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CHAPTER ONE
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The Night of Ash

The ash was still warm when they painted my wrists.

Sister Havilah had mixed it herself, the way she mixed everything, in a tin bowl scarred black from a hundred ceremonies. She drew the crook of the shepherd down the inside of my arm with her thumb, and the powder clung to my skin like something alive, like something that wanted to stay. Outside the bride's cell, the Fold was singing the gray glad song, and the sound of two hundred voices moving through the same simple melody made the plank floor hum beneath my bare feet.

"Be still," Havilah murmured. "The Shepherd doesn't like a trembling bride."

I had been in the Fold for twenty-four years, since before memory, and I had learned that there were two kinds of stillness. There was the stillness of surrender, which the Fold praised and paraded, and there was the stillness of an animal that has found the gap in the fence and is deciding, breath by breath, whether it is real. I stood in the second kind and let her believe it was the first.

Three weeks earlier, while polishing the hymnal boards for the harvest rite, I had slid a warped panel from its groove and found a scrap of paper folded to the size of a fingernail. The handwriting was small and slanted, the letters crowded together like people whispering. The bride is the lamb. The lamb is the feast. Run. I did not need to be told whose handwriting it was. Yrsa had been Sealed before me. Yrsa, who braided the young girls' hair with such patience. Yrsa, who had been sent down to the Lowlands to witness in the spring, according to the Shepherd, and had never once written back, though the Fold said she sent her love. I had known Yrsa's hand from three summers of chalk lessons on the schoolhouse slate. I had held her note over a candle flame the same night and watched it curl, and I had not needed to read it twice, because it was already burned into me. I had only been waiting for the courage to arrive with the ash.

The door opened. Brother Tobit filled it, hat in his hands like a man come to court.

"It's time," he said. "The Shepherd calls his bride."

The church at Marrow Vale was not a church at all but a barn of blackened timber that the Fold called the Ark, raised a hundred years ago by settlers who had scraped a living out of this valley until the winters scraped them back. The Fold's candles were tallow, the windows were oiled cloth, and the cold came through the floor in a way that no amount of prayer had ever persuaded it not to. I walked the aisle between the benches with my eyes lowered, as a bride must, and every face I passed was turned up toward me, shining, glad, certain. That was the thing about the Fold that no one in the Lowlands would ever understand. It was not a place of sorrow. It was a place of terrible, radiant joy, and that joy was a machine, and the machine ran on the belief of people like these, people who had given the Shepherd everything and could not afford to learn what it had bought him.

Absalom stood at the ash pit with his sleeves rolled to the elbow, and even now, even after everything, some old trained part of me softened at the sight of him, because that was what twenty-four years of Sundays did to a person. He was not a striking man. He was gray at the temples and careful in his movements, with a voice like a hand laid gently on the crown of your head. He looked at me the way a man looks at a field he has decided to burn.

"Kneel," he said, and the Fold sighed its happiness.

I knelt on the stone lip of the ash pit. The coals below held the iron that Jael, the Mother of the Fold, fed with split pine, and the Seal at the iron's tip was a shepherd's crook the size of a child's thumb. It would not brand me deeply. Absalom was precise. He had practice.

"Ianthe," he said, my name strange and warm in his mouth, the way he said all things, as if he were the first man in the world ever to have coined a word. "Tonight the Fold receives you, and you receive the Fold. Tonight you are sealed to the Long Dark, and when the moon turns, you will stand beside me at the great rite, bride of the Shepherd, mother of the vale." He lifted the iron from the coals. Heat walked up my arm ahead of it. "Do you receive the Seal?"

Behind him, near the Ark's side door, I saw Obadiah, the Gray Deacon, with his flat gray eyes and his shepherd's coat, and beside him, small in a gray dress that had been let out twice this year, my sister. Elpida was thirteen. She was not watching the iron; she was watching me, and her hand had closed around the locket of tin she wore, the one I had given her, that had been our mother's, though the Fold had other stories about our mother. Elpida's face was doing the thing it did when she was keeping her thoughts on a high shelf where no one could reach them. Obadiah had his hand on her shoulder to steer her to the Quiet Room for the bride's instruction, and his hand lay there the way a boot lies on a stair.

I thought: they will do to her every single thing they have ever done to me, and they will call it love, and she will believe them, because I believed them, because there was never anyone to tell us different.

I thought: the lamb is the feast.

"I receive," I said, and my voice did not shake, and the Fold wept with gladness, and Absalom turned to bless them with the iron held high—and the gap opened.

It was a gap I had been measuring for three weeks, down to the breath. On the last verse of the sealing hymn, the whole Fold sang with their eyes closed; it was doctrine, the shutting of the eyes, the dark of the womb of the song. Even Obadiah closed his eyes. Even Tobit at the north gate, who was tone-deaf and holy and shut his eyes hardest of anyone because he was ashamed of his voice. For eleven seconds, the vale belonged to no one.

I ran.

