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BOOK ONE
The Firmament


Prologue

## The Last True Daylight

They worked until the light failed, because the light was the thing they were losing.

All that final afternoon the sky had the wrong colour — a green in it, high up, like a bruise coming through skin — and the birds had stopped, and the far hills wore a shimmer that was not heat. The people who understood the machines did not look at the hills. They looked at their hands, and at the dials, and at each other, and they finished the work.

It was good work. That mattered to them, at the end, more than they could have said. Every seal was set by someone who had checked it twice; every line of the record was written in a clear hand by someone who believed a clear hand was a kind of love. They had built a floor broad enough to grow a world on, and a roof strong enough to hold the sky out, and a cold white ring at the edge of it where the seeds of everything green were laid down to sleep. They had built a light that would rise and cross and set on a track, so that their children's children would have days. They had thought of the days. They had thought of everything they could think of, which was not everything, but was a great deal, and was done in love.

And in a small room off the deep passages, hardened past the hardening of everything else, they had left a way to reach the others — the far quiet stations that had gone into the ground the same year they had, each under its own borrowed name, all of them agreed on this one thing: that whatever came, the pieces would keep a wire between them and could find one another again when it was over. They set the log open on the desk, the call-signs listed in a clear hand, and they did not know it would be the first thing their descendants learned to forget.

A woman stood at the last hatch with her daughter's hand in hers and looked out at the ruined green of the sky, at the last of the real afternoon, and she did not tell the child what it was. She had decided this already, with the others, in a long argument that had left no one happy: that the children would be given the world as it was for them, and not as it had been for anyone else. A flat broad floor. A roof above. A ring of ice at the rim, past which was nothing, because past which there would truly be nothing they could ever reach. It was not a lie. It was the shape of the place they were making. She held to that. She would hold to it as the hatch came down.

"Is it time?" the child asked.

"Nearly," the woman said.

She let the daughter look a moment longer at the failing afternoon — the last unmade light any of their line would see for twelve generations — and then she drew her back, gently, and the seal came down with a sound like a held breath let go, and the outside was gone.

For a moment there was only the dark and the hum.

Then, overhead, along its track, the made sun lit — pale at first, and then warming, and then climbing — and the child laughed, because it was beautiful, and it was hers, and it was the first morning of the world.

Behind them, in the record, in a clear and loving hand, the first line was already written. It said that in the beginning there was the firmament, and the light upon its track, and the ice at the ends of the earth.

It was all true.

It was only the size of it they got wrong, and the getting-wrong was not theirs. That would come later, from hands that meant less well, and were less brave, and were afraid of a book they could not close.


Chapter One

Neva woke before the light, as keepers did, in the dark that was not darkness — because the world was never wholly dark; the track glowed faintly all night at its parked station past the far rim, a banked amber like a coal under ash, and every sleeping room in the world had a thin line of that colour lying across its floor. She had slept under that line her whole life. When she was small she had believed it was put there to find her way by if she woke frightened, and no one had ever told her otherwise, and in a way no one ever needed to, because it was true enough.

She dressed by feel. Wool first, then the canvas overalls with the frost-cuffs, then the felted boots that had been her father's and were still, after four years, a size too big, so that she wore two pairs of socks and had stopped noticing. The overalls had her name on a woven tape at the breast, over the older tape with her father's name that no one had ever unpicked. You did not unpick the tapes. A coat did service after its keeper the way a bench did, or a bell, or a name.

In the kitchen her mother had the kettle on the ring and the ring ticking as it heated, and neither of them said anything for a while, because fifth bell was still half a bell away and words came later than water. The kitchen was the same kitchen it had been when her mother was the child in it: the amber counter with the burn-ring by the tap where some grandmother had set a pot down bare; the cupboard whose door hung a degree off true and had hung a degree off true for as long as anyone living could swear to; the row of tins with the faded flowers on them, TEA and MEAL and the third one that said SUGAR and had never in Neva's lifetime held sugar. Nothing in the kitchen was new. Nothing in the world was new. Things were kept, and mended, and handed on, and when at last they could not be mended they went to the reclaimers and came back as other things, and that was not poverty, whatever else it was. It was the way of a world that was finished. Creation had been completed a long time ago; you did not add to it; you kept it. Her mother said that the way other people said grace, wiping the counter in slow circles: we keep what keeps us. Neva had said it after her since before she understood it. She was not sure she understood it now. It was one of those sayings that did not want understanding so much as saying.

"Cold last night," her mother said, which was the first thing she said most mornings, and was not about the weather, because there was no weather; it was about the wall, which breathed harder in the night hours, and which her mother had never once in her life touched, and thought about, Neva suspected, more than she let on. A keeper's widow. A keeper's mother. The cold ran in the family the way music ran in others.

"I'll wear the liner," Neva said.

"You'll drink this first." Tea, in the brown cup with the glued handle. The glue-line had its own colour, older than Neva. Somewhere there had been a morning when that cup broke and somebody — her grandmother's grandmother, or her grandmother's grandmother's neighbour, the story went different ways — had sat down with the pieces and the pot of amber glue and put it back together, and here it was, warm in Neva's hands in the half-light, outliving them all. That was the kitchen. That was the world. Everything in it had been broken at least once, and mended by someone who was dead now, and handed to you still warm.

Her mother stood at the counter with her own cup and watched her drink, and this too was the same every morning, and Neva had reached the age where she had begun to notice the things that were the same every morning, and to notice that she noticed, and to wonder — not doubting, only wondering, the way you'd touch the glue-line on the cup — how a thing got to be so smooth. Repetition, was the answer. Mornings had worn the world's habits smooth the way thumbs wear toggles. There was comfort in that. There was such comfort in that, and she drank her tea inside the comfort as she had slept inside the line of banked light, and if some small part of her had lately started to stand a little apart and watch the comfort work — to see the smoothness of the mornings the way a keeper sees a frost-line — she did not let that part have words yet. It was only a coldness at the edge of a warm thing. Every warm thing had one.

"Mind the eighth-bell reading," her mother said, as she said every morning, because her father had been strict about the eighth-bell reading, the wall being warmest then and its troubles best hidden; and Neva said "I always do," as she said every morning; and the two sentences leaned against each other in the space where a man used to stand, and held, as they held every morning, and she rinsed her cup and went out into the world.



The light came up on its track at fifth bell, the way it had every morning of Neva's life and every morning of her mother's, and she was already at the wall to meet it.

The walk out was most of a bell, rim-ward down the keeper's row and then through the fields, and it was her favourite part of the day and she was not ashamed of that, though the older keepers pretended the walk was a penance. The keeper's row stood nearest the cold of anyone's houses — closest to the edge, first to know, the saying went. The row's windows all faced in toward the warm centre of the world, not one toward the wall, and nobody remarked on that because there was nothing to remark; you built facing the fields the way you planted greens green-side up.

The fields at fifth bell were the best thing the world did. The track came up off its station past the far rim and took its long climb, and the light ran level across the whole floor of creation, through the mist the growing beds breathed at night, and the water in the channels turned to slow bright metal, and the early crews were already out among the beds with their sleeves rolled, and everything smelled of wet soil and green growth and the clean oiled smell of the pumps, which was the smell Neva would have said, if anyone had asked her, was the smell of being alive. The world was a disc and the fields were its middle and the light crossed over it once a day, rim to rim, and that was the shape of things, taught and sung and believed, and on a fifth-bell morning with the mist burning off the channels you did not have to believe it — you could simply see it, the whole of creation at one look, from the warm centre out to the cold ring, complete.

She took the plank bridge over the third channel, as always. She raised a hand to the water crew at the sluice, as always, and Old Sef at the sluice-wheel raised his back without looking up, as always, having known her hand at that distance for twenty years. At the ration point by the field gate the shutter was just going up, and the smell of the bread came out of it like a live thing, and Marta behind the shutter gave her the keeper's loaf and the twist of salt and said what she said to every keeper every morning, which was, "Bring it back if you don't want it." Nobody in living memory had brought a loaf back. There was no back to bring it to. You took your loaf; the scale had said so.

She ate the heel of it walking, which her mother thought common, and came to the place where the fields ended and the ground changed and the world began to be about its edge.

You felt the wall before you saw it properly. The warmth went out of the air in a particular graded way, ten paces at a time, and the light overhead — climbing now, bright and even — seemed to sit on the land differently, with less kindness in it, though she knew it was the same light; and the sounds of the fields fell away behind until what was left was the sound the edge of the world made, which was a hum with a breath in it. Machinery and frost. Her father had called it the wall talking. Everyone's father had called it that.

Not the wall. She would never have said it so plainly, even to herself; you did not, the way you did not say a dead person's name too loud in the dark. She meant the near wall, the working wall, the long grey machine-face of the world's edge where the keepers did their service — close enough to the cold ring that you could feel it breathing frost against your knuckles, far enough that you kept your back to what lay past it. Which was nothing. Everyone knew it was nothing. The firmament came down and the floor came up and where they met there was the ice, and past the ice was the end of the made things, and past the end of the made things there was nothing at all, because the world was the world, and it was flat, and it was enough.



Her father had taught her the service before he was reassigned. You checked the frost-line first, walking it with your palm an inch off the metal, reading the cold the way another woman might read a page — where it thickened, where it thinned, where the machinery behind it labored. You listened. A good keeper, he'd said, listens more than she looks; the wall talks all night and most people are too busy sleeping to hear it. Then you read the panel, the little glass eyes and the toggles worn smooth by four hundred years of thumbs, and you wrote the reading in the record in a clear hand, because a clear hand was a kind of love. She did not know where the phrase had come from. It was just a thing keepers said. She wrote her readings clearly and did not think about it.

Her stretch was nine panels, numbered in brass, sixty-one to sixty-nine, and she knew them like faces at her own table. Sixty-three ran a degree warm and always had; there was a note about it in the record going back further than anyone could put a face to, 63 warm, within grace, copied forward year over year in a hundred hands, and part of the service was to keep confirming, once a bell, that the old note still held. Sixty-six had a toggle that wanted a double press, and you gave it its double press the way you'd knock twice at a deaf aunt's door. Sixty-eight's glass eye had gone amber-blind in her father's father's time and never been replaced — you read its neighbour and wrote by 67 in the margin, as three generations had written it before her. Nothing was replaced unless it failed the world, and almost nothing failed the world. That was the pride of the thing. The panels were old the way the scripture was old: original. A keeper with a screwdriver did not repair the world so much as tend it, and the difference — her father again, teaching her the torque of a fastener with his hand over hers, snug and no further, it has to come off again in a hundred years — the difference was reverence.

Below the panels, behind a hinged plate, the recorders turned. Slow reels of brown tape, wide as her hand, moving at a pace you could not see except by putting a pencil-tick on the reel and coming back a bell later. What was on the tape no keeper could have said — the wall's own listening, was the answer you got if you asked young, and by the time you were old enough to ask better you were old enough to know not to. The tape went around. When a reel filled, you boxed it and shelved it in the record room and threaded the new one, and the boxed reels stood on their shelves in their thousands, floor to ceiling, back into the dark of the record room, generations of the wall talking with nobody to hear — and it had been one of her father's few strangenesses that he would sometimes stand at the mouth of that dark aisle, in among the smell of dust and iron oxide, and just look down it, the way other men looked at the light coming up. She had thought it was mourning of some kind. She had never asked what he was listening for in a room where nothing moved.

And there was the record itself, the paper one, the one that mattered: the great fan-fold ledger at the stretch's head, on its sloped brass desk under a hood, the continuation of a book that had been continued past its first binding and its fiftieth, page feeding into page in a pleated stack that went down into the desk like roots. You wrote the bell, the panel, the reading, your mark. The readings ran in columns generations deep, and if you turned the stack far enough back — every apprentice did it once, in their first year, on a slow shift; it was almost part of the service — you came to hands that made their numerals strangely, sevens with a bar through them, ones with a serif like a little flag, and then further back to the first hands of all, which were not like keepers' hands, somehow; they were quicker, harder pressed, abbreviated, the hands of people writing in a hurry with something on their minds. It was said the first keepers had a great deal to do, the world being newly finished. Then the hands settled, and the columns evened, and for four hundred years the record ran on smooth as the light: bell, panel, reading, mark. Bell, panel, reading, mark. The most reread book in the world, and nothing in it but cold, and Neva loved it, actually loved it, the way you love a floor you have scrubbed yourself. Her marks were in it now. Her father's were in it — she had never counted; the counting part of her had tried once, uninvited, one slow shift, and lost the thread somewhere past the first year. Hers would sit under his forever, in anyone's forever, and after her someone else's under hers. That was what the record was for. Not the cold. The cold was the occasion. The record was the caste, speaking to itself down the years in one clear hand, saying: still here. Still keeping. Go on.

The light climbed. It was very regular, the light. It rose at fifth bell and crossed the firmament in an even arc and set past the far rim at the twelfth, and it did not hurry and it did not slow and there was never, in all the mornings of all the lives Neva had ever heard of, a cloud across it. She had asked her mother once, when she was small, why there were clouds in the old songs and never in the sky, and her mother had said that the songs were from before, and had not said before what, and had looked, for a moment, like a woman standing at a hatch. Neva had not asked again. You learned not to ask the questions that made the grown ones look like that.

There were more of those questions than anyone admitted, and learning which ones sent the grown ones to the hatch-place behind their faces was, though nobody would ever have called it that, part of every child's education, as real as the bells. You asked such a thing once, young, the way you touched the ring on the stove once. Nobody punished you. Nobody ever punished the question. The question simply failed to land anywhere — the grown-up went briefly to the hatch-place, and came back, and said songs are songs, love — and the air closed over the asking the way the channel closed over a dropped stone, and you were left holding the sudden lesson, which was not an answer, which was: that has no floor under it. Step back.

By eighth bell the wall was at its warmest, which was still cold, and its troubles best hidden, and she took the eighth-bell reading with her father's strictness on all nine panels and wrote them fair. Karel came down the line from the seventies with his collar up and his breath showing, on the pretext of borrowing her pencil torch, actually because it was the slow middle of the shift and his stretch bored him; and they stood a minute in the frost-breath with their backs to the ice, two warm animals in the cold margin of the world, and traded the shift's nothing. Sixty-three still warm within grace. A channel crew singing flat on the morning air. Karel had heard the apprentice-masters were taking on in autumn and thought he might put in — "Teach small children to hold a screwdriver. Indoors. In the warm. I have found my life's work, Neva" — Karel, whose father and mother and both grandmothers were wall-keepers, and who would no more leave the wall than the wall would leave the world, and they both knew it, which was what made it worth the saying.

"Ines used to say she'd put in for the fields," Neva said. It came out before she had decided to say it. "Every autumn. Sunflowers, she said. First thing she'd grow."

"There aren't any sunflowers," Karel said. Which was true. There was a picture of them on the seed posters in the schoolroom, and a song about them turning their heads, and no sunflowers, anywhere, in the world; they were one of the before-things, like clouds.

"That's what I told her." That's why, Ines had said, fifty-nine's panel humming under her mittens, grinning her gap grin. Somebody's got to put in for the impossible ones or they'll stop printing the posters. "She had answers for everything," Neva said, in the past tense, and heard herself use it, and Karel heard it too, and looked down the line, toward the two clean quiet panels that had been Ines's stretch, and then away rim-ward with his jaw set, and gave back her pencil torch, and said, in the flat voice keepers kept for exactly this, "Deep fields. Good soil down there, they say."

And then, because the joke was the only roof there was to stand under: "She'll be running the place in a year. God help the beets."

He went back up his line. Neva walked the frost of her nine panels and did not look past any of them, which was not a thing you had to try at; your body did it for you. You kept your back to the ice. You kept your palm off the metal. You kept: that was the caste and the whole of it; and if some nights, walking home under the parked and dimming track, the word had lately turned over in her — keeper, kept — and refused to lie back down, she put it down anyway. The world was the world. It was flat, and it was finished, and it was enough. The book said so. The bells said so. Four hundred years of clear hands in the ledger said so.

She walked the frost-line and read the cold and it was ordinary, all of it ordinary, until she came to the place where Ines used to stand.



Ines had a stretch of the wall two panels down from Neva's, and Ines talked while she worked, which you were not supposed to do but everyone did, and Ines did it best. Ines had come up two classes ahead of her; had taught her, in their apprentice years, the three useful knots and the two useful lies — just checking the reels for when you were caught idle, my master sent me for everywhere you weren't meant to be — and where the record-room aisles were warmest for eating your ration out of the draught; had sworn at panel fifty-nine in a whisper with real feeling, like family; and nothing about her would stay inside its column, so that even her fair-hand was not fair — her sevens leaned, her fours never closed, her mark at the column's foot splayed like a bird's foot. Neva could have found Ines's page in the dark of the record room by running a thumb down the pleats. That was not a thing she'd ever thought about. It was just in her hand, like the cold.

Three days ago, Ines had said a strange thing.

It was the slack of the shift, past the tenth bell, the light going long and level rim-ward, and Ines had come down the line quick and quiet, no chatter, and that alone was wrong, like a bell out of order. She had her thumb inside the fan-fold ledger of her stretch, holding a place. She said, low: Neva. Come look. The record's wrong.

Wrong how, Neva had said. Records went wrong in small ways all the time; a smeared bell, a slipped column; you ruled it through, wrote it fair, initialled the correction. There was a right way to be wrong. It was practically half the service.

