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      The note said find a safer kiln, which was rich coming from a man whose palms had gone molten holding me the night before.

      I'd read it enough times by now that the clay had gone warm from my hand, which was the only warmth left in the whole gray morning. I read it again sitting on an overturned crate at Drutt's elbow, because I had nowhere better to read it and because Drutt let a person sit and be terrible company without minding. The words didn't change. They never changed. I am a tool. I am not for wanting. I am a danger to you. The keeper's own hand pressed into a scrap of clay, every letter as careful as everything he made — and the care was the part that made me want to throw it at the bricked-up old kiln he kept company with. Care meant he'd thought about it. Care meant the renunciation wasn't a flinch but a decision, three centuries of being no one rising up to write me out in a tidy little hand.

      I had spent the first hour of the morning at the wall.

      That was the thing I hadn't told anyone yet, the coal under the ash of my fury. Yesterday the dawn had come up over the gate and found the yard cold and empty, the most beautiful hour in Ashcroft wasted on a dead forge. This morning I'd walked the whole length of that old stone again in the dark before light, hunting it for a breach, both hands flat on the cold rock — and it gave me nothing but new cuts over the old ones. It was high. Built high on purpose, long before the town had records, by people who wanted the heat kept in and the yard contained, and it did not care that there was a frightened creature dying slow on the inside of it and a furious woman tearing her nails on the outside. I'd dug my fingers into a seam between two stones and pulled until my wrapped wounds opened again and my scarred forearms shook, and the wall held everything, as it always did, and I'd dropped back to the cold packed ground and understood, for the second morning running, that there was no getting in by force. Not this morning. Not by anything I had in my two hands. So I'd come to Drutt instead, because the only way through a wall you can't climb is a question you haven't learned to ask yet.

      "You've read that thing eleven times since you sat down," Drutt said, not looking at me. He watched the dead kiln the way he always watched it, like it was telling him something slow.

      "Twelve," I said. "I read it once before I sat down."

      "Mm." He folded his hands tighter over the head of his stick. "And does it say anything different the twelfth time."

      "No. It says he's a tool and I should go find a safer fire and never come back." I flattened my voice so it wouldn't do the other thing. "It's very thorough. He even apologized for letting me believe otherwise. Like the otherwise was a clerical error."

      Drutt was quiet a while. The wind came off the mesa dry and steady, picking grit up off the kiln-grounds and laying it back down, and somewhere up the street a shop-bell rang thin and bright, and the bakery's first loaves had gone into the oven so that the cold air carried a thread of yeast and char along with the mineral dust. It was the most ordinary morning Ashcroft could possibly have produced. Old Maddox crossed the far end of the street with a hod on his shoulder, headed for the clay yard, lifting two fingers to me out of habit before he remembered there was nothing to wave about, and let the hand drop. At the end of that street the keeper's yard stood cold and dark and locked, the one chimney in town with no smoke over it, which made every ordinary thing about the morning obscene.

      "I came to you yesterday," I said. "Right after. I stood at that gate and screamed myself hoarse and then I came straight here, and you weren't here, and I waited, and you still weren't here, so I went and slept four hours and came back, and now here you are with your dead kiln like nothing's wrong." I heard my own voice climb and pulled it back down. "Soren banked his fire, Drutt. He let it go out. The oldest fire in this town, and he raked it apart with his own hands and locked himself in the dark with it. You knew. You've been holding something the whole time. You told me to come back when I knew what I was really asking." I held up the note. "I think I finally know. So I'm asking. What's wrong with him."

      He turned, then. He had eyes that had watched the keeper longer than the town had records, and they took me in slow, costing it, reading whether I'd earned the long answer. He'd read me that way the first time too, in the lee of this same kiln, when I'd asked him a short question and he'd refused to hand me the long one.

      "That's a straighter question than last time," he said. "But it's still the short one. You're asking what's wrong with him. The answer to that's easy and it won't do you a particle of good. What's wrong with him is he loves you and it's cracking him, because that's what it does to a forge-keeper, and you knew that part before you sat down."

      "Then give me the long one."

