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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


The Smallest Grave

The first god I buried alone was the god of bees.

Her name was Issa, and she was the smallest god in the Book of Graves, page one hundred and thirty-nine of one hundred and forty, and she had governed — if you could call it governing; she would have laughed, insofar as a bee-goddess laughs, which is a hum — she had governed the hiving of hives. Not the bees. The bees never needed a goddess. She governed the songs. The old hiving-songs, the ones the women of the western villages sang over the skeps in spring: the note that tells a swarm the house is ready. Men sang to their oxen and their bread and thought themselves very clever, but a sung-to hive settles, and an unsettled swarm is a small apocalypse in a lane. Issa was the note. That was all she was, for six hundred years, and it was enough, because enough is what a god is made of.

She died in the spring, because the western villages got religion.

I will say this for the Communion — and I will not say much, so note it down when I do — they are not subtle, but they are thorough. Their missionaries came over the Mournwater with their white-and-gold wagons and their broadsheets, and inside of two years the western women were singing the Communion's spring canticle instead, because the canticle came with a flour subsidy and the old songs came with nothing but the way your grandmother's voice sounded doing them. And a god who is a note dies quiet when nobody sings her. There was no thunder. Issa just got smaller — the skeps went quiet one by one, that was her body failing, though nobody in the villages knew they were watching it — and by the first frost there was one hive left that kept the songs, an old woman's, up a track so bad the missionaries' wagons couldn't crawl it. She died in March. The hive died in April. And Issa walked — the way small gods walk, which is mostly being carried by whoever still remembers them at all — she walked east to the only gate in the world that would take her, and I met her at the Mournwater crossing on a gray morning, riding in the hood of a wool merchant who didn't know he was a reliquary, and she weighed nothing at all. A god at the end is lighter than grief. I know that now. I put my hands under her and I could not feel her, and she said — her voice like the last bee of October trying the window — "You're Prisca's girl."

"She was my grandmother," I said. "She died in the winter."

"I know," said Issa. "We all know. Word goes around, where I'm going. You'll do."

That is the whole of a god's confidence in a keeper, and I have since learned it is the whole of the job: they arrive certain that you will do, and you dig, and you make it true.

*   *   *
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The Godgrave — my yard, and I will call it mine all through this telling because I am the only one left to call it anything — sits on a hill above the Mournwater, where the river gets too wide and too slow and too tired to argue. If you have never seen it, I cannot make you see it, but I will try, because everything that happens in this telling happens in the length of its shadow.

It is a field of sleeping kings, is what it is. A hundred and forty barrows, from Issa's — which is the size of a kneaded loaf of earth, and hums, in warm months, with wild bees no one has ever been able to find the hive of — up to the giants at the center. Keto's barrow, the drowned one: the sea-goddess went under her own tide, and her grave fills and empties with the moon, and the fish in it are the only fish in a river for forty miles, and they are blind, and nobody knows what they eat, and I like them. Weland's, the forge-tomb: the smith-god's barrow has been warm to the palm since they laid him in it, three hundred years back, and travelers warm their hands on him in winter, which is, if you think about it, the only kind of prayer Weland ever wanted. Heledd's slab, where you may sleep warm any night you are desperate enough to try. Bedisa's, where the herbs grow that close wounds nothing else will close — I have harvested her grave my whole life, and buried nothing in it but thanks, which is the tithe the dead ask of the living if they ask at all.

And in the center, older than the rest of the yard by as much as the yard is older than me: the First Grave. Two effigies on one stone, lying hand in hand. I will come back to them. Everyone does.

The yard is not a sad place. I want that understood early, because the Communion's broadsheets say otherwise — they call it the Boneyard of Heaven and draw it with skulls, and once, I am told, a preacher in the Ascension held up a picture of my home with a reaper in it, and the picture had gotten the barrows wrong, and I have not forgiven the artistry. The dead are not sad. The dead are settled. Sadness is for the ones still carrying, and a grave is where the carrying is done being done. My grandmother Prisca raised me in that yard, and she was the least sad person I have ever known, and she taught me the work with the same two hands she taught me bread.

The work is three things. We do them in order, every time, and the order is the whole of the rite: Name. Mourn. Keep.

You name the god — their true name, their old name, from their own mouth if they have breath to give it, because the Book of Graves does not accept approximations, and neither does the god. You mourn them — the Lament, sung over the grave by the keeper, and here is the part the broadsheets have never understood and the Communion has never once tried to: the Lament only opens the ground if it is sung by someone who loves the one going under. The Lament is not a performance. It is not words, even. I have sung it in fifteen words and I have sung it in five hundred. What opens the ground is the love, and the song is just how the love is carried to the door. Grief that is real goes down through the earth like water finding a root. Grief that is pretend sits on top like oil, and the ground stays shut, and the god lies in the weather, and that is the one unforgivable thing a keeper can do — leave a god above ground.

And you keep them. That part has no end. You keep the Book. You keep the peace. You keep the tithe of the graves — the herbs, the warmth, the blind fish — because the dead pay the living for their keeping, and it is the only wage this office has ever drawn.

Prisca died in the winter, forty days before Issa came, and she died badly — quick, a storm in the chest, before she was done teaching me — and there is a page in the Book of Graves I cannot look at and a rite she never taught me and a grave I have not been able to sing, and that is all I will say about that for now, because I am telling you about Issa, and because my grandmother taught me that a keeper cries at the graves, not about them.

