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Chapter One — The Commission

Twenty-two years a cartographer and this was what it had come to — a room that smelled of someone else's illness, two coins on a table, and a commission written by a man who clearly did not want to be asked what he was commissioning.

Elias Vorne read it again, because he had learned long ago that documents revealed more on the second reading than the first, when you were no longer distracted by the shock of the contents.

Survey and produce a complete cartographic record of the mountain range designated on the attached reference sheet. Compensation upon delivery. No advance.

No advance. As though he were a risk they were managing rather than a professional they were hiring. He supposed, given the circumstances, that was accurate enough.

The attached reference sheet showed a blank space where the range should have been. Someone had drawn a rough boundary around the blankness in pencil — eight or nine lines, loosely connected, suggesting the general idea of a mountain range without committing to any of the specifics. He had seen better maps drawn by people who had never left their houses and were simply guessing.

He set it down and looked at his two coins.

The coins were Valdric mint, worn smooth at the edges from years of passing between hands that had needed them more than he had. He had been careful with money, most of his life. Careful and, in the end, it turned out, not careful enough. Eleven days in this room and two coins to show for it. The landlord knocked every morning and Elias said tomorrow and the landlord went away and they both understood this arrangement had a limit.

He picked up the pen.

It was not, he reflected, the commission he would have chosen. A blank reference sheet, no coordinates worth trusting, no advance, and a ministry seal pressed so hard into the wax that it had cracked at the center — some clerk leaning on the stamp with more force than the situation required, which told him something about the anxiety behind the paperwork even if it told him nothing about the range itself.

But he was a cartographer. He mapped things. That was the whole of it, really, when you stripped away everything else — the disgrace, the village, the border that had been exactly where he said it was and that no one had thanked him for locating. He mapped things. He was good at it. He remained good at it regardless of what the ministry thought of him, and the ministry could think what it liked.

He signed his name.

His handwriting had not changed. He noticed that every time he signed something, which was not as often as it used to be — the steadiness of his hand, the particular forward lean of the letters, unchanged from the man he had been twenty-two years ago when he had first pressed a cartographer's seal into wax and felt, briefly and foolishly, that this was the beginning of something rather than simply the beginning.

He folded the papers, pressed his seal, set them aside to harden.

Outside, the city was doing what cities did at this hour — settling into evening, the coal smoke coming up, the carts thinning out, the voices taking on the particular quality of people who were going somewhere rather than coming from somewhere. He had always liked dusk. Not for any sentimental reason. Simply because the light at this hour was honest. It said: the day is finished, here is what we have to show for it, let us not pretend otherwise.

What they had to show for it: a signed commission, two coins he would leave for the landlord, a case of instruments that still worked correctly even if the rest of his life did not.

He pulled the reference sheet toward him again.

The blank space inside the penciled boundary bothered him in a way he wanted to understand before he left. Not the blankness itself — there were still unmapped places in the world, ranges and valleys and stretches of coast that had not yet been given the indignity of being reduced to lines on paper. The blankness was not strange. What was strange was the quality of it. Most blank spaces on a map were blank because no one had gone there yet. This one felt blank in a different way. As though someone had gone there and come back and decided, on reflection, not to write anything down.

He had encountered that kind of blankness once before, in the eastern delta surveys. A section of river that three separate cartographers had mapped as three entirely different rivers, none of which matched any of the others. He had spent six weeks there and come away with a map he stood behind and a set of questions he had never found answers to.

He suspected this would be similar.

He put the reference sheet in his case beside his instruments — the theodolite in its leather sleeve, the compasses nested in their velvet box, the notebooks bound in oilcloth. He checked each one, the way he always checked them, not because he expected to find a problem but because the checking itself was a form of clarity. Everything in order. Everything where it should be. Whatever else was uncertain, the instruments were not.

He left the two coins on the table for the landlord.

He went to bed and did not sleep well, which was not unusual, and thought about the blank space on the reference sheet, which was, and got up before dawn while the city was still deciding what kind of day it intended to be.



Twelve days north.

He walked the first two because he preferred walking when there was nothing urgent yet, when the body could settle into the rhythm of a journey before the journey required anything of it. He took a cart for three days after that, sitting beside a farmer who had no interest in conversation, which suited them both. He walked again from there.

The landscape changed the way it always did when you moved toward mountains. It stopped accommodating you. The road became less certain of itself, the trees grew older and more widely spaced, the farms thinned out and then disappeared, and the ground began to express opinions about where you put your feet.

He had mapped enough ranges to know the feeling — the point at which the land stopped being background and started being the thing itself. Most cartographers found it daunting. He had always found it steadying. The land at least was honest about what it was. It did not pretend to be easier than it was. It simply was what it was and let you make of that what you could.

On the eleventh day the road ended.

Not at a town or a crossroads or any kind of deliberate conclusion. Simply ended — the packed earth giving way to a track, the track giving way to grass, the grass to stone. He stood at the place where the road stopped being a road and looked up at what the reference sheet had failed entirely to prepare him for.

The range.

It was larger than he had expected, but ranges always were at their feet. That was not what caught his attention. What caught his attention was something he could not immediately name — something in the quality of the silence, or the light, or possibly just in him, in the back of his professional mind that had spent twenty-two years learning to notice the things that didn't fit.

He wasn't sure what didn't fit. He made a note to find out.

He uncapped his compass.

The needle spun.

He looked at it. He was not the kind of man who swore, particularly, but there were moments that called for a particular quality of silence and this was one of them. He waited. He tried again. The needle spun again, unhurried, choosing directions at random with the air of something that had considered north and found it insufficiently interesting.

He put the compass away.

All right, he thought. So it was going to be that kind of commission.

He had mapped three places in his career where the instruments behaved strangely — where compasses wandered, where measurements refused to stay measured, where a theodolite carefully leveled before noon would be several degrees off by afternoon with no explanation anyone could provide. In each case the strangeness had turned out to mean something. The instruments were not failing. The place was simply doing something the instruments had not been designed to account for.

He made a note of the direction the needle had been spinning when he uncapped it. Then he made camp, because the light was going and he thought better in the morning, and because whatever the range was doing with his compass it had been doing for some time and would presumably still be doing it tomorrow.



On the third day she stepped from the treeline.

He saw her first as movement — something resolving out of the shadows between the stone pines. Then a shape. Then a person, and he revised that to a young woman, though the armor made it difficult at first. He was used to reading people through their clothing and equipment the way he read terrain through its contour lines, and what he read here stopped him completely.

The armor was old. Not old in the way of a family heirloom kept past its usefulness, or old in the way of a theatrical costume. Old in the way of something that had been made and worn and maintained continuously across a very long span of time, with repairs and replacements so consistent that the thing itself had become its own tradition. He placed it without wanting to. The articulation at the shoulder, the construction of the gorget, the particular riveting pattern across the chest. His mind said: eight centuries, approximately. His mind then immediately said: that is not possible, which was fair enough, but the armor did not seem to be aware of this.

She stopped at the edge of the trees and looked at him the way soldiers looked at things — quickly, completely, filing him under a category and moving on.

"Mapmaker," she said.

Her accent was wrong. Not wrong as in foreign — he spoke four languages and had working familiarity with six others, and this was none of them, or rather it was a version of one of them that had drifted very far from the version he knew. The vowels were in the right places but the consonants had made different decisions somewhere along the way.

"Yes," he said.

"Which side are you mapping for."

He thought about the ministry seal and the blank reference sheet and the no advance, and he thought about the particular care with which the commission had been written to avoid saying anything specific about anything.

"I was hired by a ministry," he said. "I don't know yet."

She looked at him for a moment as though this answer was both unsatisfying and, against her expectations, honest.

"They always say that," she said.

"Has there been a mapmaker here before."

"Three," she said. "They left."

He absorbed this. Three cartographers, all of whom had left. He wondered what they had found that had made leaving seem like the right decision, and whether he would find the same thing and reach a different conclusion, and whether the difference between him and them was courage or simply the fact that he had two coins to his name and nowhere in particular to go back to.

"I'm going to stay," he said.

She assessed him again — the same quick professional inventory. He had been assessed this way at the edges of wars by soldiers who were trying to determine whether he was worth protecting or simply worth ignoring, and he had always come out on the side of worth ignoring, which he had generally found to be the safer category.

Whatever she found when she looked at him seemed to meet some minimum requirement he hadn't known he was being tested against.

"Then come," she said. "There are things you should understand before you begin."

She turned back toward the trees.

Elias picked up his case. He thought about his compass, sitting in its velvet box with its needle that had lost all confidence in north, and he thought about the blank space on the reference sheet, and he thought that whatever he was walking into, he had at least signed the papers and been paid nothing in advance, which meant that technically he had nothing to lose.

He followed her into the trees.

Behind him, the stone pines closed the gap where she had stood, and the range went back to being quiet in the particular way it had been quiet since he arrived — not empty, but attending. Waiting to see what he would do next.

He had the feeling, and he recognized it as a feeling rather than a fact, that it had been waiting for quite some time.
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Chapter Two — What the Compass Knows

Her name was Senne, and she had been a soldier for longer than he had been alive.

She told him this without particular drama, the way you might mention that you had been working a trade since childhood — a fact about yourself that had stopped being remarkable so long ago that you only mentioned it now to prevent confusion. They were walking single file through the stone pines, she ahead, he behind, and she spoke back over her shoulder in that consonant-shifted version of his language that he was already beginning to adjust to, the way you adjusted to an accent after the first hour of listening.

"How long," he said.

"I stopped counting at two hundred years," she said. "It seemed the healthier approach."

He considered this. He was a man who liked to know things precisely, who was made uncomfortable by approximations, and two hundred years as a lower bound for a person's age was precisely the kind of imprecision that should have bothered him enormously. Somehow it didn't. He thought that said something about the last three days with the compass, and what the last three days with the compass had done to his appetite for certainty.

"Are there others," he said. "Like you."

"There are others," she said. "Not like me. We are all different. We were different when it started and we have had a long time to become more so."

The trees thinned ahead and then opened entirely and he stopped walking because stopping was the only appropriate response to what was in front of him.

A valley. Wide and long, caught between two ridgelines, and in the valley — men and women, hundreds of them, in two distinct groupings separated by perhaps four hundred yards of open ground. The groupings were camps, he understood after a moment, organized with the particular logic of military encampments — supply lines, watch positions, a hierarchy of tents that told you at a glance where the commanders slept and where the common soldiers did. He had seen enough encampments to read them the way he read terrain, and what he read here was: long established, deeply habitual, the camps of people who had stopped thinking of themselves as temporarily settled and started thinking of themselves as simply here.

Both camps were quiet in the mid-morning. Figures moved between tents. Fires burned. The smell of woodsmoke and something cooking reached him on a light wind.

He stood at the edge of the treeline and looked at all of it and felt the particular sensation he associated with the moment before a map revealed something unexpected — the slight tightening across his chest that was not quite dread and not quite excitement but something between the two that had no proper name.

"Two armies," he said.

"Two armies," Senne agreed. "They have been here a very long time."

"How long."

She paused. He understood this was not because she didn't know but because she was deciding how to tell him in a way that would be useful rather than simply overwhelming.

"The war began," she said carefully, "in what you would call eight centuries ago. Give or take a generation."

Elias said nothing.

Eight centuries. He was standing at the edge of a valley where two armies had been fighting for eight centuries, or not fighting, or waiting to fight — the camps looked too settled for active conflict, but the separation of four hundred yards was very deliberate, the distance of people who remembered exactly what they were doing here even if they had forgotten why they had started.

He took out his notebook.

He was aware that this was perhaps an odd response to what he had just been told. He was also aware that it was an entirely characteristic one. When the world presented him with something he could not immediately understand, he wrote it down. The act of recording steadied him. It transformed the incomprehensible into data, and data was something he knew how to work with.

Valley, long axis running north-northeast, he wrote, and then stopped, because he did not know which direction was north and his compass was useless, and he felt the absence of that simple fact more acutely than he had in three days, because without north he could not orient the valley, and without orientation the valley was just a description rather than a location, and a description without a location was not a map. It was a story.

He lowered the notebook.

"The compass," he said.

"Yes," Senne said.

"It won't work here."

"Nothing of that kind works here. The Accord does not permit it."

He turned to look at her. She was watching him with an expression he was beginning to recognize — patient, measuring, the look of someone who had delivered difficult information before and had learned to wait out the recipient's process of absorbing it.

"Tell me about the Accord," he said.

She turned away from the valley and sat down on a flat stone at the treeline's edge, and he sat across from her, and she told him.



The Accord was not, she explained, a document or a treaty. Those were human things, made by human hands, and human things could be disputed, reinterpreted, lost. The Accord was older than that. It was a binding — the word she used was one he did not know, a word in that shifted consonant-language of hers that had no equivalent he could find — made between the two commanding officers at the moment the war had reached its worst point, when both sides had lost enough that they could no longer pretend the losing was worth what they were losing it for.

The binding said: this ends when the border is established. When the true line between these two territories is drawn and accepted by both sides, the war releases everyone in it and they go home.

Simple enough, Elias thought. Map the border, go home.

"Three mapmakers," he said.

"Three," she confirmed. "The first left after a week. The second lasted three weeks. The third —" she paused, and something crossed her face that was not quite grief but was in the neighborhood of it. "The third stayed for two months. He was a good man. He worked very hard."

"What happened to him."

"The Accord happened to him," she said. "The border cannot be established by instruments. We did not understand this at first. We thought a cartographer with good instruments would simply map it and it would be done. But the Accord does not recognize instruments. It recognizes only what both sides know to be true."

Elias thought about his compass and about the theodolite in its leather sleeve in his case and about the three weeks of notes he had made documenting the behavior of his instruments in the range, all of which had turned out to be notes about failure.

"The instruments don't work because the Accord won't let them," he said slowly. "Because if they worked, a cartographer could draw the border using only measurement. Without both sides agreeing."

"Yes."

"And if both sides agreed, the border would be established."

"Yes."

"So the Accord is preventing the instruments from working because it is also preventing both sides from agreeing."

Senne looked at him with something that might, on a less weathered face, have been surprise. "You are faster than the others," she said.

He was not sure this was a compliment. Being fast had not historically served him well. He had been fast in the border survey twenty-two years ago — fast to see the truth, fast to record it, fast to submit the map — and the speed had not helped him or the village. The people who had used his map against them had been very unhappy with his speed.

"So the Accord is the problem," he said. "And it cannot be argued with."

"It cannot be argued with," she said. "It can only be satisfied."

"By a map that both sides accept."

"By a map drawn from what both sides know to be true," she corrected carefully. "There is a difference. A map drawn from measurement might be accurate and still be rejected, because accuracy is not the same as truth. The Accord understands the difference. It has had eight centuries to become very precise about what it will and will not accept."

Elias sat with this for a moment.

He was, he realized, in a situation that was entirely outside his professional experience, which was saying something, because his professional experience included a haunted delta, a forest that had moved, and the border that had ended his career. He had mapped difficult things before. He had never been asked to map something that required both sides of a conflict to agree with the result before the result would be accepted.

That was not cartography. That was diplomacy.

He was not a diplomat. He had, in fact, been described on at least one official document as the opposite of a diplomat, which he had considered accurate if unkind.

"How does it work," he said. "The testimony. If I interview both sides and record what they know to be true about the border — how does the map come from that."

"You draw it," she said simply. "From what they tell you. From what you hear and what you understand and what you are willing to put your name to."

"And if what they tell me contradicts each other."

"It will," she said. "That is the point. The border is disputed. That is why the war began. You will hear contradictions and you will have to find the line that both sides can recognize as honest even if neither side gets everything it wanted. That is what the Accord requires. Not a perfect map. An honest one."

He looked out at the valley, at the two camps with their four hundred yards of careful distance between them.

He thought about honesty and what it had cost him the last time he had practiced it professionally.

He thought about Senne, who had been a soldier for more than two hundred years and had stopped counting because counting was the unhealthier approach, and about the hundreds of people in those camps who had been here for eight centuries because two commanders had made a binding that seemed simple and turned out to be the most complicated thing either of them had ever agreed to.

He thought about the blank space on the reference sheet, which made a great deal more sense now.

"All right," he said.

He opened his notebook to a fresh page.

"Let's start with you," he said. "Tell me what you know to be true about the border."

Senne looked at him for a moment with that measuring expression, and then something shifted in it — something that had been held carefully for a very long time relaxing, just slightly, at its edges.

"I was born," she said, "three miles east of the Carved Stone at the head of the Venn valley. My family had farmed that land for four generations. The Carved Stone marked the boundary of our territory. Everyone on our side knew this. Everyone on their side —" she nodded toward the other camp, "— claimed the stone was theirs."

"And was it?" he said.

"I don't know," she said. "I was seven years old when the war started and I have spent eight centuries trying to find out." She paused. "I thought perhaps you could help with that."

Elias wrote: Carved Stone. Venn valley. East by three miles from Senne's birthplace.

He looked at what he had written. It was not a coordinate. It was not a measurement. It was a testimony — the word of a person about a thing they had experienced, which was the oldest and least reliable and in some ways most true form of geographic knowledge there was.

He had spent his whole career trying to get past testimony. To replace the imprecision of human memory with the precision of instruments. And now he was sitting at the edge of a valley that had been at war for eight centuries precisely because nobody had managed that replacement, and an ancient binding that governed the whole situation had just told him, through the medium of his useless compass, that instruments were not going to be the answer.

What the compass knew, it turned out, was nothing.

What Senne knew was a story.

He supposed he was going to have to learn to work with stories.

"Tell me more about the Carved Stone," he said, and wrote down everything she said.
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Chapter Three — The Soldier at the Treeline

He spent the rest of that day with Senne, filling twelve pages of his notebook with testimony about the Venn valley and the Carved Stone and the shape of the border as her side understood it.

It was not, he had to keep reminding himself, mapping. It was listening. There was a discipline to listening that was different from the discipline of measurement, less precise in some ways and more demanding in others, because measurement only required accuracy and listening required him to hold contradictions without resolving them. Senne would say something that established the border three miles east of a river and then say something else that implied the border was the river itself and he had to write both things down without deciding which was correct, because his deciding was not the point. The Accord's recognition was the point, and the Accord apparently had opinions about the difference.

By evening he had twelve pages and a headache and a better understanding of why the three previous cartographers had left.

He made camp at the treeline. Senne had offered him a tent in her army's encampment and he had declined, politely, because he thought it was important to sleep on neutral ground if such a thing existed here, and also because he was not sure how he felt about sleeping inside an eight-century-old military camp full of people who had been soldiers longer than most civilizations had existed. He admired their dedication. He did not want to have breakfast with it.

He was wrong about one thing. He had thought, going to sleep, that the range would be quiet at night. It was not quiet. It was full of the sounds of two armies settling into the particular rhythm of a long-established camp — low voices, the movement of horses, the distant clank of someone's equipment, once or twice something that might have been laughter. The sounds were oddly peaceful, he thought. Eight centuries of warfare and the nights sounded like a village.

He lay on his back and looked at the stars and thought about tomorrow.

He would need to speak to the other side.

He had not raised this with Senne and she had not mentioned it, but it was obvious — the testimony of one side was not a map, it was an argument. He needed both sides or he had nothing worth putting his name to. The question was how to approach an army he had no introduction to, whose language he only partially understood, whose commanding officer had been at war since before his grandparents were born, and ask them to tell him the truth about a border dispute.

He thought about this for a while and did not arrive at a good answer.

He fell asleep thinking about the Carved Stone, wherever it was.



He found his answer in the morning, standing at the edge of the open ground between the two camps, in the form of a soldier from the other side who was standing at his edge of the open ground looking back at him.

They stood there for a moment, forty yards apart, regarding each other across the middle distance with the mutual uncertainty of people who had not planned to meet.

The soldier was a man, older than Senne appeared — which Elias was already learning to interpret correctly, which was to say the opposite of how it looked — with a broad face and the kind of stillness that came from having spent a very long time in a body that had learned to conserve itself. He was wearing armor that matched Senne's in age if not in style, the details different in ways that spoke of a different tradition, a different kingdom, a different set of answers to the question of how to protect a person from violence.

He was looking at Elias's notebook.

Elias looked down at the notebook in his hand. He had brought it out of habit, the way he brought it everywhere, the way it had become an extension of his arm over twenty-two years. He held it up slightly, not in greeting exactly but in acknowledgment — yes, this is what I have, yes, this is what I am.

The soldier nodded.

He crossed the forty yards of open ground between them with the deliberate unhurried walk of someone who had decided something and was not going to be rushed about executing it.

He stopped three feet from Elias.

He said something in a language Elias did not know, which was to say a language that had shifted even further from its origins than Senne's had, the vowels and consonants having made a different set of decisions over the centuries, or perhaps the same decisions in a different order.

"I don't speak it well," Elias said in his own language. "I am learning."

The soldier switched, without pause, to a version of Elias's language so old and formal that it took him a moment to parse it — like reading a very old legal document, the structure correct but the words carrying the weight of a different century.

"You are the mapmaker," the soldier said.

"Yes. Elias Vorne."

"I am Cael." He looked at the notebook again. "You have been speaking with the eastern camp."

"Yesterday, yes."

"And you will speak with us."

It was not quite a question. Elias decided to treat it as a statement of intent rather than a request for permission.

"That is what I need to do," he said. "If I am going to draw the border honestly. I need to understand what both sides know to be true."

Cael absorbed this. His face was not an expressive one — not closed exactly, but conservative, a face that had learned to spend its reactions carefully over a very long life.

"The eastern camp sent the other mapmakers away," he said.

"They left," Elias said. "There is a difference."

"Is there."

"The eastern camp did not send me away," Elias said. "I chose to stay."

Cael looked at him with a directness that Elias associated with people who had stopped having patience for social indirection sometime in their second century. It was not unfriendly. It was simply unfiltered.

"Why," Cael said.

Elias thought about this honestly, because he did not think Cael would have much tolerance for an answer that wasn't honest.

"I have nowhere else to go," he said. "My career is finished. I was disgraced for mapping something truthfully that certain people wished had not been mapped. So I have no commission worth having except this one, and this one turns out to be more complicated than I expected, but complicated work is better than no work, and also —" he stopped.

"Also," Cael said.

"Also I looked at those camps yesterday and I thought about eight centuries," Elias said. "And it seemed to me that eight centuries is long enough. If there is something I can do about it I would like to try."

He had not known he was going to say that until he said it. He was not given, generally, to statements of purpose. He mapped things. He did not make speeches about why mapping things mattered. But standing in the open ground between two armies that had been waiting for eight centuries for someone to put the right lines in the right places, he found that he had opinions about it that he had not previously known he held.

Cael was quiet for a moment.

"You were disgraced," he said, "for mapping something truthfully."

"Yes."

"And you are here to map something truthfully."

"That is the intention."

Cael nodded slowly. "Then you are either very stubborn or very stupid," he said. "In my experience these are often the same."

Elias considered this. "I have been called both," he said. "Usually by the same people."

Something shifted in Cael's conservative face — not quite a smile, but the memory of one, the ghost of an expression that had been used so long ago it had faded to an outline.

"Come," he said. "I will tell you what I know."



They sat in Cael's tent, which was larger than Senne's and organized with the particular obsessive precision of someone who had had eight centuries to develop a system and had developed a very thorough one. Equipment arranged by function, maps — old maps, their own maps, hand-drawn and much corrected — pinned to a board along one wall, supply records stacked in order of date.

Elias looked at the maps on the board without going closer to them. He did not want to see what they said about the border before he heard what Cael said about it. He wanted the testimony first.

"The Carved Stone," he said.

Cael's expression did not change. "You know about the Carved Stone."

"I know the eastern camp claims it marks their boundary."

"They would say that," Cael said. "The Stone was carved by my people. It marks the western extent of our territory. The carvings say so. The eastern camp cannot read the carvings because the language is ours."

"Do you have someone who can read them now," Elias said.

"I can read them," Cael said. "I carved them."

Elias wrote this down. Then he stopped writing and looked up.

"You carved the Carved Stone," he said.

"I was a stonemason before I was a soldier," Cael said. "The commanding officer asked for a boundary marker. I made one. I carved it in our language because it was our marker. This seemed, at the time, obvious." He paused. "I have had eight centuries to reconsider whether it was obvious."

Elias wrote: Cael carved the Stone. Claims it marks western extent of his territory. Language of carvings is his. Cannot be read by eastern camp.

He held his pen above the page and thought about this very carefully.

He was looking at the center of the dispute. Not a vague disagreement about where a border ran but a specific, concrete, physical thing — a stone whose inscription could only be read by one side and whose meaning was therefore entirely dependent on trusting the people who could read it. Which the other side had declined to do, for eight centuries, and which Elias could not evaluate himself because he did not speak the language.

He thought about how to say what he was thinking without it sounding like an accusation.

"The eastern camp," he said carefully, "has been taking your word for what the Stone says."

Cael looked at him steadily. "They have been refusing to take our word for what the Stone says," he said. "Which is a different thing."

"Yes," Elias said. "But their refusal is based on the fact that they cannot verify it."

"They could learn the language."

"In eight centuries no one has."

"No," Cael said. He said it flatly, without apparent emotion, but Elias thought there was something underneath the flatness — not guilt exactly, but an awareness, the long-accumulated awareness of someone who had had centuries to understand exactly where things had gone wrong and what it would have cost to fix them earlier.

"If I learn enough of the language to read the Stone," Elias said slowly, "and what it says matches what you have told me it says —"

"It will."

"— then I can include it in the testimony," Elias said. "Not as your word. As a fact I have verified."

Cael was very still.

"You would do that," he said.

"It is what the work requires," Elias said. "I cannot draw an honest map from testimony I cannot check. That is not the kind of map the Accord will accept." He paused. "I think. I am still learning what the Accord will and will not accept."

"You are learning quickly," Cael said, with the same intonation Senne had used the day before — the slightly surprised approval of people who had not expected much and were being given more.

Elias was not sure this was a compliment either. But he was beginning to think it might be the closest thing to one that eight centuries of waiting had left these people with.

"Teach me the language," he said. "Or enough of it. The words I need for a boundary marker."

Cael looked at him for a long moment.

"It will take time," he said.

"We have time," Elias said.

He was not sure, as he said it, whether that was true. He had no idea how long he could survive in the range without a supply line, no idea how long the Accord would wait before deciding he was another failed attempt and resetting whatever it reset. He had no money and a nearly full set of notebooks and a compass that did not work.

But he had nowhere else to go, and the work was here, and the work was interesting in a way that nothing had been interesting to him in a very long time.

Cael began to teach him.

Elias wrote it all down.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Four — The First Map

He gave himself three days to learn what he needed of Cael's language.

This was not enough time. He knew it was not enough time going in, which meant he was not setting a deadline so much as setting a direction — three days of concentrated work at the language, and then he would go to the Stone and see how far three days had gotten him, and then he would know what he was working with.

He had always learned languages this way. Not by studying them in the abstract but by needing something from them — a specific piece of information that required specific words — and working backward from the need to the vocabulary. It was inefficient by most measures and very efficient by his own.

Cael was a patient teacher, which surprised him. He had expected impatience — eight centuries was a long time to wait and impatient seemed the appropriate response to that much waiting. But Cael taught the way he organized his tent, with the thorough unhurried precision of someone who had learned long ago that rushing a thing rarely made it go faster.

They worked in the mornings. Elias spent the afternoons with Senne, continuing her testimony, filling notebook pages with the eastern camp's understanding of the valley and its features and the history of the border as they had experienced it. He ate with neither camp, maintaining his position on neutral ground, cooking over his own small fire in the evenings with the modest supplies he had brought from the last town. He was going to run out of food before he ran out of work. He had decided not to think about this until he had to.

On the second evening Senne brought him a covered pot of something that smelled better than anything he had cooked himself in eleven days.

"From the camp," she said, setting it down beside his fire. "Not charity. Payment."

"For what," he said.

"For staying," she said. And went back to her camp without further explanation.

He ate the food, which was a thick grain stew with dried meat in it and something herbed he couldn't identify, and thought that eight centuries had apparently not diminished the eastern camp's ability to cook, which was at least one thing that had gone well for them.



On the fourth morning he walked to the Carved Stone.

Senne had told him roughly where it was — north and west of the valley's head, up a secondary ridge that petered out into a shelf of exposed granite. Cael had told him roughly where it was — north and west of the valley's head, on a shelf of granite above the secondary ridge. The difference between these descriptions was either the difference between two people's memories of the same place or the difference between two people's understandings of what constituted a ridge versus a shelf, and he would not know which until he got there.

He found it in an hour and a half, which was faster than either description had suggested, which meant both of them had been thinking about the distance in terms of the time it took a soldier in full armor to cover it. In ordinary clothes with good boots it was a straightforward climb.

The Stone itself was not what he had imagined.

He had been imagining something monumental — a standing stone, large and deliberate, the kind of boundary marker that announced itself from a distance. What he found was a boulder the height of his shoulder, roughly rectangular, embedded in the granite shelf at an angle that suggested it had been placed there rather than simply existing there, but placed without ceremony, the way you placed a fence post rather than the way you placed a monument.

He walked around it.

The carvings were on the east face.

They were not decorative. He could see that immediately — no spirals, no figures, no artistic ambition of any kind. This was text. Dense, careful text, cut into the stone in even rows with the confidence of someone who knew exactly what they were writing and wanted it to last. Cael had been a good stonemason. Eight centuries of weather had softened the edges of the cuts but not obscured them. The text was still legible to anyone who knew the language.

He stood in front of it with his notebook open and his three days of vocabulary and began to read.

It was slow. Very slow. He recognized perhaps one word in four directly, and had to work out two more in context, and the fourth he wrote down phonetically and accepted that he would not know it today. But the structure was clear — this was a legal text, a statement of boundary, and legal texts had a grammar that was more conservative than ordinary speech, less prone to the drift that had made Cael's spoken language so difficult in the first days. Legal language wanted to be understood across time. It tried to be unambiguous. It had largely succeeded.

He read the Stone three times, making notes after each reading, checking his readings against each other.

When he was finished he stood back and looked at what he had written.

The Stone said, as best he could determine: Here is the western edge of the territory of the House of Cael. From this Stone the boundary runs south along the high water line of the Venn River to the triple fork, then east along the northern branch to the granite outcrop called the Sleeper, then north to the ridge called the Long Back, then west along the Long Back to this Stone.

He read it again.

Then he sat down on the granite shelf and looked out over the valley below and thought carefully about what he had in his notebook.

He had, from Senne's testimony, the eastern camp's understanding of the boundary: that it ran from the Carved Stone south along the low water line of the Venn River to the triple fork, then east along the southern branch to an outcrop called the Gray Shoulder, then north to the ridge, then west.

He had, from the Stone itself, the western camp's boundary: high water line of the Venn River. Northern branch. The Sleeper.

He was not a man who swore, as a rule. He had made this observation to himself before, in this story, and he made it again now, because it bore repeating, because there were moments that called for a quality of silence and this was one of them.

The boundary was the river.

Both sides agreed the boundary was the river. Both sides had agreed on this from the beginning, presumably, because rivers were obvious and available and the natural thing around which to organize a border. Where they disagreed — where they had disagreed for eight centuries, where two commanders had made a binding that still held everyone in this valley — was which part of the river.

High water or low water. North branch or south branch at the fork. The Sleeper or the Gray Shoulder.

He thought about this.

High water and low water on a river were not fixed things. They varied by season, by year, by the accumulation of centuries of weather. A border drawn at the high water line in a wet year and a border drawn at the low water line in a dry year could differ by fifty yards or by five hundred, depending on the river. And the Venn — he looked down at it from the shelf, a river of moderate size threading the valley floor — was old enough and changeable enough that high water and low water might not even be concepts with stable meaning anymore after eight centuries.

And the fork. He could see the fork from here — the place where the Venn divided, the two branches going their separate ways through the lower valley. He could not tell, from this distance, which was the northern branch and which was the southern. He would need to go down there.

He was going to have to map the river.

Not from testimony. From observation. He was going to have to walk the Venn from its head to its fork and then walk both branches and measure what he found, and then he was going to have to determine, from those measurements and from both sides' testimony, where the honest line was — the line that both sides could recognize as fair even if neither side got exactly what it wanted.

He could not use his theodolite. He could not use his compass. He could use his eyes and his feet and his notebooks and his judgment, which was the most imprecise set of instruments he had ever been asked to work with.

He thought about the three previous cartographers.

He thought he was beginning to understand the third one. The one who had stayed two months and worked very hard and whatever had happened to him, happened. Not giving up and not being sent away — working, carefully and seriously, right up until the work became impossible in some way that Elias had not yet encountered but was beginning to see the shape of.

He got up from the granite shelf.

He packed his notebook.

He went back down to his camp and unpacked his instruments — the theodolite in its leather sleeve, the compasses in their velvet box — and looked at them for a moment, and then packed them away again in the deepest part of his case. He would not need them here. The Accord had been very clear on that point and the Stone had confirmed it. Whatever map he drew was going to be drawn from what he could see and hear and understand, not from what his instruments could measure.

It was the most frightening thing he had done in twenty-two years of cartography.

He picked up his notebook.

He went to find the Venn River.



He spent five days walking the river.

He walked it from its source, high in the range where the snowmelt gathered into something first called a stream and then, about two miles down, called a river by anyone's definition. He walked it to the triple fork and then walked both branches as far as they went before they became something else's problem.

He made notes constantly. Not measurements — descriptions. The height of the banks. The width of the channel in different seasons, which he estimated from the watermarks on the stone. The location of features that both sides had mentioned — the triple fork, the granite outcrops, the ridge. He drew sketches rather than measurements, which felt wrong in the way that using the wrong tool for a job always felt wrong, like writing with the handle of the pen rather than the nib.

But the sketches accumulated into something.

By the fifth day he had forty pages of observations and sketches and he spread them out on the flat stone outside his tent in the evening light and looked at them and felt, for the first time since the compass had failed, that he might be working toward something.

Not a map yet. The observations were not a map. But they were the material from which a map could be made, if he could find the principle — the honest line that ran through all of it.

He sat with his spread pages and his cooling supper and thought about high water and low water and north branch and south branch and the difference between the Sleeper and the Gray Shoulder.

He thought about what Cael had said about the Stone. I carved it in our language because it was our marker. This seemed, at the time, obvious.

He thought about what Senne had said about the Stone. Everyone on our side knew this. Everyone on their side claimed the stone was theirs.

Two peoples. One stone. Eight centuries.

He picked up his pen and opened a fresh page in his notebook.

At the top he wrote: The First Map.

Below that he wrote nothing, because he did not yet know what the honest line was.

But he had the pages spread out in front of him, and he had the river in his memory, and he had forty years of understanding how land worked and what water did to it and where people had lived and why, and he thought that somewhere in all of that was the answer.

He would find it.

He was, whatever else he was, very good at finding things that were there.
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Chapter Five — Blank by Morning

He worked on the first map for six days.

Not the map itself — not yet. The six days were preparation, the kind of preparation that looked from the outside like nothing in particular but was in fact the most demanding part of the work. He went back to both camps. He asked questions he had not thought to ask the first time, because the river had given him better questions. He asked Senne about the seasonal behavior of the Venn — whether it ran higher in spring or autumn, whether the fork moved, whether the Sleeper was above or below the waterline in different years. He asked Cael the same questions and compared the answers and found that they agreed on more than either side knew, because neither side had told the other what they knew, because telling the other side what you knew had not seemed like a useful activity during eight centuries of war.

He mapped the agreements. Not on paper yet — in his head, in the notes, in the accumulating picture of a river that both sides understood from their own banks and had never compared.

On the sixth day he thought he had enough.

He sat down at his flat stone outside the tent with a fresh page and his best pen — the one with the fine nib that he used for finished work, kept separate from the field pens in a leather case inside the case — and he began to draw.

It was strange, drawing without instruments. He had a straight edge — a strip of hardwood he carried for exactly this purpose — and he had his sketches from the river walk, and he had his notebooks full of testimony, and he had his own memory of the land as he had walked it over the past weeks. He drew the valley first, its long axis and its ridgelines, working from memory and sketch simultaneously, cross-checking each line against both. Then the river, the Venn threading down from the source, branching at the fork. Then the Stone, marked with a small symbol he invented for the purpose, a circle with a line through it that seemed right without his being able to explain why.

He drew slowly. He was not a slow draughtsman normally — precision and speed were not opposites in his work, or had not been when he had instruments to ensure the precision. Without instruments he was discovering that his hand had opinions about line and proportion that his instruments had always overridden, and some of those opinions were worth listening to and some were habits he had to consciously correct.

He drew for most of the day.

By evening he had something.

He sat back and looked at it in the failing light, turning the page slightly to catch the last of the sun, and what he saw was — not a finished map, not yet, but the skeleton of one, the bones from which the finished thing could be built. The river was right. The valley was close. The Stone was in the right position relative to both.

And across the river, drawn in careful tentative lines, the border he thought was honest — the line that split the difference between high water and low water by establishing the border at the mean, the average, the place the Venn occupied more often than not across a year. Not what either side had claimed. What the river actually was.

He looked at it for a long time.

He thought about the Accord, which he was learning to think about the way you thought about weather — a force with its own logic that you could work with or against but not ignore. He did not know if the Accord would accept a mean. He did not know if mean was the right word for what he had drawn. He knew that it was honest, that the line came from the river's own behavior over time rather than from either side's preference, and he had begun to develop a working hypothesis that honest was what the Accord was looking for.

He put the map away carefully between two boards he kept for the purpose and went to sleep.



In the morning the map was blank.

Not destroyed — the paper was intact, the boards were where he had left them, nothing had been disturbed. But the lines were gone. Every line. The river, the valley, the ridgelines, the Stone, the careful tentative border running along the mean. All of it simply absent, as though the page had never been marked.

He sat in front of it for a long time.

He was not, he discovered, surprised. Not as surprised as he should have been, perhaps, given that a map had erased itself overnight, which was not a thing maps did in his ordinary experience. But the range had been doing things that did not happen in his ordinary experience since the day he arrived, and he had developed a kind of cautious acceptance of its capacity for the impossible. He had not expected this specific impossibility. He recognized it when it arrived.

The Accord had rejected the map.

He turned the blank page over and looked at the back, which was also blank, which told him nothing new. He held it up to the morning light and saw nothing — no ghost of the lines, no impression in the paper, nothing that suggested anything had ever been drawn there.

Gone.

He set the page down.

He thought about the three previous cartographers.

He thought about the third one especially — the one who had stayed two months and worked very hard. He thought he now had a much better understanding of what those two months had looked like. Work, and revision, and a growing understanding of the problem, and the slow construction of an answer, and then a blank page in the morning. And then — what. More work. Another attempt. Another blank page. At some point the third cartographer had left or given up or reached some conclusion about the futility of the project, and Elias did not know which, and thought it might matter which.

He picked up his pen.

He opened a new page in his notebook, not the good paper — the field paper, the working paper, the paper he used for thinking rather than for finished work.

He wrote: Why did the Accord reject the map.

He looked at this for a while.

He wrote: Possible answers.

He wrote: One. The mean line is wrong. The honest border is not the mean.

He wrote: Two. The method is wrong. Drawing from observation rather than testimony is not what the Accord requires.

He wrote: Three. The map was incomplete. Something is missing.

He looked at the three possibilities.

The first troubled him because he believed in the mean line. It was the most defensible answer he had found, the line most grounded in the river's actual behavior. But defensible was not the same as honest, and honest was not the same as what both sides knew to be true, which was what Senne had told him the Accord required. Perhaps the mean was not something either side knew. Perhaps it was something only he knew, derived from observation, which made it his line rather than theirs.

He wrote underneath possibility one: Whose truth is it.

The second troubled him because it implied he had misunderstood the fundamental nature of the task. He had been treating the testimony as material and the observation as correction, drawing the map from his own understanding of the river and using the testimony to fill in what he couldn't see. But perhaps it was the other way. Perhaps the map had to come from the testimony directly — drawn not from what he had observed but from what they had told him.

He wrote underneath possibility two: Am I the mapmaker or the recorder.

The third was the one he kept coming back to. Incomplete. He had forty pages of notes and six days of preparation and what he had drawn was honest as far as it went, but the range was large and the dispute was old and he had been here for three weeks. He had interviewed two people extensively and walked one river. He had not spoken to the commanding officers. He had not spoken to anyone except Senne and Cael. He had a deep and growing picture of two people's understanding of the border and no picture at all of anyone else's.