Not down the aisle, where the seeing part of the crowd sat, but along the bench backs and over the pew rail like a dog, through the side door past Elpida, past Obadiah, my shoulder brushing my sister's hand so hard the tin locket spun, out into the blue dark and the smell of pine and cold smoke. Behind me the hymn went on for two more lines before it broke, and when it broke it broke like ice on the river, all at once and everywhere, into screams and shouts and Absalom's voice lifted calm and terrible above them all: The bride is testing us. Do not touch the bride. The lamb knows the way home.

He would say that, I knew. He would send Obadiah and keep the flock praying, because Absalom did not run. Absalom was never seen to run. It was Obadiah I had to beat, and the north gate, and the river, and the dark.

I took the fuel trail behind the machine shed, where the diesel truck came up on Thursdays, the trail I had walked a thousand times hauling cans too heavy for a child, because in the Fold even childhood was a labor assigned. The needle pines swallowed the torchlight from the Ark behind me. I went down the switchbacks on the backs of my heels with my arms out like a tightrope walker, and when I heard the four-wheeler's engine whine up the valley road I went off the trail entirely, sliding on my seat through deadfall and snow crust, tearing the gray bride's shift on a branch so that it hung off me in ribbons, until I came down into the black culvert where the Coldwater ran shallow and loud. I put my feet in the river and walked in the river. The cold was a spear through both legs. I walked in the river until the culvert spat me out below the north gate, where Tobit kept his sentry fire in a barrel and his coat on a nail, and where, at that hour, he would be at his supper in the gate shed, alone with his shame and his tin horn.

The coat was wool and it stank of woodsmoke and it was warm, and I loved it more than any garment the world had ever put on me. I pulled my ruined shift out from under it and dropped the gray rags in the fire barrel, where the Fold's bride went up in a curl of smoke while I was still walking, and then I was through the gate and on the mountain road, and the vale of my whole life was behind me.

I walked down the mountain all night. I want to say I prayed, or wept, or felt the hot pull of everything I was leaving, Elpida's face most of all, the locket spinning on its chain. What I felt was simpler and worse. I felt the way you feel when a numb limb comes back to life. Everything was far away and everything was pain, and I could not yet tell what any of it was, and so I walked.

The road went from gravel to pitch at the county line. Rain came in off the coast in the hour before dawn, warm and smelling of iron, and turned my hair to rope and ran down inside Tobit's collar. I walked until my feet, bare under the wet wool, stopped reporting to me altogether. I walked until the pines gave out and the land opened into long dark fields and a highway, a real one, double yellow and rushing with rain, the first road I had ever stood on that was going somewhere I had not been assigned to go.

Headlights came over the rise. I stood on the shoulder with the water running off the hem of a stolen coat, twenty-four years old, with no name anyone in the world would answer to and the ashes of a bride still painted on my wrist, and I lifted my hand against the light.

The truck was black and enormous and it did not slow. It passed me with a hiss like the sea and a wall of dirty water, and then, a hundred yards on, its brake lights bloomed red in the rain, and it stopped, and reversed, engine grumbling, all the way back to me.

The window came down. The man inside looked at me for a long moment without speaking: a face like something carved for harder weather than this, dark eyes, rain dripping off the door frame between us.

"You're standing in the road," he said, "in the middle of nowhere, at four in the morning."

I looked back the way the truck had come, up toward the black shape of the mountain, where the Fold would already be singing the song for the lost lamb, and then at the man, and I made the first decision that was ever wholly mine.

"Then I guess I'm nowhere," I said. "Same as you."

Something moved behind his eyes that might have been anger, or might have been the beginning of a laugh. He reached over and unlocked the passenger door.

"Get in before you die of it," he said.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Man on the Dark Road

The truck's heater worked like a rumor of the sun. I had not known that heat could come out of a machine like a voice, filling the cab from vents low in the dash, and for the first few miles I could do nothing but sit with my hands in its breath and shake, the shaking of a body only now being told it survived.

The man drove with one wrist over the wheel and did not look at me much, which I trusted more than concern would have trusted him. In the Fold, attention was currency, and it was always spent on something. He watched the road the way the flock watched the Shepherd during the offering, obliquely, without turning the head, a skill of watching while appearing to watch nothing at all.

"Name," he said.

"Anna," I said, and the lie came out steady, and I was obscurely proud of it, and I saw him file it away without comment, the way a man files a note he does not believe but does not need to yet.

"Anna." He let it sit. "I'm Theron."

It did not sound like the whole truth either, but I did not know yet that it was. The road poured under us. Rain came in slaps against the windshield and the wipers kept their slow time, and away to the west, far off through a seam in the clouds, there was a gray line that might have been the sea.

"Where are you going, Anna?"

"Away," I said.

* * *
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She said it the way a soldier says a grid coordinate, and that was the first thing about her that didn't add up, and I have made my living for eleven years out of things that don't add up.

