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Chapter one

The bare bones of home





Yahvanna glanced around the cottage once more, straining her eyes to see anything that might have been missed in the lengthy packing. The cottage looked veritably bare, aside from the numerous lightweight metal crates stacked about the place; most of them now closed, locked and tagged, their lining sealed against the risk of waterlogging. 

There was nothing left on the shelves. Even the lectern and the desks had been packed away. Anything removable, had been. The cottage was a bare rig of what it had been, wind whistling through the grated floor and the eaves; a skeleton, a corpse of a home, smelling of naught but perennially wet metal and the hint of rust.

It had taken considerable effort to gain the sponsorship for its construction, and now it was unlikely to be used again. Few were willing to live out here in the wilds. Few were willing to dedicate years of their lives to the patient, steady accumulation of data whose worth would not be known until she had returned and could properly aggregate it.

Very often scholars who worked in the field like this had teams or colleagues who received the data back in whatever arm of Academe was appropriate; but Yahvanna worked in water. Few people were interested in what detritus turned up in the bogs these days. Much research had been done in the past – frantic, terrified research seeking a stop to the floods – but that had been centuries ago.

Just because there did not appear to be much changing in the recognised patterns of precipitation and similar systems did not mean there would never be. One must accord time and resources for maintenance. Knowledge left untested atrophied.

There came a faint creak of the grating where screws had loosened over time, the only evidence of a footfall, and Gus asked: “Is there anything else?”

His words were careful in the manner of a man still relatively new to the language, his accent nebulous to the casual ear. It was not as pronounced as it had been; Vespasien had taken great pains to teach him several sounds not native to his tongue, trying to soften the evidence of his origins. It was a shame, felt akin to an active scouring of history; but Gus was quite possibly in danger, and his safety took precedence.

Even his name had been given by them; Yahvanna did not know his true. But then, he did not know theirs, either.

“I don’t believe so,” said Yahvanna, and turned to face him with a smile. “You’ve been very thorough.”

Extraordinarily so, in fact. He’d thought of things Yahvanna might have forgotten until she was long home, looking in nooks and crannies Yahvanna had never considered. It was the action of a man well accustomed to seeking that which had been if not lost then misplaced. Perhaps a man with children –

A thought that only made the heartache worse.

He smiled back, though it seemed at least partly reflexive. There had been something drawn in his face ever since they met, though this was not surprising. Never mind the difficulty in communication. In the year since he arrived he had been understandably closed, shielded almost; preferring to watch and listen, and keep his own counsel. And no wonder; if he did have family, children, then they might be lost to him as surely as if someone had died.

As a result Yahvanna rarely knew what he was thinking, though very often knew what he did with his time. At first, learning: when Vespasien was not present, there had been no way to communicate beyond pointing emphatically and suchlike. Then there were the waters, the currents, the seasons; the written language; the entire foundation of culture such as Yahvanna and Vespasien had at their disposal.

Listening first was a wise choice, for a man in his position: fallen quite literally from the sky into lands he did not know, an environment wholly alien to him. There were servicemen from the neighbouring states too impatient to learn the best means of living in such a place, who learned only to resent it rather than mitigate their impatience. Gus had not been one such man.

At this point he likely knew more about living in a bog than most. Certainly he was a quick hand with repairs. Forged metal was rare to non-existent above the firmament, Gus said once, and he had already exhibited a keen interest in its manufacture. Since there were no written materials here by which he could study it, he’d studied the cottage itself. Many rattling pins and loose struts, alloys going to rust – things about which Yahvanna knew very little – had been carefully and prudently assuaged under Gus’s hands.

Yes, a year on, he knew about the bog, the way Yahvanna had known about it after her first. The floods had been particularly teaching, for everyone.

But he also knew nothing outside it. What he did know came from above the firmament, where skydwellers lived, not here on the waterlogged land.

And that was why the threat to his safety. Skydwellers were, to most, naught but myth.