He wrote underneath possibility three: I have two witnesses. A border needs more than two witnesses.

He looked at this for a moment.

Then he got up from his flat stone and went to find Senne.



She was at the edge of the eastern camp's perimeter, where she went in the mornings, he had learned — a habit of eight centuries, standing at the boundary of her camp and looking at nothing in particular with the focused attention of a person whose mind was elsewhere.

"The map is gone," he said.

She turned to look at him. "I know," she said. "The Accord —" she stopped.

"The Accord does something when it rejects a map," he said. "You've seen this before."

"With the third mapmaker, yes. He drew three maps. All three went blank by morning."

Three maps. He had been working on the first for six days and it had taken him weeks to get there. The third mapmaker had drawn three. How long had he been here before he gave up.

"What did his maps look like," Elias said.

Senne was quiet for a moment. "I don't know exactly. He didn't show them to me. He worked very privately. I think —" she paused again. "I think he was ashamed of them. Of drawing something and having it rejected. He took it personally."

Elias thought about this. He did not think he was taking it personally. He had been rejected professionally in ways that made a magical erasure seem almost respectful — at least the Accord had the courtesy not to invite witnesses. But he understood the shame of it, the particular difficulty of doing careful work and having it returned without explanation.

"He didn't know why they were rejected," he said.

"No. He tried different approaches, I think. But he was working from the same information. And the third time —" she looked away. "The third time he just packed his case and left. Before dawn. He didn't say goodbye."

Before dawn. So as not to be seen leaving. Elias filed this away — not judgment, just information.

"I need to speak to more people," he said. "Not just you and Cael. Everyone who remembers the border before the war. Everyone who has something to say about what the land was and where the line was and what they know to be true. I need the whole testimony, not two people's portion of it."

Senne looked at him steadily. "There are two hundred and forty-three soldiers in my camp," she said. "Not all of them remember the border. Many of them were too young when the war began, or they came from areas far from the boundary. But perhaps sixty who have something to say."

"And the other camp," he said.

"You would have to ask Cael."

"I will," he said. "But I need something from you first." He looked at her directly. "I need permission. Not yours. The commanding officer's. I need to speak to your people and I need your commanding officer to tell them that speaking is the right thing to do."

Senne was quiet.

"Commander Aenne does not speak to mapmakers," she said. "She did not speak to the others."

"I know," he said. "I am asking anyway."

She looked at him for a moment with that expression he had come to know — the measuring look, the assessment, the question of whether he was the right person for this or simply the latest in a long series of wrong ones.

"I will ask her," Senne said finally. "I cannot promise more than that."

"That is all I'm asking," he said.

He went back to his flat stone and picked up the blank page.

He held it for a moment, feeling the weight of the nothing on it — the absence of six days of work, the cleanness of the rejection.

Then he turned it over and began to use the back for notes.

He was not the third cartographer. He was not going to pack his case before dawn. He had two coins to his name and a disgraced career and nowhere to go and sixty witnesses he hadn't spoken to yet, and the Accord had erased his first map, which told him at minimum that the Accord was paying attention.

Something that was paying attention could be persuaded.

He wrote at the top of the blank side: Start again. More voices. Find the line that everyone can recognize.

He underlined it.

He began.
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Chapter Six — Both Armies

Commander Aenne agreed to see him on the third day after Senne asked.

He did not know what the delay meant — whether she had needed convincing, or whether three days was simply how long decisions took when you had been making them for eight centuries and had learned there was no particular urgency to any single one of them. He did not ask. He presented himself at the eastern camp's perimeter at the hour Senne told him to present himself and was escorted through the camp by a soldier who said nothing and walked very fast.

The camp was larger inside than it had looked from the treeline. This was always true of encampments — the external perimeter gave you the footprint but not the density, and the eastern camp was densely organized in a way that spoke of long habitation, the tents supplemented over centuries by structures more permanent than canvas, low walls of stacked stone, covered walkways, a cookhouse with a proper chimney. People had settled here. Not comfortably, not willingly, but they had settled the way humans always settled when time passed and what was supposed to be temporary became simply what existed.

He noticed, as he was walked through it, that the soldiers watched him with an attention that was not hostile but was not comfortable either. Curious, he thought. The way people looked at something that might change things they had stopped expecting to change.

Commander Aenne's quarters were at the center of the camp, in a structure more stone than canvas, low-ceilinged and warm from a fire in the corner that had apparently been burning for some time, given the blackening of the stones around it. She was seated at a table covered in papers and she did not look up when he entered, which he recognized as a power gesture and declined to take personally.

He waited.

She was older than Senne in the visible way — where Senne appeared to be in her mid-twenties, the age she had been when the war began, Commander Aenne appeared to be fifty or perhaps sixty, the age she had been. She had a broad face and grey hair cut practically short and the bearing of someone who had been making decisions for a very long time and had not yet made one she regretted enough to stop.

She looked up.

"Mapmaker," she said.

"Commander," he said. "Thank you for agreeing to speak with me."

"I have not agreed to speak with you," she said. "I have agreed to hear you. There is a difference. Speak."

He had prepared for this. He had spent the three days of waiting thinking about what to say to a commanding officer who had had three previous mapmakers fail in her valley and had no particular reason to believe a fourth would be different, and what he had arrived at was: the truth, plainly, without persuasion.

"I drew a map," he said. "It went blank overnight. I believe it was rejected because it was drawn from insufficient testimony — I had spoken to two people and walked the river and thought I understood the dispute, and I was wrong about having understood it. I need to speak to your soldiers. As many as have something to say about the border before the war began. Not to gather more evidence for a position — both positions are already clear to me. To find the line that everyone can recognize as honest."

Commander Aenne looked at him for a long moment.

"The others did not ask this," she said.

"I know."

"The first did not ask because he left too soon. The second did not ask because he believed he had enough from Senne. The third —" she paused. "The third asked. I refused."

Elias absorbed this. The third cartographer had asked and been refused. He had drawn three maps and had them rejected and left before dawn, and the reason he had only Senne's testimony to work from was that Commander Aenne had refused to give him more.

"Why did you refuse," he said.

He was aware this was a bold question to ask a person who had eight centuries of military authority and had not invited his opinion. He asked it anyway, because he needed to know, and because he had found over twenty-two years that people who had made a decision they later reconsidered were generally willing to explain it if asked directly.

She was quiet for long enough that he thought she was going to refuse again — not the testimony, the explanation.

Then she said: "Because he was going to get it wrong."

"How did you know."

"The same way I knew the first one would get it wrong. The same way I knew the second one would." She looked at him steadily. "They all came here believing the dispute was about the river. About where the line was in the water. They wanted measurements. Evidence. They wanted to prove one side correct and the other incorrect and draw the line accordingly." She paused. "The dispute is not about where the line is in the water."

Elias was very still.

"What is it about," he said.

"It is about the Carved Stone," she said. "Specifically, it is about what was carved on the Carved Stone, and by whom, and whether what was carved represents what was agreed."

He thought about the Stone. About Cael's steady voice saying I carved it in our language because it was our marker. About the dense careful text he had spent three days of vocabulary to partially read.

"You believe the Stone does not represent what was agreed," he said.

"I believe," Commander Aenne said carefully, "that the Stone represents what Cael's commanding officer wished had been agreed. Whether it represents what was actually agreed is a different question."

The fire in the corner made a small sound. Outside, the camp went about its morning.

Elias opened his notebook.

"Tell me what was actually agreed," he said.



She spoke for two hours.

He filled pages. He asked questions and she answered them and he asked more questions and she answered those and occasionally she stopped and looked at the ceiling and thought, the look of someone retrieving something from a very long storage, and then she answered.

What he learned was this.

At the beginning of the war — the very beginning, before the binding, before the Accord, before eight centuries of waiting — there had been a negotiation. Both commanding officers had met in the valley under truce and had negotiated for three days about the border. They had agreed, at the end of those three days, on a line. They had agreed that the line would be marked by a stone, and that the stone would be inscribed with the terms of the agreement in both languages.

The stone had been inscribed in one language.

Not because of malice, Commander Aenne said, her voice carrying the particular flatness of someone who had worked very hard to reach a position beyond anger. Not because Cael's commanding officer had intended to deceive. Because Cael, who had been commissioned to carve the stone, had not spoken the eastern camp's language well enough to write the inscription correctly in both, and had not said so, and had carved what he knew — his own language, his own version of the terms — and presented it as finished.

And then the war had resumed before anyone noticed. And the Accord had been made. And the Accord held everyone here until the border was established.

And the border could not be established because the Stone said one thing and the eastern camp believed another thing and there was no document, no witness, no record of what had actually been agreed in those three days of negotiation except the memories of the people who had been there.

"How many people were there," Elias said. "At the negotiation."

"On our side, seven," Commander Aenne said. "The commanding officer, four lieutenants, myself, and one other."

"Are they all still here."

"Six of us. The commanding officer died in the third year of the war." She paused. "It was the only death. The Accord prevents death, mostly. It did not prevent that one."

Six witnesses to a three-day negotiation that had happened eight centuries ago. Six people whose memories of what had been agreed were the only record of an agreement that the whole Accord rested on.

"And the other camp," he said. "How many from the negotiation."

"Cael was there. Two others that I know of."

Nine people. Nine people who had been present at the negotiation. He had spoken to one of them, and that one had told him about carving the Stone, but had not told him about the negotiation, had not mentioned the negotiation, because Elias had not known to ask about it.

He thought about the blank map.

He thought about his list of possible reasons.

He thought: The map was incomplete. Something was missing.

He had been trying to map the river. The dispute was not about the river. The dispute was about whether the Stone faithfully recorded what had been agreed between two commanding officers eight centuries ago. The river was the consequence of the Stone, not the source of the problem.

He had been mapping the symptom.

He needed to map the agreement.

"I need to speak to all six of your witnesses," he said. "Separately. About what was agreed in those three days. Not what the Stone says — what was agreed."

Commander Aenne looked at him with an expression that was the closest thing to hope he had seen on a face that had been carefully managing its expectations for eight centuries.

"Yes," she said simply.



He spent the next ten days in the camps.

He spoke to all six of Commander Aenne's witnesses. He spoke to Cael again, differently this time, asking not about the Stone but about the negotiation — what had been agreed, what he remembered of those three days, what the commanding officers had said to each other across the table in the valley. He spoke to Cael's two fellow witnesses. He asked the same questions to each of them and wrote down everything they said without comment or correction.

The testimonies agreed on more than he had expected.

Both sides remembered a border defined by the river, with the Carved Stone marking the western anchor point. Both sides remembered the triple fork and the importance of the fork to the agreement. Both sides remembered, specifically, a discussion about which branch to follow from the fork — a discussion that had taken the better part of an afternoon and had ended, both sides agreed, with the commanding officers shaking hands.

What they disagreed on was which branch they had shaken hands about.

Nine people. Nine memories of the same handshake. Five said north branch. Four said south branch.

Elias sat with this in his tent on the tenth evening and looked at his notes and felt the shape of the problem with a clarity that was almost physical — the clean edges of it, the specific dimensions of the impossibility.

Five and four. One vote's difference. Eight centuries of war over one vote's difference in nine people's memories of an afternoon.

He thought about the third cartographer. Working privately. Three rejected maps. Leaving before dawn.

He thought: the third cartographer had probably gotten here. Had probably understood the negotiation and the nine witnesses and the five and four. And had drawn a map that picked a side — five against four, north branch, the majority — and had seen it go blank in the morning, and had tried again with the south branch, and had seen that go blank too, and had understood then that the Accord was not going to accept a vote.

He thought: the Accord was right not to accept a vote.

A vote was not truth. A vote was arithmetic. Five people remembering north branch did not make north branch the honest answer any more than four people remembering south branch made south branch the honest answer. The honest answer was what had actually been agreed in that valley eight centuries ago, and the only record of it was in nine imperfect memories that disagreed on the deciding detail.

He sat for a long time.

Then he thought about Cael.

Cael, who had carved the Stone in his own language because he had not spoken the other language well enough to carve it correctly in both, and had not said so.

Cael, who had been at the negotiation. Who had been present in the valley for those three days. Who had heard the handshake and had then gone to carve the Stone and had inscribed north branch, because that was what his commanding officer had agreed to, or what Cael had understood his commanding officer to agree to, or what Cael had understood of an agreement made in a language he did not speak well.

He opened a new page.

He wrote: What did Cael hear. What did Cael understand. What did Cael carve, and why.

He looked at this.

He wrote: The Stone is not evidence of the agreement. The Stone is evidence of what one man understood of the agreement. These are different things.

He looked at this for a long time.

Then he put down his pen and went to find Cael, because there was a question he had not asked, and it was the most important question, and he did not know why it had taken him ten days to see it.



Cael was at the western camp's perimeter in the evening, standing where Senne stood in the mornings, looking at the valley the way people looked at things they had looked at so long that they no longer really saw them.

"The negotiation," Elias said. "When the commanding officers shook hands. Were you in the room."

Cael looked at him. "I was at the table," he said.

"You heard what they agreed."

"I heard what was said."

"In both languages."

Cael was quiet for a moment. A long moment. The kind of moment that had the weight of something old in it, something that had been waiting to be arrived at.

"The eastern commander spoke in his language," Cael said carefully. "I understood perhaps — sixty words in ten. Enough to follow the general meaning. Not enough to be certain of the specifics."

Elias said nothing.

"My commanding officer translated for me afterward," Cael said. "He told me what had been agreed. I carved what he told me."

"And what did he tell you."

"North branch," Cael said. "From the fork, north branch to the Sleeper."

"And you did not know," Elias said, very carefully, "whether that was what the eastern commander had agreed to or whether it was what your commanding officer believed the eastern commander had agreed to."

The valley was very quiet.

"No," Cael said. "I did not know that then." He paused. "I know it now. I have known it for a long time."

Elias looked at him. At the face that had been a stonemason's face before it became a soldier's face, that had carved a boundary marker in good faith from instructions he had trusted and had spent eight centuries in the consequences of that trust.

"You have known," Elias said slowly, "that the Stone might not reflect what was agreed."

"I have suspected it," Cael said. "There is a difference." He looked at Elias steadily. "I could not carve what I did not know. I carved what I was told. If what I was told was wrong — that is not the Stone's fault. That is not my fault."

"No," Elias said. "It isn't."

He said it clearly, because Cael needed to hear it clearly and because it was true. Whatever had gone wrong in those three days of negotiation — whatever failure of language or assumption or translation had sent five people away remembering north branch and four people away remembering south branch — it had not happened because anyone had lied. It had happened because two peoples had tried to make an agreement across a language barrier with insufficient care and the agreement had not quite reached the other side intact.

Eight centuries because a translation had slipped.

He turned and walked back to his tent.

He sat down at the flat stone and opened his notebook.

He wrote: The question is not which branch. The question is what was said and what was heard and where the translation failed. Find the failure. Find the honest line.

He looked at this.

He thought: I need the eastern commander's account. The words they used. What was said on both sides.

He thought: the eastern commander is dead.

He thought: Commander Aenne was at the table.

He got up again and went to find Commander Aenne, because the night was not yet over and there was still one question he had not asked her.

He was beginning to understand that with this work there would always be one more question he had not asked. He was beginning to think this was not a problem. It was the nature of the thing — testimony was not a fixed quantity, not something you could measure and put away. It was alive. It led somewhere new every time you followed it.

He walked through the dark toward the eastern camp with his notebook under his arm and felt, for the first time in three weeks, that he was walking toward the right question rather than around it.
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Chapter Seven — Triangulation

Commander Aenne was not asleep.

He had not expected her to be — she had the habits of a commanding officer, which meant she slept when the camp slept and was awake when the camp needed her, and the camp did not appear to sleep much, or perhaps it slept in shifts, small portions of it quiet at any one time while the rest maintained the low persistent activity of a place that had learned over eight centuries not to relax entirely.

She looked up when he came in. She did not look surprised.

"I have one more question," he said.

"You will always have one more question," she said. "Sit down."

He sat.

"The negotiation," he said. "The three days. What language did it happen in."

She looked at him. "Both," she said. "The western commander spoke his language. Ours spoke ours. They had interpreters."

"Who were the interpreters."

"On our side, a lieutenant named Ferran. He is still here." She paused. "On their side — I don't know his name. I know he was young. I know he was nervous." Another pause, longer. "I know that on the second day he was taken ill and was absent for the afternoon session."

Elias was very still.

"The afternoon of the second day," he said.

"Yes."

"What was discussed that afternoon."

Commander Aenne looked at him for a long time.

"The fork," she said. "The branch. The question of which way the boundary ran from the triple fork. That was an afternoon discussion. I remember it because it was the longest argument of the three days — it went past supper, past dark. The commanders argued by candlelight." She paused. "Without the interpreter."

Without the interpreter.

Elias wrote this down, slowly, making sure his hand was steady.

The two commanders had argued past dark about the most contested point of the entire negotiation — north branch or south branch — without the interpreter who was supposed to be translating between them. They had conducted the deciding argument in two languages simultaneously, each understanding the other imperfectly, and at the end of it they had shaken hands and each walked away believing they had agreed on their preferred branch.

Because they had.

That was the thing — each of them had agreed to what they intended to agree to. They had simply not been sufficiently certain that the other one had agreed to the same thing, and in the dark, past supper, after two days of difficult negotiation, they had let certainty wait for morning. And morning had brought the resumption of the war. And morning had never come.

"Lieutenant Ferran," he said. "Can I speak with him."

"Tomorrow," she said.

He accepted this. He thanked her and left the tent and walked back to his camp in the dark, and he did not sleep that night because his mind was too busy with the shape of it — the clean terrible shape of it, the way the whole eight centuries balanced on one sick interpreter and one evening of bad light and two commanding officers who had trusted each other enough to shake hands and not quite enough to ask for confirmation in the morning.

He sat outside his tent until the sky began to lighten and filled ten pages of notebook with everything he knew and everything he suspected and the questions he still needed to ask.

At some point before dawn he thought: I know what the map needs to say. I don't know yet how to say it honestly.

This was progress. He wrote it down.



Lieutenant Ferran was a small man who had the particular quality of people who had been waiting for something for a very long time and had become so accustomed to waiting that the possibility of the wait ending had stopped feeling real. He sat across from Elias in the morning light outside the eastern camp and answered questions with the careful precision of someone who had rehearsed his account many times in his head, over many years, without having had occasion to deliver it to anyone who could use it.

"I was ill on the afternoon of the second day," he said. "A stomach complaint. I returned for the evening session but the argument about the fork had concluded by then. The commanders had reached agreement."

"You did not hear the argument."

"No."

"What did you understand the agreement to be, when you returned."

Ferran was quiet for a moment. "I understood it to be the south branch," he said. "That is what our commander told me. South branch to the Gray Shoulder."

"And the Stone says north branch to the Sleeper."

"Yes."

"When did you first see the Stone."

"After the war resumed. Perhaps a week after. Senne showed it to me." He paused. "I told her it was wrong. She told me to tell the commanding officer. I told the commanding officer." Another pause, longer. "The commanding officer said I had misunderstood. That south branch was what we had wanted, not what had been agreed."

Elias looked up from his notebook. "He said you had misunderstood."

"He said the agreement was north branch. He said our commander had accepted north branch in the end, in the interest of reaching any agreement at all, and that what she had told me afterward was her wish rather than the fact."

"Was that possible," Elias said carefully. "Is it possible she had accepted north branch."

Ferran looked at him steadily. "I served under Commander Aenne for twelve years before the war began," he said. "I never once knew her to tell me a wish instead of a fact. It was not her habit." He paused. "But I was not in the room. I cannot say with certainty."

Elias wrote: Ferran: south branch. Commanding officer overruled him. Question of habit vs. certainty.

He looked at his notebook and thought about certainty and how little of it there was in any of this and how the whole dispute rested on the absence of it — on the gap between what two people intended to agree to and what they actually managed to communicate across a candlelit room with bad translation and tired minds and the war waiting outside the door.

"Thank you," he said to Ferran. "This helps."

"Does it," Ferran said, with the voice of someone for whom help had been promised many times and had not arrived.

"I think so," Elias said. "I am not certain yet. But I think so."



He spent the next four days in what he privately called triangulation, which was the wrong word for it but the best one he had — not geometric triangulation, not the measuring of angles, but the process of taking multiple accounts of the same event and finding where they intersected and where they diverged and what the divergence meant.

He had nine accounts of the negotiation from nine witnesses. He had Ferran's account of being ill and returning. He had Commander Aenne's account of the candlelit argument. He had Cael's account of receiving the instructions for the Stone. He had the Stone itself, which was one man's good-faith record of what he had been told by a man who had been in a room where a tired argument had been conducted in two languages simultaneously past dark.

He laid it all out.

He had done this before, in the haunted delta, with three contradictory surveys of the same river. He had done it with the border that had ended his career — six different accounts of where the line ran, all from interested parties, all self-serving in their own way. He knew how to look at contradictory testimony and find the center of it, the place where the accounts were most likely to be describing the same true thing from different vantage points.

The center, this time, was the illness.

Everything that was wrong with the agreement could be traced to one afternoon when the interpreter was absent. The two commanding officers had argued without translation and had reached a handshake that each understood differently and had then delegated the resolution of any remaining ambiguity to a stone inscription that only one side could read, carved by a man who had not been in the room during the deciding argument.

It was not malice. It was not fraud. It was exhaustion and assumption and the very human habit of believing that a handshake meant the same thing to both hands.

He wrote out the complete account in his notebook — not the map, not yet, but the narrative, the story of how the agreement had been made and where it had slipped and what each witness remembered and why the memories diverged. He wrote it in plain language, not legal language, not cartographic language, the language of a person explaining a complicated thing to another person who needed to understand it.

When he finished it was evening and he had thirty-two pages and he was very tired and also, underneath the tiredness, something that was not quite satisfaction but was in the neighborhood of it — the feeling of a problem whose shape he finally understood.

He knew what the map needed to say.

He did not know, still, whether saying it would be enough.

Because the map he was building in his head was not a map that resolved the dispute in the traditional sense. It did not declare a winner. It did not establish north branch or south branch as the official answer. It established something else entirely — the honest account of what had been agreed and where the agreement had failed, and from that account, the most defensible reconstruction of what both commanding officers had intended to agree to.

Which might be north branch and might be south branch, or might be something the nine witnesses had not considered, and which Elias was only now beginning to see.

He picked up his pen.

He wrote: If the intention of both sides was to split the river as fairly as possible — if the argument about north and south branch was an argument about fair division rather than territorial advantage — then the honest line is not north branch or south branch. It is the question of which branch more fairly divides the resources of the river.

He read this.

He wrote: Go back to the river. This time look at it differently.

He put on his coat and picked up his notebook and went back to the Venn River in the fading light, because there was always one more thing to look at and because he had learned by now to follow the question wherever it went, even when it went somewhere he had already been and thought he had finished with.

The river did not look different in the evening than it had looked at any other time. It was still a river of moderate size threading the valley floor, still branching at the fork, still doing the patient unhurried work of moving water from one place to another. But he looked at it differently now. Not as a boundary to be located but as a resource to be divided. Not where is the line but what does the line mean to the people it separates.

He stood at the fork and looked north and looked south.

The northern branch was wider. He had noted this before without thinking much of it. It carried more water, ran faster, had the deeper channel. The southern branch was narrower, slower, shallower in the summer months based on the watermarks.

He thought about farming. About the valley and the farms that had existed there before the war, the ones both sides had described in their testimony about the land and its use. He thought about what a river meant to a farming community — not as a border but as water, as mill power, as fish, as the thing that made the difference between a productive year and a difficult one.

He thought about which branch both sides had wanted.

And he thought: both sides had wanted the northern branch.

Not because it made a better boundary line but because it was the better branch — more water, more fish, more mill power, more of everything a river provided. The argument had not been about geography. It had been about the resource. And the two commanding officers, negotiating in the dark across a language barrier, had each agreed to give the other side the southern branch and take the northern branch for themselves, and had each walked away believing they had succeeded.

They had both been trying to claim the same branch.

He stood at the fork for a long time with this understanding, looking at the northern branch catching the last of the evening light, and felt the strange sad clarity of it — the way a thing that seemed impossibly complicated turned out to be very simple once you knew where to stand.

Two people had wanted the same thing.

They had each thought they were getting it.

Eight centuries.

He turned and walked back to his tent.

He sat down and opened a fresh page — the good paper, the finished work paper — and picked up the fine-nibbed pen.

He did not draw the map yet. He was not ready to draw the map yet. But he wrote at the top of the page, in his clearest hand, the sentence that the map would need to prove:

Both sides agreed to the northern branch. The dispute is not about which branch — it is about which side claimed it. The honest resolution is to establish which side the northern branch belongs to by the most equitable means available, which is not a vote of witnesses but an examination of what both sides stood to lose and gain.

He read this.

He thought: the Accord is going to have opinions about this.

He thought: let it.

He put the cap on the pen and closed the notebook and went to sleep, and for the first time since the compass had failed on the first day he slept without difficulty, deeply and without dreaming, the sleep of a person who has finally identified the right problem and has not yet had to solve it.
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Chapter Eight — Comply or Defy

He spent three days working out the equitable division.

It was not cartography. It was not testimony. It was something between the two — an analysis of the valley and its resources, the farming land on each side of the river, the mill sites, the fishing grounds, the grazing, the woodland. He walked both banks of the northern branch and made notes and drew sketches and thought very hard about what fair meant when applied to a river that two peoples had been trying to claim for eight centuries.

Fair was not simple.

Fair was not equal — equal would give each side the same length of riverbank, the same number of mill sites, which sounded reasonable until you understood that the northern branch ran faster in its upper section than its lower, which meant the upper mill sites were worth more than the lower ones, and equal division of sites was not equal division of value. Fair had to account for value. Fair had to account for what each side had before the war — the farms and mills and fishing rights that had existed in the original territories and that the border dispute had interrupted. Fair had to account for eight centuries of lost time, which was not something any map had ever been asked to account for and which Elias was not sure a map could carry.

He wrote a lot. He drew a lot. He filled five notebooks with analysis that he was increasingly certain was not going to appear in the final map directly but was necessary preparation for the map, the way foundations were necessary preparation for a building even though you couldn't see them once the building was done.

On the fourth day he sat down to draw.

He drew slowly and without hesitation, which was unusual — he was generally a hesitant draughtsman, given to second-guessing his lines. But this time the lines came with a confidence he recognized from his best work, the kind of confidence that was not certainty but was something close to it, the feeling of a hand that knew where it was going even if the mind was still working out why.

He drew the valley. He drew the Venn. He drew both branches. He drew the Stone with its circle-and-line symbol.

And he drew the border.

Not north branch. Not south branch. The northern branch itself, with the boundary running down its center — half of the northern branch to each side, the river shared rather than divided, each bank belonging to the people who farmed it, the water itself belonging to neither and both.

It was not what either side had claimed.

It was what both sides had wanted — access to the northern branch, its water and fish and mill power — without requiring either side to surrender the claim they had maintained for eight centuries. You could not give the whole northern branch to one side without declaring eight centuries of the other side's certainty to be a lie. You could give both sides the northern branch by acknowledging that the original negotiation had tried to do this and had failed in translation, and correcting the failure honestly rather than adjudicating it.

He finished the map at midday.

He looked at it.

It was, he thought, the most honest map he had ever drawn. Not the most precise — it was drawn from testimony and observation and analysis rather than from instruments, and it showed. The lines had the quality of judgment rather than measurement, which was either its greatest flaw or its most important feature depending on how the Accord felt about it.

He put it between the boards.

He went to sleep.



In the morning the map was blank.

He sat in front of it for a long time.

The blank was the same as before — clean, absolute, no ghost of the lines, the paper as unmarked as the day it had come from the mill. The Accord had looked at the shared-river solution and had rejected it with the same flat authority it had used on the first map.

He was surprised, this time, in a way he had not been the first time.

He had believed in this map. He had believed in it more than the first one — had spent more time on it, understood the problem better, arrived at a solution that seemed to him genuinely fair in a way the first map's mean-line had only approximated. He had drawn it with confidence. He had slept without difficulty.

And it was gone.

He made himself sit with the blankness for a while before doing anything else, because he had learned from the first rejection that his first response was not always his most useful one, and that the blankness was telling him something if he was willing to hear it rather than immediately trying to fix it.

What the blankness told him, after a while, was this: the Accord did not care what he thought was fair. The Accord was not waiting for his analysis of the valley's resources or his reconstruction of the negotiation or his creative solution to a problem that had defeated everyone else. The Accord had terms. The terms were specific. And he had twice now drawn a map that did not meet those terms, not because he was wrong about the geography but because he was wrong about what the Accord required.

He wrote: What does the Accord actually require.

He looked at this.

He had been told, by Senne, at the beginning: the map must be drawn from what both sides know to be true. He had interpreted this as testimony. As accumulated witness. As the picture that emerged from listening to everyone who had something to say.

But both maps had been drawn from testimony. Both maps had incorporated everything he had heard. And both maps had been rejected.

He wrote: Both sides know to be true. Not: most witnesses agree. Not: the analysis suggests. Both sides.

He underlined both sides twice.

He looked at what he had underlined.

He thought about the nine witnesses and the five and four split on the branch question. He had not used the vote, had rightly rejected the vote as inadequate. He had used analysis instead — his own analysis of the resources and the fairness — and the Accord had rejected that too.

Because the analysis was his.

He wrote: I am still putting my answer into the map. The Accord does not want my answer. The Accord wants their answer. Both sides' answer. The answer both sides can look at and say: yes. That is what we agreed to. That is what we meant.

He sat with this.

The problem was that both sides could not say that. Both sides had spent eight centuries saying the opposite — insisting on their own account, defending their own understanding, maintaining their own certainty. He could not simply ask them to agree, because if they could agree they would have agreed eight centuries ago and there would be no Accord and no blank maps and no disgraced cartographer sitting in the mountains with two empty notebooks and a pen.

He thought: the Accord is asking for something that does not exist yet. Both sides have not agreed. The Accord is waiting for them to agree. The map is the mechanism by which they agree. The map cannot be drawn until they agree, and they cannot agree until the map is drawn.

He wrote this down.

He looked at it.

He wrote: The map does not record the agreement. The map creates it.

He had been thinking about this wrong from the beginning. He had been approaching it as a cartographic problem — find the true line, draw it accurately. But it was not a cartographic problem. It was a diplomatic problem that used cartography as its language. The map was not the product of the negotiation. The map was the negotiation itself.

Which meant he could not draw the map and show it to both sides and hope they accepted it. He had to draw the map with both sides. Together. In the same room. With him as the draughtsman and the Accord as the witness and both commanding officers as the negotiators completing what they had failed to complete eight centuries ago.

He sat back.

He thought about Commander Aenne and Cael's commanding officer, whoever that was, and the question of whether eight centuries of military command had left either of them with any appetite for negotiation.

He thought about what it would take to get both commanding officers into the same room.

He thought: this is not something a cartographer does. A cartographer maps what exists. He does not create the conditions for existence.

He thought: and yet.



He went to Senne first, because he trusted her the most and because she had been the one to explain the Accord to him at the beginning, and because he had a feeling she had been waiting for him to arrive at this question for some time.

"I need both commanding officers in the same room," he said. "Together. With me. And I need them to negotiate, not just to witness. I need them to complete the conversation their predecessors failed to finish."

Senne looked at him.

"You understand," she said, "that the commanding officers have not spoken to each other in eight centuries."

"Yes."

"That Commander Aenne has refused every overture from the western camp for the last three hundred years."

"I did not know that specifically, but I assumed something of the kind."

"And you believe you can change this."

Elias thought about this honestly. "No," he said. "I don't believe I can change it. I believe the Accord requires it, and the Accord has been running this valley for eight centuries, and it occurs to me that the Accord's requirements and Commander Aenne's preferences are going to have to agree with each other eventually, or the Accord will simply run this valley for eight more centuries. I am going to ask her. What she does with the asking is her decision."

Senne was quiet for a moment.

"The map went blank again," she said. It was not a question.

"Yes."

"I thought it might." She looked out at the valley. "I thought — when you came back from the river looking the way you looked — I thought you had found something real. Something that might work. And then I thought: but it is still his answer. And the Accord is not patient with other people's answers."

He looked at her. "You knew."

"I suspected," she said. Not an apology. A precision.

"You could have told me."

"You needed to find it yourself," she said. "The third mapmaker was told. Directly. By Commander Aenne's predecessor, who understood the problem very well. He was told that the map could only come from both sides together and he said yes, I understand, and then he went away and drew his maps alone and they all went blank and he left before dawn." She paused. "Being told is not the same as knowing."

Elias considered this. He thought she was right. He thought also that it was a somewhat expensive way to deliver a lesson, and that the third cartographer deserved some sympathy for the position he had been put in, and that he was going to extend that sympathy and then set it aside, because sympathy was not what the next part of this required.

"Will you take me to Commander Aenne," he said.

"Yes," Senne said. "I will take you to Commander Aenne."

"And will you speak to Cael. Ask him to speak to his commanding officer."

She looked at him steadily. "What is the western commanding officer's name," she said.

He realized he did not know. He had spoken to Cael for weeks and had somehow not learned the name of the commanding officer of the western camp.

"I don't know," he said.

"Commander Holt," Senne said. "He has commanded the western camp since the third year of the war, when the original commanding officer died." A pause. "He and Commander Aenne have not been in the same room since the funeral."

Elias filed this. A funeral, three years into the war. The only death the Accord had permitted. Both commanding officers in the same room for the last time over a grave, and not again for eight centuries.

"Commander Holt and Commander Aenne," he said. "I need them both. Whatever history is between them — I need them both."

"I know," Senne said. "So does the Accord." She turned and began walking toward the eastern camp. "Come. Let us see what Commander Aenne says."



She said no.

Not immediately — she heard him out, the full case, the logic of it, the blank maps and what they meant, the conclusion he had reached about the map being the negotiation rather than its record. She heard all of it and she was quiet for a while and then she said no.

"I understand what you are asking," she said. "I understand why you are asking it. The answer is no."

"Commander —"

"The answer is no," she said again, with the particular quality of finality that eight centuries of command gave to two words. "I will not sit in a room with Holt and negotiate a border. Not because I am unwilling to end the war — I would give a great deal to end the war — but because the last time the commanding officers of these two camps negotiated without adequate preparation and without adequate translation, we spent eight centuries in the consequences. I will not repeat that negotiation without knowing in advance what the terms are and what the agreement will be. I will not shake another hand in the dark."

Elias looked at her.

"What would you need," he said. "To know in advance. What preparation would be sufficient."

She looked at him as though this was not a question she had expected.

"I would need to know," she said slowly, "what Holt is willing to accept. Specifically. In writing. Before I sit across a table from him."

"And if I could give you that," Elias said. "If I could go to Holt and get his terms — what he would accept, specifically, in writing — and bring them to you, and you could review them, and respond with your own terms, and I could carry those back, and we could work this out by correspondence until both sides knew what the other would accept —"

"That is what diplomats do," Commander Aenne said.

"Yes," Elias said. "It is."

"You are a cartographer."

"I am," he said. "I am also, at this point, the only person in this valley who has spoken to both sides, who has nine witnesses' testimony about the negotiation, who knows where the translation failed and what both commanding officers originally intended to agree to, and who has twice drawn an honest map and had it rejected because the map cannot be drawn by one person alone." He paused. "I am also the only person here with no stake in the outcome other than finishing the work."

Commander Aenne was quiet.

"No stake," she said. "You have no stake."

"My stake is professional," he said. "I would like to draw a map that holds. That is all I want from this."

She looked at him for a very long time.

"Go to Holt," she said finally. "Get his terms. In writing, as specific as he will make them. Bring them to me."

"And then."

"And then we will see," she said.

It was not a yes. It was not a no. It was the opening of a door that had been shut for three hundred years, opened a crack, enough light coming through to see by.

He picked up his notebook.

He went to find Commander Holt.
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Chapter Nine — The Stars Are Wrong Too

Commander Holt was not what he expected.

He had built a picture of the western commanding officer from the margins of his conversations with Cael and the nine witnesses — a picture assembled from references and implications rather than direct description, the way you assembled a picture of a place from old maps and travelers' accounts before you went there yourself. The picture he had assembled was of a man like Cael, perhaps. Patient. Long-settled into waiting. The conservative face that spent its expressions carefully.

Commander Holt was not like Cael.

He was a large man, broad through the chest, with a voice that filled the tent without apparent effort and a manner that was direct in the way of someone who had never found indirectness useful and had therefore never developed it. He was pacing when Elias arrived — not anxiously, but with the energy of a person whose natural state was motion and who found stillness something to be endured rather than inhabited.

He stopped pacing when Elias came in.

He looked at him for a moment — the same inventory-taking look Cael had used and Senne had used, the professional soldier's rapid assessment. But there was something additional in Holt's version of it, something more curious and less guarded.

"Mapmaker," he said.

"Commander Holt," Elias said. "Thank you for agreeing to see me."

"I have been waiting for you to come," Holt said. "I wondered how long it would take."

Elias paused. "You expected me."

"Cael told me you were asking the right questions," Holt said. "When a mapmaker starts asking the right questions instead of the wrong ones, it is only a matter of time." He waved at a camp chair. "Sit. Tell me what you have."

He sat. He told him.

Not everything — he was conscious of Commander Aenne's position, of her request for Holt's terms before any meeting, of the delicacy of carrying information between two camps that had not spoken in three hundred years. But he told him the substance of it — the negotiation, the sick interpreter, the candlelit argument, the handshake that had meant different things to different hands. He told him what Ferran had said and what Commander Aenne had said and what the nine witnesses had said collectively.

Holt listened without interrupting, which Elias had not expected from a man who seemed built for interruption. He listened with total attention, the way a soldier listened to a tactical briefing — not passively, but actively, taking it in and turning it over and checking it against what he already knew.

When Elias finished, Holt was quiet for a moment.

"The sick interpreter," he said. "You're certain."

"Ferran confirmed it."

"We knew there was something wrong with the afternoon session," Holt said. "It went too smoothly. Two days of difficult argument and then suddenly, past supper, the commanders shook hands. We thought they had found the right terms. We thought — " he stopped. "We thought it was over. We thought we were going home."

The weight in those last three words.

"I know," Elias said quietly.

"North branch," Holt said. "Our commander shook hands on north branch. He was certain of it."

"I know," Elias said again. "Commander Aenne's predecessor shook hands on north branch too. They both thought they had taken the northern branch. Neither of them understood that the other one was claiming the same thing."

Holt looked at him steadily. "They agreed to the same branch."

"Yes."

"They both wanted the northern branch and they both thought they had gotten it."

"Yes."

Holt was quiet for a moment. Then he made a sound that was not quite a laugh — something between a laugh and something older, drier, the sound of a man receiving the answer to a question he had spent eight centuries forming.

"Eight centuries," he said. "Because two commanders were too tired and too proud to ask the other one to repeat himself."

"That is my understanding of it, yes."

Holt sat down, which he had not done since Elias entered. He sat heavily, the way large men sat when something had taken the energy out of them, and looked at his hands.

"What do you need from me," he said.

"Your terms," Elias said. "In writing, as specific as you can make them. What you would accept as the resolution of the border dispute. Not what you want — what you would accept. There is a difference."

Holt looked up. "You've spoken to Aenne."

"Yes."

"She wants my terms before she'll sit in a room with me."

"She wants to know what the agreement will be before she shakes another hand in the dark," Elias said. "She used those words."

Holt was quiet again. Something moved across his face — not softness exactly, but a recognition of something. The phrase had landed differently than Elias had intended it to, or perhaps exactly as he had intended it to without knowing that he intended it. Another hand in the dark.

"She said that," Holt said.

"Yes."

"She's right," he said. "She's been right about that for three hundred years." He paused. "I should have found a way to tell her so."

Elias wrote nothing. This felt like a moment that should not be written down, not yet, not while it was happening. Some things were documentation and some things were the space before documentation and this was the latter.

"I'll give you my terms," Holt said. "Written down, specific, witnessed by Cael. Whatever Aenne needs." He looked at Elias. "And you'll take them to her."

"Yes."

"And she'll respond."