My name is Theron Laskaris. On the passenger side of the ledger I own a small firm in Carrow Bay called Laskaris Risk, which solves problems for people who would rather not involve the police, and most of those problems are duller than they sound: a banker being blackmailed by somebody's nephew, a shipping company with a warehouse that keeps losing itself. On the other side of the ledger, the side nobody prints, I had spent this particular evening at Pier Nineteen persuading a man named Rask that the goods he'd been diverting from the Petrocelli runs had a way of finding their way back, and the persuasion had gone well in the way that leaves no marks. I was four hours short on sleep and twenty miles from home, driving a road I know so well I could do it deaf, when a woman materialized out of the rain on the shoulder like something the mountain had coughed up.

I don't stop for people. Rule one, taught to me by Nereo, who taught me everything: the shoulder of a road at four in the morning is where problems are born. But her feet were bare. That was the thing. You can dress up every other kind of trouble, but nobody stands barefoot in November rain unless the thing behind them is worse than the thing in front of them, and I knew that arithmetic from the inside, and I have never once in my life been on time to it.

So now she was in my truck smelling of woodsmoke and river, in a coat three sizes wrong for her, with a gray smudge painted down one wrist that my eyes kept snagging on because it had been put there carefully, by somebody, with intent. Not dirt. Design.

"Where's home?" I asked.

"Does it matter?"

"It matters to whoever's going to come looking for you."

She turned then, and looked at me straight on for the first time, and I saw her eyes up close: gray, wide-set, steady as a level. There are people who look away from violence and people who look at it, and the eyes will tell you which is which long before the hands do. Hers had looked at something, recently, for a long time.

"Nobody's coming," she said. "Everyone knows it's a sin to chase what leaves."

I let a mile go by before I answered, because you learn more from what people put into silence than into speech.

"There's an all-night diner at the crossroads," I said. "You'll eat something hot. Then the Greyhound station in Carrow Bay opens at six. Two hundred dollars gets you a long way from whoever isn't coming. Clean break."

"Done," she said, too fast, and looked out the window at the dark fields, and I thought: there it is. The arithmetic again. A woman who agrees that fast has already done the math on what she costs other people.

* * *
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The Gray Gull sat at the crossroads like a lit aquarium, all neon and fogged glass, and we took the booth in the back corner with a clear view of both doors, which she checked, both of them, twice, before sitting down with her back to the wall. I ordered without asking her—eggs, toast, the soup that had been on the burner since the previous geologic era—and she watched the waitress the whole time with an expression I finally identified as astonishment, though at what I couldn't say.

She ate the way field hands eat, fork low, arm curled around the plate like a wall, eyes up between bites, no crumb escaping. She'd been hungry, and recently, and not once in her life merely peckish. Halfway through the soup she stopped, spoon in hand, staring at the pie case by the register as if it were an apparition.

"You all right?"

"What is all that?" she asked.

"Pie," I said. "Six kinds. Cherry's the best."

She looked at me to see whether I was mocking her, found that I wasn't, and filed something away, the same small motion I'd watched her make all night, tucking the world's facts into some inner coat pocket the way other people lose them. The waitress brought tea nobody had ordered and called me by name, and I watched the woman across from me clock that, and go still, and very carefully not ask.

She was still deciding what to ask when headlights swung in off the valley road. Not one vehicle. Three, close-spaced, the lead one a gray crew-cab pickup with a light bar burning white across its roof, and every nerve in my passenger's body changed key at once—her hand flat on the table, her breath gone short and even, her eyes on the glass with a flatness I had only ever seen on people who have been hunted.

"That's them," she said, "that's—" and then, quieter, in a voice that undid something in the region of my chest, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have got in."

The vehicles weren't slowing. They were coming down the county road toward the crossroads, combing the shoulder ahead of their light bars, and I did the thing I have spent a decade being paid too well to do, which is think in three moves.

"Under the coat," I said, and slid my own coat from the hook beside the booth and dropped it over the pile of Tobit's wool in the corner of the seat as she folded herself down under it, fast, no argument, a woman with practice at being small. I tipped the wall-mounted menu down over the worst of the mess, slid around the booth with my back to the glass and my arm along the table like a man settling into a long meal, and the waitress—Dell, forty years on the counter, her sister married to a man I once walked out of a shipyard alive—came by with a coffee pot she had no reason to bring.

The gray pickup slowed as it passed the window. I felt its light slide across the back of my neck like a cold thumb. Somebody inside it was looking at a black F-250 with mud tires in the lot of a diner at four-thirty in the morning, and deciding, and the decision took eleven of the longest seconds of the year, and then the light bar swept on, north to south, gone toward the coast with its little convoy behind it, and the rain closed over the road like water over a stone.

Dell refilled a cup I hadn't touched.

Under the coat there was no panic, because the Quiet Room had taught me better than that, four walls and a verse and three days of dark at sixteen years old, until a body learns to slow itself like a candle learning to gutter. I counted the wiper strokes on the window glass and made my heart keep their time, in, out, three seconds, three seconds, and I listened to the boots of the waitress and the hum of the pie case and the coffee pot's settling, and I heard the conversation by the register through two layers of wool the way you hear the Shepherd's footsteps on gravel through the Ark's board floor, and I did not move, and I did not move, and the light slid off the back of the man's neck in front of me and kept going, and I did not move until the engine sound had gone out of the world entirely.

