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  THE KEEPER OF THE THREAD

  
  




Book 1 — The Infinite Tapestry Series




For all who have looked at the mess of their own lives and wondered whether anything good could possibly come of it. Something did. Something always does.








  
  
  CHAPTER ONE

  
  




I should begin by telling you what I am, before you form the wrong impression.

I am not the kind of angel you have probably imagined. I have the wings, certainly — gold and violet, which I have always found to be a dignified combination — and I have the long existence, the Archive access, the ability to move between the seen and unseen worlds without requiring a visa or filing an itinerary. In those respects I conform to expectation.

In most other respects, I do not.

I am primarily a record-keeper. This is not a diminished thing, whatever the more dramatic members of the angelic community might suggest with their barely concealed expressions of polite tolerance when they discover it. Records matter. Records are, in many ways, the difference between a story and a noise. I have been keeping records since before the word record existed, and I intend to keep keeping them until the whole of history has been written out in full, at which point I expect I shall find something else to catalogue.

My name is Hadraniel. The humans who have written about me — and there are a few, scattered across the centuries, who caught a glimpse and made a note — have got some of the details right and most of them delightfully wrong. I do not stand at the second gate of heaven turning away those who approach unworthily. I have never had a gate. I have a desk. It is a very good desk, situated in the lower gallery of the Archive, and it has at any given moment between twelve and sixty-three open scrolls on it depending on how busy a century it has been.

The Archive itself defies description in most human languages, but I will try, because it matters to the story.

It is large. It is much larger on the inside than it ought to be, which is a feature I have always appreciated because it means I have never had to throw anything away. It exists outside of time in the same way that a library exists outside the stories it contains — present to all of them at once, made of none of them. The walls, where they are visible between the shelves, are the particular deep gold of late afternoon, and they have been that colour since before there was an afternoon to be late. The light has no identifiable source. It is simply present, the way the best light always is — not drawing attention to itself, simply making everything visible.

I do not eat. I do not sleep, in the human sense, though I have learned to value the long stillnesses that pass for it among my kind. I have never, until the morning this account begins, been cold, or tired, or hungry, or in any of the thousand small ways that the body announces itself to the people who carry one. I tell you this now because it will matter later, and because I think it is only honest to say, before I describe a world thick with weather and food and grief, that I came to it from somewhere that has none of those things, and that the lack had never once struck me as a deprivation. It does now. I did not know enough, then, to miss what I had not yet lost the capacity to want.

The lower gallery is where The Thread lives.

I should describe The Thread, because it is, in the most literal sense, the reason for everything that follows.

It runs along the east wall of the lower gallery, from the floor to a height of perhaps thirty feet, and it is not metaphorical. It is a physical object — luminous, gold, warm to the touch in the way that living things are warm — and it records, in its own material language, the sequence of human lives through which a specific Promise is being kept. The Promise was made in a garden, to the first man and woman, in the first terrible morning after the first terrible night. It was brief: one will come who will crush the serpent’s head. Those words, spoken into the wreckage of everything, are what started The Thread. Every name on it is a link in the chain between that promise and its keeping.

My job is to tend The Thread. To ensure the records around it are complete, cross-referenced, and properly maintained. To note when a new name is added and understand how it connects to what came before. To make sure — and this, I will confess, is where I began to go wrong — that nothing damages it.

The problem, which I will spend the entirety of this account describing, is that my understanding of what damage looked like was considerably more limited than I believed.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Everything in its proper order. I am a record-keeper.

It was a quiet morning in the Archive when the summons arrived.

I say quiet. I mean it in the relative sense. I had forty-seven scrolls open — a modest number for the period, which was active — and I was in the middle of composing what I privately regarded as an extremely elegant colour-coding system for Messianic predictions. The existing system had served adequately for several centuries but I had identified seven distinct prophetic categories that were being collapsed into three, which was causing cross-referencing difficulties that I found, professionally speaking, slightly agonising. Indigo for immediate fulfilment. Gold for long-range. Crimson for those prophecies whose fulfilment would require a chain of human events so convoluted that only someone with full knowledge of the outcome could have identified them as prophecies at all, rather than simply poetry.

