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For everyone who keeps the fire burning

even when no one is watching.



PROLOGUE

——❖——

WHAT THE FIRE REMEMBERS

The fire in the hollow of the mountain had a memory.

This was not a property the old Keepers had documented in their notes, because the old Keepers had not been the kind of people who lingered in proximity to the thing they had sealed and asked it questions. They had built the containment, lit the first fire, confirmed that the Pale Hunger was reduced to a slow, manageable presence rather than the spreading catastrophe it had been, and then they had walked away with the practical wisdom of craftspeople who understood that some mechanisms were best left running without further supervision.

What they had not known — what three hundred years of undisturbed burning had produced in the hollow of the mountain — was a residue.

Not the Hunger’s residue. Not the cold emptiness of a thing contained. The fire’s own residue: a slow accumulation of warmth-memory, the layered record of every life that had contributed to the containment since its founding. Every Keeper who had placed their hands on the anchor stones at the quarterly maintenance and poured their vital resonance into the confluence had left something behind in the stone, the way a hand leaves oil on everything it touches. The old Keepers. Their students. The students of students. Three centuries of ordinary people doing extraordinary work in quiet, unwitnessed intervals.

When the fire had gone out, two years ago, that residue had not dispersed. It had contracted. Concentrated. Gone dormant in the stone the way seeds go dormant in winter, waiting for conditions that would allow germination.

When Marisol had stood at the northern confluence on that terrible, extraordinary night and done the thing that none of the old order’s notes had thought to attempt — when she had not fought the Hunger but spoken to it, offered it the simplest of messages through the channel her dreaming had spent months building, the message that was not a word but a shape, a warmth, a here — the fire had caught.

And the residue had woken.

Mara felt it the first time she returned for a maintenance visit, three months after the relit fire’s first pale glow. She was alone that first visit — the quarterly times were staggered by two hours each, so that the three confluence points activated in sequence rather than simultaneously, building the lock’s pressure gradually — and she pressed her hands to the anchor stone in the pre-dawn dark and felt, beneath the familiar current of the work, something she had no previous experience of: the sensation of being known.

Not known the way a person is known by another person. Known the way a place knows the person who has spent years in it — the accumulated recognition of presence, of the specific quality of the warmth she brought to this particular stone, on this particular soil, in this particular darkness. As if the ground itself had been waiting for her return. As if the fire remembered who had lit it.

She sat with this feeling for a while, in the cold pre-dawn of the Ashfeld.

Then she pressed her hands down harder and let the warmth flow, and the confluence opened like a door that had been waiting for the right key, and somewhere beneath the mountain the fire burned a fraction brighter, and the long slow work of keeping the world warm continued.

She thought: this is what it was supposed to feel like.

She thought: this is what was missing, all those years I was doing this without knowing what I was doing.

She thought: Davan would have wept.

She let the warmth flow until the maintenance window closed, then she lifted her hands, tucked them into her coat against the morning cold, and began the walk back to Vethara.

The stars were still out. The Ashfeld grass — thin and pale and coming back slowly — caught the starlight in a way that made the plain look, for a moment, like the surface of a dark sea.

It was, she decided, almost beautiful.

❖

 



CHAPTER ONE

——❖——

THE LETTER FROM THE SOUTHERN REACH

The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which Mara had always found to be the least remarkable day of the week and therefore the most reliable for receiving remarkable things.

It came in the ordinary post — tucked between a bill of materials from the charnel supplier and a curt note from the village council reminding her, for the third time, that the matter of Master Davan’s outstanding tax assessment had not been resolved simply because Master Davan was dead — and it bore no seal she recognized. The paper was good quality, cream-colored, with the slight texture of paper made by hand rather than mill. The ink was dark and the hand that had written it was precise without being elegant: the writing of someone who had learned letters for practical purposes and had not spent much time on ornament.

To Mara Ashvane, Keeper of the Western Confluence — if that is how you style yourself now, or if you have found something better to call it, in which case I apologize for the presumption:

My name is Aldric Farren. I am a physician in the settlement of Callow’s Rest, in the Southern Reach, six days’ ride south of the Ashfeld road. I have been practicing medicine for twenty-two years. I mention this because I want you to understand that I am not a credulous person, that my training is empirical, and that what I am about to describe is not the product of superstition or grief or any of the other conditions that typically produce the kind of accounts I imagine you receive.

Something is wrong with the dead in my settlement.

They are not staying buried.

That statement is less metaphorical than it may initially sound. I do not mean that they are haunting their relatives or troubling the living with unfinished business. I mean that three graves in our burial ground have been disturbed from within over the past two months. The first was attributed to an animal. The second caused some concern. The third — which occurred four nights ago, and which I witnessed myself because I had been sitting with the burial ground since the second incident, because I am a physician and I do not accept “there is nothing to be done“ as a final answer — the third convinced me to write this letter.

The third was not an animal.

I was told, by a trader who passes through from the eastern settlements twice a year, that there is a woman in Vethara who handles matters of this kind. I was told that she charges fairly, does not make promises she cannot keep, and does not spread what she learns in confidence. I was also told that she is not frightening, which I mention only because I find, unexpectedly, that I need the reassurance.

If you are able to come, I would be grateful. If you are unable, I would still be grateful for any guidance you can
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