
  
  
      
        
          Fire's Ally

          Regular Edition

		      
          D. M. Kannapan

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by D. M. Kannapan 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.










1.0








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part I
        
        
          
            
            
            
            
        
            
              
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Shape in the Fire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Council in the Hill
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Scholars in the River
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Balance in the Land
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Favor in All Things
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Peace in the Woods
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Paths in the Smoke
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
        
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part II
        
        
          
            
            
            
            
        
            
              
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Urmettians in Motion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Dry Defenses
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Wilder Air
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Rotorvanes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        To the Reaches
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Fire and Oak
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
        
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part III
        
        
          
            
            
            
            
        
            
              
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Humans in Trepoc
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Clay and Coordination
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Formulas and Secrets
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Darkness in the Canyon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Rupture
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The Abyss and the Bear
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Spear in Council
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The One Who Speaks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
              
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        The Prank
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
            
        
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Land’s Grudge
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Founding Circle
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
      
        
          Part I

          
		      
          

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  1
[image: ]
The Shape in the Fire


Even on tiptoe, Eleg couldn’t see past the row of art banners to the fire on the distant mountain peak. She unfurled her own drawing sheets and craned her neck. 
Pavilion Plateau, at the front of the village, usually had the clearest view of the landscape, and this was where she had been standing when the jagged shapes changed in the flames.
Now that she had brought her materials to sketch the flame pattern, an array of artistic banners blocked her view. The closest ones depicted, in delicate ink, the imagined inner lives of local wildflowers.
Eleg’s cousins were mounting the art. Two of them adjusted the reed support frames and the third, a young boy, trailed them at elbow height, carrying a bundle of art under his arm. His tufty hair was tied in a festive bow.
Eleg waved to them. “Do you mind waiting before putting those up? I need to draw there.”
Halwee, Eleg’s full-grown second cousin, looked over her shoulder. “Ah! Are you drawing art for the festival? You can give your pictures to Zott. We always enjoy your original work.”
Eleg looked over Halwee’s head, piled high with braids formed into the shape of a pinecone, and kept her eye on the distant flames. Shapes in the flames faded quickly, and if no one in the village had seen the bright, jagged lines yet, she might be the only one to capture the warning sign on paper.
“No. I’m drawing something else, and you are blocking my view. It will only take a moment.” She raised her voice over the hubbub of people preparing for tonight’s feast.
Tebzy, another cousin her own age, said, “You want to draw something right where we are standing? I don’t see anything that picturesque here.” Her cheek dimpled in a quizzical expression.
Eleg wondered how Tebzy, who had such a keen eye for beauty and captured so much detail in her art, could block her senses to the frightening reality behind her. It was all Eleg could do to take her eyes off it.
She didn’t want to say too much about how observations of the mysterious, decades-old fire in the mountains filled her notebooks. Her cousins wouldn’t understand, or worse, they would and they’d be concerned.
“It’s just … around there …” There! A glimpse of the distinctive, fiery, spike shape appeared just above the banner.
“All a matter of taste, isn’t it?” Halwee said, always encouraging of her younger cousin. “There may not be anything picturesque for you, but to Eleg, there might be.” But she did not move. “Sorry, Eleg. There might not be time for drawing today. Guests are already arriving for the feast. Why don’t you draw something else? There’s a lovely flower at the back of the pavilion.”
Frustration built in Eleg’s throat as she looked up at the good-natured faces. She couldn’t find the right words while her attention was split between the fire and the conversation.
From the bustle behind them, two more youths Eleg’s age walked into the conversation. What fresh obstacle was this?
They were a mismatched pair of friends: Aizl towered over Ovvet’s curly head. Eleg caught Aizl’s eye and blushed. Eleg rarely had a chance to speak to her, since she never kept still, darting from one village team to another or climbing in the canyon.
“Here are the fastening clips you asked for,” Aizl said. “Fresh from the workshop.”
Little Zott put out his hands for them.
“Oh, and we need some of the tools back if you are done with them.”
Maybe if Eleg pushed past the group and the art banners to see over the lip of the plateau, it wouldn’t prompt too many questions.
“Planning some drawing?” Ovvet asked Eleg. He must have noticed how out of place she was, standing still and looking forlorn among all the cheerful activity.
“I want a view of the valley …” Eleg mumbled.
Ovvet looked from her to the banners. Eleg started back as understanding crept into his eyes. The powers of perception in this village were honed with study, but it was unsettling that Ovvet’s ability to intuit others’ thoughts was growing. He knew what she wanted to do.
He signaled to Aizl as she spun the fastening tool from Tebzy in her hand.
Aizl said, “You can see the whole valley from one of the rock towers. Maybe even a better view than here. Do you know which one I mean?”
Eleg didn’t.
“We’ll show you!” Aizl said, and Eleg’s heart fluttered.
She looked from Aizl to Ovvet to be sure they meant it, and then she rolled up her art materials. “Thanks!”
Aizl held out the fastening tool to little Zott.
“Zott, can you run this tool to the workshop? We’re going to the rock towers.”
“No, I want to come too!” said Zott, laying all the decorating materials carefully on a rock.
Aizl sighed.
Tebzy laughed and stood up. “I will take the tool. And then I’ll come back to help!” she added to Halwee, who made a sound of protest.