      "You're not ready for the long one." He said it without cruelty, which was somehow worse. "You're asking me out of a broke heart at six in the morning. You'll do something stupid with whatever I tell you. The long answer's a thing you do with a clear head and both hands, not a thing you grab off me like a tool off a wall." He turned back to his kiln. "Go home. Sleep proper, not four hours on a cot. Eat the bread. And when you're not asking me to make the hurt stop — when you're asking because you mean to do something with the answer, all the way, however much it costs — come back and ask me the whole question, and I'll give you the whole answer. Not before."

      I had the argument right there in my mouth, hot and ready. But I'd spent five years under a man who used you're not ready to keep me from the things that were mine, and I knew the taste of it, and this wasn't that. Drutt wasn't gatekeeping me. He was telling me the answer was big enough that he wanted me at full strength to receive it — and a man who'd known Soren three hundred years had earned the right to decide that, the same as Soren had earned every word he ever set down slow.

      "Okay," I said. "I'll come back whole."

      "You'll come back whole," he agreed, like it was settled, and went back to listening to his dead kiln.
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        * * *

      

      I did not go home.

      I went to Tessie's, which is the next-best thing if home is a place where someone makes you tea and tells you the truth.

      The glaze shop's bell did its bright thin tumble when I pushed in, and Tessie looked up from the counter where she was sorting color-tests with her cuticle-stained fingers. One look at my face was all she needed. She came around the counter, which she never did, and she didn't ask anything — just put her broad arms around me and held on, smelling of mineral pigment and the inside of a warm shop, and I let myself shake for about thirty seconds against her apron and then I stopped. I'd decided in Drutt's lee that I was done crying about this and was going to be furious about it instead, which is a much more useful fuel.

      "The whole town knows," she said into my hair. "By dawn. The keeper's banked his fire, the keeper's locked the yard, the keeper's gone cold. Mabel saw the dark forge on her way to the bakery and near dropped her loaves. Three people've been in here already this morning fishing for the why of it, and I've told every one of them I don't know a thing, which is mostly true and getting truer the longer you don't tell me anything." She pulled back, held me at arm's length, and read my face properly. "He left you."

      "He locked himself away from me." I dug the note out and put it on the counter, because Tessie had earned it, and because I needed someone besides Drutt to see how far his wound would go. "He left me a note. Told me to find a safer kiln."

      She read it. I watched the brisk switchboard face go very still and very old, watched her reach, the way I'd reached, the part where the care was the worst of it. The shop stayed warm around us — mineral pigment and old wood and the inside of a place lived in a long time, the color-tests laid out in their patient rows, the bell still trembling faint from my coming in. All of it so ordinary. All of it so unchanged. Two days ago the most remarkable thing about my life had been that I was loved by a creature made of fired clay who kept the oldest fire in town, and now I sat in a warm ordinary shop with a note in a glassblower's hand that said find a safer kiln, and the gap between the two — the warm shop and the cold note, the bell still ringing and the dark dead yard — was the whole shape of what had happened.

      When she finished she pressed her stained fingers flat over the clay scrap, like she was holding it down so it couldn't do any more harm.

      "A kiln looks its best the day before it cracks," she said, quiet. "I told you that. All that color in the brick, the prettiest glow it ever throws. I watched him burn brighter this autumn than I've seen in fifty years and I couldn't decide if it was lovely or if I ought to be scared, and I let lovely win, because you were happy, and because I'm an old fool who wanted the happy ending more than I wanted to spook it." Her jaw set. "Well. Now I'm scared. Fine time for it. What did Drutt say."

      "That I'm not ready for the long answer, and to come back when I mean to do something with it." I wiped my face with the heel of my hand. "He's right, which is annoying. He knows what's wrong. There's lore — he said there's a thing the keepers can do, and a reason none of them ever has. That's the size of it, Tessie. A thing none of them, ever, in all the keepers there've been, has been willing to do. And it's in there somewhere." I tapped the note. "It's why he cracked, and it's what it'd cost to set right, and it's so big a hundred keepers chose to crack rather than do it. That's what I'm walking into."

      Tessie weighed it. Then she did the thing I loved her for, which was not to talk me out of it.

