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      The whole town thought the keeper had a secret woman written over and buried in his skin, and they were right, except the woman was me, and I was the one packing my kit to leave him to the reading alone.

      I want that on the record before anything else, because it is the exact shape of how low I was: not gut-shot and refusing to leave, the way a braver woman might have been, but gut-shot and packing. Folding the chamois cloth around the bone folder for the third time because my hands wouldn't settle to it. Counting bottles I'd already counted. Doing, in Rue's room under the eaves with the thaw dripping outside, the one thing I have always known how to do well, which is leave a place that has just finished breaking my heart.

      It was the fourth day of the thirty.

      That was the part I couldn't get clear of, lying awake the nights between — the thirty. Not a vague going-wrong but a number, set in a cold hall by Dunbar's hollow voice, ticking now whether I packed or not. Thirty days for the keeper to submit to a formal reading, before the board, under the guild's seal, to account for what he carried and to whom it belonged — or the contract voided, the post forfeit, the keeper who would not account for himself replaced. Twenty-six left, that morning. I'd done the arithmetic four times before I'd got my boots on, which is how you know a number has got into you: you can't stop subtracting from it.

      And the half-line. I couldn't get clear of that either, though God knows I'd tried, lying cold in the dark with the bells marking hours the wrong way. To keep her unread, I have written over her. Read aloud off Aldric's bared wrist in a courteous scholar's voice to a packed cold hall, broken off one word short of my own name. The whole town had heard a scandal — a man with secret women written all over him, the latest hidden, the rest buried, a keeper who lies with his own skin. I had heard a love letter, half-finished, stopped exactly before the word that would have made it mine.

      And then I'd watched him let the misframe stand. With the cover blown and the truth surfaced and nothing left to protect, I'd put the whole open door into my face — finish it, say my name, choose me out loud, let two readers stand against one — and I'd watched him look at the door and choose the wall. It's not a woman I'm hiding. It's an old condition of the keeping. There's no living person concealed on me. Flat. Final. Refusing to look at me while he did it. Choosing to hand me back the wound rather than hand Harwick my name.

      So I packed. What else does a woman like me do.

      "You're folding that cloth like it owes you money," Rue said from the doorway.

      I hadn't heard her on the stairs. The shop below had been quiet since dawn — too quiet; the whole town had gone quiet and watchful the way it had the first day I came, except now the watching had a clock in it. Rue stood with two cups and her round face set in the particular sorrow she'd worn since the convocation, the sorrow of a woman who'd told me a true thing and watched me walk into the exact disaster she'd warned me of anyway.

      "It's packed wrong," I said. "I packed it wrong twice. I never pack wrong."

      "No," Rue agreed. "You don't." She came in and set the cups down and didn't hand me one, which was its own kind of statement — Rue's whole love language was a cup pushed into your hands before you'd asked, and a cup set down out of reach was Rue refusing to make a thing easy. "When's the coach?"

      "There's no coach. There's the van." I didn't look up. "I can be over the pass by noon."

      "Mm." She lowered herself into the chair by the window, the one that looked down the steep street to where the guild tower stood against a sky gone soft and grey with thaw. "Over the pass by noon. And the keeper up that hill with twenty-six days on him and the whole town arguing in twos about whether he's a monster they've been fond of by mistake. And you down the pass at your clean bench, reading a marriage register, telling yourself it's none of yours." She turned her cup. "You'll forgive me, love. I've watched you do this dance since autumn and I've run out of grace for it. It's not that I think you're wrong to be frightened. It's that I'm tired of watching the best reader I ever met decide, four separate times, not to read the one thing in front of her face."

      "I read it fine, Rue." My voice came out harder than I meant. "I read it at the convocation. He had the door wide open. The wall was down, the truth was out of his own skin, there was nothing left to hide — and he chose the wall. He chose to let me believe I was nothing rather than say my name. I didn't misread that. I'm done misreading him. That's the whole reason I'm packing." I jammed the folded cloth into the kit and it sat there crooked and wrong and I left it. "He'll bury me forever and call it love. You said it yourself, in this room, weeks ago. A man who chooses the wall with the wall already down is a man who'll always choose the wall. You were right. I just heard it too late to save myself the trip."

      Rue was quiet a moment. Down the hill, a single cart went by, and somewhere a door shut, and the thaw dripped.

      "I did say that," she said. "I'll own it. I said it to make you read him true, and instead you've taken it and built it into a wall of your own to pack behind." She looked at me steady. "Let me ask you the thing, then, and I'll only ask it once, and then I'll help you carry the kit down to the van with my own two hands, I promise you, no more fuss. When you watched him choose the wall in that hall — did he look like a man who'd stopped loving you? Or did he look like a man so frightened of what loving you would cost you that he'd rather die a liar in front of the whole town than say your name out loud where the wrong man could hear it?"

