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      I had pressed my mouth to every cold inch of that man as he came back to fever-hot under my hands at dusk, and now there was a bolted door between us and a week to find the dusk that would never come.

      That was the arithmetic, and I am a person who lives by arithmetic. I knelt at the top of the spiral with my palm flat on the cold iron of the new bolts and did the sum over because the sum was the only thing I had left to hold. A bolted door. Stone behind it. A man in the stone. A hundred years sitting in the rock with him, and seven days — the reversal hearing, the board's own slow civic process, Oswin had said — seven days against the century. Nothing on my side of the door but a bag of useless tools and a heart going like a struck bell and the sun coming up gold over a valley he would not see it cross.

      The sun had come up. My body kept stumbling over it, the way you stumble on a stair that isn't there. The exact sunrise he'd given everything to give me, and he hadn't seen it. The crews had gone down an hour ago. There's nothing more to do up here, miss, the foreman had said, gently, the way you talk to a woman come undone — and he'd been right and he'd been wrong, both at once, the way everyone in Aldervane was always right and wrong at once. There was nothing more to do up here, on the wrong side of the door, alone. The doing was somewhere else. I just hadn't reached it yet.

      I should have been frozen. I noted it the way I note everything, the inventory part of me still running under the wreckage: that I'd been on the platform since before the crews came, that the wind off the heights had gone through my wool for hours, that my hands had gone past cold into the clumsy half-numb that means you've stopped feeling the worst of it. My breath came in white rags and didn't reach my fingers. There was rime on the parapet where the spray of my own breath had frozen against the stone, and I watched it the way you watch a thing happen to someone else. And I had not gone down to get warm, because going down meant leaving the door, and leaving the door felt, that first morning, like the worst leaving I'd ever do.

      I knelt with it instead. I'd knelt on this platform a hundred nights of the winter and never once been on it without him — never once knelt on cold stone for the simple stupid reason that it was cold. There is a particular wrongness to a place you have only ever known one way, felt suddenly the other way, the body reaching for the version it knows and finding the version that's left. I reached for the heat of him at my back the way you reach in the dark for a cup you set down and it isn't where you left it, and there was nothing there but the wind, and the reaching was its own small grief, repeated, over and over, every time my body forgot and remembered again.

      So I let the cold have me. It was the only honest thing on the platform — exactly the size of the warmth that wasn't coming. A whole winter of nights up here and I'd never once been properly cold, because he'd always been a furnace at my back, a windbreak the size of architecture, and I'd leaned into him without thinking, the way you lean into a fire. The fire was stone now. The fire was behind a bolted door. And the wind had all of me, the way it hadn't since the very first night, before he'd ever brought a wing around me and the cold simply stopped.

      The platform was the same. That was what kept catching me wrong — that the place was exactly itself. The stone deck, the low parapet, the great ghost-pale disc of the clock face set into the wall, the eastward sightline, the whole valley spilling away below in its scattered waking windows. The same platform I'd climbed the first night to fall a little in love with a six-hundred-year-old strike train. The same view I'd tipped my head to share with a statue I didn't yet know was alive — what have you been watching all this time. Everything the same, except that the first morning I'd stood up here I'd been a stranger who didn't know what the tower held, and this morning I knew everything, and the knowing sat on me the exact weight of the man behind the door.

      I pressed my hand harder against the iron and waited, the way I'd waited every dawn all winter, for it to start being warm — for the slow heat to come up out of it like a banked fire under ash, for the seam in the night where stone learned it could be flesh. It didn't come. Of course it didn't. The dusk that would have brought it back was the dusk the binding had taken — not the next one but all of them, the whole long chain gone into the rock with him. I stood there asking the iron to do the one thing it could not, which is the most useless thing a fixer ever does and the only thing I knew how to do that morning.

      "Corvus," I said, to the bolted door, the way I'd said it to the cold stone every dawn of the winter. Except every dawn of the winter, there'd been a dusk coming to answer.

      There was no dusk coming now.