I was rather pleased with the crimson category. It kept expanding.

The summons did not announce itself with thunder or light or any of the more dramatic signals the Archive sometimes employed for significant messages. It arrived as a quality of attention — the specific, settled feeling of being looked at by something that has no need to raise its voice to fill every room in every world simultaneously. I recognised it immediately, set down my pen, and rolled up all forty-seven scrolls with the brisk efficiency of an archivist who has been caught mid-project and would very much prefer his desk to look intentional rather than chaotic.

I dropped two of them.

I retrieved them, tucked them under my arm, and presented myself in the centre of the gallery — wings correctly folded, expression professionally composed — with what I felt was commendable speed, under the circumstances.

The briefing came not from the Voice itself but through Metatros, who handled these matters with the economical precision of someone who had delivered a great many significant assignments and had no intention of making any of them more complicated than they needed to be. He appeared at the threshold of the lower gallery — tall, luminous in the way of beings who are very old and have stopped trying to dim themselves for other people’s comfort — and gave me three minutes of his attention.

The assignment was this: Judah, son of Jacob. Fourth son of the patriarch Israel. Hebrew. Resident of Canaan, or at least currently resident in the vicinity of Hebron, which was the family’s present location. The Thread passed through him.

I noted this with appropriate gravity and waited for the part that would make sense of it.

The part that made sense of it did not come. Metatros looked at me with the expression of someone who has explained the same thing correctly and is observing the recipient fail to understand it, and said: not through Reuben the eldest. Not through Joseph the favourite. Not through Levi, not through Simeon, not through any of the obvious inheritors of the covenant line. Through Judah. Specifically through a son not yet born to Judah. Born, Metatros added, with the careful expression of someone handing over a parcel that might be fragile, in circumstances best described as unconventional.

I wrote unconventional in my scroll and underlined it.

I then asked, because I was an archivist and could not help myself, whether a larger scroll allocation might be possible for this assignment. The existing allocation was adequate for standard monitoring work but I had a strong intuition, based on nothing more specific than the word unconventional underlined twice, that this particular assignment was going to require more documentation than average.

Metatros looked at me for a moment.

He said: take what you need.

I spent the next twenty minutes selecting scrolls with the focused intent of a field surgeon selecting instruments — not too many, because I would have to carry them, and not too few, because the word unconventional was still nagging at me in a way I could not quite resolve. I chose the heavier vellum, the kind that holds ink without bleeding even when the air around it is damp, because I had read enough of the Archive’s records of Canaan to know that the air around it, in late summer, was anything but dry, and I was not yet in the habit of trusting my own judgement over the evidence of a well-kept record.

I was still selecting when Jophiel arrived.

She arrived as she always arrived, which is to say without announcement and from a direction that didn’t quite correspond to any of the gallery’s actual doors. One moment I was comparing the relative merits of two archive-grade scrolls of different capacity; the next moment she was at my elbow, examining the one in my left hand with the bright, focused interest of someone who finds everything genuinely worth looking at.

‘Judah,’ she said. It was not a question. She had evidently already heard.

‘Judah,’ I confirmed.

‘Tell me about him.’

‘I know very little as yet. He is seventeen. Fourth son. Leah’s, not Rachel’s.’ I paused. ‘He is apparently important to The Thread in some capacity that has not yet been fully explained to me, through a son not yet born, under circumstances described only as unconventional, which I find—’

‘Wonderful,’ Jophiel said. She said it the way she said most things — with a warmth that was not performed, not assembled for the occasion, but simply there, the same way the Archive’s light was simply there, filling the space without announcing itself. ‘I love the unconventional ones.’

‘I had noticed that about you,’ I said. ‘I find it instructive, if occasionally alarming.’

She laughed — a short, surprised sound — and handed back the scroll. ‘You’re going to take too many of those,’ she said.

‘I am going to take the appropriate number,’ I said.

