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Chapter One — The Last Door

The door is dying, and I’m the only one on this hill qualified to hold its hand.

There are worse ways to spend an evening. I’ve been trying to think of one since noon, and the search continues.

I have both palms flat against the wood, which isn’t wood, the way the sea isn’t water once you’re under it. To everyone else in Sill, the door is the big gold-grained slab at the bottom of the well-house that their grandmothers curtsied to. To me it’s a pulse. It’s a heartbeat I’ve been listening to since I was six years old, and tonight it has the rhythm of a man going up a long flight of stairs and lying to himself about it.

Behind me, the doorhouse is filling with people who want to be told something.

“Keeper.”

“Wenna.”

“They’re asking me, and I’d rather be asking you.” Wenna runs Sill’s deep-house, which means she runs Sill, which means she has spent her afternoon counting other people’s grandmothers. She stops at the rail and does not come closer, because she has watched keepers work before and knows what the flinch costs. “How long?”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight early or tonight late?”

“Late, if I stay on it. Early, if I don’t.”

“Then stay on it,” she says, and then, because she is honest and it costs her, “if you can. Can you?”

“I can hold it to midnight.”

“And after midnight?”

“After midnight the door doesn’t want anything from me that I can afford.”

Somebody at the back of the doorhouse makes a sound — there is always one — and I stopped resenting it years ago; it’s the noise a person makes when they finally understand that a keeper is not a wall, and it isn’t their fault that nobody ever taught them what I am. What I am is a hand on a wrist. What the door is doing is dying. What the two of us are doing together is negotiating the terms.

“Say it plain for them,” Wenna says. “They’ll take it from you. They won’t take it from me.”

“They’ll take it from you.”

“They’ll take it slower from me, and slow is what we haven’t got.”

Fair. I turn my head, not my hands.

There are forty of them packed into the doorhouse and spilling down the stair, and every face is doing the same arithmetic in a different order. Old men. Two mothers stand with children on their hips and their hips against the wall. A boy from the well-row holds a lamp too big for him. They look at me as people look at a physician who has just come out of the room and hasn’t spoken yet.

“The door goes out tonight,” I say. “That isn’t a maybe. When it goes, this hold loses the deep-road, and the deep-road is the only way out of Sill that the dark doesn’t own. So you don’t have a door problem. You have an hours problem. Every person who is through the deep-house before that door dies gets to have a life. Every person still arguing about their furniture does not.”

“And you’ll hold it,” says one of the mothers.

“I’ll hold it as long as it lets me.”

“That isn’t the same as yes.”

“No,” I say. “It isn’t.”

I like her. She’ll do fine. It’s the ones who need the yes that the dark takes first, because they are still waiting for it when the cold comes down the lane.

Wenna raps the rail twice with her knuckles. Sill has been ending arguments that way for two hundred years. “Well-row, deep-house, now. Chapel-row, you’re behind them and you won’t like waiting, so wait quietly. Anybody carrying more than they can run with is carrying it for somebody else’s benefit, and that somebody is the dark.”

They go, and they go as people always do, too slowly and with the wrong things in their arms. I put my forehead against the door for one second and let it stumble under my palms without flinching, and the cold comes up into my wrists like water finding a crack.

By midnight it will be at my elbows. There’s a joke here about how most women my age have learned not to give their arms to just anyone, but my arms are numb and the joke needs them.

“You’re bleeding,” says a voice I know, from the stair. “Above the eye. Old blood, so I’ll allow it.”

I don’t turn around. I would know that voice at the bottom of a well.

“You walked,” I say.

“I walked.”

“On that hip.”

“On this hip,” Hett agrees. “Two days. I’d have been here in one, but I stopped to be old at a farmhouse and they fed me, so the entire enterprise was a swindle.”

Hett kept the door at Marle, two valleys over, or she did until Marle stopped having anything to keep. She has sixty years on her, a face like a well-loved boot, and the particular calm of a woman who has already buried everything she planned to bury. She comes up the last three steps with the deliberate care of somebody who has negotiated a truce with the stairs of the world. Keepers know when a door is going. It’s a professional courtesy, like crows.

“Where’s the pulse?” she says.