To most.

The fact that the prospectors who came to see what landed after the startrail seemed to expect a man –

Someone knew something. But who, and how, and what? Tyrian had not thus far managed to determine much, and now Yahvanna’s permit was due to expire, as was Vespasien’s; they were leaving, after five long years of study, and soon there would be no one here.

No one had even suggested that Gus might take over the cottage. He could, of course; it was unlikely Academe would need it or want it in future. As a bolthole it would suffice. But it was hardly a home.

And it was hardly his home, about which he had said very little on a personal level, and had only recently had the words to speak with at all. The most he’d ever said at once was the first time Vespasien asked him about the stars once he had the words to properly communicate.

For the first time since his arrival Yahvanna felt as though she’d seen Gus truly: unfolding from his reserve and his uncertainty into someone with a focussed kind of passion and a clear love for the subject such that he seemed alight even without the benefit of lamps.

And then he realised he had, and he’d looked stricken, and closed up as easily as he’d unfolded.

Yahvanna could not imagine his position. Regardless of how or why he’d fallen, he was here, far from home, in essential exile among peoples who didn’t even believe he existed.

“What are you thinking?” Gus asked, vaguely indulgent instead of vaguely bemused, as he had in the beginning any time he caught one of them watching him. ‘What’ might have been one of the first words he learned. Particularly when he learned exactly what lived in the water.

His first experience with a leech had been, for a mercy, not as poorly as it could have been; for he, unlike some, had the wisdom to listen to guidance.

“Musing, rather,” said Yahvanna, “on how far you’ve come, if you’ll forgive me for saying so.” His mouth constricted, a little wry, a little sad; not unexpected in either amount. “I mean it only in the sense that many in your position would have curled up and refused to move for a year.”

“Wind alone can take a person only so far,” he said softly, in the cadence of a phrase translated. Many of the sayings in his native tongue had much to do with light and air and gravity, and a hundred different words for various cloud and, unexpectedly, stone formations. 

Vespasien had whole journals filled with notes he may never be able to show anyone save Tyrian and Yahvanna, and a handful of their closest comrades. Gus had been astoundingly patient, though always held himself back from lapsing into that open exuberance again.

The door snicked, and Tyrian’s tread came heavier on the grated floor than Gus’s had. Gus stepped away from the door so as not to block it, and Yahvanna joined them at its threshold as Tyrian approached. His expert eye scanned the empty shelves and the blackened furnace, unlit and cleaned best as Yahvanna could manage.

The men weren’t quite the same height, Tyrian a couple of inches taller; Tyrian with sandy hair bordering on brown, and Gus’s a brunette so deep it might be mistaken for black were it not for the red highlights. When he first fell, under lamp, it glowed like –

Well, Gus said once his hair was likened to a sunset, but Yahvanna, none of them, had ever seen one of those. No one had seen one of those for centuries.

Whatever light he’d harboured upon landing had dulled, so that his hair barely lit at all unless the lamp were turned up as brightly as possible. The only radiance that remained in him was that brief, impassioned love, so swiftly concealed.

It was likely for the best, given how obviously alien his eyes, that he did not himself so easily glow anymore – but nevertheless, it felt like a loss to know the change. If nothing else it did indicate a harbouring of some fashion, that light was if not critical to a skydweller’s health then aided it in some fashion.

In any case Gus’s hair dulled lacking the brightest of lights, passable. His eyes were more obvious: heterochromatic, one molten gold and the other a shade of indigo Gus said the sky turned at dusk, above the clouds. Both of them were too vivid to be natural here on land.

If they were not careful, he was far too obviously alien. Standing alone he was merely exceptionally handsome; standing beside Tyrian, he was so obviously not nearly as pale or dull in colour. Standing beside anyone, he was not nearly as dull. Residing directly under the sun, it proved, furnished the skydwellers with a kind of burnish unseen under the firmament, even excluding the potential luminescence.

