








CHAPTER 1


VELARIA, RAVENNA ENVIRONS / NEAR CLASSIS — AD 70

In AD 70, Velaria was a small settlement in the environs of Ravenna, close to Classis. Shallow canals, reed beds and muddy lagoons encircled the village. Water was everywhere; little of it fit to drink. In the noonday heat, the smells of salt, algae and rotting reeds rose from the canals, mingling in the air with sweat and rancid olive oil. At such hours, it was hard to think. Harder still to pray. What Rome called “peace” amounted to the footfall of soldiers patrolling the road to Classis. Each step carried the same reminder:

You may live in this settlement. But the rules are not yours to make.

Fausta walked with her head bowed along one of the narrow streets leading to the marketplace. She wore a grey woollen tunic, stiff from repeated washing and drying in the sun. A coarse woollen wrap lay across her shoulders, concealing her hair and body as much as it could; still, she could not hide from their gaze. Women fell silent when they saw her, while men let their eyes linger a moment too long before turning their faces away. No one had yet said anything to her outright. But rumour had no need of words. In recent days there had been a change in her body she could not explain. Rather than pain, it felt as though a second rhythm, one that did not belong to her, had entered the rhythm of her own body. She would stop abruptly while carrying water and hold her breath. At the grinding stone, her hands would fall idle. When she tried to pray, the words she knew came apart, leaving only a soundless silence growing beneath her breast.

At times Fausta laid a hand upon her belly, searching beneath her own pulse for a second beat. Finding it should have reassured her. But in recent days that beat had seemed calmer than it ought to be. Perhaps it was weariness, she thought. Perhaps hunger. Yet she felt that her body knew something before she did. That day, as she stood at the edge of the marketplace, a woman stepped into her path. The woman’s face was hollow, her lips split with thirst. The baby in her arms was not crying; with every breath, a short, broken rasp came from its throat. The woman did not ask for help. She merely held the baby out to Fausta. Fausta wanted to draw back. Her belly tightened without warning. Instinct told her not to touch the child. She could feel the eyes of the marketplace upon her as well.

She knew people would see if she took the baby. If the child died, they would blame her. If it lived, that might be worse. The woman’s arms trembled. Fausta did not withdraw. She reached out and took the baby, settled it beneath the woollen wrap at her shoulders, high against her neck, and held it upright. Warmth travelled from her belly to her chest. After a while, the baby beneath the wrap fell quiet. Its rasp eased. Its small chest rose and fell more evenly several times. It did not suckle or cry. It merely rested its face against Fausta’s neck. The baby’s heart was beating fast; for a moment, Fausta could not distinguish its beat from her own. Then the child in her belly moved. Fausta listened once more to the baby’s breathing. “Don’t lay the baby down yet,” she told the mother. “Keep it upright for a while.” The marketplace fell silent. First the vendors nearby, then those gathered at the cistern… The voices ebbed one by one. A voice came from the far end of the square.

“Silence!”

A whip split the air. No one turned to look. The silence of the marketplace weighed more heavily than the soldiers’ command. Fausta raised her head. A broken syllable formed behind her lips. Whether it was a prayer or merely a sound meant to soothe the baby, she did not know. The child lifted its head. Its eyes were far too calm. It was not looking at Fausta, but into the emptiness behind her. One of the women by the cistern let go of the rope in her hands.

“Did you see?”

The other could not take her eyes from Fausta. “I saw.”

“The child was dying.”

“But now…”

An old woman approached them. Her back was bent, her face hardened by the sun. “What did that girl do?”

“Nothing,” said the first woman. “She only touched it.”

“Touch is enough,” the old woman said, her voice hard. “Sometimes what passes through a person’s hands does not remain with them.”

The first woman set her bucket on the ground.

“Yesterday, Gaius’s son came down with a fever on a street she had passed through. This morning Livia’s goat died as well.”

“The goat had not eaten for three days,” said the other woman. “And Gaius’s son runs a fever every summer.”

The old woman turned her head towards her. “And the child?”

No one answered. The baby in Fausta’s arms was breathing easily now. Its mother stood several paces away, watching Fausta in fear. At last she came forward and took her child from Fausta’s arms. Fausta waited for the woman to say something. A word of thanks. A prayer. Perhaps only to look her in the eyes. The woman did none of these things. She pressed the baby to her breast and disappeared into the crowd.

The old woman watched her go. “You saw,” she said. “The child fell quiet in her arms.”

“It got better,” said the younger woman.

The old woman slowly turned her head. “It fell quiet,” she said. “How do you know it got better?”

Another woman, carrying a basket, came over to them. “May the gods protect us,” she murmured. “There is something in her gaze. It is as though she is not looking at us, but at something behind us.”

Buckets were set down. The ropes fell still against the stone mouth of the cistern. “What are we to do?” one of the women asked.

The old woman looked towards the street down which Fausta had gone. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“We will wait,” she said. “For a while. See what it is.”

When they first began to notice Fausta, they did not call her cursed. First they said she had “changed”. Then that she had “fallen out of step”. For there was something in Fausta’s gaze that unsettled people. It held neither guilt nor defiance… It was as though her body walked the streets while she herself trailed several paces behind. When the swell of her belly became too pronounced to hide beneath her woollen tunic, their gazes grew heavier still.

“When did her husband leave?”

The question was first asked beside the cistern. Then in the marketplace, between two women waiting for bread. By evening, it had spread through the narrow streets. The father of Fausta’s child was her husband, who worked aboard cargo and supply ships at Classis. He had sailed shortly after Fausta became pregnant and never returned. The village knew this. Even so, people lowered their voices wherever she passed, trying to reconcile the day of the man’s departure with the curve of Fausta’s belly. Some claimed that her husband had left earlier. Others whispered the name of a married man from the village. Not one of them asked Fausta. As she returned home that night, three young men followed her. At first they laughed among themselves. Then they matched their steps to hers. When Fausta quickened her pace, so did they.

“When did your husband leave?” one called after her.

Fausta kept walking. “You know the day he left too,” she said. One of the young men picked up a small stone. He weighed it in his palm. He needed no true reason to throw it; not backing down before his friends was reason enough. The stone struck Fausta’s shoulder. Her body pitched forward. She braced one hand against the wall. The other went at once to her belly. The child within moved. That small movement steadied Fausta once more. She did not turn around. The young man who had thrown the stone had expected her to shout. To curse, to weep or to run… Fausta’s silence seemed instead to have left the stone hanging in the air. The young man looked at his friends. No one was laughing.

Once Fausta had gone, one of them spoke in a low voice. “Even the stone did nothing to her.”

That night, the rumour changed. By morning, no one was asking when her husband had left.

“What is inside her?” they asked.