"Hunter from up the valley," she said, which was what people down here called the church at Marrow Vale, when they called it anything. "Lost a girl off the mountain, the radio says. They're saying a fire, an accident, all kinds of things." She looked at the shape my coat made in the corner of the booth, and then at me, and her face was forty years of a small town's knowledge of my face. "Soup's on me tonight, Mr. Laskaris."

The coat did not move until Dell was gone. Then it rose, and the woman called Anna came up out of it slowly, knuckles white on the table edge, and I watched her put herself back together piece by piece, the breathing first, then the shoulders, then the face, a whole architecture of composure assembled over a stranger's eggs.

"There was no fire," she said finally. "There was never any fire. He'll have set one now. He'll have burned something of mine to prove—" She stopped, jaw tight. "You didn't ask."

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because everybody's somebody's runaway," I said, "and the less I know, the fewer people can ask me what I know." I put the two hundred on the table between us, and her eyes went down to it and came back up, and it cost her, visibly, to look at money and not grab it, which told me more about the last twenty-four hours of her life than the state of her feet had.

"Six o'clock bus," I said. "Seattle, then anywhere."

Her hands were quiet in her lap. Outside, the rain had thinned to a drifting mist, and the first gray of dawn stood over the fields like ash settling.

"I need to get farther than the bus goes," she said.
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CHAPTER THREE
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What the Fold Made

The Greyhound station in Carrow Bay was a concrete room with plastic chairs and one long window facing the bay, and at ten to six in the morning it held four truckers, a man asleep under a duffel coat, and a girl in a borrowed dress pretending to read a schedule she had already memorized twice.

I have read that normal people find bus stations sad. I found this one the most beautiful building I had ever entered. Nobody in it sang. Nobody in it watched me for signs of sin. The four truckers were four separate fortunes walking around unwatched, and I stood in the middle of all that freedom with two hundred dollars in my shoe, where the man called Theron had told me to put it, and I tried to look like a person who rode buses.

The Fold had taught me how to be nothing, and it had taught me by accident how to be everything else. The lessons of my childhood came back to me in that plastic chair with a strange new order, like tools laid out on a cloth.

Count the exits, said the first lesson, taught to me at six years old in the Ark, the night the county men came asking about the tithe. Obadiah walked us out the back and up the sheep trail while the men were still knocking, and that was the night I learned that the Fold was not only a garden but a thing with a perimeter, and perimeters have gates, and gates have times.

Watch hands, not faces, said the second lesson, taught at nine, when I herded turkeys for the winter rite and learned that the geese told you more about the fox than the fox ever did. A face is a story the world tells you. Hands are what the world is doing.

Never eat in front of others until you know the food is yours, said the third, from the refectory, from the long benches where the youngest were served last and the Shepherd's table groaned under what the valley's tithes bought.

And the last lesson, the one with no number, the one I was told was the highest teaching of the Fold: The world outside is a flood, and the Fold is the ark, and you, little one, are grateful to be aboard. Absalom gave that sermon on the first Sunday of every month, and I had believed it the way you believe the floor, all the way down, without ever once thinking to knock on it and hear that it was hollow.

It was Tobit who came into the station at six sharp.

I knew his tread before I turned—brother Tobit, the gatekeeper, the only man in the Fold I had ever seen be kind without first checking that kindness was authorized. He had a folded paper in his fist and distress coming off him like heat off the road, and he went bench to bench in his Sunday coat with the paper open. When he was three benches away I saw the photograph. It was four years old, from the registry book, gray and grainy: a girl of twenty with her hair in the Fold's single braid, looking at the camera the way a closed door looks at a hallway.

My feet decided before I did. I was up and moving toward the doors with my head down, and Tobit's voice cracked out behind me, raised in a public place for probably the first time in his life—"Miss—miss, have you seen this girl"—and then a man's voice, low and even and unhurried, answered him.

"That photo's from the newspaper, friend. The missing hiker, up by Coldwater. Search and rescue's got the trailhead road closed for it."

I was already at the newsstand by the doors, turned to the rack of candy, a customer reading chocolate prices with enormous attention, when Theron materialized beside me with the timing of a man who has decided to be exactly where he is.

"Trout run," he said quietly, to no one, taking a coffee from the stand girl as if we had arranged it. "Every fall the search-and-rescue boys shut that road for the missing hiker. There's always a missing hiker." He paid, steered me by nothing but proximity toward the doors, out into the cold clean morning. Behind us, through the glass, Tobit stood deflating in the middle of the bus station, an old man in the wrong country, and something twisted in me, because Tobit had once, in the way of the Fold's small mercies, left the gate shed unlocked on a night I had fever and needed the river willow, and had never said a word about it to anyone.