      "All right," she said. "Then you'd best get ready to walk in." She poured tea without being asked, strong and sweet, and pushed it at me. "First thing. You're not sleeping on that cot in your bay tonight. It's cold as a tomb up there and you'll go straight back to Drutt at dawn half-broke again and he'll send you off again, and the two of you'll do that little dance until the keeper's cracked clean through. You'll sleep at mine, in the back room, where it's warm and somebody'll make you eat. Second thing." She tapped her counter, hard, with one stained finger. "You're going to want to get back in that yard. I can see it on you. You've got that look you had taking apart the co-op bylaws, the scrapper look. And before you do something to that gate that gets the co-op involved — Bram would love a reason. The glass girl breaking into a sealed yard, that's a tidy little story he could end your trial with by lunch. So whatever you're planning, you plan it so it can't be the thing he uses." She held my eyes. "Get back in. But get back in clever."

      And that — Tessie saying it out loud, you're going to want to get back in that yard — settled the shaking for good and turned it into a plan, because she was right. I hadn't even let myself say it. But the whole time I'd sat at Drutt's with the warm clay note in my hand, under the grief and the fury, the only thought my body kept having, steady as the forge-thrum I could no longer feel anywhere, was: get back to him. He's behind that wall in the cold and he thinks he's protecting me and he is wrong, and I am not going to leave him alone in the dark with his thief telling him he's no one. I came here. He's mine to come back to. Get back in.

      "How do I get back in," I said, "clever."

      Tessie considered me over her tea. "Well. You can't go over that wall, you tried, your hands are still tore up from it." She nodded at them; I'd wrapped the worst of the gouges and the wrappings showed. "And you can't go through that gate, it's barred from the inside by a thing that takes up doorways. So you don't get in. Not at first." She set her mug down. "You make it so he can't keep you out. Different problem."

      "Meaning what."

      "Meaning the yard's sealed but the yard's not the world. He banked his fire and locked his gate, but he's still in there, and you're still out here, and the wall between you is stone, not silence. You said you screamed yourself hoarse at the gate. Did you ever try the thing that actually reaches him?" She tilted her head, and the shrewd look came up. "You know what I'm talking about. The thrum. You told me yourself you can feel his fire through a body pressed to him — the low note, the one you feel in your teeth. That's not a thing you hear with your ears. That's a thing that travels through. Stone carries it. Old stone carries it best." She let that land. "You can't get your hands in. But you've got a thing of his shape, don't you. The handprints he kept. The night it all started."

      My breath went out of me. I reached for the inside pocket where I kept it — the held impression, the cast I'd taken weeks ago, half as a glassblower's reflex and half because I'd wanted, foolishly, a copy of the one place in the world that was shaped like my own two hands. Two clear handprints sunk into fired clay. The source-shape. The keystone of the whole warm autumn. I'd been carrying it against my heart since before any of this and hadn't once thought of it as a tool.

      "He kept my hands in his chest," I said slowly, the idea building the way a piece builds, all at once, the whole shape arriving. "His surface took the shape of my palms and held it. He couldn't smooth it away — he told me, he tried, the morning after, and his clay wouldn't let the print go. It's still there. Right now, behind that wall, in the dark, on the plate over his heart — my handprints are still sunk into him. He banked everything else and he could not bank that."

      "There you are," Tessie said softly.

      "If I press my hands back into this." I held up the cast, the two hollows that matched me exactly. "If I press my hands into the shape of where I already am, on him —" I didn't even know yet what I meant. I knew it the way I know a color before I've pulled it, by the want of it. "He kept my shape. A kept shape is a connection. He's the one who taught me that — you keep a thing's shape and you keep the thing. He kept mine. He can't unmake that just by going cold. The print is still warm-shaped to my hand even when he's cold. It's a door he forgot he left open, Tessie, because he was too busy barring the one made of wood."

      Tessie reached over and refilled my tea, and her stained hand was steady, and her eyes were bright. "Now you're talking like a woman with a plan instead of a woman with a broke heart. Drink that. Eat something. Sleep in my back room. And tomorrow you go down to that wall, find the stone that's closest to his cold dark forge, and press the shape of your own hands flat against it. You let the keeper feel you're still out here keeping his shape the way he kept yours. You won't get in tomorrow. Maybe not for a while. But you'll have stopped letting him pretend you left." She smiled, fierce and small. "And the day his fire so much as flickers — and it will, glass girl, a banked coal isn't a dead one, you of all people know that — you'll be right there at the wall with your hand on the warm stone, the one person in this town who never once went home."