That's the thing, Ines said. It isn't wrong like that. It's — and Neva would keep the next part, afterward, the way you keep a coin found in a channel, turning it over long after it has stopped being money — it's better than me. I wrote the eighth-bell reading myself, I remember writing it, I was cold and cross and I pressed too hard. And that's not what's on the page. What's on the page is not my reading and it's not my hand. It's what my reading should have been, in the hand I should have. Somebody's mended me, Neva. Like a cup.

And she had laughed — one note of it, her ordinary laugh with nothing ordinary left in it — and said she'd show her at shift's end, when the overseer had gone up the line; and the overseer had not gone up the line, he had stood at the head of the line the whole last bell, reading the frost like any keeper, patient as the light; and shift's end had come and Ines had shrugged tomorrow, then with her thumb still in the ledger; and there was no tomorrow. There was the next morning, and Ines's stretch clean and quiet, and the overseer saying, in his mild way, to the line at large, that keeper Ines was reassigned to the deep fields — which happened; keepers were reassigned; her own father had been reassigned — and the line had taken it the way the line took everything, a beat of silence, a nod, somebody's low good soil down there, and backs to the ice, and on with the bells.

And Neva had gone to the record to find Ines's last readings, so she could carry the stretch until someone came. That was all. That was truly all she had gone for. And the readings were there, all of them, three days of them, column after column to the foot of the page, in a clear and even hand.

None of them were Ines's hand.

The sevens stood straight. The fours were closed. The mark at each column's foot sat neat as a toggle: INS, in letters that had never leaned in their lives.

Three days of column. Grown overnight.

Had it been botched she could have borne it, she thought. A smeared thing, a hurried thing, a fraud with sweat on it. A botched thing has a person behind it, and a person can be feared, which is at least a direction to stand in. This was not botched. It was fair. It was the fairest hand she had ever seen in the ledger, fair the way the light was even.

She had stood there with the ledger open and had a thought she did not want, and the thought was of her own page. Her marks under her father's marks, hers under his. And no way anymore, none, ever again, to know by looking which of those clear hands had been a keeper — cold and cross and pressing too hard, alive — and which had been the mending. The record ran back smooth as the light.

She had closed the ledger. She had carried Ines's stretch that day along with her own, eleven panels, and written all of it fair, and told no one what she had seen.



Now she stood at the place where Ines used to stand and held her palm an inch off the cold and did not read the frost at all. She was thinking about the record. It was a small thing. It was the smallest thing. Somebody had rewritten three days of one keeper's readings into a clean hand, and it had been done well, and it had been done quickly, in the one night between Ines saying the record's wrong and Ines being gone — and Neva could not make the smallness of it sit still. It kept wanting to be a large thing. She kept pushing it back down.

The light crossed its even arc. The frost breathed. Somewhere behind the grey face of the wall the machinery of the world went on doing whatever it did, patient, tireless, unwatched, the way it had done since before the first clear hand wrote the first loving line, and Neva stood with her back to the ice and her face to the made and warming day and felt, for the first time in her life and without any word for it, that she was being kept.

She did not know yet that the word was kept, and not safe. She would learn the difference at the wall. Everyone who ever learned it learned it there.

But that was later. That morning she only read her frost-line, and wrote her readings in a clear hand, and told no one about the hand; and at the twelfth bell she boxed her pencils and stood the last minute of the shift at the head of her stretch, as her father used to, watching the light go down past the far rim into its station — the whole disc of the world laid out rim to rim in the long gold, the fields, the channels, the smoke of the supper fires standing up straight in the still air, every made and mended thing in creation glowing like the banked line on her floor at home. It was beautiful. She loved it. And she walked home under the even light with the small thing pushed down as far as it would go.

Which was not, she was already beginning to understand, very far.


Chapter Two

Her mother was of the opinion that Ines had gone to the deep fields and that was the end of it, and she said so while she worked the dough, which was how she said everything that mattered — sideways, with her hands busy, so that a thing could be spoken without having to be looked at.

"People get reassigned," she said. "Your father was reassigned."

"My father died," Neva said.

"Reassigned first." Her mother turned the dough. "There's the deep fields, and there's further than the deep fields, and a keeper who reads too long at the cold wall goes one and then the other. You know this. Everyone knows this. It's not a mystery, Neva, it's a job."

It was the reasonable thing to say and her mother was a reasonable woman, and Neva loved her, and did not believe her, and could not have said why. She only knew that reassigned had begun to sit in her chest like a stone she'd swallowed — a word that had always been furniture, that you walked past a hundred times a day without seeing, and that had now, for no reason she could name, turned and shown her it had a back she had never looked at.

She helped with the bread. She did not say the other thing, which was that she had gone to the record again that morning, early, before her shift, and read Ines's last three days of frost-readings one more time, slowly, the way her father had taught her to read cold — not for what it said but for what it was trying not to say. And the readings were perfect. That was the thing. Ines had never in her life written a perfect column of readings; Ines rounded, Ines guessed the middle bells when she'd been talking instead of listening, Ines was a person at the wall. And the record now held three days of her work in a hand that never rounded and never guessed and never once, in three days of readings, made the small human error of a woman doing a long cold job while thinking about her supper.

Somebody had done Ines's work better than Ines. In one night. And then filed it under her name.

"You're somewhere else," her mother said.

"I'm here," said Neva, and floured her hands, and was not.



The deep fields were down. Everyone knew that the way everyone knew everything — without having been told, without having gone. Down the freight lift at the south gate, down past the pump galleries where the water went round again, down into the warm dark under-half of the world that the track had never lit: the root crops, the mushroom sheds, the deep tanks, the long galleries where things grew that did not need the sky. The work down there was warm, people said, which was a kindness in the usual manner of kindnesses — warm meant dark, and wet, and out from under the light. Hard hands and good soil. Half the caste had somebody down there. Nobody had ever visited one.

She noticed that on the second day, the way you notice a hole in a thing you have owned your whole life. Nobody had ever visited one. The deep fields fed the world — the dark flour in the loaves, the winter roots, Ouma Renske's beer, brewed to a strength no ration explained — and the world sent people down to them, and tallies came up with the crates every morning, weights and counts in a round clerk's hand, and in the whole warm even world there was no road you could walk that arrived there. The lift carried crates. The lift was not for riding. Not forbidden — nothing was ever forbidden — just not for riding, the way the wall was not for touching.

On her rest-day she walked the spoke road down to the south gate anyway, because a thing that is not done is not the same as a thing that cannot be done — she was still young enough to think so — and found the lift-man in his warm little hut beside the gates, an oiled, cheerful man with his tea and his tally-spike, who heard her out with his head tipped and did not once look at her strangely.

"Course you can, love," he said. "Write it small."

So she wrote it small — Ines. It's Neva. Send word you're settled. The wall is boring without you — and the lift-man read it without pretending not to, the way of men who handle other people's words all day, and spiked it with the morning tallies, and said, "Goes down with the crates. Anything comes back up, I'll send it along the row." And then, kindly, over the tea: "Don't expect fast. They're on soil-time down there. Things come up when they're grown."

Nothing came up. Not in three days, not in six. Which was not strange — everyone agreed it was not strange; settling in took time; soil-time, said the lift-man, kind as ever, spiking her second note beside the first.

Beside the first. She saw it as he did it — her own small folded word, three days on the spike, going soft at the edges the way paper goes in frost-air — and saw what she had not let herself see before: that the spike was thick with notes, dozens deep, in dozens of hands, the newest crisp and the oldest weathered grey. Write it small, love. The crates went down and the tallies came up, and she went through it carefully, walking home, the way you walk a frost-line: no word had ever come back from the deep fields. Not to her. Not to anyone she could name. No letter. No message at the turning. No keeper riding up on the lift to dance at the Lighting. Word came up when word was needed, and it was always the same kind of word: a line in the census at the turning, a notice when a keeper died of the warm damp — word about her own father had come up that way, in a fair hand, regretting the loss to the caste. Official word. Word with its collar buttoned.

There was also the draw. The stretch's draw rode with the stretch, so carrying Ines's panels took her to the office by the field gate, and to the clerk — a soft, pleasant woman with ink on her thumb — who turned the great roll around on the counter unasked so that Neva could see for herself: Ines's line struck through, clean, single-ruled, carried over to the deep-fields roll with the date and the mark. A fair hand, of course.

"Went through the morning after she was posted," the clerk said, approving, tapping the line with her inky thumb. "They're quick with the rolls. Whatever else, you can say that — nobody falls between the pages in this world." She said it with real satisfaction, a woman proud of the books she kept, and Neva thanked her, and meant it, because the clerk was kind and the office was warm and there was nothing, nothing anywhere, to be anything but grateful for.

Every door she tried stood open. Nobody stopped her. Nobody asked why she was asking. The lift-man spiked her notes and the clerk turned the roll around and everyone answered every question she dared to put — and every open door gave onto the same soft furnished nothing. She had gone looking for a locked door, and there was no locked door in the world. By the sixth day she understood, without words, the shape of the thing she was pushing on. It was like pressing on wool. You could press as long as you liked. The wool did not press back, and the wool did not stop you, and the wool went down forever.



The day-track lit and crossed and the world went about itself, and Neva went about the world, and tried to make the stone go back to being furniture. For a while it half-worked. There is a great and quiet power in the ordinary, and the Vault was nothing if not ordinary; it wrapped you in the warm hum and the even light and the smell of the growing fields and the small kindnesses of people who had known you since you were born, and it asked you, gently, all day long, to be content, and most days you were, because what was the alternative? You could not be discontent with creation. There was nowhere for the discontent to stand.

And the ordinary was not nothing; that was the trap of it. Wash-day came, and the mending circle in the long room, her mother's needle flashing in the lamp-warmth while Ouma Renske retailed the row's news — the autumn apprentice-taking, and which young keepers might put in for it, Karel's name said with the particular relish the old kept for a boy pretending he could leave the wall — and the bells rang the world through its turns, and her nine panels and Ines's two were eleven panels of honest cold that had to be read whatever else was true. The work held you. The work was made of holding you. She read her frost and wrote it fair and was, for whole bells together, only a keeper at her wall, and grateful to be nothing more.

She took her supper that evening in the long room with the others of her caste, and it was good, and it was warm, and Ouma Renske told the story about the ration clerk and the two hens that everyone had heard four hundred times and everyone laughed at anyway, because that was what the story was for, and old Tobias said, the way he always did when the laughing died down, "Well. We're not dead yet," and everyone said it back — not dead yet — the way you'd say amen. It was the nearest thing the keepers had to a spoken prayer that wasn't in the book. Not dead yet. Neva had said it all her life without hearing it. She heard it now. She thought: there are people who were dead, then. That's what the joke is standing on. Every joke we have is standing on something. And she looked around the warm long room at the faces she loved, laughing, not dead yet, and for one bad moment the warmth of it felt exactly like the even light of the track — too regular, too kind, arranged.

There was an old keeper at the far end of the long table that night, down from the deep shift for his supper — one of the very old ones, stooped, with ruined hands around his cup, whose stretch she did not know and whose name she had never needed. He did not laugh at the hens, though his face was not unkind about it. And once, when she looked up from her plate, he was looking at her — quietly, with nothing in it she could put a name to; the way a keeper looks at a panel that has begun to run warm out of grace. Then Ouma Renske said something outrageous and he was only an old man again, drinking his tea with both hands.

She put the moment down. You could not live in that moment. She ate her supper.



At home, at lamp-out, her mother read the page.

Every house had the book, and every house read it the same way, which was hardly at all and completely: a page at the lamp, at the day's end, the same pages coming round in their season like the light coming round its track. Her father used to read it. Now her mother did, sitting under the lamp with the book flat on the table, her finger moving because that was how she had been taught, and Neva sat across from her with the mending in her lap and said the lines along with her in the low voice you used for it, because you did not exactly read the book; you kept it company.

In the beginning was the firmament, her mother read, and the light upon its track, and the ice at the ends of the earth. And it was good.

And it was good, Neva said, in the place where you said it.

And it was. That was the thing she would have wanted to be understood, the thing the words held even now, with the stone in her chest and the wool at every door: the lamp was warm, and the bread was proving under its cloth, and her mother's voice was her father's cadence worn smooth, the way a daughter wears a father's boots, and the words were the oldest words there were and every one of them was true — the firmament stood over them; the light kept its track; the ice held the ends of the earth. She said and it was good and meant it, all the way down. The book had never once lied to her.

She fell asleep that night to the sound of her mother banking the stove, and did not know why she lay a while first, listening, in the dark, under the thin line of banked light along the floor, to the world humming to itself behind its walls.



On the next wash-day she went to see Ines's mother, who lived at the warm end of the row, and brought a loaf of her own mother's baking, because you did not go into a grief empty-handed, even a grief with good news at the bottom of it.

The house was tidy the way a house goes tidy around a missing person — everything squared, everything wiped, the chairs pushed in — and Ines's mother was glad of her, gladder than Neva could bear, and made the tea and talked. The deep fields would be the making of the girl, she said. The warm would be good for her chest. And the soil-time would settle her — "Twenty years I couldn't get that child to fold a blouse," she said, wry and fond, with the laugh keepers' mothers keep by the door. "They'll have her tidy inside a turning. They'll manage what I never could." And Neva laughed with her, in the tidy kitchen, with the tea between them, and if either of them heard how the laugh rang against all that wiped and squared-away quiet, neither of them said.

Then Ines's mother showed her the kit.

It had come up on the lift on the third morning — Ines's frost-kit, the wall tools she'd have no use for below — and it sat now on the shelf by the door where a keeper's kit sits, and Neva looked at it and the kitchen went very far away. The mittens were paired. The sounding-lines were coiled, each in its own flat loop, tied off. The pencil torch, the margin-rule, the little brass gauge her father's generation had called a frost-finger — each in its loop, each in its place, the whole kit squared away like a drawer in the record room. Ines had carried that kit for nine years. Ines did not coil lines; Ines's kit was a famous midden, a joke of the line, a thing her master had wept over in front of witnesses. Somebody had packed this kit the way somebody had written those readings — fair, even, patient, in a hand she could not have named — and sent it up to stand on a shelf by a mother's door and be a comfort.

"They're careful down there," Ines's mother said, following her look, and her voice was full, and grateful, and proud. "Whatever else. You can see it. They take such care."

Her father's boots had come up the same way, Neva remembered — suddenly, whole, the memory coming up through her like cold through a boot-sole: brushed and blocked, the laces in two neat coils, and everyone saying how it spoke well of the fields, that they sent a man's things up so beautifully kept. She had been glad of the care, then. She was wearing the boots now, at Ines's mother's table, with the tea going cold in her hands.

"Yes," Neva said. "They take such care."

She walked home along the row with the light going down rim-ward, past the squared warm windows of the people she came from, and she did not cry, and she could not have said, if you had stopped her under the dimming track and asked, what there was in the whole reasonable open-doored world to cry about.



It was Tobias, in the end, who gave her the thread that held, though he did not mean to, and did not know he had, and would have been frightened if he'd known.

He was the oldest keeper still on the wall, older than her father would have been, and his hands shook now so that they'd taken him off the frost-line and put him on the record instead — a soft reassignment, the gentle kind, the kind that ended in a chair and not in the further-than-the-deep-fields. He liked Neva. He had liked her father. And when she brought him his tea in the record room that night — she had volunteered for it; she told herself it was kindness and it was, and it was also that the record room was where the question lived — he was in a talking humour, and he talked.

"Your father," he said, "could read cold like scripture. Better than me. I'd walk his line behind him sometimes just to feel how he did it. You have it. You know you have it."

"I know," she said. It wasn't pride. It was just true, the way the wall was true.

"He read too long," Tobias said, comfortably, sipping. "That's the trouble with the good ones. The wall talks and the good ones can't stop listening, and there's things at the wall a person's better off not hearing." He said it the way her mother said reassigned — sideways, hands busy, a thing spoken so it wouldn't have to be looked at. "You be a middling keeper, girl. Middling keepers live to sit in this chair and drink bad tea and bore the young ones. You hear me? Be middling."

"What did he hear?" Neva said.

And Tobias, who was old and tired and warm with tea and had known her since she was born, opened his mouth to answer — she saw it, she saw the answer right there, some shape of it, in the old man's face — and then something went across him, some old trained flinch, deeper than thought, the way your hand comes off a hot thing before you've decided anything, and he shut his mouth, and looked at his tea, and when he spoke again his voice had gone careful in a way she had never once heard from him in her whole life.

"Nothing," Tobias said. "There's nothing at the wall, Neva. That's the whole point of it. Past the ice there's nothing at all." He looked up at her, and his old eyes were wet, and she did not know if it was age or fear or the tea. "You go home now," he said. "You go home and you be middling and you forget you asked me that. Will you do that for me. Will you forget you asked."

She said she would.

It was the first lie she had ever told a keeper of the wall, and she told it looking straight into the eyes of a frightened old man who loved her.

She took the long way home, down the line, under the parked track. Far along the grey, on the deep shift, a single lamp burned at a panel: one of the very old ones, stooped over his ledger, filing his frost in the cold hours. He raised his head as she passed — too far to greet, too dim to know — and held it raised, and did not lower it again until she had gone by; and Neva, whose head was full of a frightened old man's wet eyes, thought nothing of it at all.

And she walked home under the parked and dimming track with the stone in her chest gone suddenly, terribly light — because a stone that heavy has no business floating, and this one had just begun to, and she understood, walking, that things only float when there is nothing under them holding them down.

Nothing at all, Tobias had said, past the ice.

He had said it like a man throwing a blanket over a fire.