That same day, Gaius’s son developed a fever. His mother sat beside him through the night; yet at daybreak, the first thing she spoke of was not her son’s illness, but the fact that Fausta had passed in front of their house the day before. Livia’s goat died while giving birth. The fresh water in the communal cistern dropped another handbreadth before summer’s end. The canals were full, but their water was bitter and murky. Fever, death, thirst… Fear knotted all three together on the same cord. Some were genuinely afraid; others feared the commanders at Classis might hear the rumour. Those who thought Fausta might be innocent knew that saying so aloud would place them at her side. The mother of the baby from the marketplace tried several times to speak. Each time, she held her child a little tighter to her breast and fell silent. That evening, the settlement’s leaders gathered in the small stone chamber behind the meeting house. The flames of the oil lamps cast long, crooked shadows upon the walls.

The youngest of them stood beside the door.

“No crime has been committed,” he said.

The middle-aged man did not look at him.

“If one woman’s silence endangers the whole village, must we wait for a crime to be committed?”

The young man frowned. “Where is the danger? A child got better. That is all we saw.”

“The child did not get better,” said the old man in the corner of the room.

It was the first time he had spoken. The others fell silent.

The old man clasped his hands upon his knees. “Something that should have died did not.”

The young man turned to him. “You could also see that as the mercy of the gods.”

“Mercy does not disturb order.”

“What if our order is wrong?”

The words remained in the room. No one answered at once.

The middle-aged man raised his head. “If Rome hears of this, it won’t merely take the woman away. It will come to every one of our doors. They’ll search the houses, tear out even the stones of the cistern, and in the end say we were hiding something.”

“We are not hiding anything.”

“Not yet.”

The young man looked at the faces in the room.

“What will we accuse her of?” he asked.

The old man watched the lamp flame for a long while. “We will not accuse her.”

“Then what will we do?”

“We will wait.”

“For what?”

“For whatever is inside her to show itself.”

Not one of them used the word death. They would not stone her, draw a knife on her or stain their hands with her blood. They would merely allow the village to withdraw from her. The next morning, Fausta took her jug and walked to the cistern. More women than usual had gathered there. At the sight of her, their conversations ceased. Even the sounds of ropes scraping against stone died away, one after another. Fausta approached the cistern’s stone mouth. One of the women drew up her bucket and clasped it to her breast. Another, though empty-handed, stepped into Fausta’s path. Fausta stopped. On the far side of the cistern stood the young woman who, a few days earlier, had said it was all coincidence. She kept her eyes averted from Fausta. Fausta raised her jug a little. It was not a request. It was a gesture as ordinary as anything people did there each morning.

The young woman’s lips moved. “My child is at home,” she said.

Fausta waited.

The woman tried to continue. “If they see me giving you water…”

She could not finish. Fausta looked around her. The old woman was there. A few steps behind her stood the baby’s mother from the marketplace, pressing the child whose breathing had eased against her breast. Fausta’s eyes found hers. The woman opened her mouth. Perhaps she would thank her. Perhaps she would fill a bowl with water from the cistern. But then she noticed the eyes around her. She held her child tighter and bowed her head. Fausta laid a hand upon the stone mouth of the cistern. The cool scent of water rose from below. The water was there. What separated her from it was neither stone, rope nor depth. It was people. Fausta did not set down her jug. She pleaded with no one. Slowly, she turned away. As she walked, one of the women let her bucket fall into the cistern. The sound of it striking the water followed Fausta until she turned the corner. That day, no one in the village gave Fausta water.

Yet none of them saw themselves as the one who had left her without water. The woman at the cistern had merely protected her child. The market seller had merely closed the stall. Her neighbour had merely barred the door. The village leaders were merely waiting. That night, Fausta found a small bowl outside her door. It held half a handful of water. No one could be seen in the darkened street. Fausta bent down. Before her fingers reached the rim, a man stepped out of the darkness. He tipped the bowl over with his foot. The water spilled onto the dry earth. At first it formed a small, dark stain. Then it sank between the stones and disappeared. Fausta stared at the damp patch for a long time. The man stared as well. He turned his face away, as though only then had he understood the weight of what he had done.

“We need to keep you here,” he said.

Fausta raised her head. “On whose word?”

The man did not answer. Then he walked away. Fausta crouched and pressed her fingers into the earth where the water had spilled. The soil was damp, but nothing remained that she could squeeze out into her palm. On the second day, they took up positions at the village exits. When Fausta walked towards the track leading north, two men stepped into her path. They carried no weapons. They did not raise their voices. They simply stood side by side. Fausta tried to pass on their right. One shifted a step. She turned to the left. The other closed the gap. No one touched her. No one said, “You are a prisoner.” Yet the road had been closed by two human bodies. Fausta turned back. She walked to the narrow passage to the south. Women were waiting there as well. One of them began to weep when she saw Fausta. Still, she did not step aside.

Fausta turned into another street. The same thing happened there. There too, two people stood on the path down to the canal. Before reaching them, Fausta bent towards the water through the reeds. She cupped the murky water in her hands and tried to drink; its bitter taste burned her throat, and the first mouthful came straight back up. The village shrank. First the roads closed. Then the streets. Then the shadows. At the end of the day, Fausta sat on the stone wall at the edge of the square. The child in her belly had not moved for a long time. She placed both hands upon her belly.

She waited. “I’m here,” she whispered.

A faint movement came from within. It was so slight that she could not tell whether it was movement or only her trembling hands deceiving her. She closed her eyes. For a moment she thought of the mornings when she carried water. The weight the jug left on her shoulder. The cool stone of the cistern. The sound of water pouring from the mouth of the jug. By the third day, thirst had stopped hurting. The burning in her throat had receded, leaving a deep emptiness in its place. When she moved her tongue, it felt as though there were some dry substance in her mouth that did not belong to her. When the sun rose, she was in the middle of the square. She could not clearly remember when she had been brought there. Perhaps she had walked there herself. Perhaps she had been driven as far as she could still walk. People had formed a circle around her. Among them were her neighbour, the market seller, the women from the cistern and the mother of the baby she had held. The settlement’s leaders stepped forward.

“We are not touching you,” said the oldest of them.

Fausta looked at him. The man’s voice was calm.

“We are only waiting.”

Fausta wanted to say, “For what?”

Her voice would not come. The shadows around the square slowly shortened. Fausta tried once to stand. Her knees trembled. The people in the circle drew a little closer together. No one reached out a hand or pushed her, but neither did they allow her to pass. Waiting was humanity’s dirtiest word. Fausta’s eyes swept the crowd. Familiar faces. People with whom she had once shared bread. Neighbours at whose doors she had left food when they were ill. Women with whom she had waited in line at the cistern. Their gazes scattered; most looked away, though a few continued to watch her. The baby’s mother was crying, yet she did not move. When Fausta looked at her, the woman turned her child’s face towards her shoulder. The baby whose breathing had eased in the marketplace was asleep. The sun was overhead. The stone paving scorched the soles of Fausta’s feet. Her lips were cracked, her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Only one word remained in her mind.