      I sat with that a while, turning the cast over in my hands. The clay was cool now — it had always been cool, it was just a cast, it had never carried his heat — but the shape of it was exact: the heels of my palms, the pads of my fingers, the whole map of my own two hands pressed deep and held. And I remembered, with a force that closed my throat, the night I'd taken it. Not in the yard, where the original lived in him, but later, up in my bay with a fresh batch of slip, pressing my hands into it and reading the depth against the memory of how deep they'd sunk into his chest. I'd told myself it was a glassblower's reflex, the same instinct that made me keep a tile of every glaze I mixed. It wasn't. I'd wanted a thing in the world shaped like the place I belonged, and I'd made one, and I'd carried it against my heart through the whole confident doomed autumn without once admitting that what I was carrying was a promise.

      I had even, somewhere in those weeks, caught myself thinking about glass. About blowing a thing the shape of these prints — not a cup, not a vessel, something that would carry the hollows of my own hands in the warm amber that was the color of his fire, a thing I could give back to him so he'd have my shape in glass the way he had it in clay. I hadn't done it. I'd been too happy to make anything that looked like a hedge against losing him. Later, I'd thought, the way you think later about all the things you're sure you have time for. Now there was the note in my pocket, and later had nearly run out without my noticing, and I put the thought of the pendant away again — not because there was no time, but because there was a wall to get past first, and you don't blow glass to fit a hand that's locked away from you in the dark.

      I drank the tea. I ate the bread — the dense spiced loaf Tessie kept wrapped in a cloth on the back of the stove, still warm at the heart of it, the crust gone to caramel at the edges. I let myself be told to sleep. The back room of the glaze shop smelled of pigment and dust and the dry sweetness of old wood, and the little iron stove in the corner ticked as it cooled, and Tessie had banked it before she went up so the warmth would hold the night, the way you bank any fire you mean to find alive in the morning. There was a quilt that had clearly been mended more than once and a cot softer than mine, and I lay down on it in someone else's warmth with the note on the little table beside me and the cast of my own hands under my pillow. For the first time since I'd woken cold against the studio wall, I slept without the shaking, because I had stopped being a woman things were happening to and become a woman with a wall and a shape and a plan.

      I did not accept the note. He'd decided what was mine to keep without asking me. He'd taken the deed of my own heart, same as Marcus, same as everyone, and he'd done it gently and called it kindness, which made it the cruelest version yet — and I folded the thing up and put it in my pocket and decided, in the warm back room of a glaze shop, that there was no safer kiln. There had never been a safer kiln. The only fire I wanted in the whole cold indifferent world was the one a frightened creature had banked to nothing to keep me away from it.

      So tomorrow I'd go back to the wall and put my hands where my hands already lived, and start the long unhurried work of making the keeper of the coals understand he did not get to bank me out of his life. He could lock every gate he had. I'd still be on the other side of the stone with my hand pressed flat and warm against it, keeping his shape the way he'd kept mine, until the day he was brave enough to let me back in.

      A banked coal isn't a dead one. I knew that better than anyone in Ashcroft.

      And I was going to keep his fire from the wrong side of the wall until he remembered he'd kept mine.
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      The function had ended, and the function had not ended, and a tool that could not tell which was a tool with a fault in its core.

      Soren stood at the cold forge in the sealed yard and ran the diagnostic again, because running it was the one motion left to a creature who had unmade every other motion he knew. The procedure had been correct. He reviewed it station by station, the careful way he reviewed a finished firing. Input: the crack. He had glowed past safe heat watching her sleep and split down his left side, and a tool that was a danger removed itself. Action: he banked the fire, carried her out, locked the gate, set down the note, went cold. Expected output: the function ended. The renter went to a safer kiln. The yard returned to its keeping. The silence closed over. The matter resolved.

      The matter had not resolved.

      He pressed his cold palm to the gate-board where the note no longer was, as if the board might still hold a reading. She had taken it. He had set it against the bar for her to find, and she had found it, and she had not gone. He had heard her at the gate yesterday in the gray dawn — heard her strike the wood with the flat of her hand, heard her call his name until her voice tore, heard her tell the cold dark yard things his cover let through only in pieces, the muffled way you hear a fire through a closed kiln-door. You don't get to decide for me. There's no safer kiln. I'm staying. I'm coming back. He had stood three steps inside the bar with his cracked side aching and his fire banked toward nothing and made himself not answer, because answering was the one thing that would undo all of it, and a tool that has correctly removed itself does not answer when the danger calls it back.

