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​CHAPTER ONE

​THE LAST REASON
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Elijah Morrow knew exactly how many steps it took to walk from the front door of their building to the apartment on the third floor.

Twenty-three.

He had counted them so many times over the past two years that the number had become something close to sacred — a small, private ritual he performed every single day without thinking about it, the way other people might tap a doorframe three times before leaving the house, or avoid stepping on cracks in the sidewalk. Twenty-three steps between the smell of the street and the smell of the apartment. Twenty-three steps between whatever version of himself he wore out in the world and the version he kept exclusively for her.

By the time he reached the top of the staircase, the smile was always in place.

He had perfected it over months of practice. It was not a large smile — nothing theatrical, nothing that would make her suspicious. Just a gentle, easy curve at the corners of his mouth, the kind of smile that said everything is fine, I am fine, the world outside is fine, and there is absolutely nothing you need to worry about. He had practiced it in bathroom mirrors at three in the morning when he could not sleep. He had held it steady while pharmacists told him gently that a certain medication was no longer covered by insurance. He had kept it fixed in place during phone calls with doctors who used words like palliative and comfort care and quality of life in the measured, careful tones of people who had delivered this particular category of news so many times that they had learned to strip the edges off it.

The smile cost him nothing, he told himself.

He told himself this so often that he almost believed it.

It was a Tuesday in late October, and the city outside smelled like rain that had not quite arrived yet — that specific, electric heaviness in the air that made the back of your neck prickle and your chest feel inexplicably tight. Elijah had spent the morning at the pharmacy three blocks away, waiting forty minutes in a line that moved with the patience of something geological, and then another twenty minutes arguing quietly with the woman behind the counter about a prescription that had, apparently, been entered incorrectly into the system. He had kept his voice low and pleasant throughout. He had not raised it once.

He was very good at keeping his voice low and pleasant.

He was nineteen years old and he was very, very good at a great many things that nineteen-year-olds were not supposed to need to be good at.

The bags he carried up the twenty-three steps were heavier than usual today. Two paper bags from the grocery store on Clement Street — the one that still carried the small, wizened oranges his mother liked, the kind that came wrapped individually in orange tissue paper and tasted like something from a different season entirely. A plastic bag from the pharmacy, full of small orange bottles that he did not look at directly anymore if he could help it. A canvas tote with a library book he had picked up on impulse, because he had walked past the library and remembered that his mother had mentioned, weeks ago now, that she wanted to read something new. He could not remember what she had said she wanted. He had chosen something with a blue cover because she had always said blue was a calming color.

He set all of this down carefully outside the apartment door before unlocking it, the way he always did, so that he could open the door smoothly and walk inside without fumbling or making unnecessary noise. Small adjustments. The kind of thing you learned to do automatically when someone in your home spent a great deal of time trying to sleep.

The apartment greeted him with its particular silence.

It was a small place — two bedrooms, a bathroom with a showerhead that had been threatening to detach from the wall for approximately six months, a kitchen so narrow that two people could not stand side by side at the counter without touching, and a living room that had gradually, over the past two years, transformed itself into something closer to a storage facility for medical equipment, prescription organizers, and the particular clutter that accumulated around a person who spent most of their time in one location. There was a hospital-grade adjustable bed that they had rented, which now occupied most of what had once been the living room. There was a small television mounted on the wall above it, angled so she could see it without having to turn her head too far. There were flowers on the windowsill — he replaced them every week, because she liked having them there, even though they always wilted quickly in the dry apartment air and she had once laughed and said they were probably dying faster out of sympathy.

That had been a few months ago. She laughed less easily now.

He picked up his bags and went inside.

“Eli?”

Her voice came from the main room — the room with the bed, the television, the wilting flowers. It was quieter than it had been even last week, the volume turned down one notch at a time in increments so small you could almost convince yourself you were imagining it. Almost.

“It’s me,” he said, and his voice came out perfectly — warm, unhurried, carrying the easy weight of someone who had simply been out for a walk on a pleasant autumn morning. “I got those oranges from Clement Street. The small ones you like.”

A pause. Then: “You didn’t have to go all the way there.”

“I was already in the neighborhood.” He wasn’t. Clement Street was twenty minutes in the opposite direction from the pharmacy. “Do you want one now, or later?”

Another pause, longer this time. He used it to set the bags down on the kitchen counter and begin the small, practiced choreography of putting things away — medication in the organizer on the counter, organized by day and time, the way he had been organizing them for the better part of a year now. Groceries in their places. Library book on the small table by her bed, blue cover facing up.

“Later, maybe,” she said.

“Okay.” He filled a glass with water and brought it to her, because she always forgot to drink enough water and her doctors had told him — told him, not her, which was one of the thousand small disorienting things about this particular situation — that dehydration made everything worse. He set it on the table beside her and looked at her, and did not let any of what he was thinking show on his face.

His mother was fifty-one years old and she was beautiful in the way that certain things were beautiful when they were in the process of becoming something else — a sunset, a dying fire, a piece of sea glass worn smooth by years of ocean. She had the same dark eyes as Elijah, the same stubborn set to her jaw that his grandmother had always said meant they were trouble, both of them. Her hair, which had once been thick and very dark, had grown back after the last round of treatment as something softer and lighter, threaded through with grey in a way that made her look, he thought, a little like someone from a painting. She would have hated him thinking that. She was not a sentimental woman, his mother, or she had not been before — she had been sharp and funny and occasionally impatient and completely, utterly incapable of letting anyone take care of her without putting up at least a token argument about it.

She was still stubborn. Some things the illness had not touched.

“You look tired,” she said, watching him with those sharp eyes that still missed nothing.

“I’m fine.”

“You were up late again.”

He had been. He didn’t know how she knew — she slept more hours than she was awake now, and he had been careful, as always, to be quiet. “I was reading,” he said, which was true enough. He had been sitting in the kitchen with a book open in his hands and not reading a single word of it, but technically speaking he had been in the presence of a book.

She gave him the look that meant she knew exactly what he was not saying and had chosen, for the moment, to let it go. She had a specific vocabulary of looks, his mother. He had learned to read them the way other people read weather.

“Sit with me for a bit,” she said.

He sat.

This was, if he was being honest with himself, the majority of what his days looked like now.