      I want to be precise about what I understood, kneeling there — my forehead against the cold seam of the frame, my breath fogging the iron — because the precision was the only thing that kept me from coming all the way apart.

      This was not the board's doing.

      That was the recognition, the cold clean one, the kind that arrives the way a fault arrives, all at once. I'd spent the climb blaming the board — Holt's nine-year-old terror, the surveys, the cracks, the vote, the bolts readied for a year. And it was the board, in the way a hammer is the thing that drives the nail. But the board was only the hammer. The hand on it was his. The cracks Holt's engineers had found, the fabric failing faster than anyone could explain, the instability that frightened a frightened man into bolting early — that had been Corvus. In the long blind days I couldn't watch him, in the day-death where he could not move or weep or change his mind, he'd found some last deep corner of himself the stone still let him work, and he'd let the tower come apart, on purpose, to frighten the town into sealing him in before I could climb the spiral and free him.

      He'd taken himself out of the trade. He'd known the binding wanted me — felt it reach for me in the circle, come off the wall in terror — and he'd known I'd decided to take his place, because we were the same creature and read each other by the wear. So he hadn't argued. He'd done the older thing, the thing he had honed past every other skill: he'd paid first. He'd made certain there was no watcher left for me to free, so that when the gate fired it fired on him and only him, and I was locked out, safe, free, unbound — the very thing he loved, the very thing the binding had nearly taken. And the cost, the cost he'd chosen with his eyes open, was the sun, the only thing he'd ever wanted for himself, coming up gold over a chamber bolted shut around him.

      He'd done to me the exact thing I'd been about to do to him. The same sacrifice. The same secret. The same stolen choice. He'd just moved faster, and used the one lever I'd never have predicted — the decency of a frightened man.

      I knew exactly how he'd done it, too, because I knew the fabric the way I knew my own hands, and reading it backward from the bolts was a kind of autopsy I couldn't stop performing. The cracks Holt's engineers had flagged all winter, the ones I'd certified as old movement, ordinary settlement — they hadn't been ordinary. They'd accelerated, these last weeks, in a pattern no settlement makes, the east face working against itself on the dark-of-the-moon nights, the fabric loosening exactly where loosening would frighten a careful man fastest. I'd seen the readings and told myself the curse was restless. It hadn't been the curse. It had been Corvus, in the day-death, in the one deep corner of himself the stone still let him work, leaning his whole three-hundred-year patience against the fabric of his own prison to make it look like it was failing — so that a man whose whole life was the dread of a wall coming down would do the only thing such a man does, which is seal the wall before it falls. He'd weaponized Holt's best quality against him. He'd built the case for his own entombment out of my signature and Holt's fear, silently, over weeks, while I lay in the curve of his wing thinking we had time.

      That was the cruelty of how well he knew us. He hadn't fought us. He'd used us — used Holt's decency and my competence and the town's old habit of keeping him invisible — the way I'd use a lever, finding the exact point where the least force did the most work.

      And here is the thing I let myself feel, on my knees with my forehead on the iron, because it was the truest and the worst: I was furious. The fury came up hotter than the binding's welcome had ever been warm, the fury and the grief and the love all the same thing, indistinguishable, the way they'd been all winter.

      "You coward," I said, and my voice came out wrecked and not at all like the voice I'd used to read him stories in the curve of his wing. "You magnificent, ancient coward. You did it again — the exact thing you did the night you handed me the door, except bigger, except this time you didn't even tell me. You just decided. Alone. In the stone, where I couldn't reach you, where I couldn't argue — you decided you'd be the one who pays, and you took the choice right out of my hands, the way every single person who ever loved me took it. It's for your own good. You'll be better off. Better you stay free. And you dressed it up as saving me." My hand fisted against the iron. "And it is saving me. That's the worst part. You'd rather go into the rock for a hundred years than let me be the wall, and that's the most love anyone's ever — but it's also the single cruelest thing you could do to me, specifically, because you knew. I told you, over an open mechanism, the first weeks — I grew up the one who left, nobody got to leave me — and you went and made yourself the biggest leaving there ever was, and you didn't even let me have a say."