"Bus leaves in nine minutes," Theron said on the sidewalk. "Do you want to be on it?"

"He'll be at the Seattle terminal by tonight," I said. "He has people who watch the doors. The Fold has always had people in the Lowlands." I heard how it sounded, the Flat-Earth certainty of it, and lifted my chin and said it anyway. "And your name was on the board in there, with the number of your truck's owner. He'll find it in a day. You should not be seen with me. No one should."

His carved-face eyes went over me once, unhurried, and then he took out a phone and typed briefly, and put it away.

"Come on," he said. "There's someone I need to see before I decide anything, and you're coming with me, because you're the only piece of this that's walking around loose."

* * *
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Nereo's garage sat under the bridge approach on Dock Street with its name in faded blue letters and its air thick with the smell of cut steel and old rain. The man himself was sixty-some, small, bald, precise, with forearms like cable and a wedding ring he had worn for forty years to a wife nobody had ever met, and he took one look at me standing in the oil light of his shop and pulled a stool out and put a mug of something hot in my hands before he said a single word to Theron, and I learned later that this was Nereo's whole nature, that he judged a man's day by whether he had fed anyone in it.

Then he read Theron's face for a while in a language the two of them had clearly spoken for years, and the reading did not please him.

"No," he said.

"I haven't said anything yet."

"You're saying it with your coat on and her behind you and your truck parked wrong. I know the coat." Nereo set down the torque wrench he had been cradling like a violin. "Theron. Whatever's walking behind you came off that mountain. I know what's on that mountain, and so do you, because I taught it to you myself: the Fold tithes. Every quarter, cash, in a canvas bag, through the notary's hands, and half this city's respectable slate launders through the same window, and the man who shepherds that valley has been buying up the whole watershed for twenty years through a trust nobody can read. Nereo's is a small garage. Small garages stay open by knowing which church not to stand in front of."

The mug in my hands had stopped being warm, because my hands had gone cold. "The Trust of the First Ash," I said.

Both men looked at me.

"The Shepherd reads the deeds out every Long Dark," I said. "The valley is the Fold's inheritance, acre by acre, and the members rejoice. Nobody rejoices at the quarry. The quarry was bought in my tenth year. The bluestone goes down to the Lowlands on Thursdays, behind the diesel truck, and the money goes to Tanzer, the notary, and comes back as quiet." I set the mug down. "I did the books at the gate shed for two years, when Tobit's eyes went. I know how much a valley costs. He tithes us to buy the ground under our own feet, and the flock sings about it."

Silence stood in the garage for a moment, the good kind, the kind that is actually thought.

"A bookkeeper," Nereo said at last, to the ceiling, "walking around loose," and he looked at Theron with an expression I couldn't parse, fond and mournful at once, the look of a man watching someone he cares about pick up something heavy. "Room four," he said. "Ottilie's. She keeps it empty for exactly this, God knows why, God knows what you'll owe her."

* * *
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Halcyon House stood on Corvid Hill above the harbor streets, a tall gray boarding house with bay windows and a walnut tree gone bare for winter, and it was the most beautiful prison I had ever been assigned to, because it was not one. The woman who opened the door was round and small and brisk, with steel-gray hair pinned up and an apron that said KISS THE COOK in faded letters, and she took in my feet, my borrowed dress, my whole condition, in one professional sweep.

"Fourth floor," she said. "It's cold up there. You'll want the extra blanket, and you'll want to tell me your name, and if the name's not true that's fine, the blanket works anyway."

The room had a bed, a chair, a table, a lamp, a window facing the sea. Theron stood in the doorway with his hands in his coat and did not come in, as if the room were a border.

"Two weeks, paid," he said. "There's a phone in your coat pocket. You don't open the door after nine, you don't open it for anyone you don't know, and if anyone makes you feel the way you felt when those headlights went by, you press the one number in that phone and say the word halcyon, and I'll be here before you finish saying it."

"You've paid for a lot of stranger," I said.

"I know."

"Why?"

He was quiet long enough that the gulls could be heard out over the water, and the honest answer, when it came, surprised him more than it surprised me, because I watched it land.

"I don't know," he said, and left.

I sat down on the bed in the little room at the top of Halcyon House, in a coat that was not mine and a name that was not mine, with the sea in the window and a phone with one number in it, and I put my hand flat on the quilt, and under my palm, for the first time in twenty-four years, was a floor nobody had assigned me.

I lay down. I did not mean to sleep. I slept like the dead of the Fold, dreamless and deep, and woke at dusk with salt light on the ceiling and the smell of onions frying somewhere below, and it took me a long, swimming moment to remember where I was, and when I did, I lay still, and let the belonging of it go through me like warm water.

Not the Fold. The sea. A room with a lock I controlled.

I got up and turned the lock once, open, shut, open, learning it, and then I stood at the dark window and watched the harbor lights come on, and the lights watched me back, and no one came to tell me what they meant.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Halcyon House

Nobody tells you what freedom costs at the counter, because the price is not on the goods. It is in the choosing.