Water.

She thought it once. Then again.

Water.

The word could not reach her lips. A small barefoot boy stood at the edge of the crowd. With both hands he hid a little earthen bowl among the folds of his garment. His mother tried to catch him by the arm. The boy pulled away. He passed between the adults in the circle. No one stopped him. The boy crouched in front of Fausta. Only a few drops remained at the bottom of the bowl. He raised it, but could not bring it to Fausta’s lips. He realised that the trembling of his hands would spill the water. He dipped a finger into the bowl. Fausta opened her eyes. The boy touched his wet finger to her cracked lips. The drop remained on Fausta’s lip. It did not trickle in. It was cold. Fausta’s belly contracted one last time. She closed both hands over her child. She felt the second beat she had been searching for beneath her own pulse for days. Once.

Then once more. After that, nothing. Fausta’s chest rose. Her lungs drew in air one last time. As she let out her breath, her head tipped slightly to one side. The boy’s finger was still at her lip. The square remained silent. The crowd did not disperse, though what they had been waiting for had happened. No one felt relief. The old man did not take his eyes from Fausta’s body. The mother of the baby from the marketplace took one step. Then stopped. The child in her arms woke and made a short sound. That sound was the only living thing heard in the square. Fausta’s hands were still upon her belly. There was no movement beneath her fingers. The child in her womb never drew its first breath. A woman and her unborn child died together because people did nothing. But death was not complete. As Fausta’s last breath mingled with the air, the breath of the child in her—a breath that had never begun—left a void behind it. Between the two breaths, a gap opened that had never before existed in the world.

The Whisper was born there.

It made no sound. The sky did not split. There was only a delay in the world’s rhythm, too slight for the human ear to hear. The boy who had touched water to Fausta’s lips felt the wetness on his finger suddenly grow heavy. When he drew his hand back, the drop was still on his finger. It did not fall. The boy shook his hand. The drop still did not fall. Then the water vanished from the surface of his skin. It neither fell to the ground nor evaporated. It was drawn into his finger. The boy looked at his hand. He felt nothing. No one in the square saw it. At the same time, in distant lands unaware of Velaria, the world failed for the first time to keep pace with its own movement.



FAR EAST — THE SEALED BREATH

A baby was born in one of the rooms of the Han palace, scented with silk and incense. The walls were covered with designs of dragons and clouds. Oil burning in bronze lamps gave off a heavy scent. Court officials waiting behind the curtain held their breath to hear the cry of a Han prince’s first child. The midwife took the child in both hands. The baby opened its mouth. Its tiny rib cage rose. But no air entered. The midwife frowned. She turned the child over and struck its back. The baby’s mouth opened again. Its chest rose once more. Still, no air reached its lungs. The mother tried to raise herself on the bed.

“Why isn’t the baby crying?”

The midwife did not answer. The child’s skin was warm, its pulse steady. It was alive. Yet its breath seemed unable to travel into the body; it struck an invisible wall at the centre of the chest and stopped there. The midwife brought a finger close to the baby’s nose. There was no air. Its chest was moving, but breathing had not begun. Then air rushed in all at once, and the baby cried. It was a thin, sharp cry. Instead of relief, fear appeared on the mother’s face; it was as though the child’s first true breath had come from beyond an invisible barrier.

The midwife held the child out to its mother. “The baby is alive,” she said.

The mother pressed the baby to her breast. The child’s heart was beating steadily. The officials behind the curtain sank to their knees. They called it a miracle. The midwife said nothing. She looked at her hands.



STEPPE — THE FIRST FRACTURE

The thirteen-year-old boy raised the sword with both hands. The man before him was on his knees. His hands were tied behind his back, his face smeared with blood and earth. Behind the boy, warriors formed a half-circle. No one would help him. This was his first killing. His father stood several paces away, watching the way his son held the sword. He had noticed the boy’s hesitation, but did not reproach him for it.

“Don’t forget his name,” his father said.

The boy looked at the kneeling man. There was no fear in the man’s eyes. There was weariness.

“No one’s name remains,” said the captive.

One of the warriors laughed. The boy’s father did not.

“Strike,” he said.

The boy raised the sword. His arms trembled. He felt the eyes of the warriors behind him upon his back. He knew that if he could not bring the sword down, he would be remembered for this moment for the rest of his life. He swung the steel. The sword entered at the man’s shoulder and drove towards his chest. Flesh parted. But no blood came. The wound remained dry for a moment. The boy pulled the sword free and stepped back. The captive was still on his knees. He raised his eyes to the boy. A second passed. Perhaps less. Then blood suddenly burst forth. Like belated anger, it spread across the boy’s face and the ground. The captive toppled sideways. When his body struck the ground, the warriors shouted. The boy did not hear them. He was looking at the sword in his hand.

There was blood on the steel. But he did not know when it had got there.

His father came over to him. “Everyone is afraid the first time,” he said.

The boy did not raise his head. “Why did the blood wait?”

His father frowned. “What?”

“First the wound opened. Then the blood came.”

One of the warriors laughed. “The boy must have shut his eyes.”

“I didn’t.”

“Then time must have slowed because you were afraid.”

The boy brought his finger close to the sword’s edge. He did not touch it.

“I didn’t slow down,” he said. “The blood came late.”

His father took the sword from the boy’s hand. “Don’t think about what happened. Think about what you did.”

That night he washed his hands in the river. The blood came away easily. Even so, he kept his hands in the water for a long time.



NORTHERN GERMANIC FOREST — THE BETRAYAL OF SOUND

The old chieftain brought the axe down on the log. The iron sank into the wood. Splinters flew into the air. But no sound came. The chieftain lowered his arms. The men around him looked at one another. For a moment the forest fell silent, as though nothing lived within it. Birds sat on the branches. The wind stirred the leaves. In the distance, a stream ran among the stones. Yet none of them made a sound. The chieftain’s grandson, standing beside him, opened his mouth.

“Grandfather?”

The boy’s lips moved. No voice came. The chieftain let go of the axe handle. At that moment, the sound of the axe blow fell among the trees as though returning from a distant valley. Dull. Deep. Strange. Then the beat of birds’ wings, the murmur of the stream and the child’s word flooded the forest all at once.

“Grandfather?”

All the sounds had lost the moment to which they belonged and piled one upon another. The men stepped back.

One of them clutched the amulet at his chest. “The spirit of the forest has grown angry.”

Another shook his head.

“Spirits do not do this,” he said. “The dead… perhaps.”

The old chieftain looked at the log. The axe was still embedded in the wood. The vibration of the blow had long since faded. The sound had only just arrived. His grandson took the chieftain’s hand.