      I didn't answer. I couldn't, because I'd seen his face, and I knew exactly which one it had been.

      "That's what I thought," Rue said, gently, and at last she pushed one cup across to me. "Drink that. You read like the devil and you don't eat, and a woman doesn't make good decisions on an empty stomach. I'll not stop you going. But I'll tell you the one thing, and then I'll hush: a man down the pass that you'll never see again can't hurt you. That's the safe reading and you know it and it's why you keep choosing it. The only thing left in this world that can hurt you is up that hill, grinding himself grey, twenty-six days from being read open in a hall — and you've decided to be three valleys gone before it happens so you don't have to feel it. Which is a thing I understand, love. I do. I only want you to call it by its right name while you pack. It's not he chose the wall, so I'm done. It's I'm frightened to watch him pay for it, so I'm leaving first. Same as every doorway."

      She drank her tea and looked out the window and left me with it, and I sat on the edge of the narrow bed with the cup warming my hands and the crooked cloth in my crooked kit, and I did not, for once, have a single true thing to say back.
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        * * *

      

      I didn't leave that morning.

      I told myself it was the binding. That was almost honest — the binding was mine; I'd half-saved it twice and sworn I'd not leave a patient a third time, and the contract being voided didn't unmake the rot in the lower galleries, and a conservator who walked off a job two days before the world ended for it was a conservator who'd never get another archive. I told myself I'd stay long enough to write the maintenance schedule for whoever came after, the careful man who'd replace the careful man, and then I'd go.

      I told myself that, and I unpacked the kit instead, and I did not let myself notice that unpacking is the one thing I never do.

      But I didn't go up the hill either. That was the truce I struck with myself, lying awake that night and the next: I would stay in the town, and I would not climb the walkway, and I would let the days run down on the keeper without me, because staying close enough to feel it and far enough not to watch it was the most I could manage. Coward's middle ground. The exact width of a woman who can't leave and can't stay, pacing the gap between her own two fears.

      So I worked the town instead of the hill. Or I told myself I would — and then I didn't even do that. I'd kept the Mercer post on paper, a clean strange escape route down the valley I wasn't using, and I'll not lie about it even to the page: I let it lapse. I sent Pell a note that I'd be delayed indefinitely on a guild matter, and Pell, who is kind and incurious in equal measure, wrote back that the marriage register would keep and good luck with whatever it was, and I folded his note into the kit I'd unpacked and understood that I had, without deciding to, burned the bridge down the pass. The clean place that would never try to keep me. Gone. I'd kept exactly one road open, and it went up.

      And the town. The town was the thing I hadn't reckoned on, the thing that worked on me those first days the way damp works into a binding, slow and from the floor up. Because the town was frightened, and the town was divided, and a divided town is a thing you cannot help but read.

      I read it in the bakery, where the woman who used to give me the burnt edge of the loaf for free now wrapped my bread in silence and wouldn't meet my eye, because I was the conservator who'd been reading the keeper, and a stranger reading the keeper was the town's oldest nightmare and I had walked around in it all winter in good boots. I read it on the steep street, where the old families nodded to me grim and tight and the younger guildfolk looked away, the fault line the convocation had opened running right down the middle of every doorway. I read it in the way conversations stopped a half-beat when I passed and started again wrong, in the way the dry-goods woman kept her shutters half-up like a town that couldn't decide whether it was open for trade or holding its breath. I read it in the smell of the place, even — the paper-mill damp gone sour at the edges, woodsmoke from chimneys lit too early in the day by people who wanted an excuse to stay indoors and not be asked which way they'd come down on the keeper.

      Generations of wordless love for a strange keeper, curdling. That was what I was walking through. Not into hate — Fen Hollow didn't have hate in it; it was too warm a town for hate, even now. Into doubt. The most ordinary, human, ruinous thing in the world: decent people who'd been quietly told, by a credentialed scholar with good manners and a half-line read off the keeper's own skin, that the thing they'd loved and protected for as long as anyone alive remembered might have been deceiving them the whole time. And decent people, frightened, will let a thing they love be taken from them if you make them doubt it cleverly enough — not out of cruelty, but out of the slow cold creep of what if we've been fools.

      Harwick had done that. In one grey morning, with one read-aloud half-sentence, he'd reached into the deepest warmest thing this town had — its old, unspoken agreement to mind the keeper and never read him — and he'd put a crack in it, and now the crack was running, and he had only to be patient and let the frost get into it.

