested. It's very open to suggestion tonight. I think you've upset it.

The sergeant stared at him. Then he did a thing Talon would remember for a long time afterwards with something close to respect. He did not attack. He stood in the white with one arm hanging and thought about it. He put his good palm on the parapet and fired a single block. Not at Talon, and not at any man. Straight down the empty walkway, into the mist, at nothing. Then he looked at the wall to see where the hole was.

There was no hole in the wall. There was one in the walkway, two yards behind the sergeant's own heels, neat and square, the exact size of the block. The block itself had gone off into the white and landed somewhere with a sound like a dropped sack.

RSK: You're swapping things.
TLN: No.
RSK: The stone goes out, the hole goes somewhere else. That's a swap.
TLN: A swap is two things. Count again.

The sergeant counted. Talon could see him do it, the eyes going from place to place in the mist, pricing. The hole in the walkway. The block out in the white. And the iron basket at the cliff's edge, which had moved a foot to the left. A spear, which had been leaning on the parapet and was now lying flat. The bucket from earlier, which was gone. And a gull, which had not been anywhere in the whole of the night and was now sitting on the parapet, looking at both of them with enormous offence.

RSK: That's six.
TLN: Seven. You've missed one.
RSK: Where?
TLN: I'm not explaining it.

The sergeant fired two blocks at once, one from each side of a gap in the wall, and watched. Three things moved that he could see and an unknown number he could not, and the gap he had fired them from was full again, of something darker and smoother and very slightly the wrong shape.

RSK: It's the stones. You're doing something to the stones.
TLN: It isn't the stones.
RSK: Then what?
TLN: It's anything. Anything that moves. Anything that breaks. You're simply the one doing most of the moving.

He had not meant to say that much. It was true, though, and he had never been any good at keeping a true thing behind his teeth once somebody had asked for it properly. The sergeant heard it. Talon saw him hear it, and saw him take it apart and put it back together. And then the sergeant did something Talon had not expected, which was to throw at him anyway.

It was a plain shot, fast and direct, a block off the parapet straight at Talon's chest. Talon was already stepping out of the line. The block went exactly where the sergeant had aimed it, through the place where Talon had been, and on into the mist, and hit nothing at all. Talon heard the sergeant's satisfaction, very brief, at having at least put the thing where he wanted it.

Then the iron rod came down out of the white and struck the sergeant across the top of the head. It came from nowhere. It came from directly above, falling, the way a thing falls when it has simply been dropped. And it was his own rod, the short iron rod he had fired at Talon's head at the start of the fight and that had hit a bucket and never been seen again. The sergeant went down on one knee with a sound of pure bewilderment.

RSK: I didn't throw that.
TLN: You did. Twenty minutes ago.
RSK: I threw it at you.
TLN: Yes. And it had to land somewhere. It's been waiting. And just now you made that block go where you wanted instead of where it would have gone on its own. It would have fallen, if you'd left it alone. Something had to take its place and do the falling.
RSK: That's not-
TLN: I know. I'd stop throwing things, if I were you.

The sergeant got up slowly. Blood was coming out from under the scales of his scalp, thin and dark, and he looked at Talon, and at the mist, and at the wall with its holes that did not add up and its stones that did not match. Talon watched the third theory arrive behind his eyes, and saw that it was the right one.

RSK: You need me to move first.

Talon could have lied. He had never once in his life lied about a thing that mattered, and found he was not going to begin with this one.

TLN: Yes.

The sergeant smiled again, the bad smile, and took his hand off the parapet, and stood quite still.

RSK: Then your move.
TLN: I don't really have moves. I've never needed them.
RSK: You'll need one now.

It was a good answer. It was the best answer anybody could have given. Talon stood ten yards from him in the white with his old-break shoulder and his borrowed spear and listened, and the whole of the headland went on filling its gaps around them, and the sergeant did not move.

But he breathed. Talon heard it. Every breath moved the air in front of him and every breath the air came back, and the sergeant could no more stop doing that than stop his heart. He was disturbing the harmony with every breath he took, and he would go on doing it until the moment he died. There was no way to stand still enough. There never had been. That was the horror of it, and Talon, who was not a cruel person, found that he would rather not have known it. He did not use the breath. He took one step.

It was the first gap he had ever made on purpose in his life. It was very small. The place where he had been standing was empty for a moment, and the mist went into it, and the place the mist had left was filled by the next thing over, and that one by the next. It went out across the walkway as a chain, one small thing into the space of another, quieter than footsteps, and Talon leaned on it, very slightly, the way you lean on a door. He was not choosing where it went. He was only suggesting where it might like to end.

It ended under the sergeant's feet. The stone he was standing on was simply not there. It had gone to fill something nine places back along the chain, and what came to take its place was the sea, a single slab of cold black water, the exact size and shape of the flagstone, holding that shape for exactly as long as it took the sergeant to put his weight on it.

He went in to the shin and pitched forward. His one good hand came down on the parapet to catch himself, by instinct, and the flash under it was not a candle any longer but a lamp. It was everything he had left. The whole section of wall in front of him came out at once and went off into the white toward the men behind Talon like a door blown off its hinges.

Talon let the harmony take every stone of it. He could hear exactly where each was going and exactly what was waiting in the places it would leave, and the stones found shields, and timber, and the iron basket's long chain, and the walkway itself, and none of them found a man.

The sergeant came up out of the water and through the breach he had made, at a run, one-armed, at the men, and stood in it.

It was the largest gap on the headland. Talon could hear it the way you hear a missing note in a tune you have known all your life. There should have been a wall there. There had been one there a minute ago.

Something would take its place. It always did. He had stood in a training yard once with a padded sword in his hand and found that he could not imagine swinging it at somebody, though he had tried very hard for about four seconds. He did not try now. He did not need to imagine anything. He only had to stop holding the door.

TLN: You've made a great many holes tonight.

The sergeant looked round. He looked at the breach he was standing in, and at the wall on either side of it, and Talon watched the whole sum come out at last behind his eyes.

RSK: It was always the same wall-

The wall came back. It came from the bottom. The lowest course was there first, the old grey stones of it standing exactly where they had stood a minute ago, and they were standing where the sergeant's feet were. There was no room in the world for both, so the stone won, because the stone had been there first. The sergeant's boots were simply not there any longer, and nor was anything above them to the height of the first course. He did not fall, because there was nothing left to fall from. He was held, upright, in the breach, by the wall that had been there a minute ago, coming back to take its place. Then the second course came.

He understood it. Talon saw that he understood it, all at once and completely, the whole sum coming out. And he did the only thing he had, which was to put his good palm flat on the nearest stone and fire it. The flash came under his hand, a lamp, the brightest yet, and the stone went out of the wall like a shot, off into the white.

Something took its place. It was the same stone, as it had been a minute ago, sitting in the course exactly where it had always sat.

He fired it again. It came back again. He fired it a third time, roaring now, a sound that had nothing to do with words. It came back a third time, the same stone from a minute ago, and a minute ago, and a minute ago, as many times as he cared to throw it. There had been a wall here a minute ago, and the harmony had decided that there would be one now, and the sergeant who had spent the whole night moving things found that he had come at last to a thing that would not be moved.

The third course came up to his chest. Talon heard what it did to him there, and would hear it again, on and off, for a long time. The breath went out of the sergeant all at once and did not come back, because there was no longer any room for it to come back into. The fourth course came up to his throat. The scaled face above it looked across the breach at Talon, very close, with the gills along the neck working at nothing, and the eyes were not angry any longer. They were simply astonished, the way the eyes of a man are astonished at a sum he has done a hundred times and has only now seen the answer to.

His good hand was still on the stone in front of him. The flash under it was a lamp, and then a candle, and then a spark struck off flint, very small. The fifth course came. The last of it, the top course, came up and over the hand where it lay, and closed.

Then the wall was whole: the wall as it had been a minute ago, every stone of it, the old grey courses and the nine holes the sergeant had made at the beginning, and the two darker stones that did not match. It did not look built. It looked as if it had never gone anywhere. Low down on the face of it, where the mortar met the walkway, a thin dark line of something that was not seawater came out from between two of the stones and ran down onto the flags, and stopped.

TLN: Yes.

Nobody on the walkway said anything for some time. For a breath, perhaps less, the mist around him stopped moving. It did not part. It held still, every thread of it in its place, as if all the white on the headland had been listening and had heard something it knew. Talon felt himself very nearly become something else, something larger that stood exactly where he stood and understood all of it at once, the chain and the chord and every gap in the world, without any effort at all. Then it passed. It went back to wherever it had come from, a long way down and a long way off, and left him standing on the walkway with his old-break shoulder, knowing very clearly and very quietly that it would be there when he was ready to go and fetch it. He was not ready yet. He could tell that too.

He sat down. He had not meant to. His legs had simply made the decision for him, and he found himself with his back against the wall from a minute ago, which was cold, as walls are, and entirely ordinary.

He had done that. He noticed that he had done it, and that he could, and that it had been very easy. That was the bitter part. He sat with it, because it was not a thing he could decide not to mention. He would mention it, to somebody, someday, when he had found the words, and he thought he already knew who it would be and that she would not look away while he did. That was the sweet part. He had a letter to finish.

Then he noticed something else, and was on his feet again before he knew it. Out in the white, beyond the cliff fire, where the commander had taken Corin, it was very quiet. Not the quiet of a fight that has ended. The other kind. And somewhere in all that listening mist there was a gap opening, wide and cold, that Talon could hear from forty yards away. He had stood beside Corin Ashby since an afternoon in a manor yard, in a thousand rooms, and he had never once heard anything like it in him. It was fear.




[ Nothing is ever simply taken. Something always comes to fill the space it leaves, and the whole of the art, the bitter and the sweet of it, is learning that you were always allowed to choose what. ]




Chapter 353: The Pride Of An Ashby

The first cut came from his left, low, across the outside of the thigh, and Corin did not see it. He felt it. He felt the cold of the blade and then the heat that came after it, and he turned into the place it had come from with his own sword already moving, and there was nothing there but white. He reached for Severance by habit, the two words already behind his teeth, and found nothing to send them to. Severance cut what he could see. That was the whole of it, and it always had been. In a training yard, in an arena, in a chamber under a hill, there had always been something in front of him to see. Here there was mist, close and cold and moving, and somewhere inside it a drowned man with brown eyes who could see him perfectly well. The second cut came from behind, across the shoulder blade. The third opened the back of his sword hand, not deeply, almost carefully, the way a man marks a thing he means to come back to.

VEY: You're quick. They said you would be.

The voice came from everywhere. It came off the mist the way the light of the fires had, from no direction at all.

VEY: But you've been fighting things you could look at, Ashby. Boys in a ring. A sergeant of the watch who'd never been off this headland. You've never once in your life had to find anything.
COR: Come out and I'll find you.
VEY: No. I don't think I will.

The fourth cut came across his ribs, and that one was not careful. He went down onto one knee on the wet stone. He had not decided to. His body had simply decided for him, the way it had decided four times already that night to turn toward a blade that was no longer there. He knelt in the white with his sword point on the walkway and his own blood running warm down his side, and listened, and could hear the sea, and the small grey hiss of the cliff fire forty feet away, and nothing else at all. Not Talon, and not the men. They were out there somewhere, in the white, and he could not hear them. Then he understood that he was going to die.

It did not arrive as a thought. It arrived the way cold arrives, all at once and everywhere, from the outside in. It was in his hands first, which would not quite close on the grip. Then it was in his chest, where his breath had gone short and high and would not come down again. Then it was everywhere. He had been in danger before. He had gone in under the reach of a thing twenty feet across in a chamber under a hill and had not, at any point, been afraid. He understood now that this was because some part of him, very deep, had never once believed that he could lose. He had been born into a house that did not lose. He had been looked at first his whole life, by everybody, and a person who is always looked at first comes to believe, without ever deciding to, that the world is arranged to keep him in sight.

The world was not arranged to keep him in sight. It was white, and it was cold, and something in it was going to put a blade through him, and nobody would see it happen.

He thought of his father in the hall at dawn, dressed, with the blanket folded over his knees, and of how long it would take a letter to come down from the sea end to the east study. He thought of his mother holding him at arm's length and saying she had not braced for it again. He thought of Agnes Pryce at her blue door. Bring him back. I wasn't asking, Corin. He thought, absurdly, of Finn, who would be furious, and of Arthur, who would not understand it, and of a rivalry declared at a wall in the Sunspire Gardens that he was now going to lose by default. He thought of twenty-two names in the back of his father's letter, in his own hand, and of the house sending a boy.

