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# PART ONE

## THE ROAD APPEARS
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# Chapter One - What the Road Costs

She had been running for two hours before she remembered that her dress was wrong.

The hem was catching on every piece of rough ground - the scrub grass at the field's edge, the low thorn bushes that had no business growing in the middle of a path, the loose stone that lined the drainage ditch between the Amsel family's wheat and the Amsel family's other wheat, which was to say everywhere she had gone since before the sky was properly light. The dress was her mother's idea of appropriate. Cream wool, embroidered at the collar, made to stand still in. Every stride pulled at the stitching across her thighs. She had torn the hem at the left side already, maybe an hour ago, somewhere in the dark before dawn turned things grey. She had not stopped.

Yara did not stop. She moved.

The land east of the village ran flat for three miles before it hit the river, and she had aimed for the river because rivers were the first calculation - cross it, and any pursuit would need to think about crossing it too. But the river was not where she'd expected it; the rains had been light this season and the ford she'd scouted three weeks ago, in the guise of a walk she didn't need to explain, had turned out to be shallower than she'd hoped, barely knee-deep, which meant it was no real obstacle at all. She crossed it anyway. Cold water to the knee. Wet boots. One more variable to manage.

She was good at variables.

East of the river the terrain changed - rougher, less tended, fields giving way to old meadow that no one had bothered to claim back. She liked this. Untended ground was easier: no fences, no farmers up early to watch who went by. Just grass and thistle and the long light of a spring morning spreading slowly from the horizon like something cautious about what it would find.

She went through her inventory as she walked. This was something she did when she needed to settle her thinking - not feel, not reflect, inventory. What she had: good boots despite the wet, a pack that had been hidden under a loose board in the barn for six weeks with a change of clothes inside, dried food for four days, her mother's second-best knife that she had taken without asking because it was better than her own, two coins that were genuinely hers and three that she'd taken from the house's morning drawer because she was pragmatic about what she needed and her mother would understand eventually, maybe, and what else, what else, the small clay disc her older sister had pressed into her hand at the age of eleven saying this is for when you need luck, Yara, keep it, and she had kept it, though she had no opinion about luck one way or the other.

She did not have the marriage contract. That had been in her father's study, and she had not gone near her father's study, and by now someone had found her room empty and the barn door ajar and the morning had taken a different shape than anyone had intended.

She was sorry about the morning drawer. She would not be sorry about anything else, and she was not going to check.

The meadow went on. She walked through it and the dew came off the grass in a fine spray against her skirts and the sun got properly up and started to be warm, which it had no right to be this early in the season. She found herself cataloguing the terrain out of habit - the stand of birch trees at the meadow's north edge, a possible shelter; the ridge line to the east, two miles maybe, a vantage point; the place where the ground dipped in a long shallow hollow that might collect fog in the evening and provide cover if she needed to sleep out in the open. She was not going to sleep in the open. She had a plan that extended to the city of Mast, four days' walk east if she kept pace, where she knew one person, a woman named Hira who had been a merchant's factor in the village for six months before moving on, who owed Yara a favour from a winter night she didn't need to think about in detail right now.

The plan was sufficient. She would keep moving.

She was two fields past the hollow when the Road appeared.
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It surfaced at the edge of a wheat field where no road should have been - old stone, worn to the colour of old bone, pressing up through the soil as though it had always been there and the soil had simply gotten out of the way. The field stopped around it in a clean line on both sides, the wheat drawing back a foot from the stone's edge, leaving a strip of bare earth as though the plants had made a decision over many growing seasons to give it room.

She almost walked past it.

She had been looking at the ridge line, calculating distance, and the Road had surfaced in her peripheral vision as just another obstacle to step over - but something made her stop. The light above it was wrong. Not wrong in any way she could have explained to someone who hadn't seen it, but wrong in the way of a room where someone has been standing until a moment ago: a slight displacement of air, a quality of attention, as if the light above the Road had been doing something and had only just stopped. The shadows that the wheat stalks threw across the ground changed direction when they crossed the Road's surface. She checked against the sun. The sun had not moved. The shadows had.

She stood at the Road's edge and looked at it.

It ran - she craned to see - east, so far as she could tell, though the slight curve of it after a hundred yards made it hard to be certain. In the other direction it ran west, back toward the river, back toward the village she'd come from, which meant she had crossed it somewhere and hadn't seen it. Or it had not been there then. The stone was ancient, dressed in the old way that she'd only seen in illustrations - close-fitted without mortar, the surface worn smooth by more feet than she wanted to count, the edges clean. There were markings along the edge nearest her: regular carved shapes, not letters she recognised, not purely decorative either. They had the quality of instruction.