She gave me the particular look she reserved for occasions when she believed I was wrong about something and had decided to let events make the argument for her. I found this look simultaneously endearing and vexing in approximately equal measure, which I suspected was her intention.

Radueriel was at the threshold when I arrived there, which I had come to understand was simply his way — he had the quality of appearing to have been present for some time before anyone noticed him, the way very old stones appear to have been in a landscape before the landscape formed around them. His wings were folded with the settled patience of someone who had folded them the same way for an extremely long time. His eyes, which were the colour of deep water in early morning, were on the world below.

I stood beside him for a moment and looked where he was looking: the slow green hills of Canaan, the brown thread of a road winding south, the distant glitter that might have been the sea or might have been the sun on a river, and everywhere the particular haze of a landscape that was old even by my standards.

‘Judah, son of Jacob,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Radueriel said.

‘Do you have thoughts on the assignment?’

He was quiet for a moment. This was how he prepared to say something worth saying — not dramatically, not with any visible effort, but with the patience of someone who believed that words, once released, were worth the wait they required.

‘The Thread has never yet taken the route anyone expected,’ he said. ‘I thought you should know that before you go down with all those scrolls.’

I looked at the scrolls. I had perhaps eighteen of them, which I felt was entirely defensible.

‘I have the appropriate number of scrolls,’ I said.

Radueriel said nothing. This was, in my experience, how he disagreed with things he had decided not to argue about.

‘Is there anything specific—’ I began.

‘There is always something specific,’ he said quietly. ‘That is rather the point. The specific thing is never the thing one prepares for.’ He turned from the threshold and looked at me with the settled attention of very old eyes. ‘Watch carefully. Write what you actually see, not what you expected to see. Those are different tasks and it is easy to mistake one for the other when you have already formed a clear idea of what the story should look like.’

I thanked him. I checked that my scrolls were properly secured under my wing. I stepped to the threshold and looked down at the green hills of Canaan and felt, for the first time in several centuries, the specific, keen excitement of a new assignment — the sense of standing at the beginning of something whose full shape I could not yet see and was very confident I would shortly understand.

Behind me, I heard Jophiel say something to Radueriel in a low voice. I did not hear what she said. I heard Radueriel make the small sound that served him for a dry laugh.

I descended.

The air of Canaan closed over me in the late afternoon. Heaven has no smell. I had not known this until I left it, in the same way you do not know a room is silent until a sound enters it; the Archive’s stillness had simply been the entire texture of existence, and I had never had occasion to notice it as an absence.

What reached me first was dust — pale, fine, worked up over centuries by the same kind of feet on the same kind of paths, settling over everything in a thin gold film. Under it, bruised grass where animals had grazed close to the ground. Under that, woodsmoke, thin and constant, the smell that means somewhere nearby people are still cooking, still living, still continuing the unremarkable business of being alive. Bread, somewhere, baking on a hot stone. A trace of something green and sharp that I would later learn was coriander, crushed underfoot near a cooking fire. Further off, faint enough that I could not be certain of it: salt, the sea reminding the dry interior of the land that it was not, after all, the whole world.

I heard the camp before I saw it. Goats, in overlapping registers — not the single complaining voice I had pictured from the Archive’s written accounts, but dozens of them, layered, constant, each with its own particular note of grievance or contentment. Cattle, lower and slower. The steady knock of a hand mill grinding grain somewhere out of sight. A child laughing. Someone arguing, without real heat, about a debt of three sheep.

I had catalogued ten thousand years of human sound from a desk. I had never once needed to clear my throat afterward from the dust of it.

I found the road. I found the direction of Hebron. I adjusted my wings and followed it, and the light went from gold to amber to the particular deep rose that I would come, over the following years, to think of simply as the colour of evening in this country — a colour I had read about in a hundred prophetic texts and had never once understood, until I was standing inside it, why anyone would bother to write it down.

I had forty-seven notes already in progress and an excellent plan.

I had absolutely no idea what was about to happen to both of them.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  




The family briefing I had prepared on the journey down was, I see now, an act of hubris so comprehensive that I am almost proud of it.