I buried Issa on the first fine morning of the year. It took till noon. That is not a small god's joke; it is the truth of the work — the grave is dug to the shape of the god's life, not the size of their body, and a god of hiving-songs gets a grave in nine lobes, comb-fashion, earthworked like a skep, and I laid in it her grave-gifts: a queen-cell from the last hive, comb-honey from the merchant who'd carried her, and a paper of the western hiving-song, written out in my bad hand, because a god of songs should go under with one. I sang the Lament, and it was crooked — my voice broke twice, and once I said the wrong name, and I felt the ground stay shut under me like a mouth deciding — and then I stopped being proud, and I thought of my grandmother humming to her skeps with flour to her elbows, and the actual ordinary ache of Issa — six hundred years of helping swarms find home, and the world had decided her song was worth less than a flour subsidy — and I sang it again, and the second time the ground opened like a good dog hearing its name.

That is all a keeper is, whatever the broadsheets draw. A good dog, at a very old door.

I wrote her page in the Book. Issa. The hiving of hives. Six hundred years. She came light as October and certain of me. And beneath it, the epitaph — we write one line for every god, one, in the keeper's own words; the Book's margins are the only scripture this yard has. I wrote: The note is kept. The hives remember her.

Then I did what I have done every evening of my life: I lit the vigil-lamp in the chapel by the gate, and I sat on the step with my bread and the last of the winter ale, and I watched the sun go down over a hundred and forty barrows and the Mournwater going gray, and I was alone, and I was — I can say this now, with everything that came after in mind — I was as alone as anyone has ever been, the last keeper of the last yard at the edge of a world getting religion, and I did not know it yet, and so I was only the ordinary kind of alone, which is the kind that has bread.

The lamp guttered at dusk. That it had no business doing — the vigil-lamp is a keeping-lamp; it burns on grave-oil, and it had not guttered once in nineteen years, not in Prisca's hands nor in mine — it guttered, and steadied, and guttered, as if the air in the chapel had learned to breathe.

And up the track from the ferry, at the pace of a man who has walked very far and has very far yet to go, came a guest.

I will tell you what I saw, because you will want it plain, like I wanted it plain: a tall man in mourning clothes gone gray with road, and a face like the underside of a stone, and eyes — I have spent nineteen years learning what eyes look like when they go out, and his looked like the moment of going, held still, and turned kindly. He stopped at the gate, where the track meets the yard, where the custom of my country is older than any broadsheet, and he asked for the thing nobody had asked at my gate in the whole history of my line, though the Book's first page had waited blank for it since before my grandmother's grandmother drew breath.

"Good evening, keeper," said the god of death, at my gate, in a voice like the last note of a psalm. "I am told you bury gods."

"I do," I said, because I was raised to answer straight, and because the lamp had already told me, guttering, what my mind was not yet ready to hold. "At need."

"At need," he agreed. He looked past me at the yard, all hundred and forty barrows of it, with a look I did not have a name for yet and now would give a great deal to have back. Then he looked at me again, and took off his hat like any traveler, and said:

"Then I have come at need. I have come about a grave. Mine."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Open the Door

There is a custom in my country, older than the Book, older I think than the yard: when death comes to your door, you open it.

Not lock it. Not bar it. You open it wide, and you light a fresh candle, and you set out the good chair, and you speak to what came like a guest, because — Prisca said it to me before I could walk, the way you teach a child fire, in words so old nobody knows if they're prayer or manners — whatever else it is, it is far from home, and it has carried someone to be kind to. The Communion calls that superstition. The Communion can call the sun a lamp if it likes. The custom is the custom, and I was raised in it, and when the man at my gate said mine, the custom did what customs do, which is hold you up when your own mind has dropped you.

So I opened the gate.

"You'll have had a walk," I heard myself say, in the tone I use for the wool merchant, because my grandmother's manners were quicker than my wits and thank the yard for that. "Come in. The kettle's on the fire before you ask, and there's bread, and if you can eat honey, there's honey — a god left it to me in the spring, and I haven't the heart to sell it."

He came in under the gate-lintel slowly, like a big man into a small house — and he was not a big man, but something in him measured the lintel anyway, the way a river measures a bridge it has no intention of going under. Up close, the road-gray of him resolved. Not clothes worn out. Clothes mourned out — good black wool gone the color of ash, thinned at the folds like cloth that has been wept into. He sat in the good chair. He held the mug of small beer I gave him in both hands, and did not drink it, and looked at it as if it were a very long time since anything had been handed to him.

The vigil-lamp in the corner burned steady now. Whatever guttered it had passed inside.

"Eat," I said. "You look like the wrong end of winter."

"I am the wrong end of everything," he said, mild as milk, and then — the first almost-smile of a long acquaintance — "except the one end. That, I am the right end of."

I will tell you how I knew, because in the tellings I have heard since, people want the sky to have torn. It didn't. Knowing him was like knowing rain. You do not deduce rain.