      ***Eleg followed Aizl and Ovvet, glad to be in motion, and glad to be walking with Aizl. She wondered how much Ovvet had intuited about her desire to see the fire. For Eleg, insight came in short flashes and incomplete information. It was probably the same for Ovvet.
He didn’t act worried about Eleg wanting to observe the fire, though, as she suspected most adults would.
Her cousin Zott skipped beside her. The Pavilion Plateau touched the front of Urmetten, their village, and the hill it was built into, from the north.
From there, the children followed an eastward path into a narrow ravine. It was filled with towerlike rock formations that Aizl loved to climb.
As they approached the ravine from above, they had a view of its twin stony walls zigzagging into the distance, and between them, irregular rock pillars growing like stalks out of the ground.
Another few steps, and they were in the cool, craggy depths with the clear sky above and a network of paths ahead, among the bases of towers. The quiet dialect of the ravine creatures surrounded them. Eleg should come here more often. Maybe with Aizl.
There wasn’t usually much reason to come to the ravine. Its hardy denizens survived without any particular tending from the Urmettians. Nearly everywhere else, the villagers studied the soil, rock, and the water, gleaned insight about the health of their continent, Ervu, and offered whatever service a plant may want from their human hands.
And the gatherer parties didn’t favor the canyon for foraging when richer groves were a short walk away. Gathering for the kitchens was one of the few activities that pulled Eleg away from her hiding places.
“This is the best place to practice climbing!” Aizl said. She dashed ahead, her wavy hair bobbing, pointing out towers she’d scaled and the challenges each posed to even a skilled climber.
Eleg smiled at her enthusiasm and quietly hoped there weren’t too many good climbing towers ahead of their destination. The shapes in the fire wouldn’t wait for Aizl, even if Eleg wanted to.
Ovvet walked more slowly, his long robes dragging on the rocks, and looked back to check that Eleg and Zott were keeping up.
“This is the one!” Aizl rested her hand on an imposing tower, both taller and wider than its neighbors. Its lumpy shape formed natural steps. “Best to climb from this side.”
They scrabbled up with Aizl’s supportive guidance. Ovvet boosted Zott the first step. Eleg stopped on the second to adjust the drawing materials strapped to her side.
After a short but invigorating climb, they sat on the smooth top and gazed out across the expanse.
Aizl spread her arms. “Isn’t it marvelous?”
They were above the surrounding stone pillars, and each was sliced cleanly by the early-afternoon sunlight into a bright section and a deep shadow cast by the canyon walls. Behind them were the vast hill ranges, with decorative stonework marking the entrances of the carved rooms that made up Urmetten.
On the Pavilion Plateau, which abutted it, small figures were still hanging art. The sacred river of Paclellic, lined with chirp-filled amber-and-yellow foliage, meandered into the valley. Along its banks, groups of visitors to the village made their camps, resting before entering the pavilion for the feast. A distant herd of goats made its way across the grassland, rippling the green around it.
And beyond it all, that fire, looming over so many lives with its tower of black smoke and stark flames. It was partially obscured by the mountain range that it intertwined. Where it wasn’t obscured, its base was ringed with dead earth and black ash, and gray and yellow liquid leached into the earth in fine rivulets.
In the flames, the jagged shape Eleg had seen was still there, unlike in any of her previous sketches. She unrolled her drawing paper and looked over her shoulder at the others. They were looking the other way, toward the village.
Eleg followed their gaze. The air that filled the canyon was shimmering and changing. Thin tendrils formed, like corn silk blowing in the wind, but made of light or mist. The tendrils drew closer to each other in a bundle and began to cohere in an image.
“Look, it’s Puvvel!” said Ovvet, pointing out the image to Zott. The tendrils formed a cloud with a faintly recognizable expression—not quite a face, and yet it left the sense of looking at one. The expression was of playful excitement.
Zott took a look. “He looks like a cactus today!”
Eleg gave Zott some of her paper and charcoal to draw what he saw. Ervu’s Messengers looked a bit different to everyone, but Zott was still learning his plants and probably hadn’t actually meant a cactus. Aizl reached out a hand toward Puvvel, as if coaxing a butterfly to land on it.
Eleg took a deep breath. The visible presence of Puvvel must mean Ervu’s patterns were especially understandable to humans now—a brief moment of clarity, insight, and connection.
More often, when a Messenger didn’t appear, the land’s signals were mixed. Even then, the village scholars’ gentle lives of peace and study sharpened their ears, trained their eyes, and deepened their understanding, creating a sensitive perception that reached across Ervu and into her perennial workings—through the vibration of the earth, the ripples of the river, and the currents of the air.
It fell to the Urmettians to use their understanding to tend to the ailing land. They led the efforts of Ervu’s many peoples to beat back the fire and evade its effects, to replan their walking routes so they weren’t choked with smoke, and to heal landscapes when they were ravaged by ash.
The village youths had years of study ahead of them to develop their perceptual reach. But Eleg couldn’t wait that long—not when there were questions to be answered about the fire now. Questions that she didn’t know how to put into words, yet that filled her with unease.
Eleg began to sketch the fire, and her practiced hand quickly filled in the usual landmarks in its shape. Then she traced the new pattern of the flames, looking up for quick observations before returning to her page. Within the wall of flame, fine curved lines burned brighter than their surroundings, shifted and wavered in a distinctive spikelike pattern. It bent with the wind, and sharpened to a point at the top of the flames. Flipping back a few pages in her notebook, she was sure: the patterns had been blunter yesterday.
When Eleg looked up, Ovvet was standing over her and watching the path of her charcoal. It was too late to cover the page. His expression was curious. “Are you working on studying the flames with Imatl and the others?”
“Oh!” At least he hadn’t assumed she was dwelling on the past. “Maybe I will show them, but not yet. It’s not ready. I’m not sure what I’m seeing …” She couldn’t explain what pulled her to observe the fire so closely. How to present such half-formed thoughts to a wise scholar like Imatl?
“Can I see?” Aizl held out a hand.
Something about the genuine openness of her smile made Eleg hand over the pages. Eleg watched Aizl’s eyes as she leafed through them, occasionally making indistinct sounds of admiration. Then Aizl looked up at the fire itself and shuddered. Wildfires were an unavoidable fact of life on the continent and did not faze her people. But this was no wildfire. In some places, it equaled the mountain beside it in height, and its pale flames had an eerie steadiness that evoked an underlying malice.
“You’ve captured so much detail that I can barely see,” Aizl said as she returned the notebook.
“Perhaps my perception is tuned to the fire, since—”
“Oh yes,” Aizl said, with a look of recognition.
The summer when they were five years old, before the fire had receded into the Aurespoc Mountains, back when people had still encountered it in their paths, a small trail of flame had snaked its way near the woods where the village children played. Eleg had wandered off alone and seen the fire up close, far too young. The elders had first worried she’d be fire-sick. But she hadn’t looked at it long, and young Eleg had recovered her spirits soon enough. The fire hadn’t entranced her, but it had filled her with a determination that had built every year, and that she had hidden from everyone—until now.
“Since I’ve taken an interest in it since then, I mean.”
“If you want to go join the scholars who study the fire, one of these days, we will go with you,” Ovvet said, and Aizl nodded. “We have joined in with the science scholars some afternoons, and they are not that intimidating.”
“I’m not intimidated,” said Eleg. “I just need to think about what to say.”
“Good,” said Aizl. “I knew you weren’t as shy as they say.”
“Who said I was shy?”
“Not us.” Ovvet smiled.
Zott held up his drawing proudly—a vigorous swirl of lines that still captured some commonality with Puvvel the air Messenger. Puvvel had dissolved from the sky, but a few shimmers remained.
Eleg rested back on her palms and breathed in the canyon air, relieved to have captured the troublesome fire shape before it disappeared. And Aizl and Ovvet wanted to study science with her! She couldn’t stop smiling.
The sun was now three eighth-skies from the horizon. Back by the village, colorful figures converged on the plateau, which was now sprinkled with banners, reed tables, and chairs. Faint smells of the feast, perhaps imagined, beckoned them back. They descended the tower in good spirits. As Eleg climbed down using the handholds Aizl suggested, a faint vibration of Teggitt the rock Messenger thrummed under her palms, bringing the footfalls of a hundred guests.