Every one of those thoughts went out, one after another, like lamps along a bridge. It was not hope going. He had thought, if he had ever thought about it at all, that hope would go all at once. It went the way the fires had, small and grey and very far away, as though it were burning at the bottom of a well. He knelt in the white and felt it go, and could not stop it, and the fear came up over it the way the mist had come up over the cliff, and filled every place it had been.

VEY: There it is.

The voice was closer.

VEY: I can always tell. You all go very still at the end. I expect your father went still like that, at the northern line, before his men carried him off it. Do you know what I'd have done, if he'd been mine? Exactly what was done. Look at your province. It doesn't trust the house to hold anything. And then the house sent a boy.

Corin did not move. Something moved in him, though. It was underneath the fear, under all of it, where the hope had been before it went out, very small and very hot. He knew, distantly, what it was, and he knew that he had been warned about it. He had been warned about it by his father across a supper table, by Sutton with a hand on his shoulder, and by an old man with his boots off in a beck. It was pride. It was the thing that had kept him standing over Dane Whitlock for eleven minutes in front of four hundred people, and he had spent a whole summer learning to be afraid of it. But it was not that. He knelt there and looked at it, the way he had looked at the marks on the cliff, properly, and saw that it was not that at all.

There was nobody here. That was the difference. There was no arena and no four hundred people, no sheet on a recruiting board, no title, nobody looking at him first. In all this white, nobody could see him at all. Whatever he did in the next minute, he would do it entirely unwatched, and if he died nobody would ever know how, and if he lived nobody would ever have seen it. The thing in his chest did not care. It did not want to be seen. It wanted the wall held. It wanted twenty-two men to go home down the coast road to their mothers and their carts. It wanted his father to have the letter. It was the pride of a house that had held this line for longer than anybody on the headland had been alive, in the rain, with nobody watching, asking every man his name twice. It was the pride of a soldier who has been knocked flat and gets up, because the wall is still there and so is he. It required no audience. It earned no glory. It was an Ashby's, and it was his, and it burned. He got up.

VEY: Oh, don't.
COR: My name is Corin Ashby.

He said it to nobody. He said it to the mist.

COR: My father held this wall for twenty years from the saddle, and he holds it still from a chair, and every man on it knows his name. I have their names in my coat. I will carry them down this cliff alive or I will not go down it at all. I am the son of the house that holds the line. We do not break. We do not run. And we are not afraid.

He was afraid. He was shaking with it. It was in his hands and his chest and his breath, and every word he had just said was a lie, except that he meant every one of them, and that was the thing that mattered. He turned his eyes inward.

Severance cut what he could see. That was the whole of it, and it always had been. And there was one thing in all the white that he could always see, one thing that had never once been out of his sight in his life, however thick the mist and however dark the night. He had never thought to look at it. It had never occurred to him that he could.

COR: Every bond can be cut. Every thread that holds a thing to another thing has two ends, and a blade between them. A man is held to his fear by a thread like any other.

He whispered two words. Nobody heard them. Nobody was there to hear. And something between Corin Ashby and his own fear came apart. It did not fade. It was not soothed or mastered. It was simply gone. It was cut, cleanly, at the root, the way Yseult's essence had been cut from her in the arena, so that she reached for it and found it was no longer connected to her. He reached for his fear and found nothing there. His hands closed on the grip and were steady. His breath came down out of his chest and went in and out, long and slow. And the hesitation went with it. That was the thing he had not expected. That small, constant drag under everything he had ever done, the half second in which a part of him always stopped to ask how a thing would look, was cut away with the rest. For the first time in his life Corin Ashby stood in a fight and did not wonder, even slightly, who was watching. For one breath, perhaps less, he saw everything.

He did not see through the mist. He saw what held it. Every connection on the headland stood out at once, fine as hair and bright as wire. The threads ran from the grey things on the cliff out over the water. The threads ran from the men to the wall and from the wall to the rock. He saw the thread from Talon, forty yards away and coming, to him. And he saw the mist itself, all of it, every cold white yard, held to one point by ten thousand threads like the strings of a net, and the point was ten feet to his left and moving. For that breath he was not using Severance. He was it. He was the blade between every end of every thread in the world, and he understood that he could cut any of them, all of them, without any effort at all.

Then it passed. It went back to wherever it had come from, a long way down, and left him standing on the walkway with his sword in his hand, knowing very clearly that it would be there when he was ready to go and fetch it. He was not ready yet. He did not need to be. He did not need to see Vey. He could see the mist. The mist was everywhere, all of it in his line of sight, and all of it was held.

He cut it.

It came down. It did not drift or lift or blow away. It fell, all at once, the whole of it, the way rain falls, a single cold sheet of seawater that came down on the headland and the wall and the men and soaked every one of them to the skin. Then the air was clear, and the three fires were roaring up tall and orange as if they had been holding their breath, and the commander of the Twenty-Seventh Ruination Battalion was standing ten feet from Corin in the full light of them, with his blade raised for the last cut and nowhere at all to put it. Vey looked at him. The brown eyes went to the mist lying in puddles on the stone, and back.

VEY: How-

Corin whispered two words, and cut him from the sea. He did not know how he knew to do it. He saw the thread that ran out of the drowned man, thick as a rope, over the cliff and down into the water. Every grey thing on the rock was strung along it. He cut it. Every one of the grey things on the cliff and the wall let go at once, all along the headland, and dropped like rope that has been let fall, and the sea took them back without a sound. Vey staggered as if a floor had been taken out from under him. And Corin crossed the ten feet between them the way he had crossed the marked ground to Yseult in the arena, and put his sword through the iron the salt had eaten into lace, and through the man inside it.

It took no time at all. It was not for anybody. There was nobody watching. When it was done he did not stand over him.

Vey went down onto his back on the wet stone. The life went out of the brown eyes slowly, and while it went he looked up at Corin and smiled, and it was not pleasant any longer.

VEY: Corin Ashby.
COR: Yes.
VEY: Tell your father it was my sergeant's stone. On the coast road, in the retreat. Tell him I ordered it, and that I'm sorry it missed his neck.

Corin did not move. He stood over the dying man with the sword still in his hand, and the words went into him one at a time and stayed there, and he understood that he had killed the man who broke his father without knowing it, and that he would never now be able to say whether he would have done it differently if he had known. He found he was glad he did not have to know. Then the drowned man's hand closed on his ankle, very weak, and held.

VEY: I curse you, Corin Ashby, son of the house that holds the line. I give your name to the King's forces, every one of them, from the least of the grey to the Fingers of his hand. They will know your face. They will know your blood. And one of the Fingers will come for you, boy, and it will not need to climb. You'll die by a Finger's hand. Remember I told you.

Then he was dead, and something left him. Corin saw it go. It was a thread, fine as hair and dark, out of the dead man's chest and up off the stone, and out over the cliff and away across the black water, very fast, toward somewhere a long way off. At the foot of the cliff, the last few grey things the sea had not yet taken were floating face up in the water among the rocks. As the thread went over them, every one of them turned its smooth, faceless head and looked up at the wall, at the southern end of the parapet, at him. Then the sea had them, and they were gone. The fear came back.

It came back all at once, the way the mist had fallen. It was in his hands first, then his chest, then everywhere, and his sword went down onto the stone with a sound he would remember. His legs went with it. He sat down hard on the wet walkway beside the dead man with the cut along his ribs opening and closing, and shook, and could not stop. He had known it would come back. He had not known it would bring everything it had missed with it. He sat there, the son of the house that holds the line, and was more afraid than he had ever been in his life, of everything, all at once, now that there was nothing left to be afraid of. Somebody sat down beside him.

He did not have to look. He knew the weight of him on the stone. He had known it since he was seven. Talon did not say anything. He did not ask. He sat beside Corin on the wet stone in the light of the three fires, with one shoulder held a little stiffly and his borrowed spear across his knees, and looked out at the sea. Down the wall, one by one, the men of Harlow's Reach were getting up off the walkway, soaked and bleeding, and calling each other's names, and every name was being answered. Corin listened to them. He counted. Twenty-two.

COR: All of them.
TLN: It's been a long night.

Corin put his face in his bloody hands, and laughed, and it came out wrong, and Talon let it, and stayed exactly where he was.




[ Courage is not the absence of fear. It is what remains when the fear has been cut away, standing on its own two feet, and finding, to its own surprise, that it was strong enough to stand all along. ]




Chapter 354: Twenty-Two

They did not sleep. Nobody at Harlow's Reach slept that night, and nobody suggested it, and when the captain came along the walkway an hour after the mist had fallen with a lantern in one hand and a roll of bandage in the other, he did not suggest it either. He knelt beside Corin and looked at the four cuts by the light of the lantern and said nothing about any of them, and dressed them, one after another, with the quick unhandsome competence of a man who had dressed a great many cuts on this walkway and expected to dress a great many more. The one along the ribs needed stitching. He did that too.

CAPT: Hold still.
COR: I am holding still.
CAPT: You're shaking, my lord.
COR: Corin. I know. It isn't the cut.

The captain looked at him over the lantern, and then went on with the stitching, and said nothing more about it, which Corin understood was the kindest thing anybody had ever done for him in his life, and which he did not know how to thank him for. The shaking did not stop. It had not stopped since the fear came back, and it did not stop while the captain stitched him, or afterward, when the men brought the body of the drowned man along the walkway on a shield and laid it at the top of the cliff path, or when the captain stood over it with his lantern for a long time and then said, quietly, that the sea had not taken this one, and that they would burn it in the morning, and that he would like very much to know what the coast road would make of it. It came in waves. It would go down, and he would think that it was finished, and then he would see something, the mist lying in puddles on the stone, or the three fires, or the place by the cliff fire where he had knelt, and it would come up again from the bottom, all at once, as if it had only been waiting for him to look.

He sat with his back against the parapet and let it. There did not seem to be anything else to do with it. Talon sat beside him. He had been there since the end and had not moved, except once, to let the captain at his shoulder. The captain had felt along the bone with his thumb, frowning, and said that whatever had hit it had very nearly broken it and somehow had not, and that it would ache in the rain for the rest of his life. Talon had said that this seemed fair, and the captain had looked at him for some time as though he suspected he was being made fun of, and had gone away.

They sat. The fires burned down and were built up again. Down the walkway the men were talking, the low, ceaseless, unimportant talk of men who have lived through something and are not yet ready to stop hearing each other's voices. Somebody laughed. Somebody else told him to shut up. Somebody, very quietly, was being sick over the seaward side of the wall, and nobody remarked on that either.

COR: I was afraid.

He had not decided to say it. It simply came out of him into the dark, the way the fear had come back, all at once.

TLN: I know. I heard.
COR: You keep saying that. What do you mean, you heard? You were forty yards off in the mist. I couldn't hear my own feet.

Talon was quiet for a while. Corin knew this quiet. It was the one Talon used when somebody had asked him a thing he had decided, a long time ago, not to be asked. Corin had watched him use it on Briar at the long table, and on Mira, and on every teacher they had ever had, and on Corin himself, perhaps a thousand times, and had never once in all those years pushed past it. He did not push past it now. He waited.

TLN: You saw the wall.
COR: I saw a piece of the wall that wasn't there when I went into the mist, and isn't the same colour as the rest of it, and isn't the same colour as itself, in places. And I saw that your sergeant isn't anywhere. Yes.
TLN: That was me.
COR: I assumed.
TLN: Things go, and something else comes to take their place. You've seen it. The cup. The glove. The inkwell, in our first month. It's always been that, only small, and I never looked at it, and nobody else did either, because it was only ever small. Tonight it wasn't. Tonight I could hear all of it. Every place on the headland where something had been moved, or broken, or taken away. They're like gaps, in a tune you know. You can hear them. And at the end, when I'd finished with the sergeant, there was a gap out in the mist where you were. A big one. Something had gone out of you that had never once gone out of you in your life, not once since the yard. I could hear it from the other end of the wall. That's what I mean.

Corin sat with that for a long moment.