Three things, and they were enough. First, the bees. Issa's grave hums in warm weather, a small business, all but inaudible — but that evening in the cold it rose to a sound I had never heard, a low steady chord out of the earth, all through the yard, and when I looked out the chapel door, every barrow had its own note going: Weland's a smithy-hum, the blind fish in Keto's drowned grave turning belly-up in silver rings, Heledd's slab warm enough to steam in the dusk. The dead do not stir. The dead are settled. But they attend. The whole yard had turned, the way a field turns to sun, toward the man in my good chair, and I stood in the door with my skin crawling and my heart going like a drum, and not one particle of me was afraid, and that was the strangest part, and it never once changed after, not through everything that came: nothing that yard turned toward had ever hurt it.

Second, the cold. He was cold like the underside of a stone — I took his mug from him to refill it, and my fingers crossed his, and they were the temperature of the church floor in February, and I have known that cold professionally my whole life. It is not a living cold. It is the cold of things at rest.

Third — and this is the one I would not tell the Communion under the rack, because it is not evidence, it is just mine — when he said mine, the last note of it did not end. It went down through the chapel floor the way the Lament goes down when it is true, and I felt it arrive in every grave in the yard at once, like a word spoken into a sleeping ear, and the yard — I have no better verb, and I have tried for a year to find one — the yard answered: one sigh, a hundred and forty barrows deep, the wind of it moving the candle and the ash-tree and nothing else in the world.

"Keeper," he said, while I stood in the doorway with the door open and my hand still on it. "You have not asked my name."

"Round here," I said, "the dead give their names when they're ready. And the Book doesn't take approximations."

Something in his face did what a lamp does when you lift it a room higher. "No," he said. "It never has. Velia wrote that clause herself, and I have missed her every day since." He put down the mug, and folded his cold hands, and gave me his name the way you hand over a key you have carried so long it has worn the shape of your pocket.

"I am called Orcus," he said. "I am the door that everything comes to. I have been at the dying of every creature that has ever managed it, which is all of them, and I remember their names. All of them. I am the oldest thing there is, keeper, and I am dying, and I have come to you to be buried."

There is a silence that is just absence of talk, and there is one that is a held room. That was the second kind. The lamp burned. The yard hummed. The honey on the board smelled like the spring.

"Right," I said at last, because I am my grandmother's granddaughter, and when the world hands you the end of it in a good chair, you take the practical road first. "Three questions. Every grave starts with three."

"That is not the rite," he said, interested.

"The rite's the rite. But this is the kitchen, and in the kitchen the keeper asks three." I held up a floury finger. "One. What killed you? Because I write it in the Book, plainly, no matter who it shames — and if you say old age I will know you for a liar, because nothing old has ever yet died of it."

"Nothing ever has," he agreed. "I am dying of the same thing that killed Issa, and in the same spring. Not the missionaries — they are only the winter's frost on a very cold year. I am dying of the last of the love." He said it without ceremony, the way you'd report a road washed out. "A god is what loves him, keeper. There were always those who hated death — I never minded, hate is a kind of keeping, and I have been strong on hate for ten thousand years. But the Communion has done a cleverer thing than hate. They have taught the world not to mourn. Undying, they call it. Death is a tax, they say; death is a tyrant; do not weep, do not open the door, do not set out the cake, sing the canticle and your dead will keep. And every province that believes them, I lose. Not their fear. Their tears. I was built on tears, girl. I am starving."

My second finger was already up before I understood I was crying — a strange, slow kind of crying, like thaw. "Two. How long?"

"Weeks, as the roads stand. There is to be a mass in the Ascension — their high city — sung at the turning of the year: the Final Mass of the Undying. When they sing it, the last province that still keeps the old courtesies falls quiet, and I go out like Issa's hive in April. But I will not last to hear it sung, keeper, not unfed. Your country is the last place on earth that still opens its doors to me — the Mournlands; your bad roads and your good manners are the last love I have — and I have walked here from the far side of the world to say it to whoever was left at this gate. When your neighbors learn the canticle, I die."

"And three." I looked at the Book of Graves on its stand by the door — at the first page, the blank one, the page my grandmother polished with her sleeve every week of her life and never once told me why, and I understood why, all at once, the way you understand a word you have been reading wrong for years. "Three is —" and my voice went out from under me like a stair in the dark, and I sat down on the bread-bench, and finished it sitting. "Three is the grave. You know what we do here. You know the Lament doesn't open the ground unless the keeper loves the god going under. You've been to every death there's ever been — you know I don't love you. I buried a bee this morning, sir, and I wept for her like a grandmother, and you I put in the good chair out of manners. What do you think you've come to?"

He looked at the blank first page of the Book of Graves, the page that had waited for him through all my grandmother's Sundays, and said, gently, as if he were the one keeping me:

"I have come to ask what the dying have asked of this gate since before the Book was bound. A bed, while it lasts. A page, when it comes to that. Your vigil at the end and your Lament at the last. I am asking to be kept, keeper. Every god this yard ever held was carried in already past wanting. I'm asking for the one thing none of them had the time left to ask for."

"You can have all of it," I said — too fast, the way I have said yes all my life — and then I made myself stop, because Prisca had said, for as long as I could talk: yes is a door; mind what's standing on the far side of it. "No. First: the yard takes no approximations, and so do I. You say you were at every death there ever was. Then you can answer what the living can't. My grandmother. Prisca, keeper before me. Forty days in the ground. Tell me how she went — and don't gild it, because I was raised on that woman and I'll know."

And the god of death told me about the night of the year's first cold, at the black end of it, when I was sleeping thirty feet away in the loft.

