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Every bargain is a prayer to something older than God.

Traditional

For everyone who stayed strong so long they forgot they were allowed to ask for help.
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The Price of a Miracle

The Liffey was up. Katie could tell without looking, just from the way the wind came off it, carrying that particular rawness that meant the river had climbed its banks somewhere upstream and was reminding the city of what it was built on. She pulled her jacket tighter and kept her head down walking the three blocks from the Luas stop to the hotel, because Merchant's Quay on a Tuesday night in November was not somewhere you made eye contact if you could avoid it.

The Gresham Grand had been declining for longer than Katie had worked there, and it had been declining the whole fourteen months she had worked there, so the mathematics of it were fairly grim. The carpet in the lobby had worn through in two places near the door, the pile gone flat and grey where a thousand guests had walked in with their wet shoes. The brass on the reception desk was tarnished grey along the bottom edge where the cleaning cloth never quite reached. There was a light fitting above the main staircase where three of the five bulbs had blown and nobody had sent anyone up a ladder yet, and at this stage Katie suspected nobody was going to. The hotel had the particular atmosphere of a place that had accepted its circumstances with a dignity that was almost moving.

She clocked in and nodded to Declan, who was already buttoning his coat.

"Anything?" she asked.

"Room 308 on the heating again. Told them maintenance would come. They won't, obviously. The Hennessy party in the function room ran up a bar tab I'm fairly sure they plan to dispute in the morning, so document everything." He was checking his pockets for his keys. "Oh. And there's a fella in the residents' bar. Been there since half nine. One drink, nursing it. Just sitting."

"Which table?"

"Corner one, facing the door. Very well dressed." Declan said it the way you'd say it about something you didn't entirely trust. "Good luck, Katie."

The door swung shut and she was alone with the lobby.

She had made her peace with nights. Dublin at two in the morning was a different city, quieter and more honest about itself, and she could stand at the desk for stretches of time without having to perform cheerfulness or efficiency or any of the other qualities the job required in daylight. She was present. She was functional. She answered the booking queries that came in from different time zones and straightened the leaflet rack and did the things that kept her hands busy, because the things that actually needed doing at two in the morning were not things she could do from behind a hotel desk.

She could not pay the consultant's bill. She could not get Erin back onto the waiting list for the treatment that had been offered and then withdrawn when the funding dried up. She could not make Beaumont Hospital find a bed on the ward where the good respiratory team worked rather than the ward where the night cover was thin and the equipment older. She could not go back in time fourteen months to the morning Dr. Fahy had sat across from her and said pulmonary fibrosis with the careful face of a person delivering something that could not be made smaller by how it was worded.

She could straighten the leaflet rack. So she straightened the leaflet rack and then straightened it again when a late guest walked past and disturbed it.

At half one, her phone rang.

The number was the ward nurse's direct line and her stomach dropped before the call connected, the way it had learned to drop every time she saw it, a cold involuntary response that she had stopped being able to prevent and had started simply accounting for, the way you account for a step in a staircase that has always been the wrong height.

"Miss Nolan." The nurse, Ciara, had a voice shaped for these calls. Careful and steady and professionally kind. "Erin had a difficult few hours. Her breathing dropped off earlier and we've got her stable again, but Dr. Fahy would like to speak with you in the morning. No emergency tonight. We just thought you should know."

"How bad was it?"

A pause. Short, but Katie had become fluent in what pauses meant. "She's settled now. Try to get some sleep, if you can."

She thanked Ciara and set the phone down and stood with both palms flat on the desk. She counted breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the thing the counsellor had shown her back when she could still afford the counsellor. She did it until the dropping sensation evened out and she was functional again rather than just standing there with her hands flat on the laminate like a person bracing against something.

She had stopped crying at work in March, when she realised she was doing it so often it had stopped meaning anything and started being a practical problem. She had allowed herself one bad night a week at home, sitting on the bathroom floor with the door shut so she didn't have to see the rest of the flat, and she had kept to that allowance with the rigid economy of someone on a very tight budget.

She picked up the phone and searched, for the forty-something time, for any open clinical trials for idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis in patients under twenty-five in Ireland. The results were the same as they always were. The one trial that had looked promising had closed in September. The private clinic in Blackrock that Dr. Fahy had mentioned in passing had a treatment plan that cost more than Katie earned in three years, and when she had laughed at the figure in his office it had been the bleak, involuntary laugh of someone encountering something genuinely absurd. He had not laughed back. He had looked at her with the specific compassion of a doctor who has been delivering bad news for twenty years and has learned to sit quietly inside it.

Erin was twenty-two. She had a portfolio half full of textile designs she was still working on and a strong and particular opinion about every film she had ever seen and a way of laughing, chin down, that she had had since she was nine. She had a place in NCAD she had deferred once already and could not defer again. She had a future that was currently being negotiated with her own body without her consent, and the body was winning, and there was nothing Katie had been able to find in fourteen months of searching that could change that.