He sat with her in the mornings while she drank the tea he made, which she could manage about half of before her stomach protested. He sat with her in the afternoons while she slept, which she did for longer and longer stretches, her breathing slow and even in the quiet apartment while the sounds of the street filtered up from below. He watched television with her in the evenings — cooking shows, mostly, which she had always loved with an enthusiasm that was slightly incongruous given that she had never been a particularly adventurous cook herself. She liked watching other people be competent at things. She said it was restful.

He read to her sometimes, when she wanted it. He went out to get the specific things she asked for — the oranges from Clement Street, a particular brand of crackers that the closer grocery store had stopped carrying, lavender soap because she said hospital-smell made her feel like a patient and she refused to feel like a patient in her own home. He kept track of her appointments and her medications and the slow, complicated paperwork that accumulated around serious illness the way sediment accumulated at the bottom of a river, layer by layer, until you couldn’t remember what the bottom had looked like before.

He did not think about college very much anymore.

He had been accepted, fourteen months ago, to a program in architecture at a school three hours away. It had been — he remembered this with a strange detachment now, as though it had happened to a slightly different version of himself — one of the best days of his life. He had sat in this same apartment and read the acceptance email on his phone four times, and then he had called his mother, who had cried in the specific way she cried when something moved her deeply: silently, with her hand over her mouth, eyes bright and overflowing.

He had deferred.

Then he had deferred again.

He did not let himself think about the third deferral request he had submitted six weeks ago, or about the politely worded email he had received in response suggesting that he might want to consider reapplying when his circumstances changed. He had read that email in the kitchen, standing up, and then he had put his phone face-down on the counter and stood there for a while looking at the wall, and then he had made tea and brought it to his mother, who had been awake that morning and wanting company, and he had sat with her for two hours and told her about a cooking show he had watched the previous night, describing the dishes in unnecessary detail because she had found it funny, the way he could remember everything about food he had only seen on television.

She had laughed.

He had decided, somewhere in the middle of that laughter, that this was enough. That this was, in fact, the whole of what he needed.

He was very good at deciding things like this.

What Elijah did not allow himself, in the ordinary course of a day, was a great deal of thinking about the future.

This was not avoidance, he told himself. It was practicality. The future was a country whose borders had become suddenly, radically uncertain, and there was no point in making plans for a place you couldn’t yet map. Better to focus on today. On the twenty-three steps. On the oranges from Clement Street and the library book with the blue cover and the small, manageable victories of each twenty-four-hour period — she drank most of the tea today, she laughed at something on television, her pain levels were lower this afternoon than they had been yesterday.

Small things. Survivable things.

This was, he had discovered, how you got through a period of your life that could not be gotten through any other way. You made the world very small. You brought it down to the size of an apartment, and then down further to the size of a room, and you furnished that room very carefully with everything you could control — the temperature, the flowers on the windowsill, the perfect angle of a library book — and you did not look beyond its walls if you could avoid it.

He was nineteen years old and this was the shape his life had taken, and he had made his peace with it. More than made his peace — he had built a kind of home inside it. He was not miserable. He did not want to be anywhere else.

This was the truth. He held onto it carefully, the way you held something you were afraid of dropping.

His mother fell asleep around three in the afternoon, in the slow, gradual way that had replaced the sudden decisive way she used to sleep — she had always been able to drop off anywhere, his mother, with startling speed, as if sleep were a country whose gates she could walk through at will. Now she faded, incrementally, her sentences becoming shorter and her eyes heavier until they closed, and the silence that followed was different from ordinary quiet.

Elijah sat with her for a while after. He was not sure why — she was asleep, she didn’t need him in the room — but there was something about leaving that felt wrong during these moments, like looking away at the wrong time. He sat in the chair beside her bed with his hands in his lap and looked at her face, which in sleep had lost its careful composure and become something very young-looking. Unguarded. His mother did not often look unguarded when she was awake. She was too busy watching him to see if he was all right.

He thought, as he sometimes did in these quiet stretches, about what she had been like before.

She had been a difficult woman to categorize. He had grown up knowing this — that she occupied a slightly unusual space in the world, adjacent to but not quite fitting inside the ordinary shapes that mothers were supposed to fit into. She had not married his father, who had been a brief and seemingly uncomplicated episode in her life about which she was serenely unwilling to provide details beyond he was charming and that was the problem. She had raised Elijah alone in a series of apartments that were always slightly too small for comfort and always somehow exactly right, because she had a gift for making spaces feel inhabited — filling them with books and plants and the particular debris of a life that was interested in things.

She had worked as a translator for most of Elijah’s childhood. Languages had come to her with a ease that bordered on the supernatural — he had seen her pick up the basic structure of something she’d never studied within an afternoon of exposure, the way other people solved crossword puzzles. She spoke seven fluently. She read several others. She had occasionally, and only ever in passing, mentioned other things she knew — older things, stranger things, the kind of knowledge that didn’t come from universities or language schools. She had deflected every question about where those things had come from with the combination of lightness and absolute firmness that she brought to all the subjects she had decided were closed.

There were a handful of those. His father. Her own childhood. Where exactly she had been for the two years before Elijah was born, during which she had apparently not been in contact with anyone who might later be asked about it.

He had learned, growing up, not to push. Not because she frightened him, but because she was very good at not answering and he was not very good at being stonewalled by someone he loved.

So he had let those things lie. They were her things to carry.

He looked at her sleeping face now and wondered, as he had begun to wonder more frequently in recent months, whether she had things she still needed to tell him. Things she was waiting for the right moment to say. There was something in the way she looked at him sometimes — with a weight that didn’t match whatever light thing she was saying — that made him feel that there was a conversation they hadn’t had yet. A door she was deciding whether to open.

She hadn’t opened it yet.

He hoped she would.

He hoped she would have the chance.

He got up quietly and went to the kitchen.

The evening passed the way evenings did.

He made soup — nothing complicated, just the simple tomato soup she could manage easily, with bread on the side that he cut into small pieces because she found it easier. She ate more than she had in a few days, which he noted with the particular, careful optimism he had learned to keep very quiet, because hope was a thing you needed to handle gently in this apartment or it would get away from you.