“Wrist.”

“Where was it at noon?”

“Fingers.”

“And you’re telling them midnight.” She whistles, low. “Optimist.”

“I’m telling them midnight because they move faster when the number is a number. If I say soon, they pack a cart.”

“They’ll pack a cart regardless. Coll’s out there wrestling a chair down the deep-lane.”

“One chair?”

“One chair. Says it was his father’s.” Hett reaches the door and doesn’t touch it. She stands with her hands loose at her sides and her eyes half shut, reading it from a foot away, and I watch four decades of practice decide, in four seconds, everything I have been deciding all afternoon. “Oh,” she says softly. “Oh, you poor thing.”

“It isn’t the wardkey.”

“No. The heart’s whole. It’s the working around it that’s giving out, and that’s worse, because you can’t put a working back with your hands, and hands are what we have.” She sucks her teeth. “How long since anyone tended it properly?”

“Sill’s keeper died eight months ago. Nobody came.”

“Nobody came,” she repeats, without inflection, which is how Hett says the worst things. “There’s a sentence for the age. What did the hold do?”

“What holds do. They put a good woman with no gift in the doorhouse and told her to sing to it.”

“Did she?”

“Every night for eight months.”

“Good,” says Hett. “That bought them a week, and she’ll never know it, and she’ll die thinking she was decoration.” She rolls one shoulder, and something in it clicks like a latch. “Right. What are you offering it?”

“Slow. Two-count in, hold four, out slow. It takes what it needs off the out-breath and doesn’t panic.”

“And it’s still stumbling.”

“It’s still stumbling.”

“Then you’re not offering,” she says, and there it is, sixty years arriving with its boots on. “You’re waiting, girl. There’s a difference. Waiting is when you hold steady and hope the door remembers itself. Offering is when you go down the stair after it. You know that. Your teacher knew that.”

“My teacher is dead.”

“Everyone’s teacher is dead. That isn’t an argument, it’s a census.” She leans in, not unkindly. “You’re holding back because you’re spending the rest of yourself somewhere else. Don’t tell me. I’m saying it so that you know I can see it.”

The cold takes another half-inch up my forearms while I decide what to say to that.

“You’re alone,” she says, into the gap. It isn’t a question. “A born keeper, on the road, alone. Carrying.”

The word carrying sits between us like a third keeper.

“You can feel it,” I say.

“Girl, they can feel it in Marle, and Marle is a hole in the ground now. It’s loud.” She looks past me, to the corner, where my pack sits with the box in it, wrapped in an old shirt like the world’s worst-kept secret. “I’m not going to ask.”

“That’s wise.”

“I’m old. Wisdom’s the only thing left that doesn’t hurt to use.”

“Hett —”

“Don’t fret. I’ve been not-asking for two days. I have a rhythm going.” She flexes her hands, one keeper to another. “Now. Are you going to tell me the plan, or shall I tell you it, and we can both pretend you thought of it?”

“There isn’t a plan. There’s a door, and one keeper who can hold it.”

“There are two keepers in this room.”

“One of you walked here on a bad hip.”

“And one of you has a road to walk and a box on her back that is mortgaging her by the hour,” Hett says. “Say the arithmetic out loud, keeper. You’ve done it four times since I came up that stair. I watched you do it. Say it.”

I say it, because she will only wait, and because two days of walking on a ruined hip have earned her the right to hear it in my own voice.

“The door needs a keeper in it to fail slow instead of fast. Slow is an ember. Fast is a lamp in a wind. Slow is the difference between every soul in Sill reaching the deep-road and the dark arriving while Coll is still negotiating with his chair.” My hands are steady on the wood. My voice is doing something else. “And I can’t be that keeper, because if I burn myself down on Sill’s door tonight there is nobody to carry the thing in that corner, and if nobody carries it, this valley is only the first row of a very long harvest.”

“There,” Hett says. “Was that so hard?”

“Yes.”

“Good. It ought to be.” She puts her hands on the door, next to mine, and the pulse under my palms steadies. Barely, but it steadies, as a stumbling man steadies when somebody he trusts takes his arm, matches his step, and starts lying to him too. “Wenna!” she calls, without opening her eyes. “Is the deep-house open?”