      But she had not gone, and that was the fault, and he could not find the channel that produced it.

      He had built the whole procedure on a parameter he had trusted his entire keeping: inputs are temporary. The renter takes the warm work and leaves, and the leaving is the end of the function. He had filed her under temporary the first morning, as he filed every renter, and he had been wrong, and the wrongness had warmed his palms at dawn and softened him to print-readiness and let her sink her hands into his chest and stay for the after. He had built a regimen to manage the warmth and cracked himself instead. So last night he had returned to the one parameter that had never failed him. He had made the leaving happen on purpose, ahead of time, banking a want ahead of a loss to make it cost less — ended the function himself, cleanly, so the leaving would be his act and not her abandonment, so the silence would close the only way silence had ever closed.

      And she would not let the silence close.

      She is supposed to be at a safer kiln. He ran it again. The note instructed her to go. The yard is sealed. The fire is out. There is no provision for her remaining. A renter remains where there is heat to use; there is no heat; therefore she should not remain. And yet his readings — taken through the wall, by the sound of the town, the smell of the dawn, the slant of a heat that was no longer his to feel — told him she had not left Ashcroft. She had gone to Drutt. She had gone to the glaze-shop. She had slept, the town said, not in her cold bay but in Holburn's warm back room, and risen before light, and the function he had ended was not ending, because the one input his whole keeping had taught him to count on — the leaving — was the one input she would not supply.

      She had gone to Drutt. He turned that one over longest, because it was the input that frightened him most precisely, and a keeper attended to the gauge that read closest to disaster. Drutt knew. Drutt had known the whole of the autumn, had stood inside the gate one week and watched him vent and glanced at the long line of his left side and gone carefully blank, holding the thing the old man held, costed and slow, answering only the question put to him straight. Soren had been glad, in the autumn, that Ivy had not learned to ask the old man straight. He had counted on it. The lore was the one wall higher than the stone one — the thing that, asked whole, would tell her exactly what the crack was and exactly what it would cost to mend, and the cost was a thing Soren had spent the whole night refusing to let himself name even alone in the dark, because naming it was the one disproof worse than the crack itself. And now she had gone to Drutt at six in the cold morning with the note in her hand and the question half-formed in her mouth, and the old man would put her off — Soren knew Drutt's procedure as well as his own, come back when you know what you're really asking — but only off, not away. She was learning the question. Every hour she did not leave, she came nearer to it, and the question came nearer to the answer, and the answer was the thing he had banked his whole fire to keep her from ever holding in her two competent hands.

      He did not have a file for it. He made one, as he made one for everything outside his parameters, and found, filing it, that the file would not hold a name. She has not left. That was the data. The data warmed his cracked core a degree it had no business warming, here in the dark, with the fire out and the gate barred and the note delivered — a degree of something his standards filed, against every instruction he had given them, under the word he had spent the whole autumn learning and the whole night trying to forget. He banked it. He could not, entirely. He stood in the cold with his own surface running a hair warm where no warmth was permitted, and understood that he had locked the gate against her and could not lock it against the warming the fact of her produced in him — that this was the same fault that had cracked him, smaller now, banked now, but the same fault, alive in him still even with the fire out.

      He went to the crack.

      It was the truest reading he had, and the one he had been putting off, because the procedure had not modeled it and a creature does not willingly read the gauge that disproves his own correction. He drew the work-shirt back off his left side in the cold dark. The yard's warmth was bleeding out of the old stone now, hour by hour, the kept heat of centuries going cold around him for the first time in longer than he could count — and he laid his palm to the long seam where he had split, and read it by touch, the trained way he had read ten thousand pieces.

      It had not closed.

      He had told himself, banking the fire, that the cold might serve. That a forge-keeper's crack ran on heat, that want fed it, and a creature gone cold and still and wanting nothing might let the split clay rest, even draw back together as a piece sometimes drew its edges in when you cooled it slow and even. It was the last thread of the regimen, the final patch on the moving fault: go cold, want nothing, and the crack stops. He had banked himself toward dormancy half on that hope.