“Did you do this?”

The chieftain did not answer. He pulled the axe from the wood. There was no mark on the iron. He wanted to strike again. He could not. The men lit a fire and argued over what had happened. Some called it a sign from the gods; others said the chieftain was now too old to rule, or took the delayed sound as a harbinger of approaching war. The old chieftain believed none of them. To him, it was not the sound that had been delayed, but the world. He did not keep the axe beside him that night. Yet as he tried to sleep, he heard a second blow fall upon the log, though he had raised the axe only once. No one then knew that a woman had died in Velaria, or that the child in her womb had fallen silent with her. The people in the square had seen only that Fausta no longer breathed. Some called it the gods’ decision; others remained silent, and some looked at their own hands for the first time when they returned home. For the first time, the world had begun to fall behind within bodies unaware of one another. In Velaria, the sun was still in the same place.

When the Whisper was born, no one heard it.





CHAPTER 2

The sun seemed not to have moved. Fausta’s death had settled over the square, and time had stopped with her. The crowd did not disperse at once. People waited. The old man did not take his eyes from Fausta’s body. Nothing happened. Fausta lay on the stones, both hands still upon her belly. Beside her head, the small boy crouched, trying to dry his right hand against his garment. The mother of the baby from the marketplace had stopped crying. She pressed her child to her breast. The baby was alive. The woman who had held it lay dead a few paces away. Someone in the crowd stepped back.

A gap opened at the edge of the crowd, first with a single step back, then as several people retreated at once. No one wanted to be the first to flee or the last to remain. Some left the square with their heads bowed; others almost ran. When they reached home, they did more than close their doors: they drew the bolts and piled tables and chests against them. Fausta’s death moved through the streets, seeping in through the cracks around the doors. When the square was empty, only Fausta, the small boy and three men standing motionless before the meeting house remained. The youngest of them took a step towards Fausta.

The old man caught him by the arm. “Don’t touch her.”

The young man looked at him. “She’s dead.”

The old man’s grip tightened slightly on his arm. “I know.”

“Then why are you afraid?”

The old man did not answer. The Roman soldier at the edge of the square had watched all of this in silence. He was an ordinary sentry assigned to keep order in the marketplace through the midday hours. He had neither prevented anyone from giving Fausta water nor ordered that she be given any. Rome’s neutrality was enough to preserve order in the square without saving the dying woman. When Fausta drew her last breath, the soldier had put his hand to the hilt of his sword. The metal was hot. Iron left in the sun grew hot, but the hilt had been in the shade. He had pulled his hand away. Now, when he touched it again, the heat had increased.

He raised his head and called to the other soldier waiting at the entrance to the village. “Send a messenger.”

“Where?”

“To the centurion.”

The other soldier looked at the body in the square. “What should I tell him?”

The soldier thought for a moment. He could say that a woman had died. He could say that the villagers had denied her water. Or he could say that a baby’s breathing had eased, the crack of a whip had vanished in the air, and Roman iron had grown hot by itself. None of these things was orderly enough to fit into a soldier’s report.

“Tell him what you saw,” he said at last.

“What did I see?”

The soldier did not take his eyes from Fausta. “Let the centurion decide that.”

By the time the messenger left the settlement, the sun had begun to lean westward. Fausta’s body was still warm. The stones were cooling and the shadows lengthening. Yet death could not reach her skin. The cracks in her lips were unchanged. The hands closed over her belly had not loosened. No one dared move the body. As daylight withdrew, dark clouds gathered in the northern sky. The villagers watched through the small windows of their houses. Rain had been scarce for months. The canals and shallow lagoons around them were full of water, but it was bitter, muddy and undrinkable. The level of fresh water in the communal cistern fell a little more each day, and the animals were growing weak. Every night, people prayed to the gods for rain. The rain came after Fausta died. When the first drop struck the square, the dust on the stone darkened. Then came a second drop. Then hundreds. The rain did not fall slowly over the settlement; it came as though released all at once from somewhere it had long been held. It struck the roofs. It ran through the narrow streets. It washed the stone mouth of the cistern. The people behind their doors felt no relief.

Because the water they had wanted had come at the wrong time. The drops that fell on Fausta’s face remained on her skin. They did not run off. The rain darkened the stone paving, weighed down her tunic and filled her hair. But the water that touched her bare skin gathered into small, perfect spheres. One drop moved down her cheek. When it reached her chin, it stopped. Gravity called to it. The water did not answer. The soldier watching the square came a few steps closer. He bent down. He did not reach out. Instead of falling to the stone, the drop on Fausta’s cheek slowly moved upward. It reached the edge of her cracked lip and remained there.

The soldier stepped back. “Keep the doors shut!” he shouted towards the houses. “No one come into the square!”

This time he could not tell whether his voice had arrived late. The rain filled everything. Centurion Lucius entered the village after nightfall. Eight soldiers were with him. They carried their torches beneath leather covers to keep them from going out in the rain. As they moved through the narrow streets, they could hear breathing behind the closed doors. No village was ever truly silent. Where people fell silent, animals, timbers, fires and children spoke. In this village, nothing spoke. When Lucius reached the square, he did not dismount. He looked first at the body. Then at the empty streets.

Then he turned to the soldier guarding the square. “How long has this woman been here?”

“Since this afternoon, Centurion.”

“Who killed her?”

The soldier looked towards the closed houses. “No one.”

Lucius’s expression did not change.

“No one?”

“They didn’t touch her.”

Lucius dismounted. Rain ran from the shoulders of his cloak. His boots echoed on the stones. As he came to Fausta, he noticed the heat in the hilt of his sword. He stopped. He took his hand from the metal. The sword should have been cooling in the rain. It was not.

“Did you feel it too?” he asked.

The soldier nodded. “Since when?”

“I noticed it when the woman drew her last breath. It grew stronger after she died.”

Lucius looked at Fausta’s body. Her hands were clasped over her belly. “She was pregnant.”

“Yes, Centurion.”

“The child?”

The soldier did not answer. No answer was needed. Lucius knelt. He did not remove his glove. He looked closely at the drop of water on Fausta’s cheek. It did not tremble. Rain ran all around it, but the drop remained motionless on her skin. Lucius drew his sword a few inches from its scabbard. The metal caught a faint glimmer in the darkness. The sword was hot. The closer it came to Fausta’s body, the hotter it grew.

A young soldier stood behind him. His armour was new; the straps had not yet taken the shape of his body. “Centurion,” he said. “What are we going to do with the body?”

Lucius did not answer.

The young soldier continued. “We should have removed it before sunset.”

Lucius raised a hand to silence him. “How do you know the earth will accept it?”

The young soldier looked at Fausta. “This is a woman.”

“Yes.”

Lucius rose slowly to his feet. “She lived as a woman. She died as a woman. But her death did not remain here.”