I never told a soul that I slept through my grandmother's death, and I'll own it here, forty days late, because a keeper who gilds the dead is no keeper at all: I slept because she drugged the milk. Valerian in it. He could smell it on the stair. She had been dosing me for a week, quietly, so that the last thing I could be to her was the one thing she needed me to be, which was asleep.

"She heard me at the door," he said, "and called out — come in, come in, you'll let the warm out — and there was a chair pulled out from the table already, keeper. Ready for me. I sat down in it. She had the Book open at the first page, the blank one, and the lamp trimmed, and she asked me for a moment to finish a line. So I waited. Waiting is most of my trade. And while she wrote, she talked — they all talk to me at the end, you'll find; the dying are the best conversation I ever get — and what she said was: Sixty years I've kept the first page blank for him, and I will not have it filled with an approximation. The girl will fill it right. She says yes too fast and she digs too deep, but she fills things right. And then she squared the pen on the edge of the page — she squared everything, your grandmother; I never in all my time met a squarer soul — and she said: Carry this to her word for word, since you're going her way eventually. Tell Naenia: the first page is his, and the rest of what's mine is where the yard keeps things. And the rule she was weaned on goes double now — with the last god, it is the door, not the wall. She'll know what it means when she must."

He was quiet for a moment. The yard hummed. My face was wet, and I let it be.

"Then she stood up, and took my arm — like a bride at a crossing, your grandmother; I have walked with brides — and we went out together past the rows, and it did not hurt, and she was not afraid, and the last thing in this world that she loved, as she went, was the girl asleep in the loft. That is word for word. She made me promise. I have carried a dead woman's mail forty days across a world that has stopped delivering, keeper, and I am glad the road ended at a kitchen with the kettle on."

I stood up. I went to the Book of Graves on its stand and turned to the first page — the blank one, the page she had kept for him — and I took the good pen, the one that had been hers, and at the top of the page I wrote, in the round hand she taught me: ORCUS. And nothing under it yet. The yard takes no approximations, and there was time.

"You'll have your vigil," I said. "The loft where the pilgrims sleep, and bread, and the good chair, and the work of the yard going on around you for as long as it goes. And page one is yours. When it's time, I'll fill it right."

And that night, for the first time in forty nights, the vigil-lamp in the corner burned straight and still until morning, like a thing that had been told its post.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Door, Not the Wall

He stayed the night in the chapel loft where pilgrims sleep, and in the morning I found him standing in the yard at first light with his hat off, and I let him stand, because a man should be allowed a minute with a hundred and forty old friends before the day starts work.

I fed him porridge. He ate it, slowly, like a man remembering how, and I noticed — and wrote it in the kitchen-ledger of my mind, where I keep the things I don't understand yet — that the porridge steamed in his presence the way breath steams in reverse, and that the blind fish in Keto's barrow had gathered at the grave's edge nearest the chapel, all of them, in a silver crowd, like a village at a fence.

"Show me the yard," he said. "I have read every page of that Book, keeper, but I was a page in some of them, and I would like to walk it before we talk about my own."

So we walked, and I will set the walk down here, all of it, because it was the strangest morning of my life up to then and because a keeper's tour is a kind of catechism — the yard teaches you what the world is, grave by grave, and I had given the tour maybe fifty times to pilgrims and ferrymen, and never once had one of the graves taught back.

At Issa's, he knelt and put his palm flat on the little mound, and the hum under the earth bent toward his hand like a note leaning. "There she is," he said, as if introducing me. "She hummed me down the whole western road in the spring, you know. Small gods travel inside what loves them. I did not know she was dead until the singing stopped in April, and then I felt her walking east, and I was glad, because I knew where she'd walk to. All my small ones end here." He looked up at me from the kneeling, hat still off. "Every god in this Book was at one time of day the last of something. You know that? The last forest that loved its dryad; the last river-bend that still made the offering. By the end, a god's whole congregation is one old woman up a bad track or one stubborn village, and then it is a keeper. The trade of this yard is last loves, Naenia of the Godgrave. You are the church of endings, and your whole communion, when I am dead, will be — " and he counted, without looking at anything, in a voice like a bell counting, "— one hundred and forty."

"How do you know my name? I never gave it."

"I have known your name since before your grandmother did," said Orcus, getting up off his knees and putting the dust of Issa's grave off his hands as carefully as if it were flour. "I was at your christening. I am at every christening. I like them. Nothing in the world is newer than a christening, and I am the oldest thing there is, and I have found the two conditions get on."

At Weland's forge-tomb, the warm one, he stood a long time with his hand on the stone, and the stone was warmer under his hand, I saw it, the frost rucking back off the slab in a ring. "Now him you should meet properly some evening, though I don't know what's left to meet. The smith made the hinges of the world, they say, and then the world stopped believing in the making of things — believed only in the having — and he guttered out over four hundred years, the longest death I ever attended, and do you know what his village buried him with? His unfinished works. Tools with no handles yet. A gate to no gate." He smiled at the barrow like a man at an old friend's joke. "Warmth was all Weland ever asked to be, and he is, and the Communion's broadsheets call this place a boneyard. Every winter the frozen traveler who sleeps on Heledd's slab, and lives, is a hymn the Ascension cannot sing."

