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CHAPTER ONE
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The Last Bell of Hollenmere

On the day I died, my father poured a bell.

I want that set down first, because everything else in this account comes after it: the bronze, the pour, the note. The men of the Vale of Hollen had subscribed a new bell for the Litany-house for three years, a pound a flock at shearing, and the mold had stood in our casting-yard since midsummer, buried to its shoulder in the ash-pit, waiting on the last of the metal. I was nineteen that autumn, and I had never yet poured a bell alone, and my father had never yet let me forget it.

"You tune the mold, boy, not the bronze," he said that morning, the way he had said it a thousand times, working the bellows with his bad shoulder rolling under his shirt. "The bronze only ever tells the truth. It sings whatever hole you dug for it."

My father's name was Kleon, and he was the third bell-caster of Hollenmere, and his father had been the second, and the bells of half the Vale rang with our metal in them. My mother Melia kept the books of the foundry and the tongues of the town both, which was the harder work. My sister Rhoda was nine, and she had a job at the pour, the only job the family trusted her with, and she took it seriously as a magistrate: she stood on the pit's rim with the small hand-bell we had cast for her the winter she was born, and her instructions were to ring it the moment the pour began, so the whole vale would know.

I loved her the way you love a small country. Everything in her was mine to guard.
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The strangers had come through nine days before the pour. Two of them, gray-cowled, walking horses too fine for our road, and they did not stop at the inn as travelers do. They stopped at the Litany-house, and they spoke a long while with Mother Eudora, our priestess, and after they rode on toward the pass, she came down to the foundry alone, which she had never done, and stood a while watching my father work the mold, and asked him one question, which I did not understand then and have understood every day since:

"Kleon. If a bell were cast wrong — if the note in it were evil, or old, or bound — could you unmake it? Could you pour it back down to nothing?"

My father laughed, because he laughed at everything before he thought about it. "I could pour it into a plow, Mother, and the plow would still ring if you hit it. Metal remembers. That's the whole trade." Then he saw her face, and stopped laughing, and wiped his hands. "What old woman's tale is this?"

"There is a page under my altar that is not a page of the Litany," she said. "It has been under my altar since before there was an altar. Two men rode away from it this morning knowing more about it than I do, and I find I mind that." She looked at the mold, at the great dark mouth of it, and something crossed her face that I had seen exactly once before — the day the river took the Twinmill family and she read the names over the bodies in the rain. "Pour your bell, Kleon. Pour it true and loud. And if anything ever comes into this vale that should not be here — ring it. Ring it until your hands are gone."

She left. My father looked after her a long time, and then he said, quietly, not to me: "Old woman's tale," and went back to work, and that was the end of it, because men like my father build their whole lives on the idea that the world stays the size of their yard.
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The pour began at dusk, because bronze likes the cold and the calm, and the whole vale came up the hill to see it, as they always did: forty flocks' worth of subscriptions standing in the apple-scented dark with their lanterns, and the furnace open like a sunrise lying on its side, and the metal running gold and clean as a hymn.

Rhoda rang her little bell.

I want to say the whole of it again, slowly, the way Aristion taught me to walk through a memory instead of around it. She rang her little bell. The pour ran. My mother's hand was on my shoulder. My father tipped the crucible, and the bronze went down into the earth of our yard like something going home, and every lantern in the crowd lifted an inch, forty shadows swinging, and my father said, soft, just for us, the words he said at every pour, our whole liturgy, the only psalm our family ever needed:

"Now we wait, and the ground does the work."

The birds stopped.

That was the first thing. I have read since, in the ledgers of the Cindersworn, that it is always the birds. They go out of the air all at once, everywhere, as if a hand had closed over the sky's throat, and the silence that comes after is not silence but a listening — the hush, the hunters call it, the hush of the Sorrow — and it came up our hill that dusk like a tide coming up a strand, and the lanterns stood still in it, and the furnace roared into that hush like a wound.

Then the cattle began. Every byre in the vale at once, lowing, and the sheep, and the dogs — the dogs went silent first, then the cattle, that is the order of it, I know the order of it now the way I know the scale of a bell — and out of the pine fog at the head of the vale, walking, unhurried, came the shape that had ended every life I had and would begin the next one.

It was tall as the Litany-house roof. I will not pretend I measured it with my eyes that night; I measured it later, in the body, in the dark, against trees and steeples and the walls of towns. But it came out of the fog with its horns first — horns like a drowned tree's roots, like something that had grown by drowning — and its hide was gray and cracked as old ash over coals, and where its eyes should have been there was a light like the last of a fire seen through a keyhole, and the smoke poured off it in long ropes, off its shoulders, off its jaws, streaming from its eyes like weeping.

The Sorrow wept as it came. I know now that it weeps always. That is what it is. But that night, in the hush, with the bronze going cold in the mold behind me, I only saw my whole vale standing in lantern light at the top of a hill, watching the end of the world walk out of the fog, and I saw that it was walking toward the pour, toward the crowd, toward the bell.