"I believe so. She opened a door. That is what I have from her — a door that is open a crack."

Holt nodded slowly. "A crack," he said. "After three hundred years. I'll take it."



He was walking back through the valley between the camps, Holt's written terms folded in his notebook, when he tried, from habit, the compass.

He did not know why he tried it. The compass had not worked since the first day and he had accepted this and packed it away and not taken it out in weeks. But there was something about the evening — the particular quality of the light, the valley quiet around him, the sense that something had shifted in the invisible architecture of the Accord — that made him reach into his case.

He took out the compass. He opened it. He looked at the needle.

The needle pointed north.

He stopped walking.

He stood in the middle of the valley floor with the compass open in his hand and looked at the needle, which was pointing steadily and without equivocation at magnetic north, the way compasses were supposed to do, the way this compass had not done once in the weeks he had been here.

He closed it. Waited. Opened it again.

North.

He turned slowly, watching the needle compensate, tracking north as he moved. Steady. Accurate. A compass doing exactly what a compass was for.

He stood very still and thought about what this meant.

The Accord had permitted the compass to work.

He did not know why. He did not know if it was because of the conversation with Holt, or because of the terms written in his notebook, or because of something else entirely, some shift in the invisible logic that governed the range and everything in it. He did not know if it was permanent or temporary, whether he would try the compass tomorrow and find it spinning again.

But right now, in this moment, the Accord had allowed him a reference point.

He thought: the Accord is watching and it sees something it recognizes.

He thought: do not waste it.

He took out his notebook and his field pen and he took a bearing — true north, marked carefully with the time and the location as best he could establish it without having had a working compass until thirty seconds ago. He took two more bearings from different positions, triangulating in the proper sense this time, the geometric sense, establishing reference points he could use.

Then he put the compass away carefully, as though putting away something that might change its mind, and kept walking toward the eastern camp.



Commander Aenne read Holt's terms.

She read them twice, which he had not expected her to do in front of him — he had expected her to take them and dismiss him and read them privately. But she read them at the table while he sat across from her, and he watched her face and learned very little from it because she had the commanding officer's face fully deployed, the one that cost everything before giving anything away.

When she finished the second reading she set the papers down.

"He is willing to accept the northern branch boundary with shared access rights," she said.

"Yes."

"He is willing to accept the mean line on the river width — the center of the channel as the boundary."

"Yes."

"He is willing to acknowledge, in writing, that the original negotiation failed due to inadequate translation."

"Yes. He suggested that wording himself."

Commander Aenne was quiet.

"He wrote it himself," she said. "That the translation was inadequate."

"He did."

"He did not write that it was our fault. Or his."

"No," Elias said. "He wrote that the translation was inadequate. Those are his words. I did not suggest them."

She looked at the papers again. Not reading — looking, the way you looked at a thing you were trying to understand fully before you trusted it.

"The stars are wrong too," she said quietly. Not to him — to herself, or to the tent, or to eight centuries of being told there was no way forward.

He did not know what she meant by it. He did not ask. He had learned that there were things people said in these conversations that were not for him, that passed between a person and their long history and needed no response from the person present.

After a moment she looked up.

"I will respond," she said. "Give me until morning."

He went back to his camp.

He tried the compass one more time before he went to sleep. It pointed north, steady and certain, the way it had in the valley.

He thought: the Accord is watching.

He thought: good. Let it watch.

He went to sleep with his notebook open to a fresh page, the fine-nibbed pen beside it, ready for the morning.



The morning brought Commander Aenne's response.

It also brought Cael, who was standing at the edge of the neutral ground when Elias emerged from his tent, which was unusual — Cael was not a person who came to him; Elias had always gone to Cael.

He looked at Cael and understood immediately from his face that something had happened.

"What is it," he said.

"Commander Holt wants to walk the river," Cael said. "Today. He wants to walk the northern branch."

Elias looked at him. "Alone."

"With me," Cael said. "He wants to walk the northern branch with me, to see what the boundary would look like from the ground. He wants to understand what he agreed to before he agrees to it again." He paused. "I think he has not walked the river in a very long time. He has been in the camp." Another pause. "He has been in the camp for a long time."

Elias thought about Commander Holt, who paced in his tent because his natural state was motion and who had been confined to a military encampment for eight centuries and who had written, in his own hand, that the translation had been inadequate.

"Go with him," Elias said. "Walk the river. Tell me what he says."

"And you," Cael said.

"I have Commander Aenne's response to bring to Commander Holt," Elias said. "I'll do that this morning. And I want to try something while you're walking. While Holt is away from the camp." He hesitated. "Something I haven't tried before."

Cael looked at him.

"What," he said.

Elias took out the compass. He opened it. He held it up so Cael could see the needle.

Cael stared at it. He had seen the compass fail on the first day. He had seen the theodolite fail. He had watched Elias pack away his instruments in the early weeks and had said nothing, understanding without explanation the nature of the Accord's prohibition.

The needle pointed north.

"When did this happen," Cael said.

"Last evening," Elias said. "When I was walking back from your camp."

Cael was quiet for a long moment.

"What does it mean," he said.

"I don't know exactly," Elias said. "But I think it means the Accord sees something in these negotiations that it recognizes. Something close enough to what it needs that it is allowing me tools it would not allow before." He paused. "Which means I want to use the tools while I have them."

"To draw the map."

"Not yet. To take measurements I couldn't take before. To build the foundation that the map will stand on." He put the compass away. "Go walk the river with Commander Holt. I will be here when you return."

Cael nodded. He turned to go.

"Cael," Elias said.

He turned back.

"The northern branch," Elias said. "When you walk it today. Try to see it the way it was before the war. Before any of this. The way it was when it was just a river."

Cael looked at him for a moment.

"I remember it," he said. "I have always remembered it."

"I know," Elias said. "But tell me what you remember. When you get back."

He watched Cael go, and then he picked up his case and his notebook and Commander Aenne's response and his working compass and went to find Commander Holt.

He was beginning to feel — carefully, without letting the feeling run ahead of the evidence — that the Accord was beginning to feel it too.

Whatever it was.

He thought: honest. That is what it is. The work is beginning to feel honest to everyone involved.

He thought: do not waste this.

He walked faster.
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Chapter Ten — The Terms of the Accord

Cael and Commander Holt returned from the river in the late afternoon.

Elias was at his flat stone with his compass and his theodolite — the theodolite working now, he had discovered, with the same quiet surprise as the compass, as though the Accord had made a single decision and applied it to all instruments simultaneously — making measurements he should have been able to make on the first day, establishing reference points and elevations and the precise geometry of the valley that he had been building from observation and sketch for weeks. It was extraordinary, having the instruments back. And also, he realized, less important than he had expected it to be.

The measurements confirmed what he already knew from walking the land. The instrument readings and the testimony and the observation had arrived at the same picture from different directions. The map he was building in his head matched the valley as the theodolite measured it.

He had not needed the instruments to understand the place.

He had needed something else, and the instruments were arriving after that something else rather than before it, which was the opposite of how he had worked for twenty-two years. He was not sure yet what this meant about how he had worked for twenty-two years. He set that question aside for later.

Cael came to him first. Holt had gone back to the western camp to write, Cael said — Holt had wanted to write while the river was fresh in his mind, and Cael had come to find Elias because he had something to say.

He sat across from Elias on the flat stone.

"Tell me what you remember," Elias said. "The northern branch. Before the war."

Cael was quiet for a moment, the retrieving-from-long-storage look.

"It was faster then," he said. "The channel was deeper in the upper section. There were three mill sites on the western bank — our side — and two on the eastern. Fish in the spring, the big-bodied ones that came up from the lowland rivers. We dried them and they lasted through winter." He paused. "My family had the middle mill. My father built it. My grandfather had chosen the site." Another pause. "It is still there. The mill. Or the stones of it. I walked past it today."

Elias wrote this down.

"What did Commander Holt say," he said. "Walking the river."

Cael looked at him. "He said very little. He walked and he looked." A pause. "At the mill stones he stopped. He asked me whose they were. I told him. He said his family had the lower mill, on the eastern bank. He said he had not known there was another mill that close." He paused again. "I had not known there was a mill on the eastern bank. In forty years before the war I had never walked that bank. I had never gone to their side."

Elias wrote: Neither side had walked the other side's bank. They shared the river and had never stood on each other's shore.

"Did he say anything else," he said.

"He said —" Cael stopped. He was quiet for a moment with something that was not quite emotion but was in its territory — the careful face of a man who had learned to carry things for a very long time without setting them down. "He said that it was a good river. That it must have been good to live beside." He paused. "I said yes. He said yes. We walked back."

Elias set down his pen.

He thought about two men walking a river that their families had milled and fished for generations from opposite banks, who had spent eight centuries fighting over which side owned it, discovering for the first time that there had been mills on both sides and neither had known.

He thought: the Accord understands something I am only beginning to understand.

He thought: the Accord is not trying to establish who was right. The Accord is trying to establish whether these two peoples can see each other clearly enough to share the same river.

He picked up his pen.

"I need to tell you something about the Accord," he said. "Something I should have said earlier, or understood earlier, and did not."

Cael looked at him.

"What I have been doing wrong," Elias said, "for the entire time I have been here — both rejected maps, all the analysis, all the triangulation — is that I have been trying to solve the border dispute. Find the correct line. Establish who was right about the branch and draw it accordingly." He paused. "The Accord is not waiting for the correct line. The Accord does not care about the correct line."

Cael was very still.

"What does it care about," he said.

"Whether the agreement is real," Elias said. "Whether both sides understand what they are agreeing to and agree to it anyway. The original negotiation failed not because the line was wrong but because the negotiation was incomplete — two commanders shook hands on different things and neither knew it. The Accord is holding everyone here until the negotiation is complete. Until both sides fully understand what is being agreed and agree to it in full knowledge."

He wrote as he spoke, the words and the notes arriving simultaneously.

"The map does not establish the line," he said. "The map proves the negotiation happened. That both sides looked at the same thing and said yes. The line itself can be what we have discussed — the northern branch, the center of the channel, the terms Holt wrote and Aenne is responding to. Those terms are fair. But terms being fair is not sufficient. The terms have to be agreed."

"We have been trying to agree for eight centuries," Cael said.

"You have been arguing for eight centuries," Elias said. "Which is different. Arguing is two sides insisting on their own account. Agreeing is two sides looking at each other's account and saying: yes, I see what you mean, and this is what I mean, and we can find a line between them." He paused. "Holt and Aenne are not there yet. But they are closer than they have been. Holt walked the river today. He saw the mill stones. He knew there was a mill on the eastern bank."

Cael looked at him. "You think this matters."

"I think it is what the Accord has been waiting for," Elias said. "Not a clever line on a map. Evidence that both sides can see the other side. Clearly. As people with mills and fish and land, not as enemies with a claim."

Cael was quiet.

"The Accord," he said, after a moment, "was made by two commanding officers who were willing to stop fighting. Who were willing to agree that the fighting had cost more than any border was worth." He paused. "They were not yet willing to see each other clearly. They made the binding in the dark, across a language barrier, without adequate translation, and the Accord accepted the binding because the intention was honest even if the execution was not."

Elias wrote this down exactly.

"The Accord accepted an incomplete agreement," he said. "Because the intention was genuine."

"Yes. And then it waited for the completion." Cael looked at the valley. "It has been very patient."

"Eight centuries is patient," Elias agreed. "What happens if the completion never comes."

Cael was quiet for a long moment. The particular quiet of someone considering a thing they had thought about for a very long time.

"I have wondered this," he said. "I have asked the Accord, in the way you ask something that does not have a voice — by sitting with the question and waiting for the answer." He paused. "I believe the Accord would hold us forever. Not out of cruelty. Out of the same integrity that made it accept an incomplete agreement in the first place. The intention was genuine and the intention persists in us, because we are still here, still part of the binding. If we were to stop intending — to give up, to decide the agreement would never be completed — I think the Accord would release us. Into death. Not punishment. Just — the end of waiting."

The fire in the corner of Elias's mind that had been thinking about the three previous cartographers made a small sound.

"The cartographers who left," he said. "If they had stayed long enough —"

"I don't know," Cael said. "I have wondered. I think leaving was a form of giving up, yes. Of deciding the agreement would never be completed." He paused. "The Accord released them back into the ordinary world rather than into death, which perhaps says something about the Accord's generosity. They were not part of the binding. They had no obligation." Another pause. "You have no obligation either."

"No," Elias said. "I know."

"But you will not leave."

"No," Elias said. "I will not leave."

He said it without drama, because it was simply true and drama would have been decoration on a fact. He would not leave because the work was unfinished and he did not leave unfinished work, and because eight centuries was long enough, and because Commander Holt had stopped at a mill-stone on the eastern bank and asked whose it was, and because Commander Aenne was writing a response by candlelight somewhere in the eastern camp, and because the compass was pointing north.

He would not leave because he had nowhere to go and the work was here and the work was the most important thing he had ever been asked to do, and he was only beginning to understand what it required.

"Tell me more about the Accord," he said. "Everything you know. Everything Senne knows. I have been working with a partial understanding of it from the beginning and I need the whole of it."

Cael looked at him.

"The whole of it," he said, "will take more than one evening."

"Then we will start this evening and continue tomorrow," Elias said. "I am not going anywhere."



They talked until very late.

Cael told him things he had not told the other cartographers — things he had kept for himself, out of the habit of eight centuries and the learned caution of a man who had been burned before by giving information to people who used it wrongly. He told him the Accord's full terms as he understood them, the complete structure of the binding, the conditions under which it would and would not release.

What Elias learned was this.

The Accord had three requirements. The first was a map — a physical document establishing the border, drawn by a neutral party acceptable to both sides. The second was signature — both commanding officers' marks on the map, given freely and in full understanding of what was being signed. The third was witness — the Accord itself as witness, which meant the map and the signatures had to be presented at a specific place in the range where the binding had originally been made.

He did not know about the third requirement. Nobody had told him. He had assumed that drawing the map and getting both signatures was the whole of the work. It was not. There was a place — somewhere in the range, somewhere Cael knew — where the Accord lived, where the binding had been made, where the two commanding officers had clasped hands eight centuries ago and said: this ends when the border is drawn.

"Show me the place," Elias said.

"When the map is ready," Cael said.

"Show me now. Before the map is ready. I need to know where I am going."

Cael looked at him. "The Accord does not permit —"

"The compass is working," Elias said. "The theodolite is working. The Accord is permitting things it did not permit before. Show me the place."

A long pause.

"Tomorrow," Cael said. "We will go tomorrow, before the others wake."

Elias nodded.

He wrote in his notebook: Third requirement. The place. Tomorrow.

He looked at what he had written.

The map he had been trying to draw was not the final act of this work. It was the preparation for the final act. He had been thinking of the map as the destination and it was not the destination — it was the vehicle. The destination was the place where the Accord lived, the place where the binding had been made, the place where he would have to stand with both commanding officers and their signatures and the map and whatever courage the situation required.

He thought about courage. He did not think of himself as a particularly courageous person. He mapped things. He told the truth when asked and sometimes when not asked and this had cost him professionally and he had accepted the cost. Courage was something soldiers had, the kind that required walking toward violence rather than away from it.

But there were other kinds, he thought. The courage of a man who signed his name to a thing he knew would be used against him. The courage of a woman who had stopped shaking hands in the dark for three hundred years and was now, by candlelight, writing a response to the man on the other side. The courage of a stonemason who had carved a stone in good faith and carried the uncertainty of that good faith for eight centuries and was only now, tonight, beginning to set it down.

He thought: I have been mapping other people's courage for three weeks. Perhaps it is time to develop some of my own.

He closed his notebook.

He went to sleep wondering what the place looked like where an Accord lived.

He found out the next morning, and it was not what he had expected, which was also not a surprise anymore. Nothing in this range was what he expected. He was beginning to think that was the point — that the range kept refusing to be what he expected because he needed to stop expecting and start seeing.

He saw.

And then he understood what the map needed to do, finally and completely, and he went back to his flat stone and opened the fine paper and picked up the fine-nibbed pen, and began.
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Chapter Eleven — The Only Way

The place where the Accord lived was a clearing.

That was all it was, outwardly. A clearing in the stone pines on the northern slope of the range, circular, perhaps thirty feet across, the grass in it shorter than the grass outside it as though it had been tended. The trees at its edge were old — older than the trees elsewhere in the range, which were already old — and their branches met overhead in a canopy that was not quite complete, leaving a circle of open sky above the clearing that corresponded precisely to the clearing below.

A circle of ground. A circle of sky. Nothing else.

He had expected something more. A stone, perhaps, or a structure, or some visible mark of the place's significance. There was nothing of the kind. The clearing was simply a clearing, distinguished from the forest around it only by the quality of the silence inside it.

That quality was real. He had stood in enough places that held unusual silences to recognize this one — not the silence of emptiness but the silence of something present, attending. He had thought this about the range in general, at the beginning, and had corrected himself because he was personifying and personifying was lazy. He did not correct himself about the clearing because the clearing was different. Something was here. He did not know what to call it. He wrote in his notebook: the clearing. The place. Thirty feet, circular. Quality of silence: attended.

He stood at its edge for a long time.

Cael stood beside him and said nothing, which was the right thing to do.

Then Elias took one step into the clearing and felt — nothing, or nothing he could name, or something so subtle that naming would have falsified it. A change in the air, perhaps. The slight additional weight of a place that remembered something.

He stepped back out.

"This is where it was made," he said.

"Yes," Cael said.

"The two commanding officers stood here."

"Here. On opposite sides of the clearing. The binding moved between them." He paused. "Or that is how it has been described to me. I was not here. The binding was made before dawn, privately, between the two commanders and no other witnesses."

Elias looked at the clearing.

"No witnesses," he said.

"No."

"Then how do you know what happened here."

Cael was quiet for a moment. "Commander Holt was here," he said. "He told us, afterward. He told us the binding moved between them like — he said like a current in water. You could not see it but you could feel it when it passed through you." A pause. "He said it was the most certain thing he had ever felt. That what they had agreed to would hold." Another pause. "He was right about that, at least."

Elias thought about Commander Holt, pacing his tent, unable to be still, a man built for motion who had been confined to an encampment for eight centuries because the most certain thing he had ever felt had turned out to be built on a mistranslation.

He thought about what it would take to bring Holt and Aenne to this clearing together. Not just to sign the map — that was the formal requirement, the mechanism. But to stand here, in the place where the original binding had been made, and complete the negotiation that had failed in the candlelit room eight centuries ago.

He took out his notebook and opened it to a fresh page.

He wrote: What does the map need to do.

He looked at this.

He wrote: It needs to be something both sides can stand in front of and say: yes. That is what we meant. That is what we intended. That is the agreement we were trying to make.

He looked at this for a while.

Then he wrote: It cannot be drawn by me alone. I have tried that twice. The Accord rejected both attempts. The map must come from them. Both of them. Together.

He looked at this.

He wrote: I am not the cartographer of this map. I am the instrument.

He stood in front of this last sentence for a long time, because it was the most disorienting thing he had written in twenty-two years of cartography. He was the instrument. Not the theodolite, not the compass. Him. His hand and his judgment and his twenty-two years of knowing how to translate what people meant into lines on paper — these were the tools. Holt and Aenne were the surveyors.

He put the notebook away.

He turned to Cael.

"I know what I need to do," he said. "And I need your help."



He spent the morning with Senne.

Not asking questions this time — or not only asking questions. He had spent weeks asking Senne questions and she had answered them carefully and completely and had, he now understood, been waiting for him to ask the right ones. He sat across from her outside the eastern camp in the thin autumn light and told her what he had understood in the clearing, and then he asked her to tell him what he was still missing.

She looked at him for a long moment.

"You have understood more than I expected," she said. "More than the others did."

"What am I still missing," he said.

She was quiet.

"You are not missing knowledge," she said slowly. "You have the knowledge. You have the testimony and the terms and the clearing and the understanding of the Accord." She paused. "What you are missing is — I don't have a word for it in your language. In mine, the word is something like: the willingness to be changed by the work."

He thought about this. "I have been changed by the work," he said. "I came here as a cartographer and I am — something else now. Something without a good name."

"Yes," she said. "But I mean something more specific." She looked at her hands. "The other cartographers — all three of them — worked very hard. They were honest, I think, in their intentions. They wanted to solve the problem. But solving the problem was something they wanted to do. It was still about them." She paused. "The third one especially. He worked so hard. He cared so much about getting it right. And I think — this is only what I think, I cannot know — I think the map kept going blank because caring about getting it right was still a form of caring about himself. His reputation. His success. Even a disgraced cartographer can care about his reputation."

Elias was very still.

He thought about the commission. The two coins. The nowhere else to go. He had told Commander Aenne he had no stake in the outcome, and he had believed it when he said it, and he had continued to believe it through the weeks of testimony and analysis and the two rejected maps.

He was not certain he believed it now.

"You think I care about succeeding," he said.

"I think everyone cares about succeeding," Senne said. "That is not the problem. The problem is what succeeding means to you." She looked at him steadily. "If you succeed here — if the map holds and the Accord releases and the war ends — what do you have."

He thought about this honestly.

"A finished commission," he said. "A map with my name on it that did something no other map of mine has done." He paused. "My reputation, perhaps. Or a new one. Different from the old."

"Yes," Senne said. "And if you fail."

"I go back to two coins and a rented room," he said. "Except there is no room to go back to. The landlord has given it to someone else by now."

"Yes," she said again. "So you have a stake. A significant one. You need this to succeed." She paused carefully. "And the Accord has been watching you work very hard to make it succeed, and it has been watching you care about succeeding, and it has — I think — been waiting for you to let go of that. The caring."

He sat with this for a long time.

The autumn light moved across the clearing. A bird he did not know the name of made a sound in the stone pines and was answered by another bird.

"You are telling me," he said carefully, "that the map will only hold if I draw it without caring whether it holds."

"I am telling you," Senne said, "that the map will only hold if you draw it for them and not for yourself. For what they need. Not for what you need from it."

He thought about the controlling idea he had written in his notebook weeks ago: find the line that everyone can recognize as honest. He had written everyone but he had meant the Accord, the two commanders, both sides. He had not meant himself. The line was not supposed to be something he recognized as honest — it was supposed to be something they recognized.

But he had been the one deciding what counted as honest. He had analyzed and triangulated and worked out the equitable division from first principles and drawn the map according to his own best judgment and put his name on it and shown it to the Accord and been rejected. Twice.

Because the map was his answer. His judgment. His line.

He was the cartographer. He kept drawing the cartographer's map.

"How do I draw their map," he said. "If I take myself out of it — if my judgment is not the thing — how do I know what to put on the page."

"You don't draw it yet," Senne said. "You bring them together first. You bring Holt and Aenne to the clearing, and you let them complete the negotiation, and whatever they agree to — that is what you draw. Line for line. Word for word. Exactly what they agree."

"And if they can't agree," he said.

"Then there is no map," she said. "And you will have done everything you could do." She paused. "And you will have to be willing to accept that. Before you start. You have to walk into the clearing willing to come out with nothing."

He looked at her.

He thought about the two coins. The landlord. The nowhere to go back to. The new reputation or the old one or none at all.

He thought about Holt saying: it must have been good to live beside. He thought about Aenne writing by candlelight. He thought about Cael sitting with eight centuries of uncertainty and beginning, tonight, to set it down.

He thought: if I come out of the clearing with nothing, then I come out of the clearing with nothing. And eight centuries continues. And that is the outcome I accept if it is the outcome that comes.

He was not sure he was there yet. He was not sure the thought was fully real rather than a performance for himself. He wrote it in his notebook — willing to come out with nothing — and looked at it and thought that perhaps writing it was the beginning of meaning it.

"What else," he said to Senne. "What else am I not seeing."

She looked at him with the expression she had used in the early days — measuring, assessing, the question of whether he was the right person.

"You are seeing most of it," she said. "There is one more thing."

"Tell me."

She was quiet for a moment.

"The map you draw in the clearing," she said, "when Holt and Aenne have agreed — it cannot be a copy of the map you intended to draw. It cannot be close to either of the maps that went blank. It has to be the map that comes from that room in that moment, from what they say to each other, from the agreement they reach." She paused. "Which means you cannot plan it."

He had been planning it. He had been planning it since the clearing that morning — the general shape of it, the lines he expected, the terms he had already heard from both sides and worked into his analysis. He had been preparing the map he expected to draw.

"You are telling me to come to the clearing with an empty page," he said.

"I am telling you to come to the clearing with a good pen and good paper and twenty-two years of understanding how land works," she said. "And nothing else."

He thought about this.

He thought about the fact that this was the most frightening professional instruction he had ever been given, more frightening than the blank maps, more frightening than the failed instruments, more frightening than two coins and a rented room and nowhere to go.

He thought about it, and then he closed his notebook and capped his pen and put them both away.

"All right," he said.

"All right," Senne said.

They sat for a while longer in the thin autumn light without talking, which was comfortable in the way that silences were comfortable with people who had stopped needing to fill them, and then Elias got up and went back to his camp to write to Commander Aenne.

Not about the map. About the clearing.

It was time to ask both commanders if they were willing to go.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Twelve — The Clock

Commander Aenne's response came back the same evening.

It was short. He had expected it to be long — she was a precise woman who communicated with precision, and the question he was asking was not a small one. But the note was four sentences.

I understand what you are proposing. I have questions. I will come to your camp tomorrow morning to ask them. This does not constitute agreement.

He read it twice. Then he read it again, because four sentences from Commander Aenne after three hundred years of silence on the subject of meeting Commander Holt felt like it deserved more than two readings.

He wrote back: Tomorrow morning. I will be here.

He sent the same proposal to Commander Holt by way of Cael, explaining the clearing, the third requirement, the need for both commanders present. Holt's response came back faster than Aenne's — a single line in the large confident handwriting he was beginning to recognize.

Tell me when and I will be there.

He set both notes on the flat stone and looked at them side by side.

Two commanding officers. Eight centuries. Four sentences and one.

He thought: this is either the beginning of the end of this or the beginning of the next eight centuries, and I will not know which until I am inside it.

He went to find Senne, because he wanted to tell her that both commanders had responded and because she had been the one constant in this work from the first day and it seemed right to tell her before anyone else.

She was not at her usual place at the eastern camp's perimeter.

He asked a soldier there, a young-looking woman who had the particular look of someone who had been young-looking for a very long time, who Senne was and where she might be found. The soldier looked at him with an expression he could not immediately read.

"Senne," the soldier said, "has not been seen since afternoon."

He stood very still.

"Where did she go," he said.

"We don't know," the soldier said. "She was at the perimeter in the morning. After midday she was not."



He searched for two hours.

He went to every place he had ever met Senne — the perimeter, the path to the clearing, the flat stone outside his camp where they had sat that morning. He went to the river, which had become a kind of meeting ground over the weeks. He went to the stone pines at the treeline's edge where she had first stepped out to meet him.

She was not at any of these places.

He went to Commander Aenne.

Aenne was already standing when he came in, which told him she already knew. Her face was doing something careful and controlled that was not quite grief and not quite fear but occupied the territory between them.

"You've heard," he said.

"Yes." A pause. "This has happened before. With the third cartographer. When the work came close."

He was very still. "The Accord took her."

"It has taken others before. When a resolution comes close and then fails." She looked at him steadily. "It takes the ones it needs as — I don't know the right word. Collateral. To ensure completion. If the resolution comes, the taken are returned. If it fails —" She stopped.

"If it fails," he said.

"I don't know," she said. "It has always failed before. We have not yet seen what the Accord does if a resolution comes close and then is abandoned." She paused. "I believe it keeps them. I have no evidence for this. It is what I believe."

He sat down without being invited to sit, because his legs had made the decision before his mind could have an opinion about it.

Senne.

He thought about Senne at the perimeter in the mornings, looking at nothing in particular with her mind elsewhere, doing the thing she had done for eight centuries because it was her habit and her discipline and perhaps the thing that had kept her sane through all of it. He thought about her voice in that shifted-consonant language, careful and patient, explaining the Accord to him in the early days. He thought about this morning — come to the clearing with nothing else — and the silence afterward that had been comfortable, and now was not comfortable at all to remember.

He thought about the Accord, which had taken Senne because the work was close and it wanted to ensure completion. Which meant the Accord believed the work was close. Which meant the Accord was watching and had seen something in the two commanders' responses, in the proposal about the clearing, in whatever invisible progress the weeks of work had made.

He thought: the Accord is not being cruel. The Accord is being precise. It has accepted a surety. It is holding that surety until the agreement is complete.

This did not make him feel better about it.

"How long," he said. "How long does the Accord give. Before —"

"I don't know exactly," Aenne said. "With the third cartographer it was — the taking happened and three days later he left. We don't know if the Accord would have released them at some point or if the leaving ended the possibility." She looked at him. "I do not believe you will leave."

"No," he said. "I won't leave."

He sat with it for a moment. The flat specific weight of it.

Senne taken. A clock started by the taking. The work more urgent now than it had been this morning by a distance he could not measure but could feel, the particular pressure of something that had been important becoming something that was necessary.

"Tomorrow morning," he said. "You said you would come tomorrow morning."

"Yes."

"I need it to be tomorrow morning," he said. "Not because of the deadline — or not only because of the deadline. Because the work is ready. Both of you have said enough, understood enough, moved far enough toward each other that the clearing is possible now in a way it was not possible three weeks ago." He paused. "I don't know how long that window stays open. I don't want to find out."

Commander Aenne looked at him.

"You came here to ask your questions," she said. "Ask them."



She stayed for two hours.

He answered everything she asked, and she asked precise and thorough questions about the clearing and the third requirement and the process as he understood it — what they would do there, how the map would work, what her role was, what Holt's role was, what his role was, what the Accord's role was.

He answered honestly, including the things he didn't know. There were several of those. He had been in the clearing once, for twenty minutes, and had understood what he understood and not pretended to understand more. He told her this. He told her that the process was not scripted, that he did not know exactly what would happen in the clearing, that he had a working understanding of the Accord's requirements and a good pen and twenty-two years of experience and that was the whole of what he was bringing.

She listened to all of this without interrupting.

When he finished she was quiet for a moment.

"You are telling me," she said, "that you don't know if this will work."

"I am telling you I believe it can work," he said. "I am not telling you I know it will. There is a difference."

She almost smiled. It was the closest he had seen her come to it. "Yes," she said. "There is."

She stood up.

"Tomorrow morning," she said. "Bring Holt."

She left his tent, and he sat alone for a while with his notebook and his pen and did not write anything, because there was nothing to write yet. The writing would come in the clearing or it would not come at all.



He went to Cael that night.

Not to talk about the clearing or the map or the morning. He went because he wanted to tell Cael about Senne himself, before Cael heard it from someone else, because Cael and Senne had been soldiers on opposite sides of a border dispute for eight centuries and had therefore known each other for eight centuries and that was not a thing he wanted to step around with tact.

Cael already knew.

"I heard this afternoon," Cael said. He was sitting outside his tent in the dark, which was where Elias found him. He had a piece of unfinished stone in his hands that he had been working with some kind of small tool — an old habit, Elias guessed, the stonemason's hands finding their way back to what they knew. "I have seen it before. The taking."

"Aenne said it happened with the third cartographer."

"And before him. When the work first came close, in the early centuries. The Accord takes what it needs to ensure the work is finished." He turned the stone in his hands. "I have thought about this for a long time. I think it is not cruelty. I think it is — the Accord believes the work will be completed. It takes something valuable as a sign of its belief."

"A wager," Elias said.

"Something like that." He paused. "The Accord believes you will complete the work, Elias. That is why it took Senne."

Elias sat with this.

The Accord believed he would complete the work. The Accord had taken the person who had been most helpful to him, the one constant through the whole of this, the one who had explained the Accord to him at the beginning and guided him through the months since, because it believed the work was close enough to completion that a surety was appropriate.

He thought about what Senne had said this morning. Come to the clearing with nothing.

He thought: she knew. When she said it this morning she knew or suspected that the taking was coming. She was telling him — in the only way the Accord allowed — that the last thing he needed from her was already given. Everything she could give him had been given. The rest was his.

"Tomorrow," he said to Cael. "We go to the clearing. Holt and Aenne and you and me."

Cael set down the stone.

"Yes," he said. "Tomorrow."

"Will you tell Holt tonight. Everything — the taking, the morning, what I need him to understand before we go."

"I will tell him."

Elias nodded. He looked at the piece of stone in Cael's hands — rough on one side, smoothed on the other from the tool work, somewhere between raw material and finished thing.

"What are you making," he said.

Cael looked at the stone. "I don't know yet," he said. "I find that I need to work with my hands when I am thinking. I have always been this way." He paused. "My commanding officer said it was a fault. A stonemason's habit unsuitable for a soldier." Another pause. "I have had eight centuries to disagree with him."

Elias looked at the stone for a moment.

"Keep it," he said. "Whatever it becomes."

He went back to his camp.

He did not sleep much. Not from anxiety, exactly — or not only from anxiety. From the particular wakefulness of a person standing at the edge of the most important work of their life, knowing that tomorrow either answered the question or didn't, and that the answer was not entirely in their hands, and having to make peace with that before morning.

He lay on his back and looked at the tent ceiling and thought about Senne in whatever place the Accord kept the people it took, and whether it was dark there or light, and whether she could hear the range from wherever she was, the stone pines and the river and the two camps settling into the quiet rhythms of their long habitual nights.

He thought: she told me everything she could. She gave me everything the Accord permitted. The rest is mine to do.

He thought: all right then.

He thought about the clearing. The circle of ground and the circle of sky and the quality of silence inside it that was not empty but attended. He thought about standing there with an empty page and a good pen and two commanding officers who had spent eight centuries learning to distrust each other and were coming tomorrow because they had decided to try.

He thought about what it would take to hold the pen still while they found the words.

He thought: I have held the pen still in worse conditions than this.

He had. In the haunted delta with the rain coming sideways and three contradictory surveys in front of him and no clear answer. In the border survey with five ministry officials watching over his shoulder and the answer already decided and only the documentation remaining. He had held the pen still and drawn the line honestly and submitted the map and taken the consequences.

He would hold the pen still tomorrow.

He would draw what they agreed to.

He would take the consequences.

He closed his eyes.

He thought of Senne once more — the young-old face, the shifted-consonant voice, the patience of eight centuries worn smooth as his Valdric coins.

He thought: I will bring you back. That is not a promise to you. It is a statement of intention addressed to myself. I will do the work well enough that the Accord releases what it holds.

He slept.

In the morning he rose before dawn, packed his good paper and his fine-nibbed pen and nothing else, and went to get Commander Holt.

The clock was running.

He did not intend to let it run long.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Thirteen — The Map That Vindicates His Enemies

He collected Commander Holt before dawn.

Holt was already awake and already dressed, which suggested he had not slept either, or had slept the way experienced soldiers slept — partially, one ear open, ready. He came out of his tent when Elias appeared and looked at him in the pre-dawn dark with the directness that was his characteristic mode.

"Cael told me about Senne," he said.

"Yes."

"I have seen the taking before," Holt said. "Twice. Both times when the work came close." He paused. "I did not realize how close we were."

"Close enough for the Accord to believe it," Elias said.

Holt nodded. He looked at the eastern camp across the valley, which was beginning to show lights — early risers, or people who had also not slept, or simply the ordinary start of a military day that had been repeating itself for eight centuries. He looked at those lights for a long moment, with the expression of a man who had looked at them ten thousand times and was trying to look at them as though it might be for the last time, just in case.

"Aenne," he said.

"She will be at my camp," Elias said. "She said she would come."

"She said she would come," Holt repeated, slowly, with a weight that told Elias this meant more than the words. "Three hundred years I have sent overtures and she has not come."

"She is coming this morning," Elias said.

Holt was quiet for a moment. Then he picked up his coat from where it hung at the tent's entrance and put it on, the practiced efficiency of a soldier who had dressed in the dark ten thousand times. He checked the buttons. He straightened the collar. Small habitual gestures, the gestures of a man preparing himself for something he had been preparing for, in one way or another, for three centuries.

"Then let us not keep her waiting," he said.

They walked together through the western camp in the early dark. The soldiers who were awake watched them pass — watched Holt moving through the camp with a cartographer beside him, moving toward the valley's edge at this hour, and Elias could see in their faces the understanding that this morning was different from other mornings. Nobody spoke. Nobody asked where they were going. Eight centuries had given these people a very precise sense of what questions were theirs to ask and what questions belonged to the work.

At the edge of the camp Holt stopped and turned to look back at it.

"I built the cookhouse in the third year," he said. "The original one burned. I designed the replacement myself. I am not an architect but I had opinions." He paused. "I have been meaning to fix the northeast corner of the roof since the forty-second year. I never got to it."

Elias said nothing. He understood that Holt was doing what people did before they left a place that had been home for longer than home was supposed to last — noting the unfinished things, the tasks that had become permanent features of the waiting, the repairs deferred until there was more time and more time had turned out to be eight centuries.

"It will still be here," Elias said carefully. "The camp. Someone can fix the corner."

"Yes," Holt said. "Someone can." He turned away from the camp and did not look back again. "Come."



Commander Aenne was at his camp.

She was standing at the edge of the flat stone with her hands behind her back and her face doing the commanding officer's thing, giving nothing away, but she was there. When Holt came around the stone pines into the small clearing of Elias's camp she did not move or speak or change her expression. She looked at him.

Holt stopped walking.

He looked at her.

Three hundred years. Elias did not know what three hundred years of not seeing a person looked like from the inside, whether it felt like three hundred years or like yesterday or like something with no measurable duration at all, a thing the mind had stopped processing as time and had filed instead as simply the condition of existence. He did not ask. He stood to one side and let the moment be what it was.

They looked at each other for a long time.

It was not a comfortable looking. It was not warm. Eight centuries and three hundred years of silence did not dissolve in a glance, and he had not expected them to. What it was, he thought, was honest — two people who had been on opposite sides of the same waiting looking at each other and acknowledging, without words, that the waiting had happened and they had both survived it and now something else was going to happen instead.

Then Aenne said: "Commander."

And Holt said: "Commander."

And that was all, and it was enough, and Elias picked up his case with the good paper and the fine pen and said, "The clearing is an hour's walk north. Shall we go."



The walk took longer than an hour.

Not because they were slow — the terrain was no more difficult than it had been when Elias and Cael had made the same walk in the early morning weeks ago — but because they walked in silence, the three of them, and silence had a way of expanding time, of making a walk feel longer than its distance because there was nothing to fill the minutes except the awareness of what was at the end of them.

He walked between them, a little ahead. He did not know whether this was right or whether they should walk abreast or whether the arrangement mattered at all, but it felt right — the cartographer ahead, the two commanders behind, the path narrowing through the stone pines toward the northern slope and the clearing that waited on it.

Twice he heard them speak to each other, low and brief, the words not quite reaching him. He did not try to hear them. Whatever they said to each other on that walk belonged to them.

He had not expected Cael to be there.

Cael was at the clearing's edge when they arrived, standing at the tree line the way Senne had stood the first morning, watching them come. He was in full armor, which he had not worn during any of their conversations — he had always appeared in the practical clothing of camp routine, the armor presumably stored somewhere in the western encampment. Today it was on, cleaned and maintained with the care of something that had been kept ready for a long time against a specific occasion. Not ceremonial armor — working armor, the armor of a soldier who expected to stand witness to something that mattered.

Holt saw him and said nothing. Aenne saw him and said nothing. Elias had the sense that this was understood — that Cael as witness was expected, was perhaps part of the structure of the thing, the Accord's requirement of a witness on each side or something of that kind. He made a note to ask later. He was aware he had been making notes to ask later for weeks and that later was arriving this morning and some of those questions would be answered and some would simply not matter anymore.

He looked at the clearing.

In the morning light it was different from his first visit — not in its dimensions, not in the arrangement of trees or the quality of the grass, but in the quality of the silence. It was heavier. Or fuller. He was not sure of the distinction. Both words pointed at the same thing, which was that the clearing knew they were here, had been waiting for them specifically, had a sense of occasion about this morning that the surrounding forest did not share. He did not correct this as personification because he had stopped correcting things that were simply true.

He looked at the two commanders.