COR: Hope.
TLN: Yes. I think so.
COR: And then?
TLN: And then something came to take its place. I could hear that too.
COR: Fear.
TLN: At first. Then something else. I don't know what. It was very loud.
COR: Pride.
TLN: Ah.
COR: Not the kind you're thinking of.
TLN: I wasn't thinking of any kind. I was thinking it was very loud.

Corin laughed. It came out better than the last time.

COR: Has it got a name? The thing you do.
TLN: Bitter Sweet Symphony.
COR: That's three words.
TLN: Everyone keeps saying that.
COR: Who's everyone?
TLN: You, and a man who's now part of a wall.

Corin stopped laughing. He did not mean to, and he could see that Talon had not meant him to, and that Talon had said it the way he said true things, all at once, before he could think better of it. They sat with it between them. Down the walkway somebody laughed again and was told again to shut up.

COR: I killed a man tonight too.
TLN: I know.
COR: Before he died, he told me something. He said it was his sergeant's stone. On the coast road, in the retreat. The thing that hit my father.

Talon went very still. It was not his ordinary stillness. Corin had known him long enough to tell the two apart, and he watched Talon hear it, and take it, and turn it over, and understand all of what it meant at once, the way he understood most things before anybody else had finished saying them.

TLN: Then I've killed him too. The one who threw it.
COR: Yes.
TLN: Without knowing.
COR: Yes. Both of us. Neither of us knew. He told me afterward so that I'd have to carry it home.
TLN: Will you?
COR: Tell him?
TLN: Yes.

Corin looked out at the sea. It was very flat and very black, and it was not empty, he knew that now. It never had been.

COR: I told him the Trial before the soup. I don't know how to tell him this at all. But I'm not going to let him be proud of the wrong thing twice.
TLN: No. I didn't think you would.

There was one more thing. Corin had been carrying it since the drowned man's hand had closed on his ankle, and he had not known until this moment that he was going to say it aloud to anybody, ever.

COR: He cursed me. At the end. He gave my name to the King's forces, all of them, he said, every one, down to the grey things and up to the Fingers. And he said that one of the Fingers would come for me, and that it would not need to climb, and that I would die by its hand.
TLN: Do you believe him?
COR: Something went out of him when he died. I saw it go. It went out over the water, very fast. And the grey things that were still in the sea turned and looked at me as it went over them. All of them. They haven't got faces, Talon. They looked at me anyway.

Talon did not say anything for a long time. Then he did a thing Corin had never once seen him do in all the years he had known him, which was to put out his hand and take hold of Corin's wrist, firmly, over the bandage, and hold it, the way the captain had held it to stitch the cut.

TLN: Then they know where you'll be standing.
COR: Yes.
TLN: Good. Then they'll know where I'll be standing too. I've stood there since the yard. I'm not likely to stop now just because something with a title wants the place.

Corin looked at him. Talon looked back with the particular unbothered composure of a person who had decided a thing a long time ago and saw no reason to discuss it.

COR: That's the most you've said to me since the yard.
TLN: It's truly been a long night.

The sun came up out of the sea at a little after five, red and enormous, and Harlow's Reach stood on its headland in the light of it, soaked and scorched and bleeding and entirely whole. They burned the drowned man on the cliff path. The men stood and watched it, and nobody said anything over him, and when it was done the captain kicked the ashes off the edge into the water and said that the sea could have him now, if it still wanted him. Oswin Tarrow came along the walkway after that, with his arm in its sling and a fresh cut over one eye that he had not mentioned to anybody, and stopped in front of Corin, and looked at him for a while in the morning light with the particular unhurried assessment Corin had first seen in the yard at the last watchtower.

OSW: You've stood a night up here.
COR: I have.
OSW: I said I'd call you champion when you had.
COR: I'd rather you didn't.
OSW: Aye. I know you would. That's why it's worth anything.

He did not call him champion. He held out his good hand instead, and Corin took it.

OSW: What's your name, lad?

Corin looked at him. Oswin looked back with no expression at all, and waited, and Corin understood, slowly, and then all at once, what he was being asked. It was what the captain had told him in the yard on the first afternoon. He'd ask every man his name, and then he'd ask it again the next time, because he said a man doesn't believe you remember him until you've done it twice.

COR: Corin.
OSW: Aye. I'll remember.

He went back along the wall to his place by the cliff fire. Corin stood looking after him with something in his chest that was not fear and was not pride and that he did not have a name for, and found that his hands, for the first time since the mist fell, had stopped shaking.

Talon was sitting with his back against the new piece of wall, the piece that was the wall from a minute ago, with a sheet of paper on his knee and a pencil he had borrowed from the captain. He was writing. He was writing slowly, in his narrow hand, and stopping often, and looking at the sea, and writing again. He did not cover it when Corin came near. Corin did not ask. He sat down beside him on the warm stone, on the side away from the paper, and looked at the sea, and waited for him to finish.




[ A name asked once is a courtesy. Asked twice, it is a promise: that whatever happens on this wall tonight, somebody up here will remember who you were. ]




Chapter 355: The Names

The man was still at his gate. They came back down through the village at the crossroads on the second afternoon, and Corin saw him from a long way off, leaning where he had leaned before with his arms folded on the top bar. He watched the Ashby horse come down the road the way he had watched it go up, all the way, without moving. The village still did not come out. Nobody had told it anything. The rider the captain had sent ahead had gone through it in the dark without stopping, and no cart would come down from the sea end for another day. As far as the village knew, the house had sent a boy up the road four days ago, and the boy was coming back down it now with his side strapped and a cut over the back of his hand, and nothing whatever had changed. Corin stopped the horse at the gate. He had not meant to. He had meant to ride past, the way he had ridden past on the way up, because he had not had anything to say to the man then and was not sure he had anything now. But he found that he had stopped, and that Talon had stopped a length behind him without being asked, and that the man was looking up at him from the gate with exactly the same expression as before.

COR: Harlow's Reach was attacked two nights ago. Out of the sea, up the cliff. They came on through the fires this time. They didn't go back.

The man said nothing.

COR: Twenty-two men held it. All twenty-two are alive. I have their names, if you want them. One of them might be somebody you know.

The man looked at him for a long time. Then he unfolded his arms from the top of the gate.

VLG: Tarrow. Is Oswin Tarrow up there?
COR: He is. He's got one arm in a sling and a cut over his eye he hasn't told anybody about, and he held the cliff fire all night with a spear in his other hand.
VLG: That's him.

He did not say anything else. He did not thank Corin, or call him anything. He only stood there, and nodded once, slowly, as though a sum had come out that he had not expected to come out. Then he turned and went back into his house. A moment later, through the open door, Corin heard him calling somebody's name. They rode on. Neither of them said anything for some time.

TLN: You could have told him what you did.
COR: I did tell him what I did. I told him who held the wall.

Agnes Pryce was at her blue door before they had reached the end of her street, which meant she had been at the window, which meant she had been at it for some time. She looked at her son, and at the way he was holding his left shoulder, and at the strapping on Corin's side, and her face did a number of things very quickly and then settled into none of them.

AGN: Well.
COR: I brought him back.
AGN: So I see.
TLN: He brought me back, Mother. I didn't help at all.
COR: That isn't true.
TLN: It's a little true.
COR: It's the opposite of true. He brought me back. I'd still be on that wall.

Agnes looked from one to the other of them. Corin saw her see something in her son's face that had not been there four days ago. He had seen it himself, at the parapet at dusk, and then in the mist, and then on the stone at dawn with a borrowed pencil. She did not ask about it. She held out her hand to Corin instead, and when he took it she did not let go for a moment.

AGN: I wasn't asking, Corin. But thank you.

His mother cried when she saw the strapping. She did it briefly and efficiently, in the hall, without letting go of either of his arms, and then she stopped. She said that she would have the physician up from the town that evening whatever he said about it, and that his father was in the east study, and that his father had been in the east study since the morning, and had not eaten.

MTH: He's had a letter. From the captain at the Reach. It came this morning, ahead of you, on a fast horse.
COR: What did it say?
MTH: I don't know. He read it, and then he asked to be left alone, and he's been alone since. I've never known him do that. Not even after the line.

Corin went to the east study. The chair was the same chair and the blanket was the same blanket and the fire was lit, though it was the middle of summer. His father was sitting by it with the captain's letter in his lap, folded once. He was not dressed for an occasion. He was not dressed for anything. He looked up as Corin came in, and Corin saw his face, and understood that his father had not been waiting for a champion. He had been waiting, since the morning, alone, to see whether his son would walk through that door or be carried.

FTH: Sit down.

Corin sat.

FTH: The captain writes a short letter. He always has. He says there was an attack in the night, out of the sea, with a commander at the head of it. He says the commander is dead. He says nobody was lost. And then he says one more thing, and I've been sitting here since nine o'clock trying to decide what it means.

He unfolded the letter, and read it.

FTH: Your son asked every man his name. Then he asked it again.

He folded it.

FTH: Tell me all of it.

Corin told him all of it. He did it in order, the way he had learned to tell things at this table. He told him about the road north and the carts going south, and about the man at the gate, then and today. He told him about Oswin Tarrow in the yard of the last watchtower, and the marks on the cliff that looked like drill, and the requisitions in their box, two years of them, and the boy of nineteen whose mother was on the road. He told him about the night. He told him about the grey things and how the men had held, and about the mist, and the drowned man who came up the cliff path on two feet like a man coming home late, and the sergeant who priced the wall. And then he told him about kneeling on the walkway in the white with four cuts in him, unable to see anything at all.

COR: I was afraid.

His father did not say anything.

COR: Not the way I've been afraid before. I don't think I'd ever been afraid before, not properly. I thought I was going to die, and nobody would see it happen, and I knelt there and I could feel everything I had going out of me, one thing after another. Every reason I had. I couldn't stop it. I was more afraid than I knew a person could be.
FTH: And then?
COR: And then I got up.

He told him how. He told him about the thing that had burned underneath the fear, and what it had been, and what it had not been. He told him that it had wanted nothing for itself, that it had not cared whether anybody saw, and that it had wanted only the wall held and the men home. He told him that he had cut the fear out of himself with his own ability, which he had not known could be done until he did it, and that it had stayed cut just long enough, and then come back. He told him that it was still coming back, now and then, in the evenings, and that his hands had shaken for a whole night. His father listened to all of it without moving.

FTH: Good.
COR: Good?
FTH: That you were afraid. Good. Now you know what the wall costs. Every man up there knows it, and has known it since his first night, and stands there anyway. A lord who doesn't know it has no business asking them to.

He looked at the fire for a while.

FTH: I was afraid too, you know. At the line. I've never told anyone that. I was afraid for a long time before I was hurt, and I stood there anyway, and then something hit me in the back in the retreat and I went down, and I never saw what it was. I've lain awake a year wondering what it was.

Corin had known this was coming since the drowned man's hand closed on his ankle. He had known it for two days on the road, and in the hall with his mother's hands on his arms, and in the doorway of this room. He had not decided how to say it. He found, now that it had come, that there was only one way.

COR: I know what it was.

His father turned from the fire.

COR: The commander told me. At the end, when he was dying. He said it was his sergeant's stone, on the coast road, in the retreat, and that he had ordered it. He said to tell you he was sorry it had missed your neck. That's what he said. Those were his words. He wanted me to have to carry them home to you. The sergeant's dead. Talon killed him. Neither of us knew. And I killed the commander, Father, and I didn't know either. I want you to know that I didn't know. I didn't do it for you. I wish I could tell you I did, because I think you'd like it better, and I'm not going to.

He stopped. The fire moved in the grate. His father did not say anything for a very long time. He sat with his hands as they were on the blanket and the captain's letter between them, and looked at his son. Then at the fire. Then at nothing at all. Corin watched a year of lying awake go across his face, and then go somewhere else.

FTH: You didn't do it for me.
COR: No.
FTH: What did you do it for?
COR: The wall. The men. Twenty-two of them. I did it so that they'd go home.

His father nodded, slowly. And then, to Corin's astonishment, he smiled. It was not a happy smile. It was the smile of a man who has been handed something heavy and has found, turning it over, that it is the right shape for his hands.

FTH: Then you did it for me after all. You just didn't know that's what I was.

There was one more thing. Corin told him that too. He told him about the curse, and about the thread going out over the water, and about the faces with no faces turning in the sea. His father listened to it with the particular stillness Corin had learned last winter meant something mattered. When it was done he was quiet for longer than he had been about anything else.