"The yard," my father said. Not a shout. He never shouted. "The yard is on the pit. Go to the pit."
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You do not run the way the stories say you run. I have been on both sides of a calamity now, and I set this down for whoever reads it: there is no screaming, at first, and there is no heroism. There is work. The body finds work and does it, because work is the only door out of terror. My mother took Rhoda's hand and went for the track. The crowd broke around the furnace like water around a stone. My father stood on the rim of the ash-pit, over the buried mold, over the cooling bronze, between the Sorrow and the bell he had promised the vale — and he picked up the striking hammer, the big one, the one that had rung true metal for thirty years — and I stood next to him, because he was my father, and I had not yet been told the thing I have since been told, which is that grief is a door, and the Sorrow had come to walk through ours.

The beast stopped at the foundry wall. Twenty feet away. The hush was so complete then that I heard the bronze tick in the mold, once, as it crossed from glowing to dark, and I heard my sister's little bell, going away down the track, and — faint, from the Litany-house below, the first stroke of the old bell — Mother Eudora at the rope, doing her duty, ringing the alarm into the hush with her whole weight, as she had promised no one but herself.

The Sorrow turned its head toward the ringing.

I remember thinking, with a part of my mind that would not stop being a bell-caster's son even at the end of the world: it hears like we do. It goes to the note.

And then it went, not around the crowd, not away from my father and his hammer, but down the hill, toward the old bell, toward the ringing, and the crowd's escape closed over the space where it had stood, and for one full breath I believed — the way you believe in the last warmth of a bed on a winter morning — that it had come for metal. That it had come for the pour. That the vale was a door it had walked past.

Then my mother screamed.

She had not gone down the track. She had stood at the rim to see us clear, because that was the kind of woman she was, and so she saw what the beast's turning had opened: the lane below the foundry, and in the lane, small, lit by the lanterns of the running crowd, my sister — who had run back. All these years I have walked the memory and there is no making it kind. She had run back for her little hand-bell; she had dropped it at the pit's rim and had come back for it, because she was nine, and it was her job, and the job was to ring.

The crowd's panic took her like a river takes a leaf. My mother went into that river after her. My father went after both. And I went last, with the striking hammer in my hand, which is the only reason I am anything at all now, and the only reason I am not simply dead.

*
[image: ]


The Sorrow heard her bell in the crush. Of everything that it did that night, that is the thing I keep: it did not hunt her. It listened for her. Its head came around and down, the horns swinging through the smoke of a burning lantern, and the crowd broke apart from where she stood like grain from a sickle's path, and the beast stepped over four running men as if they were fence posts, and it bent its whole vast cracked and weeping bulk down into the lane, down to a nine-year-old girl holding a hand-bell in both hands.

My father reached it first. The hammer rang on its foreleg like a bell on the inside of a mountain — a note I will hear until I dissolve, a great sweet wrong note — and the beast did not even turn. My mother reached it next, and it turned its head aside from her, from all of them, patient as weather, and set one claw — one — soft as a mother closing a door, over my sister, and I understood, in the last ordinary instant of my first life, that it was not going to eat her.

It was going to grieve her. It was built to eat grief, and it had come to the vale for grief, and it made grief the way a furnace makes heat.

I will not set down what the lane became. My mother is in that paragraph. My father is in that paragraph. The hammer's note is in it, over and over, struck until the striking arm would not lift. What I will set down is the end of it, because the end of it is the hinge of everything: I was kneeling in the lane with my sister's body in my arms and the beast's keyhole eyes above me, and my grief went out of me like the pour had gone into the earth — all of it, the whole golden running of it, everything I loved going down into the dark — and the Sorrow bowed to me.

Closer. Its smoke wrapped the lane, and the world went to gray felt, and inside the gray, close as a mouth at my ear, I heard a voice. A man's voice, worn down to the wire, the way a bell goes when it has been rung for a hundred years without rest, and it was apologizing. That is the part no one believes, so I will say it plainly: the monster that killed me apologized.

Forgive me. I heard you from inside the dark, and you can hold it. You can hold it better than I did. Break it where I failed.

The claw closed. The dark came down like the false head of a mold, and I felt myself pour — out of the boy, into the pit, down into a shape the size of a grave, going home into the ground of a body that was not mine — and the last thing I heard in my first life was Hollenmere's old bell.

Mother Eudora was still at the rope. Rang it through all of it, the old woman, rang it until the beam broke and the tower burned, and the note went up cracked and holy over the vale of everything I had, and I went down into the dark holding that note like a rope.

I am Alkaios, son of Kleon, bell-caster of Hollenmere.

That was the last time I said it as a man.
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CHAPTER TWO
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What the Fire Left

I woke in the ash of my own funeral.

I woke small. That is the second thing nobody tells you about calamities, and I have decided this account will tell everything, because the accounts the world keeps of us are wrong in every particular, and someone alive has to be exact.

The great ones — the Sorrow, the Ravener, the Gray Widow — the ledgers draw them as they stand at full growth, at the height of their hunger: steeples, hillsides, weather. But a calamity is not born the size of its legend. It is born the size of its last meal. What the Sorrow had been in the pine fog was one hundred and thirty years of fed grief; what I woke as, three days later, under the ash-fall of the vale of Hollen, was the size of a hound. A calf of the calamity. A whelp of the end of the world, with its legs folded under it in the burnt grass of the casting-yard, downwind of its own dead.