The young soldier put his hand to the hilt of his own sword. The metal was hot. He pulled his hand away at once.

Lucius saw it. “Do you understand now?”

The soldier raised his head. “Understand what?”

Lucius looked at the square, the closed houses and the body lying unchanged beneath the rain. “Rome can rule a land only while its rules still hold.”

That night the village was sealed. Soldiers took up positions on the roads out. No one was allowed to leave their house. A guard was posted at the cistern. A broad circle was marked around Fausta’s body. Lucius allowed no soldier to cross it. Before sending a messenger to his superiors, he sat in a doorway sheltered from the rain and set a small wax tablet before him. He had to translate what he had seen into the language of Rome. He did not use the word miracle. Rome had no interest in miracles. A miracle was something that grew in the language of the people. In Rome’s records, however, there were only two kinds of event:

Those that were orderly.

Those that had to be suppressed.

Lucius wrote in short sentences:

A woman was deprived of water by villagers for three days.

The woman was pregnant.

After the woman’s death, an unexplained rise in temperature was observed in metal objects.

The body does not make contact with rainwater in the usual manner.

Witnesses report a delay between sound and movement.

When he reached the final line, his stylus stopped.

Was the threat inside the village?

In the body?

Or in the event itself?

He did not know.

Lucius was accustomed to making things he did not understand smaller on paper. He could write of a rebellion as “local unrest”, a massacre as “the restoration of order”. But this event had no smaller name. At last he added:

An irregularity of undetermined origin.

He closed the tablet.

He pressed his seal into it.

The messenger set out into the darkness.

The order arrived towards midday the next day.

The small wooden tablet bearing Rome’s seal contained three short sentences:

The body will be destroyed.

The settlement will be evacuated.

The event will not be entered into the record.

Lucius read the tablet twice. He lingered over the final sentence. When Rome truly feared something, it did not forbid it. It treated it as though it had never happened. Soldiers beat on the doors of the houses. The villagers were brought into the square. Some carried their children; others tried to hide a few pieces of bread inside their clothes. As an old woman came out of her house, she clutched a wooden kneading trough to her breast with both hands. At the bottom was the starter her family had kept alive for years. A small, sour beginning meant to pass from her mother to her, and from her to her daughter… The same living fragment of the past in every loaf. A soldier tried to take the trough from her.

The woman would not let go. “You can’t take this,” she said.

“No possessions may be taken.”

“This is not a possession.”

The soldier pulled at the trough again.

The woman wrapped her whole body around it. “This came from my mother.”

The soldier did not understand. Perhaps he did not want to. He took the trough from the woman and overturned it onto the stone paving. The lump of dough fell to the ground and stuck to the wet stones. When the woman tried to drop to her knees, the soldier hauled her up by the arm.

“Walk.”

The woman moved on, looking back. The starter was crushed underfoot. The mother of the baby from the marketplace was in the crowd, her child sleeping quietly in her arms. The small boy who had given Fausta water stood beside his mother, gripping his right hand tightly with his left.

Lucius looked at the villagers. “What did you do to this woman?”

No one in the crowd moved.

At last the young woman from the cistern spoke. “We didn’t touch her.”

Someone else added at once, “No one touched her.”

“We didn’t kill her.”

“We only waited.”

The same sentence was repeated by different voices. Lucius looked at Fausta’s body.

Then he turned back to the crowd. “I know,” he said.

The villagers thought this answer would save them. There was no mercy in Lucius’s face.

“That is why you are all witnesses.”

The village was emptied. The people were divided between the northern and southern roads and driven away. Even members of the same family were not always allowed to travel in the same direction. Rome could not stop a rumour from travelling with people; it could break it apart. No one looked back as they left the village. Only the mother of the baby from the marketplace turned. Fausta’s body lay in the middle of the square. When the woman saw her for the last time, the rain had stopped. The drops on Fausta’s skin had still not dried. The woman opened her mouth. She wanted to say Fausta’s name. No sound came. A soldier touched her shoulder and forced her onward. That evening, Rome raised its torches. First a pyre was built in the middle of the square. The soldiers did not touch Fausta’s body directly. They passed long poles beneath her tunic and lifted her. When her body was laid upon the wood, her hands did not come away from her belly. The young soldier turned his face away. Lucius did not. A commander’s duty was not to be fearless.

It was not to let his fear show before theirs did.

“Burn it,” he said.

A soldier laid the torch among the wood. The dry fibres soaked in oil caught fire. At first the flame moved as a thin line. Then it rose through the wood and reached Fausta’s tunic. There was fire. But no sound. The flames ate at the cloth, the surface of the wood blackened, and heat struck the soldiers’ faces. There was no crackling. No howl of wind. The fire had become an image moving through silence. The young soldier took a step back. Lucius’s hand went to his sword. The iron was so hot that it burned his palm through the glove. Then the sound came. All at once. The sounds of every burning log, every splitting fibre and every collapsing piece were heaped into the same instant. The square shook with delayed noise. The horses reared. One soldier dropped his shield. Another began to pray, and did not know himself which god he was calling upon. Lucius raised his head. The sound of the fire had broken away from the fire itself. Lucius took a second torch and threw it onto the roof of the house beside the square.

“Burn it all.”

The soldiers spread through the streets. Torches were set to thatched roofs, wooden doors and dried beams. As the flames passed from house to house, the village sank into an orange glow. The sound from each fire arrived at a different time. Some roofs collapsed in silence; their crashes caught up with the soldiers only after they had moved on to another street. Some doors crackled before the flames reached them. At the end of a narrow street, a baby’s cry came from inside a small windowless house. The soldier in front stopped. Those behind ran into him. The cry was thin and broken, the kind of sound a newborn made when using its lungs for the first time.

“Someone’s been left inside,” said the young soldier.

They ran to the door. A soldier struck it with his shoulder. The wooden door flew open. The house was empty. On the floor lay an overturned stool, a mat propped against the wall and a cracked vessel forgotten beside the hearth. There was no cradle. No child. Nothing living. The crying stopped.

The young soldier remained on the threshold, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. “You heard it,” he said.

No one answered. Then the same crying rose again several streets away, this time from another burning house. The soldiers turned their heads towards it. The sound lasted for several breaths, then stopped abruptly. Afterward, a final sob came from inside the empty house they had left behind. The young soldier wanted to go back.

Lucius caught him by the arm. “There is no one there.”

“Centurion, the sound—”

“The sound itself no longer knows where it came from.”

Lucius pushed him forward. “Walk.”