They watched television. A cooking show, as usual — some competition format with increasingly elaborate challenges that she had opinions about, strong ones, delivered in the dry, slightly acerbic tone she had never entirely lost.

“That’s overcomplicated,” she said, of a dessert involving four separate components and two kinds of foam.

“You always say that.”

“I’m always right.” She glanced at him sideways. “You know what makes a good dessert?”

“You’ve told me this before.”

“It doesn’t matter. Say it.”

He almost smiled. “It should taste like it’s glad to see you.”

“Correct.” She settled back against her pillows, satisfied. “Everything else is ego.”

He did smile then, and it was real, and she saw it, and something in her face changed very slightly — something soft and painful and quickly covered. She looked back at the television.

“I want to tell you something,” she said, after a moment.

He looked at her. The tone was different from her usual tone — quieter, with a weight underneath it, like a sentence that had been sitting inside her for a long time and had finally decided to come out.

“Okay,” he said.

She didn’t say anything for a while. On the television, someone was presenting a soufflé with visible anxiety.

“Not tonight,” she said. “I’m tired. But soon.”

“Okay,” he said again.

She reached over and put her hand over his, briefly, the way she had when he was very small and frightened of something. Her hand was lighter than it used to be. She had always had strong hands — he remembered that about her, from childhood — broad palms and fingers that could manage any clasp or knot or stuck jar lid. Her hands felt different now.

“You’re a good boy,” she said. “You know that?”

“I’m not a boy.”

“You’re my boy.” She removed her hand and settled it back in her lap, her eyes on the television. “That’s different.”

He didn’t argue.

She went to sleep early that night.

He stayed up, as he usually did, in the small kitchen with the light above the stove on because the overhead light was too harsh for the hours he kept. He sat at the table and looked at the blue library book, which he had not opened, and listened to the building settle around him — the particular sounds of a structure at night, the creaks and sighs and the faint, perpetual underscoring of the city outside.

He thought about what she had said. I want to tell you something. The specific weight of those words. The way she had said soon in a way that was also, quietly, a kind of apology.

He had learned to parse her words very carefully, these past months. Not because she was deceptive — she was the least deceptive person he knew — but because she was protective, and protection sometimes required compression. She said things in the smallest possible form because she was trying not to burden him. He had gotten good at unpacking the full thing from the small form she gave him.

I want to tell you something.

He turned it over in his mind for a while. Then he put it down, because you could not usefully worry about what you didn’t know yet, and that was another thing he had learned this year — the art of setting down what couldn’t be carried.

He made himself a cup of tea he didn’t drink.

He read four pages of the library book.

He went to bed sometime after one and lay in the dark for a while listening, the way he always did now, to the sounds from the next room. Her breathing. The small shifts of movement. The silence between.

It was fine. Everything was fine.

He closed his eyes.

He woke, abruptly, at a little after two in the morning, with the immediate and total alertness that he had developed over the past year — the inability to surface slowly from sleep, which had once been something he was capable of, which now felt like a luxury from a different life. He lay still for half a second, cataloguing sounds, and then he heard it: the sound that had woken him. His phone, on the nightstand, buzzing.

He reached for it.

An unknown number.

He stared at it for one full second, and in that second he felt something move through him that he could not have named — not fear exactly, not dread exactly, something older and more fundamental than either of those, the body’s knowledge of things it hasn’t been told yet.

He answered.

“Mr. Morrow?” A woman’s voice, professional, careful, with the particular measured quality that he recognized from doctors’ offices and hospital corridors. “This is calling from St. Catherine’s. I’m so sorry to be reaching you at this hour.”

His hand tightened on the phone.

“We need you to come in,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Morrow. Your mother was brought in by ambulance approximately forty minutes ago. She —”

He was already out of bed.

He didn’t hear the rest of it. He heard some of it. He heard enough of it. The words came at him in fragments, softened by distance and the roaring in his ears — went quickly, no pain, we did everything — and he moved through the apartment automatically, pulling on the clothes that were closest, his keys in his hand before he understood consciously that he had picked them up.

He stopped, once, in the doorway of her room.

The bed was made. He had made it that morning, which meant it would have been made when they came for her. He was glad about that, and the gladness was so out of proportion to everything else that it threatened to undo him for a moment. He stood in the doorway with his keys in his hand and looked at the made bed and the wilting flowers on the windowsill and the small television mounted at the angle she’d needed and the orange tissue paper from her oranges, which was sitting on the nightstand because she had said she liked the color of it.

He turned away.

He went downstairs.

He did not count the steps.

The hospital was twenty minutes by cab, and he spent those twenty minutes looking out the window at the streets of the city at night — the particular quality of a city in the small hours, emptied of most of itself, the lights reflecting off wet pavement in long ribbons. He felt, in some strange way, as though he were looking at it from a very great distance. As though he were watching it through glass.

The hospital was the color of fluorescence and antiseptic, and everyone was very kind to him, which he had discovered was its own specific category of terrible. The kindness of people doing their jobs in the presence of grief had a practiced quality that was somehow more isolating than indifference would have been. A nurse brought him tea he didn’t drink. A doctor came and sat down across from him and said things that Elijah heard and catalogued and could not feel yet, because somewhere between the phone call and the cab and the corridor and this chair, he had gone somewhere slightly distant from his own body and was watching the scene from a few inches behind himself.

He nodded at the appropriate times.

He answered the questions he was asked.

He said yes and I understand and thank you and I’ll take care of it.

He was very good at this. He had been preparing for it, in some deep and unacknowledged part of himself, for a very long time.

He stayed until there was nothing more to do or say, and then he took a cab back to the apartment, and he let himself in, and he stood in the hallway for a moment with the door closed behind him, in the smell of medicine and wilting flowers and the orange tissue paper, and he allowed himself, in the private dark of the apartment, to be completely and utterly lost for approximately three minutes.

It was three minutes that cost him everything he had.

Then he put his face in his hands, and he breathed, and he became again the version of himself that knew what to do next.

He turned on the light in the kitchen.

He was going to make tea. He was going to sit down. He was going to make a list — there were things to do, there were always things to do, the paperwork did not stop just because something had stopped, and he would need to call people in the morning, and there were arrangements, and there were — there were —

He stopped.

There was someone in his living room.