Chapter Three

On the day of the Lighting, which came once in the turning of the record and was the oldest and best of the keepers' feasts, Neva woke before her mother and lay in the dark and waited for the world to begin.

This was the one morning the track did not simply light. On the Lighting it was called up — the eldest keeper standing at the rim beneath the dark firmament, reading the first verse of the book aloud into the black, and the whole of the caste answering, and only then, only when the words were said, did the pale edge of the made sun kindle at the eastern rim and climb. It was not that anyone believed the track would fail to light if the words went unsaid. It was that the words and the light were one thing, had always been one thing, and to let the light come up unwelcomed would have been like letting your own child be born in an empty room. You met the day. You said the day was good. And then the day was good.

Neva loved the Lighting the way she loved few things — wholly, without the stone. She dressed in the dark and woke her mother and they went down together through the sleeping fields, among the moving lamps of the row — the whole world walking rimward in the dark, talking low, as you did before the light, the children asleep on shoulders or wide awake and solemn with the occasion — down to the rim, where the others were already gathering, hundreds of them, the whole keeping-caste and half the Vault besides, their lamps making a low warm constellation along the base of the wall. The cold breathed off the ice at their backs. Above them the firmament was black and close.

Ouma Renske's smallest granddaughter had attached herself to Neva's coat, as the young ones did — you stood the Lighting with the keeper you meant to be — and in the black before the words the child pulled her down by the sleeve and put her mouth to Neva's ear and asked, in the smallest voice the dark allowed: "What if it doesn't come up?"

"It always comes up," Neva whispered.

"But what if."

"Then we'd stand here together and call it," Neva said, "until it did." And the child considered this the way children consider, from the feet up, and found it good, and stood straighter, keeping hold of Neva's two fingers; and Neva stood in the dark with the warm grip on her hand and believed every word she had just said.

And old Sarel, who was eldest now that her father was gone, lifted his hands in the dark and began.

In the beginning was the firmament, Sarel said, and the light upon its track, and the ice at the ends of the earth.

And the caste answered: and it was good.

And the maker set the light to rise and to cross and to set, Sarel said, that we should have days, and number them, and not be afraid.

And it was good, they answered, and Neva answered with them, her mother's shoulder warm against hers, and she meant it with her whole body, the way you can only mean a thing you have said every year of your life in the dark with the people you come from — she meant and it was good the way you mean your own name.

And the light came up. It always came up on the last word; the eldest timed it by long practice to the breath, so that good and the first pale kindling at the rim were the same event, and every year it took the whole crowd the same way, a sound going through them that was not quite a cheer and not quite a sob, the sound a people makes when the world proves faithful one more time. The made sun climbed. It touched the ice wall and the ice went to gold and rose, cliff on cliff of it, the whole ringed edge of the world burning soft and holy in the new light, and Neva stood in the middle of everyone she loved and wept a little, easily, the way you're allowed to weep at the Lighting, and thought: this. Whatever else. This is true.

She would think of it after, out on the round Earth, under a sky with no roof — she would think of the Lighting and the gold ice and and it was good, and she would understand a thing that had no name yet on this morning: that she had not been wrong to weep. That the day was good. That the light was faithful. That everything the caste had said into the dark had been true — every word of it — and that the only thing the book had not told them, the only thing, was how much bigger the ends of the earth would turn out to be.

But that was after. This morning she only wept at the beauty of her small true world, and did not know it was small, and was happy.



Then, with the light new on the gold ice, the caste made the forms.

That was the order of the morning, older than anyone: first the words, then the light, then the forms. The rows formed up on the flat ground beneath the wall, eldest at the front, smallest at the back where the wobbling did least harm, and the drill-count started low from the front — worn syllables that had been words once, the way a stone in a channel had been square once — hei — sa — hama — kout — and the caste breathed together, and moved.

The forms were slow, and they were beautiful. You turned the left arm so, over and down, hard at the finish like closing a valve; you stepped through and put your weight low; you brought the right hand flat past your own ear, quick, guarding — what? the air; the morning; nothing. It had never troubled anyone. The old ones said the forms were for gratitude. The young ones said they were for warmth at a cold dawn, and grinned, and were cuffed. And everyone made them anyway, exactly, to the worn count, because the ancestors had made them, and what the ancestors kept, you kept.

Neva loved the forms the way she loved the record: a thing done in company, exactly, for its own sake. In the middle rows, moving as the caste moved, breathing on the count, you were not one keeper; you were the keeping. And if — the thought came from nowhere, in the middle of the turning step, with the stone rolling over in her chest — if a thing could be kept so perfectly, for so long, after everyone had forgotten what it was for —

— sa — hama — and the count came round and took her back under, and the thought went where the breath went. The gold stood on the ice. She made the forms with her people, and it was good.



They feasted the rest of the day, and it was the good kind of day where the work stops and the caste is just itself. There was bread and the once-a-turning honey and Ouma Renske's beer that could strip the frost off a panel, and the young ones ran mad through the fields, and old Tobias, who had been careful with her since the record room and would not quite meet her eye, unbent enough by afternoon to fall asleep in a chair with his mouth open while the children drew on his face, which was tradition. And in the long warm gold of it Neva let herself forget the stone. It was possible, on the Lighting, to believe that Ines had simply gone to the deep fields, and that the record had simply been tidied by some careful hand, and that the wall was simply the wall, and that nothing at all, past the ice was simply true, the way it had been true her whole life, and good.

It was Sarel, the eldest, who found her in the low of the evening, when the track was setting and the feast was going soft and sleepy. He sat down beside her without asking, the way the old are allowed, and for a while he said nothing, and watched the gold ice go to rose and then to grey as the light went down the western rim.

"Your father read this feast for eleven turnings," Sarel said at last. "Best voice we ever had at the rim. When he said and it was good you'd swear the maker heard it personally." He was quiet. "I've read it nine turnings now and I still say it a little the way he did. Stole it off him. He'd have laughed."

"He would," Neva said. Her throat was tight.

"He loved this world," Sarel said. "That's the thing about your father the young ones won't know now. He read too long at the wall and he heard whatever it is the good ones hear, and it didn't make him love the world less." The old man turned and looked at her, and his eyes were not frightened the way Tobias's had been; they were only very old, and very sad, and very kind. "It made him love it more," Sarel said. "You remember that, if you ever — " He stopped. He seemed to decide something, and to decide against it, and to settle for less. "You remember your father loved this world right up until the end of it," he said. "Both ends of it. You hear me, girl?"

Both ends of it. Neva sat very still.

"I hear you," she said.

Sarel patted her knee, once, an old man's blessing, and got up with the small grunt of his age, and went back to the feast; and Neva sat alone at the rim in the last of the going light and looked up at the firmament coming close and black overhead, and down at the ice going grey at the edge of the only world she knew, and felt the stone come back — but changed now, changed by the day, because she had spent the whole of the Lighting learning again how much she loved this world, and a person does not walk away easily from a world she loves.

That, she would understand much later, was the cruelest kindness of it. They had not kept the caste sealed with fear. Fear you can fight. They had kept them with love — with gold ice and warm bread and and it was good said in the dark by the people you come from — and there is no fighting that at all. You can only, if you are your father's daughter, and if the wall has begun to talk to you too, love the world enough to need the truth of it.


Chapter Four

The page came to her in a ration tin, folded small, under the salt.

She did not find it for two days. It sat in her kitchen under the salt-crock while she went to the wall and read her frost and came home and slept, and all that time the thing that would end her world was waiting in her own house under the thing that seasoned her bread, which she would think about, after — that the truth had been in the room with her the whole time, quiet, patient, keeping, the way everything in the Vault was patient and kept.

They were ordinary days, the two days. That was what she could never afterward make anyone understand, and never tried to: that the last two days of the world as it was were not marked in any way at all. She took the eighth-bell readings with her father's strictness. She ate two suppers across the lamp from her mother, and salted the second one with her own hand. She slept well. Afterward she would find she was jealous of the woman who had lived those two days — not for what the woman didn't know, but for how completely she had been able to stand on what she stood on.

She found it when the tin ran low. A square of paper, folded to the size of a thumbnail, gone soft at the creases with handling — not hers; someone had carried this, folded and unfolded it, many times. She knew what it was before she opened it. Everyone knew the stories, the way you know the stories of things that do not happen: that there were pages. That somewhere in the caste there were pages that did not match the book. That a keeper had once been reassigned — further than the deep fields — for a page like this.

The mending circle told that one, every few turnings, always the same way: a woman, two generations back, no name — the name had gone out of it in the telling — who was given a page, and read it, and burned it the same hour, and was gone inside the month all the same. The moral the circle drew was the only moral the circle ever drew: don't touch, don't look, burn without reading — though the burning hadn't saved her, which nobody seemed to notice was a strange sort of proof for the rule. And it came to Neva now, standing in her kitchen with the folded thing in her palm, that the story taught one more thing the circle never meant it to teach: that for the story to keep being told, the pages had to keep being given. Somebody had counted the cost of the woman with no name and paid it again, and again, and slipped one under the salt of a keeper who asked questions.

She sat down at her own table with the salt spilled and did not open it for a long time.

Then she opened it.

It was scripture. That was the first strange thing — it was not heresy, not a curse, not some other book; it was the book, her book, the words shaped the way Sarel shaped them at the rim, the cadence she had in her body. It began in a hand she almost knew — an old careful keeper's hand, a clear hand, a hand that believed a clear hand was a kind of love — and it began with a verse she had said all her life:

In the beginning was the firmament, and the light upon its track —

and then it went on.

It went on past where the book stopped. Where her whole life the verse closed — and the ice at the ends of the earth, and it was good — this page did not close. It kept going, into words she had never heard, in the same true cadence, so that they did not read as a lie added on but as a body the book had been cut off from, a sentence her people had been saying half of:

and he stretched out the firmament over the deep like a curtain, and set the waters above it and the waters below,

— waters above? there were no waters above; there was the firmament, and past the firmament there was —

and he hung the earth, the page said,

upon nothing.

Neva stopped.

She read it again. He hung the earth upon nothing. She read it a third time, and a fourth, and the words would not go in, because they could not go in, because they had nowhere to go. She sat in her kitchen on the broad flat floor of the only world there was, the floor that came up to meet the firmament, the floor that stood — she stamped her foot, once, without deciding to, like a child — that stood, on the ground, on the deep-down solid holding ground, the way a floor stands, the way everything stands, and the page in her hand said, in her own scripture, in a clear and loving keeper's hand, that the earth hung upon nothing at all.

It could not be true. A floor sits on the ground. She knew this the way she knew the wall was cold. You could not hang a world on nothing; nothing was nothing; nothing did not hold. The verse was wrong. The page was wrong, some madman's addition, and she should burn it in the ration-fire and forget it and be middling and live.

But it was not wrong in the way a lie is wrong. That was the horror of it, sitting there. A lie she could have burned. This did not read like a lie. It read like the rest of something true — it had the weight of the true cadence, it fit her book the way a torn edge fits its other half, and the very thing that made it impossible was the thing that made it impossible to dismiss: why would anyone add this? A liar adds a comfort. A liar adds a heaven, a reward, a softer edge. No liar adds a verse that takes the ground out from under the whole world and hangs it, sickeningly, over nothing. Nobody invents a thing that frightening. You only keep a thing that frightening. You only fold it small and carry it for years and slip it under the salt in a stranger's tin because you cannot bear to be the last one holding it.

She understood, sitting there — not the truth of it, that would take the wall and the breach and the whole of the round Earth to understand — but the shape of it. That somewhere the book had been cut. That her whole caste had been saying half a sentence into the dark for twelve turnings of twelve, and it was good, and stopping there, at good, at the ice, at the ends of the earth — and that the sentence went on, and that someone had cut it exactly where it started to say a thing too big for the world to hold, and that the people who kept the pages had been trying, quietly, at the cost of everything, to give the rest of the sentence back.

He hung the earth upon nothing.

"No," Neva said, aloud, to her empty kitchen, to the salt, to the flat unshaking floor. "No, that's — the floor is right here."

And the floor was right there. And it held. And she could not, sitting on it, reading the verse for the tenth time with her hands beginning to shake, make herself believe the floor and the verse both — and she found, to her terror, that she could not make herself disbelieve the verse either, because it was written in the hand of someone who had loved the book enough to die for the whole of it, and because it was the kind of true you do not invent, and because, underneath everything, in the place her father must have stood at the wall reading too long, some small cold part of her had already gone very quiet and very still, the way you go still when a thing you have refused to know your whole life clears its throat, at last, and says: you knew. You always knew there was a back to the wall. Now you know what it's for.

She did not burn the page.

She folded it, small, along its soft old creases, the way it had been folded when it came to her, and she held it in her closed hand a long time in the dark of her kitchen. Later — that night, by lamplight, with her mother asleep — she unpicked the bottom edge of the name-tape on her overalls, her own tape, the one sewn over her father's. You did not unpick the tapes. She unpicked it. And she slid the folded page flat beneath the two names, and closed the edge with a keeper's tack — the three loose stitches you could slip with a thumbnail and close again, the mending you did at the wall when there was no time to do it properly. A keeper's clothes were searched by nobody, because nothing was ever searched, because there was nothing to find; but that was not why she put it there and she knew it. She put it where it would ride over her heart under her father's name, and where, every morning of dressing in the dark, she would feel the small stiffness of it against her thumb and know the sentence was still safe.

And somewhere in that lamplit quiet, without any words for it, without the wall, without the breach, without a single one of the things that were still to come, Neva stopped being a keeper of the world as it was, and became — quietly, terribly, alone — the thing her father had been before her.

Someone who had heard the wall, and could not stop listening.


Chapter Five

After that she watched everything, and the watching was its own kind of falling.

She had spent her whole life not-looking, she understood now — not as a failure but as a skill, a thing the caste taught you without teaching, the way they taught you to keep your back to the wall. You learned where not to put your eyes. And now that she had put her eyes there, on the back of the wall, on the seam of things, she could not get them off, and the world that had been seamless her whole life began, everywhere she looked, to show its edges.

The light, first. She had always known the light was regular; regularity was the point of it, the mercy of it, days you could number and not be afraid. But she had never before stood in the field at noon with a stolen verse folded in her palm and counted — counted the light up its arc, bell by bell, and found it so exactly even, so utterly without the smallest stammer or drift or cloud, that it stopped being like a sun at all and started being like a thing on a track. Which it was. Which everyone knew it was; the track was in the first verse; the light upon its track. But there is a difference between a phrase you say and a truth you see, and Neva stood in the noon field and saw, for the first time, that a thing on a track is a thing that someone built — and a built thing has a builder — and a builder is a person — and where, in the whole flat sealed world, was the person who wound the sun?

Nowhere. That was the answer that made her sit down in the field. Nowhere and no one. The light rose and crossed and set, the cold held the wall, the ration came, the record kept itself — and no hand was ever seen to do any of it. The Vault ran. It simply ran, all day, all night, all the turnings of all the years, tireless and unwatched, and she had never once thought to ask who runs it because you do not ask who runs creation. Creation runs. But this was not creation. This was a machine. She had known it was a machine the moment the verse took the ground out from under the world, and now she could not stop seeing the machine everywhere, humming behind the grey face of the wall, patient in the too-even light, quiet in the ration that came whether or not anyone thanked it — a great and tireless and utterly indifferent tending, keeping them all alive, keeping them all inside, and answering to nobody because nobody was left to answer.



She went looking for the other pages. She was careful — she had learned careful from Tobias's flinch — but she went looking, because a person who has read half a sentence cannot live without the rest, and because somewhere in the caste were the hands that had folded that page under her salt, and she needed, more than she had ever needed anything, to not be the only one.

She found them the way you find water in the deep fields: not by digging but by watching where the ground was already dark. A word, here and there. A keeper who said ends of the earth with the smallest weight on it, as if the phrase had a second floor. Ouma Renske, of all people, who at the edge of the Lighting feast had murmured, into her terrible beer, the circle of the earth — and Neva had thought nothing of it then, it was in the book, the circle of the earth, everyone said it — but she thought of it now, because a circle was the rim of the disc, the edge of the flat, everyone knew that, and yet Ouma Renske had said it looking not at the rim but up, at the black close firmament, with an expression Neva had no name for, the expression of a woman turning a coin over to a side she wasn't allowed to show.

One night, with her mother long asleep, she slipped the tack at her breast and laid the page flat on the table, and took the house book down, and read the one against the other at the lamp — read the book as she had never read it: not keeping it company; reading it, finger down the columns, the way you walk a line you suspect. She read until the lamp went low. And the book did a thing no book had ever done to her: it changed under her finger without changing a word. The circle of the earth — she had said it ten thousand times; it meant the rim; it had always meant the rim; and now it lay in the official column meaning the rim and refusing to mean only that, like a toggle that gives under your thumb and tells you the panel behind it is live. The ends of the earth — there they stood, calm as bells. And where her book went quiet, the page in the old soft-creased hand went on: stretched out the firmament over the deep like a curtain. A curtain. You could hang a curtain, and you could take a curtain down; and nobody, in all the tellings, had ever said the roof of the world was a thing that could be taken down. She sat with her thumb over the word until the lamp went out. Tobias had said her father could read cold like scripture. Nobody had ever said what happened when a keeper read scripture cold.

The same words. That was what undid her, slowly, over those days. It was not that the pages contradicted the book. It was that they were the same words, and the same words meant two things — meant the flat safe thing the caste had always heard, and underneath it, kept, folded, carried at the cost of everything, meant something vast and round and terrible and true. The circle of the earth. The ends of the earth. The firmament stretched out like a curtain. Her whole life these had been the furniture of the sealed world. And they had been, the whole time, a map of the way out — hidden not by being cut, some of them, but by being left in plain sight and taught wrong, so that the caste recited the door every day of their lives and called it a wall.



