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Chapter One — The Cold Morning at Home

Sexton has issued the morning a citation.

I want that understood up front, because I'm going to need help carrying it. My drone — my dented, anxious, ferociously dutiful drone, who spent the entire first journey apologizing for existing — is hovering at the gate at precisely the correct ceremonial height, reading aloud to a wax tablet in its primmest voice, and what it is reading aloud is a formal complaint against the single most important thing I have ever done.

"—and further," it says, to no one, "that the Waking of Hearthfast, while materially successful," — it lingers on materially the way the old council used to linger on a word it intended to argue about for a month — "was conducted without a single one of the Forty Cadences of Lawful Passage, without consecrated water, and without so much as a witnessed declaration of intent, the Keeper having performed the most significant liturgical act in one thousand years while, and I quote my own prior record, 'soaking wet and out of breath.'" A pause. The little servos in its housing do the thing that, in a person, you'd call drawing yourself up to your full height. "This office finds the Waking valid. This office finds the Waking deeply improper. This office has prepared a citation."

"You can't cite a miracle, Sexton."

"This office," it says, with the serene immovability of a thing that has finally, after a thousand years of being discontinued, been given a job, "can cite anything."

It presents the citation. It's a real one, lettered beautifully, because whatever else is wrong with Sexton its penmanship is devotional. And before I can take it, Administrator eats it.

The goat has wandered up the way she does, looking like a rug someone gave up halfway through weaving, and she takes the citation out of Sexton's manipulator-arm with the unhurried contempt of a creature who has personally outlived a god and intends to outlive several more. She chews it twice. She looks at me. There is nothing in her flat yellow eyes — no morning, no dark, no thousand years of anything — just a goat who has survived the end of the world by the simple method of declining to attend, and who would do it all again without a flicker.

"She has eaten Citation Forty-One," Sexton reports, stricken.

"She's eaten worse."

"There is nothing worse. It was the master copy."

"Then she's eaten the worst thing in the world, and we're all safe now."

This is what a miracle looks like, three weeks on. A goat eating the paperwork of the apocalypse while my drone mourns the master copy. I would like it noted, by some office somewhere, that I crossed a continent and ended a god and came home expecting — I don't know what I expected. Trumpets. Rest. Something. I did not expect to spend my mornings refereeing a goat.

The grass helps. I'll give it that.

* * *

There's grass now. Real grass, the kind I've only ever seen pressed flat and brown in the oldest books, coming up green through the frost in the low field like it's been waiting down there the whole time — which, it turns out, it has. There are buds on the black trees. There's a smell in the air I have no word for and Wick says is "the smell of dirt being happy," which is stupid, and exactly right, and the most hopeful thing anyone's said since the morning.

It's the first spring the Vael has had in longer than anyone alive can count. I helped make it.

And I can't make myself enjoy it, because I keep going back to the room where my god used to die.

There's nothing in it now, which is the part nobody warned me about. A dying god fills a room — the green of it, the low warmth, the smell like a match held too long. You spend your whole life learning to move quietly around that, the way you'd move around someone very old who has finally fallen asleep. Then one morning the room is just a room. Cold stone. A brass cradle gone dark. A draft from somewhere that didn't used to have a draft. I stand in the doorway like a woman standing in a house she's already sold, and the quiet stands there with me, and I think: I made that quiet. On purpose. And everyone thanked me for it.

So I go and do something useful instead, because the alternative is being sad at a cradle, and I have a rule against tasks a goat could do better.

* * *

The trouble with being the woman who brought the morning is that everyone now believes I know what to do about it.

Old Memmen finds me by the well. He holds his hands out the way the keepers used to hold things out to the god — palms up, helpless, an offering. They're white to the wrist.

"Won't warm," he says. "Keeper, they won't warm. I held them to the fire all night and they're like a dead man's. The god used to —" He stops. He looks at his own hands like they belong to someone he's annoyed with. "The god used to just do it. You didn't have to know how. You just sat near."

For a thousand years that was the answer to everything. You just sit near. Nobody in Hearthfast has ever had to know how to do a single thing the god did, because the whole sacred point of us was that we didn't change anything and the god changed everything. We were the finest do-nothings in the history of the dark. We had a rite for when the rites went wrong.

Now Memmen's hands are white and the god is asleep and he's looking at me.

"Sit," I tell him, and I hear it come out calm, flat, certain — the voice I've started using, the one I trust less every day. I don't know how to warm an old man's frostbitten hands. I have never known. But I take them between mine, which does nothing, and while I'm doing the nothing I'm thinking, fast, salvage, what do we have, what holds heat — and I say, "We'll heat a stone in the coals and wrap it in felt. Skin's too thin for the fire direct — that's what's hurting you, you've been cooking the cold deeper. A wrapped stone in your lap, changed out every hour. Slow. You'll have feeling back by dark."

I make it up as I say it. It comes out sounding like scripture.

He does it. Of course he does it; I said it in the voice. And an hour later there's blood back in his fingers and he's telling everyone the Keeper laid hands on him and warmed them, which is not what happened, which is the opposite of what happened, and I don't correct him, and that's the part that frightens me — not the cold, not the god, but how good I'm getting at sounding sure of things I'm inventing on the spot.

* * *

I find Wick where the trouble is, because that's where Wick lives now.