      ***As the four returned to the plateau, Aizl started to grumble. “Now we make a big show of virtue for the visitors. What nonsense it all is, acting like we are so much better than they are. At least the food will be worth it.”
Eleg laughed in surprise. Was she joking?
Ovvet shushed Aizl. “Leave your complaints in the canyon. You know why we need to model Urmettian virtues for Ervu’s peoples.”
A flash of real anger crossed Aizl’s face and Ovvet started back.
“Don’t tell me not to be annoyed when I’m annoyed,” Aizl snapped.
Aizl had a temper … some long-ago memory of childhood arguments and tantrums stirred in Eleg.
“I’ll complain where I want,” Aizl muttered.
Ovvet indicated to Eleg with a look that Aizl’s mood was nothing to worry about.
Cousin Halwee beckoned them. “I left a place for your drawing, Eleg!” she said, indicating an empty space on the banner frames.
Ovvet met Eleg’s eye, and she suppressed a laugh. Halwee probably didn’t have Eleg’s dismal fire sketch in mind. Eleg shuffled through her pages while keeping them concealed. She found a passably cheerful drawing—of the light catching a storeroom jar through wooden slats.
Halwee mounted it between two florals. “Wonderful. You do find something to appreciate in every subject, Cousin.”
They made their way through the crowd. For a moment, the images Eleg had flipped through merged together in her mind, blending into each other like the painted images on spinning toys.
There was a pattern in the transition of the flames, if only she could find it …
She must have had a strange expression, because Aizl was watching her.
“Don’t run off during the festival,” Aizl said. “Come eat with us and do something fun for a change.”
Hadn’t Aizl been angry moments before? But now Eleg couldn’t deny that eager smile, and she resented the implication that she never did anything fun. Ovvet nodded at her encouragingly, so she walked close to them as they crossed the plateau.
“Sorry, Ovvet,” Aizl whispered. “Urmettian virtues. Continental cooperation. I know. It’s just a bit stifling.”
Ovvet nodded sympathetically.
Visitors thronged the village, and the mix of peoples made a jumble of autumn leaves. In their varied colors and hairstyles, they stood out against the locals’ woolen robes of quilted stripes and their braided or top-knotted hair.
The majority of the visitors were nomadic and wore their own combinations of fur, wool, or grass, draped according to their own traditions. Visitors from Ekkintoc, the continent’s only other village, were especially noticeable in their fine, starched fabrics of solid colors.
At the plateau entrance, an elder with neatly pinned gray hair and festive flowing robes beamed and greeted the guests in their own tongues. When she saw Eleg, she waved and urged her to join the waiting tour guides. Youngsters often guided groups of guests as they took in the village sights. A chance for children to feel important and knowledgeable.
Aizl and Ovvet walked into a conversation at the other end of the group, greeted by laughter and squeals. Eleg frowned after them. A fine thing it was, to make her attend the festival and not accompany her.
“So did you make your masterpiece sketch of the valley?” Eleg’s cousin Tebzy bounced on her feet, a smile dimpling her face. After decorating the plateau, she had changed into a new robe fresh from the weaving team, draped in crisp waves over her shoulders and held in place by sashes.
“I did!” The relief of capturing the fire pattern in time still lifted Eleg.
“And … you’re not going to show me?”
Eleg smiled.
“I know you don’t like attention, or some such matter. I don’t fully understand it, but all right. Still, why make art and keep it secret? Ah—if we make a mural together, I will absorb the attention. What then?”
An odd mural it would be, with Tebzy’s elaborate and geometric florals beside Eleg’s scenes of destruction and ash. But maybe she had kept her sketches secret long enough, now that Aizl and Ovvet had seen them.
Eleg sighed. “Why not, Tebzy? An art installation by two creative cousins.”
“Good!” Tebzy squeezed her shoulder and looked pleased, to Eleg’s surprise. Tebzy wanted her company.
“Come, let us join the tour guides,” her cousin said.
Before Eleg could make some excuse, a spry elder hurried over, patting down his bushy white hair. “Tour guides! Here are the usual reminders for guests.” He counted them off on his fingers. “Guests can check in weapons at the third storeroom. There may be messages for them at the post office, so invite them to stop by and check. Urge guests to moderate themselves at the feast so they don’t get aching stomachs. Show everyone the story library—they usually enjoy that … Ah! And make sure they purify themselves before entering any sacred sites.”
Without waiting for a response, he took off into the crowd, his white braids flapping. Some elders came alive during festivities, even scholars.
Eleg made a face. Giving such instructions was uncomfortable. No one had reminded her not to overeat in years. But nomads probably needed help to adjust to village life. The air was full of their voices, loud enough to carry across mountain passes. They felt louder in the village, and louder still after the quiet of the canyon.
“Hey, don’t run off!” Tebzy said.
“I will come back!” Eleg said over her shoulder as she walked away from the pavilion.
“Will you, though?” Tebzy laughed.
Let Tebzy preside over the initial awkwardness of introductions and instructions. Eleg would join in afterward.
Eleg took quick steps toward the village hill. Just a moment at Lemtuen sacred rock pool to gather her strength for the festivities. She climbed the ladder embedded in the cliff face, past the mostly unoccupied rooms whose entrances were marked with geometric carvings. At the top of the hill, she sat on the rock structure by the pool and dipped her fingers in the water. Clouds reflected under the ripples. A hint of the cloud Messenger appeared for but a moment before dissipating.
If she unfocused her eyes, a contour in the cloud would show her where the wind was blowing. She could make out its wetter, heavier side from the lighter. She could predict the motion of the cloud’s drift moments before it happened.
Just like she could sense something about the fire.
All these years of sketching and overlaying her charts in unused corners of the storeroom. Trying to understand its mysteries, the evolution of its growth. Which of the flickering shapes preceded which of its movements. The answers were ever out of reach, yet clearly there to be found.
And if she did find them, then came the much harder task of putting her understanding into words other people could understand.
But words had barely been exchanged, and Aizl and Ovvet had understood, just with their willing eyes. They hadn’t suggested the fire was an unsuitable subject for drawing on a festive day. She tried to pick the pair out of the crowd below.
She unfocused her eyes again. The people moved like a flutter of butterflies, milling around. She smiled as sounds of their joy reached her.
How must it be to see other peoples again after seasons among the tangled woods with only one’s kin? And to taste the village’s craft in cooking, from ingredients only found in the sacred herb gardens?
She did enjoy other people and their joy, no matter what Tebzy or Aizl thought.
Eleg descended the ladder. She was ready to join in. All she had to do was avoid her usual preoccupation with the fire, and all manner of friendly conversation would follow.
She allowed herself a final glance in the direction of the fire. Along the lip of the plateau, outside the rows of banners, the village patrol stood watch.
Eleg joined Tebzy in guiding a small family: two visitors and their child. They had warm, dark faces and wore the tunics of Ollib people, wool interwoven with tree bark. Their hair was styled in rolls.
Tebzy beamed at Eleg and put out an arm, encouraging her to come closer. No doubt, she had already made introductions and asked if they had spears or knives to check in. The woman in the couple took Eleg’s outstretched hand.
From atop the wide shoulders of her father, the small child pointed and squealed. “Look at all these people!” She gripped his head with her sturdy little arms. “How did they all get here?”
Her father squeezed her ankles to quiet her. “They walked, just like us.”
Eleg smiled up at the child. This must all seem wondrous to one who had never seen a room built into a hill or peoples from all over Ervu gathered in one place.
The child’s life might seem just as odd to Eleg, walking the paths she’d only seen on maps. Probably nice and quiet out in the reaches. But harder to find time to sketch, with all the walking.
Her ears adjusted to the noise. She cast about for a topic of conversation and immediately ran aground. Walking? Sketching? The fire?
Let Tebzy carry the conversation for now. Eleg didn’t claim to be as proficient a speaker as she. It would take but a moment to ease in.
A welcome delay came from the village musicians. They gathered by the tables and played their drums and pipes. Then they walked in a group toward the Speaking Step, where the village leader, Gwaren, stood aloft, ready to address the gathering. When the music stopped, the crowd quieted where they stood and looked up at her gentle, lined face.
“Welcome, all guests from near and far!” Gwaren said, her voice echoing from the cliffs. “We feast to commemorate the founding of Urmetten, many autumns ago, and the centuries of ties among the peoples of this land. Deep cooperation has grown between us as we unite in the face of crisis. Together, we reclaim our land from the fire, piece by piece. One day Ervu will be healthy again, thanks to every one of you. So we thank you.”
The crowd murmured a response. A few people clasped their hands.
“And now you must be hungry from your journeys, so let’s eat!”
There were a few laughs and cheers. The musicians played a lively tune as Eleg and the tour group took their seats. In the center of their table were earthen serving bowls of fragrant stews, roasted vegetables and meats, and salad mixtures with grains, each seasoned with its own herb blend.
Guests passed around earthenware. Far from being offended, the Ollib woman thanked Tebzy for her warning about the richness and strong flavors of the fare, which few nomads were used to. “When I last visited as a child, it was truly a challenge to stop eating!”
Eleg loaded her plate with spicy millet and crisp vegetables. She recognized her mother’s handiwork in the sweetened bean sauce and drizzled some over the millet.
“You can try the sweet peppers with cucumber slices,” she said to the little girl in the Ollib tongue. “They are mild, and my favorite.”
There, see? She was conversing. She left engaging the adults to Tebzy. They talked of villagers who had left Urmetten to join the nomads when Eleg was a child, of the recent summer celebration, when three peoples had met in the orchards, and of a winter bounty in the nut groves …
Aizl and Ovvet sat at the next table, with their chairs right behind her, chatting easily with a guest from the plains about drumming.
Molf, the little Ollib girl, arranged small mounds of every dish in a circle on her plate and nibbled through them in order. She was silent for now, but it wouldn’t be long before she was ready to speak, and Eleg still had no good questions to ask her.
What is your favorite thing to draw? No. She may not have tried drawing yet.
What is your favorite thing about walking? Too odd. As if Eleg had never walked.
She fidgeted with her utensils. What could one possibly talk about for an entire meal?
There were at least two eighth-skies of feasting left. She occupied herself with her plate. Ideas may come from nourishment.
The sky was now amber and purple and filled with the cackling of evening birds. One of the elders served the village’s famous sweet potato pastries. Molf looked up at Eleg with a shy smile between bites. Eleg’s silence didn’t seem to be bothering her yet.
Tebzy invited a great many people to the table, one after another, and seemed to know all of them. They wore that strangely bright white dress of Ekkintoc, white like clouds or limestone, sashed at the waist. Some spoke to Eleg as if they knew her, and others gave names she immediately forgot.
Why was it the sound of a leaf’s twitch could tell her the speed of the wind’s current, but people speaking their names slipped by her ears?
With difficulty, she was able to place one of Tebzy’s friends from the other village after gazing into her face for an excruciatingly long time. She had an angular face and short hair, worn loose.
The woman raised her eyebrows.
“Oh, sorry.” Eleg covered her face.
Tebzy laughed and apologized to her friend. “Excuse my cousin. She lives in the sky.”
“Not to worry.” The visitor waved the matter away. “It has been a few years since I saw you, though I’ve visited often.”
“I should hope you visit often.” Tebzy laughed. “You wouldn’t be much of a friend if you didn’t make the mere day’s walk to see me.”
“And give up the entertainments of Ekkintoc for your dusty libraries?”
“My company should more than make up for it!”
Eleg crunched on a pumpkin fritter to hide her embarrassment. Was she really such a recluse?
To Tebzy, she might seem like a secretive sky-dwelling Messenger, but then, that was Tebzy. Eleg had joined the feast, after all.
Village activity and visitors usually blurred past her, talking fast. On any given day, in and around the hill, dozens of teams worked in the kitchen and craft shops. Scholars met under trees and on the river. Gathering parties wandered Obesmec Wood. She joined in, in her way.
Surely, no one could keep track of all that went on, or who came and went.
Yet those in this conversation seemed to know everyone in the village and on the continent. They saw some pattern in the bustle she did not.
At last little Molf offered her a way into the conversation. With no prompting, she started listing the names she had given to individual animals she had befriended on her route.
“What are they like?” Eleg said. She actually wanted to know.
“Well, Arlotea the wolf is my favorite! She never lets the others push her around …”
Eleg sat back with relief. This one topic would tide them over the next course. Molf’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. Eleg nodded encouragingly.
The chatter of dinner quieted, and Eleg looked up.
She followed the eyes of the crowd toward the plateau edge. The patrol broke into a flurry of efficient activity and pointed toward the mouth of the canyon. They shouted brief instructions among themselves and hurried toward the path that Eleg and her friends had taken just that afternoon.
Molf’s mother grabbed her daughter’s wrist. Eleg made a calming gesture to them, then stood and looked over the crowd. It was probably an antelope or similar curious creature that had been attracted to the smells of food and needed to be steered away.
After a few moments, the leader of the patrol returned with a relaxed expression. “Not to worry! Not bandits. Just some late guests.”
A collective sigh went through the crowd as that nomadic alertness was put to rest. Eleg shook herself to avoid absorbing their fear. It would cloud her ability to observe.
Gwaren and another village leader beside her, a council member, rose from their table and greeted the visitors as they came up through the canyon. One held a small goat in his arms. It hardly moved as the council member carried it toward the village infirmary to attend to it.
Eleg got a better look at the late arrivals as they sat down at Aizl’s table. They were a bedraggled bunch in mismatched clothes, with dusty faces and a certain wildness in their eyes. They breathed heavily, as if they’d walked a great distance at a steady pace and had only just begun to catch their breath. The oldest was a wide man who had walked up leaning on another’s shoulder.
A woman among them reached for an earthen tumbler of water and drank deeply.
“Slowly now,” Ovvet murmured, and the woman stopped and smiled at him. “Thank you.” She clutched the tumbler. “I am Eremta.”