"That's twice you've said the Ascension like it owes you money," I said. "Third thing in the kitchen: I know what the Communion is. I don't know what it wants. With you. They have broadsheets about the Undying — that's doctrine, that's for the pews. But they've sent men across the Mournwater twice this year asking after the yard — census-men, soft-spoken, with little brass instruments — and the ferryman says there are cranes on the far bank now. Big ones. Church-crane size. Nobody builds a crane like that for a census. What does the Ascension want with the last god, if they've taught the world he isn't real?"

He was quiet for the length of a grave-row. We had come, by the walking of it, to the highest point of the yard, the crown of the hill, where the grass grows short over the oldest graves — and beyond them, at the center, under its two joined effigies, the First Grave, and I saw him look at that the way a man looks at the door of the house he was born in, and I did not ask yet. One thing at a time. That was the third thing I learned that morning: the yard teaches you patience by geometry; every question here has a row to walk before it answers.

"They want me undug," he said at last. "Understand the machinery, keeper, because your yard is the last tooth in it. The Communion has one sacrament and it is not the canticle. It is the harvest. When a god dies — really dies, unburied — the body remains. God-bone, god-blood, god-cold. You know this; you keep the only yard in the world that god-bone does not come from, and there's a reason, and we'll stand on that reason soon. Everywhere else in the world, when a god fell in the last two hundred years, the Recovery was there inside a season with wagons and cranes and cold-chests, and what they did not take they rendered on the spot. The stair of their holy city is god-rib. Their emperor's crown is the circle of a dawn-god's eye. They drink dilutions of us at high feasts. They are, keeper, in the plain way of these things, a farm — and the crop is the gods, and the field is the world, and the plow is doctrine: teach the love out of a province, and its god starves quietly, and no one ever swings a sword or breaks a law. The Undying mass is not faith. It is combine-harvesting."

"And you're the last field."

"I am the last field," he said, "and I am a strange one, and that is the trap of it. I am the last god the world still half-believes in — every soul in the Ascension believes in me, mind, they've simply been taught to call it taxes — and I am the one corpse in the world they cannot harvest while I go into this ground. If I die here, buried, sung down by a keeper of this yard — I am out of the world's reach forever. The door closes behind me. No crane, no writ, no emperor's tooth gets through. If I die out there—" and he looked east, away from the yard, across the wide gray Mournwater toward the world, "—unburied, on their ground, on their terms — I am the greatest relic in the history of relics. The corpse of death itself. And the emperor, Lucumo — they call him the Ascendient, and I will tell you plainly what his court will not: he has eaten a heart in secret at every harvest of the last forty years. A god's heart, raw, at the moment of the fall. He is most of a god already, and the last thing he is not is unkillable, and the one heart in the world that would make him so is currently standing in your graveyard, eating your porridge, and walking your rows like an old man at a family plot."

The wind came up the hill and moved the ash-tree, and a hundred and forty graves hummed at once, low, like a hive deciding.

"So it isn't the dying you've come about," I said slowly. "You've been dying since April and you could have dropped anywhere, and dead is dead, you'd have said, and meant it — you're the least afraid thing I've ever met at my own gate, and my gate has had some practice. It's the burial. You've come about the burial. You need to die in the right place, sung down by the right fool, before the mass or the cranes — whichever finds you first."

"I have come about the burial," he said. "Yes."

"And the burial needs the Lament, and the Lament needs — " I made myself say it plainly, the way I'd say a wound, because Prisca taught me that the yard hates a dressed-up sentence worse than it hates a false grief, " — the Lament needs a keeper who loves you. And I don't, sir. I gave you the good chair and I'd give you my bed and both my coats, and that isn't love, that's the Mournlands' manners, and the ground knows the difference. The ground knows it like a dog knows a hand. You said it yourself: Velia's clause. No approximations."

"Velia's clause," said Orcus, and turned, at last, from the look at the world, and looked at me, and his eyes did the thing they do, the going-out turned kindly. "Which brings us, keeper, to the wedding."
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Grave-Vow

I did not say yes. I want that written plain, because there are versions of this already going about the river taverns in which I fall into the arms of a tall dark stranger on the first night, and there were no arms, and there was no falling.

What I said was: "No."

I said it with the porridge spoon still in my hand, on the crown of the hill, in front of the First Grave, and it came out with more breath in it than I intended.

"Sir," I said, "I am wed. I was wed at eleven years old, when Prisca began putting the keeping of this yard on me, grain by grain, like a weight of wheat, and I said yes — too fast, she'd tell you — and there is not a husband alive with room in him for a woman who already has a hundred and forty dependents, a river to mind, a village to bury, and a Book to keep. And beyond that —" and here the anger arrived, and I let it, because anger is grief with its boots on, and I had forty days of it banked like winter fuel — "beyond that, you have come to my gate, and eaten my bread, and sat in my grandmother's chair, and asked me to marry you. Not because you want me. You don't know me; I could be anyone with a shovel. You want my Lament. And the Lament has to be true, you said so yourself, and true does not come out of a wedding contracted for the same reason you'd hire a horse."

The god of death heard all of it, standing hatless, and argued with none of it, which I have since learned is his way of agreeing with most of it.

"Yes," he said. "All true. I want your Lament, and I have weeks, and love takes years, and there is exactly one making in this world that turns a stranger into kin by morning. I am not asking you to love me, keeper. I am asking you to wed me and let the love find the door open — and if it never comes, I will go under your ground untrue, sung down by a wife who did what she could, and it will be more than any god before me got, and I will be grateful in it."