I learned this on my second morning in Carrow Bay, in a grocery store three streets above the harbor, standing in an aisle of cereal with my hand on the rail of a cart I did not know how to steer. There were forty kinds. I counted them twice. There were cereals shaped like moons, cereals iced like the rite breads of the Fold, cereals with prizes sealed inside them the way relics are sealed in altars, and a boy of six or seven stood beside me in the aisle deciding between two of them with his whole heart and future at stake, and no adult anywhere told him which. His mother said, whichever one, love, we haven't got all morning, and he chose, and the world did not end, and no one was beaten, and I stood there among the forty boxes with my throat closing over something that had no name in the Fold's vocabulary and so had to be called weeping, because I did not know that the word for it was grief. Not grief for what I had lost. Grief for all of it, every one of the twenty-four years, every moon-shaped bowl of the only morning I had ever been issued.

I bought oats. The plainest cylinder on the plainest shelf, the grain of the Fold's own refectory, and I carried my bag up the hill, and I laughed at myself on the stairs of Halcyon House, one dry sound in the dim stairwell, because of course I had walked into the flood and chosen the ark.

* * *
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Ottilie ran her house the way the sea runs the harbor, which is to say with rules so old they had worn through into the floor and become the house's own bones. Breakfast at seven. Doors locked at nine. Sheets changed on Fridays. No gentlemen above the first floor, no exceptions, and no cooking of fish in the shared kitchen, this is a house, not a chowder pot. She posted the rules on a card by the stairs in handwriting that leaned like a gale, and I read them on my first evening the way I had once read Absalom's covenant board nailed above the Ark's door, every line twice, hunting the trap in it, the fine print that turns a shelter into a cage.

There was no trap. That took me days to believe, and I only believed it, in the end, because of the incident of the salt.

On the third evening I scrubbed the kitchen floor after supper. It was not my floor and no one had asked me to, but work was the rope the Fold had thrown me all my life to keep me from drowning in my own thoughts, and I had not yet learned to float. Ottilie came in with her tea, watched me take the whole floor apart on my knees, board by board, working out from the stove the way the refectory women had taught me, in the order of the grain of the wood.

"Girl," she said at last. "You clean like the floor's about to be inspected by God."

"It's been done that way before," I said. "There was a right order."

"There's a right order in my house too," Ottilie said, and set her tea down, and I went still all over, waiting for the correction, the fine, the verse, the cold of the gate shed. She pointed at the corner by the pantry. "It's this. You start where the dog sleeps, because everything drifts toward the dog, and you finish at the door, so you leave the room instead of your own footprints. The order of it is mine, the doing of it is yours." She picked her tea back up. "That's all a house rule is, child. It isn't a covenant. Nobody's keeping score of your soul. Leave the scorekeeping to churches and harbormasters."

I stayed kneeling on her floor, in the smell of lemon and old wood, and something in my chest shifted its weight, like cargo coming level in a hold.

* * *
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The nightmares came the following week, which was longer than they waited to come, and the first one was not of the chase, and not of the iron.

It was the Quiet Room.

I was sixteen. I had asked, in evening service, before the whole Fold, one question about the reading, because the reading said the Shepherd's flock would want for nothing, and I had that week carried the ledgers for the tithe, and I knew in the way of a girl who has added a column twice that the flock was wanting a great deal while the tithe went down the mountain in a canvas bag. The question was one sentence. I had rehearsed it down to the weight of each word, made it small and level, a stone laid flat rather than thrown.

Absalom looked at me for a long moment across the Ark, with the whole Fold holding its breath around us, and then he smiled, gentle as ever, and said that a question was a thirst, and thirst was to be brought to still water, and that I would spend three days in the Quiet Room with the verse, so that my thirst could be answered rightly.

The Quiet Room was a cellar under the gate shed with a stool and a candle stub and a bucket and a hymnal, and the darkness in it was total once the candle was rationed out, and Obadiah read the verse through the door at each bell, four times a day, his voice without hatred, which was the worst of it: He maketh me to lie down, he restoreth my soul, thy rod and thy staff, little one, thy rod and thy staff. I came out on the third day having learned to slow my heart like a candle guttering, having learned to make time out of sounds, having learned to hate a psalm past all reason, and I stood in front of the Fold at the next service and said my thirst was answered, and they sang, and the singing was the machine, and the machine ran on.

In the nightmare I was in the cellar again, and the verse was coming through the door, only now the voice behind the verse was mine, and when the door finally opened, light fell on a table, and on the table was a bowl of cereal, forty kinds, and every one of them was gray.

I woke with my own hand over my mouth, the old discipline, the bride does not trouble the house, and lay listening to the boarding house breathe around me. Rain ticked on the roof of the bay window. Down the hall a floorboard shifted as the old building settled its joints, and below me, three floors down, the kitchen clock went on measuring out a world where no one was coming to read verses through my door. I lay in the dark and did my candle-gutter breathing until my heart kept its time, and when I was sure of my own silence, I said aloud, to the ceiling of a free room, one sentence.