Even the scruff Gus bore, in fear of the fact the prospectors might have his description prior to his fall, did not adequately render him nondescript.

Then again, Tyrian plied his trade in being fairly forgettable. Handsome yes, in his own way, but in the fashion of a dozen other men: equally handsome, equally forgettable.

If nothing else, standing beside Gus would ensure it.

“The skyride will be here in a few hours,” said Tyrian, and glanced toward Gus. “Are you ready?”

“I think so.” Gus nodded toward the bag on the crates nearest the door, his mouth twisting wryly. “I know what I’d bring were I sailing on the clouds, but on the water?”

Skydwellers needed water to live, just as anyone else did; but according to Gus they gained it in ways which precluded both rain and the notion of a vast body of water in which one could swim. Tyrian had taught him, down by the water’s edge; made a week of it, the both of them heading down the escarpment specifically so Gus could learn what it was like before they left. Skydwellers did not swim; no one beneath the firmament neglected the skill.

Tyrian made a quick sweep through Gus’s bag, which frankly was not much. Most of the clothes Gus wore were Tyrian’s spares, left behind for emergencies or quietly bestowed so nothing untoward was flagged on Tyrian’s travel expenses. It had been a hard flood; the cloudwatchers had forecast a low tide which had not eventuated. Although the floods themselves had not broken any records, they can come late, unexpected, and with a cost of human lives.

It was a side-effect, living in the bog and visiting it regularly, that they were those to whom Prittuni turned when travellers went missing.

Yahvanna remembered the hauntedness in Gus’s eyes when he and Tyrian came back from finding and excavating the bodies. He’d stayed hidden within the bunker when the skyrides came to collect the remains; barely speaking, not that he’d had much language at the time. Yahvanna’s impression was that corpses were not commonly seen above the firmament.

Here, in some places, they were a near-casual occurrence.

“It looks about right,” said Tyrian, buckling the bag and pulling the waterproof layer over it. “You’re missing a few things I’d recommend, but it isn’t as though you had them here to begin with. You’ve got the compass and the maps?”

Gus patted his belt and the compass-case clunked, the scroll-case thudding faintly against his thigh. His mouth was that wry twist just short of something either aching or bitter. The first time Tyrian showed him a compass, it had been but one more rendition of that question: ‘What is that?’

Skydwellers, it seemed, did not use or need compasses. The way Gus spoke, the stars themselves were their map. And the way Gus handled the compass sometimes, as though it were something liable to bite – Yahvanna did have to wonder if it was but a reminder of what he did not have.

He was dressed much like Tyrian typically did when out in the bog: linen tunic and leather breeches, the latter with a high belted waist; a leather vest with a high collar capable of being secured; rubber thighboots buckled to the top and rubber armguards similarly secured over sleeves and leather gloves.

His coat was one of Tyrian’s old ones with numerous pockets, a hood and a scarf suitable to pull over his face; but it was the goggles that were the most important. They would not help Gus see at all; though his vision had acclimatised some to the relative dimness beneath the firmament he still had a tendency to need brighter lights than the rest of them. But they would hide the colours of his eyes.

Most of these items had not been fitted when Tyrian bestowed them. They were now. Yahvanna suspected Gus of having a hand for thread. Or perhaps simply too much time.

“And your ready food,” Tyrian added, and Gus picked up the other bag sitting on one of the crates, slinging it across his chest where it wouldn’t be in the way, along with the case that contained the small burner stove. Lighting a fire by hand was not easy, in this kind of terrain, but Yahvanna would not need levinbricks any longer; and those she did have were too old for Academe to care about as assets. Gus had them now, to charge his stove and several small levin-powered lanterns. He had an oil-burner, and associated oil, as backup; but with fortune he would not need it.

Not that his food was of particular quality to begin with. Much of what they ate here was shelf-stable, long-lasting; most of what Gus had packed consisted of jerky and seaweed strips, and the thinly-pressed algae wafers frequently consumed within Prittuni. Fish were, at least, abundant in the mangroves, and there were some few plants on which he could subsist.