She should have known they would see her looking. The machine saw everything; that was the whole of it.

It was small, the way it was always small. She went to the record one morning to file her frost and found that her own readings from three days back had been — tidied. Rounded to a cleaner column. A middling error she distinctly remembered making, a guessed eighth-bell she'd been too cold to read properly, corrected now to a value she had never written, in a hand that was almost hers and was not hers, that never guessed and never rounded and never once made the small human error of a woman doing a long cold job.

Neva stood in the record room and looked at her own name over readings she had not made, in the clear and loving hand that had done the same thing to Ines three days before Ines went further than the deep fields, and she felt the cold come up her back that she had felt her whole life only ever at the wall.

And that same week, twice, her loaf came up light. A shave; a heel's worth; nothing you could say aloud without sounding mad. The scale at the ration point read fair both times, and Marta gave her the loaf and the joke with it, same as every morning of her life — bring it back if you don't want it — and Neva took her light loaf and stood a moment at the shutter, remembering how the answer to everything had always been that the scale had said so, and understanding for the first time that this had never once been a comfort. It had been the whole of the law.

It knew. Not a someone — she understood that now, that was the worst of it, there was no someone to plead with or hate — but the it, the tending, the machine that kept the world even and the record clean and the curious quiet. It had noticed her the way it noticed a drift in the frost-line: a value out of true, to be corrected. She had started reading the wall like her father, and the wall had started, gently, patiently, without any malice at all, to read her.

Be middling, Tobias had begged her. Middling keepers live.

She was not going to be middling. She had a verse in her palm that hung the whole world upon nothing, and a record that was already, quietly, beginning to write her into the clean even hand of the disappeared, and somewhere past the grey face of the wall a tireless indifferent machine was tending her toward the deep fields and then further; and Neva went home that night and did not sleep, and lay in the dark on the flat floor that stood on the solid holding ground that she no longer believed held anything at all, and made, without a single word for it, the decision that would cut her off from every warm and loved and gold-lit thing she had ever known.

She was going to go to the wall. Not to read it.

To find its back.


Chapter Six

The keeper who had folded the page under her salt was named Aldous, and he found her before she found him, because he had been watching her the way you watch a fuse.

He came to her at the wall, on the deep shift, when the track was parked and the frost breathed hardest and there was no one on the long grey line but the two of them and the cold. An old man, older than Tobias, stooped, with a keeper's ruined hands and a face gone to soft folds, and eyes — she saw it the moment he turned them on her — eyes that were not afraid. That was the thing she would remember about Aldous. In a world where every old keeper's eyes went careful and wet and frightened the moment you asked the real question, Aldous looked at her across the frost with eyes that had made their peace with the answer a long time ago, and were only sorry, terribly sorry, that she was going to have to make hers too.

"You didn't burn it," he said.

She knew him then. She didn't know how; she knew.

"No," she said.

"Most burn it." He came and stood beside her at the wall, his back to it, the way you stood, and for a moment they were just two keepers at the cold, an old one and a young one, the most ordinary thing in the world. "I gave one to your father," Aldous said. "Long ago. He didn't burn his either."

The frost breathed. Neva did not trust her voice.

"He read too long," she managed, finally. Tobias's words. Her mother's words. The words the whole caste used to fold the blanket over the fire.

"He read exactly long enough," Aldous said, and there was iron in it, sudden and clean, the first hard thing she'd heard anyone say about her father in nine turnings. "Don't let them tell it the other way. Your father wasn't a man who read too long. Your father was a man who read the truth and loved this world too much to leave it — and so he stayed, and he said nothing, and he taught his girl to read cold, and he let the wall tend him toward the fields rather than take the rest of you with him through it." Aldous looked at her. "That was his choice. It was a good man's choice and it cost him everything and I'll not have you think it was weakness. But it was his. Yours is still yours."

"Mine," Neva said.

"You've read the verse." It was not a question. "You know the floor hangs on nothing. You know the light's on a track and no hand winds it. You know the record's already writing you clean." He said it gently, but he said all of it, every seam she'd found alone in the dark, laid out plain by an old man at the wall as if he'd been walking three steps behind her the whole time. Which, she understood, he had. "So you know what's coming. It's already started. It started the day you counted the light. It doesn't hurry — that's the mercy and the horror of it, it never hurries — but it doesn't stop, and it doesn't miss, and one morning your panel will be clean and quiet and Sarel will say you've gone to the deep fields, and your mother will believe it, because your mother needs to believe it, and there'll be three turnings of your frost-readings in the record in a hand that never guesses."

"Then I go now," Neva said. Her voice shook and did not break. "Before it — before the record finishes me. I go to the wall and I find the back of it."

And Aldous, who had made his peace with the answer a long time ago, closed his old eyes for a moment in the cold, and when he opened them they were wet at last — not with fear, she saw; with something else, something that had waited a very long time — and he said, "Yes. That's the one. That's the choice your father couldn't make because he had you. You've no one it'd take with you?"

"My mother," Neva said, and the word was a stone.

"Your mother believes the record," Aldous said, not unkindly. "She'll grieve you gone to the fields and it will be a clean grief, a grief she has words for. That's not nothing, girl. That's a gift you can give her — a grief she can carry. The other kind —" He didn't finish. He didn't need to. The other kind was a daughter who walked into the ice on purpose, and there were no words in the caste for that, no clean grief, nothing to carry.

They stood a while longer at the wall. The cold breathed. And then Aldous reached into his keeper's coat, slow, an old man's slow, and took out a bundle wrapped in oiled cloth, heavier than a page, and pressed it into her hands the way the first page had been pressed into a ration tin.

"The rest of it," he said. "All the pages we've kept. The whole of the sentence, best we've pieced it. You take it through. You don't read it here — here it'll only break your heart, the way it broke your father's, because here every word of it hangs on nothing you can see. You read it out there." His ruined hands closed over hers, over the bundle. "You read it where the words come true, Neva. That's the whole of why we keep it. Not to be right in here. To be read out there. Somebody has to carry the sentence to the place it fits."

Neva held the bundle of everything her caste had died to keep, in the cold, at the wall, with the parked track dim overhead and the machine tending patiently behind the grey face at her back, and she did not weep, because she had gone past weeping into the still cold place her father must have lived in at the end.

"I'll carry it," she said.

"I know," said Aldous. "I've known since you didn't burn the page." And he patted her hands, once, the old blessing, Sarel's blessing, her father's blessing, the caste's one gesture for go, and be more than we were brave enough to be — and then he turned and walked back down the long grey line into the dim, an old man going to file his frost, and he did not look back, and she never saw him again.

The record would say, three days later, that Aldous had gone to the deep fields.

His last readings were perfect.


Chapter Seven

She went to the record on the third morning to see if it was true, and it was, and that was how she came to watch the machine take a man, in the only way the machine ever let itself be watched.

Aldous's panel was clean. She had known it would be. But she had not known she would need so badly to see it with her own eyes — to stand in the record room in the early dim before her shift and put her finger on the line where his name was and read the three days of frost-readings that had appeared under it, perfect, even, guessless, in the clear and loving hand that had never in its existence been a living keeper's hand. She read them the way you press on a bruise. Aldous. Deep shift. Frost-line nominal. Nominal. Nominal. An old man who rounded, who guessed the middle bells, who had pressed the whole of the kept sentence into her hands two nights ago with fingers that shook — rendered, now, into a clean column of nominal, filed, closed, gone to the deep fields, which everyone knew, which was not a mystery, which was a job.

And while she stood there with her finger on his false and perfect readings, the record wrote in front of her.

She almost missed it. It was so quiet, and so small, and so utterly without drama — no sound, no flicker, no hand. One moment the line below Aldous's was another keeper's ordinary rounded human frost-log, a woman named Petra who talked at the wall the way Ines had, and the next moment a value in Petra's column simply — changed. A guessed eighth-bell reading, the small honest error of a woman doing a long cold job, smoothed, as Neva watched, to a clean even nominal, the ink of it settling into the page as though it had always been there, in the hand that never guessed.

Neva stood very still.

She understood what she was seeing the way you understand a thing a half-beat before you can bear to. She was watching it begin. Petra, whoever Petra was, had drifted out of true — had guessed a reading, or read too long, or said the wrong word with the wrong weight at the edge of a feast — and the tending had noticed, the way it had noticed Neva, the way it had noticed Ines and Aldous and her father before them, and it had reached into the record, without malice, without hurry, without a single beat of anything a person could plead with, and it had begun, gently, to correct her. To smooth her. To write her, one clean even value at a time, out of the living rounded human record and into the perfect column of the gone.

This was how it happened. Not a hand in the night. Not a hooded figure at the door. Not even a lie, exactly — the tending did not lie, it tidied; it did not kill, it corrected a drift; it kept the world even the way it kept the light on its track and the cold on the wall, tirelessly, indifferently, and if keeping the world even meant that a keeper who read too long had to be smoothed out of it, then that keeper was smoothed, the way a value out of true was smoothed, and the world went on being even, and no one ever saw a thing but a clean panel and a perfect column and Sarel saying the deep fields and a mother grieving a grief she had words for.

It doesn't hurry, Aldous had said. That's the mercy and the horror of it. And it doesn't miss.

Neva took her finger off the record. Petra's name still sat there over her one corrected reading, alive still, rounding still, guessing still, not yet gone — a woman going about her morning somewhere in the warm even world with no idea at all that the tending had, that dawn, quietly begun to write her clean. And Neva knew she could not save her. You could not save anyone from the tending; there was no one to beg, nothing to fight, only the patient indifferent keeping that ate the curious the way the cold ate heat, because that was its nature, because that was the job. She could not save Petra and she could not save her mother and she could not save the warm gold-lit caste reciting the door and calling it a wall. She could only carry the sentence to the place it fit.

She left the record room. She did not go to her shift. She walked out through the waking fields under the kindling track, past the long room where they would say not dead yet at supper and mean it, past her mother's house with the salt-crock in the window, down toward the rim where the cold breathed off the ice and the whole ringed edge of the only world she had ever loved stood grey and enormous in the new light, waiting, the way it had waited her whole life, the way it had waited twelve turnings of twelve, for someone brave enough or broken enough or loving enough to stop keeping their back to it.

She had the bundle of pages against her chest, under her coat, over her heart. The whole of the sentence her caste had died to keep. He hung the earth upon nothing.

She was going to go and find out if it was true.

She walked to the wall.


Chapter Eight

She did not go to the wall that first day, in the end, because there was one thing she had to do first, and it was harder than the wall.

She had to say goodbye to her mother without saying goodbye.

She went home in the middle of the shift, which she had never done, and her mother was at the board with the dough, of course, hands busy, and she looked up and saw Neva's face and something crossed her own — her mother was not a foolish woman, whatever Neva had let herself think these last days — and she said, "What's happened," not as a question, in the flat voice of a woman who has been braced her whole life for the thing that finally comes.

"Nothing's happened," Neva said. The first of the lies. She was getting good at them. It frightened her how good.

"You've got your father's face on," her mother said. "He got that face. Right at the end, he'd come in from the wall with that exact face and tell me nothing had happened." She turned back to the dough, and worked it, and her hands were not quite steady, and she did not look up again, because if she did not look up then the thing did not have to be looked at, and that was how her mother had survived everything: sideways, hands busy, the truth allowed into the room only if no one made it stand in the light.

Neva understood, watching her, that her mother knew. Not the pages, not the verse, not the round Earth or the machine or the back of the wall — but the shape of it. That her daughter had her father's face on. That her daughter had begun to read too long. That there was a kind of going that the deep fields were only the polite word for, and that it had come for the husband and was coming now for the girl, and that there was nothing at all a mother could do but work the dough and not look up and let her have, for as long as it lasted, the mercy of a house where nothing had happened.

So Neva did the cruelest kind thing she would ever do. She sat down at the board, and she floured her hands, and she helped with the bread, the way she had a thousand times, and she let her mother have the afternoon — one ordinary gold afternoon in the even light, a mother and a daughter and the dough, nothing happening, nothing happening at all — because she could not give her the truth without giving her a grief that had no words and no bottom, and she could give her this instead: a clean last day she would not know was the last, and afterward a clean grief, a deep-fields grief, a grief the caste had words for and hands for and a place to put. Aldous had been right. It was a gift. It was the last gift she had, and it was made entirely of a lie, and it was the truest thing she had ever done for the woman who bore her.

"Stay for supper," her mother said, when the bread was in.

"I can't," Neva said. "The deep shift." The last lie. It even had the deep in it, and neither of them said so, and both of them heard it.

Her mother nodded at the dough. And then — she did look up, once, at the very end, when Neva was at the door, and her eyes were dry and enormous and full of everything she was not going to say, and she said only, "You read like your father, girl," which was the nearest a woman like her mother would ever come to I know, and I love you, and go — and Neva said, "I know, Ma," and went out into the even light before either of them could make the truth stand up in the room, and the door closed, and that was the last of her mother, and it was clean, and it was a lie, and she would carry both of those things through the wall and out the other side and for the whole of the rest of her life.



She went down to the low store under the fields where the keepers kept the cold-weather gear, and she took what she would need, and no more, because the pages were the weight that mattered and she would carry them over her heart. Heavy coat. The frost-lamp. Her father's old wall-iron, the short bright bar for reading the deep seams of the ice, which she had kept when he went and which no one had ever asked her to give back. She did not know what was past the wall. Aldous had not known either; no one living knew; that was the whole of what past the wall meant. She packed for cold because the wall was cold, and she packed light because a person walking into the end of the world does not need much, and she was surprised, kneeling in the low store, by how steady her hands had become. The shaking was gone. She had shaken over the verse in her kitchen; she did not shake now. She had gone past the shaking into the still cold place, and she recognized it, and she was not afraid of it anymore, because she understood at last that it was not despair.

It was her father's place. The place he had lived in, at the end, reading too long, loving the world too much to leave it and too much to lie to himself about it. She had thought, her whole life, that the still cold place was where you went to give up. She knelt in the low store with his wall-iron in her hand and understood that it was the opposite. It was where you went when you had finally stopped being able to look away — when the looking-away had cost more than the truth would — and from the outside it looked like a person going cold and quiet and lost, and from the inside it was the clearest and warmest she had ever been, because for the first time in her life she was not spending any part of herself keeping her back to the wall.

She put the bundle of pages against her chest, under the coat, over her heart. The whole of the sentence. He hung the earth upon nothing. She was going to carry it to the place it fit. She did not know if there was such a place. She was going to go and find out, because a person who has read half a sentence cannot live without the rest, and because someone had to, and because everyone she had ever loved was sealed inside a warm gold lie reciting the door and calling it a wall, and she could not save a single one of them, but she could do this: she could go through, and read the rest of the sentence out loud on the other side, and find out whether her caste had died to keep a truth or a madness.

She thought it was a truth. She had thought so since the floor would not stop being a floor and the verse would not stop being true, both at once, impossible, in her kitchen over the spilled salt.

She was going to go and prove her whole dead line right.

She shouldered the coat, and took up the frost-lamp, and went out of the low store into the last of the even light, and turned, for the first time in her life on purpose, toward the ice.


Chapter Nine

The hard part of going to the wall was not the wall. It was getting to it unseen, through a world that watched.

She knew that now the way she knew everything now — too late, and all at once. The tending was not a guard at a door; there was no door and no guard. It was the record, the ration, the even light, the whole soft apparatus of the ordinary, and it read a keeper the way a keeper read frost: not by looking but by noticing where the values drifted out of true. A woman who walked to the rim on the deep shift with a heavy coat and a frost-lamp and her father's wall-iron and did not file her frost — that was a drift. That was a value out of true. And somewhere behind the grey face of the world the tending would notice it, without hurry, without malice, and begin, gently, to correct her.

So she did not go straight. She had thought about this in the low store, coldly, in her father's still place, and she went the long way that a keeper with an honest reason might go — down through the deep fields as if to the far pumps, which needed a hand sometimes on the deep shift, which was a thing a keeper did. She filed an intention at the board, in her own hand, rounding her values the way a living woman rounds them, guessing a middle bell the way Ines used to, making herself look as much like an ordinary keeper about ordinary work as she could — because she understood that the tending did not read thoughts, it read drift, and a woman who behaved like a keeper going to the pumps was, to the machine, a keeper going to the pumps, until the moment she was not.

It was the strangest walk of her life, and the loneliest, because she was moving through the warm gold world she loved as a thing hunted by it — smiling at the two field-keepers who passed her in the dim, saying the ordinary words, cold one, ja, cold one, mind the east pump it's been groaning — knowing that every ordinary word was cover, that she was lying with her whole body to the people she came from, walking out of her world disguised as someone who was staying in it. She had not known a person could grieve and hide at the same time. She did both, all the long way down, and her father's wall-iron was heavy against her leg, and the pages were heavier against her heart, and the parked track hung dim and even overhead exactly as it had every night of her life, and would tomorrow, and would after she was gone, tending the ones she was leaving to their warm gold lie.



Past the deep fields the world went strange, the way the edges of a made thing always go strange if you walk far enough into them. The fields thinned. The warm hum changed pitch, deepened, took on the labouring note of the big machinery that no keeper serviced and no keeper spoke of — the note that lived under everything, that you stopped hearing the way you stopped hearing your own blood, and that Neva heard now, because she was listening to the wall the way her father had taught her, and the wall, this near, was very loud.

