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Chapter One — The Reclaiming

We have a system now, for the towns. It’s a good system. I’m proud of it the way you’re proud of anything that has kept a number of people from dying — grimly, out loud, and at every opportunity. Sexton has it written down in four places and, I suspect, embroidered somewhere in a fifth. The system goes: you arrive, you find the keeper, you teach the keeper, you leave the keeper able to keep the door without you. You do not stay. Staying is how a person turns into a god, and the world is fresh out of room for those.

The system requires, at minimum, a keeper.

Tarn doesn’t have one anymore.

Wick knew before the rest of us. He’s been knowing things before the rest of us for most of a year, ever since the first morning put something into him it didn’t put into anyone else, and the knowing has stopped being a marvel and started being a wound. Two miles out he went quiet. A mile out he stopped walking well. When the road bent and handed us the valley, he had hold of my sleeve and not my hand — the sleeve, like a much smaller child does, the way the boy did it before any of this — and he said, in the flat little voice he uses when he’s trying not to frighten me, “It’s already cold, Laur. It’s cold all the way down.”

I told him it was just weather. I’m not proud of that one.

Tarn sits in a fold of hills with its back to the east, and from the road you should see smoke — chimneys, the bread-oven, the long low breath of a place that is warm on purpose. We woke Tarn’s god ourselves, eight weeks ago, did it right, did it slow, three conditions and a witnessed yes and the whole patient business, and I have thought about Tarn more than once since with the specific smugness of a woman who got something correct. The god went down gentle. The town came up gold. We taught them, we left them able, we did not stay.

There is no smoke.

There’s the wrong kind of quiet, the kind that has a shape. There’s frost on the south sides of things, which is the sides the cold doesn’t usually take first. And when we come down the last of the road into the square, our own breath goes in front of us in clouds, indoors-clouds, the kind you make in a cellar in deep winter — except we’re outside, and it isn’t winter, it’s the back end of a spring that came early and meant it.

A spring. The word keeps wanting to be wrong in my mouth.

The square’s not empty. That’s the part I keep turning over. I’d have known what to do with empty. There are maybe forty of them, the ones who didn’t get out or wouldn’t, gathered up against the wall of the keeping-house the way sheep stand into a hedge, and they look at us with the slow faces of people who have been cold so long they’ve started to find it reasonable. I know two of them. I taught two of them. One is a woman called Hett who I spent an afternoon teaching to read the god’s old fall-warmth off the brass, and she had a gift for it, a real one, and she stands now with her hands inside her sleeves and looks at me like I’m a word she used to know.

“Hett.” I get down in front of her. “Hett, where’s the god.”

“Down,” she says. “It went down.” Not the way you’d say a catastrophe. The way you’d report the time.

“It rested. That’s all right, that’s allowed, that’s what they do — but someone has to keep the door it leaves, you remember, we talked about the door —“

“There was no one to keep it,” Hett says, reasonable, reasonable, “so the cold came in the door,” and she says it like the cold is a neighbor who was always going to call eventually, and she has made her peace with the visit.

I go into the keeping-house. I shouldn’t. There is a thing in me, and has been for a long while now, that walks toward the cold place instead of away from it, and I’ve stopped pretending it’s bravery. It’s just where my feet go.

The chamber where Tarn’s god slept is a room now. Just a room. Cold stone, a brass cradle gone dark, the smell of a match held a long time ago. I have stood in a room exactly like this once before, in a house I’d just helped empty, and I told myself then that I’d made that quiet on purpose and everyone had thanked me for it. This one I didn’t make. This one was made by the simple arithmetic of a god going to its rest and no human being alive who could stand where it stood.

There’s a draft. It comes up out of the floor where the cradle’s set, where the door is — not a door you’d walk through, a door, the kind the Word means, the kind that holds something shut. And the cold pours up out of it, steady and patient and aimed. I didn’t believe that part until I felt it. It comes up out of the dark and it goes toward us. Toward the warm. It finds Wick in the doorway behind me — finds him, the warmest, smallest thing in the room — and leans.

I have spent a year telling frightened people that the dark is not a monster. It is weather, I’ve said. It is physics. It is the absence of a thing, not the presence of a thing. I have been very calm and very clear and, standing in that cold room watching it choose my brother out of everyone in it, I understand that I do not have the first idea what it is, and that I have been comforting the entire world with a guess.