He's at the south wall with his palm flat to the stone and his eyes half shut, doing the thing he didn't used to do. When the warmth went through him at the morning — when the Hearth's life came up out of the cradle and passed, into the people, into the ground, into him — it left something behind. Not a scar. A way of listening. He can feel the doors of the world now, which are held and which are failing, the great cold leaning on the far side of all of them. He says it doesn't hurt. He's ten. He'd say that with his arm in a fire if he thought I'd make him sit down for it.

"There's a draft," he says, not opening his eyes. "Here. It's little. It wasn't here yesterday."

I put my hand by his on the stone. I feel nothing, because I'm a normal person and it's a wall. "Stone moves," I tell him. "Place just thawed. Old walls breathe."

"It's not the wall." He opens his eyes and gives me the look — the flat, patient one he's grown into, the one that says I'm being slow on purpose. "It's cold. It's coming in."

"Drafts come in. That's drafts."

"This one's got a direction, Laur." He frowns, hunting the words, and finds the plain one, the way he always does. "It's coming from somewhere. Like a window's open in another room and nobody'll tell me which one."

I don't have a wrapped stone for that. So I do the keeper thing, the holy do-nothing, the thing I swore I'd never do to him. "It's fine," I say. "Show me the well."

He looks at me a second longer than I want. Then he shrugs — fine, be like that — and takes me off toward the well, and I follow my little brother through the first spring in a thousand years with the back of my neck cold for a reason I won't say out loud.

* * *

The traveler comes through the gate at midday, and he's the wrong kind of cold.

I know cold. I've kept it the way other people keep livestock — fed it, fought it, slept beside it the whole way across the world. I know road-cold and dying-fire-cold and the particular cold of a person who's decided to stop walking and let the dark have them. This is none of those. This man is cold the way Wick's south wall is cold: a cold that's leaking, that got in from somewhere it shouldn't be able to, and hasn't stopped.

He gets three words out before his legs go. Wick reaches him first — of course he does, he's across the yard before I've finished turning, and his face has already gone white with whatever he's catching off the man. We get him to the fire, a wrapped stone, time. When he can talk, he tells us about Brae's Crossing.

I know it. Two valleys east. Small place, dying god, a hundred-odd people doing the same slow arithmetic everyone in the world has always done.

"Somebody woke it," he says. "Six days back."

The fire pops. I wait.

"They had the words. Most of them. Somebody'd been collecting — green sayings, off three different gods, the way they say you did — and they put them up on the temple wall and they said them. Said them home." His teeth won't quite stop. "And it worked, Keeper. That's what I came to tell you. It worked. The god went quiet and the people woke up, just like — just like here."

"And," I say. Because there's an and. You don't get to be cold like that from a thing that worked.

"And it didn't close." He says it small. "After. When ours went quiet — the door it was holding, behind it, it just. Didn't shut. It's open, Keeper. The cold comes through it now and it doesn't stop, and the people they woke —" His hands move, trying to shape a thing there's no word for yet. "They're up. They walk. There's nothing behind their eyes. The whole valley's going dark from the middle out and the woke ones just stand in it. I left. I walked here. They say you're the one knows how to do it right."

Here's the part I'm not proud of.

Before the horror, before the grief, before any of the things a decent woman feels about a valley of hollow people going dark — the first thing through me is relief. That it wasn't us. That my morning closed its door behind it the way a morning should. That whatever Sexton's citation says, I did mine right. For half a heartbeat I stand in my own warm yard, and underneath the relief there's something worse: pride. I'm better at the most dangerous act in the world than the poor desperate people of Brae's Crossing, and some small warm part of me is glad of it.

I didn't know that was in me. That's the thing that stops me — not the news, the pride. It sat there small and warm in my chest like it had been waiting all along for a cold enough morning to show its face, and I had no idea, until right now, that I was the kind of person who had it.

And underneath it, slower, the real thing arrives — the thing I've been not-thinking since I got home, that the traveler has just walked two valleys to hand me.

The way they say you did.

They didn't learn it from me. I never taught anyone. But they tried it because I did it — because a keeper walked up to the thing everyone agreed couldn't be done, and did it, and came home to grass and a goat. I always thought the hard part was the finding: the scattered words, the salted lies, the gods that would kill you for reading them. I thought I'd done something impossible at the centre of the world.

I look at the cold man at my fire, and I think, no. The finding's still as hard as it ever was. They proved that — three true sayings and a wall and a prayer, and a door that won't shut. I didn't do the impossible thing. I did the forbidden one. And then I left it lying in the road behind me, broken open, for anyone with a freezing child to find.

"Laur." Wick, very quiet, both hands flat on his own knees now, his eyes shut, his face turned east. "The draft. In the south wall." He opens his eyes. "It's the same cold. It's coming here, isn't it."

I could tell him it's fine. I feel the word come up — fine, the wrapped stone, the holy do-nothing. I feel the older reflex under it too, the one I buried at a gate a thousand miles and a lifetime ago: I'm cold. The two-word door I used to hide behind whenever the truth got too big to hold. My mouth actually starts to make it.

I don't. I'm not cold. I'm scared, and I've stopped pretending those are the same thing.

"Yeah," I tell my brother. "It is. So I'm going to go and shut it."

* * *

He's shaking his head before I finish.

"Not without me."

"Wick—"

"You left me at the gate." Not an accusation. Worse — a fact, set down flat between us. "You walked off into the whole world and I stood at the gate and didn't know for months if you were dead. I'm not doing the gate again." He sets his jaw, and then the jaw goes, just for a second, and he's small again, the kid in the quilt who put a wooden dog in my hand and told me to remember him. "And you need me. You can't feel the doors. I can. You'll walk right up to
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