No one entered the empty house again. By dawn, only blackened walls and smoke remained. What remained of Fausta’s body was placed in a separate vessel. Lucius did not allow the ashes to be buried in the earth. The vessel was sealed. He did not tell his soldiers where it was sent. In the official records, the village’s name was erased. The households on the tax rolls were scratched out. The grain lists were cancelled. Birth and death records were distributed among the tallies of other settlements. The village was not merely destroyed. It was made never to have existed. But Lucius’s report was not burned. Rome destroyed the things it did not want the people to remember. The things it did not dare forget itself, it sealed away. The report was rolled into a black scroll bearing no name of the settlement. On the outside, only a single word was written:

VELARIA.

Velaria was no longer merely the name of a settlement, but of a case no record could contain. The scattered villagers made lives elsewhere; some changed their names, while others hid that day from their children. Some still saw Fausta in the square when they woke at night. For the rest of her life, the young woman from the cistern found that her hand trembled whenever she gave someone water. The mother of the baby from the marketplace could not tell the story of her child’s recovery as a miracle, for each telling would also require her to name its price. The boy who had given Fausta water grew up. For a long time, he showed his right hand to no one. The village’s name was not spoken aloud. Rome thought that by burning the village it had silenced the Whisper. The fire did not destroy it.

It only scattered it into the ashes, the records and the silence people carried. The black scroll was first taken to the military archive in Ravenna. The scribe who received it read the single word on the outside but did not break the seal. He placed the scroll at the very back of a shelf, away from damp and sunlight. Years later, when the shelf was cleared, the scroll was sent to Rome with other records. The soldier carrying it died on the journey. The scroll was not buried with him. It was taken from among his belongings, resealed and entrusted to another caravan. The scroll was taken down into a cellar. The official who placed it there was removed from his post years later. The man who replaced him saw the black seal and meant to read what was inside. When he touched the cover, he felt that the wax was warm.

He drew his hand back. He did not open the scroll. He pressed a new seal. Over the first. As time passed, the layers of wax multiplied. Each official covered the fear of the one before him with another seal. Shelves rotted. Parchments mildewed. Names disappeared. Emperors died; their faces remained on coins. But the word Velaria did not fade. The hands that carried the scroll were young. Then they aged. Then other hands took their place. An archive was moved. A palace burned. An emperor was murdered. Another took the throne. Each time, the scroll came close to being lost. It never was. Children grew. Graves filled. Grass rose between the blackened stones of Velaria. Roots entered the cracks in the walls. Roads changed course. The last people who knew where the village had stood also died. But the black scroll lived on. For more than a century, no one read the lines inside it aloud. For more than a century, the Whisper did not wait inside the sealed scroll. It moved through the world’s veins. The world learned to live with the gap opened at Velaria. But the gap did not close. The Whisper did not age.

It had only just been born.


ROME — AD 180

Rome weighed upon the world like a stone. Roads stretched beneath its weight, laws spoke in its tongue, taxes were collected under its seal. People were born for Rome, counted for Rome and remembered only as long as Rome allowed. For the empire did not govern only land. It governed the past as well. Some things truly happened. Others existed only insofar as they entered the records. Valens arrived at the archive earlier than usual that morning. The city was not yet fully awake. The first smoke from the bakeries rose into the streets, while soldiers returning from night watch moved through the streets with heavy steps, their shields resting on their shoulders. Valens descended the stone steps. He slid the record room’s bronze key into the lock. When the door opened, the heavy air that had gathered inside struck his face. Damp. Wax. Mouldy leather. Old ink.

And beneath all of it was the smell not of a room shut for years, but of people who had been silent for years. Valens went in and closed the door behind him. The archive rooms were the unseen heart of the empire. In palaces decisions were made, in squares orders were read aloud, on battlefields men died. But whether any of it had truly happened was decided here. If a birth was not recorded, the child did not exist until reaching taxable age. If a death was erased, the man went on living as long as his debts did. If a village’s name was removed from the rolls, only stones remained. Stones had nothing to say to Rome. Valens left his cloak over the back of a chair. He lit the lamp. On his table he arranged the scrolls to be examined that day. Births. Deaths. Banishment orders. Missing cargoes. Debts. Fields abandoned because of famine. His work appeared to be putting them in order.

But Valens’s real duty was not to keep records. It was to protect the gaps between them. The things Rome did not wish to remember were not destroyed outright. A destroyed record revealed that it had been destroyed. Instead, they were covered over with other events; dates were altered; names were scattered among the lists of neighbouring towns. A village’s population would be added to the tally of three different settlements. A massacre would be recorded as an epidemic. The dead of a rebellion would be added to that year’s famine count. No earth was needed to bury the truth. Enough records were all it took. Valens had learned this in the first year of his apprenticeship. One day his master had placed two tax rolls side by side and pointed to the name of a single settlement. The first roll listed one hundred and thirteen households. The second, nothing.

“What happened to this village?” Valens had asked.

His master had not answered.

“Where did the people go?”

The old scribe had dipped his pen into the ink. “Wrong question.”

“What is the right question?”

“Why did this village never exist?”

That day Valens had understood that archives did not lie. Archives were the lie itself. That morning, as he sorted the ordinary scrolls before him, he noticed a long cylinder sealed with black wax on one of the lower shelves. He was certain the shelf had been empty the day before. Valens bent down. He lifted the cylinder with both hands. It was heavier than he expected. On the outside were none of the red or yellow seals used in the imperial archives. The wax was black. Nor had it been closed with a single seal. There were layers upon layers of wax. One seal had been pressed over another until, over the years, all the markings had merged. Eagles, legion numbers, provincial seals and family marks no longer in use drowned beneath the black surface. Each generation had sealed again what the one before it had closed. On the outside of the scroll was a single word:

VELARIA

Valens’s hand went still.

It was not the first time he had seen the word.

During his years as an apprentice, one of the archive’s oldest officials had spoken the same name while drinking wine on night watch.

“The Velaria case,” the old man had said.

Valens had turned to him. “Where is Velaria?”

The drunken look vanished from the old man’s face at once. “There is no village there.”

“But you just—”

“There never was.”

The next morning the old man had been sent to another archive. Valens never saw him again. Now the word on the black scroll named not so much a settlement as a wound that had never closed. Valens carried the scroll to his desk and raised the lamp flame. For a long time he studied the layered seals. He did not recognise the last one. Beneath it was the mark of an archive director who had served some forty years earlier; farther down lay the seal of an older director still. For at least a century the scroll had been opened and resealed many times. It had not been forgotten; someone had checked it at regular intervals. Valens took up his fine blade and touched the black wax. It was warm. He drew back his hand and looked at the lamp. The flame was far from the scroll.