She knew the stories. Everyone in the village had grown up with them, the way you grew up with any story that might be true enough to be dangerous - at a distance, with respect, not entirely disbelieved. The Mercy Roads appeared to people who were running. They led somewhere safer. They cost something. What exactly the cost was depended on who was telling the story and what they needed the cost to be, which meant she had filed the stories under unverified and moved on.

She stood at the edge of the Road and felt it know she was there.

This was not mystical. It was physical - a change in pressure, slight, the way the air changes when a door opens somewhere in a house. The Road was not watching her. It was simply aware of her in the way that a body of water is aware of something at its surface. She was there. The Road registered this fact.

She stepped back.

Thought.

Mast was four days east. She had enough food, enough coin, one person who owed her a favour. She had a plan. The plan did not require this.

Her mother had told her once - this would have been years ago, one of the practical conversations her mother had in lieu of affection - that the Mercy Roads were not a gift. They were a mechanism. Something built by people who were gone, for a purpose that was gone, and the fact that the purpose was gone didn't mean the mechanism had stopped. Machines did not stop when their makers did. You should treat it like a machine, her mother had said. You don't step in front of a loom unless you need what the loom makes and you're prepared for what the loom costs.

She had asked: what does it cost?

Her mother had said: I don't know. I've never been desperate enough to find out.

Yara had not said anything to that.

She stood at the edge of the Road and did the calculation. The village was behind her. Somewhere in the village, right now, her mother was doing a different calculation - Yara or the arrangement, the arrangement or Yara - and arriving at whichever answer hurt less to arrive at. Her father did not need to calculate. He had already decided, or he would not have signed the contract. The man she was supposed to marry was at this moment probably still asleep, and would wake to find that a transaction he had expected to complete had walked away in the night, which would make him angry in the specific way of men who believe that things they've paid for belong to them.

There would be pursuit. Maybe not official, but real.

She crouched and pressed two fingers flat against the Road's surface.

It was warm. This was the detail that settled it, in the end - not the stories, not the calculation, but the warmth of it, which was not the warmth of stone that has been sitting in morning sun because the sun had not been up long enough to heat stone, but the warmth of something that was warm in itself. As though the Road ran over something living, or was itself a kind of living, or had been built by people who put something of themselves into the work and that something had not entirely left.

She stood up and stepped onto it.
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The Road received her.

This was the only word for it. Nothing happened - no sound, no light, no shift in the world she could have pointed to and named. But she stepped onto the stone and the Road received her the way a familiar path receives a habitual walker, with a kind of ease, a recognition of function meeting function. She was a person who was running. The Road was for people who were running. The fit was precise.

She started walking.

The wheat field receded behind her - not quickly, not dramatically, but as she moved east the field seemed to soften at the edges, the sharp green of the stalks going slightly hazy, the sound of the wind through them muffling, until after about twenty minutes of walking she stopped and turned and the field was at the horizon and the land between her and it was different than the land she'd walked through to reach the Road. Not transformed. Just - rearranged, the way a room looks different when you've moved one piece of furniture.

She turned forward again and kept walking.

The sky above the Road was correct but the light was not quite. She couldn't fix it to any single observation - the blue of the sky was right, the position of the sun was right, the shadows of the few clouds moved as shadows of clouds should move. But the light that reached the Road's surface was doing something adjacent to ordinary light, performing the same function a little differently, like someone who has learned a skill by watching rather than being taught. It illuminated. It just illuminated with a slight angle she could not determine.

The air smelled of stone and old rain and something underneath that - a cool, dry smell, mineral and deep, the smell of a place that had been sheltered for a long time. She breathed it and her chest did something complicated. She catalogued it and moved on.

The Road was approximately eight feet wide. Wide enough for a cart, she thought, or for two people to walk abreast with room between them. The surface was uneven in ways that were interesting: there were sections so smooth they might have been polished, and then sections that were rougher, the stone different in character, as though different hands had worked different parts of it - or the same hands at different times, with different intentions. She found herself looking at the variation in the stone the way she looked at the variation in terrain: reading it, extracting information. This section: older, more worn. This section: repaired, the new stone fitted to the old with obvious care. Someone had maintained this Road. For a long time someone had cared enough to keep it usable.

They were gone now.

She walked.

The first hour was pure physical sensation - wet boots gradually losing the worst of the cold, the wrong dress finding a rhythm with her stride, the pack settling across her shoulders the way it did when her body stopped fighting it and accepted the weight. She had been walking since before dawn and her legs were the particular kind of tired that has moved past the early complaint and settled into a dull competence, the body doing what it was asked without drama.