      I hit the door. I'm not proud of it and I won't pretend it didn't happen — I hit it with the flat of my hand, the way you hit a seized mechanism you know is past hitting, because your body will not accept that the useful things are all spent. The iron gave nothing back. I hit it again with my fist, and the cold went up through my wrist into the bone, and I worked at the bolts with my stained fingers though I'd watched the foreman drive them home and knew exactly how a bolt that size seats. I worked at them anyway, scrabbling, my nails catching the cold seam, because there was a man on the other side and I am a person who gets her hands into the broken thing. It's the bedrock. And the bedrock did not know how to stop just because there was nothing under it but a hundred years.

      I stopped when a nail tore. The small sharp ordinary pain cut through the larger thing — small pains do that, cut a window in the big ones — and I sat back on my heels with my hand bleeding a little and the bolts exactly as bolted as before. The iron had taken the heat of my palm and given it back as nothing; even the warmth I'd left on it was already gone, wicked off into the cold of the morning. And I understood the way you understand a thing your hands have already understood ahead of you: this is the one I cannot fix. Fifteen years of walking into towns and making the broken thing run and walking out clean, a whole self built on the certainty that there was always a way, always an answer, always a fault you could trace to its root and free — and I knelt at the top of a tower with a torn nail and a bolted door and the man I loved in the rock, and there was no way, none, not for my hands, not alone. I had loved the work my whole life because the work always answered. You freed the seized pivot and the wheel turned. You trued the worn pallet and the escapement caught. Cause and effect, no betrayal in it, the one relationship that had never once gone wrong on me. And here, at last, was the thing the work could not touch, and I knelt in front of it with my two good useless hands and felt the floor I'd stood on my whole life simply not be there.
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        * * *

      

      What broke me out of it was the cold.

      Not the grief — the cold. The ordinary platform cold, the wind off the heights, the cold I'd leaned into the warmth of him against a hundred times. It found me where I knelt, the way it had the very first night, and I shivered, and there was no wing to come around me. No great warm curve of him folding forward to close the world out. No cold, you shivered, gruff, as if the wing had moved on its own and embarrassed him. Only the iron and the stone and the wind and my own one small human heat, which had never once been enough to hold back the quarry and wasn't now.

      And kneeling there, shivering, with no wing, I understood the thing I'd been circling all winter and never let myself see whole — the thing the bolted door spelled out in iron because I'd been too proud to read it any softer way.

      We had done this to ourselves. The two of us. Not the board, not the binding, not bad luck — us. I'd decided, alone and in secret, to step into the circle and trade my freedom for his daylight, because I'd rather be the wall than watch him be the wall. And he'd decided, alone and in secret, to seal himself in the rock so I couldn't, because he'd rather pay forever than let me bear the keeping. His guard-and-sacrifice and my fix-and-flee were not two different wounds. They were one wound wearing two faces, and the face was I will be the one who pays so that no one else has to. There was no enemy to hate for it. That was the unbearable part. We'd loved each other straight into the rock and the cold and the wrong sides of a door, each certain we were saving the other.

      I thought of the thing I'd sworn to the stone an hour ago, before the crews came, before the bolts. When this is over, I'm going to do the thing you never let me do. I'm going to bring the town. I'm going to get you back. Not alone. Together. I'd said it furious, half a threat and half a prayer, to a closed door. And kneeling there with the fury spent down to its bedrock, I understood it was the only true thing I'd said all morning — and that meaning it would require the single hardest thing I had ever done. Harder than breaking my best clock weeping. Harder than unpacking the bag. It was going to require me to go down the mountain and ask for help.

      Because here was the real arithmetic. The way out had never been one martyr replacing another. Oswin had said it in the crypt, gently, again and again, holding the pin out while I held the balloon: the watch was written for a place, not a man. The town can take it back. The cure is the town remembering it owes a watch, and taking it up together, so no single soul is ever the wall again. I'd heard him. I'd filed it. And I'd gone right on planning to do it alone, in a circle, at dawn, because alone was the deepest grain in me — deeper than three months of staying.