Wenna, who has been standing at the bottom of the steps not-listening with tremendous discipline, lifts her chin. “Open and counted. We’re waiting on the well-row and one chair.”

“Then it’s settled,” says Hett, in the voice of a woman for whom things have been getting settled for sixty years the moment she uses it.

“It is not —”

“Take your hands off my door, love.”

“Hett, if you go down the stair after it, you don’t come back up. You know that better than I do. You’ll be down there with it when it goes.”

“Yes,” she says. “That’s the job. That has always been the job. You’ve spent so long being the only one holding anything that you’ve forgotten other people can hold things too.” She turns her head toward me, eyes still shut, and her face is perfectly calm. “I kept a door forty years and outlived it. Do you know what a keeper is when her door is gone? A grandmother with a good grip. This is the better use, and we both counted it, and you only wanted the count to come out different.”

“I did.”

“It never does, love.” She smiles, and it is boot-leather and iron. “That’s how you know you counted right.”

I take my hands off the door.

Here is the thing nobody tells you about the moment you take your hands off a dying door. Nothing happens. The world doesn’t gasp. The door goes on failing at exactly the rate it was failing before, and you stand there, suddenly owning two cold arms and no reason to be in the room, while an old woman with a bad hip takes over your deathwatch as if she is relieving you at a market stall.

“Go on,” Hett says. “Before I say something with feeling in it and we’re both embarrassed.”

“Is there anything you want?”

“From you?” She thinks about it, and that is worse than if she hadn’t. “When you get where you’re going, finish it. Don’t be clever about it. Don’t be careful about it. Don’t come back up the stair to tell anybody what it cost. Just finish it. I want a morning out of this.”

“Hett.”

“I have paid for one,” she says. “Now go and be loud somewhere else. I’m working.”

The stairs go up. I go up them.

The hold at evacuation is a study in what people are. Sill was built downhill from its door in the old sensible style, one lane and thirty roofs, and the whole of it is moving toward the deep-house in the dark. People save the wrong things. It’s a law of nature and I have stopped arguing with it, mostly.

Old Coll has the chair upside down over his shoulders like a man carrying a small wooden house.

“Leave the chair, Coll.”

“It was my father’s,” Coll says, in the tone of a man producing a legal document.

“Your father would want you to live sitting on the ground.”

“My father would want me to bring the chair.”

“Your father is dead, Coll. That does raise questions about his judgment.”

“His judgment was fine. It was his lungs.”

Behind him his granddaughter, who is nine and wall-eyed and carrying the family’s entire supply of blankets, says, without heat, “Grandda, if you drop it on the ramp, I’m not stopping.”

“Nobody asked you to stop.”

“I’m only saying that I won’t.”

“Noted,” says Coll, and keeps the chair, and of course he keeps the chair. If the dark takes Coll tonight it will find him seated, and there are worse last stands.

A woman I don’t know presses a heel of bread into my hand as she passes, because I’m walking fast, and walking fast means hungry, in the grammar of grandmothers. A man drives his goats straight through the middle of a family’s belongings, and everyone apologizes to everyone, and the goats apologize to no one. This is why I have always respected goats.

The boy catches me at the lane’s turn. Eight, maybe nine, with the lamp held out in front of him as though it were leading and he were merely along.

“Are you going to fix the door?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it can’t be fixed. It can be held, and it’s being held, and the woman holding it is better at it than I am.”

“Better than you?” He is deeply suspicious of this. “You’re the keeper.”

“So is she.”

“Then why aren’t there two of you on it?”

There is a version of me who says something warm here. She’s a nice woman. I’ve met her twice.

“Because I have to go somewhere,” I say. “It’s a long way, and if I stay tonight I won’t be able to.”

He thinks about that with his whole face.

“Is where you’re going more important than us?”

“Yes.”

The lamp doesn’t waver. His voice wavers instead. “That’s a mean thing to say.”

“It’s a true thing to say. I could have said a kind thing instead. You’d have felt better for about a day, and then you’d have grown up and worked out that I lied to you, and after that you’d have believed nothing anybody told you.” The cold is in my elbows now. I make my voice come out level, because the alternative is that it doesn’t. “You’re going to the deep-house. The deep-road will hold. That’s true, and it’s true because a very rude old lady downstairs is making it true, and you should know her name. It’s Hett.”