She let herself think about the next four days.

Not the last four years. Not the last hour. Not her mother standing in the kitchen before dawn with her face doing something Yara had decided not to read too carefully. The next four days: the Road apparently ran east, or broadly east, and east was where she needed to go, and if the stories were true it would lead somewhere safer than where she'd been, and if the stories weren't true it was still a road, and roads went places, and somewhere at the end of somewhere was a city and a woman named Hira who owed her a favour.

She was fine.

She walked through the middle of the morning and the light shifted and the Road curved gently north-east and she adjusted to the curve without thinking about it. There was a structure at the roadside - she had not seen it until she was nearly past it, which was strange because it was not small. A stone post, chest-height, carved all over in the same style as the Road's edge markings. Set in a niche at its base was a bowl, stone, old, scoured clean by seasons of rain. Empty. She stopped and looked at it. The markings on the post were dense, layered, a long text in a language she had no purchase on. She ran her fingers along the carved lines and felt their precision: someone had put real work here, real care, the kind of carving that takes months. She felt, very briefly and without any explanation she could accept, that she was being addressed. That the post had something to say to her that she simply did not have the language to receive.

She took her hand back and kept walking.

The Road was a character, she thought, and then stopped thinking it because thinking about something that way made it real and she had enough things to manage.
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She was well into the afternoon - the light going gold, the shadows lengthening, her feet starting to say something definite about the boots being the wrong ones - when she came around a long bend in the Road and found that she was not alone.

She stopped.

She assessed.

A figure, two hundred yards ahead: a man, broad and middle-aged and carrying a merchant's pack that was substantially larger than hers, walking with the particular posture of a person who has been walking all day and intends to keep walking until the situation changes or his legs give out, whichever comes first. Not moving fast. Sweating, she could see even at distance - the dark patches on his coat, the way he carried his head slightly forward and down like a man fighting his own weight. He had not seen her.

She considered her options and the speed of each, and then she started walking again, because the Road was narrow enough and the man was not moving fast enough that slowing or stopping would gain her anything, and she was practical.

He heard her at fifty yards and turned, and she saw his face in the moment before he rearranged it: pure alarm, which he managed down to wariness, which was more or less what was on her face too.

They looked at each other across the distance between them on a road that should not have existed.

"Well," he said.

"Well," she said.

He waited. She did not fill the silence.

"You came from behind," he said.

"Yes."

"Long way back there?"

"Far enough." She was now ten feet from him. She stopped. He had a merchant's face - broad, weathered, the kind of face that had spent years doing calculations across a table and had learned to look friendly while the calculations happened. His eyes were assessing her pack, her dress, her boots, in the automatic way of a man who had spent his life pricing things. She assessed him in the same way and he clocked it and something eased slightly in the line of his mouth.

"You know what this is," he said. Not a question.

"I've heard the stories."

He nodded. He shifted his pack on his shoulders, a habitual adjustment. "I've heard them too. Didn't expect-" He stopped. "Didn't expect it to actually be there."

"No."

"Did you-" He stopped again. A careful man. "Do you know where it goes?"

"East, so far as I can tell."

"Right." He was quiet for a moment. The Road ran ahead of them, straight and warm in the afternoon light, running its own direction for its own reasons. "Right," he said again, as if he was agreeing to something. He turned and began walking.

She let ten feet remain between them, and walked.
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The afternoon wore down to evening around them and neither of them spoke again for a long time, which suited Yara perfectly. She kept him in her peripheral vision - not surveillance exactly, just the constant low-level awareness of a variable that was present and needed monitoring. He was not a threat. He was a stout merchant on a road that shouldn't exist, sweating through a coat that was too good for the exercise he was giving it, with a pack she could have told you the approximate contents of from the way he carried it. He was not a threat. He was something else: a fellow traveller. A companion she had not chosen. Someone who now knew she was here and where she was going and what she looked like, which was a kind of knowing she had not invited.

She noted this and moved on.

The Road's light as the sun went down was something she had not been prepared for. As the angle of the sun changed, the Road's stone began to hold the warmth of the colour differently - not quite reflecting, more retaining, the gold of the late afternoon light absorbed into the stone's surface and given back slowly, so that as the sky went from gold to pink to the first deep blue of evening, the Road was still lit from within itself, a faint warm luminescence in the stone, not enough to read by but enough to walk by. She stopped for a moment and crouched and looked at it closely. The warmth was there when she pressed her fingers down.

"It does that," the merchant said, from ahead.

She looked up. He was watching her over his shoulder.

"You've seen it before?" she said.

"No. I just - it seems like the kind of thing it does."

She stood up. "What's your name?"