"Grateful. You want a wife for gratitude and a funeral for a wedding-night."

"I want a house," he said, and for the first time since the gate his voice was not mild. "Ten thousand years, keeper. I have been relied on, feared, hated, taxed, hymned, and lied about, and every one of those is a kind of keeping — I told you true. But no one has ever kept me. Everything ever born comes to my door and goes through, and I stand aside, and I say the words, and I am the only thing in creation that has never once been visited. Before the end I would like, one time, to be a house that somebody lives in." He looked past me, at the rows. "That is not why I am asking. It is only why I am asking you, and not some softer girl in an easier country."

The wind moved the ash-tree. Down the hill the yard hummed, a hundred and forty doors' worth of attention.

"The yard takes no approximations," I said at last. "And neither do I. And that is a vow you're asking for, whatever else it is, and my line does not take vows on one page of talking. If this wedding was asked of my line before me, then it'll be answered the way my line answers everything. Out of the Book." And I heard myself say Prisca's mail back to him, slow, because I had been chewing it for two days the way a cow chews: "The rest of what's mine is where the yard keeps things. So — where does the yard keep things?"

He smiled then, the first whole one, and if you have never seen a ten-thousand-year grief smile, I can't help you; there's no comparing it to anything but weather breaking.

"Keeper," he said, "I have wondered for a year which thing she meant you to find first. Go and look."

*   *   *
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The keeping-places of the yard are three. There is the strongbox under the hearth, which holds the yard's silver, the deeds, and, since spring, Issa's honey-money. There is the keeping-hole under the altar stone, which holds the grave-gifts — the things the village leaves at the gate for the dead to use, and the things the gods were carried in with that the ground would not take. And there is the Book.

I went through the strongbox by lamplight and found the deeds and the silver and nothing. I lifted the altar stone alone — which I could not have managed a year before, and did not remark on until later — and found the grave-gifts and nothing. And then I sat down in the good chair, in front of the Book of Graves, and looked at it the way you look at a relation who has just died and left you everything.

Where does the yard keep things. The yard keeps names. It keeps them in the Book.

The Book has been rebound four times that I know of, and the last rebinding was the winter before Prisca died, when she sat by the fire for three evenings sewing new linen over the insides of the covers, and told me she was giving the old thing a warm coat against the cold. Her hands were going that winter. The writing had gone shaky down the margins of everything — letters like a drunk spider — and I thought she was mending.

The front cover's lining was sewn down flat and hard, a hundred small stitches, none to be got a fingernail under.

The back cover's lining had one seam left open. It had been open for a year, under my nose, under my hands, every day, while I polished the first page and never once asked the Book what it was keeping in its coat.

Inside the lining, folded to the size of my palm, was a page in two hands. The first hand went down the top half like something cut with a chisel, older than the letters I was taught, older maybe than the teaching of letters, and it was this hand that gave the page its name, the way a bell gives a sound: THE GRAVE-VOW, it said. As Velia made it. As she gave it. And below the chisel-hand, shaky, in the drunk-spider letters of my grandmother's last winter, running down the page and stopping in the middle of a line — the line she had asked Death for a moment to finish — was the other hand. It said:

For the last god, when he comes.

Naenia. If you are reading this, then he has come, and you have found the coat, and we are both of us on time for once, so mark the occasion; it will not recur.

This is Velia's vow, the one she made at the First Grave for the goddess she loved, and there is no other copy and never was: she kept it in the keeping of the keeper, and so have I, and so now do you. Read it before you decide. Then read it again. The second reading is the true one.

Notes, since you will want them, and I am past arguing:

The cord. Use a grave-cord that has done honest work. New cord has no grief in it, and the vow will not take.

The hour. Dusk. Doors are for between-times; so are vows.

The witnesses. The yard suffices. It has always sufficed. If the boy is there — you will know the boy — let him hold the lamp. A wedding wants one soul who is glad of it, and the glad are rare at gates like ours.

The words are Velia's own, and I will not soften them, because softened vows are walls, and it is the door, not the wall. Say them as they are or not at all. The ground will know the difference. The ground has always known.

And last. He will offer you a dowry, because he is old-fashioned, being older than fashion. Take it. A woman should have her dead where she can hear them.

Say yes too fast. It is the only way you will ever be on time.

I sat with the page a long time, and the lamp burned, and the yard hummed low, and I read it again, and she was right. The second reading is the true one.

Because here is what the first reading looked like: an old woman's plan, decades deep, to marry her granddaughter to a dying god for the sake of the world — which is a big, cold thing to do to a girl you drugged to sleep.

And here is what the second reading looked like: my grandmother, who never in her life trusted a man's word where a woman's signature would do, and never once let me go hungry past a meal, leaving me — forty days dead — a winter coat for a book, a boy with a lamp, a wedding with instructions in it, and a blessing.

I went out. He was in the rows, where he always was by then, walking the east faces with his hat off, and the moon was doing what it could through the cloud, and I stood at the chapel door with the page in my hand, and said, too fast:

"Yes."

The yard sighed. It was the second time in my life I had heard it — the first had been at his coming, and it was a sound of recognizing — and this was a different sound entirely. This was the sound a house makes, all of it at once, from roof to root, when the last thing it needed in order to be a home has finally come inside the door.