Hopefully Tyrian had taught him well enough to survive.

“Alright,” said Tyrian, satisfied, and glanced toward Yahvanna. “I’ll be back before you head to Passion’s place, if not before the skyride shows up. I dare say it might take a bit for them to load your equipment, in any case.”

“But not nearly so long as it will to load Passion’s,” answered Yahvanna with warm asperity. Vespasien was many things, but concise was not among them. Tyrian’s grin was quick and flashing and resigned; Gus covered his mouth with the side of his fist, though Yahvanna caught the quirk of his lips. She raised her hand. “Go, then. Be careful, be safe.”

And with all luck they would see Gus in a few days, once he’d made his way from the mangroves and into the port city of Lammandan from the coastline, where the state would not be looking.








  
  

Chapter two

Sodden





“There it is.” 

Ryan nodded toward the slip of dark-grey that was the canoe tethered to the tangled shadows of a mangrove’s roots. The pond in this area was still, out of the current; the roots of the trees were so thick they curtailed any flow, and made it a convenient place to store a vessel. Like dead air, except … less obviously dangerous.

(Less obviously dangerous, save that Ryan had told Erasmus to never drink from such still water; or boil it thoroughly first, if he must. The best way to tell, he said, was whether the edges of the water was at all luminescent. Which this pond was.)

Ryan crossed his arms, a movement of shadow. His hair wasn’t all that bright, but at least it was brighter than the stone behind him. The long narrow stairway leading nadir from the escarpment emerged from behind one of the waterfalls, and they were both damp; but the canoe could only be stored a distance away, so the tide didn’t tear it off its line.

Water currents weren’t that much different from air currents, in that respect. For a mercy; even the vernacular was often similar.

“I should be going with you,” Ryan muttered, his head turned toward the canoe rather than toward Erasmus.

“You can’t,” Erasmus pointed out softly. They had not discussed this in so many words; or at least, Erasmus hadn’t. He suspected the scholars had, more often when he didn’t have a grasp on the language, and a bit later on when he had more of one than they thought. “The city officials are expecting you.”

They hadn’t explained the logistics, per se, but it wasn’t difficult to observe. Ryan was the go-between who brought supplies and took back reports, who kept an eye on the scholars working in the – the bog. He liaised with the people who granted Passion and Yoch the right to work there.

The same people who had come looking for Erasmus, the day he fell.

“I know,” said Ryan, sounding grim but unhappy, “but this still isn’t a trip anyone should have to make alone. By rights, I should be going with you.”

A trip out of the mangrove swamp and along the coast to the port, where Erasmus might be able to slip into the city undetected and find his new … companions … at the arm of their school, or whatever it was. Not a highly dangerous journey, Ryan told him, but not something for a novice, let alone someone who’d never been on the open water. Or seen the sea.

Or sometimes could barely see at all.

Erasmus had a sneaking suspicion if he told them that part, Ryan would hop in the canoe with him, prudence be damned. He didn’t need coddling. The world was what it was, and this part of the world gloomy with never-ending cloud-cover. He couldn’t rely on them. He barely knew them.

They knew about his sight, they knew that the place he’d lived was bright and full of sunlight, that the gloom here on the fundament was dark to his eyes. They were too sharp not to know. Yoch had realised it almost at once, before Erasmus really understood what was going on. And his eyes had adjusted to some degree, become more willing to see shapes and colours. Even if only the drab colours that existed down here.

Some mornings he wished they hadn’t adjusted at all. Some mornings he woke up and ground the sleep out of his eyes until they were bloodshot, before remembering that ever-present film of darkness wasn’t something he could force away.

It almost would have been easier if he could barely see at all, rather than this sense of merely having something over his eyes; a veil that refused to lift and show the colours and shapes that were surely, surely, underneath.