He looks at me for a long moment, with the look children give you when they are deciding how much adult is in what you just said.

“That’s not what I asked,” he says, and walks on, and the lamp goes with him, and I stand in my own dark for a second feeling precisely audited.

Edda is at the well. I knew that she would be. Some people wait where the water is, because everyone comes past water eventually, and Edda has been waiting for me, specifically, since the day I came back through Sill with a pack and a look.

“You,” she says.

“Me.”

“They fed you here. Winters. My sister fed you at her own table with her own hands.”

“She did.”

“Don’t.” Edda’s voice isn’t loud. Loud would be easier. “Don’t stand there being agreeable at me. The doors are going out one after another down this valley like somebody is walking the row with a snuffer, and you were born to it, they said. Blessed, they said. The girl who could hear a door at six years old.” She has lost a husband to the dark and two sons to the roads, and she has a keeper’s own instinct for the failing thing, and she has found it, and it’s me. “And you couldn’t even do the one thing you are for.”

“No.”

“Say something else.” She is crying now, angry about it, the kind of crying you do when it’s the only weapon left within reach. “Say something else, damn you. Tell me it was hard. Tell me you tried. Tell me there’s a reason.”

“There’s a reason.”

“Then say it.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

“Won’t,” I say, “which from where you’re standing is the same thing, and I won’t insult you by pretending otherwise.”

Wenna has come up the lane behind her with a lantern and a hand half out, and Edda hears her coming, and the hand stops in the air, because Edda turns and looks at it.

“Let her,” I say to Wenna. “She isn’t wrong.”

“She isn’t right,” Wenna says.

“She’s early. That’s a different failing.”

Every hold has an Edda, and that is the trouble with her: the list of things I could not do is longer than she knows, and the thing I might still do is in a box on my back and cannot be explained at a well to a woman whose sons are already in the ground.

“Get to the deep-house, Edda,” I say, gently, because gentleness is what I have instead of an answer.

And I go, and her voice follows me down the lane, doing more damage per word than the cold ever managed.

I’m at the bottom gate when the door dies.

I feel it the way you’d feel a rope go slack. Hett eases it down and down, honest to the last inch, and then the last inch, and then nothing where the pulse was. All that cold, gone quiet. Sill’s door goes out of the world so gently that nobody streaming toward the deep-house even breaks stride, and that gentleness is Hett. That is her work. Forty years of craft spent in one night on somebody else’s door, and the only ones who will ever know what it cost are the dead, and me.

She got her slow ember. Everyone is in. The count came out precisely as she said it would.

And with the door goes a warmth I have known was there since I was six years old, and never named, and have now named far too late to enjoy.

I stand at the gate and I do not cry, because she would audit me for it. I say, to the general dark, “Thank you,” which is inadequate. I say, “I’ll finish it,” which is a debt now, witnessed by a goat.

Then, and I want this on the record, whatever record there is, the first thing I do, before I have finished being a person about the dead, is put my hand back over my shoulder and check the box.

Still warm. Still humming its one low note, that patient sound, like a kiln with opinions. The Kindling doesn’t care that it has just cost Sill a door and cost me a friend I had for a day and a half. Or it does care, in whatever way a live piece of an unfinished god cares, and I have simply never learned its grammar. Either way it’s safe, and I checked it first, and that is the honest unlovely shape of me: keeper of the last warm thing, in strict order of operations.

In my coat pocket, my other cargo. A little carved dog, ears gone smooth from a thumb that mostly wasn’t mine. So you remember, she said, when she gave it to me, back when this errand had two people in it.

I remember. That’s the whole problem with me, structurally.

Wenna finds me at the gate, which takes some doing, because I did not intend to be findable.

“She’s gone, then.”

“She’s gone.”

“I’ll have her name cut into the doorhouse.”

“She’d hate that.”

“I know,” says Wenna. “That’s rather the point of a memorial. It isn’t for them.” She sets the lantern on the gatepost and looks south, where the land drops, and drops, and stops pretending, and where the dark lies across the low country like something that ate the horizon and stayed to digest it. “You’re going down there.”