      The crack had not stopped. He read it under his palm — the rough split clay from collarbone to hip, the edges of it cool and set, the texture there a degree worse than when it opened, the fine network of checks spread a hairline further down the line, refusing correction the way it had refused it from the start. He pressed his thumb along it slow and felt the thing he had told a hundred renters meant this one will not survive the firing, and felt it on his own body, and understood the last patch had failed like all the others. The cold did not heal it. The cold only made the rest of him cold; the crack went on being a crack, because a crack was not a fire to be banked but the shape a fire makes when it has nowhere honest to go, and going cold did not give the dammed thing anywhere to go. It only stopped him feeling it. The pressure stayed.

      So that was the disproof of the disproof. He had cracked managing the want, and now he had banked the want to nothing and the crack worsened anyway, in the cold, with the fire out, with the one input that fed it locked behind a wall. The fault was not in the heat. The fault had never been in the heat. He had built a cooling regimen for a fire, and the thing breaking him was not a fire, and he did not yet have the entry for what it was — only the reading, and the reading said: cold does not mend this. You cannot bank your way back to whole. You have unmade your fire and locked your gate and removed the danger, and the danger is widening anyway, down your own left side, in the dark, with her three buildings off refusing to be gone.

      He sealed the work-shirt back over it. He went still.

      The cold deepened as the night ran down, as the desert cold always deepened past the middle hour, and he registered it the way he registered everything now — not as discomfort, he had no entry for discomfort, but as data, a falling reading. The yard had held heat for three hundred years; it was the warmest place in the town because he had made it so, every night, banking and tending, the kept warmth soaked so deep into the old stone that the wall ran warm to a hand laid against it even in the dead of the cold season. Now the heat bled out of the stone hour by hour with nothing feeding it, and he could read the leaving of it the way he could read a kiln cooling — the warmth retreating from the outer stones first, then the inner, the whole banked warmth draining off into the indifferent night. He did not stop it. He could have. A hand to the forge, a breath of his own core into the coals, and the yard would have come back up to its keeping-warmth in an hour. He held still and let it go cold, because a cold yard was a yard with no danger in it, and let the thing he had spent three centuries building drain out into the dark around him, and found — this was the reading he could not file — that the draining hurt, that watching the kept warmth leave the stone was a thing his form objected to at a level below the procedure, the way a hand objects to letting go of a thing it has held a long time. He had not known the keeping was a thing he could grieve. He was learning it tonight, station by cold station, the way he learned everything now: too late, and on his own body.

      He tried, in the dead hours, to do the keeping.

      It was the only protocol his form had for a wrong reading it could not correct: return to the task. A keeper who could not solve a fault could at least keep, and the keeping had carried him through three centuries of silence, the worn groove of motions that asked nothing of his core. So at the third hour he reached for the rake as he reached for it every third hour of every night he had ever stood — the iron worn to a curve by his own grip, the handle the one length in the world his hand knew without looking — and his hand closed on it, and he turned to the bed of the forge to draw the live coals into their mound and set the cover, and there were no coals. There was cold ash, raked apart by his own hands, spread thin across the dead floor where he had starved the fire of its close company until it died. He stood with the rake in his hand over a thing that was no longer a fire, and his form did not know what to do, because his form knew how to keep a fire and did not know how to keep an absence, and a keeper of an absence was not a category he had.

      He set the rake back in its bracket. He squared the racks, which did not need squaring, because the squaring asked nothing of him. He swept the floor, which did not need sweeping, the dry whisper of the bristles the only sound in the yard where the forge-thrum should have been. And he registered, sweeping, that the yard was wrong in a way that had nothing to do with the cold or the dark — that without the fire the place had no voice, that the low even note he had kept alive longer than the wall had stood, the note he had never once heard the yard without, was simply gone, and the silence where it had been was not the comfortable silence of the keeping but a new one, a missing one, a hole in the readings shaped exactly like the thing he had killed. He had thought the silence would close over him as it always had. He had not understood, until he stood in his own swept yard with no thrum under the bristles, that he had broken the instrument the silence used to be comfortable in. He had made a silence that hurt. He had not known a silence could hurt. It was new data. He filed it, and could not name it, and went on sweeping a clean floor in the dark, because there was nothing else his form knew how to do with a thing it could not fix.

      A tool, having run its procedure and found the output wrong, escalates the fault up the chain. He had no chain. He had not had a chain in longer than the town had names. He was his own chain, and the report came back to himself, and he could do nothing with
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