There was nothing left to try.

That was the thought she had been sitting next to for the last six weeks, the one she kept turning her face from. There was nothing left. She had sold the good jewellery and the furniture they didn't need and given blood four times and taken every overtime shift the Gresham Grand offered and applied for every grant and fund and charitable support available, and none of it had been enough and she was running out of things to convert into something that might help.

* * *
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The card appeared at half two, pushed under the back office door while Katie was waiting for the kettle.

Heavy paper, cream at the middle and yellowing toward the edges. Old. The kind of paper that came from a stock nobody manufactured any more, the kind that belonged to solicitors' offices and probate letters and other instruments of formal consequence. On one side, in a typeface that looked almost hand set:

CORMAC RYAN

Private Advisory Services

For those whose needs exceed conventional remedy

On the back, in a handwriting as precise and unhurried as a solicitor's:

Miss Nolan. I can save her. The question is what you are willing to give.

She held it between two fingers for a long time, standing in the back office with the kettle starting to steam behind her. She turned it over twice. She looked at the typeface and the handwriting and the quality of the paper and thought about the person who had pushed it under a door in a hotel on the quays at half two in the morning. She thought about the kind of person who did that.

Then she dropped it in the bin under the desk and went back to the kettle and made her tea.

At quarter to four she took it out again.

* * *
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She went straight from the end of her shift, still in her uniform, on the early 16A that was half empty at that hour, a few night workers and one young man with a guitar case who fell asleep against the window before they crossed the Liffey. The address was on the south side, Fitzwilliam Square, the kind of Georgian terrace that had been built for a class of people who no longer quite existed and now housed solicitors and private consultancies and the occasional organisation whose purpose was obscure from the plaque on the door. The building she was looking for had no plaque. Just clean stone and a brass knocker shaped like a hand.

She stood on the pavement outside it for a moment in the early morning drizzle. The square was quiet at this hour, the garden in the centre locked and dark, the wet with leaves smell of it coming over the railings. She was aware of the choice she was making. She was aware that coming here was the thing a person did when they had run out of other things to do, when the ordinary world had spent fourteen months demonstrating that it had nothing left to offer her, and she was making it with her eyes open and her jaw set.

She knocked.

Cormac Ryan opened the door himself. He was perhaps fifty, well built and well suited, with a face that had been arranged into an expression of measured concern so calibrated she would have trusted it on a doctor or a priest. He had the kind of stillness about him that belongs to people who have been listened to for so long they have forgotten that listening is a skill. He shook her hand and said he was glad she had come as though he had been expecting her, which perhaps he had, and brought her through a hall that smelled of beeswax and old paper into a study lined with books that had been read rather than purchased for appearance. The spines were cracked and some had paper tabs in them. The desk held a letter half written in longhand.

It was the kind of room that made you feel the person in it was serious. She noted that and did not relax.

"Sit down, Miss Nolan. Tea?"

"No. I need to be somewhere."

He settled into his chair with the ease of a man who had conducted a great many difficult conversations in this room and had long since stopped being daunted by them. "I'll be direct then. Your sister has IPF, diagnosed fourteen months ago. The trial she was accepted for closed before she could begin treatment. The private clinic in Blackrock is beyond your means. You've been working nights for fourteen months and you're still losing ground. You are here at seven in the morning on no sleep, which means you haven't given up."

"How do you know any of that?"

"Because finding people before they find me is how I work. It's kinder, in the end." He reached beneath the desk and placed a book on the surface between them. Black leather, very dark. The pages ivory at the edge. No title, no marking of any kind, nothing on the cover to tell her what it was or where it had come from or what had been done with it before it arrived on this desk.

"What I offer," he said, "is access to arrangements of a very particular kind. Old arrangements. They predate every system that has failed your sister. Medicine. Insurance. Law. The bureaucracies of help that help nobody. These draw on something older than any of that."

Katie looked at the book and then at him. "If you're about to tell me to sell my soul to the devil, I want you to understand I work nights in a hotel on the quays and I genuinely cannot tell if this is more or less degrading than the other things I've tried."

He had a good face for receiving that kind of remark, a face that absorbed it and gave nothing back. "It's a contract," he said. "The soul is collateral, not the product."

"That is a meaningful distinction to you, is it."

"It is the difference between a mortgage and a sale." He opened the book.

The pages were dense with text in something that was not Irish and was not Latin and was not any script she recognised. The columns ran in both directions and the ink sat below the surface of the paper rather than on top of it, as though it had been pressed in rather than printed. She looked at it and felt something in the back of her skull that was not reading but was adjacent to it, an awareness of meaning that she couldn't access directly, like a conversation happening just below the range of hearing.

She was working on a response when the lights went out.