      There was time now. That was the terrible gift of the bolts. He'd sealed himself in, and in sealing himself in he'd taken the one-dawn deadline off the table and handed me a week — seven days to find the real release. Not me on the wall, not him in the rock, but the place taking the keeping, the chain finally moving after six hundred years stuck on one creature's wrists. Seven days against a hundred years. No plan, no able soul I could use, and a man in the rock who'd made himself impossible to save by the old alone-pay logic. And a town below me, just waking, full of people who'd spent a whole winter trying to teach me the one thing I'd refused my whole life to learn.

      I took my hand off the bolted door.

      It cost me. Taking my hand off the iron felt like leaving him, like the worst leaving I'd ever done — and I did it anyway, not to leave. For the first time in my life, not to leave, but to go down and begin.

      "I'm coming back," I said, to the door. "I'm not getting on any bus. I'm not standing in any circle alone. I'm going down to the town, Corvus — the whole town, the one you guarded and never once let carry you — and I'm going to make them remember they owe you a watch, and we're going to take it back, all of us, together, the way it was always supposed to be. You hear me? You did the alone thing one last time, and it's the last time, because I'm done with alone. Hold on. Whatever the rock is. Hold on. We're coming."

      The iron didn't warm. But I hadn't expected it to this time. I'd stopped asking the wrong thing of the wrong material. The warmth wasn't behind this door anymore. The warmth was down the mountain — in the gold square and the green door and the cold crypt and the whole night-shift parliament of the awake, the people who'd collected me one warm thing at a time over a winter until I belonged to them. And I'd been so busy being the woman who carries it alone that I'd nearly let the only thing that could save him sit unused in the warm rooms of the people who loved me.

      I got up, stiff and frozen, the wind going through me one last time, and I made myself say the rest of it to the door before I went, because I would not leave him in the dark without it. "I know what you did. I know why. I'm not going to forgive you for it yet — I'm too angry, and you'd want me angry, you'd rather I was angry than gutted, you terrible old creature, you'd rather anything than be a weight on me. Well. You're a weight on me now. The largest weight there is. And I'm going to carry it the way you never let yourself be carried, which is down the mountain, to people. Hold on."

      And I went down the spiral.
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        * * *

      

      Going down was worse than the platform, which I hadn't expected. The platform had the wind and the view and the honest cruelty out in the open. The spiral was close and dark and full of him — the worn steps scooped shallow by six centuries of feet, my work-lamp throwing my crooked shadow up the curving wall the way it had the first night, the cold mineral breath of stone that had never once been warm. I passed the bell-chamber, bolted now, the great hung weights silent behind the iron, the chamber that had become a tomb. I passed the mechanism room — the low door, the limping clock purring its broken purr in the dark, my detune still holding, the thin live wire that had kept him waking all winter and could not keep him now. I laid my palm flat on the wood the way I had the first night, when I'd stood outside it like a person stopping at a door where someone she wanted to meet was sleeping. Except the first night the stillness behind it had been a clock waiting to be woken, and this morning it was a clock that had done its worst and gone quiet. I took my hand off the wood and went on down, because the clock could not help me now.

      The high street was blue and bluer in the early light, the cobbles I knew loose and the cobbles I knew sound, the shuttered fronts, the window boxes gone to glittering wreckage with the last hard frost — and over all of it the cathedral, and over the cathedral the tower, my tower now, with the man I loved sealed in the rock. I'd read the town in the first hour my first day, the way I read every town: the closed-up shutters that said leave us be, and underneath, the bakery sign that said the opposite, OPEN WHEN THE TOWN ISN'T. Two true things at once, a place that's hard to walk away from. I'd been right. It had been a problem. And the problem had turned out to be the only thing that could save him, and I went down the blue high street toward the gold square not knowing that yet — knowing only that I could not go up to my room and grieve alone, that for the first time in fifteen years I needed to be somewhere warm with someone in it.