I had twelve names arranged in a clear hierarchy. I had birth-order notations, covenant inheritance markers, and a small but I felt rather sophisticated system of symbols indicating each son’s prophetic significance. I had footnotes. I had cross-references to the covenant language spoken over Abraham, which had passed to Isaac, which had passed to Jacob, and which was now resident — in some form I had not yet precisely identified — in the person of Judah, fourth son, who would be approaching eighteen years of age by the time I arrived and had, as far as the Archive’s existing records showed, done nothing of particular significance yet.

I had, in short, prepared a document of considerable thoroughness and moderate beauty for a family that bore approximately no resemblance to it.

The camp outside Hebron was not what I had expected. I see this clearly now, with the advantage of everything that followed: I had pictured a patriarchal household operating with the gravity appropriate to a people in covenant with the Almighty. Order. Purposefulness. The dignified conduct of people aware that they are participants in something larger than themselves.

What I found, arriving at the edge of it in the last hour of daylight, was a sprawl of black goat-hair tents set in a loose half-circle around a central fire pit, the tents themselves low and long, their sides rolled up against the evening warmth so that the life inside them was visible to anyone who cared to look — sleeping mats, baskets, the dull gleam of bronze cooking pots, a child’s wooden toy abandoned mid-game. Smoke rose from three separate fires at once, none of them quite agreeing with the others about how a household ought to be run. There were twelve sons, four women with varying degrees of influence and varying degrees of interest in concealing the fact, a patriarch currently engaged in what appeared to be a spirited disagreement with two of the older boys about where to pasture the eastern flock, and a camp that smelled powerfully of goats, smoke, fresh bread, and the particular sharp undertone of a large number of people and animals living in close proximity to one another in a climate that was warm for most of the year.

I landed in the middle of it, invisible, and stood for a moment with my scroll open and my pen ready.

I wrote: The family is considerably more complicated than the briefing suggested. I suspect the briefing was a summary. I will need more scroll.

Then I put the pen down and simply watched, because it was immediately clear that watching was going to be the most efficient first approach.

Jacob — Israel, as he was also called, the name given the night he wrestled with the messenger at the ford of Jabbok and came away with a limp and a new identity — was a man of perhaps a hundred and ten years who moved through his own camp with the unhurried authority of someone who had survived things most people had not survived and had emerged from them with his sense of his own importance largely intact. He walked with a slight favouring of one leg, a small unevenness that the household had long since stopped noticing and that I, seeing it for the first time, could not stop noticing — a permanent mark left by a single night decades past, carried into every ordinary afternoon since. He was not unkind. This is important to say. He was not a cruel man, not a deliberate injurer of those around him, not — as I had been vaguely and professionally worried he might be — a villain in the straightforward sense that would have made my notes neater. He was something rather more complicated and considerably harder to document: a man of genuine faith and genuine love whose faith expressed itself in ways that were often unpredictable and whose love expressed itself in ways that were often catastrophically uneven.

He had twelve sons. He loved eleven of them in the acceptable, generalised way of a patriarch who has produced a large family and takes a generalised satisfaction in the fact. He loved the twelfth — Joseph, Rachel’s son, the child of his old age and his great love — with a specific, unguarded, excessive fervour that he had never learned to dim or distribute and had apparently never been told he ought to.

I watched him watch Joseph that first afternoon.

Joseph was seventeen, dark-haired, with the easy confidence of a boy who had been told since birth that he was exceptional and had found no particular reason to doubt it. He was not unintelligent. He was not unpleasant. He was simply, entirely, comprehensively unaware that the quality of his father’s attention — the way Jacob’s face changed when Joseph entered a space, the way the old man’s eyes found him automatically across a crowded tent the way a compass finds north — was not invisible to the eleven other sons who had watched it operate, daily, for seventeen years.

I wrote: Jacob’s love for Joseph is both the most genuine thing I have observed in this family and the most dangerous. It is genuine because it is completely unperformed — there is no calculation in it, no awareness of audience. It is dangerous for precisely the same reason.