He became aware of this the way you became aware of something that had been present for slightly too long before your conscious mind caught up with it — a sense of wrongness that had already traveled the length of his nervous system by the time his brain registered the information and began to process it.

He stood very still in the kitchen doorway, the light behind him, looking into the room.

The room was dark except for the thin grey intrusion of the city light through the curtains, and in that grey light, in the space between the hospital bed and the window, there was a person standing.

Or — something.

Something that had the shape of a person.

It was tall. Even across the room and in the low light, he could see that it was very tall — taller than any person he had passed on the street that night, tall in a way that registered as somehow fundamental rather than incidental, as though height were not an accident of this particular body but a basic property of whatever it was. It was dressed entirely in black, something long and dark that caught no light and gave back nothing, and it was standing with the absolute stillness of something that had never needed to learn how to wait because waiting was entirely foreign to its nature and it was simply, primordially at rest.

Its hands were at its sides.

Across its fingers, in the darkness — across its fingers, and along the backs of its hands, and up and over its wrists where they disappeared under the dark sleeves — there was something that glimmered. Something that moved like liquid and registered like heat. Gold. Not the gold of jewelry, not the cold gleam of metal, but something deeper and stranger than that — something that pulsed, very faintly, with a light that seemed to come from inside the skin rather than from any outside source.

Its face, in the darkness, was —

He couldn’t look at it directly. Every time he tried to focus on it, something in his perception slid sideways, as though his eyes were refusing to commit to what they were seeing. He got impressions: something severe and geometrically perfect, angles and planes arranged in a way that his brain was labeling beautiful by default, the way it labeled certain pieces of mathematics beautiful, not because they were soft or warm but because they had a kind of absolute internal logic that was its own aesthetic. Eyes that reflected the grey light in a way that suggested they were not merely reflecting it.

He was, he registered distantly, not screaming.

This seemed, on reflection, somewhat remarkable.

“You are Elijah Morrow,” the figure said.

Its voice was — it was a voice that had no business being attached to anything standing in a dark apartment in an ordinary city on an ordinary October night. It was the kind of voice that belonged to spaces with more volume than rooms — to stone corridors or open canyons or the interiors of very old buildings where the acoustics had their own agenda. It was deep in a way that felt architectural. And it was calm. It was the most comprehensively calm voice Elijah had ever heard, with the calm of something that had never in its existence had reason to be anything else.

It was not a question.

“Yes,” Elijah said. His own voice came out steady, which surprised him. He supposed he had used up his capacity for shock approximately forty minutes ago in a hospital corridor, and whatever was left of his nervous system had decided to handle this latest development by simply continuing to function out of sheer habit.

“I am Syalas,” said the figure.

A pause. From the street below, a car passed, sending a sweep of headlights across the ceiling. In that brief illumination, Elijah caught, for a fraction of a second, a clearer image of the face — and he immediately understood, on some level below language, why his perception had been refusing to commit to it. It was not that the face was alien or monstrous. It was the opposite. It was a face that was so completely, precisely correct in its proportions that looking at it directly felt like looking at something the human visual system had not evolved to process without some kind of buffer.

The headlights moved on.

Dark again.

“Okay,” Elijah said. He was deeply aware that this was an inadequate response. He could not think of an adequate one.

“You should sit down,” said Syalas. “What I am going to tell you will require it.”

“I’m fine standing.”

A pause. “You are grieving,” Syalas said, with the tone of someone identifying a weather condition — not unkindly, but without any particular emotional coloring. “Your body is managing a significant shock. Sitting is advisable.”

Elijah stared at him across the dark room. “There’s a stranger in my apartment,” he said. “Can we start with that?”

“Yes,” said Syalas. “That is where we should start.”

He did not, however, immediately move to explain it, and for a moment they simply stood in the dark room looking at each other — or Elijah looked at the shape of him, and Syalas looked at Elijah with whatever those eyes were doing that registered as looking — and Elijah became aware of a number of things in the specific order that shock allowed him to become aware of things.

The apartment was cold. Colder than it should have been, given that the heat was on.

The figure — Syalas — was not close to anything, not touching any surface, and yet the flowers on the windowsill, which had been wilting for three days, had straightened in their vase. Not fully, not dramatically — just slightly, as though they had been reminded of something.

The orange tissue paper on the nightstand had not moved.

There was, on the floor beside Syalas’s feet, a box.

It was small — the size of something you might carry books in — and it was made of something dark that caught the grey light in the way that polished stone caught light, absorbing it and giving back a deep, rich nothing. Black, but not the flat black of painted surfaces. Something that had been black for a very long time.

Elijah looked at the box.

He looked at Syalas.

He said: “What are you?”

“That,” said Syalas, “is a longer answer.”

“I have time.”

Something shifted in the quality of the stillness. Not a movement exactly — more like the room registering a response to something. “Your mother is dead,” Syalas said, and his voice was not cruel with it but it was completely unsparing, the way someone spoke when they had not learned the human habit of softening things. “You have just been to a hospital. It is past two in the morning and you have not slept and you are in no condition for long answers. Sit down.”

“Stop telling me to sit down.”

“I will tell you to sit down as many times as it takes.” A pause. “I am going to be here for some time. There is no urgency.”

Elijah felt, in the middle of the worst night of his life, a completely involuntary flicker of something that in a different context might have been described as exasperation. He looked at this tall, impossible, golden-fingered stranger who had appeared in his dead mother’s living room in the middle of the night, and he breathed once through his nose, and he went and sat in the chair beside the hospital bed.

Syalas did not seem surprised by this. Syalas did not, in fact, seem capable of surprise.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t thank me. Talk.”

There was a very long pause. Long enough that Elijah began to wonder if Syalas was, in fact, capable of speech, or if everything that had been said so far had been some kind of elaborate auditory hallucination brought on by grief and sleep deprivation, and he was actually sitting alone in his dead mother’s apartment talking to empty air.

Then Syalas said: “We are going to be married.”

The silence that followed this statement had a remarkable quality. It was the silence of a room in which every expectation about what the next sentence was going to be had been completely, absolutely overturned.

Elijah said: “I’m sorry?”

“We are going to be married,” Syalas said again, with no alteration in tone whatsoever, as though this were a thing he was reading from a document. “It is arranged. The terms of the agreement are clear. I will explain them to you.”