      The Lantern's bell gave its tired friendly clank when I pushed in — the same clank it had given the first night, a lifetime ago, when I'd come up the mountain a stranger with a half-packed bag and read a sign in the window and known, in the first hour, that this was going to be a problem. The warmth hit me the way it always hit me — flour-dust and butter and cardamom and woodsmoke under it, the yellow light of a place that had never once cared what time it was — and it undid me more than the cold platform had, because the platform had been honest and the warmth was kind, and I had no defenses left against kindness. The cat was on the windowsill. The corkboard by the door still had its lost-cat card and its choir-practice card and its NIGHT MARKET, FIRST FROST, BRING A LANTERN gone soft and curled at the corners. Everything in it was exactly itself, the way the platform had been exactly itself, except that I had walked in this time without my coat held shut, without the part of me that keeps one hand on the door.

      Mabel took one look at me coming through the door. She'd been drying a cup she'd surely already dried, and she set it down, and the brisk went out of her face all at once — drained off, and underneath it the old frightened tenderness, except this morning it had something new in it. Something that had been waiting, I understood, all winter, for me to walk in looking exactly the way I was looking.

      "It's happened," she said. Not a question. "Whatever you've been carrying up that tower and down that crypt all winter. It's happened, and it's bad—" and she stopped, and looked harder, and a thing crossed her face that wasn't what I'd braced for. I'd braced for the going-cold look she always read on me, the I'm-fine-Mabel look. And she didn't find it, because it wasn't there. I'd left it on the platform with my hand on the bolts. She came around the counter, which she almost never did, and stood in front of me.

      "You've come down to ask for something," she said, slowly, wonderingly. "You. I've never once seen that look on you, in a whole winter. You came up this mountain a woman who'd sooner chew glass than ask a soul for help, and you've walked into my bakery to ask. Haven't you." Her eyes filled and she let them, and she put both flour-white hands on my face the way she had that first frightened morning. "Oh, love. Whatever it is — finally. Sit down. Sit on the stool that's yours, and you're going to tell me the whole of it, and you're going to let this town carry it with you, because I told you in the autumn that's what this town's good at, and you wouldn't believe me, and you're going to believe me now."

      I sat on the stool that was mine — the warm worn one nobody had voted me into, the one that had appeared under me over a winter the way everything in Aldervane appeared, one warm permanence at a time. The first night I'd sat in the Lantern I'd taken a stool at the end, near the door, the way I always took the seat near the door, the way you sit when you mean to be able to leave. And somewhere over the winter the stool I sat in had migrated, without my deciding it, to the middle of the counter, under the warm hanging lamp, the place where the regulars sat — and Mabel had started leaving it for me, a cloth over it some nights so no one else took it, and I had let her, and the letting had been one of the small surrenders I hadn't noticed making until they'd accumulated into a life. Mabel set the spiced down without my asking, hot and dark and going down into me like good news, and leaned on the counter on her floured forearms and waited, the way she waited — taking what I'd hand over and not pushing for the rest, a woman who'd learned over forty years that the night people tell you the true thing eventually if you just keep the pot on and don't reach for it.

      And I did the thing I'd never once done in my whole life, in any town, ever. I handed her the whole of it.

      "There's a man on the tower," I said, and my voice came out steady, the way it always does when the thing is too large for anything but flat. "You know there is. You've known forty years. You put the second cinnamon roll out free, for whoever's up there, and you never once asked. So I'm going to stop pretending it's not mine to tell, because there's no time left for the pretending. He turns to stone at dawn and comes back at dusk, and he's done it for three centuries, alone, and his name is Corvus, and I love him. This winter I've been trying to free him. Last night the binding that holds him — and it is a binding, an old one, a civic one, paid not in coin, the thing in the founding records you wouldn't tell me about — last night it took him into the rock for a hundred years, and the board bolted the chamber at dawn out of fear, and he's in there, sealed twice. The sun came up this morning and he didn't see it. And I'm on the wrong side of a bolted door with a week to get him back, and I cannot do it alone."

      I had to stop. The cardamom warmth swam.