COR: You'll want to keep me here.
FTH: Yes.
COR: You'll want to send me somewhere safe. Or keep me in this house where you can see me. That's what you did last time.
FTH: Yes. I want both. I want them very badly. I've wanted them since nine o'clock this morning. And I'm not going to do either. I made you a promise last winter, the same as you made me one. I said I'd trust you. I'm not going to take that back the first time it costs me something. A thing that's only true until it costs you something was never true at all.

Then he held out his hand, palm up, and Corin understood, and took the letter out of his coat. It was the one he had carried up to the sea end and back, with the names written in the back of it in his own hand. He did not give it to his father. He opened it, and read them aloud, one after another, slowly, all twenty-two, so that his father would hear every one of them, alive. His father listened to every name. When it was done he said them back, all twenty-two, without a mistake.

The sheet went up on the recruiting board the next morning. Corin wrote it himself, at his father's desk, in his own hand, which was not as earnest as the hand on the old sheet and considerably less tidy. It said that the watchtower at Harlow's Reach had been attacked from the sea, and had held, and that the following men had held it. Then it gave twenty-two names. It did not give his. It did not give Talon's.

He pinned it beside the old sheet, not over it. He had thought about that for a long time. The old sheet said that the heir of the house had won the Trial of Power with his sword never drawn, and every word of it was still true, and it was still a lie. He decided it could stay up and be a lie next to something that was not. People could read them both and make up their own minds.

He was a little way across the square when he heard the woman at the well. She was standing in front of the board with her bucket on her hip, reading, and she said a name aloud, not to anybody. Then she said it again. Then she put the bucket down on the cobbles and went very quickly away across the square, and Corin heard her calling somebody before she was out of sight, the way the man at the gate had called somebody, the way the men on the wall had called each other in the white.

He went home and wrote to Arthur Lyerm. It was the end of July, and Arthur would be sixteen, and Corin had never once in his life written anybody a letter for a birthday. The first draft was four pages and he burned it. The second was one page and he burned that too. The third said:

Arthur, Happy birthday. I nearly lost our rivalry by default this week but I would like it on record that I did not. See you soon. Corin.

He looked at it for a long time. Then he added a line under it, smaller, and sent it before he could take it out.

I was afraid.
I am told this is normal.
I am told you would know.




[ A title belongs to whoever awards it. A name belongs to the person who carries it. A lord is only worth the names he can still say back without a mistake. ]




Chapter 356: Sixteen

Arthur Lyerm, who had been sixteen years old for very nearly a whole day, lay on his back in the dark and tried, with great care and no success whatsoever, to work out how he had got here. He knew where here was. Here was his own room, at the top of his own stairs, in the house he had been born in. He knew the ceiling, and the crack in it that ran from the corner toward the window and stopped, which he had spent most of his childhood deciding was a river. He knew the bed. It was the bed he had slept in since he was too big for the cot, and it had been built for exactly one person, and it had never once in its life been asked to be anything else.

It was being asked tonight. Yseult Marchant was asleep on his left. She was asleep in the comprehensive, unapologetic way she did everything, flat on her back with one arm flung out across his chest as though she had claimed it in a negotiation, and her face turned toward him on the pillow, and her mouth very slightly open. Elsie Tanner was asleep on his right. She had fitted herself into the last eight inches of mattress with the efficiency of somebody who had decided it was enough and was not going to discuss it, and she was curled with her back against his shoulder, the bad one, which she had remembered was the bad one even asleep and was very carefully not leaning on. And across the foot of the bed, sideways, with her knees drawn up and her boots still on and one hand closed loosely around a folded letter, Mira Doyle was asleep with her head on his ankles.

He looked at the ceiling. The river in the ceiling had no answers. It never had. He lay there for a while longer, listening to the three of them breathe, three different rhythms that did not line up and did not seem to mind. Then, very slowly, he sat up.

Yseult's arm slid down off his chest into his lap and she said something that might have been a word in any of several languages, and did not wake. He sat in the dark with his hair sticking up on one side, and scratched at it for a while, and looked at the room. There was a candle on the sill that had burned down to nothing. There was a plate on the floor with crumbs on it, and a length of brown string, and a book open face down with its spine cracked, and a sheet of paper with a seal on it he could not read in this light and did not need to. There was a cup on the windowsill with a single golden flower standing in it. He looked at all of it and found that he could remember every piece of the evening, in order, and still could not work out how the evening had arrived here.

He decided he could work it out downstairs. Getting out was a problem in engineering. He did it in stages. He lifted Yseult's arm out of his lap and set it down on the blanket, where it stayed. He drew his left leg up from under Mira's head, slowly, an inch at a time, and replaced it with the pillow, and Mira frowned in her sleep and turned her face into the pillow and held on to the letter and did not wake. Then he went over the foot of the bed in a manner that would not have been allowed in any combat class at Solmere, and stood on the cold boards in his socks, and nobody moved.

He went out onto the landing and pulled the door to behind him, not quite shut.

His parents' door was open a crack. It always was. He went past it in the dark and down the stairs, and stepped over the third one, which had creaked for as long as he had been alive and which had meant, when he was very small, that somebody was coming up to check on him whether he had called for them or not. He had not stepped over it since he was nine. His foot remembered anyway.

The kitchen was dark except for the hearth, which had been banked hours ago and was down to a dull red eye. He stood in front of it and yawned, enormously, the kind of yawn that took his whole face with it and left his eyes wet. He considered a cup of water. He considered sitting down in his father's chair and simply staying there until morning, which was a genuinely attractive plan and which he was halfway through adopting when he heard the sound.

It was a creak. A long one, slow, wood taking a weight it had not expected, from somewhere outside the back door. He stopped yawning.

It was not the wind. There was no wind. It had been the stillest night of the summer, warm and close and silent, the kind of night Hollowell got perhaps three times a year, when you could hear a dog bark at the far end of the village as if it were in the next room. It was not the dog, either. He knew the dog, and it was asleep, and it did not creak.

He went to the back door and opened it, and went out. The plot lay silver under the moon. It was nearly full, and very high, and it lit everything: the rows of beans and the dark heads of the potatoes and the water butt and the path of flat stones, and beyond it the long line of the fence, and beyond that the dark rise of the land going up toward the mountain, all of it washed in the same pale, even, colourless light, so clear he could have counted the stones in the path. There was nothing out there. He stood on the step with his hand still on the door and looked at all of it, the whole plot from end to end, and there was nothing in any of it that should not have been there.

He listened. The village was asleep. Somewhere a long way off an owl said something to another owl and was not answered.

ART: ...Right.

He shrugged. It was an old house, and an old fence, and he had been awake since half five, and he was sixteen and had eaten a frankly unreasonable amount of Gregor's honey bread, and he was prepared to accept that sixteen-year-olds who had eaten that much honey bread heard things at one in the morning. He turned back to the door. He put his hand on the handle and pressed it down.

???: Arthur..?

He stopped. It was a girl's voice. It came from behind him, from out in the silver, quiet and very clear, the way voices came on a night with no wind. It did not say his name the way a stranger says a name she has been told. It said it the way people at home said it, the way his mother said it and Elsie said it, as though it had been said a great many times before and would be said a great many times again, and was simply being said now. He let go of the handle. He turned around, slowly.

She was sitting on the fence. She was sitting on the top rail of it at the far end of the plot, with her hands on the rail on either side of her and her feet hanging down, and the old wood creaked again under her as she shifted, the same long, slow creak. It was the fence he had helped his father rebuild when he was eleven. He had sunk two of those posts himself. She was a girl, and she was no older than he was, perhaps younger, and the moon was behind her so that he could not properly see her face, only the shape of her and the edge of the light along her hair. She was looking straight at him. He could feel it from the whole length of the plot.

She did not look like a thief, or a neighbour, or anybody from Hollowell. She did not look like anybody at all he had ever seen in his life. She looked, somehow, as though she had been waiting for him for a very long time. Let's go back to six hours earlier.

WRN: Close your eyes.
ART: Mum.
WRN: Arthur Lyerm, you are sixteen years old in my kitchen and I will thank you to close your eyes when I tell you.

He closed his eyes. Somebody, almost certainly Yseult, made a small delighted sound. Somebody else, almost certainly Elsie, told her to hush. There was a scrape of a chair, and the warm, sweet, heavy smell of honey bread coming nearer, a great deal of honey bread, more than one house could ever have produced on its own. And underneath all of it, close by his knee, there came a very small and very determined sound. He had learned in sixteen days to recognise it as the noise his sister made when she had decided to go somewhere and was going.

CAL: Nami. No. Nami, that's your brother's- right. Fine.

A small, damp, entirely certain hand closed around two of his fingers and held on.

WRN: All right. Open them.

He opened his eyes.




[ Every story worth telling has one night in it that the rest of the story keeps coming back to. The trick is that you never know which night it is while you are living it. You only find out later, standing at a door, with your hand on the handle. ]




Chapter 357: Open Them

The kitchen had too many people in it. That was the first thing. It was not a large kitchen. It had been built for three, and had stretched, in the sixteen days since he came home, to hold six, and on the whole it had managed. It was not managing now. His mother was at the head of the table with her hands on her hips. His father was on the bench by the hearth with his long legs folded up under him, because there was nowhere else for them to go. Gregor was wedged into the corner by the bread oven with his bad hip and a face like thunder, which in Gregor meant he was delighted. Yseult was standing on a chair at the back for no reason Arthur could identify, and Elsie was beside the door with her arms folded, and Mira was half behind Elsie in the way she still stood in rooms with more than four people in them, although it was a smaller half than it had been sixteen days ago. And on the table, on every plate the Lyerm house owned and two it had evidently borrowed, there was honey bread. There was a great deal of it. There was more than the bakehouse could have produced in a morning without somebody getting up at three. And on the floor, holding two of his fingers, was his sister.

NAM: Ah-fuh.
ART: Yes. Hello.
NAM: Ah-fuh.
CAL: She's been practising. Since about four this morning. Your mother is very tired.
WRN: Your mother is extremely tired. Happy birthday, love.
GRE: Don't eat the one on the end. It's a disgrace. I'd not feed it to the pig. Eat that one first.

Arthur ate the one on the end. It was the best thing he had ever put in his mouth, and he said so, and Gregor told him he had no palate and that it was a shame to see in a boy his age, and went a deep, satisfied red to the ears.

The gifts came after the bread, because his mother said so, and nobody in that kitchen had ever successfully argued with his mother about the order of anything.

His mother's was a scarf. It was July, and it was the hottest July in years, and she had knitted it over the winter by the fire with Nami asleep against her, a long, close, careful thing in grey wool, and she told him he would want it at Solmere when the wind came off the water in November. He would, and he knew it, and he put it on anyway, there in the kitchen in the heat, and wore it for the rest of the meal while sweat ran down the back of his neck. His mother watched him do it and did not say anything, and her eyes were very bright.

Mira's came next. She came out from behind Elsie to give it to him, which he noticed, and put it into his hands without a word, which he also noticed. It was a chess set. It was small enough to fit in a coat pocket, the board folding in half on a brass hinge, and the pieces were carved in two colours of wood, very simply, as though by somebody who had taught themselves out of a book over a number of evenings and had got considerably better toward the end. He set it up on the table among the honey bread. One of the pieces was missing. It was a rook.

ART: There's a rook gone.
MRA: Yes. It's in my pocket. You can have it when you've beaten me.
ART: I've never beaten you.
MRA: No, I know.

Yseult's came wrapped in brown paper and tied with a great deal of brown string, far more than the parcel needed, as though she had felt the size of the gesture ought to be reflected somewhere and the string was the only place left. Inside was a glass sphere about the size of a plum, perfectly clear, with nothing in it at all. Arthur turned it over in his good hand. Nothing happened.

YSE: Shake it.

He shook it. Something woke up inside the glass. It was a thread of light, very thin and very bright and not quite white, and it moved in the sphere like a living thing, folding and unfolding, and threw small moving shadows on the ceiling of the kitchen. His father stopped chewing. Gregor said something under his breath that he would not have said in front of Wren on any other day.

YSE: Lightning. A very small amount. Held. It'll last, I think, a few years, if you don't drop it, which you will. You can read by it. You can find your way down a staircase in the dark with it. You can't set anything on fire with it, I made very sure of that, because I know you.
ART: Yseult. This is-
YSE: I know what it is. Say thank you.
ART: Thank you.
YSE: You're very welcome. It took four months and I burned off one of my eyebrows and nobody noticed, which I found deeply hurtful.