Holt was looking at the clearing with an expression Elias had not seen on him before — something opened up behind the direct confident manner, something older and more careful, a face beneath the face he had come to know. He had been here before. He had stood at this edge before, eight centuries ago, before dawn, with his commanding officer beside him, and had felt the binding move through him like a current in water and had believed, in the most complete way he had ever believed anything, that what they were making would hold.

It had held.

The agreement inside it had not.

And now he was standing at the edge again, older by eight centuries in a body that had not aged a day, and whatever he felt looking at the clearing Elias could not know, but he thought it was not simple, and he thought it was not entirely without hope, because Holt was a man who had stopped being simple somewhere in his second century and had continued anyway, and that was its own kind of courage.

Aenne had not been here before. He could see that. She was looking at the clearing the way he had looked at it the first time — measuring it, taking its dimensions, filing it under a category she would revise as she understood it better. Her hands were still behind her back. Her face was doing the commanding officer's thing. But something in the set of her shoulders was different from the set he had learned to read over the weeks of their conversations, something less armored, which for Aenne was significant.

"The third requirement," Elias said. "The Accord requires that the map and both signatures be presented here. In the clearing." He paused. "Before we go in — there is something I want to say to both of you. Not instructions. Not the terms of the map. Just what I understand the work to be."

They both looked at him.

He had not prepared this. He had thought about it for days and had specifically decided not to prepare it, because prepared words in this clearing felt wrong, felt like the thing Senne had warned him against — the performance of an intention rather than the intention itself. So he was going to say what he understood and trust that what he understood was sufficient.

"I have drawn two maps," he said. "Both went blank by morning. They went blank because they were my maps — my analysis, my answer to your question. The Accord does not want my answer." He paused. "What you are going to do in the clearing is finish the negotiation that was started eight centuries ago. Not my version of that negotiation. The real one. I am going to sit to one side and I am going to listen, and whatever you agree to I am going to draw, and that drawing will be the map." He looked at them both steadily. "I cannot tell you what to agree to. I cannot tell you what the Accord will accept. I can tell you that the Accord has been watching for eight centuries and it knows the difference between an agreement and a performance of agreement, and what it needs from this morning is the real thing."

A long silence.

He let it be long. The clearing seemed to want it long.

"And if we cannot agree," Aenne said.

"Then we come back out of the clearing and I have failed and the Accord keeps what it holds," Elias said. "I am not going to pretend that is not a possibility. It is. But I do not believe it is what will happen." He looked at her. "You wrote terms last night. Holt wrote terms the night before. They are close enough that I believe you are closer to agreement than either of you knows. Closer than you have been in eight centuries. Possibly closer than you were on the night of the original negotiation." He paused. "The difference is that this morning you know what you are agreeing to. You will not leave this clearing with a handshake that means different things to different hands."

Holt and Aenne did not look at each other. They looked at Elias. He had the sense this was better — that looking at each other directly, at this stage, was more than either of them was ready for, and that looking at him instead gave them somewhere to direct the attention while the rest of them prepared for what came next. He was useful here as a focal point if nothing else. A cartographer between two armies, which was more or less what he had been since the first day.

"All right," Holt said. His voice was steady. The voice of a man who had made a decision and had stopped deliberating.

"All right," Aenne said. Hers was too. The same quality — decided, not resigned. There was a difference and he was grateful for it.

They walked into the clearing.



He sat at the edge of the clearing with his good paper on a board across his knees and his fine pen uncapped and waited.

They stood on opposite sides, which he had expected — there was a geometry to the clearing that seemed to invite this, the way a room with two doors invited people to enter from opposite ends. Holt on the west side. Aenne on the east. The center of the clearing between them, thirty feet of attended silence and eight centuries of consequence.

Cael stood at the treeline behind Elias, also waiting, also silent. His witness position. Elias did not look back at him. He kept his eyes on the two commanders and his pen above the paper and his mind as quiet as he could make it, which was not very quiet, because his mind was not a quiet instrument, but quieter than it had been in weeks, the particular stillness of a person who has done everything they can do and is now waiting for what only others can provide.

He thought: hold the pen still.

He thought: do not exist in this room any more than necessary.

Then Holt spoke.

"I want to say something before we discuss the terms," he said. His voice was quieter than it had been in his tent — the clearing seemed to ask for a different volume, something commensurate with its quality of attention, something sized to fit the space rather than fill it. "Something I should have said — I don't know when I should have said it. At some point in the last eight centuries there must have been a moment when it would have been possible to say it. I did not find that moment. I am going to say it now."

Aenne looked at him. She said nothing. The look was permission.

"The Stone," Holt said. "Cael has told me what happened. That he was given instructions by my commanding officer and carved what he was told. That the inscription may not reflect what was agreed in the candlelit room." He paused, and the pause was long, the pause of a man choosing every word with the care of someone who had spent a very long time understanding that words imprecisely chosen produced eight centuries of consequence. "I do not know what was agreed in that room. I was not there. I know what my commanding officer told me afterward, and I know that he was a man who believed very strongly in the positions he advocated, and I know that belief sometimes made it difficult for him to hear clearly what others had agreed to rather than what he had agreed to." He paused again. "I cannot say with certainty that the Stone is wrong. But I can say that I no longer hold it as the only account that matters. I can say that I should have said this three hundred years ago when you first asked me to reconsider it, and that my refusal to reconsider it then was not confidence in the Stone's accuracy. It was pride. And I am sorry for it."

The last sentence arrived quietly. Without drama. As a simple statement of something that was true and had been true for a long time and was only now being said aloud in the only place where saying it aloud could matter.

Aenne was quiet for a long time.

He thought she was not going to respond. He thought she was going to move past it, file it, accept it as offered and proceed to the terms, which was her characteristic mode and would have been understandable. Eight centuries of practiced efficiency in the face of difficulty.

But she did not move past it.

"That is significant," she said finally. Not warmly — she was not a warm person, and eight centuries had not changed this, and warmth was not what the moment required in any case. But honestly. With the precision of someone naming a thing accurately and understanding the weight of the name. "It is what I asked for three hundred years ago. It is what I would have needed then, to sit in a room with you." A pause. "I am glad to have it now."

"I know it is late," Holt said.

"Yes," she said. "But it is here."

Another silence. Shorter than the first. Something had shifted in the clearing — not dramatically, not visibly, but Elias felt it the way he felt changes in air pressure before weather, the sense of something adjusting around them.

Then Aenne said: "Lieutenant Ferran was told south branch. By my predecessor, on the night of the handshake. I want you to know that I have never doubted Ferran's account. He was a precise and honest man and he told me what he was told and I believe he was told accurately." She paused. "I want you to know also that I understand this creates no certainty about what was actually agreed. A commanding officer telling her lieutenant what she believed she had agreed is not the same as what was agreed. I know this. I have known it for a long time."

"Yes," Holt said. "I read your terms. I understand what you are offering."

"And?"

"And I believe Ferran was told what his commander understood the agreement to be," Holt said. "I believe my commanding officer understood it to be north branch. I believe they both shook hands believing they had gotten the better branch. And I believe —" he stopped. A long pause. The pause of a man arriving at the center of a thing he had been circling for centuries. "I believe that the most honest account of that negotiation is that it was incomplete. That both commanders agreed to end the war and could not quite agree on the specific terms and shook hands anyway and trusted the morning to resolve what the night had left open."

"And the morning did not come," Aenne said.

"No," Holt said. "The morning did not come."

Another silence. Longer than the others. Elias held his pen above the paper and held himself very still and felt the clearing holding itself very still around him and thought about the morning that had not come eight centuries ago, the morning both commanding officers had trusted and that the resumption of the war had prevented, and about how much of the human suffering in this valley had come from that single failed morning.

He thought: they are close. They are very close.

He did not write this down. He held it.

"If we set aside the Stone," Aenne said slowly, with the voice of someone moving through a thought as she spoke it, feeling its weight and dimensions as it went, "and set aside Ferran's account, and set aside all nine witnesses and everything any of them remember — if we set aside every account of what was agreed and ask instead what the land itself tells us — what remains is the river."

"Yes," Holt said.

"The river exists regardless of what anyone remembers about it."

"Yes."

"The northern branch is the better branch. More water. More fish. Better mill sites. Faster current in the upper section." She paused. "Both sides wanted it."

"Yes."

"Both sides believed they had been granted it."

"Yes."

"Then the honest resolution," Aenne said, "is not to adjudicate which side is correct. Both sides cannot be correct about possessing the same thing. But both sides can be correct about wanting the same thing and both sides can be given access to the thing they wanted. It is to share the branch. Both sides had it in intention if not in practice. Both sides can have it in practice."

Holt was quiet.

The kind of quiet that was thinking rather than resistance. Elias knew the difference by now — he had spent weeks learning the textures of silence in this valley and Holt's thinking silence was different from his resistance silence and this was thinking.

Elias's pen did not move. He was aware of the clearing's quality of attention increasing in a way he could not describe except by saying that the silence had changed, that something in it was leaning forward, that the clearing itself was listening more carefully than it had been a moment ago.

"Shared access," Holt said finally. "Both banks. The center of the channel as the boundary line."

"Yes," Aenne said. "Both banks. The center of the channel. Fishing rights apportioned by the length of bank each side controls, which is approximately equal given the geography. Mill sites — the existing sites remain with whoever holds the bank they stand on." She paused. "The existing sites. Which means the three sites on the northern bank on our side and the two sites on your side."

"Your side has three mill sites on the northern branch," Holt said.

"Your side has two," Aenne said. "We acknowledge this as an imbalance." She said it without apology and without defensiveness — simply as a fact she was naming, a fact that existed independent of anyone's preference and required acknowledgment before anything else could proceed honestly. "We do not propose to artificially equalize the mill sites. What exists, exists. What we propose is that the western camp retains rights to the spring fish run from bank to bank — the full width of the northern branch, both sides — for the first three years following the end of the Accord, to compensate for the imbalance in the mill sites."

Holt was very still.

Elias was very still.

He had not known Aenne was going to say this. It was not in her written terms from the previous night. She had written nothing about the fish run, nothing about three years, nothing about bank-to-bank access. She had added it here, in the clearing, standing on the eastern edge with eight centuries of waiting behind her and the spring fish run — the big-bodied fish that came up from the lowland rivers, that Cael had described drying for winter, that both sides' testimony had mentioned with the particular fondness people reserved for things that had fed their families — as an offering.

Not a concession. An acknowledgment. The honest recognition that equal sharing of the boundary did not mean equal benefit from the boundary, and that honest agreement accounted for this rather than papering over it.

"Three years of the spring run," Holt said slowly.

"Three years," she said. "Full access. Bank to bank. In acknowledgment of the mill site imbalance." A pause. "It is what is fair."

Another long pause.

Then something happened in Commander Holt's face that Elias had not seen there before — not the memory of a smile, not the ghost of one, not the outline of one from long ago. The actual thing. Brief and real and immediately controlled, because eight centuries of military command did not vanish in a moment, but real — the face of a man receiving something he had stopped believing he would receive, something offered across thirty feet of attended silence by a person who had every reason not to offer it and had offered it anyway, and having to manage the receiving of it with the dignity the moment required.

"Accepted," Holt said.

And Elias's pen came down and began to move.



He had thought, sitting at the clearing's edge with the blank page on the board across his knees, that when the moment came to draw he would feel the weight of it — the eight centuries, the Accord, the two commanders watching from opposite sides, the taking of Senne, all of it bearing down on the pen as he moved it across the paper.

He did not feel the weight.

What he felt was the opposite of weight. Something lighter than he had felt at a drafting board in twenty-two years of cartography — not lightness as in unimportance but lightness as in unencumbered, as in the feeling of moving correctly, the physical sensation of a hand doing what it was made to do in the circumstances it was made to do it in. He had felt this before, in the best moments of his best work, the rare occasions when the land and the instruments and his own understanding had aligned so completely that the drawing was not something he decided line by line but something that came through him from the land itself.

This was that feeling. Amplified. The land and the testimony and the agreement — Holt's voice, Aenne's voice, the spring fish run offered and accepted — all of it coming through his hand onto the paper in lines that felt inevitable rather than chosen.

He drew the valley first. Its long axis running north-northeast, the ridgelines on either side, the shape of the thing that had contained eight centuries of waiting. He drew it from memory and from the weeks of walking and from the measurements the theodolite had given him when the Accord had permitted it, and all three sources agreed with each other, which was how he knew the drawing was right.

Then the river. The Venn threading down from the source, broad in the upper section where the snowmelt gathered and narrowed as it descended to the valley floor. He drew it with care — not the care of caution but the care of respect, the care you brought to drawing something that had been the center of eight centuries of argument and had simply continued being a river through all of it, patient and indifferent to the argument, doing what rivers did which was move water from one place to another without political opinion.

The fork. The triple fork where the Venn divided. He drew both branches, north and south, the northern wider and faster, the southern narrower and slower, and he drew them accurately, and the northern branch was manifestly the better branch, and this was simply true and the map said so without comment because a map did not editorialize, a map showed what was.

The center line of the northern branch. Running down its middle, equidistant from both banks, the boundary between the territories — not a line that gave the branch to one side or the other but a line that said: here is the middle of the thing you both wanted, and the middle is where the border is, and both sides of the middle belong to someone.

The mill sites. He marked them carefully — three on the eastern bank, two on the western, each one labeled with a small symbol of his invention that meant existing structure, not claimed structure, not awarded structure, simply the structure that was there and had been there and would remain with whoever held the bank it stood on.

The Stone. He drew it with the circle-and-line symbol he had invented weeks ago and had never had occasion to use on a finished map until now, and beside it he wrote the notation he had composed in his mind over the course of the morning's negotiation, the notation both sides had implicitly agreed to by agreeing to the map: inscribed by Cael of the western camp at the direction of the western commanding officer; inscription records the western commanding officer's understanding of the border agreement reached in negotiation of [date]; both parties to this map acknowledge the negotiation of [date] as incomplete due to failure of translation, and acknowledge this map as its lawful completion.

He paused there.

He read the notation.

He read it again.

The notation was accurate. It was what had been agreed — both parties acknowledging the negotiation as incomplete, both parties acknowledging this map as its completion. It was legally precise and historically honest and the Accord would recognize it because the Accord had been waiting for exactly this kind of document for eight centuries.

It was also — he saw it with the clarity of something arriving sideways, the way important things arrived in this range, not announced but simply present — a confirmation that his original border survey had been correct.

His original border survey. The one that had ended his career.

The survey had established the Venn River as the boundary of the disputed territory in terms that matched, very closely, the center-of-channel line he had just drawn on this map. Not identically — twenty-two years of cartographic improvement and the benefit of the Accord's own testimony had given this map a precision his original survey had not had — but the river, the boundary, the fundamental claim that the line ran through the water rather than beside it. All of it the same.

He had been right.

He had been right twenty-two years ago and the ministry had known he was right and had used his rightness against the village by claiming his map said something it did not say, and the disgrace that had followed was not the consequence of his error but the consequence of his accuracy — the accuracy that threatened people who needed the line to be somewhere other than where it was.

He had spent twenty-two years knowing this and not being able to prove it.

This map proved it.

Not loudly. Not in the language of accusation or vindication. Simply by existing alongside the original survey, by being visibly the same truth about the same river expressed with greater precision and witnessed by an Accord that could not be bought or threatened or misrepresented. Anyone who knew cartography and looked at both maps would understand what they were looking at. The original survey and this map told the same story. The story was true. The people who had claimed otherwise had been lying.

He held the pen above the page and sat with this for a long moment.

He thought about the village.

Not abstractly — specifically. He thought about the people in it, the particular people whose names he had learned during the survey and whose faces he still had in his memory twenty-two years later, the way faces from important moments stayed with you regardless of whether you wanted them to. The headman who had walked him to the boundary marker and shown him where the line should run and trusted him to draw it correctly. The women at the mill who had watched him work with the suspicious courtesy of people who had been promised accurate surveys before and had received instruments of their dispossession instead. The children who had stood at a distance and watched the mapmaker with his strange equipment and his notebooks, curious the way children were curious about things they didn't understand, not yet knowing that the thing he was drawing would be used against them.

He had drawn it correctly. The ministry had used it incorrectly. He had submitted a map that said one thing and they had claimed it said another and the claim had been accepted because claims made by ministries against villages tended to be accepted, because the village did not have the resources to contest it and the ministry had the resources to enforce it and twenty-two years had passed.

This map did not restore what had been taken from the village. He understood this completely and without self-deception. The village was not here. The village's suffering was not in the clearing. The village's loss was twenty-two years old and a map drawn in an ancient range at the behest of an eight-century-old binding did not retroactively undo what had been done to people who had trusted a cartographer to draw their border correctly and had paid for that trust with their sovereignty.

Nothing he drew could fix that.

But this map, going back into the world with his name on it and the Accord's witness and both commanders' signatures — this map created a record. A record that could not be misrepresented because the Accord's witness was not a human institution subject to pressure or purchase. A record that told the truth about the river in language clear enough that anyone who looked at it and looked at the original survey would see what the original survey had said and what the ministry had claimed it said and understand that these were not the same thing.

He thought: the people who disgraced me will use this map to argue that they were correct about the survey all along.

He thought about what that meant.

It meant they would say: look, the map confirms the river is the boundary, we always said the river was the boundary, the survey was correct and we used it correctly. They would not acknowledge the difference between the center of the channel and the low water mark. They would not acknowledge the village. They would absorb the correction into their own account and present the absorption as vindication.

He knew this. He knew it with the certainty of a man who had spent twenty-two years watching people absorb inconvenient truths into convenient narratives, who had learned the particular human skill of taking a thing that disproved you and reframing it as a thing that proved you, who had been on the receiving end of that skill applied with professional thoroughness to his own work.

They would use this map.

He sat with the pen above the page for a long time.

He thought: the village.

He thought: the record.

He thought: the truth about the river was always what I said it was, and a record of that truth will exist in the world regardless of how it is used, and a record of the truth is not nothing, even if it is also not justice, and the world has more records of truth than it has justice and adding to the records of truth is still a contribution even when it falls short of what you wished you could give.

He thought: my enemies will use this.

He thought: let them.

The thought arrived the first time and he sat with it and examined it from all sides the way he examined a piece of contested terrain, looking for the weakness in it, the place where it was not as solid as it appeared.

He could not find the weakness.

Let them use it. Let them claim the map confirmed their account. Let them absorb it into their narrative and present the absorption as vindication. The record would still exist. The truth about the river would still be in the world. The Accord's witness would still be on it. And anyone who read it carefully — anyone who was a cartographer, anyone who was a scholar, anyone who was from the village and had grown up knowing what had been done and wanting proof of it — would find what they needed in the map regardless of what the ministry claimed the map said.

He thought: let them.

He put the pen back to the page.

He finished the map.

The remaining lines came quickly — the legend, the scale, the compass rose that had taken him weeks to be able to draw accurately because his compass had not worked, the date, the title. The Border of the Venn Valley: a map made from the testimony of both parties and witnessed by the Accord of the Venn Valley Range, in completion of the agreement of [date]. He wrote this in his clearest hand, the same hand he had used for twenty-two years, unchanged.

Then he looked at the space at the bottom right corner of the page where a cartographer put their name.

He held the pen above it.

He thought: this map will go back into the world with my name on it.

He thought: my name on it means the disgrace follows it. Everyone who receives this map will know who drew it and what was said about the man who drew it.

He thought: my name on it also means the survey is connected to it. Everyone who knows cartography will look at the name and look at the original survey and look at this map and understand what they are looking at.

He thought: twenty-two years.

He thought: I know what it will cost me. Not the map's existence. My name on the map. The enemies it will give ammunition to. The way they will use the ammunition. The way the world will receive the story they tell with it.

He thought: I will sign it anyway.

Not because it would restore the village. Not because it would rehabilitate his reputation — the people who had disgraced him would simply claim the map confirmed their version of events and the claim would spread and he would remain disgraced in the circles that had disgraced him. Not for any outcome he could predict or control.

Because it was his map. His name. His work. He had drawn it honestly and it told the truth and his name belonged on it, and if his name on it gave ammunition to his enemies that was the cost of having a name worth putting on an honest map, and he had known since the border survey that honest maps had costs, and he had not stopped drawing honest maps, and he was not going to stop now.

He signed it.

His full name, in his clearest hand, in the forward lean that had not changed in twenty-two years. His cartographer's seal pressed into a small circle of wax he heated with the stub of candle he kept in his case for exactly this purpose, the seal he had pressed into wax a thousand times and that was still his, still valid, still the mark of a cartographer who was disgraced and correct and had never managed to be only one of those things at a time.

He looked at his name on the map.

He felt the twenty-two years of it settle around him like the particular quality of the clearing's silence — not lightening, not lifting, but changing. Still present. But different now. The weight of it differently distributed, as though something that had been carried on one shoulder had been shifted to both, or as though he had put it down briefly to look at it and in looking at it had understood that it was heavier than he had known and also lighter than he had feared.

He thought: this is the most honest thing I have ever drawn.

He thought: I know what it will cost me.

He looked up.

Holt and Aenne were watching him from their positions on opposite sides of the clearing, patient and still, the way people were still when they understood that the thing happening in front of them mattered and that their stillness was a form of respect for it.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Fourteen — The Burning

He held the map for a moment before he did anything else with it.

Not reading it — he had read it, had drawn every line of it, knew it the way you knew something you had made with your hands in a state of complete attention. He held it the way you held a thing you were about to give away, giving yourself the last moment of its being yours before it became something else. A document. An agreement. A piece of paper that two commanding officers would look at and sign and that the Accord would witness and that would go into the world with his name on it and do whatever it did in the world.

Right now it was still in his hands. Right now it was still warm from the drawing.

He looked at Holt and Aenne, watching him from opposite sides of the clearing with the patience of people who had waited eight centuries and could wait another minute.

"I need a moment," he said. "Before I give you this. There is something I need to do first."

He did not explain what. He set the map carefully on the board, face down so the ink would not be disturbed, and he opened his case.

The case had been packed and repacked dozens of times in the weeks he had been here. He knew every item in it by touch — the theodolite in its leather sleeve, the compasses in their velvet box, the field pens in their roll, the oilcloth notebooks, the hardwood straight edge, the candle stub for heating sealing wax, the stub of chalk he used for marking positions in the field. He knew all of these things. He reached past all of them to the back of the case, to the two boards he kept for protecting finished work, and he took out what was between them.

The second map.

The one the Accord had returned blank.

He had drawn it in his tent six weeks ago with six days of preparation behind it and a confidence he had not felt since the first commission of his career, when everything was still possible and nothing had yet proven difficult. He had drawn the shared-river solution — the mean line, the analysis of resources, the equitable division he had worked out from first principles and been proud of in the private way he permitted himself pride in good work. He had put it between the boards and gone to sleep and woken to a blank page.

He had not thrown it away.

He had told himself it was because the paper was good paper and good paper was not wasted. He had told himself it was habit, the cartographer's habit of keeping records of failed attempts because failed attempts contained information. Both of these things were true and neither of them was the real reason.

The real reason was that he had not been ready to let go of it. The second map was the last version of himself that he had tried to bring into this work — the version that solved problems from intelligence and analysis, that arrived at answers through the application of his own judgment to the available data, that trusted his mind more than anyone else's mind because his mind had been the only reliable instrument in his possession for twenty-two years of professional life. That version of himself had drawn the second map and been proud of it and gone to sleep confident and woken to a blank page.

He had carried the blank page in his case for six weeks because putting it down meant acknowledging that the version of himself who drew it was not the version this work required.

He took the blank page out of the case.

He looked at it.

It was completely blank — as blank as the day it had come from the mill, unmarked, holding no evidence that anything had ever been drawn on it. The Accord had been thorough. The paper did not even remember.

He thought about what Senne had told him in the early weeks. You needed to find it yourself. Being told is not the same as knowing. He had found it. He had found it through two rejected maps and weeks of testimony and a working compass and a sick interpreter and a candlelit room and nine witnesses who remembered five and four and Commander Holt stopping at a mill-stone on the eastern bank and asking whose it was. He had found it through all of that and had arrived in this clearing this morning with an empty page and a good pen and twenty-two years of understanding how land worked, and the map on the board behind him was the result.

The blank page was not the result. The blank page was the path.

He folded it once.

He reached into his case for the candle stub and lit it from the small fire he had kept burning at the clearing's edge throughout the morning, the fire he had made before dawn against the autumn cold and that had burned down to a steady small flame without being tended because small fires left alone found their own equilibrium eventually.

He held the corner of the folded page to the flame.

It caught slowly — good paper resisted fire the same way it resisted water, which was why you spent money on it. The flame moved up the corner and across the fold and he held it until the heat reached his fingers and then he set it down on the flat stone beside the fire and watched it finish.

It did not take long. Good paper burned cleanly. No smoke worth noting. The page went from white to orange to black to ash in less than a minute, and the ash sat on the flat stone in the rough shape of a folded page for a moment before a breath of morning air moved through the clearing and dispersed it, and then there was nothing left of the second map except the memory of it, which was also dispersing.

He watched the ash go.

He thought: that is the right amount of ceremony for this. Not none — it deserved acknowledgment. Not more — it was a failed draft, not a death. A thing that had been necessary and was now finished with being necessary. The acknowledgment was proportionate.

He capped the candle stub and put it back in his case.

He turned back to the clearing.

Holt and Aenne had watched without comment. Cael, at the treeline, had watched without comment. Nobody had asked what he was burning or why, which told him that some things in this clearing did not require explanation because the clearing understood them without it.

He picked up the map.

He stood.

He walked to the center of the clearing, which he had not done before — he had sat at the edge throughout the negotiation, keeping himself out of the space the two commanders were inhabiting, being the instrument rather than the actor. But the negotiation was over and the map was drawn and signed and it was time to occupy the center.

The clearing's quality of attention shifted when he stepped into the middle of it. He had expected this and it still surprised him — the sense of the space recognizing the change, acknowledging that the work had reached its final movement. He stood in the center of thirty feet of attended silence and eight centuries of waiting and held out the map.

"Read it," he said. "Both of you. Take your time. Tell me if it is what you agreed."

They came forward from their respective edges — Holt from the west, Aenne from the east — and they met in the center of the clearing beside him and they read the map together.

He had thought they would read it separately, passing it back and forth, each taking their own time with it. Instead they stood side by side and read it together, Holt holding one edge and Aenne holding the other, and they read in silence and he watched their faces and learned nothing from them because both faces were doing the thing that experienced people's faces did when reading documents that mattered — they gave nothing away until they were finished giving nothing away and then they gave everything at once.

He watched them read the Stone notation.

He watched Holt's face when he read failure of translation. Something moved behind the directness — not pain exactly, not grief, but the particular expression of someone reading a true account of a thing they had lived through and recognizing it as true despite the accuracy being unwelcome. He had written nothing that assigned blame. He had written nothing about whose commanding officer had been responsible for the incomplete translation or whose stone carver had carved the wrong account. He had written failure of translation and the weight of that phrase fell equally on both sides, which was where it belonged, because the failure had been on both sides — the sick interpreter, the pride of two tired commanders, the dark room and the handshake and the trusted morning that did not come.

He watched Aenne read the terms she had proposed — the center of the channel, the mill sites, the three years of the spring fish run — and watched her face do the thing that precise people's faces did when they saw their own words rendered in a formal document, the slight adjustment of recognition, the checking of the formal language against the intended meaning, the decision — he could see the decision being made — that the formal language and the intended meaning were the same.

They read it twice.

Then Aenne looked at Holt. Not at Elias — at Holt. The first time in the clearing she had looked directly at him rather than at the cartographer standing between them.

Holt looked back at her.

Something passed between them that had no name he could give it and that he was not going to try to name because naming it would reduce it. Eight centuries of consequence and three hundred years of silence and one morning in a clearing and the map in their hands between them. Whatever passed between them in that look was theirs.

Then Holt looked at Elias.

"It is what we agreed," he said.

Aenne looked at Elias.

"Yes," she said. "It is."

The clearing did not change visibly. Nothing moved, nothing shifted, nothing announced itself. But something was different in the quality of the silence — not completion yet, not the full release that the Accord's satisfaction would bring, but a precursor to it, the sense of a very large and very old mechanism beginning to consider the possibility of moving.

Elias held out the pen.

He held it out to Holt first, because Holt had been in the original clearing eight centuries ago, because Holt had felt the binding move through him and had believed in it and had been here longest with the consequence of the belief. It seemed right that his hand should be first.

Holt took the pen.

He did not sign immediately. He held the pen for a moment and looked at the map — not reading it again, Elias thought, but looking at it as a whole, as an object, the way you looked at something before you committed to it irrevocably. The map that would end the war. The map that would release two hundred and forty-three soldiers from eight centuries of waiting. The map with his name coming and Elias's name already there, the forward-leaning hand in the bottom right corner, the cartographer who had stayed when the others had not.

Then he signed. A signature that was a statement — his full name and his rank and something beneath the rank that looked like a symbol Elias did not recognize, something personal, a mark that meant something to the person making it even if no one else knew what it meant.

Elias held out the pen to Aenne.

She looked at the map for one more moment.

Not reading — looking. The way you looked at something before it became irreversible, checking one final time that the irreversible thing was the right thing. He had done this himself before signing. He understood it. He waited.

Then she took the pen.

And she did something he had not expected.

Before she signed she spoke — not to him and not to Holt but to the clearing, to the quality of silence and attention that filled it, to the thing that had been waiting here for eight centuries for exactly this document.

"We acknowledge," she said quietly, "that the agreement made here is the agreement that was intended at the original negotiation. That it represents the honest intention of both parties then and now. That what was lost in translation is found here."

The clearing was very still.

Then she signed.

Her signature was smaller than Holt's — precise, contained, the signature of a woman who had spent eight centuries learning to take up exactly the amount of space that was needed and not a fraction more.

Elias took the pen back.

He held the map in both hands and looked at it — both signatures, both names, his own name in the corner, the center-of-channel line running through the northern branch of the Venn River that both sides had wanted and could now have, the Stone with its notation, the spring fish run waiting in the words for three years of mornings.

He thought: it is finished.

He thought: not quite.

He thought: there is one more thing the Accord requires.

He turned and walked to the center of the clearing — the true center, the place where the quality of attention was heaviest, the place that corresponded to the open circle of sky above and the circle of grass below. He had not stood here before. The clearing felt different at its center than at its edge, denser, more present, as though the binding that lived here was more concentrated at the heart of it than at the periphery.

He held the map up.

Not dramatically. Not with ceremony beyond what the moment required. Simply held it up, both hands, in the center of the clearing, in the circle of morning sky, and said: "The border of the Venn Valley. Agreed and signed by both parties. Completed in the place of the original binding, in the presence of both parties and their witnesses, in completion of the agreement of eight centuries past."

He had not known he was going to say that until he said it.

The clearing accepted it.

He did not know how else to describe what happened. The quality of attention shifted — not gradually, not slowly, but with the particular suddenness of something that had been waiting and had now received what it waited for and was releasing the held breath of eight centuries simultaneously. The silence in the clearing changed from weighted to weightless in the space of a moment, from attended to open, from the silence of something holding on to the silence of something let go.

And from somewhere in the range — distant, from the direction of the camps, from the valley below — he heard a sound he had not heard once in the weeks he had been in this range.

Birds.

Not one bird. Not the bird he had heard and not known the name of. Many birds, dozens of them, the sound of a forest that had been quiet for eight centuries suddenly remembering that it was supposed to be full of birds, recalling the fact of its own life with a rush of sound that rose from the valley and reached the clearing in a wave.

Holt made a sound beside him. Not a word. A sound.

Aenne stood very still with her eyes closed and her hands at her sides and her face doing something he had never seen it do before and could not name and was not going to try.

Cael, at the treeline, had put his hand against one of the old stone pines, flat-palmed, the way you put your hand on the shoulder of someone who was weeping.

Elias stood in the center of the clearing with the map in his hands and listened to the birds.

He thought: it is done.

He thought: Senne.

He thought: now.
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Chapter Fifteen — The Sanctum

The birds were still calling when they walked back down to the valley.

Not the same birds — different ones, more of them, the sound building as they descended through the stone pines, the forest adding voices the way a fire added heat, gradually and then all at once. He had not realized how silent the range had been until it was not silent anymore. He had been in it for weeks and had adjusted to the silence the way you adjusted to the particular quality of a place, accepting it as what the place was, and now the silence was over and the place was something different and the difference was almost too much to take in all at once.

He walked between Holt and Aenne on the path down from the clearing. Behind them, Cael.

Nobody spoke for the first part of the walk. There was nothing to say that would improve on the birds, and all of them understood this, and so they walked in the particular silence of people who have just done something significant and have not yet acquired the distance needed to talk about it.

Then Holt said: "I had forgotten what birds sounded like."

He said it quietly, to himself as much as to anyone, the voice of a man noting something that surprised him despite being unsurprising, because some things you knew you had lost and still forgot what the losing felt like until the losing was over.

"Yes," Aenne said. Simply yes. No elaboration.

Elias said nothing. He was listening to the birds and thinking about Senne and thinking about the map in his case and thinking about the valley below, which would be doing something this morning that it had not done in eight centuries, which was beginning to understand that it was over.

He wondered how that felt from inside a camp. Whether you woke this morning feeling different, or whether it arrived gradually, the way weather arrived, the sense of something changed in the air before you could name what was changed. He wondered if the soldiers in both camps were standing at their perimeters right now listening to the birds and understanding what the birds meant.

He thought they probably were.

He thought: the camps will be very different places this morning from what they were yesterday morning. And yesterday morning they were already different from what they had been the morning before, when Senne was still among them.

Senne.

He had said her name to himself three times since the clearing and each time it was both a thought and a question — Senne, meaning where is she, meaning is she back, meaning the Accord accepted the map and released what it held, didn't it, the birds are a confirmation of that, the birds are the forest remembering itself, the birds mean the Accord is satisfied, which means the Accord released what it took —

He made himself stop.

He would know when he got there. Getting there was what the walking was for. He walked.



They came out of the stone pines onto the northern slope above the valley and stopped.

Below them, both camps.

From this height he could see them clearly in a way he had not been able to from within the valley — the full shape of both encampments, the eight centuries of their organization, the stone structures and covered walkways and carefully maintained perimeters that had accumulated over the long waiting. From here he could also see, clearly, what was happening in them this morning.

Both camps were awake. Fully awake, not the gradual waking of a normal military morning but the complete simultaneous wakefulness of something that had arrived all at once. He could see figures moving — not in the patterns of routine, not the organized movement of a camp going about its business, but something less ordered and more alive, people moving toward each other across the open ground between the camps, stopping and talking and moving again.

The four hundred yards of open ground between the camps. The deliberate distance that had been maintained for eight centuries.

People were crossing it.

He watched from the slope above as soldiers from the eastern camp and soldiers from the western camp met in the middle of the valley floor — met without weapons drawn, without the formal protocols of parley, simply met, two groups of people walking toward each other across a distance that had been impassable for eight centuries and finding it suddenly passable.

He could not hear what was being said from this distance. He could see the quality of it — tentative at first, the particular body language of people approaching something they were not certain of, and then less tentative, and then the unmistakable posture of people talking with each other rather than at each other, the way shoulders dropped and heads came up and hands moved.

Beside him, Aenne made a sound that was not quite a word.

He looked at her. Her face was still doing the commanding officer's thing but the commanding officer's thing was doing something different than it usually did — it was containing something rather than concealing it, the face of a person managing a feeling that was too large for the face rather than a person who had no feeling to manage.

He looked at Holt.

Holt was watching the valley with the expression of a man who had planned for many things over eight centuries and had not planned for this — for the open ground to look like that, for his soldiers and Aenne's soldiers to be standing together in the middle of it in the morning light, for the distance to simply be gone.

"We should go down," Elias said.



The descent took twenty minutes and felt like no time at all.

He was aware, walking down the last of the slope into the valley, of the map in his case against his side — the finished, signed, witnessed map, warm from the case the way the case had been warm from the drawing, the heat of the work still in it. He was aware of the birds getting louder as they descended, the valley amplifying them, the sound bouncing off the ridgelines and returning from both sides so that it seemed to come from everywhere simultaneously.

He was aware, as they reached the valley floor, that the soldiers who had been crossing the open ground had seen them coming and had stopped and were watching their approach.

Both commanders walking down from the north with a cartographer between them and Cael behind them.

He thought: they know. They can see it in the way we're walking. They knew from the birds. They knew before we arrived.

He thought: let them see it. There is nothing to conceal here.

He walked into the valley floor and the soldiers from both camps were there, two hundred and forty people standing in the open ground between the camps with the morning sun on them and the birds calling from the stone pines on all sides, and he stood with Holt and Aenne and Cael and nobody said anything for a long moment because nobody needed to.

Then Holt said, in the voice that filled spaces without effort: "It is done."

That was all he said. Two words. The same two words Elias had thought at the center of the clearing, which perhaps meant that some truths arrived in the same words regardless of who was thinking them.

Nobody cheered. Nobody shouted. He had half-expected something of the kind — eight centuries of waiting ending seemed like it should produce noise, should produce some expression commensurate with the scale of what had been waiting. Instead what happened was quieter than that and more complete, the way that real endings were generally quieter than anticipated because the anticipation of an ending was never quite the same as the ending itself.

What happened was that people sat down.

In ones and twos and small groups, on the valley floor, on the grass of the open ground between the two camps, soldiers from both sides, they simply sat down. As though the standing had been the effort and the effort was over. As though eight centuries of being a soldier who had somewhere to be and something to do had released them, all at once, from the requirement to stand.

He watched them sit and thought: this is what eight centuries of waiting feels like when it ends. Not triumphant. Not loud. The very specific exhaustion of a thing that is finally finished.

He looked for Senne.

He looked across the open ground, through the sitting and standing figures, toward the eastern camp's perimeter where she had stood every morning in the particular posture of someone attending to something just past the edge of visibility. He looked at the perimeter and she was not there.

He looked around the valley floor. She was not among the figures sitting on the grass.

He felt the particular quality of not-finding a person you are looking for — the absence of them in each place you look registering separately, accumulating into a pattern that your mind was reluctant to accept the meaning of.

He thought: she should be here. The Accord released what it held. The birds are singing. She should be here.

He thought: where is she.

He did not say any of this. He kept his face arranged and began walking toward the eastern camp, because if she was anywhere she was there, because the eastern camp was where she had been for eight centuries and it was where she would go if she was anywhere.

He did not run. He walked with the deliberate pace of someone who was not panicking because panicking was not useful and because walking deliberately was the thing he could control and controlling the things he could control was how he had always managed the things he could not.

He passed through the perimeter of the eastern camp and into the camp itself, through the stone structures and covered walkways he had walked through the first time Aenne had brought him to her quarters, past soldiers who watched him pass with the wondering look of people who were still understanding what this morning was, past tents and cook fires and all the habitual furniture of eight centuries of encampment, toward the center of the camp where Aenne's quarters were and where Senne's tent was beside them.

The tent was there.

Senne was not in it.

He stood outside the tent for a moment.

He thought: where does the Accord put the people it takes.

He thought: Cael said it felt like a current in water. You could not see it but you could feel it when it passed through you.

He thought: the Accord is satisfied. The Accord released what it held. If it released the binding it released everything in the binding. Senne was in the binding. Senne was released.

He thought: then where is she.

He turned around.

She was behind him.

She was standing six feet away, outside her tent, in the armor she had been wearing when she first stepped out of the treeline on the third day and asked him which side he was mapping for. She looked exactly as she had looked then — the young-old face, the careful posture, the expression of someone assessing whether the situation in front of her required the professional response or the human one.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

"You were gone," he said. Not accusation. Simply the fact, stated plainly.

"Yes," she said.

"Where did it take you."

She considered this. "Nowhere I could describe in terms that would mean anything to you," she said. "It was not dark and it was not painful. I was not aware of time passing." She paused. "I was aware of the work continuing. As though I could hear it from a distance. Very far away, through many walls." Another pause. "I heard the birds."

"So did I," he said.

She looked at him for a long moment. At the case on his side, where the map was. At his hands, which still had the slight ink stain of a long morning's work on the right index finger and thumb. At his face, which was doing whatever his face did when he had just done the most important thing he had ever done and was not sure yet how to carry the having-done-it.

"The map held," she said. It was not a question.

"Yes," he said. "The map held."

She closed her eyes for a moment.