      "I cannot do it alone," I said again, and this time it came out as the thing it was, the hardest sentence I'd ever said — harder than I love you, harder than I want to stay. "It's the wound, Mabel. You named it weeks ago and I wouldn't hear it. You're carrying it alone again; you're going to wish you'd let us help. You were right. I carried it alone all winter and I nearly killed him with it, and then he carried it alone too, because he's the same creature I am, and the two of us carrying the same thing alone in opposite directions is the exact reason there's a bolted door between us this morning. So I'm done. I'm asking. There's a man on the tower and I love him and I can't get him back by myself, and you told me this town's better than it knows at carrying things, and I need it to be true this week, because there's a hundred years and seven days and I cannot lift it alone."

      For a long moment Mabel didn't say anything. The fire settled. The little honest clock on the shelf ticked the truth. The cat in the window didn't twitch an ear.

      Then she straightened, and wiped her eyes hard with the back of a floured hand, and the brisk came back over the soft to cover it — except this brisk had a thing I'd never heard in it, a low fierce certainty, the brisk of a woman who has been waiting a very long time to be asked and has, the whole while, been getting ready to answer.

      "Right," she said. "Well. About time." She pulled out a fresh cloth and snapped it open and laid it on the worn pale wood with the precision of a woman who has done a thing forty thousand times and is about to do a forty-thousand-and-first that matters more than all the rest. "I've kept that pot on for the night people forty years, and the nightest person in this whole town's been up that tower the entire time, and nobody ever once let me feed him proper or fight for him proper. Well, the silence is done. I've been sick with it, frankly — forty years of keeping a man's secret and never being let to climb up and tell him good morning." She looked at me, fierce and bright and old and absolutely sure. "So here's what's going to happen, clock girl. You're going to drink that down — you've been up a tower all night and you'll fall over if you don't. And then you're going to tell me exactly what we'd have to do to take this watch off him and onto the town where it belongs. Because if it's a thing the town owes, then it's a thing the town can pay, and there is not one soul in Aldervane I can't get out of bed for a thing that matters."

      I stared at her. The relief went through me so hard I had to put both hands flat on the counter to hold myself up — the relief of a weight set down that I'd carried so long I'd forgotten it was a weight and thought the ache was simply how a body felt.

      "You believe me," I said. "Just like that. A man made of stone. A six-hundred-year-old binding."

      "Wren Ashby." Mabel reached across the counter and put her hand over mine, the way she had the day I'd said paid not in coin to her face and she hadn't lied to me. "I've believed it longer than you've been alive. I just never once had anybody come down off that tower and ask me to do something about it. You think I kept a rule and a silence and a pot on for forty years for a statue?" Her jaw set, her eyes wet, her voice the steadiest thing in Aldervane. "I've kept watch on the watcher right alongside Théa, in my own way, the only way they'd let me — feeding the dark, keeping the warm, and waiting. Waiting for somebody to finally need the town to be what I've always known it could be. And here you are." She squeezed hard. "So. Seven days. Drink your spiced. And then we get to work — and not you, love. We. You're going to have to get used to the word."

      And I drank the spiced, all of it, the way she told me to, because a woman who'd waited forty years had told me to — and because for the first time in the whole long life I'd built in doorways with my coat on, somebody had said we, about a weight, and meant it, and I had let them.

      Outside the small window the gold morning went up over the slate roofs and the cathedral and the bolted tower where a man I loved lay sealed in the rock, alone in a dark a hundred years deep. And for the first time since the crews put the bolts in, I was not alone on my side of the door. I had a stool, and a pot kept on, and a woman with floured hands and a fierce old certainty who'd been waiting half her life to be asked.

      Seven days. A man in the rock. A town that didn't yet know it owed a watch.

      It was nothing. No plan, no able soul, no time. And it was the first thing in my whole life that I was not going to do alone.