"He does not know where I am."

The room believed me. That was the miracle of it. The Fold had taught me that the world outside was a flood, and the world outside was a house with a walnut tree, holding me up in its sleep.

* * *
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Theron came on the ninth day, and I knew he had come before I heard the knock, because I had learned his truck the way the Fold learns a bell: an engine note with a hole in it somewhere, low and unhurried, a sound that checked the street twice. I saw him from the window of the fourth floor, standing down on the pavement in the salt dusk, and he did not come to the door at once. He looked at the parked cars along the hill, one by one, all the way to the corner, and then at the windows of the building opposite, and then at the rooflines, the whole geometry of the street, the exits and the gates and the times, and the recognition of it went through me like a wire.

I had done that too. Every room since the bus station. He did it with his hands in his pockets, unhurried, a man reading a paper.

Ottilie sent up a plate for him, because that was the law of her house, and we stood in the hall outside my door with his plate untouched between us, and I did not ask him in, and he did not ask, and that was its own conversation.

"You look better," he said.

"I have oats," I said, "and a window."

"Two weeks is up Tuesday."

"I know." I had counted, the way I counted everything, in grain and in bells. "You could stop paying for a stranger."

"Could I." He looked at me a while, the carved face unreadable in the hall's dim light. "Anna."

"That's not my name," I said, and it came out before I could stop it, plain as bread, and his eyes changed, and I heard myself go on, level, reckless, a stone laid flat. "But the other one isn't safe to say out loud yet, and I keep my promises about as well as you keep yours. Tuesday, you said. Then Tuesday you'll hear it."

He nodded slowly, took his plate down the stairs like a man carrying something carefully, and from the window I watched the truck with the hole in its engine pull away along the harbor streets, checking its mirrors twice on the way.

The Fold's sheep were taught to love the shepherd, and fear the wolf, and never once to study the hunter. I had studied all three, in the only school I was given. The hunter I watched from the window drove slowly and checked his angles and never once looked up at my light, so that I would not know I was watched, except that watching was the one art I had been given in abundance, and so we knew each other, in that small way, two careful animals on one dark street, each pretending to the other to be free of care, and it was the strangest comfort of my life up to then, and I stood at the window long after the sound of him was gone, learning it.

What had he survived, I wondered, to check the street like that? What cellar was he out of, that he paid for strangers and carried plates carefully down stairs?

The sea worked at the pilings below the town. The walnut tree ticked in the wind. Nobody answered, and it was new to me, that: a question without an answer feeling less like a locked door and more like a room I had not entered yet.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Shepherd's Wrath

The flock believes I am a patient man.

They believe it because I have taught them to, the way one teaches a field to lie fallow: for their good, and for the season's. Patience is a doctrine I have refined for thirty years in this valley, patience in all things, patience with the slow learner and the weak back and the questioning girl, and the doctrine is true in every case but the private one. I am not patient. I have never once been patient. I am thorough, and thoroughness, worn correctly, looks like patience from the pews.

I am telling you this because you are not the flock.

The night my bride ran, I stood in the Ark with the iron cooling in its bed of coals and the hymn broken off in the mouths of two hundred people, and I let the silence do its work on them, because a silence in the right hands is the loudest sermon there is. Then I told them what they saw: that the bride had gone out from us on a vigil, as the brides of the old covenant sometimes did, into the dark and the cold, to be proved, and that the Fold's whole duty in the days until the Long Dark would be to pray without ceasing for her proving. I watched the story settle over them like snowfall over a field, soft, total, closing every track. Jael's face was the only one the snow did not cover. Jael's face was a knife wrapped in a hymnal.

Obadiah came to me at midnight in the study under the eaves of my house, the house with the best stove in the valley, which is a shepherd's burden and not a shepherd's indulgence, whatever the Lowlands' preachers may think. He smelled of pine pitch and river. He stood the way he has stood since he was a boy sent to me skinny and fierce from a Lowlands jail, shoulders squared, eyes down, waiting to be aimed.

"She was in the Coldwater below the culvert," he said. "Wet prints on the stones. Then the north gate. Tobit's coat off the nail, the fire barrel burnt clean of a gray dress. She went down the mountain road barefoot, and sometime before dawn she was on the county road, because the Gray Gull's lights were seen stopped on the shoulder a hundred yards past the milepost, and stopped is stopped. Nothing stops at that hour on that road unless it has stopped for something."

"Then she was given a ride," I said. "That far, in that rain, barefoot? No. She was carried."

Obadiah lifted his eyes from the floor at that, a whole inch, and in the church of my Fold that is a man levitating. "Carried by who?"