“I am.”

“On the Lamp Road.”

“There’s no other road.”

“There’s no road,” she says. “There’s a line of dead doors with a great deal of open dark between them, and no keeper crosses open dark on foot and lives, which I know because you know it, and because you have the face of a woman who has been doing that arithmetic all evening as well.” She folds her arms. “So. You’ll be wanting the runner.”

I turn my head.

“There’s a runner?”

“There’s a man,” she says, “and there’s a rig, and you’ll want the whole sentence before you get excited, because the sentence has a knife in it. He crosses the open dark. For money. In a salvage rig that by every account should not run, and does. He came through Sill in the spring with a cargo I didn’t ask about, and he was polite, and he was funny, and he charged us four times what the work was worth for a piece of the well-pump, and every soul in this hold liked him while he did it.”

“That’s a warning.”

“That’s a description. Here’s the warning. He doesn’t take passengers, he doesn’t take errands with weather in them, and by every road-story I’ve ever heard, he has walked away from things that would have cost him something to stay for.” She holds my eye. “If your errand turns bad in the middle of the dark, keeper, he will price it, and if the price comes out wrong he will put you down on the road and drive away and sleep well.”

“What’s his name?”

“Rook.”

“Where do I find him?”

“Downhill,” Wenna says, and something almost like a smile happens to her, briefly, and dies of the cold. “Where else would he be.”

I look south, at the road that isn’t a road, at all that unfinished dark. Somewhere down in it the doors are going out one after another, in a row, and Edda is right, and nobody wants to finish that thought, so I do, because finishing thoughts is apparently the one thing I am for.

Somebody is walking the row with a snuffer.

“Rook,” I say, out loud, testing the name the way you’d test a rotten step.

It holds my weight. Barely.

Downhill it is.




Chapter Two — How Much

People ask how I can work inside a dead god. They ask it in the hushed tone, the church tone, and I tell them the truth. The pay is good, the commute is short, and the deceased has never complained about the noise.

Strictly speaking, that last part is a lie. The Cathedral complains constantly. Not in words, in weather. It’s a god the size of a walled town, lying on its side in the low country where it fell however many centuries ago, and the carcass hums at a pitch you stop hearing after a week and never stop feeling. Grief, probably, or indigestion. I don’t speculate. I strip copper out of its ribs, if copper is what that is, and I keep a running inventory, because counting is what stands between a man and reflection.

“Say the number again,” I tell Bly.

“Forty.”

“Forty feet of conduit that predates the concept of forty feet. Two crates of fittings, sound. One lamp-heart, cracked.”

“Cracked’s worth more.”

“Cracked is worth more,” I agree. “The single most useful fact about this valley, and possibly about me. Total?”

“Enough.”

“Enough is not a number, Bly. Enough is a feeling. I don’t run a feeling.”

Bly considers this from up on the Stray’s back, where she is re-strapping the load like the load insulted her. She has been my crew for eleven years, which makes her the longest relationship of my life if you don’t count the rig, and you shouldn’t, because the rig and I are professional. She is built like a load-bearing wall and edits herself down to the studs. If Bly uses six words, the situation has five words’ worth of danger in it and one word of insult, thrown in as a courtesy.

“Three people,” she says. “One rig. Cold months. Tight.”

“Tight.”

“Tighter if the thaw’s late.”

“The thaw is always late. In eleven years I have yet to see it turn up when the almanac swears it will, and I have built a business on other people’s optimism about that.”

“You’re doing the face.”

“I don’t have a face.”

“The one you do when you talk to it.”

“I don’t talk to it.”

“You were moving your lips.”

“I was counting. It’s called mathematics, Bly. It arrived while you were being raised by winches.” I cinch the last strap. It does not need cinching, and that is how she knows I’m going to say something. “And if I were talking to it, which I am not, I’d be asking it to hum a little quieter on the low end, because that note gets into the fillings and I have a professional reputation for charm.”

“You have a professional reputation for markup.”

“Those are the same reputation with different customers.”

She almost smiles. On Bly this presents as a slight relaxation in the jaw, visible only to family and the very frightened. Then she says, without any change in tone at all, “Winter list?”