Elsie's was small. He had known it would be. She put it in his palm and closed his fingers over it before he could look, the way she had done with things since they were five. When he opened his hand it was a whistle, carved out of a single piece of pale wood, no longer than his little finger, with a hole bored through one end for a cord.

ELS: Rowan made me one, the first year I could carry my voice on the wind at all. You blow it, and the wind takes it, and it goes a long way. A lot further than you'd think.
ART: How far?
ELS: Far enough. If you ever need me and I can't hear you. Blow that.

She did not say anything else about it, and he did not ask, and he put the cord over his head and the whistle went down inside his shirt against his chest, and stayed there.

His father's gift was last. His father had been waiting with it propped against the end of the bench, under a sack, since before Arthur came downstairs. He brought it out now and laid it on the table across the bread, and the whole kitchen went quiet without quite knowing why.

It was a scabbard. It was dark leather, oiled until it was nearly black, with a long harness to carry it across the back and a buckle at the shoulder, and the stitching ran down both edges in small, even, patient stitches. Arthur knew those stitches. He had watched his father make them on harness and boots and the dog's collar his whole life.

CAL: Yours is falling apart. I've been looking at it since you came home. You've been carrying that sword in a thing I made you when you were thirteen, and you're sixteen, and you're a good deal bigger, and so's the sword, in the way swords get bigger, which is when somebody's been using them. You'll want something it can sit in properly. For a long time, if need be.
ART: Dad.
CAL: Try it. Go on.

He went and fetched the sword from the hook by the door, the old sword, the one he had almost left behind on the morning he left the city and had not, and slid it into the new scabbard. It went in the whole way, smooth and close, and stopped exactly where it ought to, and sat there as though it had been waiting. He put the harness on over the scarf. It fitted. Of course it fitted. His father had been measuring him with his eyes for sixteen days.

CAL: There. That'll hold it. Whatever you end up doing with it, that'll hold it.

There was one thing left, and it was not on the table, and nobody had said a word about it all morning. He had come down at half five and found the house empty of everybody under the age of thirty. His mother had said, very casually, that the girls had gone out early. Out where, he had asked. Out, she had said, and gone on stirring something. He had thought about it all morning and not worked it out. And then at a little before eleven Yseult had come in through the front door with her boots soaked to the ankle and grass in her hair, saying in a carrying voice that she had walked six hours for a man who could not be relied upon to notice a missing eyebrow and that she would like it entered in the record, and behind her Elsie and Mira, carrying between them more golden flowers than he had ever seen in one place outside the field itself. They had gone up to the spot. In the dark. Three hours up, three hours down. They had picked an armful each.

ELS: You said it was a blessing on somebody's future.
ART: I said a book said it.
ELS: Same thing. We thought you could use some.
YSE: You could use a great deal. That was the consensus.

They put the flowers down on the table among the bread and the scarf and the scabbard and the chess set with the missing rook, and they were so bright in the kitchen that they made everything else look a little grey. Arthur looked at them for a long time. Then he did the only thing he could think of to do with more blessings than any one person could possibly need. He started giving them away.

He gave the first one to his sister. He did not decide to. She was on the floor by his knee, still holding his fingers, and she was the nearest, and he was sixteen today and she was not yet one, and it seemed obvious to him, so obvious that he did not think about it at all, that the first blessing on anybody's future in this kitchen ought to be hers. He took a flower from the top of the pile and crouched down, and put the stem into her small fist, and closed her fingers round it.

ART: There. That's for you. That's a blessing on your future, that is. A book said so. You're meant to keep it.

Nami looked at the flower with enormous seriousness. Then she put it in her mouth.

WRN: No. No, no, no. Give that here.

His mother took it gently out of Nami's mouth and looked at it, a little crushed now, slightly damp, entirely golden. Then she did a thing Arthur did not think anything of at the time and would think a great deal about later. She did not put it down. She carried it across the kitchen to the shelf by the hearth where she kept the big book her own mother had written recipes in, and opened it to somewhere in the middle, and laid the flower flat between the pages, and closed it.

WRN: I'll keep it for her. She can have it when she's old enough not to eat it.
CAL: That'll be about thirty years, then.
WRN: Then she'll have it in thirty years.

He gave the rest away round the room. One to his mother, who put it behind her ear. One to his father, who did not know what to do with it and held it like a tool. One to Gregor, who said it was the worst flower he had ever seen and put it in his buttonhole, where it stayed for the rest of the week. One back to each of the three girls, which Yseult said was cheating and accepted anyway. And at the end of it there was one left over, on its own on the table, and he picked it up and did not know who to give it to, so he did not give it to anybody. He took it upstairs and put it in a cup of water on his windowsill, and it stood there in the afternoon light, and he forgot about it.

The letters came at six. They came the way everything in Hollowell came, which was past Mabel Ruck's gate. Mabel had been at her gate when the carrier came through from the Draymere road. She had seen the seals, both of them, and had formed a view, and had personally carried both letters the length of the village rather than let them wait until morning. She stood now on the Lyerm doorstep with one in each hand and announced them to the house.

MAB: ARTHUR LYERM. LETTER. CASTELGARD SEAL. AND ONE FOR THE QUIET GIRL. SAME ROAD.

Mira went very still. Arthur took his. It was heavy paper, the kind that cost money, folded small and sealed in dark red wax with a mark he had seen once, on the letters Corin read alone at the long table and never discussed. He broke it standing in the doorway. It was very short. He read it once. Then he read it again, more slowly, and the second time he got to the end of it he stopped, and did not move, and the kitchen behind him noticed that he had not moved.

Arthur, Happy birthday. I nearly lost our rivalry by default this week but I would like it on record that I did not. See you soon. Corin.

And under it, smaller, as though it had been added at the last moment by somebody who had then sent it quickly before he could take it out:

I was afraid. I am told this is normal. I am told you would know.

He folded it up again. He did it carefully, along the same creases.

YSE: Well? What does he say?
ART: Happy birthday.
YSE: That's not what your face says.
ART: He says happy birthday. And that he's all right.
YSE: Is he?

Arthur thought about a boy who had never once in a whole year said a warm word to anybody without first making sure it could be taken back, and who had written I was afraid in his own hand and sent it the length of the country to the one person in the world who had stood frozen in the air in front of an arena and could not move.

ART: Yes. I think he is now.

Mira had not opened hers. She was holding it in both hands, looking at the seal, which was the same dark red and a different mark. Then she said, very quietly, that she would be outside for a moment, and went out of the front door and sat down on the porch step, the one his father sat on at half five every morning, with her back to the house. She sat there a long time. Nobody went out to her. Yseult got up twice, and twice Elsie looked at her, once each time, and twice Yseult sat down again.

When Mira came back in, the light was going, and the letter was folded small in her hand, and her face was not doing anything anybody in the kitchen had seen it do before. She did not say what was in it. She sat down at the table and ate a piece of honey bread very slowly, and looked at nothing, and once, briefly, she smiled at it.

His parents went to bed at nine. They always had. His father picked Nami up off the floor, where she had fallen asleep against Arthur's boot with her fist still closed round nothing, and his mother kissed Arthur on the forehead the way she had not done in front of other people since he was seven, and said happy birthday again, and said not to stay up too late, which was something she had also not said since he was seven. Gregor went home down the dark lane, complaining about the flower in his buttonhole all the way to the bend. The house went quiet.

ELS: I'll go in five minutes.
YSE: You said that at eight.
ELS: I meant it at eight.
ART: Come up. All of you. It's too hot down here.

They went up. Arthur went last, and stepped on the third stair without thinking, and it creaked, and up above him on the landing Yseult said what was that in a voice of great suspicion, and Elsie told her it was the stair, it had always been the stair, it had been the stair for sixteen years. They went into his room, all four of them, which had been built for one, and shut the door.




[ Nobody gives a blessing expecting it to come back. That is what makes it one. But the ones given without thinking, carelessly, to whoever happens to be nearest, have a way of travelling further than anybody meant them to. ]




Chapter 358: Five More Minutes

The room had been built for one, and it had been built for one when he was considerably smaller, and the four of them got into it by a process that nobody organised and everybody seemed to understand. Yseult took the bed. She did not ask. She simply sat down on it, then lay down on it, flat on her back with her boots kicked off and her hands folded on her stomach, and looked up at the ceiling with the air of a person who had walked six hours that day and considered the matter of where she would lie down to be closed. Elsie took the windowsill, which was deep enough to sit in if you drew your knees up, and which she had sat in at seven, at nine, at twelve, and had apparently never stopped regarding as hers. She sat with her back against the frame and her shoulder against the cup with the last golden flower in it, and moved the cup an inch so as not to knock it. Mira sat on the floor against the end of the bed with Talon's letter in her lap and a plate of honey bread she had brought up from the kitchen on the boards beside her, which she had said was for everybody and which she ate most of. Arthur sat on the edge of the bed, in the eight inches of it that Yseult had not claimed, because it was his room and there was nowhere else. Somebody lit the candle on the sill. It was a short one. Nobody thought about that at the time. For a while nobody said anything at all. It was the warm, full, comfortable kind of not saying anything, the kind that comes at the end of a very long day among people who do not need to fill it. Through the open window the village was going to sleep a lamp at a time. Somewhere down the lane the dog was arguing with the Halloway gate. Then Yseult, without moving or taking her eyes off the ceiling, said what she had been waiting since six o'clock to say.

YSE: Show us the letter.
ART: No.
YSE: Arthur.
ART: It's his. He wrote it to me. If he'd wanted you to read it he'd have written it to you.
YSE: He'd never write anything to me. He thinks I'm loud.
ART: You are loud.
YSE: I'm appropriately loud. That's different. What happened? Something happened. You went the colour of that wall.

He did not answer at once. He had the letter in his pocket, and he could feel the shape of it there, the heavy paper and the broken seal. He thought about what was in it and what was not. It did not say what had happened. It did not need to. Corin Ashby did not write I was afraid about nothing.

ART: Something happened at home. To him. He's all right. That's all he says, and that's all I know.
ELS: Something bad.
ART: Something he got through.
MRA: They're both all right.

They all looked at her. She did not look up from the letter in her lap. She had not unfolded it again since she came in off the porch. She only held it, the way you hold something you have already read enough times to know by heart.

YSE: Both?
MRA: Talon was there too. That's all I'm going to say. It's his to say, not mine. But they're both all right. He wanted me to know that before anything else, so I'm telling you.

Yseult opened her mouth. Elsie, from the windowsill, looked at her. Yseult closed it again, which happened rarely enough that Arthur made a note of it.

ELS: What did he mean, you'd know?

She asked it after some time, quietly. She was looking out of the window at the dark, not at him.

ART: You read it?
ELS: Over your shoulder, in the doorway. Only the end. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to.
ART: It's all right.

He thought about how to say it. He found it was not difficult, which surprised him. It had been difficult for a long time, and he had not noticed it stop.

ART: He was afraid. That's what it says. I was afraid. And he says he's told that's normal, and that I'd know. Because of the semifinal. Because of Dane.
YSE: You were frozen.
ART: I was frozen in the air in front of four hundred people and I couldn't move. Not my legs, not my hands, not my breath. I was standing there with my sword out at a stupid angle and I could see everything and I couldn't do anything about any of it, and Dane was talking, and I thought: this is it, this is the whole of it, this is where it stops. I've never been as afraid as that in my life. Not before. Not since.
MRA: And then you moved.
ART: And then I moved. Two fingers. I still don't know how. Nobody does. But I don't think the fear went first and then I moved. I think I was afraid the whole time, and I moved anyway, and the moving didn't care about the fear at all. I think that's what he means. I think something made him find that out this week, on his own, and he wanted to tell somebody, and I'm the person who was frozen in the air.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

YSE: The cave.
ART: What?
YSE: That's mine. The cave, under the hill. When I ran out, and was on the floor, and could hear all of you and couldn't get up to help. I'd never once in my life not been able to do something. I lay there being finished, and I was more afraid of that than I was of the thing in the room. That's very stupid. I'm aware it's very stupid.
ART: It isn't stupid.
YSE: It's a little stupid.
MRA: Every room I've ever walked into. Until this summer.