I knew the grass by its sound before I knew anything else. That is what waking was: not eyes opening, but the whole world arriving through the skin, arrived and sounded — every blade of the burnt grass, every settling ember, the drip of the dammed river and the tick of the cooling ruin, all of it laid out around me in the dark like a drawing made of trembling. I heard the shape of the foundry walls, standing or fallen. I heard where the furnace still breathed warm. I heard, forty feet off, at the bottom of a pit I could have sworn I heard the heartbeat of, something long and still and cold, that had once been full of the sound of a girl.

The eyes opened second. The dark was not dark. It was gray and grained, like the world seen through smoke — because it was seen through smoke; my own smoke stood on my eyes like tears on a window, and everything I have looked at since trails and weeps at the edges, and I no longer remember what it was to see clean.

I tried to scream. What came out was the hush.

It went out of me like a breath the size of a church, and the whole yard went silent inside it — no ember-tick, no wind, no drip — and my own smoke fell straight down in the dead air like a curtain of gray rain, and I heard my first monster-sound: my own panic, returning to me off the foundry walls, translated. It did not echo as a scream. It echoed as a struck note. Deep and cracked and wrong, a great cracked bell ringing once in a burnt yard, and I stopped making it at once, because I knew the note. Every caster's son knows the note of bronze with a flaw through its heart.

I was the flaw. I was the bell.
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I lay in the ash a long time, learning the body the way you learn a dead language: by the words it will not say. It did not hurt, and it did not hunger yet, and I thought for a while — this is the part I am least proud of — that I might simply stay there. That the vale was ash and everyone in it ash, and the ash was falling like snow, soft, warm in patches, and I was small and gray in it, and the hush was a blanket over everything, and if I never moved again the world could not get any worse.

Then I heard the digging.

It came from down the hill, past the Litany-house: shovels in burnt earth, boots, mules, the creak of a cart — and voices. Human voices, pitched low and tired, and my whole body turned toward them like a plant toward a window. I heard them through the ground, through the air, through the smoke: where their hearts beat fast, where their breath went ragged, and under all of it, coming off them like heat off a stone in the evening, a smell I had no nose for as a man and cannot stop knowing now, a smell like wet ash and green copper, like a coin held in a weeping hand.

Grief. Their grief. It has a smell. This body drinks through the air the way the old man drinks through the mouth, and I lay in the ash of the casting-yard with the diggers' sorrow coming up the hill to me on the wind like bread smell from a window, and the hunger — the first one — opened one eye in me, and purred, and said, in the oldest language there is, there. There. Eat of that and be large.

I fled. On new legs, wrong legs, all knuckle and claw, into the pine fog where the beast had come from, and I did not stop until the vale was below me and the diggers were a heartbeat in the ground and the hunger had gone sullen and quiet, like a dog kicked off a threshold, and I was shaking — shaking — under a dead pine, a hound-sized calf-of-calamity with a boy inside it, weeping smoke into a country that had no one left in it who could say my name.
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They had come from the lowlands, the diggers, third-day men from the market towns. I have since learned their trade-name. Third-day men go to a calamity's ground on the third day, when the fires are cold and the monsters are supposed to be gone, and they do the work the world cannot leave undone: they count, and they bury.

They buried my vale in pits. I crept back down at dusk, to the rim of the ash-pit above the foundry — our casting-pit, my father's pit, the mold of the new bell still buried in its bed of ash — and I lay in the burnt grass at the crown of it and listened to the men below me work by lantern light, and I heard them count.

I heard them say the names. Hollenmere had counted one hundred and ninety-two souls at midsummer, and I knew them all, every one, the way you know the notes of the bells you grew up under, and the men said one hundred and ninety-one of them out of a ledger as they lifted — all but the shrine-girl on the hill, alive, uncounted, and I could not even then be glad of the arithmetic — and the names went up into the hush that I could not stop putting on the air, and I lay at the rim of the pit and let each one land on me. Vell the farrier, who tuned his anvil to be flat on purpose, to make my father crazy. The Twinmill grandchildren. Mother Eudora — found at the rope, they said; the beam had broken and the tower burned and she had never left the rope, and I want it known, because no one else in the world will ever know it mattered: the old bell rang nine hundred and forty strokes that night. I counted them, that night, from the crowd. I was the last one counting. She kept me counting, and the counting kept me on my feet, and then the claw came down and there was no more counting.

And then, at the end, at the last lantern: "One more, small. Female child. This the bell-caster's?"

My sister. They had found her in the lane where I had knelt with her, and they could not know — how could they know — that I was lying forty feet above them at the rim of the pit, in a body the size of a hound, and that her little hand-bell, the one she had run back for, the one I had cast the winter she was born, was in the pocket of the foreman's coat below me, because third-day men save the metal, all the metal, always. Melting weight is melting weight.

I heard him say it — "good bronze, this, half a pound if it's an ounce" — and I heard the little bell ring against the buttons of his coat as he bent to his work, one thin wrong-note chime, and the hunger opened its second eye, and it was not the diggers' grief it wanted anymore.

It was theirs. It wanted me to make more. The body turned under me like a ship's hull turning, all instinct and ballast, and it told me, in the wordless way it told me everything, that grief was a door and it knew how to open doors, and I was on my feet at the rim of the pit with the lanterns below me, forty feet of dark and one thin chime, before I understood I had moved.