      He was still here. That was the other thing I read, the thing that went through me coldest. He hadn't taken his win and gone; a patient man never does. He'd taken better rooms at the inn — I heard that from Rue, who heard everything — and he'd settled in like a man who meant to see a thing through, walking the town, charming the doubtful, admiring the presses, sending the occasional courteous note up the hill that came back unread. He was content to let the days run. He'd built the clock; he had only to watch it.

      And the keeper did not come down.

      I want that set down too, because it was the thing that finally broke the truce. Aldric did not come down off the hill, not once, in the first week of the thirty days. After everything — after coming down twice in the autumn to put himself between Harwick and the town, after dragging himself into daylight he'd built a covered walkway to avoid — he stayed up. The whole town remarked on it, in the half-beats and the stopped conversations: the keeper had gone to ground. And I knew, the way I knew everything about him I had no right to know, exactly what it meant. It meant he'd given up coming down. It meant he'd decided the only thing left to do was hold the cover, hold the wall, grind himself grey in his locked bindery, and wait for the reading to come for him — and let it take whatever it took, so long as it never took me.

      He'd decided to be read open in a hall and lose everything, alone, rather than risk one word of the truth reaching the wrong ears.

      And I'd decided to let him.

      That was the seventh night, and I lay under the eaves with the unpacked kit by the door, mocking me, and I could not sleep, because the arithmetic had got into me past bearing — twenty-three days, now — and I'd stopped being able to tell myself the story where leaving was wisdom. Rue had taken the story out from under me, gently, with one cup of tea and one true sentence. I'm frightened to watch him pay for it, so I'm leaving first. I lay there and turned it over, and the worst of it was that staying frightened me exactly as much as it had every other time, and the new thing, the thing I couldn't shove down, was that leaving frightened me now too. There was no safe reading left. Both moves led off a cliff. I'd built a whole life so that one of the two moves would always be safe, and the keeper had taken even that from me, the way he'd taken everything, by loving me badly enough to break the machine I'd lived inside.

      I pressed two fingers to the inside of my own wrist in the dark, the old habit, the place the ghost-warmth of his name lived when I wasn't guarding against it.

      It was warm.

      It had been warm since the bindery, faint and stubborn, a thing I couldn't read on myself because it wasn't written on me — it was only the memory of being written, the print of his warm skin on mine, the place where I'd felt my own name surge up to meet my fingers off the inside of his wrist a hundred times. Warm. After everything. After the convocation and the wall and the misframe and four days of packing. The warmth didn't care what I'd decided. The warmth was the one thing in all of this that had never once lied to me, and it lay under my own two fingers in the dark and said the thing it had always said, the thing I'd been outrunning since a word changed its mind on a walkway:

      Still her. Only ever her.

      I took my fingers away. I turned over. I did not water it.

      And I lay in the dark with twenty-three days and an unpacked kit and a warm ghost on my own wrist, and I understood that I was in exactly the place I'd spent my whole life never being: stuck. No road safe. No door clean. A patient up the hill I couldn't save and couldn't leave, and a man inside the patient I couldn't reach and couldn't stop loving, and a clock running on both.

      This was the bottom, or near it. I didn't know yet how much nearer the bottom went. I only knew I'd stopped packing, and stopped leaving, and stopped being able to tell myself the kind lie that had carried me through a hundred kind towns — and that the doorway voice and the staying voice had both gone quiet at once, leaving me alone in the dark with the warmth and the arithmetic and no idea at all what a woman does when she can neither be kept nor go.
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        * * *

      

      ## Aldric

      He could not find himself, and he had been looking for three days.

      It was a foolish way to put it, and he knew it was foolish even as the words formed in the deep hand across his chest where no one would ever read them — I cannot find myself — but it was the only true way, and he had never been able to write anything but the true thing on his own skin, which was the whole of his trouble and had always been. He sat on the edge of the narrow bed in the bindery, in the grey thaw-light through the small window, with his sleeves rolled past the elbow and his shirt open and the lamp turned up, and he read himself the way he had taught a conservator to read a failing binding, layer by layer, by feel, in the cold — and he could not find the keeper anywhere in the strata.

      He found the strangers easily enough. They were near the top, where he'd pressed them, cold and effortful: the dead name, deepest of the cold ones, the long grief raised as armor; and over it the colleague's name, the binding-supply man, cool and convincing — the wall he'd raised the first frost-mornings after she left, pressed down over the hollow stopgap he'd started with and then scraped away once he had a truer-seeming stone to lay; and freshest, coldest, the woman from her own house, the conservator down the pass, the name he'd reached for in pure panic when the danger closed and had not stopped regretting since, because of all the cold stones it was the one that had finally driven her to the convocation. Three cold names. A wall of them. He read each in turn and each read as a wall reads — flat, scraped, dry, the burnt-paper smell of the lie rising faint off his own wrist where he held it to the light.