She said it to the plate of honey bread, very simply, as though it were not much. It was the whole of her life. Arthur looked at her, and then away, because he understood by now that being looked at was the thing she had been afraid of, and that she had just said so in front of three people on purpose. Elsie, on the sill, said nothing. When they looked at her she shrugged.

ELS: Mabel Ruck.
YSE: That's not a real answer.
ELS: You haven't grown up in this village. It's an extremely real answer.

The candle got shorter. Down the lane, one at a time, the last of the lamps went out.

ELS: I'll go in five minutes.
YSE: That's the fourth time.
ELS: Fifth.
YSE: Then go.
ELS: In five minutes.

Somewhere across the village, faint and very clear on the still air, came the sound of a heavy door being shut and a bolt going across it. Elsie heard it. Arthur saw her hear it. She looked out of the window toward the far end of the lane, where the Tanner house stood dark now, and then down at her own knees.

ART: That was yours.
ELS: That was mine.
ART: You could knock.
ELS: I could.

She did not get up. Nobody said anything about it. It was not, Arthur thought, the kind of thing that needed anybody to say anything about it. Yseult found the book after that. She found it the way she found everything, by putting her arm down the side of the bed and coming up holding something that was not hers. It was the book of stories his mother had read him when he was very small, with the cover gone soft at the corners and the spine cracked in three places, and she sat up and opened it and was delighted.

YSE: Oh, no. Oh, this is wonderful. Somebody has written "the sky one" in the margin in a terrible hand.
ART: I was four.
YSE: You were a very bad writer at four. I'm going to read it to you.
ART: Please don't.

She read it to them. She read it very well, in a low, dramatic voice that would not have been out of place in a theatre, and halfway down the second page Arthur heard Mira's breathing change. Mira had slid sideways from where she sat against the end of the bed, slowly, a little at a time, until her head was resting across his ankles where they hung off the edge, with her knees drawn up and her boots still on and Talon's letter held loosely in one hand. She was asleep. She had fallen asleep in a room with three other people in it, on the floor, in somebody else's house, and Arthur looked at her and thought that sixteen days ago she would not have been able to do that, and that perhaps nobody but him and Talon would ever properly understand what it meant that she could do it now.

He moved his legs up onto the bed, very carefully, so that she came with them, and she did not wake. Yseult read on. Her voice got slower. Somewhere on the fourth page, in the middle of a sentence about a girl who could paint with starlight, it stopped. The book slid off her chest and went down onto the floor face first and lay there with its spine cracked in a fourth place, and she did not notice. She had turned onto her back, and one arm had come out across his chest as though she had claimed it in a negotiation, and she was asleep with her mouth very slightly open.

Elsie got down off the sill at some point after that. He did not see her do it. He only felt the bed shift on his other side, and her back settle against his shoulder, the bad one, very carefully not leaning on it, and heard her say into the pillow, already mostly asleep, that she was only resting her eyes and would go home in five minutes.

ART: Of course you will.
ELS: I will.

She did not. He was the last.

He lay on his back in the eight inches that were left to him, with Yseult's arm across his chest and Elsie's back against his shoulder and Mira's head on his ankles, and could not move any part of himself at all, and found that he was not afraid of it. The candle on the sill was almost gone. In what was left of its light he took Corin's letter out of his pocket, one-handed, and held it up over his face and read the end of it again. I was afraid. I am told this is normal. I am told you would know. He did know. He thought he would write back tomorrow and say so. He thought about what he would say, and found he did not know that yet, and that it did not matter, because he could work it out in the morning. He let his hand fall. The letter slid off the blanket and onto the floor beside the plate and the string and the book, and lay there with its broken seal in the last of the light.

The candle went out. In the dark, the last golden flower stood in its cup on the sill, with the moon coming up behind it. He looked at the ceiling. There was the crack in it that ran from the corner toward the window and stopped, which he had decided when he was four was a river, and which had never once in all the years since had any answers. He watched it until he could not see it any longer, and then a little after that. He slept.

At the far end of the plot, some hours later, under a moon that was nearly full and very high, the old fence creaked.




[ Nobody ever decides to fall asleep among the people they love. It simply happens, somewhere in the middle of a sentence, and the only proof it happened at all is that in the morning nobody can remember who went first. ]




Chapter 359: Time After Time

She said it the way you say a thing to a dog you have known a long time and do not want to startle. Arthur, who had been standing on the back step with his hand behind him still half on the door handle, found that he had let go of it.

???: You can come closer. I'm not going to do anything.

He walked out into the plot. He did not decide to. He went down the path of flat stones between the beans and the dark heads of the potatoes, past the water butt, with the moon on everything and his own shadow trailing behind him long and thin across the rows, and he stopped about ten feet from the fence. It seemed the right distance. Near enough to talk. Far enough to turn round. She did not come down. She sat on the top rail with her hands on either side of her, and the fence creaked under her when she shifted, and she looked down at him with her face still in shadow and the moon behind her head.

???: You stepped over the third stair.
ART: How do you know that?
???: Because I didn't hear it. And you always step over it when you come down at night. You think nobody knows. Everybody knows. Mum lies awake listening for it not creaking. She says it's the loudest thing in the house.

He did not say anything. There was nothing to say to that. It was true, every word, and he had not known the last part, and he did not know how anybody could.

???: Is the river still there? On your ceiling?
ART: Who are you?

She was quiet for a moment. Then she leaned forward, slowly, out of the shadow of her own head and into the light, and he saw her face. It was his mother's face.

Not exactly. It was younger, a good deal younger, and narrower through the jaw, and the mouth was somebody else's, but the eyes were his mother's eyes and the set of them was his mother's set, the particular look Wren Lyerm had when she was about to tell you something you were not going to like and had decided to love you through it anyway. He had seen that look across the kitchen table his whole life. He had not expected to see it on the top of his own fence at one in the morning on the face of a girl his own age.

And something else, under it. Something he could not place, that he would only place later, lying awake, when he understood it had been his own face. Not the features. The expression. The look of somebody who has walked a very long way to get somewhere and is not certain, now that they are there, that they are allowed in.

ART: You look like my mother.
???: I know. Everybody says so. It drives me mad.
ART: Who are you?
NAM: Ah-fuh.

He went cold all over. She said it exactly as the baby said it, the two broken halves of his name, the sound he had heard for the first time sixteen days ago from a very small person on a kitchen floor and four hundred times since. She said it with great care, the way you say a thing you have not said in a long time and want to get right. And then she smiled, and it was not his mother's smile at all. It was his father's.

ART: No.
NAM: Yes.
ART: That's not possible. She's on the other side of that wall. She's asleep. She can't walk. She tried to eat a flower today.
NAM: I know. I've been told about the flower my whole life. Mum tells it at every birthday. Yours and mine. She tells it so often that Dad leaves the room.

She put her hand into the front of her coat, and took out something small and flat, and held it out to him over the rail. He came the last ten feet without thinking, and took it.

It was a golden flower. It had been pressed a very long time. It was flat and dry and brown at the edges and as fragile as old paper, and the gold had gone pale in it, the colour of honey held up to the light, but it was gold still. There was a crease across one petal where something small and determined had once bitten down on it. He knew that crease. He had watched it happen about eleven hours ago.

NAM: Grandmother's recipe book. Page with the honey bread on it. She kept it for me till I was old enough not to eat it.
ART: Dad said that'd be thirty years.
NAM: Fifteen. Dad was being Dad.

He stood at the fence in the moonlight with the flower in the palm of his good hand, and looked at it, and then up at her, and then at the flower again, and the world did a thing he had felt it do only once before, in an arena, in the air, when everything had stopped. Only this time nothing stopped. Everything went on exactly as before: the owl and the still night and the fence and the plot. It was only that it had all been turned an inch to one side, and was never going to go back.

ART: How?

She told him. She sat on the fence and told him, and he stood below her with the pressed flower in his hand and listened.

NAM: Everybody's got something. You know that better than anyone. Mine came when I was six. I named it Time After Time. I came up with it myself. I'd heard the words somewhere and I liked them, and I didn't know yet what they'd turn out to mean. It lets me go back. Not anywhere. Not whenever I like. There's a rule, and it's a very strict one, and it took me nine years to understand it properly, and by then it was almost too late to use. I can only go back to a moment when somebody blessed my future. Truly blessed it. Not wished me well, or said happy birthday, or told me I'd do fine. Blessed it, and meant it, and had no idea they were doing it. And it has to be a moment I was there for, even if I can't remember it.
ART: And this is one.
NAM: This is the one. The only one I've ever had. You gave me a flower when I was ten months old because I happened to be nearest, and you told me it was a blessing on my future, and you didn't think about it for a second. And you meant it. Every word. That was enough. That was all it took. I've had that flower my whole life without knowing it was a door.

He looked down at it in his hand.

ART: Why?
NAM: Why what?
ART: Why would you come back? Of all the- if you can only do it once. Why here? Why now? What's it for?

She did not answer at once. She looked away from him, out over the plot, at the dark rise of the land going up toward the mountain, and the moon was full on her face now, and he saw that she was a good deal younger than he had thought. Fifteen, perhaps. Not more. Younger than he was. She had his mother's eyes and his father's smile and she was fifteen and had come a very long way on her own.

NAM: To save my brother.

The owl said something, far off. Nobody answered it.

ART: Save me from what?
NAM: I can't tell you.
ART: Nami.
NAM: I can't. I'm not being mysterious. I promise I'm not. I've thought about this for most of my life. I've thought about every single thing I could say to you on this fence. And every one of them is the same problem. If I tell you what happens, you'll do something about it. You're you. You always do something about it. And then the you who does something about it isn't the same you who gets there in the end, and I don't know what that you does, and neither do you, and I might make it worse. I might make it so much worse.
ART: Then what can you tell me?

She looked back at him. The fence creaked.

NAM: That there's a last fight. You know that. You've known it since you were seven and stood up in Master Hobbes's class and said it to everybody. There is one. And where I come from, it comes late. Years later. Everybody's tired by then. You're tired. And you lose.

He did not say anything.

NAM: You don't lose because you're not strong enough. You were. You were stronger than anybody. You lose because, near the end, before it even started, you stopped thinking you'd win. I watched you stop. I was there. I was fourteen and I watched my brother stop hoping, a little at a time, over two years, the way the fire in the kitchen goes down at night, and I didn't know how to give it back to you, because I was fourteen, and you were you, and nobody had ever had to give you anything.

She held out her hand.

NAM: So I came to give it back.

He did not understand at first. He stood there with the pressed flower in his palm, the old one, fifteen years old and brown at the edges, and looked at her hand held out empty over the rail. Then he understood. He held up the flower, and she did not take it. She closed his fingers over it instead, the way Elsie had closed his fingers over the whistle that morning, and held his fist shut in both her hands.

NAM: That's a blessing on your future, that is. A book said so. You're meant to keep it.

They were his own words. Exactly his own words, from eleven hours ago, to a baby on a kitchen floor. She had been told them so often at so many birthdays that she knew them better than he did.

ART: That's it? That's all?
NAM: That's all. That's everything. I don't know if it's enough. I don't know if anything I do here changes anything at all. I've only got the one door, and I've just used it, and I gave you a flower. Do you know how stupid that sounds, said out loud?
ART: A bit.
NAM: It's very stupid. It's the stupidest plan anybody has ever had. But you'd have done exactly the same, and you know it.

He thought about it. He would have. He knew he would have, and that she knew it, and that this was why she had come.

She let go of his hand. She sat back on the rail and looked at him for a long moment, the whole of him, from his bare feet on the cold path to his hair sticking up on one side, as though she were fixing it somewhere she could find it again.

ART: Where will you go?
NAM: Back.
ART: To what? If it works, if I- if things are different, then where you come from isn't-
NAM: Arthur.

She said it the way she had said it from the dark, the first time, as though it had been said a great many times before and would be said a great many times again.

NAM: Don't. Please. I've thought about that part too. I'm going back to something. I don't know what. Neither do you. That's all right. That's the point of it, I think.
ART: Will I see you again? Like this?
NAM: You'll see me tomorrow morning. I'll be on the kitchen floor trying to eat your boots. Be nice to me. I'm going to be extremely annoying for about fifteen years. Just know, I love you lots.

She smiled, his father's smile, and he opened his mouth to say something back, he never afterward knew what. The fence creaked, once. There was nobody on it.