      ***The sky darkened except for the sickly fire-glow from the north, and Eleg lit the table lamps nearest her.
She caught snatches of the conversation between Eremta and Ovvet. Eremta spoke halting Urmettian and didn’t answer many questions, such as how far she and her compatriots had come or which peoples they hailed from.
What she did say, she said briefly. Long answers were difficult enough, and their dry throats and fatigue must have made them more so, especially when there was food to be had.
The most they said was about the goat, which they had found in a feeble state on their journey. Ovvet assured them of the village experts’ skill in healing—even animals worse off than the goat.
When the council member returned from the hill, he stopped where the torch on the Speaking Step illuminated his handsome face and glinted off his wavy hair. He signaled to the crowd that the goat was being cared for. The crowd’s attention fixed on him, as it often did, for his looks.
The patrol changed shifts, and the first watch found old friends from their travels among the guests and sat down with them to eat.
Tebzy and her friends from Ekkintoc were swapping stories of happenings in their respective villages, laughing uproariously at the antics of one of their kinswomen. Even Molf was drawn into the conversation, though she kept speaking at odd times and interrupting people. No one seemed to mind.
Perhaps Eleg would be given similar leeway, even at her age. But the list of people being mentioned and laughed about expanded, and she suspected she ought to know them.
She leaned back and placed a hand on her belly, watching the laughing faces illuminated by flickering table lamps. She gave up on participating, but she was too contented to even mind admitting defeat.
As Eleg unfocused her hearing, from all around her, the breeze brought her tales of nuts harvested, improbably large fish caught, impossibly tall trees climbed, and notable Messenger sightings.
Ovvet continued to make conversation with the late-arriving guests from the ravine, drawing them out. In the lamp light, the fine web of lines on the elderly one’s face were in sharp relief, showing where he had rapidly thinned. Eleg homed in on Ovvet’s questions. Maybe she could learn the skill of conversing.
Eremta mentioned that they had come by the canyon because their normal routes had been disrupted by the fire. Most years, they took the mountain pass and dry roads to avoid other travelers, but since this year the path was too near the fire line …
Eleg’s head jerked up. What was that? Eremta’s next words were inaudible. Ovvet was still and pale in the moonlight.
He met Eleg’s eye as he pressed on gently. “Did you say the fire has reached the mountain pass? In the Aurespoc?”
“I thought you knew,” Eremta said.
Eleg’s stomach dropped. I knew. I knew … something.
“Maybe they know …” Ovvet looked toward the patrol. “But I thought the far fire line was south of that, from the maps.”
Eleg rose from her seat and reached them in two steps.
“The fire has spread,” she said. She didn’t need a map. Why hadn’t she spoken up sooner? Maybe someone could have stopped it.
Ovvet looked up at her in surprise. Comprehension grew in his eyes. “All right.” He took a moment to gather himself. “We must alert the elders.” To Eremta he said, “This is valuable information you have brought us all this way. Thank you.”
Ovvet and Eleg approached Gwaren’s table, near the Speaking Step.
Gwaren looked up from her conversation with a group of craftspeople from Ekkintoc. Her lined, gentle face changed at the seriousness of the pair.
“The newest visitors say the fire has spread to the mountain pass,” Ovvet said.
Gwaren glanced at the rough-looking guests. “Were they near it? Were they affected?”
Ovvet shook his head. “They didn’t say. They seem nervous about being here.”
Gwaren picked up a table lamp and walked among the guests to gather the head of the patrol, the handsome council member, whose name was Wec, and a science scholar. Eleg and Ovvet requested Eremta and her elderly companion to join them.
The group made their way, perplexed and dusting crumbs off themselves, to a natural stone table that the Speaking Step hid from view of the guests.
The spry elder who had instructed the tour guides, Wereld, sent Aizl to the science library for a book of fire observations. As they waited for Aizl, Eleg squeezed the waxy leaves of the shrub next to her and tried not to imagine them under the flames.
Aizl returned and the nine stood around the lamplit table, waiting for Gwaren to speak.
At last, she did, rubbing her chin. “Could the fire have spread? All the signs were that it was receding.”
“If the fire was seen in the mountain pass, that is a truer sign than any we can detect from here,” Imatl, the science scholar, answered, the lamplight illuminating their sharp features. “We should assume it has spread, until we can travel there ourselves and be reassured otherwise.”
Imatl shook their long straight hair off their face and flipped through the book Aizl had brought. “The shape of and patterns within the fire predict how it will spread. We’ve seen no warnings of note in our most recent observations … right, Keb As Patroller?”
Keb, the patrol leader, jerked his head in agreement.
“We must have missed something,” Imatl said. “I must have missed something.”
Eleg flinched. I didn’t miss it, and I said nothing.
“Eremta, when did you observe the fire?” Wereld asked the visitor, his eyes glinting under bushy white brows.
Eremta exchanged a look with her elderly companion. “It must have been … two nights ago. Midnight we saw it,” Eremta said.
Imatl As Scientist snapped their fingers. “It surged north two days ago, when the wind was was away from us. Yet the signs should have reached us by now.”
Imatl tucked the book under their arm and set off briskly toward the lip of the plateau. Eleg and the others followed the tall black-haired figure in loose, flowing robes. Eleg’s heart raced. Should she speak? Was this what all the years of secret study were leading to? Maybe it wasn’t too late for her observations to matter.
Imatl bent almost double to duck under the decorative banners and crept all the way to the cliff edge. They stopped and stared at the fire, outlined against the dark sky, mumbling to themself. “It has changed! Two days ago now … Did it change yesterday? Keb, are these observations up to date?”
Wereld caught up and gripped Imatl’s elbow in warning.
Imatl As Scientist shook themself. “Thank you.” They turned away from the fire and back to the book.
Words built in Eleg’s throat as she watched the adults pore over the book of observations. She turned to Aizl and Ovvet, who nodded urgently. Eleg took one more look around at the worried faces before turning and running full pelt to her dining table.
Molf looked up from her desserts in surprise as Eleg scrabbled around near the leg of her chair for her notebook, then took off back to the plateau lip.
“Here!” Eleg pushed her way into the middle of the group. She held the open notebook in Imatl’s face.
They started slightly, then took the book with interest.
“I drew this today,” Eleg panted. “And this one yesterday. See the … the increase … the wiggle in those peaks? And earlier—a few days ago—it was especially … especially …” She gestured, tracing jagged lines in the air.
“You drew these, Eleg Ebbin Moot?” Gwaren asked. She watched Imatl bending over the page.
“Yes. We went with her,” Aizl said. “She drew it from a rock tower.”
“There is a pattern here,” said Imatl. “Yes. I can see it. Signs of acceleration in this plume. An expansion. Well drawn, Eleg. We can narrow the moment of the change reaching the south side down to today.”
Wereld gave Eleg a brief smile before turning to the others. “Expansion? After all these years of sacrifice and Virtue, pushing the fire back. The trend seemed to be holding.” He turned to Imatl for reassurance, but they didn’t provide it.
“No trend can contain all the ways of Ervu,” Imatl said.
Wereld stared into the middle distance, shaking his head. Then he said, “This is serious. If the fire accelerates, so too must we.”
All eyes turned to Gwaren.
“I will call an emergency council meeting.”
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The Council in the Hill