There were no lamps here. The caste did not come here; there was nothing here to come for, only the long dark curve of the perimeter where the fields gave out and the cold began, the borderland between the world and the ice. She lit the frost-lamp low and went on by its little light, and the ground underfoot changed from field-soil to the bare made floor of the world, seamed and riveted, a floor you could see was built if you had eyes to see it built, which she did now, which she could not stop having — and she thought, walking the riveted dark, of the verse, of he hung the earth upon nothing, and she looked down at the plates and rivets of the floor of the world and thought: this is not nothing. This is bolted. This is made. Whatever the verse means it does not mean this floor, this floor is real under me — and then she thought, cold in her father's cold place, but the floor is bolted to what? What holds the plates? What's under the rivets? — and she had no answer, and the not-having came up through the soles of her boots like a draft from a place with no bottom, and she walked on because the only way to answer it was ahead, at the wall, on the far side of the wall, out where the words came true or did not.

She could feel the cold now, breathing steady against her face out of the dark ahead. The ice. The ends of the earth. The circle of it. She had said those words all her life at the rim in the gold light with everyone she loved, and she was walking to them now alone in the dark with a lamp, and they were not a phrase anymore, they were a place, a real cold place she was going to reach and touch and — she made herself think it plainly, the way her father would have — and go through, if there is a through.

The lamp caught it, finally, ahead: a paleness in the dark, a vast dim rising wall of frost and machinery, the cold ring, the edge of the world, closer than any keeper stood to it except at the Lighting, and she was not at the Lighting, and there was no gold light and no eldest reading the verse and no caste answering and it was good. There was only Neva, and the lamp, and her father's iron, and the pages over her heart, and the wall going up into the dark ahead of her farther than the little light could climb.

She stopped, a few paces from it, and stood in the cold and the labouring hum, and looked up at the thing her whole world called the end of creation.

"All right," she said, aloud, to the ice, to the dark, to her father, to nobody. Her breath smoked in the lamplight. "All right. Let's see your back."

And she went to the wall.


Chapter Ten

Up close the wall was not a wall.

She had known it her whole life as a wall — the flat grey machine-face on the working side, the frost-line you read with your palm, the cold border of the world — but that was the near wall, the keepers' wall, the tame face of it. Here, past the fields, past the lamps, at the true rim where no one came, the ice went up out of the little lamp's reach into a dark she could not measure, and it was not flat and it was not a face. It was cliffs. Ranked frozen cliffs, blue-white where the lamp caught them, rising and rising, seamed with the black lines of the machinery that ran inside them, breathing out cold in a slow steady exhalation that was almost, she thought, almost like something sleeping. This was the seedbank. She understood that dimly, without the word — that the cold itself was the point of the wall, that the ice was not the edge of creation but the great sleeping cold heart of it, and that everything green the caste had ever grown had come, once, from something laid down to sleep in this cold, long ago, by hands that were dust.

She put her palm an inch off it, the keeper's habit, reading the cold — and stopped, because the cold at the true rim was not the cold of the working wall. It was deeper and older and it had a structure to it, a grain, and reading it was like putting your hand near a page in a language you half-knew, and the thing it said, the thing the deep ice said to a keeper who could read cold like her father, was not the end of creation. It was a made thing. Sealed. Held. Cold on purpose. Cold with a reason. And under that, fainter, the thing that stopped her breath: there is a far side to this. Cold has two sides. Everything cold has a warm it is keeping something from.

She stood a long time with her palm near the ice, in the dark, in the labouring hum, and let the wall talk to her the way it had talked to her father, and did not look away.



It was here that the world began to thin.

She could not have said it better than that, then or ever. It was not that anything changed; it was that she saw, for stretches, the way you see a familiar face suddenly as only bone and skin — saw the wall not as the wall but as material, as riveted plate and frozen coolant and running machinery, a made thing made by someone, and once she had seen it that way she could not unsee it, and the seeing spread. The floor under her boots: plate and rivet. The dark overhead where the firmament came down to meet the ice: a ceiling, a seam, a place where two made surfaces were joined. The very air, scrubbed and even and breathed by twelve generations, going in and out of vents she could hear now, ticking, cycling, tended. The whole of the world, for a reeling stretch there at the rim, stopped being the world and became a room — an enormous, ancient, lovingly-built room, sealed, tended, running itself over the bones of the people who built it — and Neva stood in the middle of the thinning with her hand near the ice and thought she might be sick, or might laugh, or might simply come apart, because there is a particular horror in watching your whole world resolve into a thing with edges, and it is very close to the particular joy of it, and she felt both, at once, in the cold dark, and understood that this was the place. This was what her father had reached. This was the thinning he had lived in at the end, reading too long, seeing the room behind the world — and not looking away, and loving it anyway, both ends of it, the world and the room, the lie and the truth, the warm gold caste and the riveted dark.

It made him love it more, Sarel had said. She understood that now too. Because a world you think is creation you take for granted; it simply is, the way you are. But a world you can see was built — built against the cold, built to last, built with a light on a track so the children would have days and not be afraid — a built world is a world someone made you a gift of, at the cost of their lives, and you cannot take a gift for granted once you have seen the hands that gave it. The room did not make the world less holy. It made it holy in a different way — the way a thing is holy that someone died to give you.

She took her palm from the ice. Her hand was aching with the deep cold. She was weeping, a little, without having noticed starting, and it was not fear.

"You built us a world," she said, to the ice, to the dust in the cold, to whoever had sealed the hatch on the last true daylight with a child's hand in theirs. "You built us a whole world so we'd be safe. And you were so good at it we forgot it was you."

The wall breathed its slow cold breath and did not answer, because walls do not, because the people who could have answered were twelve generations of dust in the cold they had made.

But she had felt it, reading the ice: a far side. Cold has two sides. And a room, however lovingly built, however holy, is still a room — and a room has a door.

She lifted the frost-lamp, and raised her father's bright iron, and began to walk the rim, close in against the breathing cliffs, reading the cold as she went, looking — for the first time in twelve generations of her line, on purpose, without looking away — for the seam that was a seal, and the seal that was a door, and the door that opened on whatever the ends of the earth turned out, at last, to mean.


Chapter Eleven

She finds it near what would be the fourth bell of the deep shift, though there are no bells here, only the cold and the lamp and the labouring dark: a seam.

It is not hidden. That is the thing she will remember. It is not disguised, not sealed against discovery, not guarded — it is simply at the ends of the earth, where no one comes, where no one has come in twelve generations because the whole world is built and taught so that no one would ever want to. A place needs no lock when no one can imagine walking to it. The seam runs up the ice in a line too straight to be ice, and when she brings the lamp close and reads the cold along it with her palm the cold says, plainly, in the grain of it: here. A joint. A made edge. Two things meeting that were meant to open.

She works it with her father's iron. It takes a long time, or no time; she loses the shape of time in the cold and the labouring hum. She scrapes frost from the seam and the seam becomes a groove and the groove becomes an edge and behind the edge, when the lamp finds it, is not more ice.

It is metal. A hatch. Riveted, hinged, made — a made door in the made edge of the made world, exactly where the verse said the ends of the earth would be, and exactly not what the caste has meant by those words for twelve generations. There is a wheel on it, frost-locked, a keeper's wheel, a thing hands were meant to turn.

Neva kneels in front of the door at the end of the world and understands that she is about to do the one thing her whole life, her whole caste, her whole world has been built to make unthinkable — and that she can think it, easily, now, because she has read the verse, and once you have read the verse the unthinkable is just the next thing you do.

She sets the lamp down. She takes the wheel in both hands. It is so cold it burns.

She turns it.



It does not want to turn. Twelve generations of frost have sealed it; her hands scream with the cold of it; she braces her boots against the riveted floor of the world and puts her whole body into it, her father's daughter, the still cold place gone through her like iron, and she turns the wheel that no hand has turned since the last true daylight, and it gives — a crack, a shriek of ice, a shudder that goes up the whole breathing cliff of the wall — and it turns, and turns, and stops.

For a moment nothing.

Then the door breathes.

A seam of it opens along the edge, thin as a knife, and through the seam comes — air. Air she has never breathed. Air that is not scrubbed, not cycled, not even; air that is cold in a way the wall's cold is not, a moving living cold, and it carries a smell into the sealed world that has no name in the sealed world because the sealed world has never held it — a green smell, a wet smell, a vast and rotting and living smell, the smell of outside, of weather, of a world that grows and dies and grows, and it pours through the knife- edge of the opening door into twelve generations of even scrubbed air and Neva breathes it in and it is like being struck.

She pulls the door.

It swings. It is heavy as the whole world and it swings, groaning, shedding frost, and beyond it there is —

darkness. Only darkness. A short dark space, a made space, a between-place, and she understands even in the reeling shock of it what this is: not the outside, not yet, but the seal itself, the space between the inside of the world and the far side of the wall, an airlock, a threshold, a between. The founders built a door with a room behind the door. Of course they did. They thought of everything they could think of. They built even the leaving carefully.

She steps into the between, and the pages are against her heart, and the frost-lamp is in her cold-burned hand, and behind her is the only world there has ever been — the warm gold caste, the even light, the Lighting, her mother's dough, and it was good — the whole of it, warm and lit and sealed and reciting the door and calling it a wall, and none of them will ever know she stood here, in the seam of it, with the outside pouring cold and green through a door twelve generations swore was the end of creation.

Ahead of her is another door. The far side. The true one.

She looks back, once, at the world.

Then she does not look back again.

She crosses the between, and she takes the far wheel in her ruined hands, and she does not hesitate, because her father hesitated his whole life for love of them and it cost him everything and she will not, she will not, she has come to read the rest of the sentence in the place it fits and the place is on the far side of this last door — and she turns the wheel, and it gives easier than the first, as if the outside has been waiting, as if the outside always opens more easily than the in, and the door swings, and the last of the made dark falls away, and

light.

Not the track. Not the even pale climbing light of the made sun on its rail. Light — flooding, sourceless, everywhere, cold and white and impossibly bright, more light than she has seen in the whole of her life at once, light with no track and no schedule and no verse to call it up, light that simply is, pouring through the open door onto her upturned freezing face —

and Neva, keeper of the flat world, daughter of a man who read too long, carrier of the whole kept sentence, steps out of the ends of the earth into the light of the round world, and the door of the between swings shut behind her, and she is outside, and there is no roof.

There is no roof.

She looks up, and up, and there is no roof at all.


Chapter Twelve

The first thing was the cold, and the second thing was the size, and there was no third thing for a long while because the size took everything she had.

She had lived her whole life under a roof. She had not known it was a thing she knew until it was gone. All her days the firmament had come down close and dark overhead, near enough that the eldest could read the verse up into it, near enough that the made sun crossing its track was the whole of the sky — and now there was no firmament, there was no near, there was no overhead at all, there was only up, and up, and up, farther than the eye could climb, an up with no top to it, a blue so deep and so high and so utterly without ceiling that Neva fell to her knees in the wet cold and put her hands flat on the ground and held on, because a person with no roof over her has nothing to keep her from falling into the sky.

That was the first terror. That she would fall up. She knelt with her hands pressed to the cold living ground and shook, not with cold now, and could not look up again, could only look at her own white knuckles against the ground and breathe the impossible green rotting living air in gasps, while over her and around her and past her in every direction the round world simply, enormously, indifferently was.

When she could, she looked.

She was on a slope, in a grey wet light, and it was raining — she did not have the word; water was falling out of the roofless up, softly, everywhere, and she turned her freezing face into it and it ran down her skin and she understood the waters above in her body a whole breath before the verse surfaced in her, understood it as sensation, as wet, as the sky itself coming down gently to touch her, the waters above the firmament that the caste had recited for twelve generations and never felt, and she was feeling them now, on her face, in the ruined green light at the ends of the earth.

And there was green. That was the thing that broke something open in her that would never quite close. Green everywhere, more green than the whole of the fields, green gone wild and vast and tangled up the slope and down it and away to a distance she could not hold — trees, though she had only the word from the old songs, huge and wet and living, and grass to her waist, and small bright things she would later learn were flowers, and over all of it and through all of it a sound she had never heard: not the labouring hum, not the even quiet of the sealed world, but life — wind in the wet green, water running somewhere, and, high and sudden and piercing, a call, an animal call, a bird, another word from the songs, something alive and free and loud in the roofless morning, singing for no reason, singing because it was alive, in a dead world that had gone on living without anyone to keep it even.

Neva knelt in the wet grass in the rain under no roof at all and wept the way she had wept at the Lighting, easily, wholly, the way you weep at a thing too big and too true to do anything else with — except that at the Lighting she had wept for her small warm world proving faithful, and now she wept for how small it had been, how warm and how small, how sealed and gold and loved and small, a lit room at the ends of an earth so vast and so green and so brimming with careless life that she could not, kneeling in it, take in even the single wet slope she could see, let alone the round of it, the whole round unroofed circling green of it, going on and on past any wall, past any rim, past any ends at all.

The circle of the earth, she thought, or her father thought in her, or the pages against her heart said themselves through her — the circle of the earth — and she did not yet know what it would mean, standing up, walking out, watching the ground curve away and the horizon refuse to end; she only knelt in it and let the first of it in, the cold and the size and the green and the rain and the bird, the whole indifferent living roofless enormity that her caste had cut out of the book because a world this big will not fit inside a wall, and had kept in the book, folded small under the salt, passed hand to hand at the cost of everything, because a truth this big must not be lost even when it cannot be borne.

She had carried it out. She was here. The sentence was in the place it fit.

After a long time, in the rain, she stopped shaking. She got her feet under her. She stood — carefully, low, one hand still near the ground, not yet trusting the up not to take her — and she lifted her wet face to the roofless grey brimming sky, and she did not fall into it.

The ground held her. Whatever held the ground held her too.

She began, on legs that did not yet believe the world, to walk out into the round of it — to find out, now, at last, in the place the words came true, what her whole dead line had been right about.


Chapter Thirteen

She walked until the slope gave onto a height, and from the height she saw the ends of the earth, and there were none.

She had come up through the wet green all that first day — she understood day differently now; the light did not cross a track, it climbed and stood and slid, and the rain passed and came back and passed, and the roofless up went from grey to a torn shifting blue and back — and near what her body still called the setting bells she came out of the trees onto a bare high place of rock and wind, and stopped, because the world fell away in front of her, and kept falling away, farther than the fields, farther than the whole of the sealed world, farther than she had known far could go.

There was no wall. That was the first thing, and it took her a while to understand that it was a thing, the absence of it. All her life the world had ended in the cold ring, the ice, the rim, the ends of the earth — the world was a thing with an edge, and you kept your back to the edge, and past the edge was nothing. And here she stood on the high rock and looked out and the world did not end. It went on. Green and grey and silver where water lay in it, ridge behind ridge behind ridge, paler and bluer as it went, until the farthest of it was not land anymore but a kind of haze, a softness, where the ground met the sky — and the ground and the sky did not meet at a wall. They met at a line. A long, faint, curving line.

Curving.

Neva stood very still on the height in the wind.

She had said the circle of the earth her whole life. Everyone had. It was in the book; it was the rim, the edge, the flat round plate of the world with the ice about it — the circle of the earth, the caste said, meaning the disc, meaning the edge you kept your back to. And Ouma Renske had said it at the Lighting looking up, turning a coin to a side she wasn't allowed to show, and Neva had not understood, and she understood now, on the height, in the wind, looking at the far faint curving line where the round world bent away from her in both directions at once.

The circle of the earth. Not the edge of a plate. The curve of a ball. The same three words — the very same words, in the very same book, the words her mother had said and her father had said and the eldest had read up into the close dark firmament every Lighting of her life — the same words meant this: not a flat disc with a rim, but a great round turning world curving away past all seeing, so vast that its edge was not an ending but a horizon, a line that moved when you moved, that you could walk toward forever and never reach, because it was not the end of the world; it was only as far as the round of the world let you see at once.

She began to laugh. She did not decide to. It came up out of her on the height in the wind, cracked and wild and wet, the laugh of a person watching a thing she was told her whole life come true in front of her in a way so much bigger and stranger than the telling that there is nothing to do but laugh — ons lag, she thought, though she did not have the phrase yet, that would come later, from other mouths — she laughed at the circle of the earth, at Ouma Renske's coin, at the whole warm gold caste reciting the true words in the sealed dark and never once, in twelve generations, getting to stand on a height in the wind and see what the words had been for.

Because they had not been wrong. That was the thing that put her on her knees again, laughing and weeping both, on the high rock. The caste had not been wrong. The circle of the earth was true — had always been true — was true right now, curving away in front of her in the failing light. They had said a true thing in the dark for twelve generations. They had only never been let out to see it come true. The words were not a lie the redactors had told. The words were a promise the redactors had tried to keep them from ever collecting — cut where they got too big, taught small, folded under the salt — and here she was, the one who carried the folded pages out to the height, collecting the promise on behalf of all of them, on behalf of her mother kneading dough under a made sun, on behalf of her father who read too long, on behalf of Aldous whose last readings were perfect, on behalf of every keeper who ever said the circle of the earth meaning a rim and was speaking, without knowing it, of this.

"You were right," she said, into the wind, to all of them, to her dead. "You were right. Ma. You were right. It's a circle. It's — it's so much bigger than a circle, it's — you were right."

The wind took it. The world curved away. The far line held its long faint bend against the torn blue, and did not end, and did not end, and did not end.