Elijah stared at him.

“You,” he said, “are insane.”

“I am not.”

“You’ve broken into my apartment — my mother just —” His voice caught, briefly, and he steadied it. “You’ve broken into my apartment and you’re standing there telling me we’re going to be married. What part of that is not insane?”

“I did not break in,” Syalas said. “I was here before you arrived.”

“That’s worse.”

“I understand that it appears so.”

“Who are you?” Elijah said. “Not your name. What are you? Because you’re — “ He gestured, somewhat helplessly, at the entirety of Syalas — the height, the stillness, the glow tracing its way across his fingers in the darkness. “You’re not — you’re not normal. I don’t know what you are but you’re not normal.”

Syalas looked at him for a long moment.

“No,” he said finally. “I am not.”

“So what are you?”

“I told you that is a longer answer.”

“Then start talking.”

Another pause. Syalas moved, then — the first time he had moved since Elijah had noticed him, a single, slow motion that redirected his attention toward the box on the floor. He reached down and picked it up, and in the dark room the black surface of it seemed to absorb even the faint light that had been playing off everything else, pulling it in and keeping it.

He set it on the nightstand, next to the orange tissue paper.

“This,” he said, “belonged to your mother.”

Elijah looked at it. Something in his chest moved, unexpectedly — not pain exactly, but the thing adjacent to pain that arose when you encountered evidence of a person’s secret life. The box had the quality of something kept. Something hidden not out of shame but out of necessity, or protection, or the deep instinct that certain things must be tended carefully.

“I’ve never seen it,” he said.

“No,” said Syalas. “She kept it under her bed. For twenty years.”

He looked up. “Twenty years.”

“Since before you were born,” Syalas said. “Since the night she made a bargain.” He paused. “With me.”

The room was very cold. The flowers on the windowsill had straightened further. Elijah sat in the chair and looked at the black box and the tall figure with gold running across its hands, and something in him — the part that had always known there was a closed door somewhere in his mother’s history, a room she didn’t go into, a thing she didn’t talk about — went very, very quiet.

“Tell me,” he said.

Syalas looked at him. Those ancient eyes, which had been watching the world for longer than Elijah could begin to calculate, studied his face with an expression that was not quite readable — not cold, not warm, not anything that had a clean human name. Something more fundamental than any of those.

“Your mother,” he said, “was a woman of considerable intelligence and absolute desperation. Twenty years ago, she was pregnant, alone, and afraid. The doctors she trusted had told her that the child was not likely to survive. She did not accept this.”

“She never accepted anything,” Elijah said, very quietly.

“No,” Syalas agreed. “She did not.” Another pause. “She found the lamp. I do not know how — she never told me, and I did not ask. She found it, and she opened it, and she made three wishes.”

Elijah said nothing.

“The first two wishes are not relevant to your situation,” Syalas said. “The third wish is.” He paused. “She was told, when she made it, that it was not possible to wish for a life. That the lamp did not grant wishes of that kind. She accepted this. She found another way.” His voice remained completely steady throughout all of this, the way a very deep body of water remained steady even when things moved far below its surface. “She wished not for the child’s life. She wished for the conditions that would allow the child to survive — the medical outcome, the circumstance, the protection. And she was told that this, too, was not possible. Not in the terms she was offering.”

Elijah said: “What terms did she offer?”

Syalas looked at him directly.

“She offered a trade,” he said. “Not her own life. Not a quantity of years. Something of equal weight, in the currency that governs such agreements.” He paused. “She offered a promise. To be redeemed at a future date, according to the terms she specified.”

“What promise?”

The room was very still. Outside, somewhere below on the street, a car alarm started and then stopped.

“When I die,” Syalas said, and the words came out with a weight that was not his own voice’s weight, but something older — something that sounded like repetition, like a thing being said again the way it had first been said, twenty years ago, in a voice Elijah would have recognized anywhere. “Marry my son.”

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Elijah had ever not heard.

He sat in the chair beside his mother’s empty bed, in the apartment that smelled like her, and he looked at the being made of darkness and ancient light who stood in the space where she used to stand, and he felt something turn over in the center of himself — something slow and profound and completely devastating.

She had known. She had known, for twenty years, that this night was coming. She had sat across from him in this room and watched him grow up knowing that there was a bill, somewhere, with his name on it. That there was a promise attached to his existence that she had made before he could make it himself.

I want to tell you something, she had said. Not tonight. Soon.

She had run out of time.

He was quiet for a very long time.

Then he said, his voice coming out entirely flat: “So let me make sure I understand. Twenty years ago, my mother made a deal with — whatever you are. A bargain. And the price of my life was that I would marry you. After she died.”

“Yes,” said Syalas.

“And you’re here because she died tonight.”

“Yes.”

“And you think I’m just going to —” He stopped. Started again. “You think you can walk into my apartment on the night my mother died and tell me I’m obligated to marry you because of a bargain I didn’t make and had no say in, and I’m just going to agree to that?”

Syalas was quiet for a moment. “No,” he said. “I do not think you are going to agree to it. I think you are going to be angry about it. I think you have reasonable grounds for anger.” A pause. “But the agreement is binding regardless of whether you agree with it.”

“Agreements aren’t binding when one party didn’t sign them.”

“The agreements that govern my kind,” Syalas said, with something approaching patience in his voice, “do not operate according to the same principles as human contracts.” He paused. “I did not choose this either.”

Elijah looked at him sharply.

Syalas said nothing more. He stood in the cold room with the black box on the nightstand and the gold moving silently across his hands, and he did not look like anything that should need to be told what to do, or anything that could be compelled, or anything that could be trapped — and yet.

And yet there was something in how he held himself.

Something that, if you looked at it at the right angle, was not so different from the posture of someone who had been waiting for a very long time in a space that was not of their choosing.

Elijah looked at him for a long time.

Then he said: “How long.”

Syalas tilted his head slightly. The gesture was very precise, calibrated — not quite human.

“How long do I have to be married to you?” Elijah clarified.

“Five years,” Syalas said. “If the terms are fulfilled — if the marriage holds for five years — the agreement dissolves. You are released from the obligation. And I —” Something moved across his face, briefly, that might have been anything. “I am released from the lamp.”