      And under all four, warm and stubborn and refusing every stone, Phoebe, the way she'd refused every stone since the night her name first surfaced — warm to his own touch, faintly pulsing with his pulse, the most alive thing on him, the thing he'd nearly killed himself burying and could not make go cold.

      That much he could read. That much had always been there. What he could not find — what had not been there for three days, and the absence of which had finally driven him to sit here in the grey and search his own skin like a man patting his pockets for a key he knows he's lost — was himself. His own name. The keeper's name, the oldest deepest writing on him, the one the deep hand had carried under everything for longer than the town had a name in the current spelling. It had always been there. It was the floor of him, the thing all the rest was written on. And he could not find it.

      He read down past the cold strangers. Past the dead grief. Past her warm refusing name. Down into the deep old strata where the keeper's own self had lain inscribed since before the hill had trees, the bedrock — and there was nothing there now but the press of all the names he'd laid down, stacked so deep and so cold that the floor of him had gone under it, buried beneath the burying, lost under the lies he'd built to hide hers.

      There it was, then, the cold edge of it, brushing him for the first time and recoiled from at once: that this might be his own doing. He turned his face from it the way he turned his face from the scorched corner. Not yet. He could not look at that yet. A man who has spent a winter certain his every cruelty was a kindness does not, in one grey morning, let himself read the whole verdict; he reads the first line of it and the first line is enough to stop the breath.

      A keeper is a thing that keeps. He had kept the Archive longer than the town could remember; he had kept the binding, the names of the dead, the town's long secret, his own grief behind a scorched wall. He had thought he was keeping her, too — keeping her safe, keeping her unread, keeping her alive at the cost of her believing she was nothing. And he sat in the grey light with his own name gone under the strata and felt, without yet letting himself name it, that the keeping had curdled into something he did not have a kind word for.

      He thought of her at her bench, the first week, reading the rot with the pads of three fingers. It's coming up from the floor. But that's not all of it. There's a pressure under here. Damp doesn't push. She would know what to call what he'd done to himself. She had a word for it. She had a whole trade built on the word. He had become the thing she spent her life trying to save and mostly failing to — a page rubbed down past reading, written over so many times that the truth at the bottom was only a pressure now, a warmth, a thing you could feel through the strata but no longer resolve into letters.

      The thaw dripped off the eaves. Down the hill the guild bells rang the start of the working hours, and the press began its faint deep thrum up through the stone, the heartbeat he'd lived inside so long he only heard it when something made him newly, unbearably aware of being alive. He was newly, unbearably aware of being alive. He resented it. He had spent the winter trying very hard not to be, and the press would not let him stop.

      He had not gone down to it. That was the new thing, the measure of how far he'd sunk: the press at night was the one place in all his long life he could let the spelling stop, could stand in the warm and the ink-smell with the script going quiet for an hour, the only hour he was ever truly at rest — and he had not gone down to it since the convocation, because going down meant being seen, and being seen meant being read, and the town's love had curdled to doubt and the collector was content at the inn, and a keeper who could no longer find his own name had no business carrying it into a room where someone might.

      So he stayed up. He held the cover by day, ground himself greyer, and at night he sat in the bindery and searched the strata for a self he could no longer locate, and the binding breathed its slow worried breath three floors down, and the days came off the thirty one at a time.

      Twenty-three, he wrote, in the deep hand, on the inside of his own forearm, because he had taken to keeping the count there the way she kept her kit packed — a thing to touch, a thing to be sure of. Twenty-three days, and then they read me, consent or no, the law that protected me broken in the night, and no man holds a cover under a formal reading, and her name surfaces in front of the board and then Harwick, and the thread goes to her throat.

      He had one move left, and he would not look at it. He knew it was there the way he knew the scorched annex was there — a thing at the end of a gallery he did not walk down, a door he had kept shut so long that opening it had become unthinkable, indistinguishable from the catastrophe behind it. Tessaly's third door. The old talk, the binders' story, the thing she'd warned them both not to hope on: that a binding's terms could be rewritten. That a set name could be made readable only to the one it belongs to. Lock the vault after all. He had heard her say it twice and pressed it down both times, flat and cold, the way he pressed everything down, because looking at the third door meant looking at the burned annex, and looking at the burned annex meant reading the fire, and he had built a self out of never reading the fire — and now the self was gone, buried under the very lies he'd laid to keep from reading it, and the only thing at the bottom of him that still ran warm was her name, and even that he was holding down.