The men never saw me. Something else stopped me.

A voice. Not the hunger — the hunger has no words. This was a word, a human word, worn to a wire, arriving not through the ears at all but up from inside the marrow of the new body, close as thought, and it said:

Don't. Little brother, don't. You will never get him back if you start. I know. I know it like I know the taste of the dark. Come away from the edge.

I said — out loud, into the hush, in a voice like the wrong note of a cracked bell: "Who is speaking?"

And the voice, which had waited a hundred and thirty years to be asked, which had all but given up on ever being asked, said:

Aristion. Once champion of the High Seat of Vael. The thing that killed your family walked on my grief for a lifetime, and I have been waiting in the dark of it for someone to talk to. Come away from the edge, Alkaios of Hollenmere. We have three things to do before they burn the ash-mound, and the first is that you must hear your own name in your own mouth, because the hunger hates names, and it is the only leash there is.

I did not ask how he knew my name. He had heard it, I think, the way I had heard the diggers — through everything — in the three days I had lain in the ash saying it over and over in my sleep, like a man saying a prayer he was afraid to forget.

I came away from the edge. I looked back once. The pit, the lanterns, the mound of my family's earth, and above the foundry wall, against the last gray of the sky, the burned and empty frame where the bell of the Vale of Hollen had hung for three hundred years.

"I am Alkaios," I said to the dark, in the wrong note. "Son of Kleon. Bell-caster of Hollenmere."

Every dawn, said Aristion, gently, like a man closing a door on a child's grief. Every dawn and every dusk, for as long as you want to stay yourself. Now walk, little brother. Walk before the hunger wakes all the way, and I will teach you what it eats, and where the old grief lies cold and quiet in the ground of this country, and how a man lives on it without opening one single door.
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We went up into the pines in the smoke and the ash-fall, a hound-sized calf-of-calamity and a worn-out ghost, and behind us the third-day men sang the burial psalm of the Litany over one hundred and ninety-one names, and the psalm came up the hill and landed on my back like snow, like ash, like everything the fire left.

The hunger walked beside me all the way, patient as a dog.

I am going to tell the truth about it, this whole account long, because the accounts the world keeps are wrong: the hunger is not a devil, and it is not a curse, and it is not even cruel. It is only hungry. It was made to eat grief, the way a bell is made to ring, and everything it does to get fed — everything I have watched it do, everything I have done — is only the shape of a hand closing on what it was built to hold.

I was built to hold it. That is what I woke as that night: not a monster in a vale, but a bell with a flaw through its heart, walking out of the ash of the yard that cast it.

The metal remembers. That is the whole trade.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Whisper in the Marrow

Aristion talked the whole first night, and every night after for a while, as if a dam had broken after a hundred years — and one had. I have thought about it since, and I think I know why. A man can bear anything, hunger, dark, a monster's body, the weight of a valley of graves, if there is somewhere to set it down. For a hundred and thirty years he had set it nowhere. Then I woke up in the dark of his old flesh, small and shaking and saying my own name in my sleep, and he had somewhere to set it down.

So he talked. And I will set down here, in order, what he taught me in those first nights in the high pines above the burnt vale, because these were the laws of my second life, and everything that happens later in this account — every mercy, every horror, every impossible thing they will tell of the beast that spared the child and rang the ghost bell — grew out of one of these three nights of talk.
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First, the body.

"You are not a wolf and you are not a lizard and you are not, whatever the ledgers say, a dragon," he said. "You are a vessel. There is a shape the Sorrow makes of whatever it is given, and it is given grief, and the shape it makes of grief is this one: horns, ash, smoke, the weeping eyes. Every host wears it differently — you will grow it your own way, given time and feeding — but it is one body, boy, and it is not young and it is not yours. It is seven hundred years old. You are a note in it. A note does not own the bell."

I asked him — I made myself ask, lying under the dead pines with my claws folded under me like a dog — how big the last one had been. Him. How big he had grown.

He was quiet a moment, the way a man is quiet at a grave. "Tall as the tower of the Litany-house at Mavro. I could put my head over your chapel roof. I never once looked over that roof, in the end. I kept my eyes on the ground, the last decades, so I would not have to see what I walked toward." A worn-out pause. "You start small, at every claiming. The body goes into the ground of itself and comes up a calf of the calamity, and it grows by what it feeds on. That is the whole of the terrible arithmetic: the size of you is the size of the grief you have eaten. There are hosts in the barrows that grew as big as hills. There is a reason the wild country stays empty, little brother. We walked there. All of us. For seven hundred years, we walked there."

Second, the hunger.

This he made me say back to him before he would go on, and I will set it down the way I said it, because it was the first law of my second life and it never once changed:

The Sorrow does not eat flesh.

"The flesh is the door, not the meal," Aristion said. "Men tell stories about the eating of bodies because bodies are what they can see. What the vessel takes is the grief itself — the grief of the dying and the grief of the living, the grief that goes up off a disaster like heat off a struck anvil. The body goes to the grief the way your father's bronze went into the mold: to the loudest note in reach. It does not need to kill to eat. But grief at the moment of loss —" and here the wire of his voice went flat, the way metal goes when it is about to break, and I learned in that sound how much of him the hundred and thirty years had already eaten — "grief at the moment of loss is the pour itself, boy. Fresh metal, running. That is what the hunger was made for. That is why it comes to villages, and not to graveyards. It was forged as a weapon, and it is aimed, and I will tell you who aims it before the week is out, and you will not sleep, and I am sorry."