Just a moment. Then she opened them and looked at the camp around her — the stone structures, the covered walkways, the cook fires, all of it built and maintained over eight centuries of habitation, all of it familiar to her in the specific deep way that places you have lived in for a very long time became familiar, below the level of noticing and into the level of being.

"I have been here a long time," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"I need to think about what comes next," she said. "I have not had occasion to think about what comes next in eight centuries. I find I don't know how to do it."

"That's all right," he said. "You have time."

She looked at him with a small expression that was not quite a smile but was adjacent to one, the expression of someone receiving a kindness and recognizing it as such. "Yes," she said. "I suppose I do."

He reached into his case. He took out the map — the finished, signed, witnessed map, warm from the case — and he held it out to her.

She looked at it. She did not take it.

"It is yours," he said.

"It belongs to the valley," she said.

"Yes," he said. "But you should see it. You were part of making it. Everything you told me is in it. Every testimony, every morning at the perimeter, every question you answered." He paused. "Your name is not on it. That was a failure of cartographic tradition that I intend to address at some future point. But everything you told me is in it."

She looked at the map for a long time.

He watched her read it — not quickly, not efficiently, but with the full attention of someone reading something that contained eight centuries of their own life rendered in the language of lines and text, the language that had always been the enemy in some sense, the tool of the people who drew boundaries and created consequences, and was now this, something different, the record of what had been agreed rather than the instrument of what had been imposed.

She read the Stone notation.

He watched her face when she read it.

He could not describe what her face did because it did several things simultaneously — recognition, relief, grief, something that was not quite grief, something older than grief, the expression of a person seeing a wound acknowledged in writing for the first time by the people who had caused it, and understanding that the acknowledgment was not healing and was not justice and was also not nothing.

"Both parties acknowledge the negotiation of [date] as incomplete due to failure of translation," she said quietly. Reading it aloud, the words in his language sounding different in her shifted-consonant version of it.

"Yes," he said.

"He will see this," she said. "Cael. His name is in the notation."

"Yes."

"How will he take it."

Elias thought about Cael sitting in the dark with the piece of unfinished stone in his hands. About eight centuries of carrying the uncertainty of the good faith he had brought to the carving and not knowing whether the good faith had been sufficient. About what it meant to see that uncertainty resolved in writing — not blamed, not exonerated, simply acknowledged, the failure named as a failure of translation rather than a failure of the man.

"I think," Elias said carefully, "that he will take it the way a person takes something they have needed for a very long time and had stopped expecting to receive."

Senne looked at the map for another long moment.

Then she handed it back to him.

"Keep it safe," she said. "It needs to go back to the world."

"Yes," he said.

"And you," she said. "You need to go back to the world."

He looked at her.

"Yes," he said. "I know."

"Not yet," she said. "There are things that need to happen here first. But then." She looked at him with the measuring expression that had been the first thing he had learned to read on her face, eight centuries old and still completely legible. "You did good work, Elias Vorne."

It was the first time she had used his name.

He had not known, until she said it, how much he had needed to hear it said by someone who understood what the work had been.

He did not say anything in response. He took the map back carefully and put it back in his case and closed the case and stood in the morning light of the eastern camp with the birds calling from all sides and the open ground between the camps full of sitting soldiers from both armies, and let the having-been-said be sufficient.

It was.
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Chapter Sixteen — From Memory

He spent the rest of that day doing nothing in particular.

This was unusual for him. He was not a person given to purposelessness — twenty-two years of professional life had given him the habit of task, the sense that time was the medium in which work happened and that time without work was time misapplied. He had maps to finish and commissions to pursue and notebooks to organize and the cartographer's perpetual backlog of half-completed observations that needed to be written up properly before memory degraded them.

He had all of that and he did none of it.

He sat on his flat stone outside his tent and watched the valley.

What was happening in the valley was not nothing. It was, in fact, the most significant thing he had ever had occasion to watch — two armies that had been at war for eight centuries beginning the process of not being at war, which it turned out looked less like a celebration and more like a gradual unclenching, the slow relaxation of something that had been held very tight for very long.

The open ground between the camps filled and emptied through the day as soldiers from both sides crossed and recrossed it, the traffic moving in both directions, people going to look at the other camp and coming back and going again. Nobody seemed to know quite what to do with the freedom to cross. They crossed because they could, because eight centuries of not being able to cross had made crossing itself the point, before anyone had worked out what they wanted to do on the other side.

He watched this and thought: this is what peace looks like in its first hours. Not triumphant. Curious.

Cael came to find him in the mid-afternoon.

He sat across from Elias on the flat stone and said nothing for a while, which was characteristic. Cael was a man who arrived at speech by way of silence, who let the silence do the preliminary work of whatever the speech needed to do.

"I read the notation," he said eventually.

"I know," Elias said. "Senne told me you would."

"She was right." He was quiet for a moment. "I had not known what I needed until I read it. That is a strange thing. To be given something you did not know you needed."

Elias thought about Senne saying: you needed to find it yourself. Being told is not the same as knowing. He thought that this was a principle with wide application.

"Does it help," he said.

"Yes," Cael said. Simply yes, without qualification, the word doing the full weight of what it meant. He turned the piece of unfinished stone over in his hands — he had brought it with him, the piece he had been working on in the dark the night before the clearing. "I have been thinking about what I am making," he said.

"And?"

"I think it is a marker," Cael said. "Not a boundary marker. A different kind. Something that says: here is where a thing happened. Here is where something ended." He turned the stone again. "I would like to leave it somewhere in the valley. At the fork, perhaps. Where the river divides."

Elias thought about this. A stone at the fork of the Venn River, carved by the man who had carved the other stone eight centuries ago, marking the end of the war rather than the beginning of the border. A second stone, in the same valley, in the same stone carver's hand, made this time from full knowledge of what he was making and why.

"Will you carve it in both languages," he said.

Cael looked at him. Then the ghost of an expression moved across the conservative face — not quite the smile it was a cousin of, but recognizably related. "Yes," he said. "I think I will carve it in both languages."

"Good," Elias said.

They sat for a while after that without talking, which was comfortable, and the valley continued its gradual unclenching below them, and the birds continued calling from the stone pines, and the afternoon light moved across the ridgelines in the way afternoon light moved across ridgelines everywhere, indifferent to the significance of the valley it was illuminating and therefore, somehow, more respectful of it.



Commander Holt came to find him as the light was going.

Holt did not sit. He stood at the edge of the flat stone with the valley behind him and his hands in his coat pockets and looked at Elias with the direct uncomplicated look that was his characteristic mode and that Elias had come to trust as accurately representing what was behind it — no subtext, no strategy, simply a man looking at you and meaning it.

"I want to ask you something," Holt said.

"Ask."

"The map," Holt said. "When it goes back into the world — who receives it? Where does it go? I find I don't know what happens to a map after it's drawn."

Elias thought about this. He had been thinking about it himself, in the part of his mind that had been doing the thinking about afterward while the rest of him was watching the valley.

"The commission was from a ministry," he said. "The ministry that sent me here. The map goes to them as the product of the commission." He paused. "After that — ministries do things with maps that the cartographer has no control over. They file them or publish them or use them for purposes that may or may not be what the cartographer intended." He paused again. "This map has the Accord's witness on it. I am not certain what that means in practical terms for how the ministry can use it. I am hoping it means they cannot easily misrepresent it."

"You are hoping," Holt said.

"Yes," Elias said honestly. "I have some experience with ministries misrepresenting maps that have my name on them. I have tried to write this one in a way that makes misrepresentation difficult. I cannot guarantee it."

Holt absorbed this. "What would make it harder to misrepresent."

"Multiple copies," Elias said. "A map that exists in only one place can be controlled. A map that exists in many places — in the archives of scholars, in the records of other ministries, in the possession of people who know cartography and will recognize what it says — is much harder to misrepresent." He looked at Holt. "I am going to make copies before I submit to the ministry. As many as I can. I am going to send them to people I trust."

"Are there people you trust," Holt said. Not unkindly. Accurately.

Elias thought about this. "A few," he said. "A retired cartographer in the north who taught me when I was young and has not changed his opinion of my work regardless of what the ministry changed its opinion of me. A scholar of old land disputes who would understand the historical significance of the Accord notation. The archivist at the university library who filed my border survey and never told me she was sorry for what happened after, because she was not sorry for preserving accurate records." He paused. "A few."

Holt nodded. "And the village," he said.

Elias was still.

"The village," Holt said again. "The one your survey was used against. You did not mention it. I noticed you did not mention it."

"I did not mention it because I don't know how to reach them," Elias said. "I know the village's name. I don't know if they have an archivist or a council or anyone who would receive a map and understand what to do with it."

"Find out," Holt said. "Before you leave. Send a copy there."

Elias looked at him.

"You know about the village," he said.

"You mentioned a village," Holt said. "When you told Commander Aenne you had no stake in this work. You said your career was finished because you had mapped something truthfully that certain people wished had not been mapped. I understand what that means. I have eight centuries of experience with things that were mapped incorrectly for political convenience." He paused. "Find the village. Send them the map."

Elias was quiet for a moment.

He thought about the headman. The women at the mill. The children standing at a distance watching the mapmaker with his strange equipment.

"Yes," he said. "I will."

Holt nodded. He put his hands back in his coat pockets and looked out at the valley for a moment — the open ground with its crossing figures, the two camps with their stone structures and covered walkways and eight centuries of habitation, the Venn River threading through it all, the northern branch visible from here if you knew where to look.

"I am going to walk the length of the valley tomorrow," Holt said. "Both sides. The whole of it. I have not done that since the war began."

"That sounds right," Elias said.

"Aenne has agreed to walk it with me," Holt said.

Elias looked at him.

"Not together," Holt said quickly, and there was something in his voice that was not quite embarrassment — the closest thing to it that eight centuries of command left room for. "Separately. We will walk it at different times. It is a beginning."

"Yes," Elias said. "It is."

Holt looked at him for a moment more with the direct uncomplicated look. "You did good work," he said. The same words Senne had used, with a different weight to them — Senne's weight had been personal, the weight of someone who had guided him through the work and was acknowledging that the guidance had been well used. Holt's weight was the weight of a commander acknowledging a mission completed against considerable odds.

Both weights were the same weight, he thought, arriving from different directions.

"Thank you," he said. It was the only thing to say and he said it plainly.

Holt nodded once and walked back toward the western camp and the unrepaired northeast corner of the cookhouse roof that would still need fixing in the morning, because peace began and the unfinished business remained and that was the ordinary human truth of it.



Commander Aenne came to find him after dark.

She came quietly, the way she did everything — without announcement, without the sense of an approach, simply there when he looked up from his notebook. He had been writing by firelight, the field pen and the field paper, not the finished work, the working notes, the record of the day and what had happened in it and what he understood about what had happened in it. He wrote this kind of record after important days. He had many notebooks full of these records from twenty-two years of important days, though none of them had been quite as important as this one.

She stood at the edge of the firelight and looked at him working and said, "I will not stay long."

"Sit," he said.

She sat, across the flat stone from him, in the position Cael had sat in the afternoon and Senne had sat in during the early weeks. He had had many conversations at this flat stone and it had the feeling now of a place that had earned its use, a place that had been worked in.

"The soldiers," she said. "My soldiers. I have been speaking to them this evening. Trying to understand what they need for the journey home."

"What do they need," he said.

"More than I anticipated," she said. "Which I should have anticipated, but did not." She paused. "They need to know where home is. For some of them home is eight centuries ago and the places they knew are unrecognizable now or gone. For others — the younger ones, the ones who were children when the war began — home is wherever their family went and they have no way of knowing where that is." Another pause. "They need maps."

He looked at her.

"I need maps," she clarified. "For the journey. For the territories we will pass through. For the routes to the places they remember and some way of establishing whether those places still exist under the names they remember." She looked at him steadily. "I understand that you are not a guide service. I am not asking you to come with us. I am asking whether you can produce — whatever is useful. Before you leave."

He thought about this.

He thought about sixty soldiers from the eastern camp who needed to know how to get from a mountain valley to places they had left eight centuries ago, most of which had changed beyond recognition, all of which existed under the same territory even if the political arrangements above them had shifted several times in the intervening centuries.

He thought about his notebooks, which contained months of walking this range and the territory around it, which contained elevations and river crossings and the locations of roads and the distances between points he had measured on the way in. He had not needed most of this information for the map of the valley — the map of the valley was the valley, and the surrounding territory was not his commission. But he had noted it, because noting things was what he did, because a cartographer in the field noted everything and decided later what was relevant.

"I can give you what I have," he said. "The routes I walked coming in. The territory to the south and west as I observed it. It will not be complete — there are gaps, places I did not go, roads I heard about and did not verify." He paused. "And I can write you a letter."

"A letter," she said.

"To the cartographers' guild," he said. "I have a professional relationship with the guild that is — complicated, given my disgrace. But the guild maintains archives of territorial maps going back several centuries and they have an obligation to respond to requests from people with legitimate need. A letter from me explaining the situation — eight centuries, the Accord, the soldiers who need to find their way home — will at minimum get someone's attention." He paused. "It may get more than that. The Accord's witness on the valley map will carry weight with scholars. People will want to know about it. Historians. Cartographers. People who study old disputes. Your soldiers coming out of the range with a letter from me and the story of the Accord will not be anonymous travelers — they will be something people will want to hear from."

Aenne looked at him.

"You are suggesting that notoriety might be useful," she said.

"I am suggesting that eight centuries of verifiable history is a resource," he said. "Your soldiers know things no living person knows. They were there. The Accord kept them there and kept them — intact, I assume, their memories functional, their experience of the time genuine. The historians of this territory would give a great deal to speak with people who lived through the events of the last eight centuries rather than reading about them in documents that are themselves incomplete and disputed."

A small silence.

"They lived through it," Aenne said carefully. "Living through something and wanting to discuss it afterward are not the same thing."

"No," he said. "They are not. It is only a suggestion. Some of them may want to talk and some of them may want to find what they can find of home and never speak of the valley again, and both of those are correct responses and neither requires the other." He paused. "But the option should exist."

She nodded slowly. "I will tell them," she said. "That the option exists."

She was quiet for a moment, looking at the fire.

"I have been thinking," she said, "about what I want."

He waited.

"I have spent eight centuries thinking about what the camp needed. What the soldiers needed. What the dispute required. What the Accord demanded." She paused. "I have not spent much time thinking about what I want. I find I am not very practiced at it."

"What do you want," he said.

"I want to see the territory," she said. "The full extent of it. Not from this valley. From outside it. I want to see the maps of the last eight centuries and understand what happened in the world while we were here." She paused. "I want to walk the northern branch of the Venn River in spring, when the fish run."

He looked at her.

"That is a very specific thing to want," he said.

"Yes," she said. "I spent eight centuries being precise. I find I am still precise about wanting things." A pause. "Is that a problem."

"No," he said. "It is who you are."

She looked at him with the closest thing to warmth he had seen on her face in three months of difficult conversations. Not warmth exactly — she was not a warm person and eight centuries had not changed this and the next eight centuries probably would not either. But the recognition of being accurately seen, which was its own kind of warmth.

"I will leave you to your notes," she said. She stood. "Elias."

He looked up.

"The map," she said. "The copies you are making, the people you are sending them to." She paused. "Send one to the Accord."

He stared at her. "The Accord does not have a postal address."

"No," she said. "But the clearing does. Leave a copy in the clearing. At the center, where you stood this morning. The Accord will know what to do with it."

He sat with this.

He thought: she is right. He did not know why she was right or what the Accord would do with a copy of the map left at the center of the clearing. He knew she was right the way he knew the border was the river before he could prove it — the particular knowledge that arrived without credentials and turned out to be accurate anyway.

"Yes," he said. "I will."

She nodded and walked back toward the eastern camp, and he watched her go and then looked down at his notebook and wrote for a long time by firelight, filling pages with the record of the day — the clearing and the birds and the soldiers sitting on the open ground and Cael and his stone and Holt and the village and Aenne and the spring fish run — all of it, everything, the working record of the most important day of his professional life set down in the field pen and the field paper so that he would not lose it to the degradation of memory.

He wrote until the fire needed feeding and then fed it and wrote more, and the valley was quiet around him except for the birds, who apparently intended to continue calling for some time, possibly indefinitely, making up for eight centuries of silence with the particular urgency of things that had been waiting a very long time to say what they had to say.

He found he did not mind.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Seventeen — Someone Dies

He spent the next three days making maps.

Not the valley map — that was finished, signed, witnessed, in his case between the boards. The maps he made in those three days were different: route maps, territory maps, the kind of practical cartography that told you how to get from one place to another and what you would find when you got there. He worked from his field notebooks, from the observations he had made on the journey in, from the memory of roads and river crossings and the distances between settlements that he had noted and not thought he would need for anything.

He needed them now.

He worked at the flat stone from early morning until the light failed each evening, and soldiers from both camps came to watch him work, which he had not expected. They came in ones and twos and stood at a respectful distance and watched his hands move across the paper, watched the lines accumulate into roads and rivers and the shapes of territories, and said nothing. Some of them came back the next day and the day after. He thought they were watching not the maps but the making — the act of rendering the world into something navigable, something you could hold in your hands and use to go somewhere, which was what they needed and had not had in eight centuries.

On the second day Lieutenant Ferran brought him a list.

He came in the morning with a folded paper and set it on the flat stone and said, without preamble: "The names of the places people want to reach. What they were called eight centuries ago. I have tried to note the ones I believe still exist under the same name and the ones I believe have changed." He paused. "I may be wrong about some of them. My knowledge of the last eight centuries is indirect."

Elias looked at the list. Forty-seven names. Some of them he recognized from the territories he had passed through; some he did not recognize at all; some he recognized in the way of names that had shifted over time, the way languages shifted, the root still visible beneath the changed form like the original channel of a redirected river.

"This is very useful," he said. "Thank you."

Ferran nodded. He did not leave.

"You want to ask me something," Elias said.

"Yes," Ferran said. He was quiet for a moment, with the careful look of someone choosing words. "I have been thinking about what you said. That the failure of translation was not my fault." He paused. "I have thought about this for eight centuries. That I was absent for the afternoon session. That the argument about the fork happened without me. That if I had not been ill —"

"You would have been in the room," Elias said.

"Yes."

"And the translation might have been accurate."

"Yes."

Elias set down his pen. He looked at Ferran, who was standing before him with the particular posture of someone who had been carrying something for a very long time and was trying to decide whether to set it down or whether setting it down was permitted.

"You were ill," Elias said. "A stomach complaint, you told me. Not a choice."

"No," Ferran said. "But if I had said something afterward — when I returned and understood that the argument had concluded — if I had said to my commanding officer, I was not present, I need to know exactly what was agreed before I can translate it accurately —"

"Did you have occasion to say that," Elias said.

Ferran was quiet.

"You returned," Elias said carefully, "to a situation in which your commanding officer believed an agreement had been reached and was satisfied with it and was ready to move forward. The war had been going for some time. Both sides were tired. Both commanders had shaken hands." He paused. "In that situation, a lieutenant suggesting that the translation might be inaccurate because he had missed an afternoon session would have been — what."

"Unwelcome," Ferran said.

"Unwelcome," Elias agreed. "Not impossible. Not impermissible. But unwelcome, and the kind of unwelcome that a lieutenant who wished to continue serving effectively would have had to weigh against the risk that the translation was in fact accurate and the interruption unnecessary." He looked at Ferran. "You made a judgment. The judgment turned out to be wrong because the translation was inaccurate. That is different from the translation being inaccurate because of you."

Ferran absorbed this.

"Eight centuries," he said.

"Yes," Elias said. "Eight centuries is a long time to carry a judgment that turned out to be wrong."

"It is," Ferran said. He was quiet for a moment. "It is also a long time to think about what one should have done differently."

"What do you think you should have done differently," Elias said.

"Asked," Ferran said. "Simply asked. Regardless of welcome. Said to my commanding officer: I was absent, I need to know exactly what was agreed, please tell me word for word so that I can translate it accurately." He paused. "The answer might have been the same. My commanding officer might have said north branch and I would have translated north branch and the Stone would say north branch and the eastern camp would still have disputed it." Another pause. "But I would have known. I would have known that what I translated was what was agreed, or at least what my commanding officer believed was agreed. The uncertainty would have been his, not mine."

"Yes," Elias said. "That is probably true."

"That is what I should have done," Ferran said. "Ask. Even if the asking was unwelcome." He looked at Elias. "You asked. Repeatedly. Things that were unwelcome. Commander Aenne, Commander Holt, Cael. You asked and were told things that people had not said in eight centuries."

"Yes," Elias said. "I asked."

"Because you had nothing to lose," Ferran said. Not accusation — analysis.

"Yes," Elias said honestly. "Partly that. And partly —" he paused, thinking about how to say it accurately. "Partly because I have always found that the unwelcome question is generally the necessary one. Not because the answer will be comfortable. Because the answer will be true, and true is more useful than comfortable when you are trying to find a line."

Ferran looked at him for a long moment.

"I will remember that," he said.

"It is not a secret," Elias said. "It is just a habit. A habit of asking." He picked up his pen. "Where do you want to go, Ferran. When you leave here."

Ferran was quiet for a moment, the retrieving-from-long-storage look. "There was a house," he said. "My family's house. North of here, three days' walk in the old measure. I don't know if it still stands. I don't know if anyone lives there now. But I would like to walk that direction and see."

"North of here," Elias said. He looked at his maps, found the relevant sheet. "Three days' walk — what was the road like. Do you remember the terrain."

And Ferran sat down, finally, on the flat stone across from him, and told him what he remembered, and Elias drew.



On the third morning Cael came to the flat stone before Elias had started working.

He sat down without speaking, which was unusual — Cael generally stood when he had something to say and sat only when the conversation was going to be long. Something about the sitting told Elias this was different from their other conversations, different in quality if not yet in content.

He waited.

"Commander Holt walked the valley yesterday," Cael said.

"I know. He told me he intended to."

"He walked the length of it. Both ridgelines, both sides of the river, the fork." He paused. "He walked it alone. He did not ask me to come. I think he needed to do it alone."

"Yes," Elias said.

"I watched him from the camp as far as I could see him." Cael turned the piece of stone over in his hands — it was further along now, he could see, the roughness of one face giving way to something more deliberate, the shape of an inscription beginning to emerge. "He was gone most of the day. When he came back he went directly to his tent and did not come out until this morning."

Elias waited. There was more coming. He could hear it in the particular weight of Cael's pauses.

"He is not well," Cael said.

Elias was still.

"Not ill," Cael said quickly. "Not in the way of fever or injury. It is something else. Something I have seen before in the camp, in the early centuries, when the waiting became very long for some people and they —" he stopped, chose different words. "The Accord kept us here. It kept us physically — intact, preserved, the way Senne told you. But it did not preserve everything. There are people in both camps who have been here eight centuries and who are — very tired. Not in the body. In the way of a person whose reason for continuing has been the resolution of the war, and the war is resolved, and now they must find another reason and some of them —"

He stopped again.

Elias understood what he was not saying.

"He kept himself going," Elias said slowly, "by being a commanding officer. By having the camp to command and the war to resolve and the Accord to satisfy. And now —"

"And now the camp does not need commanding," Cael said. "And the war is resolved. And the Accord is satisfied." He was quiet. "He walked the valley alone yesterday and I think he understood something while he was walking."

"What did he understand," Elias said, though he thought he knew.

"That he is very tired," Cael said. "That he has been very tired for a long time and has been using the urgency of the situation to not know it." He paused. "He is old, Elias. Not in appearance. But in the way that matters. He has been here eight centuries and he is not young in the way that the Accord's preservation made him look. He is tired in the deepest way."

Elias set down his pen.

He thought about Holt pacing his tent, built for motion, unable to be still. He thought about Holt stopping at the mill-stone on the eastern bank and asking whose it was, his voice carrying the particular weight of someone asking a question they had wanted to ask for centuries. He thought about Holt standing at the edge of his tent in the pre-dawn dark looking at the eastern camp's lights across the valley, trying to look at them as though it might be for the last time just in case.

He thought: Holt knew. On the morning of the clearing. That it was the last time.

"How long," he said.

"I don't know," Cael said. "I don't know how these things work. I only know what I see." He looked at the stone in his hands. "I think he would like to see the map. The finished one. Before —"

He did not finish the sentence. He did not need to.



He went to Holt that afternoon.

Holt was in his tent, which was unusual — Holt was not a man who stayed in tents when he could be moving. He was sitting on the camp chair in the center of the tent, upright, with his hands on his knees and his coat on, as though he had come in from somewhere and sat down and not yet worked out whether to get up again.

He looked at Elias when he came in. The directness was still there — the direct uncomplicated look that gave everything it had and concealed nothing. But it was different now. Quieter. The quietness of a fire that had been burning at full intensity for eight centuries and had found, now that the fuel was consumed, what the fire had actually been.

"You came to show me the map," Holt said.

"Yes," Elias said.

"Cael told you."

"Yes."

Holt nodded. He did not apologize for Cael's telling and he did not suggest that Cael had overstepped and he did not perform the denial that a person who was not ready to acknowledge what was happening might have performed. He simply nodded, with the acceptance of a man who had been precise about everything for eight centuries and was not going to be imprecise about this.

Elias opened his case. He took out the map — the finished, signed, witnessed map — and he brought it to Holt and held it out.

Holt took it.

He held it in both hands and read it the way he had read it in the clearing, with complete attention, giving it the full measure of what he had. He read the valley and the river and the center line and the mill sites. He read the Stone notation. He read both signatures — his own and Aenne's — and his full name and rank and the personal symbol beneath it that Elias still did not know the meaning of. He read Elias's name in the corner, the forward-leaning hand.

He read it for a long time.

When he looked up his face was the way it had been in the clearing after Aenne offered the spring fish run — the actual expression rather than the management of it, the thing itself without the armoring.

"It is a good map," he said.

"Yes," Elias said. "I think so."

"The notation about the Stone." He looked at it again. "Failure of translation." He said the words quietly, the way you said words that had been waiting to exist for eight centuries. "I would not have thought to write it that way. I would have written something more complicated. Something that explained more and acknowledged less."

"Less was more honest," Elias said.

"Yes," Holt said. "Less usually is." He was quiet for a moment. "I told you to send a copy to the village."

"I will."

"Good." He looked at the map for another moment, then held it back out to Elias. "Keep it safe. Send the copies. The ministry will file it and the scholars will study it and the village will have it and the historians will argue about it and the Accord's witness will outlast all of them." He paused. "It will be there long after everyone who made it is gone."

"Yes," Elias said. "That is what maps do."

He took the map back.

Holt looked at him with the direct look.

"I am going to rest," he said. "I have been meaning to rest for some time. I kept finding reasons not to." He looked around the tent briefly — the organized precision of eight centuries of habitation, everything in its place, the system thoroughly developed. "The northeast corner of the cookhouse roof needs fixing," he said. "There is a soldier in the western camp named Arren who is good with stonework. Tell him I said so."

"I will tell him," Elias said.

Holt nodded. He settled back in his chair slightly — not much, not dramatically, just the small adjustment of a person finding a more comfortable position. His hands on his knees. His coat on. The directness in his face softening from the thing it had been into something quieter and more complete.

"You did good work," he said. For the third time, the same words, but this time with a different weight than Senne's weight and different from his own weight of two evenings ago. This was the weight of the last thing, the finality of a man saying the important thing when he understood it was the last occasion for important things.

"Thank you," Elias said. He said it the way he had said it two evenings ago, plainly, because plainly was right. "Rest well, Commander."

"Yes," Holt said. "I intend to."



Commander Holt died that night.

Not suddenly — the way Cael had described it was the way it turned out to be: the profound tiredness finding its conclusion, the eight-century vigil finally, fully over. Cael found him in the morning in the camp chair with his hands still on his knees and his coat still on, and he had the look of a person who had been sitting and had simply, at some point in the night, stopped.

Elias heard about it from Cael, who came to the flat stone in the early morning and stood there and said nothing for a long time and then said: "He is gone."

Elias sat with this.

He thought about all the things he thought about Holt — the pacing, the directness, the mill-stone on the eastern bank, the large handwriting in the single line of response, the smile that appeared briefly and was immediately controlled, the northeast corner of the cookhouse roof. He thought about three hundred years and she's been right. He thought about it must have been good to live beside.

He thought: he held on until the map was finished. He kept himself going until there was nothing left to keep himself going for, and then he rested, and the resting was complete.

He did not think this was a tragedy. He thought it was the conclusion of a life that had lasted eight centuries longer than lives were supposed to last and that had ended when the reason for the length of it was satisfied. That was not a tragedy. That was a very long story reaching its right ending.

He thought it nonetheless with the weight it deserved, which was considerable.

He picked up his pen.

He wrote in his notebook: Commander Holt. Western camp commanding officer. Died in his tent, night of the third day following the Accord's release. Held his post for eight centuries. Walked the valley alone on the second day. Said it must have been good to live beside. It was.

He looked at what he had written.

Then he got up from the flat stone and went to tell the soldier named Arren about the cookhouse roof, because Holt had asked him to and because asking had been Holt's way and Elias intended to honor it, and because the northeast corner of the cookhouse roof still needed fixing and someone capable should know.



The burial was that afternoon.

Both camps attended. Two hundred and forty-two soldiers, eastern and western both, standing in the open ground between the camps in the autumn light with the birds calling from the stone pines on all sides and the Venn River threading through the valley below them.

Commander Aenne stood at the front. She had known Holt for eight centuries. She had not spoken to him for three hundred years of those eight. She had stood across thirty feet of attended silence from him in a clearing and completed a negotiation that their predecessors had failed, and he had offered his terms in his own handwriting and she had offered the spring fish run unrequested and they had walked back down the mountain with a cartographer between them and a map that held.

She spoke briefly. She said his name and his rank and the length of his service, which was the kind of precision she brought to everything and which was, in this case, the right kind of precision because the length of his service was not an abstraction but a specific enormous fact that deserved to be stated in full.

Then she said: "He told me that he had been meaning to fix a corner of the cookhouse roof since the forty-second year of the war. He said this on the morning of the clearing, walking down from the camp." She paused. "I find I want to say that I believe he would have fixed it. Given time. He was the kind of man who finished things." Another pause. "Eventually."

A sound went through the assembled soldiers — not laughter, but the cousin of it, the sound of people who had known someone for a very long time recognizing something true about them in the words of someone else who had also known them, which was a particular sound that only happened when the true thing was said correctly.

They buried him in the valley, at the edge of the open ground, under a stone that Cael chose and placed and on which he had already begun, by evening, to carve.

In both languages.

Elias stood at the burial and held his notebook and did not write in it. He watched Cael place the stone and he watched Commander Aenne stand at the grave for a long time after the others had gone back to their camps, standing the way she stood at the eastern camp's perimeter in the mornings — attending, with her mind elsewhere, in the particular posture of a person who is carrying something and is deciding, carefully, how much of the carrying to put down and how much to keep.

He watched her and thought about the map and the spring fish run and the precise small signature and the way she had spoken to the clearing before she signed — we acknowledge that the agreement made here is the agreement that was intended — and he thought that Commander Aenne would be all right. Not immediately. Not without difficulty. But she was precise and she was honest and she had spent eight centuries learning the difference between what was required of her and what she wanted, and she was beginning to understand that the second question was now the relevant one, and precise honest people who understood the right question were generally, given enough time, all right.

He thought: she has time now.

He thought: they all have time now.

He put his notebook away and walked back toward the flat stone and the route maps waiting to be finished and the letter to the cartographers' guild that needed to be written and the copy of the valley map that needed to go to the center of the clearing where the Accord would know what to do with it.

The work was not finished. The map was done and the Accord was satisfied and the war was over and there was still work, which was the nature of work — it did not end when the most important part was done, it continued into the ordinary, into the practical, into the northeast corner of the cookhouse roof and the forty-seven names on Ferran's list and the copy of a map left at the center of a clearing for a witness that did not have a postal address.

He sat down at the flat stone.

He picked up his pen.

He began.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Eighteen — The Signature

He made seven copies of the map.

Seven was not a number he had chosen deliberately — it was the number he arrived at when he had finished making copies and counted them, the product of the paper he had available and the time he had and the names on his list of people who should have one. He had thought there would be five. Then he remembered the village and the list became six. Then Aenne said the clearing and the list became seven.

He made them over two days, working from the original, reproducing each line with the care that copies required — not the inspired drawing of the original, which had come from the clearing and the agreement and whatever the clearing had put into his hand that morning, but the careful faithful work of replication, of making sure each copy said exactly what the original said in exactly the way the original said it.

He was a good copyist. It was a skill distinct from the skill of original cartography, requiring less of the thing that made original work good — the judgment, the interpretation, the translation of testimony into line — and more of a different thing, the patience and accuracy of someone who understood that the value of a copy was in its correspondence to the original and not in its own qualities. He had copied many maps in his career and had been good at it without finding it interesting, and he was good at it now and did not find it interesting now, which meant he could do it for two days without the tedium affecting the quality.

He labeled each copy carefully: who it was for and what it contained and where the original was held and who held it. He wrote these labels in his clearest hand because labels were the part of documents most likely to be separated from the documents themselves and most important to be legible when they were.

The retired cartographer in the north who had taught him.

The scholar of old land disputes.

The university archivist.

The cartographers' guild, with the letter he had written the previous evening explaining the situation — the range, the Accord, the soldiers, the eight centuries, the valley map and its witness — in the precise factual language that guild records required and that he was good at producing because precise factual language was his native mode.

Commander Aenne, to keep in the eastern camp's records.

The village, with a separate letter explaining what the map was and what it showed and how it related to the original border survey and why the comparison of the two documents mattered. This letter he wrote three times before he was satisfied with it, because it was the most important letter and the most difficult — explaining twenty-two years of consequence to people who had lived those consequences, who did not need the explanation, who needed only the acknowledgment, and finding the language for acknowledgment without condescension or apology that rang false had taken him three attempts and most of an evening.

The clearing. No label needed.

He stacked the copies and the original in order of delivery and looked at the stack and felt the particular quality of finished work — not pride, which was too large and too fragile a word for it, but the quieter satisfaction of work that was done and correct and would persist.

Then he opened his case and took out the original and held it.

He had been holding it intermittently since the clearing, picking it up and putting it back down, doing the thing you did with a finished piece of work in the time between finishing it and releasing it — the time of still possessing it, which was finite and which he had learned over twenty-two years to be conscious of rather than careless with. Once the map left his hands it was not his anymore in any practical sense. It would be filed and copied and studied and argued about and used in ways he could not predict or control, and his name would be on it and his name would be attached to whatever was done with it, and none of that was something he could manage or prevent.

He was not trying to manage or prevent it. He had made his peace with this in the clearing, in the moment with the pen above the signature space. He was simply being conscious of the last hours of possession, which was not the same as reluctance to let go.

He read the map one final time.

He read it the way Holt had read it — completely, giving it the full measure of attention, checking each element against his understanding of what each element was supposed to say. The valley and the river and the center line. The mill sites. The Stone. The notation: both parties acknowledge the negotiation of [date] as incomplete due to failure of translation, and acknowledge this map as its lawful completion. Both signatures. His own name.

He thought about the word lawful.

He had written lawful with confidence at the time, in the flow of the drawing, and had not interrogated it since. He interrogated it now, because he interrogated everything eventually and this was the last opportunity. Was this map lawful? Lawful in what sense? By what authority was an ancient binding's resolution lawful in the legal frameworks of the contemporary world? The Accord was not a human institution. The Accord did not have a seat in any parliament or council or court. The Accord's witness was not the witness of a magistrate or a ministry or any body whose authority any contemporary legal system recognized.

He had no answer to this that was legally satisfying.

He had an answer that was practically satisfying, which was: the Accord's authority was eight centuries old and the contemporary legal frameworks of any territory he could name were significantly younger than that, and the territories to which both camps would return had been shaped by the events that followed from the original failed negotiation, and those territories had an interest in the resolution of the dispute that their legal systems would need to accommodate regardless of whether those legal systems had a category for it.

The map was lawful. He believed this. He believed it the way he believed the border was the river before he could prove it — with the particular knowledge that arrived without credentials and turned out, when tested, to be accurate.

He wrote lawful and stood by it and moved on.

He closed the map.

He put it back between the boards.

He packed his case.

He had been packing his case in stages over the previous two days, integrating the maps and letters and the repacked instruments and the oilcloth notebooks into the familiar weight and arrangement he had carried for twenty-two years. The case had more in it now than it had had arriving — the notebooks full of testimony and analysis and the record of the work, seven copies of the map folded and labeled and stacked, letters to seven recipients, the completed original between the boards, his instruments restored to their places now that the Accord had permitted them to work again. The weight was different. He noticed this when he lifted the case — heavier, but differently heavy, the weight distributed differently than it had been when he arrived with two coins and a blank reference sheet and a commission he had signed because it was the only commission available.

He lifted the case and stood with it and thought about the walk out.

Twelve days, the walk in had been. He did not think the walk out would take twelve days — he had a working compass and the benefit of having done the walk once, which meant he knew where the difficult sections were and could pace them correctly rather than discovering them. He thought eight days. Perhaps seven if the weather held.

He did not know what he would find when he got out. The ministry that had sent him was still there, presumably — ministries persisted — and they were expecting a map, which he had, and they were not expecting the map to be what it was, which it was anyway. He did not know what they would do with it. He had done what he could to make misrepresentation difficult by making seven copies and distributing them widely, and he had written the notation to be as clear and unambiguous as possible, and he had put his name on it in the forward-leaning hand that had not changed in twenty-two years.

He would walk out and submit the commission and see what happened next, and whatever happened next would happen and he would deal with it when it arrived. This was not resignation — it was the particular calm of a person who has done the thing that was theirs to do and has not yet encountered the thing that comes after, and is holding the not-yet-encountered thing at the appropriate distance.

He had learned this kind of calm in the range. He was not sure he had possessed it before.



He made one stop before he left.

The clearing.

He walked up to it alone in the early morning, before the camps were fully awake, on a morning that was colder than the previous mornings had been, the autumn having made a decision overnight about how serious it intended to be. The stone pines had frost on their upper branches. The grass on the path was stiff underfoot.

The clearing was as it had been — the circle of grass, the circle of sky, the quality of attention in the silence. He had expected it to be different after the Accord's release, expected some diminishment, some reduction in the presence he had felt there, the way a room felt different after the people who had filled it had gone. The clearing did not feel diminished. It felt — he searched for the word — concluded. The way a sentence felt concluded at its period. The full stop that was not an absence but a completion.

He walked to the center.

He stood where he had stood when he held the map up and said the words that the clearing had accepted. The circle of cold sky above him. The frost-stiffened grass beneath. The birds calling somewhere in the stone pines below, still calling, apparently intending to continue calling for some time.

He opened his case.

He took out the seventh copy of the map — the one labeled for the clearing, the one with no recipient name because the recipient did not need a name — and he held it for a moment.

He thought about the Accord. What it was and where it went when a binding concluded. Whether it remained in the clearing or dispersed into the range or went somewhere else entirely, somewhere that had no geography in any sense he could map. He did not know. He had never known. He had understood the Accord's requirements and satisfied them and been witnessed by it and had no further access to its nature than the compass that had spun for weeks and then pointed north and the birds that had begun calling on the morning the map was signed.

He thought: the Accord kept its terms. The binding held. The soldiers were preserved and the Accord was patient and when the work was done the Accord released what it held and the birds began calling. That was sufficient. That was what the Accord was and what it did, and he did not need to understand it more fully than that to respect it.

He placed the copy of the map in the center of the clearing.

He placed it flat on the grass, face up, the lines visible to whatever sky or attention or authority the clearing contained. He placed it carefully, the way you placed something you were leaving for safekeeping — not abandoning, placing.

He stood over it for a moment.

He said, quietly, to the clearing and whatever inhabited it: "For your records."

He felt, or imagined he felt, the quality of attention in the clearing acknowledge this. He was not going to claim certainty about what he felt in clearings. He was going to note it and move on.

He turned and walked back toward the stone pines.

He did not look back. He had learned in this range that not looking back was sometimes the right discipline — that you could look back at places that mattered to you or you could walk forward, and that both were valid choices, and that this particular morning he was choosing to walk forward and let the clearing be the clearing without requiring it to also be a memory he was attending to.

He walked down the path through the stone pines toward the valley.