The council meeting room was built into a hollowed-out cavern under the village hill’s peak. Eleg kept Aizl and Ovvet in sight as they joined the hushed crowd walking slowly through the entrance. If she was to speak up at last, she needed them close. 
She looked around. The council room, its very walls, looked different, more solemn, when the council was in session, especially on a night like this with the fate of Ervu in the balance. Rows of high square windows painted patches of moonlight on the polished floor.
For a moment, a Messenger-like glimmer shone above the stone, and then it dissolved into the air. 
Eleg had always thought she would share her fire observations eventually. Someday, when the time was right and she had insight, she would reveal what she had been doing.
She’d face the concern on the elders’ faces, their guilt for not protecting her from worry. That would be overwhelming and sad and make her cry, but it would blow over.
And it would be worth it, when she had the answers—when all the fire drawings in her storeroom hiding place added up to the answer to … something.
That had been her first problem: not knowing the question. She couldn’t put into words that feeling that something wasn’t right, like a breath she couldn’t fully let out.
So of course, she hadn’t wasted the valuable time of the village science scholars talking about that. But she should have. Her inaction might have cost innocent lives … again.
Cousin Halwee walked the edge of the room, tucking round clay lamps into alcoves in the wall. Eleg’s mother followed and lit them, stopping occasionally to adjust the wall hangings. The room needed to be at its best to support the difficult work ahead.
Wec, the council member who had tended the goat, bustled around with them, rearranging the reed tables, chairs, and wool cushions, so the arrangement was centered around the widest patch of moonlight, which fell on the central table. Smaller tables were arranged around, and the seats formed arcs.
Halwee lit a fire in a corner fireplace, put on a pot of water to boil, and tipped in leaves from a jar to brew. A faint bitter, spicy smell joined the cool damp of the room.
In spite of her worry, Eleg was excited. This was a real council meeting, and she would participate. She had already participated by sharing her drawings. Maybe now she would even speak. She imagined herself pacing the room, declaiming grandly. The thought made her laugh.
The elders filed in. Locals and guests sat at the smaller tables. Their murmuring voices in varied tongues echoed off the domed ceiling, filling the room. The walls and floor seemed to whisper back. Eleg breathed deeply, letting in the thoughtful spirit that imbued these walls.
Imatl As Scientist hurried in with Eleg’s father, midconversation, with their arms full of rolled charts. Pebbig—or Pebbig As Scientist, as he was on this occasion—gave Eleg a worried smile as he passed. He and Imatl took down the charts from the wall and created an empty space for the council’s work ahead.
Eleg had attended council meetings before, but usually she took one of the benches carved into the walls and watched. This time, Gwaren As Council Speaker waved Eleg, Aizl, and Ovvet to a side table.
They were joined at their table by Wereld As Council Member, who set down his notebook and handed out writing materials to attendees. The charcoal was comforting in Eleg’s hands.
The elderly guest who had arrived with Eremta, Ustee, took a seat next to Ovvet. His face and hair were now clear of the travel dust, and he had shaken the debris off his clothes. His eyes darted around the room, over the grand carvings.
This must all be very new and intimidating to him; he may never even have been inside a hill, let alone one such as this. Eleg tried to shake off the effect of his nervousness lest it affect her ability to focus.
The last at their table were the parents from the Ollib family whom Eleg had guided. Beside her, Aizl craned her neck in every direction to see the books and scrolls on the highest shelves, holding the edge of the table to steady herself.
When everyone had a seat, Gwaren rose and stood beside the center table. The whispers quieted. “Thank you for obliging us in this emergency council meeting. We have had some troubling news: the fire may be spreading.”
The crowd’s whispered reaction merged like wind.
“Whether it is true or not, we must rise together and respond. Some of you may have acted as delegates from your peoples before. If not, and this is new to you, do not worry. You will learn the way of these meetings soon enough.
“As you can see”—she indicated the center table with the patch of moonlight—“this is not one of the usual lights by which we have these meetings. We will have follow-up meetings during our normal four lights—full moon, new moon, dawn, and noon—as soon as all the peoples’ delegates can be sent for. We ask for your cooperation in sending word to your peoples, and any others who cross your paths in your travels.”
Gwaren paused for her words to take effect and then repeated this instruction several more times, each in a different language. When she had exhausted the languages she knew, another leader took over the translation into three more languages.
Trays were passed around the tables with small cups of the bitter tea. Eleg took one, and its warmth filled her palms. Ovvet held the cup to his face and breathed deeply.
A soft drumbeat started from the corner of the room nearest the fireplace. Seated on a reed chair, Erriz As Drummer, still in his festive garb from playing at the feast, struck a wooden drum with relaxed, fluid movements.
Imatl As Scientist stood from the main table. Eleg leaned in; their quiet voice drew the attendees’ attention close. “We have important questions to ask ourselves, and not much time. I will name them quickly. What have we seen? What do we know? What do we do? Somehow the fire has surprised us—we do not know what we thought we knew. And doing what we have done is not enough.”
The Gwaren As Speaker patted the air in a reassuring gesture and smiled. “We will soon know all we need. Your knowledge and ours, combined, will give us a path forward.”
Erriz’s drumming grew more energetic, with a second, softer beat between the old ones. Council members passed paper, bundles of charcoal, and small musical instruments around the room, and soon every table was covered with drawing sheets.
At Eleg’s table, the venerable Wereld turned to the others seated. He guided the small group in soft tones. “Let us begin with what we have seen. If you could take a moment, close your eyes, and think back to when your route last neared the fire. When was it—summer, winter, spring? And what felt you? When you remember, then speak. Write, draw, sing. Capture what comes.”
The others at the table stirred as they reached for their memories. Aizl sipped her herb tea and closed her eyes with a grimace. Ovvet was gazing at the ceiling, thoughtful. After a brief hesitation, Bell, the father in the visiting Ollib family, closed his eyes and bobbed his head in time with the drums. A range of expressions washed over his face, and his hands gestured gently. Wereld watched him, charcoal at the ready. Then Bell’s eyes opened, and he narrated his account to Wereld.
“Yes, spring it was, and by the river—wind in my hair, and I saw smoke blot out the sun …” His voice turned rhythmic and musical with the drum.
Wereld filled the page with quick, looping letters, rocking to match Bell’s movement.
“Which way was the wind?” Wereld urged softly.
“Toward the valley,” Bell said.
The mother in the family, Mo, contributed small asides in Bell’s pauses. “We walked up the river that day. Our pig was thirsty. The water tasted bitter.”
“Our child, Molf, grew frightened. The sun was fiery red.”
Wereld hummed along as the description continued. The tune evoked love of the continent and the pain of her scars.
Aizl started sketching in big strokes and shading with the side of her charcoal. Ovvet wrote in his slanting handwriting, speeding up in spurts, then slowing down to think.
Eleg retrieved her notebook of observations and flipped them fast, so they blurred. Then she unclipped the pages from each other and laid them out on the table, and she gazed over them at once with unfocused eyes. How to convey, in a single day, the years of observations she had failed to share?
“It was a hot day, following a clear, cold one,” Mo said, pressing a hand to her temple. “We had walked four days …”
In one motion, Eleg downed the rest of her tea and pulled a sheet of paper closer. She began sketching, merging the notebook images together, redrawing the first of her observations, then the second, then the third, all drawn over each other, tracing the evolution of the fire in the fortnights she had kept this notebook. Was there a pattern, a repetitive cycle, or was it Erriz’s drumming that made it seem so? No, it was there, no matter how many times she looked. She laid out the pictures neatly. What did it mean?
As Eleg’s thoughts ran aground in fresh questions, she stopped drawing and looked around the room. The atmosphere in the cavern struck her anew. Hundreds of different songs, conversations, fluttering charts, and movements combined into a strangely harmonious rumble. At every table, people stood, gesticulated, described shapes in the air, even danced. The cave full of moving figures reminded Eleg of delicate freshwater plants under a river current.
The elderly guest, Ustee, had remained largely immobile, and his paper had a few hesitant marks on it. “Perhaps you can write for me,” he said to Eleg.
When she agreed, he offered the following. “In midwinter last year, the fire extended near the east path. On the first day of summer on the plain, it was as high as the sun at dusk. And but three days ago, it contained this shape.” He took a charcoal stick and drew a smaller version of the spike Eleg had sketched. He spoke these words with a choppy rhythm.
Eleg duly noted the details, though she saw no connection between them. “And do you remember where you were, or …”
Ustee pulled away from her and avoided her eyes. How had Wereld drawn out the Ollib couple so gently?
“It is difficult … to remember.”

