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For everyone who was ever told to hush,
and said it anyway.
◆ ◆ ◆
A NAME IS THE LAST THING
a silence ever loses.
Saying of the Spitalfields weavers
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Prologue

The Quiet Loom

◆ ◆ ◆

There is a room under the Council hall that is not on any plan.

It lies below the cells, below the Vaults, below the oldest foundations of the Gloam, behind a door that has no handle and a wall that opens only to a voice. It is round, and low, and very cold. There is no lamp in it. The only light comes from a small black stone set in a stand of brass, a chip of glass no larger than a thumbnail, which gives off a faint, dull, hungry glow, like a coal that has forgotten how to burn.

Beside the stone stands a loom.

It is not an ordinary loom. It is older than the Council, and it was never made for cloth. The frame is of black oak, bound in iron. The shuttle is a bone needle as long as a forearm. And the warp, the long tight strands that run from beam to beam, is not wool or linen or silk. It is silence. Forty strands of it, grey as dust, each one spun from a name that somebody once wished the world to forget.

A figure sits at the loom, in the dark, in a long cloak.

Its hands are gloved. One glove is new. The other has been mended at the seam, with fine stitches, many times, by a hand that has had a great deal of practice at mending. The figure works slowly. It draws the needle through, and back, and through, and with every pass the grey strands whisper against each other, a soft dry rustle like a congregation turning pages.

Hush, say the strands. Hush. Hush.

The figure hums.

It is a very old tune. It has no words, any longer, only a shape: three notes falling, and one rising, and a pause. It is the tune a mother hums to a child who cannot sleep. The figure has hummed it for three hundred and fifty-nine years, in this room, to this loom, without once knowing why.

On the wall beside the stone, in a small oval frame of tarnished silver, hangs a miniature.

It shows a girl. She is perhaps nine, in a dress of dark blue velvet with a white collar of the kind that was worn in the year sixteen hundred and sixty, and her hair is brown and her eyes are grave, and she is not smiling. Beneath the portrait, in a script nobody has used for centuries, someone has scratched a single word into the silver with a pin.

It is not a name. The name has been struck out, long ago, from every book in the world. It is only the word that comes after.

Weighed.

The figure stops humming.

It lifts the needle, and holds it, and a faint cold breath goes out of the cloak.

“I am sorry, child,” it says to the dark. It is not speaking to the portrait. “I did not wish it. I did not wish any of it. But it must be quiet. It must be quiet, or she will weigh us all.”

The black chip glimmers.

On the loom, the last strand takes its place, and tightens, and a forty-first thread, newer than the others and warm as breath, is drawn through the weave and knotted. Far away, in a bed in the Archive Wing, a girl with a scar on her palm turns over in her sleep.

And in the dark under the hall, the loom begins, very softly, to hum along.


Chapter One

The Weight of Nothing

◆ ◆ ◆

It was the silence that woke her.

She had expected pain. She had lain awake until three, with her sleeve pulled down and her fist closed, bracing for a burn, or a bruise, or a cold that would spread. She had not expected quiet. But when she opened her eyes on Monday morning, in the grey light that came through the round window of the Archive Wing, she lay for a long moment quite still, listening, and understood that the whole room had been turned down.

It was the same room. There was the stuffed owl at the foot of the bed with its note, Guard. There was the heap of flowers, going brown at the edges. There was the burned red kite, propped against the wardrobe like a patient. The kettle on the hob was already singing. But it was flat.

For a month she had lived inside a hum. She had never known she was doing it. The wiring in the walls, the pulse of the lamps, the long slow tidal murmur of the Gloam: all of it had run through her like a second heartbeat. Now she sat up in bed and the room did not answer. It was only a room. A very beautiful, very ordinary room, with a kettle in it.

“Good morning,” said a small voice.

Tallow was sitting on the edge of the saucer on the mantelpiece, with his thimble in both hands. He had been crying, and had tried to hide it. His flame was a dull gold, and a little crooked.

“I wasn’t going to wake you,” he said. “I lit the kettle. I did it very quietly.”

“It’s lovely. Thank you.”

She got out of bed, and put her feet on the cold stone, and waited for the floor to say something. It said nothing.

◆ ◆ ◆

She tested it in the bathroom, with the door locked, as one tests a tooth.

She held up her left hand under the bare bulb: the pale fern of the scar, and below it the fine grey ring, thin as a hair. She closed her eyes. Anchor. The cold tiles under her heels. Breath. The smell of soap and stone. Release.

A thread of light, no longer than a pencil. The smallest thing she knew.

She waited.

It was an odd thing, the nothing. She had expected a failure with a texture to it, a fizz, a stutter, a spark that guttered. What came was perfectly smooth. It was like reaching for a banister that had been taken away. Her hand closed on air, and her whole body leaned a little toward something that was not there.

Again. Anchor. Breath. Release.

Nothing.

Her face in the mirror was white and set. She splashed it with cold water and said, quite steadily, to the girl in the glass: “It’ll come back.”

Light, said the scar on her palm.

It was a very small sound, a dry little tick, like a pin
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