He stood in the plot for a long time. The moon went on being nearly full. The owl went on not being answered. The plot lay silver and empty to the fence and past it, and there was nothing on the top rail but moonlight and the grain of the old wood he had helped his father sink when he was eleven. He opened his hand.

The flower was still there. Pressed, and brown at the edges, and pale gold, with a small crease across one petal where somebody had once tried to eat it.

He looked at it for a while. Then he thought, with the part of him that had grown up in a village where you were not allowed to make a fuss about anything, that it was a lot of weight to put on a flower. A lot of weight. A line in a library book, in the middle of a chapter about wedding customs in Corvane, and a field nobody had ever written down, and a baby who tried to eat things. Golden flowers stand for hope. Did they, though. Did they really. He thought about Yseult saying you could use a great deal, that was the consensus, and about Gregor complaining all the way down the lane about the one in his buttonhole, and about himself crouching on the kitchen floor saying a book said so, and he laughed. He did it quietly, on his own in the moonlight, a short breath through the nose. It was absurd. The whole thing was absurd.

Then he stopped laughing.

He stood in the plot with the flower in his hand and thought about a girl of fifteen with his mother's eyes, watching her brother stop hoping a little at a time, like a fire going down in a kitchen at night, and not knowing how to give it back. He thought about her finding out, at fifteen, that she had one door and one only, and walking through it, on her own, with nothing in her hands but this.

He closed his fingers round it. Carefully. It was very old. He went back up the path between the beans and in through the back door, and shut it behind him, and stood in the dark kitchen by the banked hearth with the flower in his fist for a long moment. Then he went up the stairs. He did not step over the third one. He put his whole weight on it, on purpose, and it creaked, long and loud in the sleeping house, the sound that had meant, when he was very small, that somebody was coming up to check on him.

Behind his parents' door, which was open a crack, he heard his mother turn over, and settle, and sleep.




[ Hope is the only thing in the world that can be given away without the giver having any less of it. That is why it is so hard to give back. Somebody has to come a very long way to do it. ]




Chapter 360: The Morning After

He woke with his hand closed. He did not know at first why it was closed. He lay on his back in the grey light with the river on the ceiling and Yseult's arm across his chest and Elsie's back against his shoulder and Mira's head on his ankles, exactly as he had left them, exactly as he had come back to them at some hour of the night he could not now name. And his right hand was shut tight on the blanket, so tight that the fingers ached. He opened it. The flower was there. Pressed, and pale gold, and brown at the edges, with a small crease across one petal. He looked at it for a long time. Then he closed his hand again, very carefully, and lay still, and listened to the house waking up underneath him. There was his father's tread on the stair. The third one creaked, because his father had never once in his life stepped over anything. There was the scrape of the kettle on the hearth, and the back door going, and a bird somewhere. He had expected to wake and find that it had not happened. He had half hoped so, if he was honest. It would have been simpler. It would have been a dream about a girl on a fence, brought on by Gregor's honey bread, and he could have laughed about it at breakfast. He opened his hand again, and the flower was still there, and that was that. Elsie woke first. She woke the way she did everything, all at once and completely, with no stage in between. One moment her breathing was slow against his shoulder and the next it had stopped. He felt her go perfectly rigid along the whole length of her back. She lay there for some seconds, motionless, and he could hear her working it out: the bed, the room, the light, whose shoulder. And then, he was nearly sure, the exact position of Mabel Ruck's gate relative to the only road between this house and her own front door.

ELS: Oh, no.
ART: Morning.
ELS: Arthur. What time is it.
ART: Early. About six.
ELS: Mabel gets up at half five.
ART: I know.
ELS: She's been at that gate for half an hour.
ART: I know.
ELS: I am going to have to walk past that gate in yesterday's dress at six o'clock in the morning coming from the direction of your house, and she is going to see me, and by noon the whole of Hollowell is going to have an opinion, and by supper my mother is going to have heard all of the opinions, and I am going to have to move to a different province.
YSE: Which province?

Yseult had not opened her eyes. She had not moved her arm off his chest. She spoke from the pillow in a voice of perfect, untroubled interest.

ELS: You're awake.
YSE: I've been awake for some time. I was enjoying the arrangement. I'd recommend Eskandar, it's very far, though you'd have to cross the Serenity, which you can't. I'm afraid you're going to have to stay here and be talked about. It's not so bad. I've been talked about my whole life. You get used to it.
ELS: You haven't been talked about by Mabel Ruck.
YSE: No. That's fair. Nobody has been talked about the way Mabel Ruck talks about people. I've met her twice and I'm frightened of her.

Mira woke last. She woke slowly, with a small frown, and found that she was lying across the foot of a bed in her boots with her head on a pillow that had been put there in the night, and that she was still holding the letter. She looked at it. Then at the three of them. Then she sat up, put the letter carefully away inside her coat, and said that she had slept very well, thank you. She did not appear to find anything about the situation in need of further comment, and her not finding it seemed to settle the matter for everybody.

Nobody noticed what was in Arthur's hand. He got up while Elsie was looking for her other shoe, and took his jacket off the back of the chair, and put the pressed flower into the inside pocket, the one over his heart. It was where he kept his father's letters, and Sutton's note about his shoulder, and nothing else. It went in among them flat and weightless, and he buttoned the pocket over it.

On the sill, the other flower stood in its cup, gold and fresh and a little open in the morning light. He had given that one to nobody. He looked at the two of them, the one in the cup and the one over his heart, and thought that he now owned both ends of something, and did not know yet what it was.

His sister was on the kitchen floor eating his boots. She had got one of them over onto its side by the back door and was working at the lace with great purpose and both hands, making a small low sound of concentration, the noise of somebody with a clear plan who did not intend to be distracted from it. Arthur stopped in the doorway and looked at her. I'll be on the kitchen floor trying to eat your boots. He crossed the kitchen and crouched down, and took the lace out of her mouth, very gently, and she looked up at him with his mother's eyes.

NAM: Ah-fuh.
ART: Yes. Hello.
NAM: Ah-fuh.
ART: I know. I know you are.

He picked her up. He had not done that much, in sixteen days. He had been careful with her, the way you are careful with something very small that you have only just been introduced to, and she had always seemed to him to belong more to the house than to him. He picked her up now and held her against his good shoulder, and she put one damp hand flat on his cheek and left it there, and he stood in the middle of the kitchen with his sister and did not say anything for a while. His mother was watching him from the hearth. He could feel it.

WRN: You're up early.
ART: So's she.
WRN: She's always up early. She gets it from you.

She came across with the kettle and stopped beside him. She looked at Nami's hand on his face, and then at his face, and something passed across her own that he did not have a name for. Then she reached up past him to the shelf by the hearth for the big book her mother had written recipes in, because she wanted the measures for something, and opened it to somewhere in the middle.

The flower was there. The one from yesterday. Flat between the pages, a little crushed, a little damp still, with a small fresh crease across one petal where somebody had bitten down on it. His mother looked at it and smiled to herself and turned the page past it, looking for the measures, and did not know that there was another one exactly like it, fifteen years older, buttoned into her son's jacket six inches from her elbow. Arthur stood very still.

WRN: What?
ART: Nothing. Can I have that bit of bread.
WRN: It's yours. Everything on that table is yours, it's still very nearly your birthday. Put your sister down and eat something.

He did not put his sister down. He ate one-handed, with Nami on his shoulder, and she went to sleep there about halfway through, heavy and warm and entirely certain of where she was. Elsie came down in yesterday's dress with her shoes in her hand and said goodbye to his mother with tremendous dignity. She went out of the front door into the bright morning and up the lane toward Mabel Ruck's gate like somebody walking to their own execution. About forty seconds later, faint and very clear across the village, came the sound of Mabel's voice saying something that began with ELSIE TANNER.

YSE: She'll be all right.
MRA: She won't.
YSE: No. She won't. Pass the honey.

He sat down that afternoon to write the letter to Seraphine Wysteria. She had asked him to. She had called him to her study on the last morning of term, and not sat behind the desk, and asked him, if anything happened over the summer that he could not explain, to write to her about it rather than to anyone else. Not because he was in any difficulty, she had said, but because she would like to be the person who heard it first. And something had happened that he could not explain. He did not think anybody could explain it. A girl with his mother's eyes had sat on his father's fence at one in the morning and told him that in fifteen years he was going to lose, and then given him a flower and vanished. He took a sheet of paper and dipped the pen, and wrote, at the top, in his careful school hand:

Headmistress,

And stopped. He sat there with the pen over the paper for a long time. The ink dried on the nib and he dipped it again, and it dried again. He thought about the girl on the fence saying if I tell you what happens, you'll do something about it. He thought about what Wysteria would do with a letter like this. She would read it four times in her study, and she would be very kind about it, and she would want to know more, and then she would know something that it was not his to give her. It had been given to him. It had come a very long way, on its own, at a cost he did not know, to one person. It was not a thing for a headmistress's desk.

He thought it was perhaps the first thing in his whole life he had ever decided to keep entirely to himself. Not because he was ashamed of it, or frightened of it, or did not know how to say it. Only because it was his, and hers, and nobody else's.

He put the pen down. He folded the sheet of paper with the one word on it in half, and in half again, and put it in the stove. Then he took another sheet, and wrote to Corin Ashby instead.

Corin, Thank you for the letter. It came on the day. I don't know how you managed that and I'm not going to ask. You're told right. I would know. I was afraid the whole time, in the air, in front of all of them. I didn't stop being afraid and then move. I moved while I was afraid, and the moving didn't care. I think that's the only way it's ever done. I think you found that out this summer, and I'm sorry you had to find it out the hard way, and I'm glad you're the one who did. Whatever it was, I'm glad you came back from it. The rivalry stands. I'd like it on record that I've got better at chess. I haven't. Mira will tell you. See you soon. Arthur.

He read it through once. He did not read it twice, because he knew that if he read it twice he would start taking things out of it. He sealed it and gave it to Mabel Ruck the next morning to send, and Mabel looked at the name on the front and then at him for a long, considering moment, and said nothing at all, which from Mabel Ruck was very nearly a speech.

August went the way August went in Hollowell, which was slowly, and then all at once. Yseult did not go home. She could not, because the Serenity stayed shut, and the notices that came up the Draymere road every week said the same thing in slightly different words. But she would not have gone if she could. She said so once, flatly, to Arthur's mother over the washing, and his mother said that was fine, there was a bed, and that was the end of it. Yseult did not mention it again. She learned to make Gregor's honey bread, badly, and argued with Gregor about it until he admitted, purple with fury, that her third attempt was not a disgrace.

Mira wrote back to Talon. She did it on the porch step, over three evenings, and did not show it to anybody, and when she gave it to Mabel to send, Mabel looked at it and at her and said nothing in exactly the way she had said nothing to Arthur.

Elsie trained. She went up onto the hill above the village before it was light, every morning, on her own, and came down again at breakfast with her hair full of wind and her face giving nothing away. Nobody followed her. Arthur, who had known her since they were five, did not ask where she went. He understood that whatever it was, it was hers, the way the flower in his pocket was his, and that she would tell him when she was ready, or she would not, and either one was hers to choose.

The shoulder stopped aching, mostly. It still told him when it was going to rain. The fresh flower on his windowsill dried, a little at a time, through the whole of August. Its gold went pale. Its petals curled at the edges, and one morning it was simply a dry stem in a cup of stale water, and he took it out and put it in the stove. The other one did not change. He took it out of his pocket some evenings, and held it up to the window, and it was exactly the same as it had been on the fence. It was pressed, and pale gold, and fifteen years old, and it was not going to get any older now.

They left on the last day of August. His father was on the porch step at half five with two cups, one of which had been poured about four minutes earlier, and they drank them without saying much, the way they had on the first morning, watching the light come over the eastern rise and the smoke start on three chimneys. When the cups were empty his father stood up and put his hand on Arthur's head, the way he had not done since Arthur was small, and left it there for a moment, and took it away.

CAL: Go on, then.
ART: I'll write.
CAL: I know you will. Your mother keeps them in a box. Don't tell her I told you.

His mother held him at the door for longer than she had in September a year ago, and said that she had not braced for it this time either, and that she was beginning to think she never would. Gregor came up the lane at a quarter to seven with four loaves under his arm, wrapped in cloth, and handed them over with the information that they were a bad batch and he was only getting rid of them. Mabel Ruck was at her gate. She looked at all four of them going past, and at Elsie in particular, and said in a voice that carried to the bend in the road that she would see them all at Midwinter, and to mind themselves, and that she knew everything.