The stone walls of the room were cold. The morning chill had seeped beneath his cloak. There was no reason for the scroll to be warm. Valens put his fingers to the wax again. This time the warmth was more distinct. It was not body heat. It was like the warmth of a breath long sealed in. He slid the knife between the seals. For a moment he paused. In Rome, some doors were not locked to keep them from being opened. They were locked to know who had opened them. Valens pressed the blade in. The black wax cracked. The sound echoed through the archive room more loudly than he expected. When he opened the scroll, the first parchment he found was older than the others. Its edges were blackened, several sections stiffened by damp. The handwriting was military. Brief. Unadorned. Each word was cramped, as though it might be accused of taking up too much space. In the upper corner was a name:

Lucius Cassianus

Centurion attached to Classis

Valens began to read.

A woman was deprived of water by the inhabitants of the settlement for three days.

The woman was pregnant.

After her death, an unexplained rise in temperature was observed in iron weapons.

The body did not make contact with rainwater in the usual manner.

A delay occurred between the flame and its sound.

The settlement was evacuated.

The structures were burned.

The body and the unborn child were destroyed by fire.

The ashes were sealed in a separate vessel.

The final line was written in darker ink than the others. Lucius had pressed the pen harder there:

An irregularity of unknown origin. Valens ran his finger beneath the sentence. The lines before him were the record of a soldier struggling to describe what he had seen without losing his mind. Beneath the parchment lay a second sheet, added in a different hand some twenty years after Lucius’s report.

Palace record from the eastern provinces:

At the birth of a palace official’s child, the first breath was delayed; though the chest rose, for a time the air did not enter.

The baby’s breathing was reported to have settled on its own shortly afterwards.

The event was recorded as a miracle.

The palace midwife lost the power of speech three days later.

Valens’s eyes remained on the final line. East. Breath. Cry. The small note at the edge of the parchment belonged to a later scribe:

The resemblance to Lucius’s report cannot be considered a coincidence.

The third document had come from a frontier outpost.

During the execution of a prisoner on the northern steppes, a delay was observed between the wound and the bleeding. The boy who witnessed the event reported that in later years, when he was injured, his blood did not flow for a time.

The boy disappeared.

His father refused to speak about the incident.

The edges of the fourth parchment were burned. A military observation from the northern forests:

An unexplained interval between the axe blow and the sound.

Witnesses reported hearing more than one delayed sound at the same time.

The tribal chieftain said he heard the sound of a second blow that had never occurred.

Valens laid the sheets side by side. Three different lands. Three different bodies. Breath. Blood. Sound. The dates in the documents had been written according to different calendars. Some used regnal years, some seasons, some phases of the moon. Valens took up his small calculating tablet. He began converting the dates to the Roman calendar. He thought he had made a mistake. He calculated again. The result did not change. The days on which the events had occurred converged around the day Fausta died in Lucius’s report. It was impossible to prove the exact same moment. People living in different parts of the world did not use the same clock. But the documents showed that witnesses who knew nothing of one another had described the world breaking in the same way on the same day. Valens took up Lucius’s report again. Along the edge of the parchment were four short strokes. Beside the first three, later scribes had added small marks. Breath. Blood. Sound. The section beside the fourth stroke had been scraped away. The ink had not merely been erased.

The surface of the parchment had been shaved away with a knife. It was clear that a word had been there. But all that remained of it was a deep, white wound. Valens held the parchment closer to the lamp. Beneath the scraped surface, the broken tip of a single letter could be made out. He could not tell which letter it was. A fourth event had been recorded. Then someone had destroyed it more carefully than the others. Valens wanted to close the scroll. He did not. He continued drawing out the documents beneath it. Each new parchment, rather than closing over the one before it, enlarged it. There was a birth record. The child had been stillborn. But it said that the body had remained warm for three days. In an execution report, a prisoner had been beheaded, yet his blood had not begun to flow until the executioner had walked away. In a port record, a ship’s hull had struck the rocks, but the sound of the breaking had been heard by fishermen on shore hours later. An epidemic list recorded forty-two deaths. The same town had forty-one graves. There was no explanation for the missing body. As Valens read the documents, the incidents no longer seemed separate. They were all different faces of the same thing. An error had spread through the world. Rome knew it. But because it did not understand it, it had given it no single name. Each official had used his own word:

Deviation.

Distortion. Divine disturbance. Irregularity. In the margin of one parchment, in a hand far finer than the others, a single word had been written:

Whisper

Valens did not read the word aloud. His lips moved. The lamp flame bent. There was no wind in the room. Valens laid the parchment on the table. Whisper. It was not a sound. It was the gap that opened where sound should have been. A cry that did not come in time. Blood that waited when it should have flowed. Water that touched the world and did not fall to the earth. Valens understood why the word had been chosen. The Whisper was not frightening because it was loud. It was frightening because a person believed he alone could hear it. The parchment at the very bottom of the scroll had not been rolled properly. It was as though whoever had added it had not had time to finish the task. Valens opened the sheet carefully. The writing was orderly in the first lines. As it continued, the letters deteriorated and the words began to overlap. The writer was unidentified. No date. Only short sentences:

Water and breath parted from the same place.

Sound lost the moment it belonged to.

Blood waited for the world.

Fire burned. The crackle came later.

Beneath them were two more lines:

There are Bearers.

There are Hearers.

Valens’s finger came to rest over the next sentence.

Bearers live. Hearers burn. The lamp flame trembled once. Valens raised his head. He was alone in the archive room. Yet for the first time he thought the room was not empty. More than a century of time inside the scroll was breathing with him. Another sentence stood lower on the parchment:

One day only four people will remain.

Beside the sentence, written by the same hand, was a single number:

MDC

Valens did not know what the number measured. He only felt that it belonged to a time after his own. He read the final sentence beneath it:

When the seams come undone, time will fold in on itself.

Valens set the parchment down. He noticed that his hands were trembling. It resembled a prophecy. But it had not been written in the language of the gods. Perhaps one person had calculated what he had seen. Perhaps more than one. Perhaps everyone who heard the same thing at different times had unknowingly written another part of the same sentence. Valens did not leave the archive until morning. He searched for the city names mentioned in the black scroll, the military reports, birth records and erased tax lists. When he could not find a name, he looked for the space it had left. If a town’s population had fallen without reason within a single year, he calculated the missing households. If the figures in a death list did not match the number of graves, he recorded the difference. For the first time, he was not reading the records. He was listening to what they concealed. By sunrise a new map had formed on his table. Invisible roads joined one another between the parchments. From Velaria eastward. From Velaria northward.

From Velaria to the steppe. Valens closed his eyes. He did not think it was a curse. On the first day, he thought it was a talent. He had worked in archives for years. With a few glances he could pick out records that others spent months searching for. From the length of erased words he guessed names, and pieced back together populations that had been scattered across other accounts. The Whisper did not answer him. But it showed him where the problem lay. Valens did not sleep for three days. On the fourth, he uncovered a forty-year fraud in a tax roll that no one had noticed. On the fifth, from gaps in a military supply record, he calculated the pass in which a missing unit had been destroyed. On the sixth, before reading a death list brought to him, he said that three names were missing. When the list was opened, three names were indeed absent. The archive officials began to speak of his intelligence.