A pause. The first real hesitation. "Davan."

She didn't offer hers. He didn't ask. They kept walking.

The Road at dusk ran on ahead of them, glowing faintly in its ancient stone, going east toward something neither of them knew. Behind her, the evening was dark and ordinary. She did not look back. She didn't know yet that this mattered.

She did not look back because there was nothing behind her she wanted to see. That was enough reason. That was the reason she had been using for years.

She kept it.

She walked.
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# Chapter Two - The Texture of Running

The Road at full morning light was a different object than the Road at dusk.

She had walked through the end of the previous day and the beginning of darkness and the darkness itself, which had been less dark than she'd feared - the Road's faint luminescence did what it needed to do, a grey-warm glow that kept the stone visible under her feet, enough that she did not twist an ankle, not enough that she could see what was off the Road's edges. She had decided, somewhere in the second hour of darkness, that she did not need to see what was off the Road's edges. She walked in the lit centre and the dark was the dark's own business.

Davan had stopped to sleep, or tried to - he'd sat against a roadside post and she'd heard his breathing slow, though she doubted he'd slept properly, slumped like that. She had sat a little distance away and kept watch without meaning to keep watch, the habit of light sleeping and peripheral attention being one of those skills she'd developed at an age before she had words for why.

She dozed. She did not sleep. This was a distinction she was used to.

Dawn on the Road came from behind her, which meant east was still roughly east, which meant the Road's general direction had not changed in the night. This reassured her more than she expected to be reassured. She was standing when the light came up, stretching the particular morning-stiffness out of her legs, watching the sky change colour above the Road's eastern reach. The stone went from its own grey glow to something warmer as the sun rose - it absorbed the morning light differently than it absorbed afternoon light. In the morning it seemed to brighten from the inside, as if the new day was waking it. She stood and watched this happen and decided it was not something she would spend a lot of time thinking about.

Davan was awake and miserable, in the way of a man whose body had opinions about sleeping against stone. He ate something from his pack without offering to share and she ate something from hers without expecting him to, and neither of them spoke until the food was done.

"How far do you think it goes?" he said.

"I don't know."

"The stories never say how far."

"The stories never agree on anything."

He looked at the Road. The morning light had settled into something steadier now, the sun properly up, and the Road under it was - she searched for the right word and found only accurate: the Road under morning light looked exactly like what it was, which was ancient and purposeful and made by people who had intended it to last. "No," he said. "They don't."

She stood up and started walking. He fell in behind her, a little further back than yesterday, giving her room. This was a small courtesy she noted and accepted.
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She had been planning this escape for three years.

This was not something she would have told Davan, or anyone, but she let herself think it as she walked because the morning was long and the Road's rhythm was good and her body was working without complaint and thinking was better than the alternative. Three years of small preparations: the hidden pack, the memorised routes, the scouted ford, the conversations she had maintained with people like Hira in the city of Mast - useful people, people who owed her something, people she had arranged to be able to call on. The marriage contract had been the final event in a process that had been building for years. Her father had announced it at a meal in autumn. She had eaten her food and excused herself and gone to the barn and stood in the dark with her hands flat against the horse's flank and thought: all right. Now I set the date.

It had taken until spring because she needed the roads dry enough to move fast, and because she needed to let one more month's coin accumulate in the morning drawer, and because she was careful. She was always careful. Carefulness was the thing she had developed in place of hope, which took too long and was too unreliable.

The Road unrolled ahead of her and she walked.

She was good at walking. This was something she'd learned about herself when she was young, before she understood it as a skill - she'd been the child who wandered, who disappeared for afternoons into the fields and came back with mud on her knees and no explanation, who had understood the terrain of the area around the village better than the farmers whose families had worked it for three generations. She knew where the ground went soft after rain, where the fox holes were, which of the old hedge lines had a gap that a person could use. Her mother had called this impractical. Her father had called it worrying. She had called it orientation. A person should know how to get out.

The Road curved and she followed the curve. Davan was a steady presence behind her, unhurried, matching her pace without discussion. She found she was almost grateful for this - the presence of another person who was not a threat but was not nothing, a warm variable at her back instead of an open question.
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The Road in the late morning had a particular quality. The light was high and direct, and the shadows it cast from the edge carvings were short and sharp - she could see the markings more clearly now, the carved lines catching the direct sun in a way that made them readable as pattern even if not as language. She stopped once to look at a stretch where the markings ran particularly dense and she tried to find a structure to them: a repeated shape here, a different shape there, something that might be numerical - groupings of lines, vertical marks interrupted by diagonal ones. She stared at it until it stopped making sense and then started looking like language again and then stopped making sense again.