And his sister would not let go of his fingers. She had them in her fist when he crouched down in the doorway to say goodbye, two of them, the way she had held them on the morning of his birthday, and when he tried to stand up she did not let go, and when he tried again she held on harder. Her face began to do the thing that came before crying, slowly, the whole of it gathering itself up in the middle. In the end his mother had to unpeel her a finger at a time, while Nami said Ah-fuh, Ah-fuh in a voice of rising outrage, and Arthur stood on the step with his hand still curled the shape of hers.

ART: I'll be back. At Midwinter. I'll be back.
NAM: Ah-fuh.
ART: I know. Be nice to Mum. You're going to be extremely annoying for about fifteen years.

His mother gave him a very strange look. He did not explain it. They walked up the lane. At the bend, where the road turned east past the barn everybody called a mill, Arthur stopped and looked back. There was the house, small and grey in the early light. There was the smoke from the chimney, and the plot behind it, and the long line of the fence running along the bottom of the plot, the fence he had helped his father rebuild when he was eleven. There was nobody on it. Of course there was nobody on it. He stood and looked at it for a moment longer anyway.

ELS: Arthur?
ART: Coming.

He put his hand flat against his jacket, over the inside pocket, and felt the shape of it there. Then he turned, and the four of them walked east together out of Hollowell, with four days of road in front of them and Gregor's bad batch under Yseult's arm, toward Solmere, and the second year, and whatever was waiting for them there.




[ The first time you leave home, you do not know what you are leaving. The second time you do. That is why the second time is harder, and why it matters so much more that you go anyway. ]




Chapter 361: The First Day

The gate was the same gate. Arthur had half expected it not to be. He had walked up to it a year ago with his whole life in a pack and his father's letters in his pocket and no idea at all what was on the other side, and he had thought it the largest thing he had ever seen. He stood in front of it now on the fourth evening out of Hollowell, with Elsie on one side and Yseult on the other and Mira a half step behind, and it was simply a gate. It was a large one, and old, with the academy's crest worn soft in the stone above it by a great many years of weather. But it was a gate he knew. He knew the place on the left post where the stone had been patched in a different colour. He knew that the right-hand door stuck in wet weather and had to be shouldered. He knew that just inside it, on the wall of the porter's lodge, there would be a board with notices on it, and that most of them would be about meals. He had not known, a year ago, that you could come back to a place and have it be smaller because you were bigger. He knew it now.

YSE: It's shrunk.
ART: I was just thinking that.
YSE: I know. You had the face. Come on. I want to see if they've moved the good bench.

They went through. The academy had not been empty all summer. That was the first thing he noticed, and the thing he would not have thought of if he had not been told. Three hundred and eleven students had stayed behind when the Serenity closed, with nowhere to go and the whole of the long vacation in front of them. The place had the look, faint and particular, of somewhere that had been lived in rather than waited in. There were paths worn across the lawns where there had not been paths in June. There was a vegetable patch, badly fenced, in a corner of the east court that Arthur was fairly sure had not been there before. There was washing hung out of a third-floor window of the north dormitory on a line strung to a gutter, and somebody had painted a very large and very rude picture of a fish on the wall of the kitchen yard, and nobody had painted it over.

MRA: They made it theirs.
ELS: They had to. They couldn't leave.
MRA: No. I know. I meant that it's good that they did.

Bevan was in the kitchen yard. He looked up from a crate of something as the four of them came past, and took them in, and nodded once. Then he handed each of them, without a word, a heel of bread still warm from the oven, the way he had been handing people bread for as long as anybody could remember, and went back to his crate. Finn found them before they had got their bags as far as the stair. He found them the way Finn found anything, which was audibly and from a considerable distance. They heard their own names coming across the main court some seconds before they saw him, and then he was there, brown from the sun and thinner in the face and talking before he had stopped moving.

FNN: ARTHUR. ELSIE. YSEULT. MIRA. In that order, because that's the order you came through the gate, I've been watching the gate since noon. Do you know where I've BEEN? You don't. Nobody does. I've been to PORTVALE. On my OWN. There are over two hundred bridges and nobody can count them the same way twice, I tried, I got a hundred and ninety-one and then two hundred and six and then I stopped because a man told me that was the whole point. I ate chowder every day for three weeks. I have a STORY.
YSE: You've always got a story.
FNN: This one's TRUE.
YSE: That's new.

Briar came up behind him a moment later, at a walk, with his pack on one shoulder and his hands in his pockets, and stood there and let Finn finish. It took some time. Briar was browner too, from the fields, and there was something in the way he held himself that was a little different from June and that Arthur could not put a name to. It might have been the look of somebody who had done a sum he did not like the answer to and had decided to carry it anyway. His boots were the same old boots. Arthur noticed that, and did not know why he noticed it, and did not say anything.

BRR: Hello.
ART: Hello. How was home?
BRR: Small. Good. Expensive. I'll tell you about it some time.
ART: All right.
BRR: Not today.
ART: All right.

Finn had stopped talking, which was unusual enough that all of them looked at him. He was looking at Briar with an expression Arthur had seen on him perhaps twice in a year. Then he leaned over and said something to Briar very quietly, so quietly that none of the rest of them caught it. Arthur saw Briar's face change.

BRR: You did what?
FNN: You heard.
BRR: You walked away from a table. While you were ahead.
FNN: I did.
BRR: Who are you?
FNN: I genuinely don't know. It's been very upsetting. I'll tell you about it some time.
BRR: Not today?
FNN: Oh, no, today. Definitely today. Tonight. At length. You're not getting out of it.

Corin and Talon came in on the horse. They came through the gate a little before dark, both of them on the one animal, which Corin explained to nobody in particular was because the horse was stabled in the city and belonged to his father and they were taking it down there next, and Talon explained to everybody in particular was because the second horse had thrown a shoe outside Draymere and Corin had refused to wait the hour. They got down in the main court. Corin got down first, and stood by the horse's head, and looked across the court at the six of them by the stair, and the six of them looked back.

He looked thinner too. They all did, Arthur thought. It had been a long summer for everybody. But it was not only that. There was a cut, healed pink, across the back of his right hand, and he stood a fraction more carefully than he used to, as though something along his ribs had only recently stopped complaining. And his face, which had always been a closed door, was not closed exactly. It was a door that had been opened once, very wide, and then shut again, and still had the light round its edges. He walked across the court to Arthur and stopped in front of him.

COR: Lyerm.
ART: Ashby.
COR: I got your letter.
ART: I got yours.
COR: You said see you soon.
ART: You said it first.
COR: I did.

That was all. Neither of them said anything else, and neither of them needed to. Corin looked at him for a moment longer, the cool, level, assessing look he had looked at him with from the first week, and something passed between them that had not been in that look in the first week and was not, Arthur thought, ever going to go out of it again. Then Corin nodded, once, and turned to the others.

COR: Hello, all. Finn, you're very brown. I assume you've a story.
FNN: I've got a TRUE story.
COR: Heaven help us.

Talon had not come across the court with him. He had stayed by the horse, holding its head, with his left shoulder held a little stiffly in a way Arthur noticed and did not understand. He was looking past all of them at Mira, and Mira was looking back at him, and neither of them moved for a moment. Then Mira went across the court to him, not quickly, and stopped in front of him, and looked at his shoulder, and then up at his face.

She did not ask. He did not explain. She put her hand, very lightly, on his arm just below the shoulder, and left it there, and he looked down at it and then at her with an expression Arthur had seen on him only once before, on the morning they had left for the summer, when he had hugged her goodbye and said a word in her ear that nobody else had heard. Nobody remarked on it. That had become the arrangement.

YSE: Well, I'm going to remark on it.
ELS: You're not.
YSE: I'm going to remark on it later, though.
ELS: That I'll allow.

The first day of the second year began at seven the next morning, with a bell. It was the same bell. He knew that too. He went down the stair with the others and out into the main court, which was full. It was fuller than it had been in June, fuller than it had been all year, because the first-years had arrived overnight from the provinces that were still open. They were standing in clumps about the court looking at everything with the particular expression of people who did not know yet where anything was and were trying very hard not to let anybody see it. Arthur watched a boy of about fifteen stand in the middle of the court with a pack on his back, turning slowly in a circle, looking up at the towers. He remembered being that boy. It had been exactly a year ago and it felt like a great deal longer.

The faces that were missing were missing too. He noticed them the way you notice a step that is not there in the dark. Dane Whitlock was gone. The champion of four years standing had walked out of the gate in June for the last time, and the place by the arena wall where he used to stand on his own between classes was simply a wall. Rowan Tanner was gone. Elsie had said so on the road, once, in a voice that did not invite anything further. Half the faces he had learned to nod to across the refectory last year were gone with them, finished and scattered back to the provinces, and in their place were new ones, younger ones, that did not nod to him yet.

He went to the notice board by the porter's lodge to find out where he was meant to be. Everybody else had already been and gone. The others had gone ahead to the refectory, Yseult to secure the good bench, Finn to secure Briar for the telling of the story, which was going to take most of breakfast. So he stood in front of the board on his own, in the press of first-years, looking for his name.

He found it. Second year, combat practical, Instructor Sutton, east yard, eight o'clock. Alchemy, Instructor Vance. Soul theory, Instructor Pratt. History. The same names in the same hand on the same board, a year on. He read them through twice, and put his hand flat against his jacket over the inside pocket without thinking about it, and felt the shape there. Then he stepped back from the board and turned round, and walked straight into somebody.

It was not a hard collision. It was the kind of thing that happens a dozen times a morning in a crowded court. His shoulder, the good one, met somebody else's shoulder, and something fell out of somebody's hand onto the flags, and he said sorry, sorry, without even looking, the way you do. Then he looked.

She had blue hair. That was the first thing. It was not dyed. He knew dye, Yseult had tried it once in the spring and it had gone green. This was simply the colour it was, a deep, cold, clear blue like the sky an hour after the sun has gone, cut straight at the jaw. It was the bluest thing he had ever seen on a person. She was about his age, perhaps a little older. She was not tall. She stood very straight, the way people stand who have been told all their lives to take up as little room as possible and have decided instead to take up exactly as much as they need and not an inch more. And she was looking at him.

It was not a friendly look. It was not an unfriendly one either. It was simply cold, the way deep water is cold, all the way down, with nothing in it to warm it and no apparent interest in being warmed. She looked at him the way you look at a thing that has got in your way and that you are deciding whether to walk round or through.

He bent and picked up what she had dropped. It was a single folded sheet of paper with the academy's seal on it, the kind they gave you on your first day with your timetable. He held it out.

ART: Sorry. I wasn't looking. I'm Arthur.

She took the paper from his hand without touching his fingers.

???: I didn't ask.
ART: No. I know. I'm just saying. In case. We're probably in some of the same-
???: Isolde.

She said it flatly, the way you put a coin down on a counter to end a conversation about the price. Her eyes went over him once, very fast, the way Briar's went over a page of figures. Down to the sword on his back in its new scabbard, and to his hand, still half raised over the pocket of his jacket. Then back up to his face. Something moved behind them, very briefly, too fast to read. Then it was gone.

???: Now move. You're in front of the board.

He moved. She stepped past him to the board, and read it, and folded her paper away inside her coat, and turned, and walked off across the court through the press of first-years without looking back. The crowd parted round her without seeming to know that it was doing it. He watched her go. He did not entirely know why. She went under the arch on the far side of the court toward the east yard, and the blue of her hair was the last thing to go, and then she was gone.

He stood there by the board for a moment longer, in the noise of the first morning, with his hand over his pocket. Behind him, two second-years he did not know were standing by the lodge wall with their timetables, watching the arch where she had gone. They were not talking to him. They had not noticed him at all.

STU: That's her. That's the transfer. The one everyone's been on about since last night.
STU2: Where's she transferred from? Nobody transfers in second year.
STU: That's the thing. That's why everyone's on about it. She's from Valdrun.

Arthur stood by the notice board with the word going round in his head, and understood, with the particular sinking clarity of somebody watching a cup go over the edge of a table, that his belief this year would go normally had been thrown out of the window before it had even started.




[ Every year begins with somebody walking in through a gate. Most of them are only ever exactly who they seem. It is the ones who arrive from the places nobody comes back from that the story has been waiting for. ]
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