"That is your sermon to preach," I said. "But hear mine first." I turned to the window. The vale lay below in the dark, the barns, the long refectory, the schoolhouse where the little ones slept two to a bunk, the whole geometry of the garden I have grown here seed by seed for thirty years, out of a Lowlands inheritance I never asked for and a calling I have never once doubted. "A bride does not run on the night of her Sealing. A bride runs the night she learns what the Sealing is for. Someone taught her. Not this week—she would have broken before now, this one holds, she has always held—someone taught her before this, and she carried the lesson like a coal in her coat pocket, and last night she spent it."

I thought of the warped panel in the hymnal boards, found by a work detail at harvest, and of what the work detail had not thought to tell me, and had told me by not telling me. I thought of Yrsa. Sent to the Lowlands to witness, the Fold says. The Fold says a great deal, and I have said most of it.

"Bring her home before the Long Dark," I told Obadiah. "Whole. Not a mark on her, not a bruise, not a scratch, because a bruised bride is a sermon against me, and I do not permit sermons I have not written. Go into the Lowlands quietly. Our friends there will help you as they always have, for the sake of the tithe and of each other's quiet. She will be at a shelter, a station, a church of one of the soft denominations. They take in the runaway and they feed her and they ask her nothing, and among the asking-nothing kind she will sit like a candle in a window. Bring her gently." I let him see my smile, the one I keep for the upper rooms. "Fruit that is bruised spoils the tithes, and she is the finest fruit this valley has ever grown, and I planted her myself."

He went out to aim himself, and I sat with the stove ticking, and I will tell you what I did not tell him. I did not tell him about the page.

That morning, sorting the bride's effects for the Ashing, effects being what a bride leaves behind her in the cell where she was prepared, I had found, tucked under the ticking of her cot, a page torn from the registry book. A girl keeps nothing in my Fold; that is the covenant; all things are held in common and held by me. This page she had kept. It was her mother's page. Damaris, the stranger who came up my road twenty-two years ago with a small daughter in her arms and sin in her past, who died of the fever in her eleventh winter, the Fold's kindest story, the story I authorized. The page was old and soft as cloth from handling, and on the back of it, in the mother's hand, was writing I did not give my Fold's schools the chance to teach, small and slanted and crowded, and I read the first line, and then I fed the page to the stove with my own hand, and I watched it curl, and I did not read the rest, because there was nothing on it I needed, and because there was everything on it I have spent twenty-two years making sure no one else would ever need.

The daughter did not find what her mother hid, I told the stove. She found only the page, and pages burn.

But I sat a long while after it was ash, all the same, and the valley ticked and held its breath below me in the dark, and for the first time in thirty years I corrected myself in the margin of my own certainty, in the little hand of a thorough man:

Find what the mother hid. Before the Long Dark. Before anyone else does.

* * *
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Elpida

They told us at morning service that the bride had gone on a vigil, that we were to pray without ceasing, and that the Long Dark would be the gladdest in the Fold's history, for the bride would be proved and returned.

I stood in my row with the other girls of the schoolhouse, in the gray dress let out twice this year, and I said my part and sang my part with my thoughts on their high shelf, and if the Shepherd's eye passed over me a moment longer than over the girl beside me, that was only the price of being the runaway's blood, and I have paid dearer.

I am thirteen. I know what the vale knows and I know three things the vale does not.

The first is that vigil or no vigil, brides do not go out from the Fold barefoot in November, and nobody walks a vigil in the river. I was at the laundry with Sister Havilah's basket before school, and I saw the Coldwater stones below the culvert, and the wet on them in a line, in steps, going down, and I put my hand in the water, and the water was ice, and I thought of my sister's bare feet in it all the length of a mountain, and I folded that knowledge up small and put it away where I keep things, which is a place with no door and no window and no key, and it cannot be searched, and they have tried.

The second thing is that when she ran past me at the side door—so fast, so low, like the hares in the upper pasture—her shoulder hit my hand. Not her elbow, her shoulder, and my hand was up because Obadiah's hand was on it, and she hit it so the locket spun, and then she was gone into the dark. Anyone else would call it accident. But when I was small and the Quiet Room was still the terror it is, we made a language, she and I, out of the locket, in the winters when the big girls were set to mind the schoolhouse loft, because the Fold hears everything and nobody listens to a locket. One touch is be still. Two is I am here. A long hold is trust me. She hit the locket once as she passed, one deliberate strike, and I have turned it over in my mind a hundred times this week, and there is only one reading: be still, sister. Not for them. For what I am about to do.

The third thing is the largest, and I found it the night she went, before the bell, before the searching. Our mother's page is gone from under the cot ticking, and I know its every soft corner, because on the nights when the Fold's stories about our mother got into my blood like fever, I used to go to Ianthe's cell while she was at the refectory, and hold the page, and read the one line of the mother's own writing that Ianthe had ever read aloud to me, out of the whole crowded page, whispered, once, in the dark: Sing, little one. The valley forgets, but the song remembers.

The page is gone. And if Ianthe took it into the world with her, then the world has our mother in it, and the Fold's story about the fever is a story, and I have been kneeling three times a day in the Ark with my eyes shut like all the rest, praying without ceasing, exactly as I was
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