He said his goodbyes in the order they came.

He had not organized this — had not thought about the sequence or planned what to say to each person. He found that the sequence organized itself, people appearing at the flat stone or the path's edge at the moments that were right for them to appear, the way the work had organized itself over the months — not according to his plan but according to what was ready.

Ferran came first, in the morning, with the list of forty-seven names and a leather bag that contained, he said, provisions for the road. He set the bag beside Elias's case without comment and stood for a moment.

"Will you come back," Ferran asked.

"To this valley?" Elias considered this honestly. "I don't know. Perhaps. It is a place that warrants a full survey when the politics settle." He paused. "That would take years. The people who send me on commissions are not always — responsive to my suggestions about what warrants surveying."

"If you come back," Ferran said, "I would like to know how it was received. The map."

"I will try to find a way to send word," Elias said. "The archivist at the university can probably reach you, if you let her know where you are."

Ferran nodded. He extended his hand — an old-fashioned gesture, eight centuries old, the particular handshake of his time rather than the contemporary form — and Elias took it and shook it and thought about the translation that had failed eight centuries ago in a candlelit room and about this handshake in the morning light that meant what both people shaking it intended it to mean, no ambiguity, no dark room, no tired commanders and absent interpreters.

"Ask," Elias said, because it seemed important to say it one more time.

"Ask," Ferran said back, with the solemnity of someone adopting a principle. Then he nodded once and walked toward the camp with the particular walk of a man who had somewhere to go and knew which direction it was and intended to start walking in that direction as soon as the goodbyes were finished.

Lieutenant Ferran of the eastern camp had somewhere to go.

Elias watched him go and felt something he could not immediately name and then named it: gladness. The simple specific gladness of seeing a person set off in the right direction.



Cael came at midday.

He brought the stone marker — the one he had been working on in the dark, now finished. It was not large — the size of a thick book, roughly rectangular, smooth on all faces. The inscription was on the broadest face and he held it so Elias could read it.

In two languages. Side by side, the western script he had used on the Carved Stone eight centuries ago, and beneath it, in smaller but equally careful letters, the eastern script he had spent the intervening centuries learning in the way you learned the language of people you were at war with, imperfectly, with resentment that became respect that became something without a name.

Both inscriptions said the same thing. He could read the eastern one directly and could make out enough of the western one to confirm they matched.

Here the Venn Valley peace was made. Both sides kept faith.

"Both sides kept faith," he said.

"Yes," Cael said. "Both sides kept faith. It took eight centuries and a disgraced cartographer from a rented room, but both sides kept faith." He turned the stone to look at the inscription himself. "That is what I want the record to say. Not who was right and who was wrong. Not who should have fixed the translation. Both sides kept faith."

Elias looked at the stone.

He thought: Cael is right. That is what the record should say. The bad faith had been incidental — a sick interpreter, a dark room, two tired commanders who trusted the morning and the morning did not come. The faith had been fundamental. Both sides had kept it for eight centuries, waiting in the valley because the binding required waiting, maintaining the camps because the binding required the camps, and when the cartographer arrived they had talked to him and answered his questions and gone to the clearing and said the true things that needed to be said.

Both sides had kept faith.

"Where will you put it," he said.

"At the fork," Cael said. "Where the river divides. Both branches will see it." He paused. "I am going to put it there today, before I leave."

"You are leaving today," Elias said.

"Yes." He looked at the stone in his hands. "I am going to the place where the mill was. I don't know what I will find there. I don't know if anything of it remains. But I am going to go and stand where it was and look at the northern branch from the bank my grandfather chose and then I will decide what comes after that."

"That sounds right," Elias said.

Cael looked at him. The conservative face doing the thing it did when it had something to say that it had been deciding whether to say. "You gave us the map," he said. "That was the work. But you also — asked the right questions. In the right order. You asked Senne and you asked me and you asked Commander Aenne and you asked Commander Holt and Lieutenant Ferran, and you asked us things no one had asked before and you wrote down what we said and you took it seriously." He paused. "That was also the work."

"Yes," Elias said. "I think it was the more important part."

Cael extended his hand — the same old-fashioned gesture as Ferran — and Elias took it.

"Cartographer," Cael said.

"Stonemason," Elias said.

Cael almost smiled. It was the closest he had come to it in all the months of their conversations, the full thing nearly arriving before the eight centuries of conservative face reasserted themselves. Almost was enough.

He walked toward the fork with the stone under his arm and Elias watched him go and felt the gladness again, the simple specific gladness of the right direction.



Commander Aenne found him in the late afternoon, when he was standing at the flat stone doing a final check of the case — the inventory of everything in it, a habit of departure he had maintained for twenty-two years that had never once revealed something missing and that he maintained anyway because habits of care were worth maintaining.

She stood across the flat stone from him, hands behind her back, and watched him check the case.

"You are leaving tomorrow," she said.

"Yes."

"The copies are distributed."

"The six that I can distribute here, yes. The letter to the guild and the copies for the archivist and the scholar will go when I reach the first town large enough to have a courier service. The copy for the village will go with them." He looked up. "The clearing's copy is in the clearing."

She nodded. "Good."

They stood for a moment in the late afternoon light. The frost of the morning had yielded to a mild day and the light was the particular gold of autumn afternoons, the kind of light that made everything it touched look like it was being seen for the last time, which was either a quality of the light or a quality of his state of mind and probably both.

"The eastern camp will leave in three days," Aenne said. "I have organized it by region — the soldiers who are going to the same territories will travel together. Ferran is leading the northern group. I have assigned lieutenants to the others."

"And you," he said.

She was quiet for a moment.

"I will leave last," she said. "When the camp is empty. When there is nothing left to command." She looked at the camp behind her — the stone structures, the covered walkways, the cookhouse with its chimney, all of it built over eight centuries of waiting and now beginning the process of being left. "Then I will go."

"Where," he said.

"North," she said. "I told you. I want to see the territory. The full extent of it." She paused. "And I want to walk the northern branch in spring."

"The spring fish run is four months away," he said.

"Yes," she said. "I have time." And the precision of it — the way she said I have time with the full weight of someone for whom time had been a controlled and limited resource for eight centuries and was now simply available, unlimited, the basic condition of a life rather than a rationed allowance — was more than he could address directly.

He said nothing. The silence was sufficient.

"Elias," she said.

He looked at her.

She reached into her coat and produced a folded paper and set it on the flat stone between them. He looked at it.

"A letter," she said. "For the ministry. The one that sent you."

He picked it up.

"Commander Aenne —" he started.

"Read it," she said.

He unfolded it and read it.

It was written in the formal language of military correspondence, the kind of language that had its own weight and authority independent of the institution it came from, the language of someone who had commanded armies and signed orders and been obeyed for eight centuries and knew exactly how to make a document say what it needed to say in terms that left no room for misreading.

It said: The map submitted with this correspondence was produced by the cartographer Elias Vorne in fulfillment of a commission issued by this ministry. The map is accurate. Its production required methods and qualities of mind that the ministry's previous assessment of this cartographer's work failed to recognize. We recommend the revision of that assessment.

It was signed: Commander Aenne of the Venn Valley Eastern Camp, signatory to the Accord of the Venn Valley Range, co-signatory to the Venn Valley Border Map.

He stood with the letter in his hands for a long moment.

He thought about the ministry and the village and the disgrace and twenty-two years. He thought about the border survey that had been correct and been used incorrectly and the people who had benefited from the incorrect use. He thought about whether a letter from a woman who had been the commanding officer of an eight-century military encampment in a mountain range, delivered with a map witnessed by an ancient binding, would carry the weight in a ministry office that it carried in his hands right now.

He thought: it might not. The ministry would do what ministries did, which was absorb things into their existing framework and adjust as little as possible.

He thought: it might. The Accord's witness was unusual. The letter was precise and unambiguous. Someone in the ministry would receive it and have to decide what to do with a letter from a co-signatory of an ancient binding recommending the revision of a professional assessment, and the someone who received it would be making that decision while looking at a map that everyone who knew cartography would look at and understand.

He thought: I do not know. And that is acceptable. The letter exists. The map exists. The copies exist. The village has a copy. The archivist has a copy. The scholar has a copy. The guild has a letter. The clearing has its copy. These things exist and will continue to exist and the outcomes of their existence are not mine to predict or control.

He folded the letter carefully.

He put it in his case, in the front pocket where he kept things that needed to be easily accessible.

"Thank you," he said.

"It is accurate," she said. "I write accurate correspondence. I have always written accurate correspondence." She paused. "The accuracy has sometimes been inconvenient for the people receiving it."

"Yes," he said. "I expect it has."

She looked at him with the closest thing to warmth he had seen on her face — the recognition of being seen accurately, which was its own warmth — and then she turned back toward the eastern camp.

"Commander," he said.

She turned.

"The spring fish run," he said. "Walk both banks. Don't only walk the one you know."

She looked at him.

"Yes," she said, after a moment. "I intended to."

She walked back toward the camp. He watched her go and thought about the spring and the northern branch of the Venn River running high with snowmelt and the fish coming up from the lowland rivers, the big-bodied ones that Cael had described drying for winter, and Commander Aenne of the eastern camp walking the bank she had never walked, looking at the water from the other side.

He thought that was an image worth holding.

He held it.

Then he went back to the inventory of his case, which was complete and correct, every item accounted for, the map between the boards and the letter in the front pocket and seven notebooks of testimony and analysis and record, the compass in its velvet box pointing north because the Accord had permitted it and the Accord was satisfied and north was north again in the Venn Valley Range.

He closed the case.

Tomorrow he would walk out.

Tonight there was one more goodbye to say.
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Chapter Nineteen — Hero at the Mercy

He found Senne at the river.

Not at the perimeter of the eastern camp, where she had stood every morning for eight centuries. Not at the flat stone where they had sat so many mornings while she told him what he needed to know. At the river — the northern branch of the Venn, the branch that had been at the center of the whole of it, standing on the eastern bank in the last of the afternoon light with her boots off and her feet in the water, which was cold enough that he could see the cold of it in the set of her shoulders, the slight forward lean of a body managing a temperature it had not planned for.

She heard him coming and did not turn.

"It is cold," she said.

"Yes," he said. "It is autumn."

"I know it is autumn." A pause. "I have been in autumn before. Many of them. But not this one." She looked down at her feet in the water. "I wanted to feel the river. Before you leave and I leave and the valley empties. I wanted to stand in it."

He sat on the bank above her and put his case down beside him and looked at the river. The northern branch in the late afternoon light was the color of old brass in the shallows and darker than that in the center where it ran fast, and it moved with the patient urgency of water that had been moving in this direction since before anyone in the valley had arrived and intended to keep moving in this direction long after everyone had left.

"You are leaving tomorrow," she said.

"Yes."

"I know." She turned slightly. Not to look at him — to orient toward him, the way you oriented toward someone you were speaking to when looking directly was more than the moment required. "I wanted to talk to you before you went."

"I know," he said. "That is why I came to find you."

She was quiet for a moment. The river moved past her feet with its patient urgency.

"I have been thinking," she said, "about what you said. After the clearing. That everything I told you was in the map. That your name was on it but my testimony was in it."

"Yes," he said.

"I have been thinking about whether that is true," she said. "Not whether you intended it to be true — I know you intended it to be true. Whether it is actually true. Whether testimony can be in a map in any meaningful sense, or whether the map is the map and the testimony was the path to the map and those are different things."

He thought about this.

"The testimony is in the map the way a foundation is in a building," he said. "You cannot see it from the outside. It is not labeled. But the building stands on it and without it the building would not stand or would stand differently." He paused. "The center-of-channel line is where it is because of what you told me about the river. The Stone notation acknowledges the failure of translation because of what you told me about the negotiation. The spring fish run is in the terms because —" he stopped. "That was Aenne. But it was also eight centuries of your testimony about what the river meant to the people who lived beside it, which shaped how both commanders understood what they were negotiating about." He paused again. "The map would not be the same map without your testimony. In that sense it is in the map."

She was quiet, absorbing this.

"I will never be able to show someone the map," she said, "and point to the line and say: that is mine. That is where I am in it."

"No," he said. "You will not."

"That is difficult," she said. "To have been essential to a thing and to not be visible in it."

"Yes," he said. "It is." He looked at the river. "Cartography has a long history of that. The people who walked the land and named the features and described the routes are often not the people whose names are on the maps. The maps carry the cartographer's name. The knowledge in the maps came from other people." He paused. "That is one of the failures of the profession and I have thought about it for twenty-two years without arriving at a solution."

"Put my name on the next map," she said.

He looked at her.

She had turned fully now, standing in the cold river with her feet on the stones of the riverbed and looking at him with the expression that was not quite a smile but was adjacent to it, the expression he had learned to recognize over months as Senne's version of the wry observation she was almost always right about.

"If you make another map," she said. "One that uses what someone told you. Put their name on it. Not as cartographer. As witness. As the person whose testimony made the map possible."

He thought about this.

"The guild would object," he said.

"The guild," she said, "has spent eight centuries without an adequate map of this valley and their objection has served no one." She looked back at the river. "It is a suggestion. You can do what you like with it."

"I will think about it," he said.

"I know you will," she said. "You think about everything." A pause. "It is one of your better qualities. You also have worse ones."

"I know," he said.

"The trusting maps more than people," she said. "You have mostly corrected this in the time I have known you. I want to note it in case you forget in the world outside the range."

"I will try not to forget," he said.

"Try harder than you think you need to," she said. "The ordinary world will give you instruments and methods and systems of analysis and it will be very easy to trust those things more than the person in front of you, because the instruments and methods and systems are predictable and the person in front of you is not. You have learned here that the person in front of you is the point." She paused. "Remember that."

He would remember it. He knew he would remember it the way he remembered the things that had been taught to him by people who were right at the exact moment he was ready to hear them, which was the only way teaching worked, and which meant he had needed everything that had happened in this range to happen before Senne could say this and have it land the way it was landing.

"I will remember," he said.

"Good." She looked at the river for a moment. "I am going to stay in the valley for a few more days. After the camps leave. I want to be here when it is empty, before I go. I want to see what it is without the camps in it."

"What do you think it will be," he said.

She considered this. "A valley," she said. "With a river. And birds." She paused. "And two mill sites on the northern bank and two on the southern bank and the Carved Stone on the western ridge and a new stone at the fork." She paused again. "And Commander Holt's grave at the edge of the open ground."

"Yes," he said. "All of that."

"I want to see it that way," she said. "Before I see anything else."

He understood this completely and did not need to say so. She could see that he understood.

They were quiet for a while. The river moved. The light continued its slow departure from the sky, the gold deepening toward the copper of the very end of afternoon, the moment before the light admitted it was evening and made the adjustment.

Then Senne said: "Can I ask you something."

"Yes," he said.

"The map," she said. "The original. Not the copies." She turned to look at him fully. "What will happen to it. Specifically. After the ministry receives it."

He thought about this honestly.

"The ministry will file it," he said. "In their archives, which are organized by territory and date. The valley map will be filed under the territory designation they assigned to this range, which I do not know, and the date of submission, which will be shortly after I arrive." He paused. "Someone will study it. The Accord notation will attract attention — it will be unusual in the ministry archives, possibly unique, and unusual things in archives attract the people who are interested in unusual things. They will study it and they will find the scholar's copy and the archivist's copy and the guild's letter and they will understand what they are looking at." He paused again. "The ministry will use it to claim that the range's territorial status is now clarified, which it is, and they will probably claim credit for commissioning the work that clarified it, which they did, in the sense that the commission was theirs even if the work went significantly beyond what they commissioned."

"And the village," she said.

"The village will have a copy," he said. "What they do with it is their decision. They may use it to pursue a legal correction of the low-water-mark line that the ministry imposed using the original survey. They may not — legal corrections of eight-decades-old impositions require resources and persistence and support from other institutions and the outcome is not guaranteed." He paused. "But they will have the copy. And the copy will be clear about what the river is and where the line actually runs, and that record will exist whether or not anyone acts on it."

"That is not enough," Senne said.

"No," he said. "It is not." He looked at the river. "It is what is possible. What is possible and what is enough are often different things and the difference between them is where most of the difficulty of life lives."

She looked at him.

"That is something you know," she said. Not a question.

"Yes," he said. "I have had occasion to learn it."

She turned back to the river and stood in it for another moment, the cold water moving past her feet, carrying snowmelt from the upper range down through the fork and out into the lowland rivers and eventually to whatever sea received it, indifferent to borders and treaties and eight-century bindings and disgraced cartographers, simply moving, which was what rivers did.

Then she stepped out of the river and sat on the bank and put her boots back on. Her feet were red from the cold. She did not comment on this.

"I want to ask you something else," she said.

"Ask."

She was quiet for a moment, lacing a boot, and he waited.

"The disgrace," she said. "When you go back. Is it going to be better or worse."

He had been thinking about this. He had been thinking about it in the parts of his mind not occupied by route maps and copying and letters, the background thinking that ran alongside the foreground work.

"I don't know," he said honestly. "Aenne has written a letter. The map is what it is. The copies will circulate. Whether those things change the professional assessment of the ministry — I don't know. The same people who disgraced me are still in their positions, probably. They have spent twenty-two years with a story about what happened and that story is comfortable for them and they will not easily exchange it for a different story even if the different story is better supported." He paused. "The disgrace may be better. It may be the same. There may be a period where it is worse before it is better because the map creates a record that some people would prefer not to exist."

"You knew all of this before you signed the map," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"And you signed it anyway."

"Yes."

She looked at him.

"Why," she said. Not a challenge — she knew the answer, he thought. She was asking him to say it.

He considered the question carefully, because it deserved a careful answer and because Senne had given him enough careful answers over the months that he owed her the same quality in return.

"Because the map was true," he said. "And a true map that exists in the world — even if it is misused, even if it is misrepresented, even if the people who commissioned it claim it proves things it does not prove — is better than no map. Because the village has a copy of a true map now and they did not have that before. Because the Accord's witness is on it and the Accord's witness cannot be bought or argued away. Because Ferran is walking north to see if his family's house still stands and he has a route map to help him find his way, and that route map exists because I came here and stayed and did the work." He paused. "Because the work was mine to do and I did it, and when you have done the work that was yours to do you have done what you could do, and what you could not do is not your failure."

She looked at him for a long time.

"Yes," she said. "That is the correct answer."

"I know," he said. "I found it the hard way."

"The hard way is the only way it holds," she said.

He thought she was right about this. He thought she was right about most things, which had been true since the first morning, and which he had not always recognized as quickly as he should have, and which he intended to be better about recognizing in the future — the particular accuracy of people who had been paying attention to a specific problem for a very long time.

"Senne," he said.

"Yes."

"What will you do. After the valley empties and you have seen it the way you want to see it."

She was quiet for a moment. Her hands on her knees — the same posture as Holt in the camp chair, he noticed, the posture of someone sitting with a question that did not yet have an answer.

"I don't know," she said. "I told you I am not practiced at knowing what I want. I know some things. I want to walk somewhere I have never been. I want to eat food that is not camp food. I want to sleep in a room that is not a tent." She paused. "I want to learn what eight centuries looks like from the outside. All the things that happened while we were here. The whole of it." Another pause. "And I want — I think I want to be useful. I have been useful here, to the work, to you. I find I want to continue being useful to something. I am not certain yet what that something is."

"You are twenty-three years old," he said. "In appearance."

"Yes," she said. "And eight hundred and twenty-three in experience. I am not sure which of those is more relevant in the ordinary world."

"Both," he said. "Probably both."

She almost smiled. The almost arrived and departed the way it always did with Senne — briefly, without quite completing itself, the expression that was the shape of a smile without the commitment to being one.

"When you see the university archivist," she said, "tell her there is a soldier from the Venn Valley who would like to speak with someone who studies the history of the last eight centuries. Tell her I will come to the city when I leave the valley."

He looked at her. "The archivist."

"You said she preserved accurate records regardless of political pressure," Senne said. "That sounds like someone worth knowing."

"It is," he said. "She is."

"Then tell her."

"I will," he said.

They sat for a while longer in the last of the light. The river moved. The birds called from the stone pines. The frost was already returning to the upper branches, the evening cold taking back what the afternoon warmth had released.

He thought: I am going to miss this valley.

He had not expected to think this. He had been in the valley for months under conditions that were at various points confusing, exhausting, professionally humiliating, and in the end more demanding than anything he had done in twenty-two years of cartography. He had thought of it, throughout, as the place where the work was, not as a place he would miss. But sitting on the bank of the northern branch with Senne beside him and the frost returning to the branches and the map finished in his case and the birds doing what they had apparently decided they were going to do indefinitely, he found that he was going to miss it.

Not the Accord, particularly, which had been patient and implacable and twice returned his work blank and once taken the person he relied on most. But the valley itself — the shape of it, the long axis running north-northeast, the Venn threading through it, the stone pines and the ridgelines and the quality of the silence that had been the Accord's silence for eight centuries and was now simply the valley's silence, which was a different and quieter thing.

He was going to miss the flat stone.

He was going to miss the morning light on the eastern camp's perimeter, which was where Senne had stood every morning and which had become, over the months, a kind of measure of the day — if Senne was at the perimeter, the day was starting correctly. He was going to miss Cael's conservative face and the piece of stone in his hands. He was going to miss Commander Holt's large handwriting and the directness of his looking and the things he said that were blunt and correct.

He was not going to miss the maps going blank. He was not going to miss the compass spinning. He was going to miss almost everything else.

"I am going to miss the valley," he said.

"I know," Senne said. "So am I. And I have been here eight centuries." She paused. "That is an interesting thing about places. You can miss them even when you are glad to leave."

"Yes," he said. "That is an interesting thing."

The last of the light was going now, the copper tipping over into the blue of early evening, the valley shifting from its daytime self into the self it became at dusk — the same valley, different quality of attention, the difference between a room in the light and a room in the dark where you knew the room well enough to navigate it without the light and did not need the light to know where you were.

He stood.

He picked up his case.

He stood there for a moment with his case in his hand and Senne sitting on the bank of the northern branch below him, looking at the river, and the evening coming on around both of them.

He thought: there is something I have not said. Something the work requires as its last piece, the way the map had required the signature as its last piece.

He thought: say it.

"Thank you," he said. "For guiding me through this. All of it. From the first morning."

She looked up at him.

"You did not always make it easy to guide you," she said.

"No," he said. "I know."

"You are welcome," she said. Simply that. Without qualification or elaboration, the way she said the things that were true — completely, and then moved on.

He stood for another moment.

He thought about the first morning — the compass spinning, the stone pines, Senne stepping from the treeline in armor eight centuries old, asking which side he was mapping for. He thought about how far that morning was from this evening, which was also not very far at all, because the range compressed things in a way that made the distance between mornings different from the distance between other places' mornings.

He thought: I am glad I stayed.

He had been glad, in the way that you were glad about things in retrospect, understanding that the two coins and the blank reference sheet and the no-advance commission had been pointing him toward this, toward the range and the clearing and the map that held and the birds calling from the stone pines. He did not believe in destiny — he was too precise for destiny, which was too imprecise a word for the particular sequence of cause and effect that had brought him here. But he believed in the work and he believed the work had been his to do, and he had done it, and he was glad.

"Goodbye, Senne," he said.

She looked at the river.

"Goodbye, Elias," she said.

He turned and walked back through the valley in the early evening, following the path he knew by now without needing to look at it, past the stone pines and the flat stone and the eastern camp with its lights coming on one by one, and he did not look back at the river.

He did not need to.

The river was in the map.

The map was in his case.

He would carry it out in the morning.

And the voice, the shifted-consonant voice of a woman who had been a soldier for eight centuries and would be something else now — that he would carry differently, in the place where things that had been told to you correctly at the right moment were carried, which was not the case and not the notebooks but the place that had no name and did not need one.

He walked back to his tent.

He made a fire.

He sat by it until it burned down and then he fed it and sat by it some more, and the birds called in the dark above the stone pines, and the valley was quiet around him in the way it was quiet when the weight of the Accord was gone from it, which was a much lighter quiet, the quiet of a place that was simply itself.

He thought: tomorrow.

He slept.
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Chapter Twenty — Senne Walks Out

She stayed five days after the valley emptied.

The eastern camp left on the third day after Elias's departure, in the morning, organized by region the way Aenne had planned it — the northern group with Ferran, the western group with a lieutenant named Dava who had been a farmer before the war and intended to be one again, the southern group with a lieutenant whose name Senne had known for eight centuries and whose face she had been looking at for eight centuries and who looked, on the morning of departure, like someone seeing morning for the first time after a very long night, which was exactly what he was.

She stood at the eastern camp's perimeter and watched them go.

It took most of the morning for all of them to leave. They left in groups of ten and fifteen, following the routes the cartographer had drawn for them, each group with a copy of the relevant sections of the route maps folded and tucked into their packs, each person with a name on Ferran's list that corresponded to a place they were trying to reach and a note about whether that place still existed and what it was called now if it had changed its name.

The western camp had left the day before. She had watched that departure from the same perimeter, slightly farther away, watching the soldiers of the western camp file out of the valley in their own organized groups, Cael at the end of the last group with a pack on his back and the piece of stone — the new marker, finished and placed at the fork two days prior — left behind in the valley where it belonged.

Commander Aenne left with the last of the eastern groups, which was a group of three — herself and two lieutenants who had nowhere specific to go and intended to walk together until somewhere suggested itself. She paused at the perimeter and looked back at the camp, which was already beginning to look like what it would become — the stone structures standing, the canvas of the tents gone, the covered walkways empty, the cookhouse chimney cold.

She looked at Senne.

"Five days," she said.

"Five days," Senne agreed.

"Then come north," Aenne said. "When you are ready. I intend to be in the city before winter."

"I know where to find you," Senne said. "The archivist."

"Yes." Aenne paused. "The spring fish run is four months away. I intend to walk the northern branch before the run begins, to see what the bank is like in winter." Another pause. "Walk it with me, if you reach the valley before spring."

Senne looked at her.

Aenne was not a person who invited. She commanded and she organized and she communicated with precise efficiency, but invitation was a different register, one that required a kind of openness she had spent eight centuries managing carefully. This was an invitation. Not dressed as something else. Simply offered, directly, the way a precise honest person offered things when they were no longer required to perform authority.

"Yes," Senne said. "I will try to be there."

Aenne nodded once and walked out of the valley with her two lieutenants, and Senne watched her go until the stone pines closed behind her, and then the valley was empty.

She stood at the perimeter for a while after everyone had left.

The morning was bright and cold, the kind of cold that was honest about itself, not the damp cold of autumn but the dry cold of the turn toward winter, the cold that arrived with blue sky and frost on the grass and the particular quality of light that had no warmth in it but was very clear. Everything looked sharper in this light. The ridgelines. The river. The two camps — the stone structures of both, standing in their respective positions on the valley floor with no one in them.

She had never seen the valley without people in it.

Eight centuries. There had always been people — two hundred and forty-three soldiers and their commanding officers and their accumulated eight centuries of habitation, the camps full of the ordinary activity of people who had nowhere else to be. She had woken every morning for eight centuries to a camp that was awake around her, to the sounds of people and cook fires and the particular rhythms of a military encampment that never fully slept.

The valley was quiet.

Not the Accord's quiet — she knew the Accord's quiet, the weighted attended silence that had been the texture of the range for eight centuries, and this was not it. This was ordinary quiet, the quiet of a valley in late autumn with no people in it, the quiet of the river and the wind in the stone pines and the birds, which were still calling, which apparently intended to continue calling, which were the most persistent thing in the range now that the Accord had finished being the most persistent thing in the range.

She walked down from the perimeter into the valley.

She walked slowly, without destination, which was unusual for her — she had always walked with destination, with purpose, the military walk of someone who was going somewhere and expected to arrive. She let herself walk without arriving at anything and found it stranger than she had expected. The body wanted to know where it was going. She told it: nowhere yet. Just walking.

She walked through the eastern camp.

She had spent eight centuries in the eastern camp and knew it the way you knew a place you had lived in for very long — below the level of noticing, into the level of being. She knew which stones in the path were uneven and would catch your foot in the dark. She knew which covered walkway dripped in the rain and which stayed dry. She knew the exact quality of light in the cookhouse at different times of day and the particular way the wind came around the northeast corner of Commander Aenne's stone quarters and the sound it made in the gap between the structures.

She walked through all of it.

She touched the stones of the cookhouse wall with her palm — the flat-palmed touch she had seen Cael use on the stone pine at the clearing, the touch that acknowledged something without claiming it. The stones were cold and the mortar between them was old in the way of work done eight centuries ago by people who intended it to last, and it had lasted, and it would last after her, and that was correct.

She walked to Commander Aenne's quarters and stood in the doorway.

Empty. The table Aenne had sat at for every conversation Senne had watched her have — with the cartographer, with the lieutenants, with the witnesses, with everyone who had come to her over eight centuries for decisions and direction — was bare. The maps that had been pinned to the board along the wall were gone, taken. The fire in the corner was cold.

She stood in the doorway for a long time.

She thought about Commander Aenne walking north with her two lieutenants, three people with nowhere specific to go walking together until somewhere suggested itself. She thought that three was a good number for that kind of walking — large enough for safety and small enough for conversation and small enough that each person's presence was significant rather than incidental. She thought that Aenne would not admit to finding the companionship necessary and would find it necessary anyway, and that the two lieutenants probably knew this and had arranged to be her companions with this understanding and that Aenne probably knew they knew, and that this was the kind of thing that eight centuries of commanding people taught you about the people you commanded, and that it was also the kind of thing those people learned about you.

She thought: they will be all right.

She walked out of the camp and across the open ground.

The open ground. Four hundred yards between the two camps, the deliberate distance of eight centuries. She had crossed it many times in the last days, with the others, the traffic going in both directions as the peace settled into the ordinary. She crossed it now alone, in the middle of the morning, and the four hundred yards felt different alone than it had felt with others — larger, more deliberate, the full weight of what it had been pressing briefly against her before the crossing made it ordinary again.

She crossed it.

She walked into the western camp.

This was more foreign than the eastern camp, even after weeks of the camps being open to each other. It smelled differently — the cookfire wood was different, the same wood from the same stone pines but burned differently somehow, or stored differently, or simply the smell of a place where different people had lived their habits over eight centuries. The organization was different too — not better or worse, different, the expression of a different eight centuries of accumulated decision-making about where things should go and why.

She walked through it.

She stopped at the place where Cael had sat in the evenings with the piece of stone in his hands. She knew the place because he had described it to her, months ago in conversation, and she had remembered the description the way she remembered descriptions of things she had not seen, with the particular clarity of information held in the absence of experience. The stone he had sat on was still there. The depression in the ground beside it where he had rested his feet over eight centuries was still there.

She sat on the stone.

She looked at the valley from Cael's perspective, which was slightly different from her perspective — the angle of the river from here, the way the eastern camp looked from the western side, the particular quality of the view that had been the view of the man who had carved the wrong stone in good faith and spent eight centuries understanding what good faith was worth and what it was not.

She sat for a while.

Then she stood and walked to the fork.

The new stone was there, as she had known it would be, at the place where the northern and southern branches divided. She stood before it and read it — both inscriptions, the western script she had spent eight centuries learning imperfectly and the eastern script she had known since childhood.

Here the Venn Valley peace was made. Both sides kept faith.

She read it twice.

She thought about what it meant to have faith kept for eight centuries and to be here to see the record of it. To be the kind of person who had been there for the whole of it, who had walked through the range since before the war and had stood at treelines and asked mapmakers which side they were mapping for and had talked for months about the nature of the Accord and the location of the Carved Stone and the testimony that a border needed and had been taken by the Accord and returned and was now standing at the fork of the river where the peace had been named, reading both languages on a stone carved by a stonemason who had gotten it right this time.

She did not think she had kept faith. She thought she had done the work that was in front of her to do, each day, and that the work had accumulated into something that might be called faith if you looked at it from far enough away. She thought that was probably what faith was, for most people who had it — not a grand decision made once and maintained through will, but the daily accumulation of the ordinary work of continuing, which compounded over time into something that looked from the outside like a very large thing.

Eight centuries of ordinary work.

She supposed she had kept faith.

She looked at the northern branch.

It was colder today than it had been when she had stood in it — the difference of a few days and a significant drop in temperature, the river colder than it had been and running faster with early snowmelt from the upper peaks. In spring it would be high and fast with the full snowmelt and the fish would come up from the lowland rivers, the big-bodied ones she had described to the cartographer when he asked about the river and what it had meant to the people who lived beside it.

She thought about the spring fish run. About standing on the eastern bank in spring — a spring that was actually spring, the first one she was awake and free for in eight centuries — and watching the fish come up through the center of the channel, the boundary line of the new map, neither side's fish and both sides' fish simultaneously.

She thought that was an image worth holding.

She held it.



On the fifth day she left.

The morning was clear, the cold that had been honest about itself the whole week continuing to be honest, the frost heavier on the upper stone pines than it had been on the first morning of the empty valley. She woke early, which was habit — eight centuries of waking at the perimeter before dawn did not dissolve in five days, and she did not try to dissolve it, accepting it as hers, one of the things she was carrying out of the range that was not in a pack.

She packed what she had, which was not much. She had lived in the eastern camp for eight centuries and she was leaving with what she could carry, which was what she had come to the war with — the armor, now packed in the sections that could be packed, the practical clothing she had been wearing these last weeks, a blanket, food for three days that the two departing lieutenants had pressed on her before they left, knowing she would stay and knowing she would need it.

She stood in her tent — empty of everything except her pack — and looked at the tent for a moment.

Eight centuries in this tent.

She had not chosen it. She had been assigned it on the first day of the war, which was the day the encampment had been established, when everything had been temporary and nobody had understood yet that temporary was not what it was going to be. The tent had been repaired and reinforced and partially replaced over the centuries, the canvas renewed when it could be renewed, the poles replaced when they cracked, until what stood now was the idea of her original tent rather than the original tent itself, the way the Accord had been the idea of the original binding rather than the binding itself.

She had slept in it on the night of the day the war began and she was the last person to sleep in it.

She picked up her pack.

She walked out of the tent and did not look back at it.

She walked through the eastern camp for the last time, not slowly this time, not touching the walls. Just walking. The way you walked through a place you were finished being in — not rushing, because rushing would have been its own kind of feeling, a statement about the place, and she did not want to make a statement. Just walking at the pace of a person going somewhere.

She walked across the open ground.

She did not think about the four hundred yards. She walked them.

She walked through the western camp without stopping.

She came out the other side and the valley was in front of her — the full length of it, the ridgelines on both sides, the Venn threading through it toward the fork, the stone structures of both camps standing in their positions like the markers they had become, the record of eight centuries of waiting inscribed in stone and mortar and the unrepaired northeast corner of a cookhouse roof.

She stopped.

She looked at it.

This was the thing she had stayed for — to see the valley empty, to see what it was without the weight of the Accord and the waiting and the two armies in it. She had wanted to see it before she saw anything else, before the city and the archivist and the spring fish run and whatever came after those things.

It was a valley.

A good valley, she thought. Long and well-watered, with good soil on both banks and the stone pines on the upper slopes providing timber and shelter and the particular quality of quiet that stone pines gave to a place. The river was good — she knew the river, had stood in it, had described it to a cartographer for months, and it was a good river, the kind that would support mills and fish and the farms that came with mills and fish and the people that came with farms.

Someone would live here again eventually. Not the soldiers of the Accord — they were gone, north and south and west, toward the places they remembered and the places that had replaced those places. But the valley would not stay empty. Valleys with good water and good soil did not stay empty. People moved into them the way rivers moved into them, following the contours of what was available, settling where it was good to settle.

Someone would build mills on the northern branch.

The mills would be on the right bank this time, the one the map said they belonged on, because the map was clear and the map was in seven copies and the Accord's witness was on it and the center-of-channel line was the boundary and both sides of that boundary were now recorded as belonging to whoever held them, which was nobody, at the moment, and would eventually be whoever arrived.

She thought: the map will do its work long after everyone who made it is gone.

She thought: that is what maps do.

She turned north.

The path out of the valley ran north before it turned east, following the river for the first mile before diverging onto the higher ground where the walking was easier and the route had been established by a cartographer who had come in from the south and was going back out the same way but differently — with a full case and seven notebooks and a compass pointing north and a letter in his front pocket from a woman who wrote accurate correspondence.

She walked.

The valley fell away behind her as the path rose through the stone pines, the ridgelines coming into view above the tree line and then receding as the path entered the trees again, the rhythm of ascent and forest and the views that appeared and disappeared as the path moved through the terrain.

She did not look back.

She had looked at the valley. She had held it — the shape of it, the river, the stone structures of the two camps, the new marker at the fork, Commander Holt's grave at the edge of the open ground. She had held it as long as she needed to hold it. She did not need to hold it by looking back.

It was in her.

She walked.

The stone pines thinned as she climbed and the sky opened above her in the way it opened above the clearing, the circle of sky that the clearing's canopy made — but bigger here, full sky, the entire autumn sky with its particular quality of cold clarity, the blue that was not the blue of summer but the deeper blue of the season turning, the blue that knew what was coming and was honest about it.

She thought about the cartographer, ahead of her on the same path, five days ahead, working his way south and east toward the first town large enough to have a courier service and the road to the city and the ministry office and whatever the ministry office did with a map it had not expected to receive.

She thought: he will be all right.

She thought this with the particular confidence of someone who had watched a person do their work for months and had seen them learn the things the work required them to learn and had seen them arrive at the understanding that the work was theirs to do and had done it, which meant they had what they needed, which meant they would be all right even if all right looked different from what they had hoped it would look like.

She thought: we will both be all right.

She said this to herself and then to the path and then to the stone pines, in the shifted-consonant language of her century, the language that had drifted far from its contemporary form over eight centuries of being spoken in a mountain valley by soldiers who had no one to speak it to except each other, and which was hers.

She said: we will both be all right.

The path curved east and the valley disappeared behind the ridgeline completely.

She walked on.

She had never been to the city. She had been born in a village three miles east of the Carved Stone, which was a long distance from any city, and had gone to the war at twenty-three and had not gone anywhere else since. The city was something she knew from descriptions — other soldiers' descriptions, accumulated over eight centuries, the descriptions that changed over the centuries as the city changed, so that the city she knew was a composite of many cities at many moments, which was probably not what the actual city looked like and was certainly more interesting.

She thought the actual city would be more interesting than the composite too.

She thought she would find out.

The stone pines gave way to open ground above the tree line and the range spread out around her — the full extent of it, the peaks she had seen from the valley floor now beside her and below her, the valley somewhere behind her and below, out of sight but present in the way that places you had spent eight centuries in were present, which was thoroughly and without effort, a knowledge that did not require attention to maintain.

She stopped.

She stood in the open above the tree line and looked out at the range.

It was large. She had always known it was large — she was a soldier and soldiers understood terrain, had understood this terrain for eight centuries, knew the height of the peaks and the depth of the valleys and the routes between them as well as anyone could know a place from inside it. But from here, above it, looking at it from the outside rather than from within, it was large in a different way, the way that things were large when you saw their whole shape at once rather than their parts.

The range. Inside which the Accord had held for eight centuries. Inside which a disgraced cartographer had arrived with a blank reference sheet and two coins and had drawn the map that ended the war. Inside which the Carved Stone still stood on the western ridge and the new marker stood at the fork and Commander Holt's grave sat at the edge of what had been the open ground between the two camps.

Inside which she had been for eight centuries and was no longer.

She looked at the range.

Then she turned east.

The path went east, and east was where the city was, and east was where the archivist was, and east was where she had said she would go, and east was the direction of whatever came after the valley.

She walked east.

The morning opened around her as she descended from the high ground into the lower slopes, the cold easing slightly as she lost elevation, the sky still clear and the light still the honest cold light of the season turning. The path was clear — the cartographer had marked it in his route maps and she had a copy in her pack and she knew the terrain besides, which meant the path was redundant but present, which was a comfortable redundancy, the same comfort as an instrument and a map that agreed with each other.

She thought about the northern branch running high in spring.

She thought about the fish coming up from the lowland rivers, the big-bodied ones, through the center of the channel.

She thought about standing on the eastern bank in March or April with Commander Aenne on the western bank and the fish going between them and the map saying the center of the channel is the boundary and the center of the channel being full of fish that belonged to neither bank and both banks, the same fish that had fed both sides before the war and would feed both sides again, the particular continuity of rivers and fish and the people who had always lived beside them.