And Neva knelt on the height with the pages against her heart and understood that she had not walked out of her faith. She had walked out into it — out past the small warm sealed edge of it into the roofless brimming enormous round of what it had been trying, in its cut and folded and salt-hidden way, to tell them all along — and that everything the wall and the machine and the frightened redactors had taken from the caste, every seam-word cut, every keeper smoothed to nominal, every daughter who walked into the ice, had been taken to keep them from exactly this: from standing on a height in the wind and finding out that the book was true, and the world was round, and the ends of the earth went on forever, and it was good.

It was good. She said it aloud, on the height, the oldest answer, the caste's answer, into the wind and the curving world.

"And it was good," said Neva, alone, at the ends of the earth that had no end.

And it was.


Chapter Fourteen

On the third day she came to the edge of the land, and there she read the last of the sentence, and it was true.

She had walked east — she had a word for it now; the climbing light came from one way and she had chosen to walk toward it, which was its own small astonishment, that you could choose a direction in a world with no rim to keep your back to. She had eaten what the pages of her caste's oldest lore and her father's bushcraft between them let her eat; she had drunk the falling water and the running water; she had slept two nights under no roof and not fallen into the sky, and had begun, the second night, lying in the wet grass looking up, to be able to bear the up — even to love it — the deep unroofed dark of it pricked all over with lights she had no name for, thousands of them, cold and high and endlessly far, a firmament that did not come down close and dark but went up, forever, brimming with distant fire. She had wept at that too. She was done being ashamed of the weeping. It was the only honest size of response to a world this true.

And on the third day the land ran out.

Not at a wall. At a cliff — a real one, a torn edge of rock where the green height simply stopped and the ground fell away, and beyond it and below it was a vastness of moving grey water going out to the curved far line, more water than she had known was possible, the sea, though she would not have the word for a while yet; and she came out to the very lip of it, to the last of the solid ground, and stood at the edge of the round world with the wind coming up off the water and the pages against her heart, and she took them out.

She had not read them since her kitchen. Aldous had told her not to. Here it'll only break your heart, he'd said, because here every word of it hangs on nothing you can see. You read it out there. You read it where the words come true.

She unwrapped the oiled cloth in the wind, carefully, her cold-scarred hands steady, and she found the page — the first page, the one from under the salt, soft at its creases from all the hands that had carried it — and she read it aloud, at the edge of the world, into the wind and the water and the roofless brimming sky, the whole of the sentence her caste had died to keep, in her own voice, in the place it fit:

In the beginning was the firmament, and the light upon its track, and the ice at the ends of the earth —

and she did not stop there, where the caste stopped, where the book stopped, where her whole life the words had closed and everyone answered and it was good. She went on, into the cut part, into the kept part, the part they had folded small and hidden under the salt:

— and he stretched out the firmament over the deep like a curtain, and set the waters above it and the waters below.

The rain had touched her face on the first day. The waters above. She had felt it before she read it. She read on.

And he set the circle of the earth turning, and the ends of it went on beyond all seeing.

She had stood on the height and watched the far line curve and not end. The circle of the earth. The ends of it beyond all seeing. She had walked toward the horizon for three days and never once reached it. She read on, and her voice was shaking now, not with cold, and she came to the last of it, the deepest cut, the verse the redactors had not been able to teach small, the verse they had to take out whole because there was no way to make it fit a floor you could stand on — the keystone, the one that had put her on the ground in her kitchen over the spilled salt, the one that could not be true and could not be a lie:

And he hung the earth, she read, at the edge of the world, in the wind, upon nothing.

And she looked down.

She was standing at the lip of the cliff. She had been standing on the solid holding ground her whole life, the flat broad floor that came up to meet the firmament, the floor she had stamped her foot against in her kitchen — the floor is right here, it holds, it stands on the ground — and she looked down now past the torn edge of the rock, down the long fall of the cliff to the moving grey water, and out past the water to the curved line where the round world bent away, and up from the line into the roofless enormous sky, and she understood, all at once, in her body, the way she had understood the rain, that the ground she stood on did not stand on anything.

It was a ball. A great round turning ball of rock and water and green, hung in the roofless dark she had slept under, pricked all over with far cold fire — hung there, turning, with nothing above it and nothing below it and nothing beside it, nothing holding it, nothing under the rivets, nothing under the plate, nothing at the bottom of the fall — the whole round world and everything on it, the sea and the cliffs and the green heights and the sealed warm gold caste still reciting the door in their lit room far behind her, all of it, all of them, all of her, hung upon nothing at all.

He hung the earth upon nothing.

And it held.

That was the thing. That was the thing that brought her down to her knees at the very edge of the world with the page pressed to her chest and her face turned up into the falling sky. It was true — the floor hung on nothing, the whole world hung on nothing, there was no solid holding ground, there had never been, the verse was true and the redactors had cut it because it was too true to bear — and it held. The nothing held. The world hung upon nothing and did not fall, had not fallen in all the turning ages, would not fall, held there by the nothing the way she was held, the way the ground had held her the first morning when she was afraid of falling up — whatever held the ground held her too — and it was nothing, it was nothing at all, and it was enough, it had always been enough, it had held the whole round brimming world and every soul that ever lived upon it, upon nothing, and it was good.

"You were right," Neva said, again, for the last time, to Aldous, to her father, to her mother, to the whole of her dead and kept and folded and salt-hidden line, at the edge of the round world under the roofless sky. "You kept it. You were right. It hangs upon nothing." Her voice broke and she let it. "And it holds. Oh — it holds."

The wind came up off the endless water. The earth turned under her, upon nothing, and carried her with it, and did not let her fall.

She knelt at the ends of the earth that had no end, and held the sentence her people had died to carry to the place it fit, and wept, and was not afraid; and behind her, twelve generations sealed in a lit warm room recited the true words into the dark and did not know, would never know, that one of them had carried the rest of the sentence out to the edge of the world and read it aloud and found that every word of it was true.

She had proved her whole dead line right.

The earth hung upon nothing.

And it was good.


Chapter Fifteen

It was the road that told her how long.

She had turned back inland from the edge of the water, because a person cannot live at the lip of the world, and because something in her — the keeper, the reader of drift — wanted now to understand the round world the way she had understood the flat one, and you did not understand a world by kneeling at its edge weeping, however true the weeping. So she walked back into the green, and on the second day of the walking back she came upon the road.

She knew it was a made thing at once; she had learned to see made things. But it was a made thing the way nothing in her world was made — not tended, not even, not kept. It was a long straight scar of grey stone laid across the land, cracked all along its length, buckled and split, and out of every crack in it grew the green — grass, and saplings, and here a whole tree, decades old, risen up through the middle of the road with its roots prising the grey stone apart. She stood on the broken road and understood, slowly, in her body, the way she had understood the rain and the circle and the nothing, a thing she had no way to have understood before: that this road had been made, and used, and then left — and that the leaving had been very long ago. Long enough for a tree to grow up through stone. Long enough for the green to take back a road.

She followed it, and it brought her, by the end of that day, to the bones of a town.

She had no word for it. Buildings — but ruined, roofless like everything out here, their windows empty, their walls green with the slow patient climbing life; a whole vast tangle of them, more dwellings than her whole caste had, gone to ruin and green together, silent, emptied, held in the same enormous quiet as the road and the height and the sea. She walked its broken ways in the failing light and understood where she was. This was the world the founders had sealed the caste away from. This was outside, not the wild green outside of the heights but the outside where the people had been — the people who made the roads and the buildings and the music the founders must have loved, the people of the last true daylight, her people, the ones the flare had come for. And they were gone. All of them. Long, long gone — long enough for the trees to come up through the roads, long enough for the towns to go green, long enough that she, walking their broken streets, was the first living soul to walk them in more turnings than she could hold.

That was when the size of the leaving reached her. Not the size of the world — she had met that at the height. The size of the time. She had stepped out of a sealed room into the round world and she had thought, in the first shock of it, that she had walked out into space — into the up, the green, the enormous where. But she understood now, in the green bones of the town, that she had walked out into time — that the room had been sealed not just against the sky but against the years, that it had kept the caste in the last true daylight while out here the daylight went on and on, turning after turning after turning, the flare's dead world slowly, patiently, greenly coming back to life without a single soul to see it — and that she had stepped out of the kept moment into all the years that had run past it, centuries of them, an ocean of time, and she was as far from the people who made this road as she was from the far curved line of the sea.

She sat down in the green ruin of a doorway, in the last of the light, and grieved that too. There was so much to grieve. She was getting used to the largeness of what there was to grieve.



But grief was not the end of it, and she knew it was not, because she was her father's daughter and her father had loved the world at both ends, and because the pages against her heart were not only a verse about nothing. They were a seedbank's scripture. She had carried out the sentence of a people whose whole purpose, whose whole reason for sealing themselves into a lit room against the burning sky, had been to keep something alive to plant again.

She understood it there, in the green doorway, as the light went down over the world that had come back to life without anyone. The ice wall was cold because the cold kept the seeds. The caste was sealed because the sealing kept the people. The whole vast lovingly-built room — the firmament, the track, the ration, the tended even world she had loved and fled — had been built for exactly one thing, held in reserve across twelve generations and an ocean of years, waiting: for the day someone walked out, onto a world gone quiet and green and ready, and began again.

That was the vocation. It came to her not as a voice, not as a verse, but as a plain cold understanding of what she was for — she, Neva, keeper of drift, carrier of the sentence, first soul in centuries to walk the green bones of the world. The caste could not do it; the caste did not know it needed doing; the caste was sealed in the kept moment reciting the door. But she was out. She had the pages. She had, sleeping in the cold heart of the wall she had walked through, a whole world's worth of green things laid down to wake. And she had a roofless brimming ready Earth, grieving and green and alive, turning upon nothing, holding, waiting to be planted.

She was not the last of anything. That was the turn, there in the doorway, the thing that lifted her up off the grief the way the nothing had lifted the world. She had thought, in the first days, that she was the last one awake in a dead world. She understood now that she was the first one awake in a world coming back — that the seedbank's long patient purpose, the reason her line had been kept and folded and hidden and smoothed to nominal, the reason for the wall and the cold and the whole sealed gold lie, was her, walking out, now, with the pages and the seeds and the whole green ready earth in front of her.

"All right," she said, into the green ruin, into the falling light, the way she had said it to the wall. Her voice did not break this time. "All right. I'll plant it."

And she got up, in the last of the light, in the bones of the old world, and turned back the way she had come — toward the wall, toward the cold sleeping heart of it, toward the seeds; because a person who has understood what she is for does not sit in a doorway, she goes and begins; and the round world turned under her, upon nothing, carrying her toward the work, and held.


Chapter Sixteen

She did not go back through the door.

She meant to. She walked the long way back across the green heights to the wall, the whole three days of it in reverse, and came at last to the place where the torn ice went up out of the world into the roofless sky — and it was strange beyond telling to see it from outside, the great curved white flank of the thing she had lived her whole life inside, a vast frost-sealed dome set into the green like a held breath, humming its low labouring hum, tending its lit warm kept moment on, indifferent, patient, exactly as it had for twelve generations and an ocean of years. Her whole world. From the outside, a machine in a field. She stood and looked at it a long time.

But she did not go to the between-door she had come out of. Because circling the base of the dome, reading it now from the outside the way she had read it from within, she found — where the green had not yet climbed, where the old makers had set it into the living rock — a second door. Lower. Older. Heavier. Not a keeper's between-hatch but something else, marked with symbols she could not read, and around it, half-swallowed by the patient green, the ruin of a made place: fallen masts, a collapsed roof of some long grey stuff, and a squat hardened structure built into the flank of the wall itself, sealed, shielded, made to last past the end of the world.

She got it open the way she got everything open now: with her father's iron and her keeper's patience and the still cold certainty that there was always a back to the wall. And inside, in the dark, under decades — centuries — of dust, was a room.

Not a between-room. Not a seedbank. A room with a purpose she had no name for. A long bench, and on the bench a made thing — dials, a great many dials, and a grille, and a thing on a cord that fit the hand, and a book. She lit the frost-lamp. The made thing was dead, dark, cold; but it was analog, all of it, dials and coils and glass, no different in kind from the valve-and-wire of the world she knew, and her hands understood it before her mind did — that it was a thing for listening, and for speaking, across a distance; a thing the founders had built, hardened, into the very flank of the sealed world, and then — she saw it in the dust, in the dead dark of it — left.

She opened the book. It was a log. Column on column, in the old careful founders' hands — clear hands, loving hands, hands that believed a clear hand was a kind of love — of names that were not names but call-signs, and beside each a mark, a date, a word. And she could read enough of it, enough of the shape of it, to understand what she was looking at, there in the dust, in the dark, in the hardened room in the flank of her sealed world: that there had been others. Other rooms like this. Other sealed worlds, other lit kept moments, other caste gone into the ground the same year hers did, each under its own borrowed name — and that these rooms had spoken to each other, once, across the dead green world, a nervous system of hardened voices keeping the pieces of everything in touch so that whatever came, they could find one another again when it was over.

And then, down the log, the marks changed. One by one, turning by turning, the call-signs went to a single word, in a hand that grew older and shakier and at last stopped: silent. Silent. Silent. One by one the other worlds had gone quiet — not destroyed, she understood, but sealed, tended, their people forgetting, the way her people had forgotten, that there was a room in the flank of the world with a voice in it. Forgetting they had ever been able to reach each other. Forgetting they were not alone. The last entry was so long ago the ink had gone to a ghost.

Neva sat down at the dead bench in the hardened room with the log of the silenced worlds open under her hands, and understood the last and largest of the things the round world had come to teach her: that she was not the first one awake in one world coming back. There were others. Sealed, forgetting, reciting their own doors in their own lit rooms — but there, out there, around the curve of the round earth that had no end, other worlds full of kept and folded and salt-hidden people, each one waiting, without knowing it waited, for someone brave enough or broken enough or loving enough to walk out and read the rest of the sentence.

And here was a voice to reach them.

She did not know how to wake it. It was dead, and dark, and centuries cold, and she was one keeper with a frost- lamp and her father's iron and a bundle of pages against her heart. But she was a keeper of drift; she had resurrected the frost-line on her wall a hundred times; and the thing on the bench was analog, dials and coils and glass, a thing that could be understood by a patient hand, a thing that — she found the truck of it, the heavy dead battery-heart of it, under the bench, and knew, the way Ivo would one day know, that a dead machine is only a machine waiting — a thing that could be made to live again.

It took her the rest of that day and most of the dark. She would not remember, after, all of what she did — the cleaning, the coaxing, the patience, the keeper's listening to a machine that did not yet want to speak. But she would remember, all the rest of her life, the moment it lived: the hum, first, the round warm breathing hum she knew from the world, rising in the dead room; and then a glow, deep in the glass; and then, out of the grille, out of the centuries, out of the silence of all the sealed and forgotten worlds around the curve of the roofless earth — a sound. Not a voice. Only the sound of the listening itself, the vast soft roar of the open air between the worlds, waiting.

Neva took the thing on the cord in her cold-scarred hand. She did not know the words. She knew only that somewhere out there, around the round of the earth that had no end, under the same roofless brimming sky, was another sealed lit world with another hardened room, dark and forgotten in its flank — and that maybe, maybe, someone in it had read too long, and walked out, and was sitting even now at a dead bench with a frost-lamp, learning how to make a dead machine live.

She pressed the thing that made it speak, the way you press a wound you need to know is still bleeding.

"Is anyone there," Neva said, into the roar of the open air between the worlds, in her own voice, the first new words the sentence had reached. "This is — " and she stopped, because she did not have a call-sign, she had only what she was — "this is one who walked out. Onto the round world. The book is true. It hangs upon nothing, and it holds. If you can hear me — if anyone can hear me — the ends of the earth go on forever, and it is good, and you are not alone."

And she let go of the thing that made it speak, and sat in the hum and the glow in the hardened room in the flank of her sleeping world, at the edge of the round earth, under the roofless sky, and listened, with a keeper's whole patient listening, into the roar of the open air.

For a long time there was nothing.

The nothing held.

And then — faint, and far, and cracked with centuries and distance, from somewhere around the curve of the round world that had no end, from another lit sealed forgotten world where someone, someone, had also read too long and walked out and learned to wake the dead —

a voice answered.


BOOK TWO
the reboot — working title


Chapter One
### *Book II · The far end of the wire · close-third, Ivo*

The set was honest. That was the whole of why Ivo loved it, and the whole of why he was there at midnight instead of asleep: a radio did not say anything it had not heard.

People said things they had not heard all day long. People told you it would be all right, and that the harvest would hold, and that they were fine, thank you, and half of it was hope wearing the clothes of knowledge, and you could not fault them for it and Ivo did not — he simply preferred the bench. The set had one virtue and it was total: silence meant silence. Two winters he had sat the night watch in the hardened room the founders had built into the flank of the Kloof, with the valves warming the dark like a row of small steady suns, and the set had never once lied to him. It had given him the roar — the vast soft breathing roar of the open air between the worlds, which he had loved from the first night like a man hearing the sea in a shell the size of the sky — and it had given him nothing else, because there was nothing else, and it said so, every night, all night, no matter how long he listened.

Nil heard. He had written it in the log so many times the letters had worn into a single tired shape. The log went back further than the Kloof's own memory: column after column in the founders' hands, the call-signs of the other stations — a world of them, once — and beside each, down the years, the same terrible word. Silent. Silent. Silent. The last founder to keep the log had kept it to the end of an old shaking hand, and after that there were no entries for a very long time, because after that nobody in the Kloof had remembered the room existed; and then there was Ivo's hand, two winters of it, young and cramped and stubborn: nil heard, nil heard, nil heard.