      "Tell me what we need," Mabel said, and pulled the stool around to my side of the counter, and sat down beside me. And somewhere up the mountain the sun touched a bolted door and did not warm it — and I began, for the first time, not to carry it, but to share it.
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            THREE HUNDRED YEARS OF STONE
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      He did not wake, because there was no dusk to wake into, and so he learned a new thing about the dark: that there were kinds of it he had never been allowed to imagine.

      He had thought he knew the dark. Three centuries of it — the dusk-to-dawn dark he lived in, the day-death dark he was suspended in, the long dark of the calendar turning toward winter. He had been a connoisseur of dark the way another creature might be a connoisseur of weather, and he had believed, in the way you believe a thing you have no means to test, that he had felt every grade of it there was. He had not. The day-death had always had a far shore — the certainty, deep under the blind grey suspension, that a dusk was coming, that the stone would let go, that the wind would find his wings and the heat would pour back in. The day-death was a held breath. This was the breath not taken. This was the day-death with the far shore gone, the dusk struck off the calendar, the let-go that would not come for a hundred years.

      And he floated in it conscious in fragments, which was the cruelty he had not foreseen, because no one had ever been able to tell him what the rock entire would feel like from the inside. He understood now why. The ones it had taken did not come back to say. He had imagined, planning it, a long blind nothing — the clean cold death of the suspension, stretched to a century, a thing endured by a body and not by a self. He had thought the rock would spare him the way the daylight always had, take the feeling along with everything else, so that the hundred years would pass over him unattended, the way the days passed over him. It did not spare him. It kept him. That was the horror at the center of what he had chosen: the rock entire did not take the self away, it pressed the self down into a place where it could feel and could not act, conscious in fragments, alone in a dark with no far shore — and he had done this to himself on purpose, with his eyes open, and called it love. And it was love. And it was also exactly the thing the binding curdled around: the holder who would rather pay forever than let another bear the keeping, become, deliberately, its truest expression.

      Not the clean nothing of the daily suspension, where he felt the cold of the tower far off through a wall and nothing else and was, in the binding's one mercy, spared. This had no mercy in it. He surfaced and sank like a thing caught in the slack water under a fall, brought up for an instant into a grey awareness and then drawn down again — and in the instants up he could feel, far off, muffled through the whole closed weight of the rock, the tower around him, the iron over the stone, the world going on at a distance he could not cross.

      He measured the fragments, because measuring was the one act left to a creature who could not move, and he had spent three hundred years making it his whole craft. He could not count them in time — there was no time down here, no dusk to bracket a night, no strike to quarter an hour — so he measured them the way the tower measured the centuries, by change, by the slow behavior of stone. And the change he could read, even pressed this deep, was the temperature. The rock had a temperature, and the temperature had a grain, and the grain told him things. He knew the cold of the quarry the way a man knows his own pulse. The cold he was in now was older than the quarry — a cold with a century folded into it, the cold of a thing put away and meant to stay put away. He lay in it and read it, fragment by fragment, because reading it was the only thing that kept the self from coming apart in the dark. And a self that comes apart in a hundred years of dark was a thing he did not want to imagine becoming, though he suspected, already, that he might.

      He had thought, before this, that he understood being stone. He saw now he had understood only the surface of it. He had never been kept by the stone. He had been paused by it — every day, the way a held note is paused between the bow's leaving and the string's stilling. This was not a pause. This was the string stilled, the note over, the silence after, and the silence had a self in it, awake in fragments, pressed into the grain, with nothing to do but feel the cold get older.

      He had spent three centuries learning the behaviors of stone — how it took the frost and gave it back, how a season of rain wrote itself into a parapet, how the same tooth doing the same work wore the same hollow over a span no man lived long enough to watch. He had been the one fixed point, and everything had aged against him: the river dropping its few inches, the slates going from one shade of weather to another so slowly that only a thing that did not change could see they changed at all. He had measured the ages the way a tide-mark measures the sea — not by counting, but by being still while the water did the counting. And now there was no water. No river, no rain, no creeping lights. Nothing in the dark to measure against but the cold, getting older, and the fragments, surfacing and sinking. The rock had taken even his craft from him, the measuring, the one thing the platform had let him keep. It was
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