Maybe the cities would be better. Maybe they’d have more light there, and he wouldn’t feel most of the time as though he were walking in a fog that existed only around him, hoping desperately the terrain was as flat as the schematic of shapes suggested; hoping that if there was something dangerous nearby, it would move enough for him to catch.

(But they’d given him goggles to wear, apologetically but firmly, in full awareness they would obscure his meagre vision further while telling him his eyes were too noticeable and if he valued his life –

(If he valued his life that much he wouldn’t have launched himself off solid isle without so much as a raft to catch him, heart and will warring between the shock of surrender and the certainty that he could survive this, too.

(What have you done?!

(I didn’t. I didn’t do this. I don’t know how this happened.

(But then, if he disvalued his life so much, he wouldn’t have kept walking away from the precipice of the escarpment and the awful thundering force of the water below.)

“I’ll be alright,” said Erasmus, not quite so firmly as he might have once, before his fall. These people had helped him, without hesitation. They’d hid him from the searchers who came looking, spoke of that fact as if it was simply a matter of course: as if naturally they would conceal the presence of a man who was myth to the people who lived here on the fundament, without even asking why he’d fallen to begin with.

They hadn’t even asked him if he wanted to go back.

(He did, so desperately it woke him up at night as sharp ache in his chest; struggling to weep only softly so Passion or Yoch, whosever cottage he was sleeping in at the time, wouldn’t wake and wonder. Or worse, ask.

(He had to wonder, sometimes, if this was what it felt like for his cousin when he was stabbed; other times, so maudlin that Erasmus could only think that at least Caelestis had died from it, and therefore no longer suffered.)

The long moment in which Ryan looked at him felt rather more sceptical than Erasmus could wish, or perhaps more considering; but in the end Ryan shrugged, a little wryly. “Well, you did manage to fall out of the sky and land safely, after all.”

Using magic. Presumably, since Erasmus didn’t strictly remember the fall. Magic was not well-regarded here on the fundament; aside from the necessity of hiding his eyes, the scholars had been excruciatingly insistent on that point. Magic was illegal, here.

(But then, so had murder been, up there –

(But he hadn’t. He wouldn’t. Why would he? Caelestis was his cousin. If only that night weren’t just an ice-blighted blank –)

“I’m sure I’ll manage,” said Erasmus wryly, as humoured as he could abide, had been able to abide for the last year.

And then of course he had to take the bag Ryan carried for him through the narrow stairs, being as there was even less light than usual; and he had to go to the steep bank, gripping the roots tightly and stepping into the canoe.

(It was worse that someone was watching. He never used to care about being watched, but now he was clumsy, fumbling; careful and slow about feeling out the roots and the side of the canoe, the water a flat black surface almost wholly opaque to him.

(He used to be able to see islets on the grey horizon and the bright-gleaming blue sky, the shine off the Ascended Westerlies glinting in the sunlight so far distant Christopher insisted he couldn’t possibly; and now –)

He did manage to get himself and the bag into the canoe without tipping or dropping anything into the water, so there was that. The canoe rocked slightly as he got himself and his luggage sorted, a kind of slopping up-and-down bob that made him feel queasy the first few times Ryan made him sit in it. It still wasn’t his favourite, but at least it was predictable: it was all about weight, and surface tension.

The cross-currents warring around the edges of Bowtip’s Declined Arbours were worse. And the dead zone directly beneath Houndspaw? Forget it. The maintenance on the island’s lodes was the most dangerous in the Empire; only veteran lodeshapers could expect to jump into that and go anywhere.

Fortunately for Erasmus’s life, he was one of them. Unfortunately it wasn’t much use this close to the fundament. His sense of the lode felt like something screaming in his nerves, like he was caught in a jumble of winds and he couldn’t tell which led.

The lodestone he could feel – the compass, Ryan called it. Like the tiniest ray of sunlight sharpened shadow and heat, holding it made the jangle more acute while failing to pierce it; and then stabbed again, for the echo of the long-ago shame of needing one at all. His sense of the primary lodes had always been – warped. Sometimes he’d still needed a lodestone to guide him even as old as ten.