I also wrote, beneath that: The brothers know. All eleven of them. I can see it in the quality of their stillness when Jacob speaks to Joseph, the careful blankness they have each, in their individual ways, learned to arrange over their faces. This stillness has been practised. It is the stillness of people who have been managing a feeling for years and have got rather good at it.

Then I went looking for Judah.

He was with the goats.

Not in the grandiose supervisory sense of a patriarch’s son overseeing his inheritance — he was with the goats in the literal, practical, slightly dusty sense of a young man who had been asked to check on the eastern flock and had done so with quiet competence and was now sitting on a flat stone in the late afternoon sun, turning a piece of rope over in his hands with the unfocused attention of someone who is thinking about something else.

I observed him carefully.

He was broad across the shoulders in the way of young men who have done physical work since childhood, with his father’s dark eyes and his mother Leah’s particular set to his jaw — a jaw that suggested, even in repose, that it was prepared to hold a position for longer than was comfortable if the position happened to be right. He was not handsome in the easy, immediately apparent way that Joseph was handsome. He was something more weathered, more considered, a face that would look better at forty than it did at seventeen and better at sixty than it did at forty. His hands, I noticed, were already a working man’s hands — calloused at the base of the fingers, the nails kept short and practical, one knuckle slightly swollen from some old injury he had clearly never bothered to have looked at.

He was watching his father’s tent from a distance of perhaps two hundred paces.

The tent was lit from inside by the small, warm glow of a lamp, and through the open flap I could see Jacob’s outline and, beside it, the slightly taller outline of Joseph, who was evidently telling some story with the full deployment of both hands. I could hear, faintly, Jacob’s laughter — the real laugh, the unguarded one, the laugh of a man who has found in one person everything that delights him.

I watched Judah listen to that laugh. I watched his face do nothing. Not the angry nothing of his brother Simeon, who I had observed earlier turning away sharply from the same sound with the controlled force of someone redirecting a physical response. Not the careful nothing of Reuben, who managed his feelings about his father’s preferences with the responsible rigour of someone who had decided long ago that managing feelings was his primary job. Judah’s face did a different kind of nothing: the settled, practised nothing of a man who has watched himself have this feeling so many times that he has made a kind of peace with it — not the peace of resolution, but the peace of accommodation. A man who has decided that what he cannot change, he will simply absorb, and has got rather efficient at the absorbing.

I wrote: Judah appears to manage his feelings about Joseph by not looking at them directly. He is currently practising this method with some success from a distance of two hundred paces. I note that this method has the advantage of preserving outward calm and the disadvantage of leaving everything it is managing entirely in place. I am uncertain whether it will serve him.

Then a small, brown goat with an expression of deep philosophical grievance attempted to eat my scroll, and I had to spend several moments defending it.

I moved to the other side of the rock.

I found Leah near the main tent, in the hour before the evening meal.

She was doing three things simultaneously: directing two younger women in the preparation of what appeared to be a substantial lentil stew, the bronze pot blackened from years of use over the same fire; arguing — cheerfully, without heat — with one of the maidservants about the correct way to store dried figs; and mending a piece of cloth with the rapid, small, efficient stitches of someone who had been mending things all her life and had long since stopped needing to look at what her hands were doing. The smell from the pot was thick and earthy, lentils and onion and something resinous I could not yet name — cumin, I would learn later, ground fresh that morning, the smell of it still faintly on her fingers when she reached up to push a strand of hair from her face.

She was in her mid-forties, Leah — not beautiful in the way that the stories would later remember Rachel being beautiful, not the woman the songs were written about or the name that came up when people talked about Jacob’s great love. She knew this. The knowing was in her face, not as bitterness — she had metabolised the bitterness years ago, if it had ever been bitterness at all — but as the settled clarity of someone who has given up waiting for a particular thing and found, in the giving up, a kind of freedom that the waiting never offered.