Orcus crossed the yard to me like a man walking on a road he had dreamed. "A god weds with a dowry," he said, "or he does not wed at all. It is the oldest of the courtesies, older than the doors. So." And he stood before me in the moonlight, the starving, ending, ten-thousand-year lord of everything that ever quit breathing, and offered like a farm boy at a fair: "My dowry is your dead."

"I don't understand you."

"The last words. Everything your dead ever said that you never heard, and everything they ever meant to say and could not. I keep them all; I keep the undelivered; it is the heaviest of my freight, and no one has ever once asked me for it." He said it lightly, and his hands were not light. "Every soul you have sung down, keeper. Prisca's whole letter, the parts I couldn't carry. The village dead you sat with on their last nights. Your mother's."

The moon came out properly then, as if the sky wanted to watch me do it. I had been four when the fever took her, and there is a certain kind of four-year-old who does not ask about the mother again, because the asking once, and being answered gently, was enough to teach her the shape of the hole. I had spent fifteen years not asking the yard for her.

"Say it," I said, "if it's in the freight."

"She was past words at the end, so there was nothing from the dying of her. But the night before, fever-high, she said a thing to Prisca that was never delivered, and I keep the undelivered. She said: Don't let her wait up for me. And when she's grown, tell her the truth — I didn't leave her. Nobody leaves. There is only going on ahead. I will be at the door when hers comes, and I will know her, because I have been watching, and she is so easy to know."

I stood in the chapel door with the page in one hand and the cold going out of the night around me like a tide, and I made my voice work, because a keeper's voice has to work; that is the whole of the trade.

"Dusk tomorrow, then," I said. "Prisca says dusk. And it wants the grave-cord that has done honest work, and the boy with the lamp." I looked up at him, and the moonlight was on both of us, and the yard was humming like a struck bell that has found its note and means to keep it. "And sir — the dowry's accepted. All of it. You can pay me the rest on the wedding-night, and every night after, and we'll call it even when it's done."

"That," said the god of death, "is the first bargain in ten thousand years I have been glad to close."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Till Death

A keeper does not own a wedding dress. I want that understood, because I have since stood in the Ascension in cloth of god-silk worth a village, and I would trade the lot of it for what I was married in: my second-best skirt, my boots, and Prisca's gray shawl with the bees embroidered on the border, because it was the warmest thing in the house and the only one she ever called good.

We were wed at dusk, as instructed. And I spent the day of it the way a keeper spends any day, because the dead do not postpone their business for the living's romances: I opened a grave for the village tanner's mother in the morning — she had kept bees too, and I sent a comb of Issa's honey down with her, which is the nearest thing our country has to a bouquet — and I came in at noon, washed my face, and scrubbed the chapel table until it shone, and only then let my hands shake, and only for a minute, because a wedding and a burial are run off the same nerves, and I knew it that afternoon for the first time: both of them are the door and the ones you love going through it.

The cord I chose before I chose anything else.

There is a box under the chapel table, cedar, older than the chapel, and in it are the grave-cords: every cord that has ever bound a shroud in this yard, kept after the keeping, because nothing that has done the work of love gets thrown away in my country. Some are fine-woven. Some are rope that would hold a bridge. I tipped them all out on the table like a fisherman's take, and I did not have to think long, because the last one to go into the box was still on top, still smelling faintly of the lavender Prisca kept in the linen: her own. It had bound her shroud for forty days' work already. There was no cord in the world with more honest grief in it, and I have never once been sorry, though it has made strong men go quiet when I tell them what my wedding-cord was.

At dusk, the boy came with his ladder to light the lamps.

Larth, he's called. The lamplighter's son and then the lamplighter, his father's round come down to him at fourteen along with the ladder and the wick-trimmer, sixteen now, and the whole of the Mournlands in his face and none of the Ascension in it anywhere. He lights the chapel's two lamps and the gate-lamp every evening for a copper a week and a bowl of whatever's on the fire, and he had been lighting those lamps through the whole of it — Prisca's burying, the forty days, the gray stranger at the gate — and asking nothing, because he is one of those people the world is pleased to make occasionally, who know when to talk and when to carry a ladder.

He came up the path, and saw the table, and the shawl, and the cord, and the two of us standing in the door, and he stopped dead with the ladder on his shoulder like a soldier caught out of ranks.

"Is it a burying?" he said. "Nobody told me there was a burying, I'd have come early and done the gate properly—"

"It's a wedding," I said.

He looked at Orcus. He looked at me. You could watch the whole of it cross his face — the stranger, the shawl, the cord, the priestless chapel, the lack of any other living soul — and I will say this for Larth until they put me under the hill: not one ounce of it that crossed his face was mockery or fear. What arrived at the top, plain as a lamp being lit, was delight.

"Whose," he said, "with all respect, whose wedding?"

"Mine," I said. "And his. And you're the witness, if you'll stand it. Prisca left word you were to hold the lamp."

He set the ladder down against the gate as carefully as if it were made of glass. "She left word?"

"She left word."