To need it again now, after all the effort he put into not, felt like a bitter salting from ground he thought long ago cleansed. All the more because it reminded him of Christopher, the only other person he’d met who had the same problem, fought to surmount it.

Erasmus couldn’t help but reach out, hoping –

(He couldn’t stop stabbing himself like this.)

– but there was no bracing net arced elegant and intangible and unbreakable from horizon to horizon, only a jangling of tangled cords.

Either way. Erasmus was learning that water was more supple than air, or even clouds; he could expect it to hold him where air wouldn’t, even if it complained about it. And so it did now, settling when he leaned slightly into its inverts, until it was quiescent under him. Erasmus accepted the long dual-ended paddle Ryan held out for him, setting it across his lap and pulling up his mask as Ryan tugged loose the rope-line.

“Good luck,” Ryan said, and toed the canoe away from the bank, toward the open end of the pool.

Erasmus had practiced this. He pulled away with a quiet sloop of water as he dipped the paddle, almost lost beneath the ever-present thud of the waterfalls striking the earth; dipped the other end to straighten the canoe’s slant. It was an odd kind of balance, this, and yet – 

Not all that difficult, really. Birds used two wings to fly.

But he didn’t dare to crane his head, look around; didn’t dare to try and see when or whether Ryan returned to the stairs. He had to focus. On the water. On the narrow but deep stream whose current took hold of the canoe’s bottom, and carried him out of the still water into that which flowed. The air became a little heavier with mulch and rotting plants, relieved by the sharp freshness of the water and the soft glow around the edges of the water’s dead zones.

Birds called overhead; insects chirped; the canopy rustled. Erasmus paid mind to keeping the canoe upright and not colliding with logs, roots or the luminescent edges of the banks, nadward-reaching mangrove leaves brushing his hair. The banks were high and loose, not exactly easy to climb – especially when the details in any purchase was lost to him – but the mangrove roots were thick and tangled, a better stepping stone. Almost every tree he passed had limbs arched across earth and water. He could see the miniature caves underneath, thick with cirrus roots and cobwebs and the shimmer of what he knew to be beetles and spiders, if he dared to look any closer.

There was so much down here.

That wasn’t one of the first things that had struck him after his fall, or even the second. It had come much, much later, struggling through thigh-high water, swiping insects away from his face; putting his hand on reeds to haul himself out of it, and finding among the bristles from far too close a view –

Bugs. Spiders. Lizards, Ryan called them, scattering.

And when he’d stepped out of the water there had been an alarming number of things which dropped off his rubber boots.

His skin crawled for days.

It still did, when he thought about it too hard, all the – things – packed into all the little crevices that existed down here, but between gloves and boots and buckles he was well protected against having to feel them. Some little creatures existed at altitude, of course, congregating around inhabited islands, but here?

He couldn’t step on a piece of earth without stepping on something.

There had never been so much life, just casually living, in the Empire.

At least here in the mangroves the insects didn’t swarm quite so thickly. There were minutes which passed where Erasmus barely even had more than a few flies colliding with his head.

Erasmus ate in several of those extended moments, when the stream was wide enough that he could rest his paddle across the boat and trust that the current would carry him. It really wasn’t so different from air; just more viscous. And, in an odd way, more predictable.

“What happens if I meet a cross-current,” he’d asked Ryan back when Ryan first showed him the map, vying not to show his panic. What if I go off-course? was what he meant; what if the current took him far away from his location, and there were no stars to mark his place, as if he could even risk boating in the night; how could he get back to where he should be, if he was torn off his path?

“You won’t,” Ryan assured him. “Water flows downhill. All streams wind up in the sea. Keep following the current and you’ll get to the shoreline. Then you just want to head south and you’ll get to the city eventually.”