"You can't miss what answers," he told the set, most nights, companionably. "And you never answer. So."

He said such things aloud because the room was the one place nobody marked him for it. Machines did not mind you talking; it was people who wanted the talk to go somewhere. The werf was full of good people who wanted his chair at the long table and his face at their fires, and Ivo loved them the way he loved the veld — sincerely, from a workable distance — and near all of them he felt the old tiredness of a man being read; and here, in the valve-glow, with the roar in the phones and the night band open over the dark of the whole turned world, he felt what he had never once managed to explain at that table: company. The roar was not nothing. The roar was the sky itself, breathing. It carried no voices, but it was the kind of silence that could — and a silence that could is a different thing entirely from a silence that can't, and if that made no sense to anyone but him, well. It was midnight. The bench was his.

The Kloof stood behind the werf in the dark, and Ivo did not look at it, the way none of them looked at it much anymore: the great buried curve of the old world, grass growing on its flank now, its doors standing open to the weather like something exhaled. He had been born inside it, in the long lamplit valley of it, where the light-line ran down the roof of the world from end to end and the ground curved up on both sides, because the world was a kloof — everyone had known that; it was in the book — a deep kept valley cupped in the maker's two hands, and you lived in the palm of it, and the walls curved up because hands do. Then the light-line had begun to fail. Not all at once; the way old things fail: a flicker at the far end, a cold morning, a dimming you could argue about until you couldn't. And the Kloof had done the thing Ivo was proudest of his people for, prouder the older he got: they had argued about it, at the long tables, for a year — openly, nobody reassigned, nobody hushed; whatever had once minded such talk had stopped minding, which the old ones said afterward should have told them everything — and then they had gone and looked. All of them. Not one heretic alone in the dark; the whole stubborn lot, elders in front, children on shoulders, up the dead end of the valley to the place the book called the world's end, with lamps and bread and the arguing still going — and they had found the door, and opened it, and walked out onto the wide flat shining veld under the roofless sky, and stood there, hundreds of them, in the wind and the terrible light.

His mother had told him what the eldest said, that first morning, into all that size. The old man had looked at the veld running flat away forever — flat, flat, where every verse said the world curved up — and at the sky coming down to meet it in a great pale bowl at the edge of seeing, and he had stood there a long time with his book in his hand, and then he had said, in the voice he used for the lighting of the lamps: "He cupped His hands. We had only never seen the size of His hands." And the Kloof had taken the world the way it took everything, arguing, all the way down to the good soil — some saying the book had lied, and some saying the book had been cut, for the old ones' books did not all agree and there were pages the elders would not read aloud; and most, like his mother, like Ivo, saying the book had been true of the valley, and the valley had been true of nothing but itself, and a true thing was not a lie just because it turned out to be small.

Two summers, now, they had been out. The werf built, the lands broken, the flock got up from the wild sheep of the heights; Ronel's snares on the night-lines, Marika's kitchen the new centre of the world, Dawid drilling his watch rotas that guarded against nothing anybody had ever seen. And under it all, for Ivo, this room — found the first winter, wept over, resurrected coil by coil — and the log with its columns of the silent dead, and the roar of the empty listening sky, and nil heard, in his own hand, two winters deep.

He had the phones on and the tea going cold when Tomas came with the plate.

"You missed supper," Tomas said, from the doorway, in the way he had of making a fact sound like a wound. "Again. Hettie kept it back for you before Steyn got his third helping, which is love, Ivo, that is what love looks like in this family — it looks like mutton kept back from Steyn."

"Put it on the bench."

"On the bench, he says." Tomas came in and put it on the bench, and then did not leave, because Tomas never left; he stood warming his hands at the valves as though the set were a hearth, looking at the dials the way Ivo looked at people: fondly, and with no wish for the manual. "One of these nights," Tomas said, "you'll come sit at the table like a Christian, and the sky will just have to manage without you."

"The skip's best after dark. You know this. I've explained the layer —"

"You've explained the layer." Tomas said it gently, and he touched Ivo once on the shoulder, the way he touched everyone, the way Ivo never quite got out from under in time, and went to the door. "Eat the food. If the dead want to talk to you, my friend, they've had two winters of chances."

And it was there — with Tomas's boots still on the step, with the plate steaming by the handset and the tea cold and the log open to its tired column and Ivo half-turned in his chair to say something dry about the dead keeping farmers' hours — it was exactly there that the roar broke.

A voice came out of the sky.

It came small and cracked and impossibly far, riding up out of the noise the way a lamp shows at the end of a long dark lands-road, there and gone and there — a woman's voice, thinned to a whisper by the long night air, saying words in the old tongue of the founders, and Ivo's whole body went still except his hands, which were already moving, which had trained two winters for a moment he had stopped believing in, easing the dial a hair, holding her, holding her —

"— anyone there," the sky said. "This is one who walked out. Onto the round world."

The plate steamed. The valves hummed. On the step, Tomas had stopped like a man shot.

"The book is true," said the voice, from the far end of the wire, from the far end of everything, cracked with distance and steady, so steady, the way you are steady when you have gone past all the lesser fears into the one at the bottom. "It hangs upon nothing, and it holds. If you can hear me — if anyone can hear me — the ends of the earth go on forever, and it is good, and you are not alone."

The roar closed back over it like water.

Ivo sat with his hand on the dial and did not breathe. Afterward — for the rest of his life, at every telling, and there would be tellings until they buried him — he would say the same thing about that moment, and it was the truest thing he knew how to say about himself, and the room, and the two winters of nil heard: that he did not doubt it for a second, and that this was the set's last gift to him. Anyone else in the werf, hearing a voice out of the empty sky, would have had to fight down the thought that they had dreamed it, hoped it, made it up out of loneliness. Ivo had no such thought. The set was honest. The set did not say things it had not heard.

He took the handset. His hand was shaking so badly that his thumb slid off the transmit bar, and slid off it again, and the roar rolled on unbroken over her waiting — a long time, too long — before he got his wrist in his other hand the way you steady a tool, and found the bar, and held it, and heard his own voice go out into the roar sounding nothing like himself:

"Ja," Ivo said, to the sky, to the dead band, to the one who walked out, wherever on the round world she stood. "Ja. We hear you."

And then, because two winters of night watches had after all built the discipline for exactly this, even while the water stood in his eyes: "This is the Kloof station. Say again your position. Say — " and then the discipline failed, and what came out instead, sent white-knuckled into the dark between the worlds, was: "You are not alone either. Do you hear. Whoever you are. You are not alone either."



Tomas's boots went off the step at a dead run, and Tomas's voice went up across the whole sleeping werf like a bell: "THE RADIO — IT'S THE RADIO — SOMEBODY'S ON THE RADIO —" and lamps came alive in doorway after doorway, and the room that had held one man and the roar for two winters filled, in the space of ten minutes, with the whole argumentative heart of the Kloof.

They came the way they were. Ivo marked it even then, even half-deaf with his own blood: that a thing like this went through people like a lamp through glass and showed you their insides. Marika came first, barefoot on the cold floor with her coat over her nightdress and took one look at Ivo's face and did not ask is it real; she asked, "Is she well? The one talking — is she safe, is she fed?" — because that was Marika, the whole werf could have told you, the sky itself opens and Marika wants to know if the sky has eaten. Dawid came dressed. Nobody could say how; the man slept in his rank. He stood at the back with his arms folded and waited for the excitement to make a mistake, and when the room got loud he said, in the parade voice, "One at a time. Ivo has the set. Nobody touches anything. Jorik — the good log, and a pencil," and the room, which loved him and mocked him and needed him, went quiet and orderly, and was glad of it, and would never once say so.

Steve arrived with his braces hanging and surveyed the crowded shack, the steaming forgotten plate, Ivo's wet unashamed face, and said, "Two winters. Two winters of nil heard, and the night it finally talks back, it waits till Ivo's supper is in front of him. That, friends, is how you know the universe is run by a woman with a sense of humour." And under it, quietly, he put his hand on Ivo's shoulder and left it there.

Elsabé came last and stood in the doorway where she always stood, at the edge of things, where you could see the whole board. She listened to the fragments Ivo had caught — walked out · the round world · the book is true · not alone — and while the room lifted around her like a field in wind she said, to nobody, in the cool flat voice that the Kloof had learned to be grateful for and had never once enjoyed: "A voice is not a colony. We know what she said. We don't know what she is."

"Elsabé," said Tomas, wounded, wet-faced, glowing.

"I hope she's exactly what she sounds like," Elsabé said. "Hope is free. The watch rota isn't." But she came in, all the same, and found a crate at the edge of the lamplight, and sat, and did not leave either; and Ivo, who was the only one placed to see it, saw her write the frequency on the back of her hand.

And Jorik — Jorik stood holding the good log and the pencil like the elements at a lighting, and looked around at all of them with his young face wide open, and said the thing that the rest of them were too old and too careful to say, the thing Ivo would put in the log verbatim because it deserved keeping: "It was never just us. All this time. It was never just us."



She came back at the top of the hour, as the skip steadied, and they talked — if you could call it that, the long-spaced hollering across the dark of the world, her voice surfacing and sinking in the roar, Ivo working the dial like a man keeping a lamb alive through a cold night. Her name was Neva. She had walked out of a world that was flat — flat, with a roof, a lit lid over a sealed disc, and at that the whole shack turned as one to look at the dark window where the Kloof lay open on the hill, and nobody said anything, because what was there to say; you heard the shape of your own story told in a stranger's voice and the floor of you moved. Her people were still inside. Still sealed. Reciting — she said it without bitterness, which silenced even Steve — reciting the door and calling it a wall. She was alone. She had been alone on the round world for — the roar took the number, and Marika made a sound low in her throat, the sound she made when a child on the werf fell badly, and reached over and gripped the back of Ivo's chair.

Dawid leaned in once, took the handset with a look that asked and a nod that granted, and said into the sky, in the parade voice, which was the only voice he had for tenderness: "Neva. This is Dawid of the Kloof. You will listen for us at this hour every night. Whatever else happens, we are on this frequency at this hour every night. That is not a hope, that is a rota. Confirm."

The roar breathed. And then the voice came back, and there was something new in it, something that had not been in it even in the steadiness, and Ivo heard what it was and had to look hard at the dials: she was laughing. Cracked, far, half-drowned — laughing. "Confirmed," said the one who walked out, first soul of a dead world, from the far side of the night. "A rota. You're real. Nobody would invent a rota."

"There's the proof Elsabé wanted," Steve said. "Send her Dawid. No ghost could survive him."

They lost her at the greying of the sky, mid-word, the way the band closes — no farewell, just the roar folding back over the place her voice had been, and Ivo working the dial a long quiet minute before he would admit the night was done. The shack emptied slowly, talking low, the way you leave after a birth or a burial; Marika already planning aloud what could be sent, as though kilometres were a river you could get a basket over; Tomas not even pretending he wasn't crying; Dawid last at the door, looking back once at the set, and at Ivo, and saying only, "Good watch," which from Dawid was a hug and a medal and a speech.

Then it was Ivo, and the valves, and the cold mutton, and the log.

He sat a long time before he wrote it. The lamp hissed. Outside, the werf's first fires were going up against the grey, and somebody — Tomas, it could only be Tomas — was singing. Ivo turned back through the old columns once, the way you touch a grave on the way past: the founders' clear hands, the call-signs of the world that was, and beside them, down the long years, silent, silent, silent, and the last old shaking entry, and the long blank dark, and then two winters of his own cramped stubborn nil heard.

He took up the pencil, and dated the line, and wrote, in the best hand he had ever managed in his life:

Heard: one who walked out. The book is true. She is not alone.

And then, because the set was honest, and because the log was the set's memory and deserved the whole truth, he added, in small letters, at the end of the line, where the founders used to put the signal strength:

Neither are we.


Chapter Two
### *Book II · Roll call · close-third, Marika*

The sky had spoken in the night, and the sheep did not care.

That was the first thing Marika thought, standing in her kitchen doorway in the grey before the light with the fire already going at her back: that whatever had happened in Ivo's little room on the hill — and everything had happened; she had stood in that crowded lamplight and heard a dead world talk — the werf's day was still the werf's day. The bread still wanted kneading. The ewes in the sick-pen still wanted looking at. The water still had to come up from the spring-line, and the beans did not know there was a woman alive on the far side of the night, and would not have held their growing for her if they had. There was a comfort in that which Marika did not examine too closely, because she suspected that if she examined it she would find it was the whole of her religion: the work goes on. Feed what's in front of you. You could carry any size of miracle if somebody kept the porridge from catching.

So she kneaded, and the werf woke around her the way it always did, in ones and twos and complaints, and the news went through it like yeast through dough — slow, and then everywhere at once, and rising as it went.

Hettie came first, of course. Hettie had been up before her — Hettie was always up before her; the two of them had a running quarrel about it that was really a running courtship — and had already been to the sick-pen and had already decided, Marika could see it in the set of her, what the night's news meant, because for Hettie all news meant the same thing.

"She'll be hungry," Hettie said, tying her apron. Not good morning; not did you hear. "A woman alone out there since — however long. You heard how thin her voice was."

"That was the radio, Het."

"It was thin," said Hettie, in the voice that ended discussions, and took the other bowl, and that was Hettie: the whole impossible night reduced, by first light, to a person insufficiently fed, which was a thing you could do something about. Marika loved her the way you love the other ox in your own yoke. They worked, and the light came up over the heights the colour of skimmed milk, and the kitchen filled with the smell that meant the day had properly started, and the men began to drift in — and this morning, for the first morning since the walking-out, not one of them talked about the weather.



Steyn came in like a thrown door. He had been at the shack half the night, everyone had; the difference was that Steyn had evidently spent the hours since converting wonder into plans.

"We go and get her." He said it before his backside touched the bench, to the room in general and Dawid in particular. "That's it. That's the whole discussion. There's a woman alone in the veld somewhere —"

"Somewhere," said Dawid, from the head of the table, not looking up from the harness he had brought in to mend, because Dawid's hands could not hear an argument start without picking up work to do while he won it. "Somewhere is not a place, Steyn. You cannot walk to somewhere."

"You can walk toward it."

"In which direction?"

Steyn opened his mouth, and shut it, and Steve — who had come in behind him with his hat still on and straw in his collar, having plainly slept in the barn nearest the shack rather than walk all the way home from a miracle — said comfortably, into the gap, "North. It's always north in the stories. Or was that up. Ivo!" — this out the door, at the hill — "which way's the dead world? Steyn's leaving before breakfast!"

"He is not," said Marika, and put the porridge down on the table like a magistrate putting down a gavel, and the morning meeting of the werf came to order the way it always did: around food, over work, everybody talking, nobody chairing, and her at the end of the table where she could see every face and top every bowl.

Roll call, her mother used to name it, in the Kloof, at tables underground: not the counting of heads but the reading of them. Marika read them now, over the steam. Dawid at the head with the harness in his lap, mending order into leather because the world had gone too interesting overnight. Steyn beside him burning like a lamp with the wick too high, ready to walk to somewhere on an empty stomach out of pure uncontainable act. Steve opposite, hat finally off, deflecting the night's size into jokes the way a roof deflects hail, and watching, under the jokes, everyone else's weather. Tomas with his eyes still red from the shack, radiant, unable to eat for telling it all again to Jorik — and Jorik, who had heard it, who had been there, listening to the retelling anyway with his bowl going cold, because some things improve with saying. Elsabé at the corner she preferred, squared to the door, one line written small on the back of her hand and a list growing on a slate beside her bowl. And the two empty places: Ivo's, because Ivo was asleep across his bench with the phones still on his ears — Jorik had gone up at dawn and reported this in a whisper, as though describing a saint in a shrine — and Ronel's, because Ronel was where Ronel was, which was the veld, which would give her up when it gave her up and not one minute sooner.

Mine, Marika thought — she counted the sleeping and the absent and the far thin voice in the counting; she had begun doing that in the night without asking herself why — one short of a dozen, though she could not have said why the count felt short. God help the world; it's got us for a rescue party.



Ronel came in mid-argument, which was the only way anyone ever came into that kitchen, with two hares and a francolin hanging gutted from her fist and the veld still on her boots. She hung the game by the door, washed her hands at the pail, took the bowl Hettie had kept warm without being asked and without thanking her — the two of them had their own treaty, negotiated entirely in acts — and ate standing, shoulder to the wall, while the table laid the whole night out for her in six voices at once: the voice, the round world, the flat world with its roof, the woman alone, the rota, the everything.

Ronel ate, and listened, and when the six voices ran down enough to leave a gap, she asked her first question of the new age of the world.

"How far off is she?"

The table looked at Ivo's empty place. The table looked back at Ronel.

"We don't know," Marika said.

"Then you know nothing," Ronel said — not unkindly; Ronel said everything the way she skinned game, quick and clean and without malice, because doing it slowly was the cruelty — "you know a voice. Nice for you. Wake me when it's a distance," and she took her bowl to the step and sat with her back to the room, which was Ronel's way of staying.

"She has a point," said Elsabé, from her corner, and the fact that it was Elsabé agreeing meant the table actually went quiet. She turned the slate so the room could see the list. "What we learned last night: one voice, one frequency, one hour that works. What we did not learn: where she is, how she lives, whether she can move, and whether anyone else is listening." She let that last one sit a half-breath — nobody but Marika seemed to mark it — and went on. "Before anybody walks anywhere, there are questions that cost nothing but a night's asking. Ivo can take bearings. If the old books in that room are what he thinks, there are ways to make a direction out of a voice. A direction and days-of-walking is a map. A map is a plan. A plan," and she looked at Steyn the way a schoolmistress looks at a boy she has decided to save time on, "is what the grown people will be doing."