He taught me the doors, and I set them down here so no one ever has to learn them the way I learned them: Loss opens the widest door, fresh grief, the pour. Fear opens a narrow one — that is the smell of green copper, the beast can live on terror the way a man can live on gruel, thin, sour, and it makes the body sullen and slow. And then there is the third door, the old one, the one he taught me to live by:

Cold grief. The grief of the long dead. It lies in the ground of old ruins, old battles, abandoned houses, drowned mills, and it never quite goes out — it banks, like coals under ash, and a host can walk onto such ground and drink the banked sorrow of a hundred dead years, and no one living is hurt, and no door opens that cannot be closed again.

"It will not make you large," he said. "You will grow slow as a glacier on the cold stuff. But you will grow, and you will keep your own mind, and no one's mother will ever be a meal to you. There is old grief enough in this country to walk on for a hundred years. I know every yard of it. I will draw you the map."

And the Fallow — he saved that for last, that first night, and I have wondered since whether he was afraid to say it.

"Starve it, and it takes the body back." Flat. Very quiet. "The hunger is patient, but it is not endlessly patient, and if you will not feed it, it will go down under you like a seed under frost and wait, and one night — a month, a year, ten — you will wake in the middle of something. Standing in a lane. Standing in a village square. And it will have been walking and feeding without you all winter, and you will be a passenger in your own claws, and you will come up out of it with a new weight in you that you did not choose. That is the Fallow. The mindless years. Every host has them, the frayed ones, the ones who fought too hard and fed too little — the ledgers call those years the beast's ravening, and they are right, and they are ours. The leash is the feeding, boy. Keep the body fed on the cold grief, every day, and you keep the hands. That is the bargain. That is the whole of it. I kept my hands for most of a hundred years by keeping that bargain, and in the end—" the wire sang — "in the end I broke it on purpose, and we will come to that, and to why, and to you. But not tonight."
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Third — and this he did not teach me so much as let me find — the name.

I said it every dawn. I said it every dusk. I am Alkaios, son of Kleon, bell-caster of Hollenmere. At first I said it because he told me to. Then I said it because of what happened on the fourth night, in the ruins of the Twinmill, when I fed for the first time.

Set it down plainly: I fed. The Twinmill had stood empty since the river took the family, seven years before the Sorrow ever walked into our vale — a mill, a house, a swing with one rope, all of it gone to rot and fireweed above the burnt water, and the grief of it still banked in the ground like heat in a hearthstone. I walked into that ruin at dusk with my claws ticking on the millstones, and I did what the body wanted, which was to breathe. Long. Slow. With the whole skin of me.

The sorrow of the Twinmill came up out of the ground and into me like warmth out of a wall. It tasted of river water and bread and a baby's crying that had stopped a long time ago, and it was grief, real grief, someone's whole vanished ordinary life, and I stood in their burnt kitchen and drank it to the dregs, and when it was gone the ground of the Twinmill was just ground, lighter somehow, and I was not larger — I felt that at once, the slow arithmetic, the glacier — but the hunger had closed its eyes and turned over, fed, quiet, and I stood in the ruin and wept smoke, because I had just eaten the saddest thing that had ever happened to a family I had known, and it had sustained me, and nothing about the transaction had been clean, and nothing about it had been filthy either.

It was just bread. Stolen from the dead, or given by them — and after a while, that first week, I stopped being able to tell the difference, and Aristion said that was all right, that no host had ever been able to tell the difference, and that the not-telling was the whole moral life of a monster in one sentence.

But on the fourth night — set this down, because it is why I lived — I came back from the Twinmill fed and quiet and half asleep on my feet, and I forgot the name. I was too full, too tired, too new. I lay down under the dead pines without saying it.

And the hunger opened its eyes.

Not to feed. To be. I felt it rise through me like the pour rising in the crucible — not an urge but a self, a gray identity under mine, older by seven hundred years, patient, wearing my fullness like a coat — and it said, without words, the first thing it ever said directly to me, and I heard Aristion stop breathing in the marrow: You are the vessel. Say what you are.

And I understood that if I answered in the hush, in the wrong note, with its voice coming up through mine — if I said I am the Sorrow — that I would have said a true thing, and true things are doors, and the door would have gone off its hinges, and it would have been a very long time before Alkaios of Hollenmere got his body back, if he ever did.

I said — through the gray, through the rising, with a boy's stubbornness the size of a burnt vale behind it — I said: "I am Alkaios. Son of Kleon. Bell-caster of Hollenmere."

The hunger sank like a stone in a well. And the marrow of me filled up with the worn-out sound of a dead champion laughing, softly, the first laughter either of us had heard since the fire, and Aristion said:

There it is. That is the leash of leashes, little brother — not the feeding. The name. The hunger has no name of its own. It is only an appetite with a shape. It cannot say I AM anything. It has been trying for seven hundred years to get a host to say it for the vessel, and the ones who do—" a pause, a grave-pause — "the ones who do are the ones in the barrows that grew as big as hills.