We do the things. I want it on the record that we do all of it. I get the forty bodies moving, I get them out and west and onto the road with the ones who already left; I send Sexton to do the only thing Sexton can do, which it does with a terrible gentleness, certifying nothing, recording everything, a name for every person and a mark against the town. I put my own hands on the cold brass and I reach for the warmth the way Hett’s hands learned to, the way I have taught a dozen towns to, and there’s nothing to read. There’s no god to wake. There’s no ember to coax. There’s a hole in the floor of the world and a cold coming up through it, and not one thing I know how to do touches it, because everything I know how to do is for tending a fire, and this isn’t a fire gone out. This is the chimney with the wind coming down it, and I am a person who has only ever been taught to light the lamp.

Here’s the thought I have, kneeling there, and I’m going to give it to you straight because I’ve decided I’m done dressing it up: we did this too soon.

And here’s the thought I have right after, because I’ve earned the right to it and I’m holding onto it with both hands: no. Tarn’s morning was real. I felt it come up gold. Hett read the warmth off the brass with her own two hands and wept doing it. That happened, and it was true, and a true thing does not become a lie because it didn’t last forever. My home is still warm tonight — I will not let this make Hearthfast a crime, I will not, that one is mine and it stays good — and the difference between Hearthfast and Tarn isn’t that one morning was true and one was false.

It’s that I taught the whole world how to wake a god and never once, not in any town, not in four written places, taught a single soul how to keep the door after. Because I didn’t know how. Because nobody does. Because a god kept its own door for a thousand years and we never had to learn, and now the gods are lying down one by one and going gentle into their rest exactly as they should, and the doors they leave are standing open, and the cold is coming up through every one.

That’s not a morning being a mistake. That’s a lock I broke, two books ago, that the whole world then reached through with cold and clumsy hands — and the answer to a broken lock is not to wish you’d left it shut. I refuse that. I refused it then and I refuse it now.

The answer is to learn, very fast, how to hold a door.

I just don’t know how yet. And Tarn is going dark around me while I figure out that I don’t.

We leave Tarn. You don’t get used to it.

⁂

The road west is not a road anymore so much as a direction the entire surviving world has agreed on.

You feel it before you understand it. We come up out of Tarn’s valley and onto the high country and the road is full — not market-full, not festival-full; full the way a river is full, everyone moving at the pace of the slowest cart, no one going the other way. Nobody goes the other way anymore. East is where it’s coming from. West is where the rumor is.

And there is a rumor, and it’s the only one, and it’s the same in every cold mouth that passes us: the First Machine. The oldest of them. The biggest door there is, the one even this might not be able to take, and if a person could only get there, get inside the lee of it, then — and the sentence always stops there, because nobody’s worked out the then. I haven’t either. But I notice my own feet have agreed with the rumor without consulting me, and that we are walking west with everyone else, toward the one place too big to lose, on the strength of a word and a direction and the simple animal sense that you go where the others are going when the cold has a mind.

Sexton floats at my shoulder taking what it calls a census of the displaced and what I call making the apocalypse hold still long enough to be counted, and it is, against all sense, a comfort. The goat walks where it pleases, which is mostly directly in front of whoever is most tired, and has so far been blamed by three separate families for three separate kinds of luck.

It would be a good day for walking, is the obscene part. The light’s long and gold. And along the verges of the road, where the early spring ran ahead of itself and threw out flowers a month before it had any right to, the cold is coming back through and taking them — you can watch it, if you’ve nothing better to do and a streak of the morbid, which I have both — a whole bank of little white things standing open to a sun that’s still warm, going glassed and grey and downward as the ground beneath them remembers it was supposed to be frozen. A spring being un-sprung. I have seen a great many terrible things and I did not expect to be undone by flowers, and I am, a little, and I keep walking, because that is the entire skill I have left: keep walking, keep the boy moving, don’t look too long at the beautiful thing the cold is in the middle of eating.

Wick looks too long. Wick looks at all of it too long. It’s the thing he can’t help.

We make camp when the light goes, in the lee of a stone wall with a hundred other fires doing the same down the long dark slope of the hill, and that’s a sight I’ll keep — all those small fires, strangers’ fires, scattered across the black like something spilled — though I couldn’t have told you, that night, what it was a sight of.

⁂

Wick can’t sleep.

This is not new. What’s new is that he’s stopped pretending to, for my benefit, which he used to do — lie still and breathe slow so I’d think he’d gone off, a kindness he invented at about age six and has practiced on me ever since. Tonight he just sits with his back to the wall and his knees up and his eyes open, and when I sit down next to him he leans the small grave weight of his head against my arm and says, “I can feel all
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