      ***The activity in the room wound down gradually, of its own accord. Erriz chose a new drumbeat to match it. His eyes were closed as he swayed, as if in a daze. He whispered to him himself, echoing the ebbs and flows of conversation, incorporating their patterns into his drumbeat, building layers of rhythm out of the inflections and songs of the attendees, as if the sounds had worked their way into his flesh and bones, moving his limbs without his intervention.
Wereld repeated the verses that attendees had sung at the table, merging them into a song he committed to memory. He laid pieces of paper over each other in a mosaic. While he sang he also drew, combining the sketches by Eleg and Aizl. Finally, laid his drawing over a map of the continent of Ervu. The papers in his hands and the words on his lips held all the knowledge the small group had shared.
From each table, a council member rose, singing a similar song. They carried their own summary charts and a few stray notes to the center table. Imatl and Pebbig skimmed the pieces of paper, and then they hung up the summaries in a collage on the front wall and pinned on small handwritten notes. They hummed along with the singing leaders, their mournful tune carrying the collective grief of Ervu’s peoples at her devastation, and the strength it had taken to live through the memories.
The result was a composite of maps, notes, and diagrams depicting the fire from different angles. Looking at it was like looking at the fire itself—not for an instant but across time. Each time Eleg looked at the collage, it seemed to change, since her eye was guided on a different path through the images and her mind tried anew to stitch them together.
Erriz stopped his continuous drumming, now giving only a light beat once every few heartbeats. The leaders wound down their singing.
A group of council members and scientists stood viewing the diagram on the wall, and Eleg found herself standing up to join them. The message of action from Ervu, which had tugged at her for so many years, must be contained on this wall.
Imatl As Scientist traced contours through the air with a fluttery hand and mumbled to themself. Finally, they turned to the others. “Yes, we can see the change emerge. It was an undercurrent, small enough to miss. Our safety protocols impeded our observing it …”
“Yes, but we needed to follow them,” Gwaren said.
“Oh, of course.” Imatl peered in for a closer look and then turned to the other grave faces. “Yes. This is a wealth of information for the science team to study. And I assume the patrol will journey to the fire line to observe for themselves and confirm what we have heard.”
Gwaren thanked the participants and asked them to be sure to take time during their visit to answer follow-up questions and bring their stories to the histories library.
Imatl followed up with their own thanks and added, “We know what we have seen. Soon the scholars of the village will know what we know …” A new warmth came to their eyes. “Today we are together. This exact combination of people who created this knowledge is unique. In a different light or council, this result would have been impossible. Your part can never be forgotten.”
Eleg turned to Aizl in dismay. Was the meeting over? Eleg’s observation had led to this emergency council. And the emergency council had led … seemingly nowhere.
Waves of energy from the room made Eleg’s thoughts ring loud and clear. They were no safer now than when the emergency council meeting had started. Even from here, the sour taste of the fire and the parched dryness of the land under it touched Eleg’s perception. Perhaps it was the effect of viewing the collage.
Eleg studied the chart hungrily. If she could find the insight now, speak it while everyone was gathered so they could start making a plan … together, as the peoples of Ervu.
She took another cup of tea from near the fireplace to hide her restlessness and rehearsed the next few moments. She had to speak.
Respected elders, maybe now is a good time—
No.
Gwaren As Speaker, for tonight’s agenda, if I can suggest, in light of the urgency—
“And the question of what we do,” Wec As Council Member said, and Eleg let out a tense breath.
At last.
“For that, I defer to you,” said Imatl. Wec took their place at the head of the room.