Downhill took a bit for Erasmus to get his head around. Down was a matter of perspective, but Ryan used it like it was absolute. People on the fundament only thought in two dimensions, four directions, despite that they floated in water. 

(Swimming was – strange. Surrounded on all sides by something instead of nothing; pressure increasing instead of slackening; it seemed like an inversion of float in almost every single way.

(Almost. The thud of heartbeat, the capture of air in his body – that was all the same. He hadn’t realised until Ryan pulled him out the first time, neither of them had realised, that when Ryan said ‘stay under for as long as you can to get a feel for it’, he’d expected Erasmus to come up vastly sooner. He’d been sick for weeks when he first came to fundament, for several reasons including that Yoch said he was oxygen-saturated; but even with that they hadn’t put it together, that his capacity for breath was greater, that he stored air more efficiently. The atmosphere was thin above the firmament, and was so very thick upon the fundament.

(Some days Erasmus felt like he was breathing something solid, the air was so thick down here.

(At least it meant if he fell in the water and forgot how to swim, he wasn’t likely to drown so quickly.)

The tenor of the water slapping against the banks changed, and Erasmus squinted ahead of him, shifting his weight in the canoe. The tug of the current went southward, but the movement of waves against the mangrove roots suggested there was a pool or some other little bay southeast, divided around a tall tree more in the water than over it.

It had been hours, and Erasmus’s muscles ached from the seat. Still water would at least be a good place to moor the canoe so he could walk around a bit …

But the current was good, and it was tempting to carry on, reach the edge of the mangroves as fast as possible.

He almost hesitated too long. The split in the stream came fast toward him, and with a long hiss Erasmus plunged his paddle into the water to turn the canoe out of the current. Its bow scraped mangrove roots as it went, and the length of the canoe thudded broad against them where it turned too sharply; but he was out of the current.

The air hung heavier where the trees grew more thickly now there wasn’t escarpment and waterfalls to break them up. Even the leaves seemed heavier. The water was so still the lack of a current felt like dead air, save for the vital fact that it wasn’t, that all he needed was the right turn of the paddle to glide toward the bank.

Landing was a little harder, and wholly lacked finesse. He aimed for the roots of the deepest-sitting mangrove, avoiding the glow along the edges. The canoe’s other edge scraped along it until it bumped to a stop. It was just as well this was a vessel Ryan laid in for Yoch for emergencies, and which neither expected to use nor would want back, because these weren’t the only scrapes it was liable to take until Erasmus got somewhere safe.

At least he wouldn’t need a rope to tether the canoe … presumably. He was surrounded by trees and banks; the only exit was the way he’d come in.

Getting out was as difficult as he remembered. The soil here felt different from the spray-slick banks closer to the escarpment: thicker and more likely to give way as goo instead of mud, more akin to the unpleasant textures of the bog. His boot slipped and he caught himself half in the water, one hand gripping the mangrove roots and the other coming down on something that cracked under his weight, poking fragile-sharp against his glove and armguard.

His heart struck his throat. That hadn’t felt like a stick. Or a bundle of sticks. And there was a sharp scent that cut through the general wet-earth smell once he’d disturbed it.

He got his foot wedged against a rock about calf-deep in the water, leaning against the mangrove to feel around. Between the clouds and the tree’s shade and the – the gloopy movement of the water – the goop that was the bank-side –

His eyes refused to actually untangle the mess of – roots? Twigs? – and underbrush and water. At least not until his fingers found the long white root to which they were affixed – that was not a root, was it – and lifting it drew the mostly-bared skull briefly out of the water with a thick sucking noise.

Erasmus lowered the bones carefully but the water still slapped more loudly than he could wish. He drew in a deep breath through his mouth; let it out slow. His heart beat fast, his body flushed overwarm; but his stomach, though rolling, stayed where it was. This – this corpse had been here for too long to have that much of a smell beyond what was around it, and that tangy sharpness when he’d disturbed it.