And there it is, the actual conversation, the one we have been circling since the ramp. Bly does not make small talk. Bly makes deferred talk.

“The winter list is fine.”

“The winter list is thin.”

“The winter list is elegant.”

“The Sedd woman offered us four hundred to run her family out to the coast holds.”

“The Sedd woman offered us four hundred to run her family out to the coast holds through the Marle gap,” I say, “which as of a fortnight ago is not a gap, it’s a throat, and I told her what I tell everybody. I don’t take weather.”

“She had children.”

“She had four hundred and two dead roads, and I gave her the name of a man in Corr’s row who’d have sold her the trip and left them in it at the halfway mark, and then I gave her the truth for free. There is no route, and she should sit tight and stop paying men like me to lie to her beautifully.” I flip the ledger shut. “She’s alive to be angry about it. That’s the whole service.”

Bly looks at me for two seconds longer than she needs to.

“You didn’t take her money,” she says.

“I took some of her money. I’m not a monk, I’m a professional with a conscience I keep in a locked drawer and visit on holidays.” I toss the ledger into the cab. “Load out. I want to be off the Cathedral before the church aunts come to do the lamps, they always want to bless the rig and the rig doesn’t like it.”

Bly does not load out.

“Company,” she says.

Two words now: five of danger, none of insult. I look where she’s looking.

A woman is walking out of the dark. Not up the low road, not off the trade path. Out of the dark, the true edge of it, on foot, alone, at night, in a coat that lost its argument with the weather several days ago. I read her at forty yards like a bill of lading. The walk is too steady for a beggar. The pack rides high, precious side in. And the eyes do the thing where they pass over a fallen god as though it were furniture, which no pilgrim has ever managed, and land on me as though I am the interesting ruin.

“Trouble,” I say.

“Customer,” says Bly.

“Same thing. Dressed for church.”

She stops at a polite distance. That is its own kind of alarming. People who want something from me either grovel up close or shout from cover. Polite distance is a professional habit, and I do not know a profession that walks out of the open dark on foot and lives.

“You’re Rook,” she says. “You run the dark.”

“I’m a licensed salvage contractor.”

“There’s no license, and you’re a scavenger.”

“You’ve clearly met my references.” I come down off the step, because a man should be standing when he refuses somebody. “How much do you want to not be carrying, and where is it going?”

“Down the Lamp Road. All the way down. Past the last door.”

She says it in the tone people reserve for small dull errands. Fetch the bread. Mend the gate. Walk into the mouth of the world.

“No,” I say, with the warmth I save for my best refusals. “The word you’re looking for is no. The road’s a rumor at the top and a grave at the bottom, and the fee does not exist, madam, because I’d have no use for money in the afterlife. I’m told it’s all included.”

“You cross the open dark for scrap.”

“I cross the edge of it. For treasure. In a rig I trust, on routes I cut myself, and I come home every time, being the entire point of me. What you are describing is a way to die with company. I can recommend some cheaper ones.”

“Name your objection.”

“I have eleven, and I’ll do them in order of how much they’d embarrass you. One. The Lamp Road surfaces four times in two hundred miles, and three of those waypoints have been dark since spring, so there is nowhere to stop, nowhere to fuel, and nowhere to be buried. Two. Every hold on it has a door, every door is failing, and a rig is a very expensive coffin when the dark comes through a door behind you. Three —”

“Three is that no one has come back,” she says.

“Three is that no one has come back, yes, thank you, I was building to it.”

“Then let’s do four.”

“Four is that you are alone,” I say, “which means either your crew is dead or you never had one, and in my experience the second is worse. Five is that you are on foot at the edge of open dark, and a person who does that is either lucky or being pushed, and luck runs out much later than pushing does, so I’d be betting my rig on which one you are. Six is —”

“Toward,” she says. “Not from.”

” — six is, I’m sorry, what?”

“You keep pricing what the road runs from. The dark. The failing doors. The graves.” She shifts the pack a half-inch, protective side in. “I’m going toward something. You’ve costed every route out of this valley and not one of them goes where I need to go, because where I need to go is under all of them.” Her eyes come up and hold. “I don’t need a scavenger. I need the man whose rig can walk on water, and I need him to stop quoting me the price of drowning.”