      ***Eleg sat by Aizl and sipped her tea, and her tongue tingled, the bitterness making her alert.
Gwaren unfurled an older chart on the center table. The attendees leaned forward in their chairs for a look. “If you are delegates for your people, you may have seen these Practices before—a plan developed during the first Ervuan Convening. When first the fire emerged, our peoples met in this hall to find a path forward, to respond to the change. Ervu needed our aid, wayward as we were. The Practices we created then helped us live as Ervu would have us live, in her service. We willingly made our lives austere, taking less material from the land’s body and taking less of her strength in meeting our desires. All these years, our efforts and Virtue did much to heal Ervu and break her fever.” She breathed deeply. “Now, perhaps, it is not enough. We must reseek Ervu’s Favor, humbled.”
As she translated her words, restless fidgeting broke out in the room. Eleg frowned. This was the same strategy her people had used as long as she had been alive. It was not what Eleg heard the continent calling for.
“Do you think I can say something?” she asked Ovvet and Aizl.
“Yes!” Aizl squeezed her forearm. “What is it?”
If I may add, Respected Gwaren, there may be something missing from our past approach. If we could turn our attention to identifying …
“Uh …” She cleared her throat. Her voice wouldn’t have been audible two paces away.
Gwaren continued. “When we send for the delegates, we will hear where we may improve ourselves. Delegates who are here among us may report to the histories library on how their people have adhered to the Practices.”
The cavernous calm of the room gave way to nervous chatter. Eleg looked around in surprise, but the faces were unreadable.
“Not for faultfinding,” Gwaren said sharply. “No people is any less or more at fault than any other. Whatever new burden of Practices we may adopt will be shared proportionately.”
A man at a far table stood to speak. He was tall, with delicate grasses braided into his hair. “I am Odrun, the delegate of the Beray people. We are just, prudent, and kind, and we follow the Practices well. But even so, we fail in ways, and as a delegate, I make an honest accounting of our failings. My report will be more detailed than those of nondelegates.” Here he gestured around the room. “I worry that in the comparison …” He didn’t specify what he worried about, only pursed his lips and inclined his head.
“There will be no comparison,” Gwaren said firmly. “Not between peoples.”
“Ah, to the past, then?” Odrun As Delegate said. “That I can answer. From my histories, the Beray people’s adherence to the Practices has only increased in the last year. If anyone cost us Ervu’s Favor, it was not the Beray people.”
Voices of objection rose from around the room.
“Nor we!”
“How can you suggest—”
Ovvet’s eyes darted from the faces. “Do you think I can smooth it over?” he whispered. “I know what he means.”
Aizl shook her head. “Let it play out.”
“I did not say we have lost Ervu’s Favor.” Gwaren held up her hands.
The visitor from Ekkintoc, whom Eleg had tried to place earlier, stood. Tebzy’s friend. Her name was Ibok.
“But is that not the claim?” asked Ibok As Delegate, her angular face turning shrewd. “Last autumn, we followed the Practices, and the fire receded. This autumn, it expands. Are the Practices inadequate now? Or have we somehow failed at them, now, after succeeding so long?”
Wec As Council Member stepped forward with a gracious movement, and smiled as the room’s attention turned admiringly to him. “Perhaps it’s best we wait for the delegates. I can’t answer that without the benefit of full knowledge.” His warm voice did little to calm the room.
Keb As Patroller stood up. “The expansion of the fire can’t be because of loss of Favor. Ervu hasn’t withheld her messages from us. The patrol’s observations are as good as ever. Do you agree?”
Eleg agreed. She nodded, trying to catch Gwaren’s eye.
“They are,” Gwaren As Speaker said.
“Then our adherence to the Practices is good enough. Correct? There is no point in examining every twig we ever took from the woods, every time we ever lied or lost our tempers—”
Some of the locals mumbled objections. “Lie? Certainly, we never—”
“None of that can be the cause of the fire’s expansion,” Keb concluded. “We would have noticed if our observations worsened.”
“I think we still need to hear from the delegates,” Wec said. He held up a hand as Keb started to speak. “I agree, Keb Hod. Our actions may not have been the cause—we need careful study to know for sure. But we will need luck and insight, no matter what we do next. We need to learn from the past if we are to earn enough Favor for what’s ahead.”
Keb sat, resting his head in his hands.
“Let us move on from the Practices and adherence for now,” said Wec. “I can do little with irregular reports, anyway. Even reviewing and verifying what was already shared takes a while, and the Practices require even more precision. Instead, let us hear what we are asked to do.”
Eleg sat up straighter. Yes, let us do something. Anything.
The venerable Wereld rubbed his cheek as he thought. “Perhaps our failure has been in using the Favor we were granted. Let us not forget that we have been nourished and fed by Ervu and her land and air. We grow in knowledge as the Messengers speak to us. Skill in building and craft blossoms from everything we touch.”
The attendees murmured in agreement.
“Yes,” said Gwaren, doubt in her voice. “We can use our craft and knowledge against the fire. But to put it out, to move such a volume of water, over such distances … More than thirty years of rain has fallen and not quenched it. We don’t know what everlasting fuel burns deep in that pit. Even with all our stonecraft and claywork …”
Wereld As Council Member said, “Perhaps we can move enough water. Have we ever tried? Who knows the limit of our craft if pursued with full intention?” His voice held an unsettling eagerness, as if he’d been waiting for this opportunity.
“Yes!” Aizl whispered to Eleg. “I have so many craft ideas. I’ll tell you about them.”
Maybe, thought Eleg. Maybe that would be fast enough.
“That is what I fear,” said Gwaren. “We dare not pour all of Paclellic into its mouth, nor empty the earth onto its head. Doing so would be pure destruction.”
Keb stood again. “You talk as if we have the power to move mountains. We don’t even use the barest strength of our arms.”
Gwaren’s eyes flashed. “We don’t thwart you for our amusement!”
“You don’t see the black earth from here, Gwaren As Speaker!”
He turned on his feet and reached toward the crowd. “Its poison reaches us even here. We’ve heard the pain of the land and her creatures. Now imagine if the black ash were not across the reaches but under our very feet, and the fire upon us. What good would the Practices be then? What will stop its spread before the ocean?”
Eleg’s breath caught. Hearing her fear in his voice made it starker than ever.
“Calmly, friends,” Halwee said, her voice ending in a hum.
Erriz slowed the drumbeat. Aizl raised her eyebrows at Eleg and Ovvet, amused. Eleg looked away and turned over the charcoal in her hands to calm herself.
“I am aware of that danger.” Gwaren turned to Keb and Wereld. “But do you see the danger of losing Ervu’s Favor, of becoming a medicine that kills? Our efforts would then speed the blackening ash to our feet, not repel it. Any action must be balanced with restraint. Healing Ervu by overturning her is not healing her at all.”
This Eleg did not understand, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. What was this second danger that the elders kept mentioning?
“It must be balanced, yes!” Wereld said. “Our Practices will see to the restraint.” His eyes glittered. “Already we have been kind and just and truthful and sacrificing. All of us.” He gestured around the room, and there were more sounds of agreement. “Ervu saw this. And what did she do?”
“She burned wider,” Wec said.
“She gave us the gifts to act!” Wereld gesticulated with splayed hands. “What is the balance, truly? Where is it? Is it here, where we sit with so many plans not acted upon? Where we hold back in the face of danger? We have so many eager hands and minds, holding back.”
He indicated Eleg, Aizl, and Ovvet. “Potential unused builds pressure. We all feel it.”
Gwaren looked around the room. “We all feel it,” she said at last. “You are right, Wereld Albit Grun. We must refind the balance of action.” She hesitated. “It is late, and we need a fresh light for decisions. Let the ideas flow next light.”
Eleg let out a forceful breath and half rose to her feet to disagree. This was already a bold day for speaking. But before she found her voice—
“And yet,” Pebbig As Scientist said, “I sense there is more wisdom in this group seeking to be heard. Let us conclude with one last co-creation, this time of an action.”
Eleg sat back down with a thud and checked that no one had noticed.
Pebbig nodded to Wereld, who approached the front wall.