Say your name, every dawn, every dusk, every time the gray comes up in you. Bronze remembers what it was poured to be. You were poured to be Alkaios. The day you forget it, you will not be a note in this bell.

You will be the crack.

I said it twice more before I slept. I have said it every dawn and dusk since, in the teeth of everything — the hunters, the steer, the burning of the ash-mound, the rite of the Quiet Flame, the night on the cathedral roof, the Fallow itself, even there, even there — and this account is the saying of it, one long saying of it, so that whoever reads will know what it cost to keep a name in a body built to out-eat it.

I am Alkaios, son of Kleon, bell-caster of Hollenmere.

The crack in the bell says so too. Listen for it.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Fallow

The hunters came on the ninth day, and they came to make sure I was dead.

I had gone down to the vale that morning against Aristion's counsel — there is no counsel a nineteen-day-old grief will take, and mine had a shape to it, the shape of a coat pocket, half a pound of bronze — but I heard them coming from three miles off, and I want that set down, because everything after it depends on it: no one has ever crept up on me. From the first week of my second life, the world arrived through the ground and the air like sound arrives through a bell's own metal, and three miles of mountain road carried the Cindersworn to me with time to spare. Boots, ash-gray and new. Iron striking iron somewhere among them, over and over, small and hard. And under the boots and the iron, in the marrow of the mountain like a heartbeat through a wall, the smell I had learned in the pit-rim dark: wet ash and green copper. The grief-smell, on a dozen living people at once, worn openly, like a uniform.

"They bury their dead the day they take the oath," Aristion said, waking in the marrow the way he always did when iron came near. "Every one of them a survivor of a calamity. Every one of them wearing their own worst day as a cloak, hunting ours. Gray cloaks. You will know them by the chains."

"The chains?"

Censers. Braziers on chains, carried burning. It is why they are called the Cindersworn. They believe the smoke of certain resins blinds the Sorrow's senses — and they are not wrong, little brother; it is the one honest weapon they have. When you smell pine tar and grave-myrrh, you will be half deaf and blind inside a count of ten. Mark it. Now go up. Go up, boy. You are the size of a hound and you are standing in a burnt field in daylight, and they are coming to a vale where the Sorrow fell still on the night it fed, and they are coming to check whether it will rise.

"The Sorrow fell still?"

Always. After a claiming, the body goes into the ground and the ground closes, and to the world it looks as it has always looked when a host is used up and a new one is taking root: the calamity gone. A falling-silent. The Cindersworn call it the Fallow, and they have a rite for it, and the rite is why you are going to lie in the ash of your own yard tonight and learn what the word means. Go. Downwind. And whatever you see, whatever you hear — the name. Every hour on the hour if you must. Do not let the gray come up in you within a mile of them. They have iron that answers it.
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There were nineteen of them, and they came up the vale road in the falling ash like a procession out of an old wall-painting: gray cloaks, censer-chains swinging, and at their head a woman who walked the way my mother had walked through a crowd, which is to say as if the crowd were weather.

"Ruta," said Aristion, from very far back in the marrow, in a voice I had not heard him use — small, and cold, and old. "Captain Ruta of the Cindersworn. She has hunted this body three times in my years. Her grandmother's grandmother hunted it before her. Look at her, boy. Learn her. There will come a chapter of your life when that woman knows what you are and chooses what to do about it, and I will not be there to see which way she chooses, and I am sorry for that too."

I lay in the burnt grass of the casting-yard, in the shadow of the fallen furnace roof, small as a hound, gray as everything, with my smoke pulled in tight, and I watched them work the yard, and I will set down what they did, because the world should know what the Cindersworn are, since this account will not always be kind to them.

They went to the ash-mound first. Behind the foundry, in the field where the Sorrow had gone to ground after the claiming — where I had gone to ground, three days in the dark of the earth — there stood a low hill of ash that had not been there before the fire. It was the size of a chapel. It was the exact size and shape of a beast tall as a tower, lying down: the old body, shed like a skin, collapsed to cinders at the moment the claim took. The grass at its rim was already growing through. There were red flowers in the ash — I had wondered at them, that first week, and no one in the world could tell me what they were, and the Cindersworn's scholar said what the ash wanted heard, that calamity-ground grows the red flower, and the red flower is how you know the ground is done.

The gray-cowled man among them was not Cindersworn. I knew it before he spoke, because the hunters gave him the road the way you give the road to a snake. Fine boots. A censer of his own, small, silver, not swinging, and out of it, faint across the yard, a smell that was not pine tar and not grave-myrrh but something older, and when it reached me the hunger in me LIFTED ITS HEAD, all of it, all at once, like a hound at a door, and Aristion's voice came up out of the marrow in a sound I had not heard from him before, and it was fear.

The shepherd's censer. Downwind, boy. DOWNWIND. That is the steer. That is what aims us. We will talk of it tonight or not at all. Move. Move NOW.