It stops me. A full second, maybe two.

I want it noted for the record that nothing stops me. I have been insulted by experts, threatened by artists, and wept at by professionals, and this woman puts down toward, not from like it’s small change on a counter, and I stand there recounting it.

“That’s very good,” I say. “Did you practice it?”

“On the way here.”

“How far is here?”

“Eleven days.”

“Walking.”

“Mostly.”

“Sleeping where?”

“Under things.”

“And the last three of those days,” I say, watching her, “were through country the church says nobody crosses on foot, so either the church is wrong, which it is about most matters, or you have something in that pack that the dark declines to eat, and I’d very much like you to lie to me about which.”

The pause she gives me is the first honest thing either of us has offered.

“Both,” she says.

And that is when her eyes drop to my collarbone and find the shard.

I wear it on a cord, under the shirt. Except the shirt is open two buttons, because the Cathedral runs warm, grief being apparently an exothermic process. It’s a sliver of pale material, dull as a dead tooth. Every scavenger in this valley wears trophies off the carcass. Nobody has ever looked at mine twice.

She looks at it as a jeweler looks at glass and finds that it isn’t.

“Where did you get that,” she says. It isn’t a question. It’s an audit. And something in my chest closes a door I did not authorize.

“Souvenir. From a job.”

“That’s not from any job.”

“Everything’s from a job. That’s what jobs are.”

“It’s warm,” she says. “Isn’t it.”

The Cathedral hums. Somewhere off in the field a lamp-post creaks on its hinge.

“You want to buy passage,” I say, and my voice comes out of the shop-front, pleasant, brisk, and entirely unoccupied, “or you want to do a reading on my jewelry? Because the second one isn’t for sale, and I’d have to charge you an unkind amount for the privilege of being told about my own chest.”

She lets it go. She lets it go the way you set down something breakable that you fully intend to pick up again later, and I know that, and she knows I know it, and neither of us says so.

Above us, Bly has gone very still. Then, in her flattest register, which is Bly for tread carefully, she says, “We’ve carried her type before. You remember how that went.”

“I remember it paid,” I say, lightly.

Which is a lie in two parts.

And the woman — she hasn’t given me a name yet, but the name is coming, names always come after the money — watches me perform the lightness with an attention I do not care for at all.

“What’s in the pack?” I ask, to move the attention somewhere useful. “You want passage down a dead road to a place that isn’t there. Fine. It’s your funeral, and funerals price by the casket. What am I carrying?”

She weighs me. I watch her do it, as you’d watch somebody decide whether to hand you a lit lamp in a dry field.

“If I tell you, you take the job or you never speak of it.”

“That’s not how commerce works.”

“It’s how this works.”

“Everything’s commerce. Even this. Especially this.” I spread my hands. “But go on. Frighten me. I’m insured.”

“I’m carrying a piece of a god,” she says. “The last living piece. It has to reach the bottom of that road. And I’ll pay you everything I have, which is nothing, plus the thing everybody in this valley wants and nobody can buy.”

The patter dies.

I feel it go, a machine I have run my whole adult life, spinning down without permission.

Because the Cathedral is humming its dead note under my boots, and I have spent eleven years learning exactly one true thing about gods, and it is what they cost a man who stands near even the finished kind. And her pack is riding high with the precious side in. And she has walked eleven days out of country that eats people, alone, and arrived with her hands steady and her coat ruined and her eyes doing arithmetic on my collarbone.

She is not carrying a relic. A relic is a safe thing — the object you are left holding after the danger has already passed through and gone.

“Say the rest,” I hear myself say.

“There’s no rest.”

“There’s always rest. There’s the part where you tell me what it costs you, because a live piece of anything doesn’t ride on a person’s back for free, and you’ve got a keeper’s hands.” I nod at them, ruined knuckles, cold-white to the wrist. “Those aren’t hauler’s hands. Those are hands that have been paying.”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Two years.”

“And what’s at the bottom of the road?”

“The end of the errand.”

“That’s not an answer, that’s a door with a sheet over it.”