      ***Eleg, Aizl, and Ovvet used the pause in the proceedings to stretch their legs. They clustered by a corner and gazed around the moonlit room. The whispered conversations had thoughtful tones. Odrun As Delegate clasped his hands in his lap, and Ustee looked at loose sketches on the table.
“Sleepy yet?” Aizl asked.
Ovvet smiled and nodded.
Aizl and Eleg were wide awake.
Eleg put a hand on the cool stone wall. “Is it always like this?” she asked.
“Ovvet has been to a few recently, haven’t you?” Aizl said.
“They weren’t emergency council meetings,” Ovvet said. “So they were nothing exciting. The usual village activity isn’t like delicate matters of continental cooperation. And this is rather new, the idea that the village may do more building and crafting. We are usually so hesitant to take material from the land for our use. Past meetings have been about doing less.”
“Hmm.” Aizl pursed her lips. “Avoiding indulgence. Some of what we make in the workshop is for the village’s comfort, what Wec might call selfishness. But it doesn’t have to be.”
Eleg searched their faces for a reason to believe. “I hope … I hope something comes of this. I should have shown my observations sooner. Stopped the expansion before it started.”
“What?” Aizl said. “No. How could you have stopped it—oh, look, they are ready.”
Wereld As Council Member prepared to speak, and the attendees returned to their seats.
Wereld stepped to the front wall. “Ervu asks us for a new strategy, and you who are here are its beginning. Whatever the new balance of action, it must be clear and resolute and pursued with all our strength. So let us seek, together, the direction of the first step.”
Eleg’s heart thudded. Now. Now was the time.
The elders returned to their side tables, and Erriz took up the drumbeat.
Wereld placed fresh sheets of paper over the used ones. He looked at the small group at his table. “You have all lived our strategy, the Virtue, the Practices, the technologies. You have seen the effects. What would you have us do differently?”
Once again, the room spun into motion and song, hesitant this time, but the tune was of hope. People spoke of the need to clean the water for the wolves, to heal their summer fruit groves, to clear a path for the deer away from the ashy earth, to push the smoke out toward the sea.
Aizl sketched out diagrams of rotors and filters that would move the smoke and ash. Wereld tapped the drawing with a laugh of recognition. “Yes, well applied! All our craft technologies may be of use here.”
Ustee spoke of the need for personal defenses against the snaking trails of fire: hoses to beat them back if caught in their paths. Ovvet hummed as he drew and wrote his ideas inside little shapes, scattering thoughts all over the page.
Eleg let her hand trail idly over the paper. If she kept her hands moving, the ideas would come. She imagined the fire disappearing, receding all the way back to where it had come from, wherever that was, thirty-three years ago. The image was blurry.
Mo and Bell held hands and sang, and their daughter’s name was among their words. Bell’s eyes were wet. They sang of things they no longer experienced, feeling safe and at peace without turning one eye to the north. Things Eleg had never felt.
This time, instead of each table working independently, the elders encouraged the attendees to drift about the room, combining their ideas, discussing where they did not agree, and writing opposing ideas on two sides of the same page. Council members walked between conversations, translating and facilitating them. They pinned new ideas to the front wall in a second collage.
The sounds and movement kept interrupting Eleg’s thoughts. She needed to go to her storeroom if she was going to think of a plan for diminishing the fire.
No. Working alone had been her mistake: the question had always been too big for one mind. She unfocused her hearing.
Eleg continued to move her hand over the page, watching the people flow among each other like schools of fish. The moonlight reflections gave the room’s walls a watery aspect. The sounds filled her from below, echoing in her rib cage.
Teggitt the rock Messenger pressed up against her feet, mixing vibrations from the farthest reaches of the continent with those in the room. She drew faster, trying to capture the feeling in lines. They meant … something. She would know if she kept going.
As the wall filled with notes, Imatl and Wereld stood close in discussion, running their hands from one end of the collage to the other.
Eleg gazed down at her work. She had drawn the fire, and a collection of swirls around it, pushing it back. She wasn’t sure what the swirls represented, but her hands had interpreted the signals in this room.
Pebbig As Scientist rearranged the pictures and added his own charcoal lines directly onto the stone wall, connecting the images and filling in the gaps. Eleg added her own drawing to the wall, and her father Pebbig patted her back and extended the swirls from her drawing so they surrounded the collage.
Once again, the activity in the room slowed of its own accord, and the drum matched them.
The collage exploded with possibilities, covered with notes like fish scales, each note a sketch, a description, or a collection of lines. Each was an action, perhaps the one Ervu asked for.
Gwaren turned from the wall and closed her eyes, breathing in deeply. “Yes. I sense Agreement.” She looked around the room and lingered on Keb As Patroller. No one contradicted her. “We have co-created the first step on the path. We have identified

      ***
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