Elijah’s eyes went to the black box.

“You’re in there,” he said.

“I am bound to it,” Syalas said. “There is a distinction.”

“Is there.”

“A meaningful one, yes.”

Elijah looked at the box for a long moment. Then he looked at Syalas. Then he looked at his hands, which were resting in his lap, and which were, he noticed, completely steady.

He thought about his mother. About a woman who was sharp and funny and never accepted anything, who had been twenty-eight years old and pregnant and alone and afraid, and who had found a way, because she always found a way. Who had carried this secret for twenty years without the weight of it showing, who had tucked it under her bed in a box made of something older than cities and kept it there like something precious, like something that mattered.

She had saved him. She had saved him before he existed, with everything she had, at any cost.

And the cost had been this.

He breathed in. He breathed out.

“I have conditions,” he said.

Syalas blinked. It was the first genuinely surprised thing he had done. It lasted approximately half a second and then was gone, replaced by the settled, unreadable expression. “You have conditions,” he repeated.

“I have conditions,” Elijah said. “If this is happening — if I’m walking into this, which I haven’t decided yet — then I have conditions. We don’t start anything tonight. Tonight I need to —” His voice caught again, controlled again. “Tonight is not for this. Tomorrow we talk. And you tell me everything. Not the version where you leave things out because you’ve decided I can handle some things and not others. Everything.”

Syalas looked at him steadily. “Yes,” he said.

“And if you lie to me —”

“I do not lie,” Syalas said. The simplicity of it, the utter absence of defensiveness or qualification, was somehow more convincing than any elaboration would have been. “It is not a principle. It is simply not a thing I do.”

Elijah studied him. “Why not?”

A pause. Syalas seemed to consider the question. “Because I have existed for long enough,” he said, finally, “that I no longer have any use for it.”

Elijah sat with that for a moment.

Then he stood up, slowly, with the deliberate movements of someone who was holding themselves together through sheer structural will. He walked to the kitchen. He filled the kettle. He put it on the stove. He stood with his back to the room, to the figure in the darkness, to the box on the nightstand, and he listened to the familiar sound of water beginning to heat.

“You can stay here tonight,” he said, to the kettle, to the kitchen wall, to the orange light above the stove. “Or — wherever you stay. I don’t know. We’ll figure out the details tomorrow.”

He heard nothing from the other room. No movement, no acknowledgment.

“And Syalas —”

A pause.

“My mother,” Elijah said. “Whatever she wished for. Whatever the first two wishes were.” He paused. “Thank you. For those.”

Another long silence.

“They were her wishes to spend,” Syalas said, from the darkness. “She spent them well.”

The kettle began to murmur. The city breathed outside the windows. The flowers on the windowsill stood straight in their vase, and the orange tissue paper sat on the nightstand next to the black box, and somewhere in the room a being made of centuries and captivity and molten gold stood very still and waited, with the patience of something that had been waiting so long it had forgotten what movement was.

And Elijah Morrow, nineteen years old, the last reason and the last wish and the last promise of a woman who had loved him with everything she had, made himself a cup of tea and sat down at his kitchen table and began the work of figuring out what came next.

There was always something that came next.

His mother had taught him that.
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​CHAPTER TWO

​THE WOMAN WHO BARGAINED WITH THE DARK
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Being the Account of Nadia Morrow, née Vasile, 1975–2024

I

The Girl Who Listened Too Well

Nadia Vasile was born in a city that could not decide what it wanted to be.

Cluj-Napoca, in the autumn of 1975, was a city caught between the weight of its own history and the particular, grinding pressure of a regime that had decided that history — the real history, the complicated and contradictory and human history — was largely inconvenient and should be replaced with something more manageable. The regime had been at this project for some years and had achieved the specific kind of success that comes from applying sufficient force to a population for long enough: the streets looked as the regime wished them to look, the newspapers said what the regime wished them to say, and the people had learned, with the practical elegance of people who have no other choice, to conduct their real lives in the spaces between — in kitchens and courtyards and the backs of minds, in the language of glances and pauses and carefully worded sentences that meant entirely other things to the people who knew how to listen.

Nadia’s mother was a woman who had learned to listen very well.

Her name was Elena, and she was small and dark-eyed and possessed of a stillness that people consistently underestimated — they saw a quiet woman who kept to herself and her family and her work, which was teaching literature at the secondary school two streets over, and they did not look further, which was exactly what Elena intended. What the stillness contained, what it had always contained, was something that had been in the family for as long as anyone could trace it back through the generations of women who had passed it along with the care of something simultaneously precious and dangerous: a capacity for attention that went deeper than ordinary seeing. A way of listening that heard things beyond what was said. A knowledge of older systems, older agreements, older geographies of the world that the regime and its newspapers and its rewritten history had not managed to touch, because this particular kind of knowledge had never been written down in any place that could be confiscated.

Elena called it, when she spoke of it at all, simply the knowing.

She taught it to Nadia the way she taught her everything else — not with formal instruction, not with ceremony, but sideways, in the gaps of ordinary days. The way you learned language from being immersed in it, surrounded by it, breathing it in until it became the medium through which you understood everything else.

Nadia was four years old when she first became aware that she was learning something.

She was sitting in the kitchen — the kitchen that smelled of cabbage and dried herbs and the particular woodsmoke that rose from the building’s ancient heating system — and she was watching her mother do something at the table that looked, from a distance, like nothing more than sorting through a collection of objects. Small things: a piece of amber with something suspended inside it, a cord braided from three different colors of thread, a small clay figure that had been worn smooth by handling until it was barely recognizable as having ever had a specific shape.

“Come and look,” her mother said, without looking up.

Nadia came.

“Do you know what this is?” Her mother held up the amber. The light from the window moved through it and came out changed — warmer, slower, as though the amber were doing something to time inside its small yellow body.

“It’s pretty,” Nadia said.

“It’s old,” her mother said. “Old things accumulate weight. Not the weight you can measure, but weight nonetheless. Do you understand?”

Nadia was four years old. She did not understand. She said so.

“You will,” her mother said, with the patience of someone who had said this exact sentence before and would say it many times more. “Put your hand near it. Not on it. Near it.”

Nadia put her hand near the amber.