She thought that was a good image to walk toward.

She walked toward it.

She had been twenty-three years old when the war began and eight centuries had passed while she was in it and she was twenty-three years old now in every visible way and eight hundred and twenty-three years old in every other way, and the world ahead of her was eight centuries past the world she had been born into and contained eight centuries of change she had not witnessed and eight centuries of people living their lives and making their choices and the whole of it was ahead of her, which was either enormous and frightening or enormous and not frightening at all, and she had decided, on the morning of the fifth day in the empty valley, before she packed her blanket and her food and her folded sections of armor and walked out of the eastern camp's tent for the last time, that enormous and not frightening was the version she intended to proceed with.

There was a great deal of world.

She intended to walk into it.

The path descended toward the eastern edge of the range, the lower slopes opening into the first signs of the settled territory beyond — a road in the distance, the smoke of a farmhouse chimney, the organized shapes of fields that had been fields for many generations and would be fields for many more. Not the valley. Not the range. The ordinary world, going about the ordinary work of being itself, which had been going about that work for eight centuries without her and which would accommodate her now or would not and which she intended to enter regardless.

She walked toward it.

She was Senne. She had been a soldier for eight centuries. She had stood in two armies' treelines and talked to three cartographers and guided one of them through the work of ending a war that had lasted longer than most languages. She had been taken by the Accord and returned by the Accord and had stood in the cold northern branch of the Venn River with her boots off to feel the water because she had wanted to feel it.

She was twenty-three years old.

She had time.

She walked out of the range.

The road was ahead of her and the farmhouse chimney was putting smoke into the clear cold morning and the fields were fields in the colors of late autumn, the brown and gold and stubbled grey of harvest finished and winter expected, and the world was going about its business the way the world went about its business, which was without ceremony and without announcement and without waiting for anyone to be ready.

She walked into it.

She did not look back.

There was nothing behind her that she had not already held completely, nothing left unfinished, nothing she was carrying away that she had not meant to carry — the Accord's silence, now gone. The valley's shape, permanent. The river in the map in the case of a disgraced cartographer walking south ahead of her. The inscription on the stone at the fork, in both languages, made by a stonemason who had gotten it right this time. Commander Holt resting under Cael's stone at the edge of the open ground.

It must have been good to live beside.

It had been.

She walked forward into the ordinary world with the clear cold light on her face and the birds calling somewhere behind her in the stone pines, still calling, the range full of sound it had not made in eight centuries, and she thought:

I am going to be twenty-three years old in a world that is eight centuries older than the one I was born into.

I am going to learn what it became while I was waiting.

I am going to walk the northern branch in spring.

She walked.

The range rose behind her, large and permanent and full of birds, and the road was ahead and the farmhouse chimney was putting smoke into the cold blue morning and the fields were what fields were, which was the land being itself, which was enough, which had always been enough, which she was only now, at eight hundred and twenty-three years old, beginning to understand.

She walked.
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Chapter Twenty-One — Holt and Aenne

They buried Commander Holt on a Tuesday.

Senne had not known, when she arranged her five days in the empty valley, that Tuesday was a significant day. She had not been thinking about days of the week, which had blurred over eight centuries into something less precise than their names suggested — days had been camp days, which ran by the rhythm of the encampment rather than the calendar, and the names of the days had been used more as markers than as designations, more as the way you said it was a Tuesday to mean it was an unremarkable day in the middle of things than to mean the actual day on the actual calendar.

The Tuesday of Commander Holt's burial was not unremarkable.

But he would have appreciated, she thought, that it was a Tuesday. He had been a man who found significance in the unremarkable — who had walked the valley alone on an ordinary day and understood something important; who had stopped at a mill-stone on the eastern bank and asked whose it was on an afternoon that was otherwise like other afternoons; who had written his terms on a single page in large confident handwriting and handed them to a cartographer on a morning when the sun was doing nothing in particular.

He would have been pleased to rest on a Tuesday.

She did not know this for certain. She had known Holt for eight centuries, which was to say she had known him the way you knew someone on the other side of a dispute that you were both trapped inside — aware of his existence, aware of his reputation, aware of what Cael said about him in the careful language Cael used for subjects that mattered, aware of what his soldiers said about him in the less careful language soldiers used when they thought they were not being overheard. She had not known him in the way of daily contact, of shared meals, of the ordinary accumulation of hours that made people known to each other in the deepest sense.

She had known him for three weeks, properly.

In those three weeks she had formed the opinion that he was the kind of man who would have been good at whatever he was before he was a soldier, and that whatever he was before he was a soldier had shaped him in ways that the eight centuries of being a soldier had not fully overwritten. There was something in him that was not military — not in the sense of being soft, but in the sense of being suited to a different kind of work, a kind of work that involved looking at things directly and asking what they were and accepting the answer. A farmer, perhaps. Or a tradesman. Something that required you to see what was in front of you and deal with it as it was.

He had been very good at dealing with things as they were.

She thought he would have been glad to rest.



Commander Aenne stood at the grave for a long time on the morning of the burial.

The others had gone back to the camps — the burial had been attended by the full two hundred and forty-two remaining soldiers, but the standing at the grave afterward was Aenne's alone, which everyone understood without discussion, the particular understanding of people who had spent eight centuries learning the difference between what was communal and what was private.

Senne stood at the edge of the open ground and watched from a distance.

She was not watching to observe. She was watching to be present — to be one person who knew that Aenne was at the grave, who was aware of it, who did not look away from it. Eight centuries of being on opposite sides of a dispute had not given them a friendship and would not give them one quickly, but it had given them something that was the precondition of friendship — the knowledge of what the other person had endured and the respect that came with that knowledge, which was not warmth but was not nothing.

Aenne stood at the grave with her hands behind her back and her face doing the thing it did, and Senne stood at the edge of the open ground and did not look away.

After a while Aenne walked back across the open ground.

She did not walk back toward the eastern camp. She walked toward Senne, which was different, which meant she had seen Senne standing there and had chosen to walk toward her rather than past her.

She stopped a few feet away.

They stood there for a moment in the way they had stood in many moments over the weeks — the two camps' representatives, on the same side of the open ground for the first time in eight centuries, the distance between them collapsed into the few feet between two people who were deciding how to speak to each other.

"He walked the valley alone," Aenne said.

"Yes," Senne said. "Cael told me."

"I walked it the next day. Separately." She looked back at the grave, which was visible from here, Cael's stone already in place, the ground settled around it in the particular way of ground that had received something it would hold. "He understood something while he was walking. Cael said so."

"Yes."

"What did he understand." Not a question — a statement offered as a question, the way Aenne asked things when she already knew part of the answer and wanted to know whether you knew the same part.

"That he was tired," Senne said. "In the deepest way. That the reason he had kept going was finished."

Aenne was quiet.

"He was the kind of man who needed a reason," she said finally. "Not in the sense of motivation — in the sense of structure. Something to be responsible for. Without it he didn't know what to do with himself." She paused. "I recognized this about him eight centuries ago. When we were still speaking."

Senne looked at her.

"You recognized it," she said carefully, "and then you stopped speaking to him for three hundred years."

"Yes," Aenne said. "I was angry." She said it with the same directness she brought to everything — the flat honest naming of a thing, without apology and without excuse, the way you named things that were true and not flattering. "He would not acknowledge the Stone's limitations. I asked him to reconsider it three hundred years ago and he refused and I decided that I would not speak to someone who refused to acknowledge an obvious truth simply to maintain a position that was comfortable for him."

"And then he acknowledged it," Senne said. "In the clearing."

"In the clearing," Aenne agreed. "Three hundred years later." A pause. "I have been thinking about whether three hundred years was the right duration for that particular silence."

Senne waited.

"I think it was too long," Aenne said. "I think I was right to be angry and right to want the acknowledgment and not right to let the wanting of it stop all communication for three hundred years." She paused again. "I think — I could have found a way to say: I will not discuss the border with you while you maintain this position, but I am willing to speak to you about other things. We have eight centuries of other things to speak about."

"Would he have accepted that," Senne said.

"I don't know," Aenne said. "I didn't try." She looked at the grave. "I regret not trying. I want to note that I regret it. It seems important to say it clearly, now that there is no possibility of doing differently."

Senne thought about this.

"He said something," she said. "When he was told you were coming to the cartographer's camp on the morning of the clearing. He said: she said she would come. Three hundred years I have sent overtures and she has not come." She paused. "He said it with a weight. As though the coming mattered beyond the map."

Aenne looked at her.

"It mattered beyond the map," she said quietly.

"Yes," Senne said. "I thought so."

Another silence. The camp around them was doing the things camps did in the aftermath of a burial — the particular subdued activity of people who have done something solemn and are returning to the ordinary, which required a transition, a moment of being in both registers at once.

"He said something else," Senne said. "In the clearing. Before you signed. He said: I no longer hold the Stone as the only account that matters. He said it had been pride that kept him from saying it sooner."

"I know," Aenne said. "I was there."

"I know you were there," Senne said. "I am saying it because I want you to know that I heard it. That someone who was not you heard it and is telling you that they heard it." She paused. "The thing he said is not only yours. It was said in a clearing with witnesses and it belongs to the record. I am one of the witnesses."

Aenne looked at her for a long moment.

"Yes," she said finally. "Thank you."

The thank you was small and precise and cost something — Senne could see the costing of it, the slight adjustment in Aenne's face, the particular effort of a person who did not often say thank you for things that were not practical services, said it.

"He fixed the cookhouse roof," Senne said.

Aenne looked at her.

"The northeast corner," Senne said. "The soldier named Arren. He fixed it the day before the burial. I saw him doing it." She paused. "The cartographer told Arren that Commander Holt had said to fix it. So it was fixed."

Something moved through Aenne's face at that — not the smile it was adjacent to, not the cousin of a smile, but the thing that arrived behind the smile when the smile was already happening somewhere inside and hadn't gotten to the surface yet.

"Good," she said. Just good. The word doing the full weight of what it meant, which was more than the word usually carried and exactly as much as it needed to carry in this moment.

They stood for another moment in the autumn light.

Then Aenne said: "I am leaving tomorrow. With the last group."

"I know," Senne said. "You told me."

"You are staying five days."

"Yes."

"Then you are coming north."

"Yes. When I am ready."

Aenne looked at her — the direct look that was not Holt's directness but was its own kind, the directness of a precise woman who saw things accurately and did not soften the accuracy for the comfort of the person being seen.

"The archivist's name is Mira Veld," she said. "She is at the university library in the city. Tell her Commander Aenne sent you. She will know the name from the map."

"I will," Senne said.

"And the spring fish run," Aenne said.

"Yes," Senne said. "The spring fish run."

"I will be at the river in March," Aenne said. "At the fork. Both branches."

"I will find you there," Senne said.

Aenne nodded once.

Then she did something that Senne had not seen her do before and would not have predicted: she put her hand out.

Not the old-fashioned shake that Ferran had used, the eight-century-old gesture. A different gesture — a brief, deliberate placement of her hand on Senne's arm, the kind of touch that meant: I acknowledge you, I see what we have been through, this is the acknowledgment I am capable of.

It lasted a moment.

Then she withdrew her hand and turned and walked back toward the eastern camp.

Senne stood and watched her go.

She thought about three hundred years of silence and what it cost to end it and what it cost to maintain it and whether the costs were comparable and what the right answer was about the duration of silences that had become their own position.

She thought there was no formula for this. You could not calculate the right duration of a silence the way you calculated a boundary line. You could only, at some point, speak, and accept the cost of speaking and the cost of not having spoken sooner, and do differently going forward.

She thought Aenne had done this, in the clearing and at the grave and in this conversation, and that it was worth noting.

She thought: they both kept faith.

She had said it at the fork, reading the stone Cael had made. She said it again now, to herself, standing in the open ground where two hundred and forty-three soldiers had stood for a burial: both sides kept faith.

Including Holt and Aenne, who had kept it separately for three hundred years when keeping it together had been possible and had not happened, and who had found their way to the clearing anyway, and who had stood on opposite sides of the thirty feet of attended silence and completed the work.

Both sides kept faith.

She watched Aenne until the eastern camp closed around her.

Then she turned back toward the valley.

There was the afternoon yet. And four days after it.

She intended to use them.



On the morning of the burial, before the others gathered, Senne had gone alone to the grave.

She had stood before the stone Cael had placed, newly set, the carving not yet complete — he had done the text and would return to do the finish work, but the text was there, both languages, the name and the rank and the dates.

The dates were not quite right. She had noticed this when she read them. The start date was accurate — the date the war had begun, the date Holt had taken command. The end date was the date of his death. But the dates encompassed eight centuries, and eight centuries was not the accurate measure of Holt's life, because Holt had been alive before the war and had had a life before the war that was not reflected in the dates on the stone.

She had thought about this for a while.

Then she had taken out the small knife she kept on her belt — a practical knife, not a weapon, the kind of thing a soldier kept for tasks that required a blade — and she had carved, carefully and without great skill but with the precision that eight centuries of watching a stonemason at work gave you even if you were not a stonemason, three words below the official dates.

In her own language.

He remembered well.

She had not told anyone she had done this. She did not intend to tell anyone. It was there, below Cael's official inscription, in letters that were rougher than his but legible, and anyone who read the stone would read it, and the archivist named Mira Veld would probably read it when she came to study the valley, and Cael would see it when he came back to finish the stone and would understand without being told who had done it and would finish the stone around it.

He remembered well.

He had remembered the mill. He had remembered what it was to live beside a good river. He had remembered the morning that had not come eight centuries ago with sufficient clarity to recognize it as the failure it was and to say so in a clearing in front of witnesses. He had walked the valley alone and remembered what the valley had been before the war, which was the thing that had allowed him to understand what it needed to be again.

He had been tired. He had been tired for a very long time. But he had remembered well, and the remembering had mattered, and she thought the stone should say so.

She had put her knife away and stood for a moment before the stone.

Then the others had begun to gather and she had moved to stand with them and the burial had been conducted and Aenne had stood at the grave alone and Senne had stood at the edge of the open ground and had not looked away.

Commander Holt rested under the stone at the edge of the open ground between the two camps, in the valley where the peace had been made.

On a Tuesday.

Which was right.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Twenty-Two — The Soldiers Go Home

They left in groups, as Commander Aenne had organized them, by region.

The northern group went first, on the day after the burial, with Lieutenant Ferran at the front. Ferran had spent the last two days before departure going from person to person in the eastern camp, confirming routes and checking the route maps the cartographer had drawn and making notes in a small book he had obtained from somewhere — a soldier's note-taking book, the kind with the stiff covers that held their shape in a pack — about what each person needed and what the cartographer had provided for them and what gaps remained.

He had been doing this the way he did everything: precisely, without drama, asking the questions that needed to be asked regardless of whether the asking was welcome.

On the morning of departure he stood at the head of his group — forty-three people, the largest of the northern departures, bound for the territories north and northwest of the range — and looked back at the eastern camp for a moment, the way Holt had looked back at the western camp on the morning of the clearing.

Then he turned north and walked.

The forty-three people behind him walked too, in the particular cadence of a group that had been soldiers for eight centuries and was no longer soldiers, moving together with the efficiency of people who had learned to move in groups but carrying something different in the movement — a lightness, not in weight but in the quality of the step, the absence of the particular weight that belonging to an eight-century military encampment had put into every movement for as long as any of them could remember.

They walked out of the valley.

Senne watched them go from the eastern camp's perimeter. She watched all the departures from the perimeter — the northern group, then the western group the following day, then the southern group, each one organized and purposeful, each one carrying the route maps folded in their packs and the names of places they were going toward and the knowledge, newly acquired, that those places might look different from how they remembered them.

She watched a soldier from the western camp — a tall woman who had been in the western camp for eight centuries and who had spent the last days since the Accord's release in the eastern camp as often as the western, crossing the open ground with the frequency of someone who had decided that crossing it as often as possible was the right response to eight centuries of not being able to cross it — embrace a soldier from the eastern camp before the western group's departure. A long embrace, the kind between people who had met ten days ago and already understood that the meeting was not incidental.

They released each other.

Both of them looked surprised by the release, by the fact of having held on that long and having let go. The tall woman from the western camp walked back toward her group. The eastern camp soldier stood at the edge of the open ground and watched her go and then walked back into the eastern camp with the expression of someone cataloguing something for later.

Senne watched this and thought: this is also what peace looks like in its first days. The discovery of connection across the distance that had been uncrossable. The surprise of it. The cataloguing of it for the long account of what the end of the war had meant.

There would be marriages, she thought. Not soon — people would need to find their way back to something like ordinary life before marriages became the right register for connection. But eventually. People who had been on opposite sides of a valley for eight centuries and had met in the last days of the Accord's release and had spent those days crossing the open ground as often as possible would eventually — some of them — find themselves on the same side of some other boundary and choose to stay there.

She thought Holt would have liked that.

She thought: he would have made a joke about it. Something direct and slightly dry. She did not know this for certain because she had not known him in that register. She believed it.



Lieutenant Dava's western group left on the second day.

Dava was not a natural leader in the way Ferran was a natural leader — Ferran had eight centuries of being a precise and reliable lieutenant behind him, the kind of leadership that came from being consistently the person others could rely on to know what was needed and do it. Dava's leadership was different, warmer and less organized, the leadership of someone who had been a farmer before the war and who understood that farming required a different relationship with the people around you than soldiering did, a relationship based on shared labor rather than hierarchy, on everyone knowing what the land needed and doing that thing together.

He had spent the last days before departure talking to everyone who was going with him and finding out what they knew — what skills they had had before the war, what they had maintained during it, what they were hoping to find when they arrived wherever they were going. He compiled no list that Senne saw. He simply talked and listened and held what he learned in the way that farmers held information about the land — not recorded, not systematized, available when needed.

On the morning of departure he gathered his group — thirty-eight people, the smallest of the departures — and said, in the voice of someone who did not often give speeches and was not going to give one now: "We have route maps and we have eight centuries of knowing how to walk and we have most of a season before the worst of winter. I suggest we start."

And they started.

Senne watched Dava's group thread through the western camp and out onto the path the cartographer had marked going west, and she thought about what farms would look like to people who had been soldiers for eight centuries and were going back to them. Whether the body remembered the work. Whether the hands, which had held weapons and tools and maintained equipment for eight centuries, would find their way back to the particular grip of a plow handle or a seed bag or the fence post that needed driving before the first frost.

She thought they probably would. The body remembered things the mind sometimes forgot. Eight centuries of soldiering had not written over what was there before — it had been written on top of it, the way new maps were made on old paper, and the old paper was still there underneath.

The body would remember.



The southern group left on the third day.

Lieutenant Emre, who led the southern group, had the particular quality of someone who had been waiting for a long time to go home and had spent the period since the Accord's release in a state of controlled impatience — polite, diligent, completing what needed to be completed, but present in the southern group's preparations in the way that someone was present when they were already partly elsewhere.

He was the first one to the meeting point on the morning of departure. He was there before the light was fully up, standing with his pack on his back and the route maps in his hand and the expression of a man counting the steps between where he was and where he was going.

He was going south.

Senne had spoken to him once in the weeks since the Accord's release, briefly, in passing. He had told her that his family's farm was in the southern lowlands, three days south of the range. He had said the farm was in a valley that ran east-west and in the evenings the light came in at a particular angle that he had thought about every evening for eight centuries, the way the lowland light was different from the range's light, lower and warmer, the light of a different latitude.

She had thought about this — eight centuries of thinking about the angle of evening light on a specific valley. The precision of what we missed and what stayed with us.

She hoped the light was still at that angle.

She thought it probably was. Light and latitude did not change in eight centuries. The farm might be changed — might be another family's farm now, or divided, or fallen into disuse, or transformed into something she could not predict. But the light would be at the right angle in the evenings, coming in from the west over the eastern ridge of the valley, and Emre would stand in it and it would be the light he had thought about for eight centuries and it would be exactly what he had thought about and exactly different from what he had thought about simultaneously, because the imagination of a place and the place itself were always the same and always different, and the difference was where you actually lived.

She watched the southern group leave — sixty-one people, the largest group, enough people that their departure felt like a departure in the definitive sense, the valley noticeably quieter when they had gone.

Then there was one more day.



The final group was small: Commander Aenne and two lieutenants who had nowhere specific to go and intended to walk together until somewhere suggested itself.

Senne had already said her goodbyes to Aenne, at the grave and in the conversation at the open ground's edge. This morning's departure was a different kind of goodbye — practical, the goodbye of people who expected to see each other again and were saying so with the departure rather than despite it.

She walked with Aenne to the eastern camp's perimeter.

They walked in the easy silence of people who did not need to fill the silence, which was a thing they had not had between them until very recently and which both of them recognized as something new.

At the perimeter Aenne stopped.

She looked back at the eastern camp one more time. The stone structures. The covered walkways. The cookhouse with its repaired northeast corner. The commander's quarters, empty.

"Cael will come back," Senne said.

"I know," Aenne said. "To finish the stone."

"And the archivist," Senne said. "Mira Veld. She will come. To study the valley."

"The valley will not be empty long," Aenne said. Not a complaint — an observation, the accurate recognition that a valley with good water and good soil attracted people, that what had been a military encampment would become something else, that the stone structures would be used and repurposed and the covered walkways would shelter different activity and the cookhouse would cook different food and all of it would continue in ways that the people who built it had not planned for and the map had made possible.

"No," Senne said. "Not long."

Aenne nodded. She looked at the camp one more time — the measuring look, the taking of dimensions, the filing under a category she would revise as she understood it better, which was how she looked at everything, and which would serve her well in the world outside the range, where there was a great deal to measure and understand.

Then she turned north and walked.

The two lieutenants fell in beside her and the three of them walked out of the valley without looking back, which was right, because Aenne did not look back at things she had decided to leave, and this was a quality that had served her well for eight centuries and would continue to serve her.

Senne watched until the stone pines closed behind them.

Then she turned back into the empty valley.



She spent those five days accounting for what she knew.

Not writing it down — she had no notebook, had not kept one during the war, had carried her knowledge in the way soldiers carried knowledge, in the memory that was trained to hold what it needed to hold without the support of paper. She accounted for it mentally, the way you reviewed a map before a journey, checking what you had against what the journey would require.

She knew the names of all two hundred and forty-two soldiers who had left the valley. She knew where each of them was going and what route they were taking and what they hoped to find. She knew the names of the forty-seven places on Ferran's list and the cartographer's assessment of which still existed and which had changed. She knew the location of the Carved Stone and the new stone at the fork and Commander Holt's grave at the edge of the open ground.

She knew the map — not as a document she could produce, but as a thing she had been present for, that she had contributed to, that the cartographer had said contained her testimony even if her name was not on it. She knew what the map said and what it meant and how it related to the original border survey and what the comparison of the two documents would tell anyone who read them carefully.

She knew eight centuries of the valley's history in the particular way of someone who had lived it rather than studied it.

She thought about what the archivist Mira Veld would want to know. She thought about sitting across from someone who studied history and telling them what it had been like to be inside it — not the official history, not the history of causes and consequences and political arrangements, but the daily history, the history of the camp in winter and the camp in summer and the particular quality of the silence during the years when the work had not come close and the particular quality of the silence during the weeks when the cartographer was asking his questions.

She thought there was a book in it.

She had never written a book. She had never thought about writing a book. Eight centuries of soldiering had not prepared her for the project of rendering eight centuries of lived experience into the form of a document that other people could read. But the cartographer had done something of the kind — had rendered testimony into a map, had translated the accumulated knowledge of nine witnesses into lines on paper, and she had watched him do it for months and had understood, in watching, something about how the translation worked.

You started with what you knew.

You asked what the work required of it.

You wrote what was honestly there.

She thought: I know eight centuries. I know the shape of what they were inside, which is not the shape they would appear to have from outside. I know what was kept and what was lost and what persisted and what changed. I know the forty-seven names and the angle of the light on Emre's family's farm and the way Cael sat with the stone in his hands and the sound of two hundred people sitting down on the valley floor when the Accord released and the birds beginning to call from the stone pines.

She thought: that is the book.

She did not know yet how to write it. She would have to learn. She thought the archivist would know people who could help her learn — scholars and historians who had turned testimony into record before, who knew the methods and the forms and the particular discipline of making what was known into what was available.

She would learn.

She had time.



On the fifth day, as she was packing her blanket and her food and the folded sections of her armor into the pack she would carry north, she found the route map.

The cartographer had left it for her — she found it under the small flat stone he had used to weight his papers against the wind, a folded sheet with her name on the outside in the forward-leaning hand she recognized. She unfolded it and read it.

It was not a route map in the way he had drawn route maps for the others. It was a different kind of map — not the route north to the city, which she knew from eight centuries of hearing the northern groups describe the territory. It was a map of the city itself. The university district. The library. The streets around the library. The particular entrance that was less busy in the mornings. The name of the section where the old territorial maps were kept, and a note: she works in the mornings, usually at the long table by the north window. Tell her I sent you.

He had drawn a map of how to find the archivist.

She stood with the map in her hands and felt something she had not felt in exactly this way before — the specific quality of being known. Not seen, not acknowledged, not thanked. Known. Understood in the particular way that meant someone had thought about what you would need before you needed it and had provided it in the form most useful to you, which for her was a map, which the cartographer knew because he had spent months watching her navigate the world by walking it and understanding where she was going and what she would encounter.

He had given her a map of the first thing she was going toward.

She folded it carefully.

She put it in the front pocket of her pack, which was where she kept things that needed to be easily accessible.

She picked up the pack.

She walked out of the eastern camp's tent for the last time.

She crossed the open ground — all four hundred yards of it, alone, the first and last time she would cross it alone, the full length of what it had been — and she walked through the western camp without stopping and came out the other side into the valley.

She stood for a moment.

The valley.

Good soil. Good water. Good river. The Venn threading through it toward the fork where the new stone stood. The stone structures of both camps. Holt's grave at the edge of the open ground.

She held it.

Then she turned north.

She walked.

Behind her, the valley settled into what it would be without people in it — the river and the stone pines and the birds and the frost coming back each evening and the light moving across the ridgelines in the way it moved, indifferent and perfect, the way it had moved before any of them arrived and would continue moving after the stone structures weathered and the covered walkways fell and the camps became something else and the valley became simply a valley again.

Which was what it had always been.

Which was what it would be.

The birds called from the stone pines.

The river moved.

The valley was itself.

The Cartographer of Forgotten Wars


Chapter Twenty-Three — Cael

He went west.

Not immediately — he stayed in the valley long enough to complete the stone at the fork, to finish the burial stone for Commander Holt, and to do a thing he had not mentioned to anyone, which was to walk back up to the Carved Stone on the western ridge and read it again.

He had read the Carved Stone many times since the cartographer had arrived and taught him enough of the eastern language to verify that the two inscriptions said different things. He had read it the way you read a thing you made and were uncertain about — not to enjoy it, but to understand it better, to see if understanding could change what it was. It could not, of course. The Stone said what the Stone said and had said it for eight centuries and would say it for eight centuries more. But the reading had given him something else — the particular relationship with a made thing that you developed over a very long time, the knowledge of every flaw in it and every quality, the complete and unsentimental account of what it was.

He read it one more time before he left.

The Accord's notation on the valley map — both parties acknowledge the negotiation of [date] as incomplete due to failure of translation, and acknowledge this map as its lawful completion — had changed something about how he read the Stone. Not the Stone itself, which was unchanged. The reading. Before the notation, he had read it as the record of an error — something that said one thing when it should have said another, a good-faith work that had become an instrument of dispute. After the notation, he read it as the record of a moment — the moment a stonemason had been told what to carve and had carved it, the moment in which the error had been made and from which eight centuries of consequence had followed.

Both readings were true.

The second reading was more complete.

He stood before the Carved Stone on the western ridge in the cold autumn light and read it for the last time and thought about what it meant to make a thing in good faith that became something other than what you had intended, and whether the good faith was sufficient, and whether sufficient was the right word for what good faith was.

He had concluded, over the months since the cartographer had arrived and in the weeks since the map had been signed, that sufficient was not the right word. Good faith was not sufficient — it did not guarantee that what you made would do what you intended. But good faith was also not insufficient — it was not nothing, it was not easily dismissed, it was the condition under which the thing had been made and that condition was part of the thing's nature whether or not the thing's effects had been good.

The Stone had been made in good faith.

The Stone had caused eight centuries of dispute.

Both of these things were true and neither cancelled the other and he had spent eight centuries understanding this and was satisfied, now, that he understood it as well as it could be understood.

He turned away from the Stone.

He did not take it down. He had thought about this — whether the Stone should be removed, whether its presence in the valley was appropriate given what it had caused. He had decided against removing it, not because he was unwilling to acknowledge what it had caused but because the Stone was part of the record. The new stone at the fork said both sides kept faith. The notation on the map said failure of translation. The Carved Stone said what it had always said, in one language, which was the record of one side's understanding of an agreement that had been incomplete. All three documents together told the truth of what had happened, which was a more complete truth than any one of them told alone.

You did not complete a record by removing parts of it.

He left the Carved Stone on the western ridge and walked back down to the valley.



He finished the new stone at the fork on the second day.

He had placed it before the departures and carved the text — here the Venn Valley peace was made, both sides kept faith, in both languages — but there was finish work to do, the smoothing of the surfaces and the deepening of certain cuts that had been rough in the placing and required attention now that the stone was settled.

He worked alone, in the morning, with the river beside him and the birds calling from the stone pines. He had always worked alone, or had preferred to — the stonemason's work was solitary in the way of work that required sustained attention, the kind of attention that other people's presence broke without intending to.

The northern branch ran past him as he worked, faster with the morning cold, the center of the channel visible from this angle as the particular darkness of the deeper water, the place that the map had designated as the boundary between the territories. Both banks of that line were empty at the moment, both sides of the center of the channel equally unoccupied, the boundary between them as notional as any boundary was when there was no one present to observe it.

In spring the fish would come.

He thought about this as he worked — the fish coming up from the lowland rivers through the center of the channel, neither side's fish, both sides' fish, the first spring run under the new map's terms, the three years of the spring run that Aenne had offered and Holt had accepted and which would run its course and then become the ordinary terms of the shared boundary rather than the compensation for an imbalance.

Three years and then simply the river.

He worked for two hours. When the finish work was done he stood back and looked at the stone.

It was not his best work. He had been better, before the war, in the years when he had worked stone every day and his hands had known the material with the knowledge that came only from daily practice. Eight centuries of maintaining equipment and building camp structures had kept some skill alive but not all of it, and what the stone at the fork showed was the skill of someone returning to their work rather than the skill of someone who had never left it.

That was appropriate, he thought. The stone was made by someone returning to his work. That was the truth of it and the stone showed it and the showing was correct.

He picked up his tools.

He put them in his pack and stood at the fork with the two branches of the Venn River dividing before him — the northern branch going one way and the southern branch going another — and he looked at both of them.

He had spent his whole life on the northern bank of the northern branch. His grandfather's mill had been on the northern bank. His father's mill had been on the northern bank. He had been born in a house on the northern bank and had grown up with the sound of the northern branch in his ears and had learned the particular quality of the light on the northern bank at different times of day and different times of year.

He had never stood at the fork and looked at the southern branch from this angle before.

He walked to the fork's edge and looked south.

The southern branch was narrower, as he had always known — he had known this from across the valley, from observation, from the testimony he had given the cartographer about the relative qualities of the two branches. But knowing something from across a valley and looking at it from the fork's edge were different kinds of knowing. From here the southern branch had a quality he had not attributed to it in eight centuries of observation — a quieter quality, slower and more considered than the northern branch's urgency, the quality of water that had decided to take its time.

He stood there for a while.

He thought about what eight centuries of being on one side of something did to your sense of what the other side was like, and whether the answer was: it made you wrong about it, or whether it was something more complicated than that.

He thought: I was not wrong about the northern branch. The northern branch is what I knew it to be. I was incomplete about the southern branch. I did not know it as itself. I knew it as the thing that was not the northern branch, which is a different kind of knowing.

He thought: that is probably true of most things I believed about the eastern camp.

He picked up his pack.

He walked south along the southern branch for a mile before he turned west, for no reason except that he had never walked beside the southern branch and it was there and he had time and the valley was empty and there was no one to ask him where he was going or why he was going there.

The southern branch walked with him for a mile, quiet and considered, and then he turned away from it onto the western path and left it behind, and the range rose around him as he climbed.



He came to the place where his family's mill had been on the fourth day after leaving the valley.

He had been walking for three days — west first, then north through the passes that the cartographer's route map had marked accurately, then west again into the territory that the map had shown as the western edge of the range's influence. The map had not shown him what was here, specifically — the cartographer had not been here, had not surveyed this territory, had included it in the route map only as far as his own knowledge extended and had noted clearly where his knowledge ended and the territory continued.

He had walked past the end of the cartographer's knowledge on the third day.

He was on his own after that, which was also appropriate.

The landscape had changed in eight centuries in the ways that landscapes changed — the forest had grown where it had been cleared and been cleared where it had grown, the roads had shifted and widened and in some places disappeared entirely, the settlements had moved and merged and in some cases simply ceased to exist. He navigated by the terrain itself, by the shapes of the hills that did not change even when everything on them did, by the rivers that ran where they had always run, by the particular configuration of valley and ridge that he had known from childhood and that eight centuries had not altered.

He knew where he was.

He knew where he was going.

The mill site was on the northern bank of a small river that fed into the Venn's watershed — a tributary, not the Venn itself, a day's walk west of the range. He had known this river since childhood. He knew its name, which was the same name it had always had, or which had become a different name that sounded like the same name, which amounted to the same thing for the purpose of finding it.

He found it.

He stood on the northern bank of the small tributary river and looked at what was there.

The mill was gone. This was not a surprise — eight centuries was long enough for a mill to be built and used and fallen into disuse and taken for its materials and the materials used for something else and the something else fallen into disuse in its turn. There was no trace of his grandfather's structure. The bank was overgrown with the kind of vegetation that grew where structures had been and then been removed — not quite forest, not quite field, the in-between growth of a place that was becoming something but had not yet decided what.

But the site was right.

He could see it — the way the bank curved here, the particular angle at which the water moved past this point, the depth of the channel at this location. His grandfather had chosen this site for these reasons, because they were good reasons, because a mill needed the right combination of bank and current and depth to function correctly, and the site had those things and still had them because the river still had them and the river was still the river.

He stood on the bank for a long time.

He did not feel what he had thought he might feel, coming here. He had not known exactly what he had thought he might feel — some recognition, perhaps, some sense of return, the feeling of a thing completed. What he felt was quieter than that. The particular quality of standing in a place that had mattered a great deal and finding that the mattering was still there even though the place had changed beyond recognition.

The mill was gone. The site was here. The site was what his grandfather had chosen and what had made the mill possible and what would make a mill possible again if someone chose to build one, which was more durable than the mill itself had been.

He put his pack down.

He sat on the bank.

He took out the piece of stone he had been carrying since the valley — not the finished stone at the fork, not the burial stone, but the smaller piece he had been working on in the dark on the night before the clearing, the one Elias had watched him work and had said: keep it, whatever it becomes.

He had kept it.

He turned it over in his hands and looked at it.

He had not decided what it was in the months since he had started working on it. He had worked on it when his hands needed to work on something — which was often, because his hands had always needed to work on something, which was the stonemason's habit that his commanding officer had called a fault and which was not a fault but a need, the need of hands that knew their purpose and had to be given it regularly. He had smoothed the rough faces and established the proportions and begun to see the shape of the thing, and what he saw was not a marker and not an inscription and not a record.

It was a form.

Just a form — the shape of the stone itself, made more deliberate, the natural angles of the original piece clarified and refined until what was there was what the stone had been tending toward before he started. A small rectangular thing with a slight asymmetry in the top edge that he had not imposed but had found there in the original and had decided to honor rather than correct.

He looked at the asymmetry.

He thought: the Stone on the western ridge had the carvings on the east face and nothing on the other faces because he had been told to carve the east face and had not been told to carve the others and had not thought to ask. The asymmetry was the record of what had not been asked. The thing that had seemed obvious that had not been obvious.

He turned the stone over.

The back was still rough — he had worked the front and the sides and not yet worked the back. He took out his small chisel and his mallet, which were in his pack beside the route maps and the food and the blanket, and he began to carve the back.

He carved slowly, which was how he carved when he was deciding what he was making rather than executing what had been decided. He carved and looked and carved again, the form emerging not from a plan but from the dialogue between the chisel and the stone and what the stone allowed.

He was there for several hours.

When he was done he set the stone on the bank before him and looked at it.

The back now had one word on it.

Not in the eastern language and not in the western language. In the language that the two of them had become when they had spent eight centuries in the same valley together, the composite language of the encampment, the vocabulary of people who had learned each other's words imperfectly over a very long time and who had developed, without deciding to, a form of the language that was both and neither.

The word was his name for the mill. Not mill — the particular word that meant specifically his family's mill, the word that could not be translated because it was the proper name of a thing rather than the name of a category of thing.

He had carved the name of the mill on the back of the stone that had become the stone he was making.

He picked it up.

He walked to the edge of the bank.

He placed the stone where the mill had been — or where he believed the mill had been, which was as close to the same thing as eight centuries allowed. He set it on the bank with the carved face looking out at the river and the word for the mill facing up toward the sky.

He stood back and looked at it.

It was small. Someone could pick it up and put it in their pocket and walk away with it and never know what it was. It did not look like a marker in the way the new stone at the fork looked like a marker, or the way the Carved Stone on the western ridge looked like a marker. It looked like what it was, which was a piece of stone a stonemason had worked on in the evenings when his hands needed to work on something, which had become the form it had been tending toward, and which was now in the place where something that had mattered once had been.

He thought: that is what it is.

He thought: that is enough.

He picked up his pack.

He looked at the river for a moment — the particular quality of the current at this site, the angle of the bank, the depth of the channel. The things his grandfather had seen and which were still there.

A good site, his grandfather had thought.

He thought so too.

He turned away from the river.

He had no particular direction after this — no name on the list of forty-seven names, no route map beyond the edge of the cartographer's knowledge, no commander's organization to follow. He was a stonemason of uncertain age — eight centuries plus however old he had been when the war began, which was not quite his grandfather's age but not young either — in a world that had been going on without him for eight centuries and that contained, somewhere, the things he had not yet encountered.

He thought about what he wanted.

He had not thought about what he wanted in eight centuries. He had been a soldier for eight centuries and soldiers were organized around what was required of them rather than what they wanted, and the requirements had been clear and the wanting had been set aside and the eight centuries had happened.

He wanted to work stone.

Not markers and inscriptions — or not only those, though there would always be markers to make and inscriptions to carve, because the world produced occasions for those at a rate that had not changed in eight centuries. He wanted to work stone in the way he had worked stone before the war, the daily practice of it, the relationship with the material that developed over years of consistent attention. He wanted to be a stonemason again rather than a soldier who had once been a stonemason.

He thought about where stonemasons were needed.

They were needed everywhere, in his experience. Every place built in stone needed people who understood it. The city that the others were going to — there were buildings in cities that needed stone workers, bridges and walls and the foundations of the things that held everything else up. The kind of work that was never finished and never went out of fashion because stone did not go out of fashion and the things you built from it outlasted the fashions of the people who had built them.

He thought: I will go to the city.

He thought: there will be work in the city.

He thought: there will also be Senne, and Ferran, and Commander Aenne, and the archivist named Mira Veld who would come to the valley to study it, and the cartographer's copies of the map in the university library's archives, and all the things that connected the people from the valley to the world they were going back into.

He thought: that is a web of people to know in a new place.

He thought: that is a good beginning.

He adjusted his pack and turned east.

Toward the city.

Toward the work.

The tributary river ran behind him, finding its way to the Venn and the Venn's watershed and eventually the lowland rivers and the sea, moving in the direction that water moved, which was away from the high ground and toward the place where things collected and became something larger than themselves.

He walked in that direction too.

Behind him on the bank, the small stone with his family's name for the mill on its back sat at the edge of the water in the pale autumn light, looking at the river.

The river moved past it.

The stone stayed.

That was the nature of the relationship between stone and water, which Cael understood as well as anyone: water moved and stone stayed and neither was the same after the encounter, the water having taken something from the stone and the stone having shaped the path of the water, and both of them were changed by it without the nature of either one being essentially altered.