I moved — down the furnace wall, over the pit's rim, into the casting-pit itself, into the bed of ash under the buried mold of the last bell of Hollenmere, and I lay in my father's own mold-pit like a buried bell and pulled the ash over me, and up above me, at the rim, boots stopped, and the gray-cowled man's voice came down into the pit with the smell of the silver censer, quiet and pleasant, and it said:

"Fallow-confirmed, Captain. The Vessel has gone to ground and changed its root, as it does. Your rite, your honor. The Order thanks the Cindersworn. Light the cairn, mark the vale, and the Ember's own scribes will attend the counting."

"The counting is ours," said Captain Ruta, not moving. "The Order's thanks are noted. The Ember's scribes can count ash. We count people."

The Order, said Aristion, in the marrow, and there was a hundred and thirty years of hatred in the way he said nothing else at all.
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They burned the old body at dusk.

I lay in the mold-pit and watched my own first flesh go up through a crack in the ash — the hill of cinders, the shape of the beast I had inherited and never once worn, and on top of it oil, and pitch, and the resin of their swinging censers, and fire, until the ash-mound was a mountain of red flowers and dark smoke and the falling ash of my vale mixed with the ash of the thing that had ended it, indistinguishable, rising together into the hush.

And through the whole burning, the iron sound that I had heard three miles off went on: a bell. Small, palm-sized, struck on an anvil-strike, over and over, at even intervals, hour on hour. A tally-bell.

"It disturbs the hush," Aristion said, "and the hush is half your hiding. It rings in the ground and in the air and in the marrow, and no Sorrow can gather its smoke near one. Whatever else you learn of men, learn their iron. Now — the important thing. Listen to me, boy. In the burning, they will walk the cairn and speak the rite of the Fallow, all nineteen, and when it is done they will go, all but a watcher or two, and here is what you must not do: you must not go down to the cairn tonight. Grief will be thick on that ground for a hundred years, and fresh grief on top of it tonight — the diggers', the hunters', the whole vale in one heap — and you are nineteen days old and the size of a hound and full of your own pour. The gray will come up in you at that cairn. The tally-bells will be gone. Do you hear me, Alkaios? Tonight of all nights, the name. Say it until your jaw aches."

I said it. All night, in the ash of my father's mold-pit, under the buried bell, while the cairn burned and the watcher walked his round above me and the smell of my own valley's grief came down through the ash like rain through a roof, I said it, and I set down here the honest shape of that night, because this account tells everything: it was not the hunger that made the night long. It was the other thing. The door the hunger wanted was grief, and I was lying in the middle of the largest grief I would ever be offered in my second life, and it was MINE. My mother was in that smoke. My father. My sister's small weight. The hunger wanted to eat the cairn, and Alkaios wanted to go stand in the fire like a man standing in the rain, and for one hour, in the black of the pit, I could not tell those two wanting-things apart, and I understood — in the marrow, in the crack of the bell — why the hosts in the barrows had grown as big as hills.

The gray and the grief are not enemies. They are the same water. The only difference is who is drinking.

Dawn came gray and ash-quiet. The cairn was down to red hearts of fire. The watcher had gone to the others. And over the rim of my pit, with the first light, came a scent on the wind, faint, from three miles down the vale — pine tar and grave-myrrh — a Cindersworn column going home, and among the nineteen heartbeats, one that the ground carried to me differently than the rest, one set slightly apart, walking lighter, at the column's rear: young, ragged with grief, and ringing, on a chain against the hunter's chest, small and constant, one thin wrong-note chime.

I knew that chime. I had cast it.

My legs were under me and the pit's rim was behind me before I understood I had moved — before Aristion's voice caught up, before the smoke of me had finished pouring over the ash — and I stood at the crown of the casting-yard with the wind full of pine tar and grave-myrrh and the wrong note, three miles away and coming no closer, a heartbeat wearing my sister's bell.

"They took it off the third-day man's coat," Aristion said, very quietly, in the marrow. "Salvage. They will have thought it the dead child's own work, a maker's piece, mourning-metal, worth the wearing. The Cindersworn wear their dead, boy. It is half of what they are."

"Who," I said, into the hush, in the wrong note, and the ash came down between me and the smoke of the cairn. "Who is wearing my sister's bell?"

And the worn-out wire of the voice that had chosen me out of all the grief in that lane was silent a long moment, and then it said, gently, the way you give a man the worst news there is, before the hunters can say it for you:

Downwind, little brother. There is one more thing the wind knows today, and you will not like it, and I am sorry. It is not a hunter.

It is a survivor of yours.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Vow of the Survivor

I was not in the valley the night it died. Every account of that night that anyone has ever told me — every ledger, every song, every pit-boss's rumor in every market town from here to Mavro — puts the Sorrow in the vale of Hollen and me somewhere else, and then invents why. I was at a wedding, they say. I was a runaway. I was already dead.

Here is the why, and I will be exact, because exactness is the only property I have left from my old life: I was on the shrine hill, three miles up and one mile over, because my mistress dreamed of smoke.
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Mother Eudora had dreamed of smoke for a week before the pour. She told no one but me. She was the fourth Eudora to keep the Litany-house of Hollenmere — the keepers of our vale are an old line, older than the Litany itself, older than the tower, and their names go in pairs down the generations, Eudora and Athanasia, Eudora and Athanasia, back into the ground of a religion the Litany never wrote down — and I was to be the fifth Athanasia, and between the fourth and the fifth there are no secrets; the office passes like a candle, and everything burning goes with it.