Though judging by the movement a little further under his fingers, there was something left for the bugs to feed on.

Water flows downhill, Ryan said.

Water, and everything in it.

Such as the bodies of the lost Erasmus and Ryan had looked for after the floods. There’d been five the prospectors told Ryan and Yoch about. They’d only found four.

Could Erasmus say he hated this place, when it was the only place he had, when the thing he actually hated was to be – confronted, at every single turn, of the mortality of life and how utterly grisly it was when the land was filled to the brim with it?

(There were times he wondered if the prison was better. He hadn’t been free, but at least –

(At least what? He hadn’t had to think? To try? Just to sit in his confusion and his grief and his guilt and the never-ending hum of wards and never know?)

He could just leave the body to its decay. Ryan reported to the prospectors months ago. There was no one waiting on news of this person, and they would have to find a way to explain how the body had been found, a way that didn’t include Erasmus or implicate Ryan in some kind of collusion. But …

I’m sorry, Erasmus. There was simply nothing left.

But how much would he have liked just one more thing of his mother’s, any confirmation of what they’d all known to be true, when there was nothing.

The prospectors had given Ryan a description of the missing people. The only one they hadn’t found supposedly carried a mechanical watch, the sort that wasn’t quite an heirloom but could be. Ryan had described them to him; they were usually made of metal, which meant they were heavy, but they were also usually secured by a chain or similar.

He’d found the – spine, so he could work down the body from there.

Or.

Erasmus hesitated. He could find the watch by hand, but – there was no one around. No one but him. He hadn’t dared to lodeshape in the bog; hadn’t dared display a sign of magic, even to those who’d warned him about it. They would have questions he couldn’t, initially, answer, and without knowing exactly what kinds of magic might be most terrifying –

(And because it had ached, the thought of it, of lodeshaping only small and not grandly the way he once could.)

It had been easier not to. Almost novel, in a way, to do things without it. And better as a habit, for as long as he was here.

But there was no one to witness.

And it wouldn’t take long. He could spend an hour fumbling about trying and failing to find an object he couldn’t rightly see.

It barely even took a minute. The jangle of lodes was grating, but focused here and now, on such a small scale, all the ferrum in his immediate vicinity practically leapt out. The nails and fittings in the canoe. The small round of metal buried in silt and mud, hidden somewhere under the water. Erasmus dipped his hand beneath the surface so he didn’t have to account for the difference between fluid and air, and inside of a heartbeat the watch dragged itself zenith to meet the lode in his palm, fast enough for a satisfying thump against his palm.

And that was that. He had to grope his way down the watch’s chain to unclip it from the corpse’s water-swollen belt, briefly felt things wriggling against his glove, but it was vastly swifter and not nearly so skin-crawling as having to handle the body to find it.

Maybe Erasmus would even try to clean the watch up a little when he made camp, wherever that was going to be. Pity he never had been good with fire, and there wasn’t any sunlight to spark one with. He wasn’t all too convinced of his ability to do so with the flint and steel Ryan taught him to use, but what else did he have? The burners gave off more heat than illumination.

But that was a thought for later, and he did not particularly want to linger in this place. 

Grimacing Erasmus straightened, stretching all his limbs one by one so he didn’t topple over in the water, and awkwardly got himself back into the canoe. The vessel splashed, the water sloshing. He’d wait until he was further along before trying a walk again. Light forbid there might be other corpses waiting him at every reservoir.

He was half soaked, half-nauseous, and his skin itched in places he didn’t particularly want to think about. How much worse would it have been, if he’d actually tried to do something by hand? How did anyone bear to live their entire lives doing things by hand?

(How did anyone manage to live down here?

(How did he have any choice but to?)

If there was Light here to hope with, Erasmus might have done so. All he had was to push himself off the bank with the paddle and find his way out of the damned bay in the hope the edge of the mangroves weren’t too far off, and that the sea, whatever fashion of water it was, was kinder.