      He laid his own bare fingers over the warm letters of it, the way she would lay two fingers on a true line to tell it she'd heard it.

      It surged up to meet even his own touch. Here. Still here.

      And he found, to his alarm, that he was weeping — silently, the way he did everything, grey and lost on the edge of a narrow bed too small for two, with the thaw dripping outside and the press thrumming below and his own name gone under the strata and hers refusing to follow it down — and that what he was weeping for was not her, and not the thirty days, and not even the fire, but the simplest and most foolish thing in the world: that somewhere under all the burying he'd been a man, once, with a name, who'd wanted to be read by someone gentle, and he'd hidden that man so well, for so long, out of so much love and so much fear, that he could no longer find where he'd put him.

      He pressed it down. The habit. The reflex. He pressed his own grief flat and cold the way he'd pressed everything flat and cold, and felt the candle-ache of it spread up his arm and into his chest, and knew, even as he did it, that this was the exact mechanism of the ruin — that the pressing-down hurt in a way that was not the hurt of a cure.

      He stopped.

      It was a small thing. It was the smallest thing. He sat in the grey light and he stopped pressing, for one breath, and he let the warm true grief surface and stay surfaced — I am lost, I want to be found — let it run warm and legible across his chest where no one could read it, and did not cover it, and the not-covering hurt worse than the covering, the way an old joint hurts worse when it finally moves, and he sat very still and let it hurt and did not lay a single cold stone on it.

      It was the first true thing he had let stay on his own skin in three months.

      It changed nothing. The clock still ran. Her name was still buried, and his own name was still lost, and Harwick was still patient at the inn, and twenty-three days was still twenty-three days. But he sat in the bindery with the cover off his own grief for the length of one ragged breath, and the binding three floors down seemed to lean toward the small warmth the way it had always leaned toward hers — and he thought, before the reflex came back and the cover went down and the long grey holding resumed:

      She would say: there. I've got you. I'm sorry I left you. I'm here.

      She had said it to a dying binding on her knees in the cold the first week. She had said it to every patient she'd ever touched. She had never once said it to him, because he had never once let her read him low enough to know he needed it — he'd let her read his wanting, his joy, his ruined helpless love, but never this, never the floor of him, never the lost man under the burying.

      He pressed it down.

      But he marked, in the part of him that kept the count, that the thing he most wanted in the world — more than the cover holding, more than the days stopping, more than safety — was for the one reader gentle enough to find a lost name under everything to climb the hill and read him to the bottom, and tell him she'd got him, and mean it.

      And he marked, too, with the cold clarity that came at the edge of true danger, that he had built his whole winter — his whole self — to make certain she never would.
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      On the ninth day of the thirty, Aldric tried to write his own name on purpose, and failed, and that was the morning he stopped being able to pretend the ruin was anything but his own work.

      He had not meant to try. He had meant only to hold the cover, the way he held it every grey hour now, and to go down and feed the failing binding the small care it would take from him, and to come back up and hold the cover again, the long machine of his days. But he had been sitting with the lamp turned up and his sleeve rolled, the count fresh on his forearm where he kept it — twenty-one — searching the deep strata for the keeper's name the way a man worries a missing tooth with his tongue, and somewhere in the searching he had thought: I will simply write it. I am a bibliopath. My own name is the one text I have carried longest and known best. I will summon it the way I summon her false covers — by will — and lay it back on the surface where I can find it, and be a man with a name again, even if only for an hour.

      He gathered the cold flat will. He turned his attention down through the layers to the place where the keeper's own self had been inscribed since before the town was the town, and he reached for it the way he'd reached for a thousand false names over the winter, and he tried to bring it up and set it on the surface.

      Nothing came.

      He tried again, and a third time, and on the third time he understood, with the slow cold horror of a man reading a verdict he has already half-known, what the failure meant. The false names came when he summoned them because they were will — cold, deliberate, manufactured, written by the act of writing. His own true name could not be summoned that way. It was not will. It was the deepest involuntary truth he carried, the floor of all his feeling, and a true name surfaces only because the feeling is real and present — and he could not summon it because he could no longer feel it. He had pressed himself down so long, under so many cold stones, that the man at the bottom had gone quiet the way a banked fire goes quiet, present but unburning, there but unreadable. He had not lost his name to the strata. He had lost it to the burying itself. He had stopped feeling like a self, and so the self had stopped writing, and a thing that has stopped writing on a bibliopath is a thing that has gone, for all the world can read, as good as dead.

      He pressed two fingers to the place his name should have been, low on the inside of the forearm, where the oldest deepest writing had lain for longer than
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