She felt, faintly, like warmth that didn’t come from the amber’s temperature but from something else — something that the amber was doing in the space around itself, a kind of low, humming presence that reminded her, absurdly, of the sound of bees.

“Oh,” she said.

Her mother smiled.

That was the beginning of Nadia’s education. It continued for the next twelve years, in kitchens and courtyards and walks through the parks of a city that did not know it was being used as a classroom for a kind of learning it had decided did not exist. Elena taught her daughter the names of things and the properties of things and the specific, practical relationships between things that were usually described, when described at all, in the vocabulary of fairy tales and superstition — vocabularies that the regime dismissed as peasant nonsense and that Nadia’s mother handled with the careful respect of someone who knew that dismissal was itself a kind of power given away.

She learned about agreements. About the way certain kinds of power operated through exchange rather than simple application — through the structure of bargains, of reciprocity, of offers made and accepted in forms that were older than money or language or law. She learned that there were places in the world — not geographical places exactly, but places in a more complicated sense, overlaps and intersections between the ordinary and the something else — where these older systems still functioned, still held, still exerted the particular gravity of things that had been true for long enough that they had become structural rather than incidental.

She learned to be careful. More than careful — deliberate. Intentional. Her mother impressed upon her, with an evenness that was more effective than alarm would have been, that the older systems were not magical in the sense of being effortless or consequence-free. They operated through the same fundamental principle as everything else of genuine power: cost. Equivalent exchange. The universe, her mother said, settling this as a statement of physics rather than philosophy, did not give anything for nothing. The question was always what you were willing to spend, and whether what you were spending it on was worth it, and whether you had correctly calculated the full price before you began.

Don’t make agreements you don’t understand, her mother said, more than once, in different arrangements of the same words. Don’t offer what you can’t afford to lose. And never, never bargain in grief — grief makes the math wrong, and wrong math is the most expensive thing there is.

Nadia was sixteen when she began to understand that her mother was not speaking only in theory.

She was eighteen when she found the first of the old things in her mother’s room, tucked inside a false bottom in a wooden box that she had been explicitly told never to open. She opened it — she was eighteen and she was curious and she had been learning about these things her entire life and she was beginning to feel that she was ready, in the private and absolute way that eighteen-year-olds felt things. She opened it and she found a photograph, a piece of cloth, and a small jar of something dark that she had enough sense not to open in turn.

She looked at the photograph for a long time.

It was of her mother, very young — younger than Nadia was now, which meant before she was born — standing next to a man whose face was partially obscured by the angle of the shot but whose height was notable. Who was very tall, and very still, and whose hands, in the black-and-white image, showed something that might have been the effect of the light, or might have been — something else.

She put the photograph back. She closed the box. She never mentioned it to her mother.

But she did not stop thinking about it.

II 

The Language of Departures

In 1993, when Nadia was seventeen years old, Romania was in the process of becoming a different country.

The regime had collapsed four years earlier in the specific, chaotic, half-miraculous, half-terrible way that regimes collapsed when the pressure finally exceeded the structure’s capacity to hold — suddenly, violently, and with the particular aftermath of an event that had changed everything and for which nothing had been planned because planning for it would have been its own kind of crime. The city was different now. The newspapers were different. The streets sounded different, felt different, moved differently.

And everything that had been held in the spaces between — all the real life that had been conducted in kitchens and glances and careful pauses — was discovering, with some disorientation, that it now had the option of moving into the light.

Not all of it wanted to. Some things, Nadia had begun to understand, preferred the spaces between. Some things had been in those spaces so long that the spaces had become their natural habitat, and exposure to direct light was not freedom for them but a kind of violence.

She left Romania in 1995, when she was twenty years old, with a scholarship that she had won through a combination of genuine academic brilliance and the specific, strategic focus of someone who had known for years what she wanted and had arranged herself accordingly. She left her mother — this was the hardest thing, the first in a series of hard things, and she did it the way she would learn to do most hard things, which was with her jaw set and her hands steady and her feelings managed in a room she could close the door on and attend to later.

Her mother came to the train station. They did not talk about the box with the false bottom. They did not talk about the photograph. They stood on the platform and her mother took her hands and looked at her with the dark steady eyes that Nadia had inherited and the expression that said several things simultaneously, including I am proud of you and I am afraid for you and you have everything you need and please be careful in a way that I can’t entirely specify because the things I’m asking you to be careful of are not things I can put into ordinary sentences on a train platform.

“Write to me,” her mother said.

“Every week,” Nadia said.

They did not say the rest of it. They didn’t need to.

She got on the train. The city moved past the window and became countryside and then disappeared, and Nadia Vasile sat with her bag in her lap and her face turned toward the glass and she gave herself, precisely, twenty minutes to feel whatever she was going to feel about leaving the only home she’d ever had and the only person who had ever fully known what she was.

Twenty minutes.

Then she stopped, because she had things to do, and grief was not useful at speed.

She arrived in London in September of 1995 with her scholarship funds, a proficiency in English that she had been building since the age of eight with the methodical attention she brought to most things, and a small, specific, precisely organized knowledge of the world that was entirely invisible to everyone around her.

She had been given a place in the linguistics program at University College London. She was interested in linguistics — genuinely, deeply interested, in the way that people who had grown up understanding that language was not simply a neutral tool but a living system with its own logic and history and power were interested in it. She liked the formal architecture of it, the way that deep structures repeated across languages that had no historical contact with each other, as though language were not invented separately by different groups of people but were instead a single underlying phenomenon being approached, again and again, from different angles.

She was excellent at languages. She always had been. Her mother had called it a gift, which Nadia had always privately thought was a slightly misleading word for something that felt less like receiving something and more like being able to hear a frequency that was always there but that most people didn’t have the equipment to detect.

She learned quickly, in London, that the world was significantly larger than Cluj-Napoca, which she had always known intellectually and was now discovering in the practical, occasionally winding sense of living in a city that contained, within walking distance of any given point, more varieties of human experience and history and knowledge than the entirety of her previous life had offered her.

She found, in this city, things she recognized.