Not a power cut. The kettle in the corner had not clicked off. The clock on the wall had not stopped. There was no sound of a trip switch. The lights simply ceased and the darkness that replaced them had a quality she had never encountered before and would spend a long time afterward trying to describe accurately. It had weight. It pressed against her skin from all directions simultaneously and carried a cold that had nothing to do with the November morning outside and smelled of iron and deep stone and something she had absolutely no frame of reference for. The temperature dropped the way temperature drops when a window is thrown open onto winter, not gradually but all at once.

She gripped the arms of the chair. She made no sound. She was rather proud of that afterward, given what came next.

The candles on the mantelpiece lit themselves.

And then there was someone at the far end of the room.

* * *
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He was standing very still in a dark coat that fell to mid calf, tall and composed, and the feeling that came off him was not physical danger in any ordinary sense. It was older than that. It was the feeling of standing at the edge of something that had existed long before the building she was sitting in, long before the city outside it, long before the traditions and frameworks and systems that defined what she understood to be real. He had simply been here when everything else arrived, and he would be here when everything else was gone.

He had a face that you might call beautiful if beauty could exist without warmth. All precision and proportion, nothing there for comfort or invitation. His jaw was set in clean formal lines and his eyes were dark and fixed on her with the complete and considered attention of something deciding how to read her. Not as a threat. Not with hunger. With the quality of a person encountering a text they are not certain they have the right context for.

He looked like a man. Her body had a quite different opinion.

"Miss Nolan," he said. Quiet voice. The kind of quiet that does not need volume because it already has the room, because every room it has ever been in has arranged itself around it eventually. "I have been asked to present you with a contract."

"No," she said. "I don't think so."

"You came here."

"I made a mistake. I make them when I haven't slept."

He studied her with the expression she had once watched a lecturer deploy on a student whose argument he suspected of being wrong but wanted to be sure of before saying so. With precision, without hostility, without any investment in the outcome except accuracy.

"The terms," he said. "Your sister receives one full year of restored health. Her lungs clear. The disease does not progress for twelve months." A pause in which the room was absolutely still. "In return, you belong to me for one year and one night. At the end of that term I may claim your soul, unless you have fulfilled three conditions written into the contract."

Katie had spent the last fourteen months being moved through systems. Hospital systems and insurance systems and social support systems and the various mechanisms that society had constructed to give the impression of help while delivering paperwork. She had sat in waiting rooms and appeals offices and consultants' chairs and she had come to understand the machinery of it very clearly, the way it sorted people into categories and processed them along the appropriate channels and produced outcomes that had nothing to do with the specific and irreplaceable person sitting in front of it.

She had not believed in demons. She had believed in the machinery.

She was revising that position in real time and finding the revision uncomfortable.

"And if I don't sign?" she said.

"Your sister continues as she is. The contract goes elsewhere."

He said it without cruelty. That was what made it so much worse. It was a description of facts and they both knew it and there was nothing in his voice that enjoyed saying it or took any particular satisfaction from the position it put her in. He was simply describing the situation as it stood.

"What are the three conditions?"

"They reveal themselves as they become due."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one available. The contract determines the conditions based on what the holder carries. I don't know what yours will be until the first one arrives."

She looked at Cormac, who had been very quiet through all of this, sitting with his hands folded on the desk and his face wearing the specific professional calm of a man watching something proceed as he had intended. He was satisfied. It was written into his posture, the slight ease of a man who has set something in motion and is watching it go where he directed it.

She registered that and set it aside because her phone was ringing.

Ciara's number. She answered.

"Miss Nolan. Erin's breathing has dropped again in the last hour. More significantly this time. You should probably come in. Bring someone with you if you can."

Bring someone. The code for hurry. She had learned that three months ago and had not forgotten it.

She hung up.

The demon was watching her. His expression in the candlelight was something she spent a long time afterward trying to name and never quite got to. It was not satisfaction. It was quieter than that, and it did not fit on a face that should not have been capable of the expression she thought she was reading. It looked, in a man, like it would have looked like grief.

"Where do I sign?" she said.

A small instrument appeared on the desk. Silver, precise, the kind of object that had been made for one specific purpose and no other. She picked it up and pressed it to the inside of her left wrist and felt a pain that was cold and clean and entirely real, and watched the thin line of blood rise to the surface.

She pressed her wrist to the page.

She did not cry. She was in a candlelit room on Fitzwilliam Square giving her soul as security against her sister's next breath and she made no sound at all. She stood in a cold room in the dark and she wrote herself into a contract she did not understand and she kept her face still and her breathing measured and she did not make a sound. Afterward, on the bus back across the Liffey, she thought that was probably the closest to dignity she had managed in a long time.

When it was done the cold moved through the room like a door pulled shut somewhere deep inside the building. The candles guttered and steadied. She was standing alone in a study on Fitzwilliam Square that smelled of paper, and Cormac Ryan was sitting at his desk with the pleasant professional expression back in place, and the demon was gone as though he had never been there at all.

She put her hands in her pockets and walked out into the Dublin morning and went to Beaumont Hospital and she did not look back at the building and she did not think
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