"There is a page under my altar that is not a page of the Litany," she told me, the morning of the pour, in the voice she used for the names of the dead — the flat, exact, careful voice. "You know this. You have dusted around it since you were six. Two gray men sat in my chapel yesterday and asked me no questions about the Litany and three questions about that page, and they knew the shape of the thing before they asked, which no living soul knows. You will take it up the shrine road today, with the dawn, and you will stay at the shrine until the moon is full again if I do not send for you. Do not argue with me, child. I have buried four parishes and I know the smell of a thing coming."

So I went. I want that plain too: I argued. I am not meek, whatever the office wanted; I argued that the pour was that evening, and that the whole vale would be on the casting hill, and that Alkaios of the foundry had promised me — I set this down now, too many years too late, plainly, because I never said it to him and it has been saying itself in me ever since — Alkaios of the foundry had promised me the first ringing of the new bell. Not the blessing. Not the first word of the office. The first ring. His father had frowned at the theology of it and Alkaios had looked at me over the mold, with that clay to the elbows and ash in his eyebrows, and said: "The first ring belongs to whoever the bell was poured for, and this one was poured for the vale, and you're the prettiest sound the vale makes, so." And I had laughed, and not corrected him, and carried the uncorrected sentence around for a summer like a coin in a shoe.

I argued. Mother Eudora heard me out, the way she always did, and then she put the page in my hands, wrapped in three layers of oilcloth, and she said: "The vale will still be there at the full moon, child. So will the boy. Pages like this one do not wait on the convenience of girls, and I am too old to be wrong twice in one lifetime. Go."

The last thing she ever said to me that was not a scream, or a bell, was: go.
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From the shrine hill you can see the whole of the Vale of Hollen as if it were drawn on a table: the river's bend, the apple roads, the tower of the Litany-house with its old bell, the foundry yard a gray square on the casting hill, and on the evening of the pour, the furnace's fire lying on its side in that square like a sunrise that had come down to be among us.

I watched the pour from the hill. I did not know I was watching it; I knew the hour by the smoke, and I sat on the shrine steps with the oilcloth page in my lap and the dusk coming down, and I watched the light of my whole life from three miles away, and below me, too far to hear, a nine-year-old girl rang a hand-bell the size of a fist, and I have thought, since, about distance: three miles is nothing to a heart and everything to a pair of arms.

The birds went out of the air at dusk.

I have read the ledgers since — the Cindersworn let me read everything, in the end; I am the only living soul who has read all of them — and the ledgers say the hush comes first. The ledgers are wrong about the order. From the hill, from three miles, what comes first is the color: the whole vale going the wrong color, going gray, as if dusk had been poured into dusk, and then the silence arriving like weather, and then the cattle — three miles of mountain carry the lowing of every beast in a vale at once, and it carries it for a long time.

Then the furnace light went out. That was the Sorrow, though I did not know its shape until later; from the hill it was only a moving absence, a taller dark inside the dark, walking down the casting hill with its horns combing the smoke.

And then the bell.

The old bell of the Litany-house of Hollenmere. You must understand what that bell was, because the world will not remember it: three hundred years in that tower, poured by a Hollenmere caster before even Kleon's grandfather, E-flat and cracked and the single most-loved object in the vale, the bell that rang us in and out of every life we had — and Mother Eudora, who had dreamed of smoke for a week, went up the tower stairs with the hush already lying on the vale like a held breath, and she took the rope in both hands, and she rang.

I ran. Of course I ran. Set down that I ran, all of you who have ever wondered what you would do: I ran down the shrine road in the dark with the oilcloth page inside my shirt, three miles of switchbacks, and I did not feel one of them, and at the mouth of the vale road, where the river comes down to meet you, I stopped, because the silence stopped me. I mean that as a fact of the body, not a figure. I hit the edge of the hush at a dead run and it was a wall — no wind in it, no road-sound, no river, the whole world shut like a book — and my own heartbeat was the loudest thing in three miles.

I stood at the mouth of the vale of Hollen in the dark, and I could not go in, and above me, over the roofs of everyone I had ever known, my mistress rang the bell.

I counted the strokes. That is the office; the office is what is left of you when everything else is burned. I stood in the hush and I counted, and the count went past a hundred, and past three hundred, and the tower light bloomed orange from within — burning, it was burning, and still she rang — and the count went past nine hundred, and my voice had gone, and I counted on my fingers in the dark, and at nine hundred and forty the note changed. It broke. Not stopped: broke, the way a voice breaks, mid-stroke, and I heard the beam come down through the tower floor, and the tower fire stood up into the sky over the vale of everything, and the hush let go of the road all at once, like a held breath let out, and there was nothing at all for me to hear in the whole valley but fire, and I went in.
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They ask me, sometimes, what I found. The Cindersworn ask me. They have a formula for it; they ask every survivor the same twelve questions, and they write the answers in the ledger of the Weeping, and my answers are in there, in my own hand, and I will not copy them here. Some things are not for ledgers. What I will set down is only what I did, because what I did was the last hour of the fourth Athanasia's old life and the first hour of whatever I am now.

I found my mistress at the foot of the bell. The beam had come down and she had gone down under it with the rope
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