She had, I noted, the most competent hands I had seen in this camp. The stew was already correctly seasoned — I could tell by the posture of the woman stirring it, the upright confidence of someone receiving instructions that are actually right. The fig storage dispute was being won, clearly and without unkindness, on the basis of seventeen years of experience that the maidservant was in the process of acknowledging. And the cloth mending was, somehow, also progressing.

I wrote: Leah runs this household. This is not a controversial observation — everyone in the camp appears to understand it — but I note it because I wish to record that the household is well-run. Not in a way that draws attention to itself or requires external appreciation, but in the specific, sustainable way of a system built by someone who has understood that the work is what it is, that no one is going to acknowledge it satisfactorily, and that the quality of the work itself is therefore the only reliable satisfaction available. I find this admirable.

Then I wrote: I understand why The Thread passed through Leah’s line. She has the pragmatic durability of someone who has chosen, repeatedly and against the evidence, to remain. I find this admirable, though I could not explain precisely why.

I watched her look across the camp toward Jacob’s tent — a brief glance, barely a second, then away. I could not read the entire history of her marriage in that glance, but I could read the particular quality of acceptance that is not the same thing as contentment, is not the same thing as defeat, and exists somewhere in the complicated territory between the two that only people who have stayed in difficult circumstances for a very long time learn to inhabit.

She looked at the stew. She said something brief and precise to the woman stirring it. The woman nodded and adjusted the heat.

The other sons occupied the rest of my first afternoon in various ways.

Reuben, the eldest, was negotiating with a Canaanite merchant about grazing rights near the southern pasture — doing it carefully, responsibly, with the slightly overburdened air of a firstborn who has been told, explicitly and implicitly and by the evidence of every morning of his life, that the weight of this family’s future rests on his shoulders and has taken the weight seriously and sometimes cannot quite stand up straight under it. He was a good man, Reuben. He would do good things and make one catastrophic mistake and spend the rest of his life trying to balance the ledger, and I already felt for him the pre-emptive sympathy of an archivist who can read the account even before it is written.

Simeon and Levi were sharpening knives with the focused quiet of brothers who have found a shared idiom. I wrote note regarding Simeon and Levi: sharp knives, sharper tempers, further observation required and moved on.

Issachar was asleep in the shade.

Zebulun was helping his mother.

Benjamin — the youngest, the other Rachel-child, barely four years old — was chasing a small brown goat around the perimeter of the camp with the absolute committed joy of a small child who has discovered that an animal will run if you chase it and has decided that this is the best thing in the world. It was, I noted with some private amusement, the same goat that had attempted to eat my scroll. It appeared to be having a more eventful afternoon than I was.

And then there were the sons of the maidservants: Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher, each of them existing in the particular social position of the sort-of-included — invited to the fire, present at the table, acknowledged in the daily business of the camp, and nonetheless aware, in the way you are aware of a slight angle in a floor, that something about the level was not quite right.

I noted all of this. I noted it in significant detail. I organised the notes into categories and sub-categories and — I am slightly embarrassed to admit — a small chart showing the relative social dynamics of each relationship pair.

The chart was, I see now, almost completely wrong. Not in its facts, which were accurate, but in its implication, which was that the family could be understood by charting it. It could not. It was a living thing, not a diagram. The relationships were not fixed positions but ongoing negotiations, and the most important things about them were exactly the things that did not show up in a chart: the history in each silence, the weight of each carefully worded sentence, the things that went unsaid around the fire every evening that everyone heard anyway.

I folded the chart. I kept it, because I keep everything. But I folded it.

As the sun dropped toward the western hills and the camp settled into the comfortable noise of evening — fires built up against the coming cool, voices rising and falling over the meal, the clatter of bronze and clay, the goat finally cornered by Benjamin and now regarding him with exhausted dignity — I found Judah again.

He was at the edge of the camp, sitting with his back to the noise, looking out at the darkening hills. He had the rope still in his hands. He had been turning it over for several hours. The light had gone from gold to grey, and the first stars were showing low over the ridge, and somewhere behind him his family was eating without him, and he did not appear to have noticed, or did
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