He walked east.

He had a great deal to do.

The world had been going on without him for eight centuries and it would take some time to understand what it had become, and understanding it would require the same method the cartographer had used for the map: asking. Asking the people in front of you what they knew. Taking their testimony seriously. Writing down the answers or, in his case, holding them in the stonemason's memory that held what it needed without paper, the memory that had held his grandfather's choice of the mill site for eight centuries and had brought him back to the right bank of the right tributary.

He would ask.

He would listen.

He would work.

It was, he thought, a sufficient plan for a man who had just walked out of eight centuries and had a great deal of world to understand.

He walked.

The autumn light moved across the hills around him, the same light that moved across all the hills in all the valleys in all the territories, indifferent and perfect, illuminating everything with equal impartiality — the Venn Valley and its empty camps, the new stone at the fork, Commander Holt's grave at the edge of the open ground, the Carved Stone still standing on the western ridge in one language, the small stone on the bank of the tributary river with its family name for the mill, and Cael himself, walking east with his tools in his pack and his stonemason's hands and eight centuries of understanding what it meant to make a thing honestly.

He walked.

He was going to be fine.
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Chapter Twenty-Four — Senne

She reached the city on a Wednesday.

She knew it was a Wednesday because she had been counting days since she left the valley — not out of urgency, she was not in a hurry, but because counting was a discipline she had maintained through the war and which she found she did not want to drop immediately, the way you kept a habit that had been useful long after the specific need for it had passed, because the habit itself had become something.

Wednesday. The middle of the week. An unremarkable day.

She walked into the city through its eastern gate, which was not a gate in the sense of something that opened and closed — it was the point at which the road from the east became a city street, marked by a change in the surface of the road and a change in the density of the buildings on either side and an increase in the number of people moving in all directions simultaneously.

She stopped at the edge of the gate.

She stood and watched the people.

She had been walking for eleven days from the valley to the city, through territory that had people in it — farms and villages and the occasional small town — and she had navigated all of it without difficulty, because eight centuries of military intelligence had given her the skills for navigating unfamiliar territory and because the cartographer's route map for the northern group, which she had obtained from Ferran before his departure, had been accurate and well-drawn.

But the city was different from farms and villages. The city was people in density — many people, more people than she had been among since the eastern camp, and the eastern camp had been two hundred and forty-three people distributed across a specific organized space where everyone knew everyone and the movement had patterns she had spent eight centuries learning.

The city's movement had patterns she had not spent eight centuries learning.

She watched for a while, doing the thing soldiers did with unfamiliar terrain — cataloguing, assessing, identifying the logic of the movement before entering it. She was not afraid. She was precise, which was different. Precision required understanding before action, and she was acquiring understanding.

The logic of the city's movement was not military. It was something else — the logic of many individuals pursuing individual purposes simultaneously, the logic of people who knew where they were going and were going there directly without coordination, the collisions and adjustments and brief negotiations of pedestrians that happened so fast and so automatically that no one appeared to be negotiating at all.

She thought: I can do this.

She walked into the city.



She found the university district without the map.

She could have used the map — the cartographer had drawn it carefully, the streets and the library entrance and the north window — but she found she wanted to find it herself first, using the skills she had, and use the map as confirmation rather than direction. Eight centuries of navigating unfamiliar terrain had given her a sense of how settlements were organized, the way institutional buildings clustered in certain areas, the way the street pattern changed around places of learning, the way the foot traffic shifted.

She followed the shift.

The university district was quieter than the market streets she had walked through — not empty, not silent, but quieter with the particular quiet of a place where people were engaged in concentrated work and the streets around them had absorbed this and become a setting for it rather than a destination in themselves. The buildings were older here than the market streets' buildings, built in the kind of stone that had been standing long enough to develop the particular quality of stone that had been stood beside for a very long time, the quality that was not quite warmth but was adjacent to it, the stone that had absorbed centuries of light and was giving it back slowly.

She stood in front of the library.

It was larger than she had imagined, which was not a complaint — she had not imagined it in any specific dimension, had only the cartographer's note about the entrance that was less busy in the mornings, which she had taken to mean the library was large enough to have more than one entrance. She stood before the main entrance, which was busy in the way the cartographer had implied the other entrance was not, and she walked around the building until she found the other one.

Less busy.

She went in.



The library smelled of paper and stone and the particular compound smell of a place where many books had been for a very long time, a smell that was not quite any of its components individually but was the accumulated total of all of them, the smell of the past being stored in a form accessible to the present.

She stood in the entrance for a moment.

A young man behind a desk looked up at her, assessed the armor sections visible at her collar and the soldier's pack on her back, and said, in the neutral tone of someone who had seen many things come through a library entrance and was not going to be surprised by any of them: "Can I help you."

"I am looking for Mira Veld," she said.

"Do you have an appointment."

"No," Senne said. "I was sent by Elias Vorne."

The young man's neutral expression shifted — not dramatically, but perceptibly, the shift of someone receiving a name that meant something to them. "The cartographer," he said.

"Yes," she said.

"One moment," he said, and left the desk.

She waited in the entrance and looked at the library. She could see, from where she stood, a long room extending away from her with tall shelves on both sides and tables running down the center and light coming through high windows, and people at the tables with documents and books and the particular posture of sustained attention. She had been in libraries before — there had been one in the largest settlement near her family's village, a small one, nothing like this — but she had not been in one in eight centuries, and she had not been in one like this ever.

She thought: this is where the record lives.

She thought: I want to be here.

The thought was specific and clear and arrived without hesitation, which was different from the diffuse wanting she had been doing since the Accord's release, the general sense of going toward the city and the archivist and the spring fish run without knowing exactly what she was going toward. This was different. She knew exactly what she was going toward.

The young man came back with a woman behind him.

Mira Veld was shorter than Senne had imagined, though she had not imagined her in any specific dimension. She was perhaps fifty years old, with the particular quality of someone who had spent decades looking closely at things and who had developed the posture of that looking — slightly forward, attentive, the body organized toward the object of study. She had ink on her right hand.

She looked at Senne with the attentiveness she had probably developed looking at documents, which was attentive in the way that assumed there was more to find than what was immediately visible.

"You were sent by Elias Vorne," she said.

"Yes," Senne said.

"The cartographer who submitted the Venn Valley map."

"Yes."

"Are you from the valley."

"Yes," Senne said. "I was in the eastern camp for eight centuries."

Mira Veld looked at her for a moment with the expression of someone who had received many unexpected things at the less-busy entrance and was assessing this one.

"Come," she said. "I am at the long table by the north window."



Mira Veld's section of the long table by the north window was organized the way Cael's tent had been organized — every item in its place, the system thorough, nothing casual. She had three copies of the valley map on the table, which told Senne that the distribution had worked — the cartographer's copies had reached the people he had sent them to and those people had shared them further.

She looked at the copies.

Three documents with her testimony in them, in a library, on a table by a north window, being studied by the person who preserved accurate records regardless of political pressure.

She sat down.

"Tell me," Mira Veld said, "what it was like."

So Senne told her.

She started at the beginning — not the beginning of the war, which she could approach but which was eight centuries old and required context that would take time to establish. She started at the beginning of the cartographer's arrival, because the arrival was the event that had changed the situation from something that had been the same for eight centuries into something that was moving, and movement was where stories began.

She told it the way she remembered it, which was precisely and without embellishment, because precision was her mode and embellishment would have been false to what the experience had actually been. She told it in order — the compass failing on the first day, the soldier stepping from the treeline to ask which side he was mapping for (she smiled, briefly, telling this, remembering the look on the cartographer's face), the first rejected map, the second rejected map, the nine witnesses and the five and four on the branch question, the discovery that both sides had wanted the northern branch, the sick interpreter and the candlelit room, Commander Aenne's refusal and then her agreement, the clearing, the map, the birds.

She told Mira Veld about Holt stopping at the mill-stone on the eastern bank and asking whose it was.

She told her about Aenne offering the spring fish run in the clearing.

She told her about the Accord taking her and what it had been like to be taken and what it had been like to be returned and the sound of the birds beginning in the stone pines.

She told her about Commander Holt resting in his camp chair on a Tuesday.

Mira Veld listened with the attentiveness she had probably developed listening to documents that did not speak and were therefore more difficult to hear. She made notes in a small book with a pen she dipped occasionally in a small inkwell on the table. She asked questions that were precise and went directly to the things she needed to understand, which Senne appreciated because imprecise questions were difficult to answer precisely.

They talked for three hours.

At the end of three hours Senne's voice was tired in the way of a voice that had been doing sustained work, and Mira Veld's notebook was substantially fuller than it had been, and the light from the north window had shifted from morning to midday.

Mira Veld set down her pen.

"The Accord notation on the map," she said. "Both parties acknowledge the negotiation as incomplete due to failure of translation. Can you tell me more about what failure of translation means in this context. Specifically."

Senne told her about the sick interpreter and the candlelit room and the two commanding officers who had shaken hands on different agreements simultaneously and about Lieutenant Ferran being told south branch by his commanding officer on the night of the handshake.

"And neither side knew," Mira Veld said.

"Neither side knew with certainty," Senne said carefully. "Both sides suspected. Both sides had evidence that their account was correct and evidence that the other side's account was also correct, which should have indicated to both sides that the situation was more complicated than either account acknowledged." She paused. "It did not indicate this to either side for eight centuries."

"Because both sides were certain," Mira Veld said.

"Yes," Senne said. "Certainty is a significant obstacle to understanding."

Mira Veld looked at her over the notebook.

"Yes," she said. "It is." A pause. "I would like to quote you on that."

Senne looked at her.

"I am writing a paper," Mira Veld said. "About the Accord and the valley and the map. Using the documentary evidence — the copies of the map and the Accord notation and the relationship to the original border survey — as the primary sources. Your testimony would be a significant addition to the documentary record."

Senne was quiet for a moment.

"I have been thinking," she said, "about writing something myself."

Mira Veld was still.

"Not a paper," Senne said. "Something longer. The account of the eight centuries from the inside — not the history of causes and effects and political arrangements, which your paper will address more accurately than I could. The account of what it was like to be there. The daily history of it."

Mira Veld looked at her for a long moment.

"That," she said carefully, "would be a significant document."

"I don't know how to write it yet," Senne said. "I have not written anything longer than a military report in eight centuries, and military reports are not what I am describing."

"No," Mira Veld said. "They are not." She picked up her pen again, turned to a fresh page in the notebook, and wrote something at the top. She slid the notebook across the table to Senne.

At the top of the page she had written two names and the titles of two books.

"These people teach in the writing faculty," she said. "Tell them I sent you. Tell them what you are trying to write." A pause. "They will help you find the form for it."

Senne looked at the two names.

She thought about the cartographer reading testimony and translating it into lines on paper. She thought about the stonemason carving inscriptions in two languages. She thought about Ferran keeping the list of forty-seven names in a small note-taking book with stiff covers. She thought about Aenne writing accurate military correspondence. She thought about all the forms that the knowledge of the valley had taken and would take, the ways it would move from the people who had lived it into the world that had not.

She thought: this is how the testimony becomes the record.

She thought: I have eight centuries of testimony.

She wrote the two names in her own small notebook — the one she had bought at a market stall two days outside the city, the first thing she had bought in eight centuries, paying with three coins from the small amount of money Aenne had pressed on her at the eastern camp's perimeter on the morning of the last group's departure.

Three coins. Enough for a notebook and a pen and a meal and a room.

She thought about the cartographer's two coins, worn smooth from passing through many hands, left on the table of a rented room for the landlord before he walked out in the dark to catch the commission that had no advance and no clear destination.

She thought: I have more than he had.

She thought: I will start with that.



She stayed in the city.

Not because she had decided to — not because she had arrived at a considered decision after weighing the alternatives. She stayed because each day in the city gave her a reason to stay the next day, the accumulation of reasons producing what looked from the outside like a decision but was from the inside more like a river finding its course — not planned, shaped by what was there.

She met the two writing faculty members whose names Mira Veld had given her. She met them separately, in separate weeks, and found that they taught differently and asked different questions and offered different understanding of what she was trying to do, and that the differences between them were useful in the way that having two different measurements of the same distance was useful — the confirmation where they agreed and the invitation to understand more carefully where they did not.

She wrote.

Slowly, at first — very slowly, the writing of someone who had not written anything longer than a military report in eight centuries and who was learning the form as she went, which was not the most efficient method but was the only honest one. The words came in the shifted-consonant language first and she translated them, which taught her things about both languages, the places where the translation was easy being the places where the eight centuries of living in both had worn the languages smooth against each other, and the places where the translation was difficult being the places where the eight centuries had not been enough.

She wrote about the compass spinning on the first day.

She wrote about the silence in the clearing.

She wrote about two hundred and forty-three soldiers sitting down on the valley floor when the Accord released.

She wrote about Commander Holt resting on a Tuesday and the northeast corner of the cookhouse roof and the look on his face when Aenne offered the spring fish run.

She wrote about standing in the cold northern branch of the Venn River with her boots off because she had wanted to feel it.

She wrote about the cartographer sitting at the flat stone with his notebooks and his pen, and what it had looked like to watch someone do the work of translating testimony into a map, and what it had taught her about the relationship between what you knew and what you could make of what you knew.

She wrote and the writing got better, slowly, the way skills got better when you gave them sustained attention — not dramatically, not suddenly, but incrementally, each week a little more able to do what the week before had not been able to do.

Mira Veld read the early drafts and said precise things about what was there and what was missing and what the record needed that the draft had not yet provided.

The writing faculty members read sections and said different things and between their different things she found the method she was looking for, the way she had found the library by following the shift in foot traffic — not by planning the route but by attending to what was present and following it toward where the attending led.



She wrote to the cartographer.

Not often — she did not know his address precisely and sent the letters to the university archivist who had been in contact with him and who forwarded the correspondence. She wrote him factual letters, the same way she had given him factual testimony — precisely, without embellishment, the things that had happened and what she was doing with them.

She told him she had reached the city.

She told him she was writing.

She told him Mira Veld was working on the paper about the Accord and had three copies of the map and had been in contact with the scholar of old land disputes and with the guild regarding the letter.

She told him Cael had arrived in the city in the month after she had, and had found work in the stonework of the new bridge being built over the river in the western district, and that his work was considered excellent by the architects and that he had taken an apartment near the bridge and could be found there in the evenings.

She told him Ferran had written to the archivist from the north, where he had found his family's house — changed, occupied by different people, but standing, the bones of it the same as he remembered — and had introduced himself to the people living in it and had been invited to stay.

She told him Commander Aenne had walked the valley in late winter, alone, before the spring, and had sent a brief factual letter about what she had found: both camps standing, the stone structures intact, a family of foxes denning in the western cookhouse, the Carved Stone still on the ridge, the new stone still at the fork, Commander Holt's grave undisturbed. She had walked both banks of the northern branch in preparation for the spring fish run.

She told him that the spring fish run had been what they had hoped.

She told him: I stood on the eastern bank and Aenne stood on the western bank and the fish came through the center of the channel between us. Both banks' fish. The map was right. The river was right. We watched them for an hour and then Aenne said: it must have been good to live beside. I said: yes. It was. It still is.

She signed the letter as she had signed all the letters, with the name she had been given at twenty-three years old in a village three miles east of the Carved Stone and had not used for eight centuries and was using now.

Senne.

Just Senne. The one name, which was enough.



The book took four years.

She did not know it would take four years when she started. She had thought, going in, that eight centuries of material would produce a book quickly — that she had so much to say that the saying of it would be the easy part and the writing only the mechanics.

She was wrong about this in the way she had been wrong about many things in the city, which was the wrong of someone encountering a thing they had not done before and discovering that it was harder and more interesting than they had imagined. The eight centuries of material was indeed extensive. The work of deciding what to include, in what order, in what form, with what relationship between the inside experience and the outside account — this was the actual work, and it was the kind of work that took time regardless of how much material you had, because the time was not in the material but in the understanding of what the material was for.

She wrote the book.

It was not what she had planned to write, by the end, which was also correct — the planned book had been the idea of the book and the written book was the book itself, and the difference between them was where the four years had gone.

On the day she delivered the final manuscript to the printer Mira Veld had recommended, she sat for a while in the library at the long table by the north window, in the chair she had come to think of as the chair for the work she did there, and she held the last copy of the manuscript before it went to be copied and released into the world.

She thought about the cartographer holding the map in the clearing before he held it out to the two commanders.

She thought about the particular quality of that last moment of possession — the still-warmness of the thing you had made, before it became something else, a document, an object in the world, available to people who were not you and who would read it and understand it differently from how you had understood it and use it for purposes you could not predict.

She thought: this is what it felt like.

She thought: yes. This is what it felt like.

She set the manuscript on the table.

She looked out the north window.

The city was going about its business in the particular way of a city in spring — energetically, with the specific energy of things that had been waiting for the season to change and were now moving with the permission the change had given them. The streets below the window were full of people and carts and the sounds of a city being itself, which were many and overlapping and together added up to something that was not any one of them but was recognizably the sum of all of them.

She had learned to hear the city as a whole rather than as its components.

It had taken four years.

She thought: eight centuries and four years. Not a bad education.

She picked up her coat.

She was going to walk to the western district to find Cael, who was working on the bridge and who she had learned to find at his scaffold in the late afternoons when the light was right for the detail work. She was going to tell him the book was finished. He would look up from the stone he was working and say something precise and dry and correct about the finishing of things, and she would agree with it, and they would walk together to the apartment near the bridge and eat the food that the woman on the ground floor of his building sold in the evenings, which was very good food, better than camp food in ways that could not be overstated.

She was going to write to the cartographer tonight, to tell him the book was finished.

She was going to walk the northern branch in the spring — this spring, the fourth spring since the Accord's release, the fourth year of the three-year spring fish run that Aenne had offered and which had run its course and which was now simply the river's fish in the ordinary terms of the shared boundary, both banks, center of channel, no compensation required any longer, simply the spring run happening because rivers and fish did not need treaties to do what they did.

She was going to go back to the valley eventually. She knew this the way she knew the other things she knew with certainty — without credentials, without proof, simply as the knowledge that was there when she examined what she knew. The valley would be different when she went back. Someone would be living there, or several families, or a settlement of people who had come for the good soil and the good water and had found a valley with stone structures already standing and a new stone at the fork and a grave at the edge of the open ground with he remembered well carved below the official text in letters that were rougher than the stonemason's but legible.

She would go back.

She was not ready yet.

When she was ready she would know, the way she had known she was ready to leave on the fifth morning — not because anything had told her and not because she had decided but because the knowing had arrived and she had recognized it.

She walked out of the library through the less-busy entrance.

The spring city received her.

She walked west toward the bridge and Cael and the good food and the letter she would write tonight to a cartographer who had come to an unnamed range with two coins and a blank reference sheet and had stayed when the others had not and had drawn the map that held.

She walked.

Around her the city went about its business.

Above her the spring sky was the same sky that was above the valley, the same sky above the northern branch where the fish were running this year without treaty terms to govern them, simply running because they ran, because the river was the river and spring was spring and water moved in the direction that water moved and fish came up from the lowland rivers in the season they came up, indifferent and perfect, the way rivers and fish and spring skies were always indifferent and perfect.

She walked toward the bridge.

She was going to be all right.

She was already all right.

She had been all right since the morning she walked out of the valley into the ordinary world, though she had not known it then, and knowing it now was sufficient.

The spring light was on the city.

She walked in it.
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Chapter Twenty-Five — Elias

He submitted the map on a Thursday.

He had walked out of the range in eight days, as he had estimated, following the path he had walked in by the memory of it rather than by the route maps he had drawn for others — the route maps were for the soldiers, who did not know the path, and he did not need them, which was one of the last advantages his professional expertise gave him in this particular situation. He knew the path. He walked it.

The first town large enough to have a courier service was three days from the range's edge. He arrived there in the mid-morning of the eleventh day after leaving the valley, which was the eleventh day after the morning of Senne at the river, and he found the courier service in the market square and he sent six envelopes and one package.

The envelopes went to the retired cartographer in the north, the scholar of old land disputes, the university archivist, the cartographers' guild, Commander Aenne at the eastern camp's address — understanding this was a temporary address, that she would not be there when the envelope arrived, but that whoever came to the camp would find it and know what to do with it — and the village, with the separate letter he had written three times.

The package went to the guild. It contained the letter and a copy of the map and a brief additional note that said: The Accord notation on this map is legally significant in ways that the guild's territorial committee may wish to examine before filing. I recommend consultation with a scholar of old land disputes before any assessment of the map's implications is made. I am available for consultation at the address below, when I have one.

He did not yet have an address.

He paid for the courier service with money he had borrowed from the provisions that the soldiers' departures had left behind — a small amount, the kind of amount that constituted the difference between having enough and not having enough, which was the difference he was most familiar with navigating.

He walked south.



The ministry office that had sent him was in the capital city, which was a different city from the university city where the archivist was, and which he reached twenty-two days after leaving the valley.

Twenty-two days. He had spent twenty-two years being disgraced and had spent twenty-two days walking out of the situation that he believed would un-disgrace him, or wouldn't, and either way the twenty-two days had been good walking days — the autumn giving way to winter on the journey, the cold arriving honestly, the territory changing as he moved south and east from the range into the warmer lowlands.

He had thought about what he would say to the ministry.

Not obsessively — he had done his habitual overthinking in the range and had arrived at the clearing and the map and the signing, and the aftermath of that was simpler than the approach had been. He would submit the map. He would wait for them to read it. He would answer questions if they asked them. He would point to the copies that had been distributed and to Commander Aenne's letter and to the Accord's witness and he would say: this is what the work produced, and the work is what you commissioned, and if the work is not what you expected then perhaps your expectations were insufficiently informed.

He had thought, on the twenty-first day of walking, that this last part was perhaps not the ideal framing for a professional interaction with a ministry that had the power to refuse payment.

He had thought about it further and had decided to say it anyway, because he had spent the entirety of the previous months learning to ask questions that were unwelcome when the questions were necessary, and the question of whether the ministry's expectations had been sufficiently informed was a necessary question even if it was unwelcome.

He walked into the ministry building on a Thursday morning, which was when he arrived, and he asked for the office of the commissions department, and he was directed to the third floor, and he knocked on a door with a brass plate that said: Territorial Surveys — Commissions and Records.

A clerk opened the door.

"Elias Vorne," he said. "I am here to submit the Venn Valley commission."

The clerk looked at him. Then the clerk looked at his case. Then the clerk said: "Please wait," and closed the door.

He waited.

He stood in the corridor of the third floor of the ministry building and waited, and the corridor was the kind of corridor that ministry buildings always had — long and slightly dim, with the smell of paper and authority that accumulated in places where decisions were made in writing and filed in order. He had been in many such corridors. They always smelled the same way. He had always found the smell slightly oppressive, the way the smell of confinement was oppressive, which was not a quality he had previously applied to corridors but which he applied now, having spent months in the open air of a mountain range with the birds calling in the stone pines.

The door opened.

The clerk said: "Director Holst will see you."



Director Holst was not the director who had sent him.

He understood this immediately — the name was wrong and the face was wrong and the quality of the office was wrong in the particular way of an office that had been recently reorganized, the furniture in positions that did not quite match the marks on the floor where it had previously stood. He filed this without comment. Directors changed. Commissions outlasted their commissioners. This was the nature of institutional work.

Director Holst was a woman of approximately his own age, with the particular quality of someone who had risen through an institution to a position of responsibility and had not lost, in the rising, the ability to look at a thing directly and say what she saw.

She was looking at him directly.

"Elias Vorne," she said.

"Director," he said.

"You were commissioned eighteen months ago," she said. "For a survey of an unnamed range in the northern territories."

"Yes."

"The commission was for a standard territorial survey. Topography, resources, political boundaries."

"Yes," he said. "That is what the commission said."

"And you have returned with —" she looked at the case in his hand — "what, exactly."

He opened the case. He took out the map, in its boards, and he set it on her desk.

"A map," he said. "Of the Venn Valley. The range has a name. It is the Venn Valley Range." He paused. "The map addresses the political boundaries question of the commission. It also addresses certain historical matters that the commission did not anticipate but that the territory required."

She looked at the map.

She looked at it the way Holt had looked at it in the tent — thoroughly, giving it the full measure of what she had. She read the valley and the river and the center line. She read the Stone notation. She read the signatures — Holt's large confident hand and Aenne's precise small one. She read the cartographer's name in the corner.

She read the Accord's witness.

She read it for a long time.

When she looked up her expression was not what he had expected. He had expected something cautious — the institutional expression of someone receiving an unexpected document and managing their response to it carefully. What he saw was different. It was the expression of someone who had encountered something genuinely unusual and was genuinely interested in it.

"The Accord notation," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"This is a real Accord."

"Yes," he said. "It is a real Accord. The witness on the map is genuine. The soldiers in the valley were genuine. The eight centuries are accurate to the best of my ability to verify them, and the testimony of everyone I spoke to was consistent with eight centuries on that specific timeline." He paused. "I understand this is not a standard component of a territorial survey."

"No," she said. "It is not."

She looked at the map again.

"The original border survey," she said. "Of the Venn River."

He was still.

"Yes," he said.

"The survey that established the center-of-channel line as the boundary."

"Yes," he said. "That is what the original survey established."

She looked at him.

"I have read the original survey," she said. "It is in our archives. I read it when I was given this directorship and was reviewing the outstanding commissions in the northern territories. The Venn Valley commission was one of them." She paused. "The original survey was clear about the center-of-channel line. The ministry's application of that survey to the territorial settlement was not consistent with what the survey said."

He said nothing.

"This was before my directorship," she said. "Before the directorship before mine. The settlement was made many years ago by people who are no longer in this ministry." She looked at him steadily. "I want you to know that I am aware of the discrepancy. That I am aware of what the ministry claimed the survey said and what the survey actually said."

"And," he said.

"And the settlement with the village has been a matter under internal review," she said, "for the last two years. Before you submitted this map. The review was initiated by a junior clerk in the archives who read the original survey and read the settlement documentation and brought the discrepancy to the attention of the then-director, who initiated the review before retiring." She paused. "The review has been — slow. These things are slow. There are legal questions about how to address a settlement made decades ago and what remedies are available and what the ministry's obligation is."

"The village," he said.

"The village is part of the review," she said. "What is owed to them and how that debt can be addressed is part of what the review is determining." She paused again. "This map —" she looked at it, "— will be significant to that review. The Accord's witness changes the evidentiary status of the center-of-channel line in ways that the legal team will need to assess, but my non-legal assessment is that the witness is substantial."

He sat with this.

He had walked into the ministry building expecting to submit a map that would be filed in archives and used by people who disgraced him to argue that they had been right about the survey all along. He had made his peace with that outcome before he signed the map.

He had not expected this.

He had not expected a director who had read the original survey and understood the discrepancy and had initiated an internal review before his map existed. He had not expected the institutional mechanism to already be in motion, slow and cumbersome and grinding forward in the particular way of institutions, toward the thing that the map confirmed and accelerated.

He thought: I was not the only person asking unwelcome questions.

He thought: there was a junior clerk in the archives.

He thought: the junior clerk asked.

"The village," he said again. "Whatever the review determines — whatever remedy is possible. I want to be consulted on the cartographic aspects of it. If there is a boundary to be redrawn or a survey to be verified, I want to be the cartographer."

She looked at him.

"Your professional status with the ministry is —" she started.

"Disgraced," he said. "I know."

"Under review," she said. "Along with several other assessments made by the previous directorship that have been questioned on procedural grounds." She paused. "Commander Aenne's letter arrived three days ago. With a copy of the map. It was already in my hands when you walked in."

He looked at her.

"Accurate correspondence," she said, and there was something in her voice that was the institutional equivalent of dry — the tone of someone who had read a letter that said exactly what it meant and could not be misread or absorbed or softened. "She is very direct."

"Yes," he said. "She is."

"She recommended revision of your professional assessment," she said. "In terms that were — specific."

"I know," he said. "She told me she wrote accurate correspondence."

"She does." Director Holst looked at the map one more time and then looked at him. "Submit the map formally. I will have the clerk give you the paperwork. The commission will be filed and the payment will be made — the commission payment, the standard rate for territorial surveys, which I acknowledge is not commensurate with what the work turned out to be." She paused. "I will also begin the process for the review of your professional status, which will take some time, and which I cannot guarantee will result in any specific outcome, but which will be conducted with the same review that has been applied to the other questions from the previous directorship." Another pause. "Is that acceptable."

He thought about the rented room. The two coins. The landlord who had given the room to someone else. He thought about eighteen months of the range and the compass spinning and the maps going blank and the all-important question of whether the Accord would accept what he drew.

He thought: this is the most direct conversation I have had with a ministry representative in twenty-two years.

He thought: I will not waste it.

"One condition," he said.

She raised an eyebrow.

"The copies," he said. "The map is in the hands of the university archivist, the scholar of old land disputes, the guild, the retired cartographer who was my teacher, and Commander Aenne. Copies exist. The Accord's witness exists in multiple places simultaneously." He looked at her steadily. "I want the ministry's use of this map to be consistent with what the map says. If the map is used to support claims about the original border survey or the village settlement, it must be used accurately. Not in the way the original survey was used."

She looked at him.

"The ministry's position," she said carefully, "is that the original survey was accurate and that the ministry's application of the original survey to the territorial settlement was not consistent with the survey's findings. That is the position of the current directorship." She paused. "That is also what this map confirms. So using this map accurately and using it to support the ministry's current position are the same thing."

He thought about this.

"Then we are in agreement," he said.

"Yes," she said. "I believe we are."



He left the ministry building in the early afternoon.

He stood on the steps and looked at the city — the capital city, which was different from the university city in the way that capitals were different from university cities, larger and louder and more immediately concerned with the practical and less immediately concerned with the theoretical, the city where things were decided rather than the city where things were understood.

He had the commission payment in his pocket.

He had the clerk's documentation confirming the map's submission.

He had the director's assurance that the review of his professional status would proceed, which was not the same as the assurance that the review would go in his favor, which he had not asked for because he had learned in twenty-two years that asking institutions to guarantee specific outcomes was not the kind of asking that got you anywhere, and that the kind of asking that got you somewhere was asking for the process to be applied fairly and then standing back and letting the process work.

He had submitted the map.

He had done what he came to do.

He stood on the steps for a moment and felt the particular quality of finished work — not pride, which was too large a word, and not relief, which implied that he had been more frightened than he had been. The quieter satisfaction of a thing completed, the thing having gone as well as it could reasonably have gone, which was not perfectly and was considerably better than some outcomes he had imagined on the walk down.

He thought about the junior clerk in the archives who had read the original survey and brought the discrepancy to the attention of the then-director.

He thought: asking is not only the cartographer's method. Asking is the method. The junior clerk asked. The then-director asked. The review began. The village became part of the review. And a disgraced cartographer walked into a mountain range with a blank reference sheet and no advance and came back with a map that confirmed what the review had already established and that changed the evidentiary status of the establishment in ways the legal team would need to assess.

He thought: I was one instrument in a larger work.

He thought: that is correct. That is how the important work happens.

He thought: I was a good instrument.

He walked down the steps.

He had a great deal to do.

He needed an address, which meant he needed a room, which meant he needed to find the kind of room he could afford on the commission payment that would hold him while the review proceeded and the village situation developed and the next commission materialized — because there would be a next commission, he believed this with the calm of someone who had recently done the best work of his career and had not lost the ability to work and the world still needed maps, and those facts together produced commissions, even for disgraced cartographers who were under professional review.

He found a room on the third day.

It was not the rented room of the beginning — it was smaller than that room had been and the smell was different, less camphor and more coal, the smell of a building that was cold in the evenings and heated imperfectly from a shared chimney. But it had a table large enough to work at and a window that faced east and got the morning light, which was the light he had always preferred for drawing, the light that had no opinion about what it illuminated and gave you the thing as it was without the warmth of afternoon changing it.

He moved his case into the room.

He unpacked it.

He arranged the instruments on the shelf above the table — the theodolite in its leather sleeve, the compasses in their velvet box, the field pens in their roll. He stacked the notebooks on the shelf beside the instruments, the seven filled notebooks from the range, the record of the work, the testimony and the analysis and the maps that had gone blank and the final map and everything in between.

He set the straight edge and the chalk and the candle stub in their places.

He sat down at the table.

He opened the case's front pocket and took out Commander Aenne's letter.

He read it.

He read it the way he had read it the first time, in the valley at the flat stone with the firelight — the formal language of military correspondence, the specific weight of a woman who wrote accurate correspondence and understood that accuracy had consequences. We recommend the revision of that assessment. He read the signature: Commander Aenne of the Venn Valley Eastern Camp, signatory to the Accord of the Venn Valley Range, co-signatory to the Venn Valley Border Map.

He folded it carefully.

He set it on the table in front of him, in the corner where he kept things that needed to be easily visible.

Then he took out his notebook — the working notebook, the field paper, not the finished work paper — and he opened it to a fresh page.

He wrote at the top: Venn Valley — follow-up survey.

He looked at this.

He wrote below it: When the review is complete and the village situation has been addressed and the access to the valley is possible, someone should go back and do the full survey. The route maps I drew for the soldiers were adequate for their purpose but were not a complete survey of the territory. The valley itself — the topography, the resources, the full extent of both branches of the Venn — should be mapped properly, with instruments, by a cartographer who has the time to do it correctly.

He read this.

He wrote: I would like to be that cartographer. I know the valley. I know the Accord's history and the map's terms and the testimony that produced them. I know where the Carved Stone is and what it says and what the relationship is between the Stone and the new stone at the fork and the boundary map. A follow-up survey by someone who does not know these things would be a less complete survey than one by someone who does.

He read this.

He wrote: Also: Senne suggested putting the names of the people whose testimony contributed to a map on the map itself, designated as witnesses rather than as cartographers. The guild will object. The guild's objection is, in this case, less important than the principle. I intend to test this on the follow-up survey and submit the result to the guild for review with a covering letter explaining the reasoning.

He looked at this last note.

He thought: Senne will be pleased when I tell her.

He thought: I will write to her today.

He put down the pen and looked at the table — the instruments on the shelf, the notebooks, the letter from Aenne in the corner, the working notebook open to the fresh page with its three notes about the follow-up survey and the witnesses' names.

He thought: this is a desk that has work on it.

He thought: that is sufficient.

He had a room. He had a desk. He had work on the desk. The commission payment would last four months if he was careful, which he was, and the professional review would be complete before the four months were up, one way or another, and in either case he would find the next commission because there was always a next commission for a cartographer who could do the work, and he could do the work, which he had demonstrated in a mountain range over eighteen months to an audience that included two centuries-old commanding officers and an eight-century-old binding and a woman who stood in cold rivers to feel them.

He thought about the empty room in the rented lodgings eighteen months ago. Two coins. The landlord. The commission with no advance and a blank reference sheet and a range with no name.

He thought: I am in a better position than I was then.

He thought: I am in a better position than I have been in twenty-two years.

He was not certain of this. The professional review had not concluded. The village situation had not resolved. Commander Aenne's letter would do what it did and the copies of the map would do what they did and the Accord's witness would do what it did, and what all of them would do was uncertain in the specific ways that uncertain things were uncertain — not unknowable, but not yet known, the outcomes existing in the period between the work being done and the work's effects arriving.

He had learned in the range to hold that period with equanimity.

He had learned it by sitting at the flat stone and watching the valley and accepting that the work of the day was the work of the day and tomorrow's work was tomorrow's and the work between was not nothing and was not sufficient and was what there was.

He was holding it with equanimity.

He was going to write to Senne.

He was going to write to the university archivist.

He was going to write a letter to the cartographers' guild, carefully, about the principle of naming witnesses on maps, and he was going to keep the letter in the correct register — not advocacy, not argument, a question. The guild might have a category for this already. The guild might have a principle that he was reinventing. The guild might have good reasons for the current practice that he did not know. He should ask before he proposed a change.

He was going to begin the inquiry into the follow-up survey, which would take time and would probably not happen for a year or two at minimum, given the review and the village situation and the need for the territory's political status to stabilize before anyone could be sent there with instruments and notebooks.

He was going to wait for the review with the equanimity he had learned.

He was going to be, in the meantime, a cartographer in a room with a table and a window that faced east and got the morning light.

It was enough.

It had always been enough.

He had not known this eighteen months ago, in the first rented room with the two coins and the commission he had signed because it was the only commission available. He had known that he could work and he had known that the work was what he had and he had not yet known that what he had was sufficient.

He knew it now.

He picked up his pen.

He wrote: Dear Senne, The map was submitted on Thursday. The commission is filed and paid. The director read Commander Aenne's letter. The professional review will proceed. There is a junior clerk in the ministry archives who has been asking the right questions for two years, which I found heartening. The village is part of a review that was in motion before I arrived, which I found more heartening still. I am in a room in the capital with a table and the morning light and the notebooks from the range and the next work already on the page.

He looked at what he had written.

He wrote: I have been thinking about what you said about the witnesses' names. I am going to propose it to the guild. They will object. I think the principle is more important than the objection and I want to test that thought against the people whose institution it is. Tell me if you hear anything from the guild's direction — you seem to know people who know people.

He looked at what he had written.

He wrote: I miss the flat stone. I miss the birds. I do not miss the compass spinning. I do not miss the blank maps. I miss almost everything else.

He looked at what he had written.

He wrote: Tell me how the book is going.

He signed it: Elias Vorne. Cartographer.

He folded the letter.

He put it in an envelope and wrote the archivist's address on the front — Mira Veld, University Library, for forwarding to Senne — and he set it on the corner of the desk beside Aenne's letter.

He looked at the desk.

The instruments on the shelf. The notebooks. The two letters in the corner. The working notebook open to the page with the three notes about the follow-up survey and the witnesses' names.

He thought: this is the beginning of the next thing.

He thought: the next thing begins at a desk with morning light and work on the page and a letter to write to someone who was there for the important work and is in the world now doing her own important work, which is how it is supposed to go, which is the correct outcome of the thing that was done in the valley over eighteen months by a disgraced cartographer who stayed when the others had not.

He was going to be all right.

He was already all right.

He picked up his pen.

He began.



Four years later, the follow-up survey of the Venn Valley was commissioned by the ministry's territorial department, following the completion of the professional review and the resolution of the village settlement, which had returned sovereignty to the village and had established a compensatory framework for the losses of the previous settlement, based in part on the documentary evidence of the Venn Valley Border Map and the relationship between that map and the original border survey.

The follow-up survey was conducted by Elias Vorne, cartographer, with testimony contributions credited on the map's legend as: Senne of the Eastern Camp, Lieutenant Ferran of the Eastern Camp, Commander Aenne of the Eastern Camp, Cael of the Western Camp. Designated: witnesses.

The guild objected.

The cartographer submitted a covering letter explaining the reasoning.

After review, the guild amended its standards to allow for witness designation on maps produced from significant oral testimony, citing the Venn Valley Border Map as the precedent case.

The amendment passed by a margin of one vote.

The follow-up survey map went into the guild's archives alongside a copy of the border map, the original border survey, and a copy of a book titled: Eight Centuries: An Account of the Venn Valley War, by Senne of the Eastern Camp.

The book had been in its third printing by the time the follow-up survey was published.

Mira Veld's paper on the Accord, published in the journal of territorial history two years after the border map's submission, is considered the definitive scholarly account of the case. It is dedicated: to Commander Holt of the Western Camp, who remembered well.

Cael returned to the valley the same year as the follow-up survey, as the stonework consultant for the settlement that was establishing itself on the valley floor, in the stone structures the camps had left behind. He recommended expanding the cookhouse.

The northeast corner of the new expansion was built correctly.

He stayed.

The Carved Stone remains on the western ridge of the Venn Valley Range, in one language, as the record of what was understood at the moment it was carved. The new stone at the fork remains where Cael placed it, in both languages, as the record of what was understood when the war ended. Commander Holt's grave remains at the edge of what had been the open ground between the two camps, with Cael's official inscription and, below it, in rougher letters: he remembered well.

The northern branch of the Venn River runs as it has always run, through the center of the channel that the border map designated as the boundary, past the mill sites on both banks, through the fork where the stone stands, toward the lowland rivers and the sea.

In spring the fish come up.

Both sides' fish.

The river is the river.

It moves.
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