"Can you read it?" Davan had come up beside her.

"No. Can you?"

He studied it. He was, she thought, an educated man - a merchant, yes, but with the kind of education that came from moving through the world and needing things from people who had knowledge he didn't. He looked at the markings for a long time with the expression of a man running through his files. "No," he said finally. "It's not any of the trade scripts. It's not the old river-writing. I've seen some of the highland systems and it's not those either."

"The builders."

"Yes."

The builders. The people who had made this and were gone. The fact of their absence was present in every stone of the Road - not as grief but as simple datum, the way a river gorge carried the fact of long-ago water. Something had been here and was not now. Something had cared enough to build this and had not survived to see it used.

She straightened and walked.

"Where are you going?" Davan said, from behind.

"East."

"I mean-" A pause. "The city of Mast, is that where you-"

"I'm going where the Road goes," she said. This was not evasion. It was, she realised as she said it, simply true.

He was quiet.
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At midday the Road narrowed over a bridge.

It was not a long bridge - twenty feet, maybe, over a stream that was doing its seasonal best to sound significant. The stone of the bridge was the same as the stone of the Road, the same dressed-without-mortar construction, the same edge markings, the same slight warmth in the surface when the sun caught it. It was, in its small way, a perfect thing. She stopped at the near end and looked at it.

"Go ahead," she said.

"You're stopping?"

"I want to look at it."

He looked at her, looked at the bridge, visibly decided not to ask about her habits, and walked across. The bridge took his weight without comment. In the middle he stopped and looked down at the stream and she could see from his back that he was somewhere else briefly - not here, not the Road, somewhere that had a specific address and a specific weight. He stood there for a moment and then his shoulders did something she recognised and he kept walking.

She crossed after him. The bridge underfoot was fractionally different from the Road - older, perhaps, or differently built, the stone running in a transverse pattern to the Road's own grain. She stopped in the middle as Davan had, but not because of the stream. She stood in the middle of the bridge and felt the particular quality of crossing-places, the way a threshold had a quality that was neither here nor there. The Road approached a threshold differently than ordinary ground. It was built for them.

She crossed and came down on the other side and found herself standing next to Davan, who had waited without quite deciding to wait.

"You're from the river towns," she said. She had been going to say nothing, but the something that had been in his back on the bridge was information she had filed and now found herself using.

He looked at her with the careful eyes of a man who has learned to be careful. "How did you know that?"

She nodded back at the bridge and the stream below it. He turned and looked at what he'd been looking at and she watched him understand that she had been watching him. He had the grace not to be angry about it.

"The east river towns," he said. "Yes."

"Long way from home."

"That's the idea."

She nodded. They were both, she thought, very good at saying almost nothing and having it count. This was a skill that required practice. Most people who developed it had developed it in the same school.

She started walking. He fell in beside her, not quite abreast - a half-step behind, by his choice, which was the gesture of a man offering her the lead while preserving the option to reclaim it. She noted this and let him have the position.
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The afternoon brought clouds.

The light changed completely when the cloud cover came in - the Road lost the particular gold quality of direct sun and took on something cooler, grayer, still itself but less vivid. She watched it. She had been watching the Road's variations all day, filing them, because this was what she did with new territory: she mapped it. Not just the physical direction of it but its character, the way it changed, the qualities that would become legible given enough time spent with them.

The Road in cloud was honest. That was the word that came to her and she accepted it. Without the sun's emphasis the stone showed its actual age more clearly - the deep wear of the centre path, the places where countless feet had compressed the stone's surface to something almost soft, the repairs that were old enough to have worn to the same depth as the original work. She walked along the centre path and thought about the feet that had walked here. Not historically, not reverently - practically. Thousands of feet. People running, presumably. People with their own mornings and their own plans and their own careful preparations, all of which had reached the same point: the Road appearing, the decision, the step.

She wondered how many of them had found what they were looking for.

"Do you believe it works?" Davan said. He had been silent for an hour.

She thought about whether to answer. "Define works."

"Gets you somewhere safer."

"The Road goes somewhere. Safer is relative."

"You know what I mean."

She did know what he meant. She also knew that he wasn't really asking about the Road - he was asking whether the thing he'd done that morning, stepping onto an impossible road with a merchant's pack and a coat that was too heavy, had been something other than a catastrophic mistake. She considered this. She was not unkind, not really, but she had learned to ration reassurance to the amount she could honestly provide, which was often less than people wanted.

"I think it does what it says," she said. "I think that's the thing to be careful about."

A long pause. "You think getting somewhere safer is something to be careful about."

"I think 'safer' might mean something different than we
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