She found them in specific bookshops in Bloomsbury, the kind that smelled of a particular quality of old and kept things that other bookshops did not have. She found them in the conversations of certain people she encountered in the course of her studies and her socializing — people who spoke about the older systems with a fluency that told her they had been educated in them, one way or another. She found them in the city itself, in the specific quality of certain corners and thresholds, the way some places accumulated a kind of atmospheric weight that ordinary history didn’t entirely account for.

She did not pursue any of this actively, at first. She was in London to study. She was there on a scholarship that required her to maintain specific academic standards and to keep her attention on the work she had been brought here to do. Her mother’s voice was very clear in her memory on the subject of distraction: The most dangerous moment is when you think you know enough to be careless. That is always when the thing you haven’t calculated finds you.

She kept her head down. She did her work. She wrote letters to her mother every week, long letters filled with the particulars of her life here — the university, her professors, the other students, the city’s strange and inexhaustible supply of rain — and she kept the other things she noticed filed away in the back of her mind for later, when she had time to attend to them properly.

She was, she thought, being careful.

She was not, it turned out, being careful enough.

III 

The Man in the Red Coat

His name was Daniel, and he was the kind of person who entered a room with the unconscious confidence of someone who had never had reason to doubt that rooms were glad to have them.

He was finishing a doctorate in art history, which meant very little practically and required the specific combination of arrogance and genuine passion that art history doctoral programs tended to select for. He was tall and dark-haired and he laughed easily, which Nadia had always found disarming in people, because laughing easily required either a great absence of care about how you appeared or a great security in how you appeared, and she could never immediately determine which it was.

In Daniel’s case, she eventually concluded it was neither. He laughed easily because he experienced the world as something fundamentally amusing, in the specific way of people who had grown up in enough comfort that the world’s edges had never fully pressed against them and they had thus retained a kind of native optimism about its general intentions.

She liked him. She had not expected to — she had not, to be accurate, thought much about liking anyone in particular, being considerably more focused on her work than on the people around her — but there he was, and there the liking was, and she was practical enough not to argue with it.

They met in the library, which was, she later thought, the appropriate place for them to meet — a place organized around the principle that knowledge was the most valuable thing in any room, and that the arrangement and care of it was serious work. She had been looking for a specific journal article and could not locate it, and he had, passing her aisle for unrelated reasons, spotted the citation she was checking against the shelves, and told her without being asked that the journal she was looking for was in the overflow section on the lower floor, which had not yet been entered into the electronic catalog.

“How do you know that?” she asked, because she was not one of those people who accepted useful information without wondering where it came from.

“I spent three days looking for the same journal last term,” he said. “The same article, actually.”

She looked at him. “Why?”

He smiled. “Because it’s interesting. Aren’t you reading it because it’s interesting?”

She considered him for a moment. “Come and find it with me,” she said.

He did.

That was, without either of them intending it, the beginning of things.

She was not a person who fell in love in the way that the word fell suggested — suddenly, without agency, as though it were something that happened to you rather than something you participated in. She came to love Daniel the way she came to most things she valued: deliberately, with her full attention, weighing what it was and what it cost and what it required of her with the same careful methodology she applied to everything else.

And she did love him. She was honest with herself about this, because dishonesty with oneself about important things was the most foolish economy she could imagine. She loved his laughter and his genuine intellectual enthusiasm and the way he could spend hours talking about a single painting as though it contained the universe, and she loved the way he looked at her — with a curiosity and a warmth and a specific quality of attention that made her feel, in a way she had not felt since her mother, that she was being seen rather than merely observed.

She did not tell him everything.

This was not, she told herself, deception. It was — discretion. The older things she knew, the knowledge her mother had given her, the small and precise understanding of systems that most people did not believe existed — these were not things you shared easily. Not because of shame, but because of the gap. The gap between what you knew and what the other person was equipped to receive. She had seen what happened when people who didn’t have the context encountered the context unprepared, and the results ranged from dismissal to genuine distress, and she was not willing to risk either with someone she had decided mattered to her.

So she didn’t tell him.

This was the first mistake, though she did not know it for several years.

They were together for two years, which were the two best and most ordinary years of Nadia’s adult life — years in which she was a graduate student and a person in love and someone who bought groceries and argued about films and took weekend trips to places she had never been before and existed, simply and fully, in the surface of things. She was happy. She recognized happiness when she encountered it, as one recognized a landscape you had seen in photographs but never visited: oh, this is what this is.

She was also becoming, around the edges of her happiness, aware of something.

Something she had noticed in the bookshops and the specific corners of the city and the conversations with people who knew what they were talking about. A thread. A direction. Something old — very old, the specific quality of old that her mother had taught her to recognize, the weight that accumulated in things that had been present for longer than ordinary memory reached.

She noticed it, and she filed it away, and she continued her life.

She was not pursuing it. She was simply aware of it.

She told herself this clearly, often enough that it became one of those statements that is true and also a very careful arrangement of truth that leaves out several things.

IV

What Broke

In the spring of 1998, in the second year of what would turn out to be the last year of her relationship with Daniel, Nadia found out she was pregnant.

She sat in the bathroom of the flat they shared — which was, she noticed with the slightly unreal peripheral awareness of a person in shock, very clean, because it was her turn to clean it and she had cleaned it that morning without knowing what the afternoon was going to be — and she held the test and she looked at the result and she sat very still for a long time.

She was not sure what she felt.

She was twenty-two years old and she was not finished with her degree and they had not talked about this, not in any serious way, not in the way that would have required both of them to think carefully about what they wanted from the future and whether their futures were, in fact, the same future or two different futures that had been running in parallel without yet diverging.

She told Daniel that evening.

She told him calmly, because she did most things calmly, sitting at the kitchen table with the light on and her hands around a cup of tea that she did not drink.

He was — she had never, before this moment, seen Daniel at a loss. He was a person who moved through the world with the fluid ease of someone who had always had the resources to manage whatever the world offered, and one of the things she had loved about him was that ease, that smoothness, that reliable sense that he would be capable of whatever arose. She had never, before this moment, needed to test it against something that actually required it.

He was, she watched him be, not capable of this.

Not dishonest about it. Not cruel. He was — he struggled, sitting across from her at the kitchen table, visibly and painfully struggling with the collision between the person he thought of himself as and the reality of what he was saying, which was, in various arrangements of various sentences: I am not ready for this. I don’t know if I
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