"Then I'll hold it," he said, and then, because he is the lamplighter and his whole trade is light, he took it as a professional commission: "Which lamp, missus? The big chapel pair's too heavy to carry steady. The gate-lamp's got a wind-wobble in it this month, I've been meaning to tell you. Now the vigil-lamp—" and he stopped, because he was born in the Mournlands too, and you do not casually volunteer to carry the death-lamp of the Godgrave to a wedding. "The vigil-lamp wants a steady hand," he finished, quieter.

"The steadiest in the parish, I'd have said," said Orcus, and that was the first time Larth heard the voice, and I watched it go through him like the first swallow of hot wine, and he stood the rest of the evening a half-inch taller.

So we were married.

At the crown of the hill, at the First Grave, where the grass grows short and the two effigies lie holding hands — I will tell you about those two properly one day soon; tonight is for the wedding — with the last light going amber behind the ash-tree and the first stars out over Keto's drowned barrow, and the whole of the yard assembled in its way, every grave a guest, and one boy holding the vigil-lamp so its light stood on our four hands like a held breath.

I had the page by heart by then. I had read it forty times.

"You'll want to hold the cord," I said, "and not the hand. The rite says cord. Velia was particular." And I laid Prisca's grave-cord across his cold wrists, and my hands were steady, which surprised me, and mine were warm, which surprised him — I felt the surprise go through him like a note through a string, and later he told me it was the first warmth that had reached him in a hundred years, and that he had nearly shamed us both by weeping at the touch of a living bride, and would I mind never repeating that, and I have kept it a full year, as you can see.

And then, before the two effigies, at the door of the dark, with the lamp steady and the yard attending, I said Velia's words, which are mine now, and will be somebody's again someday, because that is how the yard keeps things:

"By the ground beneath us and the ground before us: I name you mine. I will mourn you. I will keep you. Till death do us part."

And the god of death, my stranger, my guest, my house that wanted to be lived in, answered in the voice that has closed every eye that ever closed, the voice of the toll and the door and the long rest, and Velia wrote down what it says, because it says the same thing to every bride and every groom at the end of everything, and this once, just once, it said it to me:

"I am he that parts us."

And I — Prisca's girl, too fast with her yes, deep with her spade — gave Velia's answer, which is the only answer ever made to it in the history of marrying, and I gave it the way it deserves, as a command, with my chin up and my hand on the cord:

"Then be late."

And the yard sighed. All hundred and forty graves of it, one long note out of the earth, Issa's hum and Weland's smithy-note and the deep bell of Keto's water all in one wind — but I told you about the first sigh, at his coming, the sound of a thing being recognized. This was the other sound. This was the sound of a thing being agreed to.

The cord took the knot. Not a cut knot, never a cut knot; the rite is plain on it: a grave-cord is tied once and never undone, and the marriage wears through it, or it doesn't, in its own time. That is the whole of the theology, and I have never needed another.

And the frost, which had been lying on the two stone hands of the First Grave effigies since the first cold of the year — on her hand and on hers, the founder and the goddess, holding hands these three thousand years — slid off them both at once, all in one sheet, and lay on the grass like a dropped pane of glass. You could feel the warmth from three feet away.

"Well," said Larth, in the enormous quiet after, in the voice of a boy trying to be professional about the end of the world. "That's the lamps lit, then."

We fed him bread and Issa's honey at the chapel table until he shone like his own lamplight, and he gave us, as a wedding-gift, the only thing he had, which was the whole night's round: he lit every lamp on the property, the chapel pair, the gate, the two at the ferry path, and the little lamp that marks the children's row, so that when I stood at the chapel door that night and looked down the hill, the yard was strung with light from crown to gate, a hundred and forty graves and a wedding garlanded in it, and I thought: this is what he sees, every soul that comes to him. No wonder he wanted a house.

He went home at midnight, glowing, sworn to secrecy, and by noon the next day the whole village knew, because Larth keeping a secret is a lamp keeping oil. It has never once cost us anything but explaining.

And then it was the wedding-night, and my husband — I will write the word plainly, because I got used to it sooner than I ever got used to sir; the way you get used to a grave you dig every day — my husband paid the second installment of the dowry across the table, in the lamplight, with the honey still open between us.

"What did she talk about?" I said. "That last night. You said the dying talk to you. I've had forty days of wondering what my grandmother found to say."

"Everything," said Orcus. "That is what they say. Everything, at speed, at the end of the candle. But for you, she said one thing I could not carry, because it was not for delivering. It was for the wedding-night, and I have been ten thousand years without a wedding-night and did not know where one kept such a thing until now." He turned his mug in his cold hands, and gave me Prisca's voice, and I would know it in the dark of the world: She'll say yes too fast, and she'll marry you before she knows why, and you'll think it's the yard she's saving, and she'll let you think so. But she digs too deep to stop at the surface of anything, your keeper. Tell her from me: the marriage will take. Tell her I said so, and that I was right about the shawl.

I laughed then, alone in the light of her lamp, married to the end of everything — laughed until I cried, and then just cried a while, and he sat across the table with his hands folded, patient as his trade, and let me, because he is old enough to know that those are one thing and not two.

And before we slept, I did the last of the day's work, because the day is not done until the Book is written. I turned to the first page, where I had written ORCUS on the night he came, and beneath it, in the round hand Prisca taught me, I wrote the second line, the line the page had been blank for, all those years, without any of us knowing what it was waiting to hear:

Wed at dusk, before the First Grave. The yard was witness. The lamp was steady.
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