Valens told none of them about the black scroll. The first sign was in the sounds. As a guard passed through the corridor, the rings of his armour shifted. No sound came. Valens raised his head. The guard kept walking. Two steps later, the clatter of metal fell into the empty corridor. The guard noticed nothing. Valens did. The next day he heard his own heartbeat late. His heart beat in his chest, and the sound appeared inside his skull a moment afterward. Before long he realised that sounds were not merely delayed. Some arrived before the event itself occurred. He heard a scribe’s pen strike the stone floor before it fell from the table. When he turned his head, the pen was still at the edge. Then it fell. The same sound did not come a second time. That night Valens opened the black scroll again. He arranged the parchments in the order in which he had first read them. Lucius’s report. The eastern record. The execution on the steppe. The northern forest. When he reached the final parchment, he stopped. There was a sentence he had not seen before:

The Hearer hears the result before the cause.

Valens did not move for a long time. He read the sentence again. Then once more. The ink gleamed faintly in the lamplight. It was not dry. Valens touched the end of the line with his forefinger. Ink stained his finger. It was fresh. No one but him had entered the room. The door had been locked from the inside all night. The key was at his belt. The windows were barred with iron, with gaps too narrow for a person to pass through. Valens looked under the table. Between the shelves. Behind the door. No one. He returned to the sentence. He studied the letters.

The crossbar of the “H” was shorter than it should have been.

Valens wrote his “H” that way too.

The second letter in the word “cause” leaned slightly against the first.

Just as it did in his handwriting. The full stop at the end of the sentence had been made by touching the pen to the parchment twice. It was a small habit Valens had never been able to break since childhood. He opened an ordinary tax roll beside the table. He found one of his own notes. He placed the two samples side by side. The slant of the letters was the same. The spacing between the lines was the same. The way the pen grew lighter as it neared the end of a word was the same. Yet there was one difference in the new sentence. The writing was calmer than his. More even. It had been written by Valens’s hand, but it did not carry Valens’s haste. As though something else, using his fingers, had a better command of his hand than he did. Valens looked at his own right hand. His fingers were still. Black ink had gathered along the edges of his nails. He could not remember when it had got there. He reached towards the water bowl to wash his hand. Then stopped.

He looked at his fingertips. “I didn’t write it,” he said.

His voice did not echo in the room. He sat facing the sentence. His lips moved again.

“I didn’t write it.”

This time he did not believe his own words. He did not remember writing the sentence. But neither could he say that his hand had not written it. He gripped his right wrist with his left hand. His pulse was fast. For a moment he felt his hand twitch to another rhythm within his grip. His fingers were drawn towards the table. Valens tightened his grip on them. The pen lay a few handbreadths from his fingers. It rolled. It moved towards the edge of the table. Valens had not touched it. The pen stopped. There was only Valens’s breathing in the room. Then he looked at the blank space left on the parchment for a second line that had not yet been written. He thought something was waiting for a continuation. He rolled the parchment quickly. He closed the black scroll. But the sentence did not close. Wherever Valens turned his eyes, he saw it:

The Hearer hears the result before the cause.

After that night he tried to sleep. Sleep was where a person took refuge in his own voice. But now even his own voice no longer came at the moment it belonged to him. In his dreams he saw the square in Velaria. He had never known Fausta. He had never seen her face in any record. Yet he saw her lying on the stones. Her hands closed over her belly. A barefoot child hiding his right hand. Raindrops resting on her skin. When he woke, his mouth was dry. He drank water. It passed down his throat. But relief did not come. It was as though his body’s thirst had been left in another time. As the days passed, Valens began to hear the sounds of the gaps in the records. A faint hum where a name had been erased. Beneath a scraped-away date, a brief sound like bone cracking. The moment he picked up certain parchments, he knew the number of deaths they contained without reading them. When he pressed the black scroll to his chest, his heart quickened.

The scroll did not share his rhythm. It kept its own warmth. One night rain began in the archive courtyard. Valens stood on the marble paving. A drop fell onto the stone. It splashed. No sound came. Valens waited. One breath. Two. Then a small “click” came from the far side of the courtyard.

Valens closed his eyes. “I cannot stop this,” he said.

His voice came on time. That did not reassure him.

“But I can tell it.”

Rain fell on his shoulders. As Valens spoke the words, he thought of the writing he had seen in the black scroll:

Bearers live. Hearers burn.

He was not a Bearer. His wounds did not close. His life did not lengthen. He could not keep water on his skin. But the Whisper was using his mind like a door. He had thought that when he understood everything, he would feel relief. Instead, understanding did not make the world smaller. It made the world too large to fit inside a human skull. Valens returned to his room. He set the black scroll on his table. He took out a blank parchment. He wanted to write a warning to the person who would open it in the future. He dipped his pen in ink. He wrote the first sentence:

This scroll must not be destroyed.

He stopped.

He did not know why he had written that.

In fact, he had been thinking of burning the scroll.

He crossed out the sentence.

He began again beneath it:

This scroll must not be opened.

When he lifted his hand, the sentence had continued.

Words he had not written stretched across the parchment:

But it will be opened.

Valens dropped the pen. He held his right hand with his left. His fingers wanted to keep moving. He pressed them against the table. At that moment Valens thought the pieces had fallen into a pattern: the Whisper did not need a body. Those who carried it kept it alive in their bodies. Those who heard it multiplied it by giving it meaning. In his view, every reader added a new sentence to the gaps. Everyone who understood made the Whisper a little more distinct in the world. Valens thought of destroying the black scroll. He looked at the lamp. He reached his hand towards the flame. Then stopped. Rome had burned Velaria. The fire had not killed the Whisper. It had only scattered it. He did not know what would happen if he burned the scroll. Perhaps the ink would enter other lungs with the smoke. Perhaps the voice inside it would be freed from the parchment. For the first time, not knowing frightened him more than reading. Valens took a new sheet of parchment. This time he wrote briefly:

To read is to hear.

To hear is to give it form.

But not knowing does not stop it either.

He did not put his name beneath it. He rolled the black scroll again and pressed his own seal onto it; the hot wax burned his finger.

Then he opened the drawer of his desk. Inside lay a short, straight, unadorned Roman dagger of the kind an archive official had no need to carry. Valens took it up. The metal was neither cold nor warm; it seemed undecided, as though it had yet to choose what it would touch.

He placed the point against his chest. He was afraid. But fear could stop a person only if there was a tomorrow ahead to protect. Valens had no tomorrow left. If the Whisper kept writing through his hand, the black scroll would cease to be an archive and become a mouth. Valens did not want to die
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When the Seams Come Undone
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“What is noblest in us becomes our own undoing

when it loses its limits.”