“It’s the answer you get before the money,” she says, and God help me, I like her.

“And the thing nobody can buy,” I say. “What’s that.”

“A morning.”

Behind her, out in the field where the pilgrim-lamps burn all night on their posts, a hundred little flames the church keeps lit for a god that can’t see them, the farthest lamp goes out.

Then the next one. Then the next, coming up the row toward us, each flame not flickering, not fighting, just ending, as a candle ends under a wet thumb.

The dark does many things. Tidy is not among them.

“That’s not wind,” I say.

“No.”

“How long have they been behind you?”

“Eleven days,” she says, and picks up her pack, and settles it, precious side in.

“Bly.”

“Loading,” says Bly, already moving.

The lamps go on dying, in order, patiently, and out of the dark behind the woman with the god on her back, people begin to walk.




Chapter Three — Collateral

Here is what I know about the dark, professionally. It is not tidy.

The dark seeps. It pools. It takes the low ground first and the brave ground last, and when it puts a light out there’s a struggle, a guttering, a small drama of wick and wind. The dark is an animal. In all its existence it has never formed an orderly queue.

So when a hundred pilgrim-lamps go out one at a time, in sequence, at walking pace, what I am watching is not the dark.

“Friends of yours?” says the scavenger.

“No.”

“Creditors?”

“They’re called the Still.”

“That’s a name, not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer you want. If you’re lucky, it’s the only one you’ll ever need.” I don’t look at him while I say it. I’m counting lamps. “How fast does that rig start from cold?”

“She doesn’t start from cold, she starts from offended, and I’d like to point out that I haven’t agreed to —”

“Six seconds? Ten?”

“Four,” he says, before he can stop himself, and I hear him hear it, and after that he stops producing captions and starts producing distance, backing toward the rig with the unhurried hurry of a man who has survived a great many things by declining to be present for them.

The people walking out of the dark don’t rush either. That’s the first wrong thing, up close. Everyone hurries at night in this valley. To the light, to the door, to the drink. The Still walk as though the outcome has already happened and they are merely delivering it.

The second wrong thing is that I can’t feel them. Everything alive brushes against my sense. People are little warmths, dogs are little joys, and the scavenger over there is a sort of ongoing argument. The Still are holes in the shape of people. Snuffed wicks, walking.

Then the third wrong thing steps out between the dead lamp-posts, and the other two stop mattering.

The Still have no faces you’d remember and no voices I have ever heard, but they have roles, and the roles have names, and the name my teacher whispered when she taught me this particular nightmare was the Hand. He isn’t taller than the rest. He isn’t armed. He comes out in front of them empty-handed, unhurried, at ease, aimed, and every keeper instinct I own, the whole inheritance, six years old to now, says one word, and the word is down, and I don’t mean fight.

He stops thirty feet away. He looks at the pack on my shoulder as you would look at a parcel with your name on it.

“Keeper,” he says.

One word, flat as a shut ledger. It’s the first time the Still have ever spoken to me, and I understand at once why nobody mentions their voices. You don’t repeat that sound recreationally.

“That’s not in the pack,” I say. “If you were wondering.”

He doesn’t smile. I don’t believe the machinery is installed. What he does is tilt his head, one degree, and around the field, like cold pins going into a map I feel before I see, his people begin to close the exits.

This is the part I am built for, so let me be technical. A field at night has ways out as a body has veins. There is the trade path and the low road, there are two hedge-gaps and a culvert, and there is the fold of ground behind the god’s shoulder that isn’t a path but would do. Seven exits. My sense holds all of them at once, as you hold the fingers of your own hand without counting.

A hole-shaped person steps into the trade path. That leaves six.

“Trade path’s gone,” says Bly, from the slit.

“Six,” I say.

“Six what?”

“Six ways out. Watch the hedges.”

Two more take the hedge-gaps. That leaves four.

“Hedges,” says Bly, a half-second behind my sense, and then, in a tone that has stopped being flat and has not yet decided what to be instead, “How are you doing that?”

“Badly. Watch the culvert.”

The culvert goes, and then the low road, and that leaves two.

They aren’t chasing me. They’re shutting me, calm as a woman closing up a house for winter, and in one minute’s time the only
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