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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dear reader,

Thank you for opening this book. It is a love story that begins in the cold, in a country that does not exist, and ends on a grey river, with a woman, a dog, and a cat carried toward a pier.

Valmarche and the Helvane Confederation are invented. So are the Directorate, the Greffe, the Corvane Pass, and the Hour of Names. I made a country of my own on purpose, so that nothing in it would speak for any real people or any real war, and so that the story could ask its question plainly: what do we owe the people who are being erased?

The cipher in these pages is invented too. It is a puzzle built for the story, not a working code, and I hope you will forgive the arithmetic. A long name, I decided, is a kind of shelter. The more of a person you write down, the longer it takes anyone to rub them out.

The names come from many parts of the world because that is the world I want to write about, and because a name read aloud with care is the smallest act of dignity there is. A Canadian anchor runs through the story as well. Trish carries Saint-Aurèle and Port Tolland with her, and they are invented, like everything else, though I hope they feel like home.

Two animals carry this book more than they know. If you have ever had a dog lead you somewhere or a cat decide you were hers, you will understand them.

If any name or place in these pages touches something real for you, I would like to hear about it. I hope you leave the last page with the hour in your head and someone’s name on your lips.

With thanks,

Felix N.BBA.MA.
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Snow on the Corvane Pass

[image: Trish beside the border cairn at night, the dead telegraph wire screaming in the wind, Gaspard coming up the path alone.]

THE DOG CAME UP THE pass alone.

Trish Haddad had been at the cairn since eleven. She stamped a slow circle in the snow to keep the cold off her toes and counted the Haut-Corvane bell as it climbed to her through the dark: eleven strokes, then nothing, the long empty hour before midnight on a mountain. Anselm Diop-Perrin was never late. He was a registrar. He arrived when an entry was due, because he said a man who was late to a birth was late to everything after it.

The cairn marked the border. It was a hip-high heap of grey stones with a white-painted post set in its heart, two letters cut into the post, one for each country, and a hundred paces of nobody's land on either side. The wind found the gaps between the stones and sang through them in one thin note. Above that note ran another, higher and meaner: a single telegraph wire, strung from the Helvane side to a porcelain cup on the post decades ago and dead since the Occupation, which screamed in any wind above a breath. Trish had stood beside this heap eleven times since the autumn. Each time Anselm had come up out of the dark with a handful of strangers wearing other people's names, and put them into her hands like a man handing over his own coat. She was twenty-six years old. She was a clerk of the Greffe, which meant she kept lists and the lists kept people alive. She had not yet lost one.

The dog was not Anselm. The dog was Gaspard, Anselm's herder, grey and brindled, his left ear torn into a ragged flap by some old argument with a fence. He came up the last switchback with his head low and his tail hanging. He stopped in front of her and looked back the way he had come.

"No," Trish said. "You don't go anywhere without him."

Gaspard did not argue. He turned and went down. Every thirty paces he stopped and waited for her, the way a clerk waits at a counter for a customer who has dropped something.

She followed. She had no other plan. Nine people were due at the cairn by midnight, nine names in Anselm's square hand folded inside her coat, and the only creature on the Corvane who could lead her to them had just walked up the mountain without his master.

The cold here was not the cold she had grown up with. Winter in Saint-Aurèle lay on a person like a heavy hand. This cold went in like a pin. It found the gap between her scarf and her collar, and the worn place in her mitten where the wool had thinned, and the snow squeaked under her boots as dry as a mouse in a wall. Her breath froze on the scarf and stiffened it against her chin. Far below, woodsmoke from Haut-Corvane hung in a single thin ribbon. Under the smoke there was nothing. No lantern. No murmur of a line of shapes coming up the track.

At the second bend she stopped and took a stub of schoolroom chalk from her pocket. She drew nine small circles on the back of her left mitten, careful, evenly spaced, the way her father had ruled his columns. Each circle was a person. She would rub one out with her thumb for every shoulder she touched, and when the mitten was clean she could stop being afraid.

In the back room of her father's shop in Saint-Aurèle, over the sacks of cardamom and green coffee, he used to count the till twice every night. The first count, he told her, was a hope. The second was a fact. At eight she watched his hands shake over the coins. At twenty she took a job in which no one's hands were allowed to shake, and every count was written down twice.

The dog stopped at a boulder the size of a cart.

In its lee, where the wind could not reach, Anselm sat with his back against the stone, his hood up, and his hands folded in his lap like a man waiting for a late train.

"Anselm."

His eyes were open. Frost had grown along his lashes in tiny white combs. His mouth hung a little apart, and the shape it held was round, the beginning of a word. Trish knelt in the snow and set two fingers under his jaw and found the cold of a candle. Gaspard lay down and rested his chin on the old man's knee. A long shudder went through the dog's body and then he was still.

She would have stayed. That was the plain fact, and she was ashamed of it afterwards. She would have knelt in that lee and let the snow find her. He was sixty-three years old. He had taught her the Greffe's ledgers in a vestry that smelled of beeswax and mouse. A dead man in a lee asks for nothing, and a person stays.

His snowshoes lay beside him, side by side, the way a man sets his shoes at a bedside. She picked one up to give her hands a task and ran her thumb along the binding strap.

Cut.

The leather ended in a flat clean edge. It was not frayed. Winter had not chewed it. She lifted the second shoe and found the same edge at the same angle. Both straps had been drawn across one blade in a single stroke. A man in his sixties on a steep traverse, floundering thigh-deep in drift with his shoes sliding off his boots, would use up his heart in a hundred yards. He would reach the first rock that offered shelter and sit down against it. He would be courteous about it. He would fold his hands.

Anselm had left the nine in the shepherd's hut at the tree line. He always did, going up alone to look at the cairn before he brought anyone near the border. He had gone up. He had not come back.

Trish put the snowshoe down, and her hand went inside his coat, because the Greffe's rule was that you took what the dead carried before the living could find it. Against his ribs, where a man keeps whatever he is most afraid to lose, there was a flat tobacco tin. She opened it with her teeth holding her mitten. A spool of film no wider than a thumb, wound tight. A paper label in his handwriting, the ink gone brown: Vol. I, Haut-Corvane.

The oldest register of one poor commune. Why would anyone cut a man's bindings for that?

She slid the tin into the lining of her coat.

Gaspard stood up.

He did it between one breath and the next, all at once, with the hair rising along his spine in a ridge. He was not looking at Trish. He was looking uphill, past the boulder, at the slope that fell from the ridge in one long white sheet. Moonlight lay along its upper lip in a thin line, as fine as a pencil stroke.

"What is it?"

The dog took her sleeve in his teeth and pulled.

He had not touched her once in the three years she had known him. He pulled now with his whole weight, and she went with him, stumbling, one boot sinking and wrenching free. She got three strides. Four
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