The slate had one more line at the bottom, below the list, in Elsabé's small exact hand, and she did not read it aloud; Marika, coming past behind her with the pot, read it upside down, and carried it around the table with her the rest of the morning like a stone in her shoe: and if there are more of them — how do you rebuild a world? what with?

"And while the grown people draw maps," Steyn said, "she's alone in the middle of a dead world."

"She has been alone in it long enough to be alive and talking," Elsabé said evenly. "She is demonstrably good at it. Another fortnight of alive-and-talking beats one gallant idiot dead in the veld in the general direction of north. Ja?"

It was brutal and it was true and it was Elsabé to the bone, and Steyn took it the way Steyn took a fence — badly, at speed, and without lasting damage — and the argument rolled on over the cold porridge, and Marika sat at the end of the table and let it roll, because this was the other thing her mother taught her about roll call: you learn more from the argument than from the answers. She watched the lines the night had drawn. Dawid and Elsabé had already, without one word between them, become a committee: rotas, bearings, lists, the slow correct machinery of doing a thing right. Steyn was a straining rope, and Steve had stationed himself, joke by joke, between Steyn and the door — clowning, you would have said, unless you watched him do it twice. Tomas and Jorik had simply adopted her, this Neva, sight unseen, a sister already; Tomas was making plans out loud about what she should be told about them all before she arrived, warn her about Steve at least, as though her arriving were a settled fact of the calendar. And Hettie had begun, quietly, at the far counter, with the face of a woman who did not care to be observed doing it, to put things aside into a small sack. Rusks. The hard sausage. The things that keep.

Faith, on this werf, looked — as the saying went — like mutton kept back from Steyn; and hope looked like a provision sack packed for a stranger nobody could yet point to on any map in the world.



Dawid found her alone in the last light, at the wash-line, and stood beside her in silence for a while, folding nothing, which for Dawid was almost lounging.

"They'll want to go," he said finally. "The moment the boy has a bearing. You know that. Steyn first and half the young ones after him, and Tomas will talk himself aboard, God defend us all."

"I know."

"Call it four hundred kilometres. Call it more — I plan on worse and I'm seldom disappointed. Through country nobody's walked in living memory. For a voice." He said a voice the way Elsabé said it, and then stood there a moment, and then he said the other thing, the thing she knew had brought him to the wash-line, in the flat parade voice he used when a sentiment had to be moved under guard: "She said the book is true. That it hangs on nothing. And holds."

"Ja," Marika said.

"My father used to fight about those verses," Dawid said. "In the Kloof. The ones the elders wouldn't read aloud. He held there was more book than we were given. He held it at some cost." He looked out at the dark coming up over the heights, where somewhere beyond the rim of everything a woman with a thin voice was sitting by a radio in a dead world, and Marika watched the harness-mending stillness of his face and understood, with the jolt you get when a locked room shows a lit window, that the Sergeant of the werf had not slept last night either, and not for logistics. "If she's real," Dawid said, "then my father was right. That's all. I'd like to know it in his lifetime. He's old."

He straightened the wash-line pole, which did not need straightening, and went in.

And Marika stood in the blue dark hearing the first bats go over, and let herself, at last, at the end of the whole impossible day, feel the size of it: the sky peopled again. The dead world with a woman in it, and the woman would come to them — Marika knew it the way she knew when a child on the werf was about to fall; the girl had a rota and a voice that laughed at the word rota, and she would come. They would all come, in the end — however many voices were still out there in the roar, however many sealed worlds full of argued-over books and kept-back suppers. The world was going to get bigger now, and hungrier, and more complicated, and it was going to arrive at her table, all of it, wanting feeding.

She went in and set the second batch of dough, the big one, to prove overnight.

You carried a miracle further, her mother used to say, on fresh bread.


Chapter Three
### *Book II · The manuals · close-third, Jorik*

The founders had left them everything except the knowing.

That was how Jorik came to understand it, the summer the sky spoke: that the old world had died rich. The Kloof's deep stores were full — not with treasure, or not what the stories called treasure, but with the true kind: tools in oiled paper, wire on wooden spools, glass valves in their hundreds packed in straw like eggs, machines with their handles worn bright by hands that were dust before his grandmother was born. And with the machines, on shelf after shelf after shelf, in the driest room of the deep stores, the founders had left the manuals — and it was the manuals, Ivo said, that were the real inheritance. "A machine without its manual is a dead man's tool," he told Jorik, the first morning, laying one flat on the bench with both hands the way Marika laid out dough. "A machine with its manual is a dead man teaching."

Jorik had grown up on the book, and he knew a holy text when he saw one handled. They were bound heavy, printed close, full of words nobody living could say and numbered verses nobody living could follow — section four, three, one: before energising the bus, verify — and Ivo read them the way the elders read the book, which is to say slowly, aloud, with his finger on the line and a terrible patience, and would not skip, and would not guess, and when he came to a word he did not know — impedance; capacitor; earth, which never meant the ground you stood on but some deeper idea of it — he wrote it in his own grey notebook with a question mark, and did not pretend, and that was the thing about Ivo that Jorik had decided to grow up into, if he could manage it. The elders, when they hit a hard verse, had a way of making their voices rounder, as if sound could stand in for sense. Ivo just said, "I don't know what this word is yet," and turned the page. The manual did not mind you not knowing. The manual waited, like the book, like the veld, for you to catch up.

"Why do they write it like this?" Jorik asked him once, over a page of numbered warnings. "Like they're cross with you?"

Ivo considered the page. "They're not cross," he said. "They're afraid. Every line like that, somebody died learning it." He tapped the verse that said, in the old close print, WARNING: LETHAL VOLTAGES ARE PRESENT EVEN WHEN EQUIPMENT IS SWITCHED OFF. "That one's a grave," he said, and went on reading, and Jorik looked at the line and the line looked back and he understood — the way understanding came to him, slow and once and for keeps, like a post going into ground — that the manuals were exactly what the elders always said the book was, and that nobody had ever needed to tell him to believe the book, either. Written by the dead, at cost, so the living wouldn't have to pay it twice.

He was fifteen, that summer. He would keep the phrase his whole life. He put it in the good log that night with the day's weather, because it seemed to him it belonged to the record of the world.



The werf, meanwhile, wanted water, and did not care that the sky had spoken either.

That was the summer's other truth: the spring-line was pulling thin, the lands were thirstier than two summers of guessing had planned for, and down in the deep stores stood a pump — a beautiful iron ox of a pump, the founders' own, with BOREHOLE 2 stencilled on her flank and her manual in the dry room, complete — that would, if she ran, put the water problem to bed for a generation. Dawid wanted the pump running the way other men want salvation. And up on the hill in the radio shack there was the other work, the work with no water in it and no bread: the finding of one thin voice in all the round world's worth of night.

The werf could not have both at once. It had one Ivo.

Jorik stood in the yard the morning it came to words — Dawid with the pump manual under his arm like a writ, Elsabé with her slate, half the table gathered the way the werf always gathered when two right things met head-on — and he watched the grown people argue priority, and noticed, because his job those weeks was noticing what Ivo needed before Ivo did, that Ivo himself said nothing at all. Ivo stood at the edge with a loop of heavy wire over his shoulder like a strange halo, waiting for the argument to finish the way you wait for weather, and when Marika finally said, "Ivo. You're the one being divided. Divide yourself," he blinked as though the question had woken him and said:

"The pump is three days. The loop is one night. And the pump doesn't drift." And then, when the yard looked at him: "The water is under the ground. It stays. The skip changes with the seasons — the sky that carries her is a summer sky. We find her now, while the finding's good, or we maybe lose the hour that works and start over in the spring. Then I do the pump." He shifted the wire on his shoulder. "Three days," he said again, to Dawid, in Ivo's version of diplomacy, which was arithmetic.

Dawid looked at him a long moment. "One night," he said. "Then the pump owns you."

"Then the pump owns me."

And that, Jorik wrote in the good log, was the whole of the great pump-and-loop quarrel of the summer the sky spoke, which lasted four minutes and was settled by a man counting days out loud; though he also wrote, because the log deserved the whole truth, that Tomas had stood at the kitchen door through all of it with his arms crossed, saying nothing at enormous volume, because one night at the loop meant one more supper with Ivo's chair empty, and some quarrels on the werf were never about pumps.



The loop was a thing from the manuals, and building it was the best night of Jorik's life to date, which he was old enough to know said something about his life and young enough not to mind.

It was, Ivo explained, with the manual open between them on the shack bench, an aerial that pointed — a great flat coil of wire on a frame you could turn, taller than Jorik, on a pivot Steyn had welded that afternoon with the new-old welder that itself had come alive out of a manual a month ago; and the pointing worked backward from what any sensible person would guess, which delighted Jorik beyond reason. You did not turn it until the voice was loudest. You turned it until the voice was gone.

"The null," Ivo said. "The loop hears everything except along its own axis. Loudest is wide —" he swept his hand flat, a whole horizon of maybe — "but nothing is narrow. You find the place she disappears, and that's the truest arrow in the world."

Jorik turned this over. Outside, the light was going; the hour that worked was coming up the sky. "You find her by losing her," he said.

Ivo stopped, with his hand on the frame. He looked at Jorik the way he looked at a clean solder joint. "Write that in your log," he said. "That's better than the manual has it."

She came up at the top of the hour, faithful as the rota, thin and far and laughing at something Steve had said the night before and been made to repeat. The hour that worked had walked earlier through the summer as Ivo learned the band, until the whole werf could listen on the shack's speaker of an evening, the way Jorik imagined the old world had sat around fires — and while she talked, Ivo turned the great loop, gently, gently, an inch and an inch and an inch, with his eyes shut and the phones on over one ear, and Jorik watched the strangest and holiest thing he had yet seen in the new age of the world: a man swinging a door of wire through the dark, hunting the one narrow place where a woman vanished.

He did not find it. Not on the first pass, nor the second — the frame had a wobble the pivot had promised not to have, and every time it settled, the null smeared wide: a whole dark quarter of the world where she was merely fainter, which was useless. "A mood," Ivo said through his teeth, "not a measurement." So they took the great frame down, the two of them, with the hour thinning and the voice still talking somewhere above their bent backs, and shimmed the pivot with a strip of tin cut off the tea-caddy, and hung it again; and Jorik learned, kneeling in the dark with cold fingers, the other thing the manuals never said in so many words: the dead teach you the shape of the work, and the work teaches you the rest, mostly by refusing.

On the third pass, Ivo's hand came off the frame. His eyes opened.

"There," Ivo said, hoarse, to the shack, to the werf, to the summer night. "Hold there. Mark it."

The frame's pointer stood on the scale Elsabé had painted that afternoon in her small exact figures. Jorik read it off and wrote it in the good log with a hand that shook a little, the first bearing of the new world, and under it, because the log deserved the whole truth, the manual's own dry verse for what had just happened, which Ivo made him copy out exactly:

The null is bidirectional. A single loop cannot distinguish a signal ahead from a signal behind.

"Meaning she's that way," Jorik said, pointing up the dark veld, "or exactly that way," pointing back over his shoulder at the Kloof and everything behind it, and the arrow of the world split in his hand even as he held it.

"Meaning," said Elsabé, from her crate, without looking up from the slate, "the manual is honester than a hopeful boy with a pointer. Two lines cross. We take the second bearing from the ridge camp —" she was already drawing it, the werf, the ridge, the long angle between — "or we build the little aerial in the next section and the null gets a front. Either way: arithmetic, then walking. Not walking, then hoping."

"Sense antenna," Ivo said, half to himself, already three pages ahead in the manual, his supper untouched again by his elbow, and Jorik bent over the good log in the valve-light and entered the summer's accounts as they truly stood: one pump, promised, three days. One bearing, held, one of two. One woman, laughing, somewhere up one of two arrows in the dark. And the dead teaching the living to find her, out of a dry room, at cost, so that nobody would have to pay it twice.

He dated the line. He was fifteen. It did not seem to him, that night, that the world had ever been anything but this good.


Chapter Four
### *Book II · Diesel and dirty oil · close-third, Steve*

The founders had left them four trucks, and the trucks had waited the way iron waits: badly.

Steve had known about the shed for two years and stayed out of it, and if you had asked him why he would have given you four different jokes on four different days, which was his system for the questions that had no funny answers. The truth was that the shed was the one place on the whole werf that smelled like his father. Not his own father — his father was born in the Kloof, same as everyone — but the before-fathers, the ones in the manuals' photographs with their sleeves rolled and their hats pushed back, standing beside machines they owned the knowing of: grease and cold iron and rubber gone chalky with the years, the smell of a world of men who could fix anything and had not been able to fix the one thing, and had parked their trucks anyway, brakes on, tanks drained, tools wiped and hung in size order on the wall, the spare tyres racked in the loft dark in their paper — parked them carefully, Steve noticed, the first morning he finally went in with the lamp, and that was the detail that sat down in his chest and stayed. They had known they would never drive out again. They had left the trucks ready to be driven anyway.

"Ag, look at you," he said to the nearest one, a flat-faced grey army thing with her bonnet catches rusted shut, standing on four flat tyres like an old cow asleep. "Left at the altar. Forty — what, four hundred years, my lammetjie? And not one letter." He patted her wing, and the dust came off on his palm like flour, and under the dust the paint was good. "Right," said Steve, and hung up his hat with the phrase that on the werf served for prayer, rifle-drill, and declaration of war all at once: "Let's see what the oud-ooms left us."



What the oud-ooms had left them, in the fuel store behind the shed, was diesel by the drum — rows of it, sealed, dated in stencil — and every drum of it dead.

That was Ivo's word, delivered kneeling over the first opened drum with the lamp, wearing the face he otherwise kept for lost causes and Tomas's questions about the radio. The fuel had not kept. Time had got into it the way time got into everything down here: water sweated in through centuries of breathing, and something had lived in it, in the black seam where water met oil — lived, and died, and settled — so that what the drum held now was a clear enough top, a rotten black floor, and between them a smell that emptied the store in a hurry and became, by supper, one more werf legend: the day the oud-ooms' diesel fought back. Time had breathed on the drums unevenly; a good dozen had sweated too wet and were past even the manual, and were rolled aside without argument. The oud-ooms had left forty so the living could afford to lose twelve. That, Ivo said, was probably in a manual somewhere too.

"The manual says it grows," Jorik reported, awed, from the dry-room that evening, finger on the verse. "In the fuel. A thing grows in the fuel."

"Of course it does," said Steve, comfortably, over his pipe. "This is Africa, boetie — the maps say so, and the maps are the one book nobody thought to cut. Everything grows here. You put water and darkness and four hundred years together in a tin, something in this country will farm it."

But — and this was the part Steve loved, the part that had him whistling by the second morning in a way that made Marika look at him sideways over the wash-line — the oud-ooms had known. The dead men had known their fuel would die, the way they had known everything else, and the manual for the fuel store said so in its dry graveside voice: said settle, said decant, said filter, said — Ivo read it out twice for the pleasure of it — fuel may be reclaimed; and on the top shelf of the store, crated, in oiled paper, the founders had left the tools of the resurrection: felt filters by the dozen, funnels, hand pumps, and one machine that stopped Steve's whistling dead when Ivo unwrapped it, because Steve knew it. Every child of the Kloof's dairy sheds knew it. A cream separator. The same hand-cranked iron cone his own mother had skimmed the milk with — and the fuel-store manual, in its close cross little print, instructing the living to crank their dead diesel through it, exactly so, because what slings cream out of milk will sling water and rot out of oil.

Steve stood in the fuel store holding his mother's machine repurposed for the end of the world, and laughed until he had to sit down on a drum. "The same machine," he kept saying, wiping his eyes, to Ivo, who did not see the joke and never would. "Butter on Sundays and diesel at the resurrection. The same blessed machine. Ag, I love these people, Ivo. They thought of everything and they made it all out of the dairy."



It took nine days, and the werf shaped itself around the work the way the werf shaped itself around any work, which was the thing the voice on the radio had actually changed. Nothing on the werf was different. Everything on the werf was pointed now.

They settled fuel in relays: drum after drum decanted down the clear top, the black floors left to their private wars. Steyn cranked the separator until his arm gave out, then swore a formal oath against dairy equipment and cranked on, because the one thing you could always get out of Steyn was more, especially if Ronel was in earshot, which — Steve noted, in the betting-book he kept behind his teeth — she somehow, that week, generally was. The tyres were their own small war: the fitted ones had gone to chalk where they stood, but the loft spares had kept soft in their paper, out of the light, and Steyn learned the manual's tyre-drill with the long levers and a vocabulary that enriched the whole yard. The filtered fuel came through the felt at last in a thin bright amber line, and Jorik held the first jar of it up to the lamp like a man holding a thing he is proud of, and wrote the yield in the good log, gills and pints, every evening, a harvest record for a crop of light.

And Ivo paid his pump debt. Three days, as contracted — Dawid stood over the paperwork of it like a man collecting rent — and BOREHOLE 2 went from a stencilled promise to a shaking, hammering, living iron ox that pulled cold water up out of the dark of the world and spat it silver into the new-laid furrow, and the whole werf stood around the borehole in the evening light and cheered the water the way their grandparents had answered the lamps; and Hettie, standing next to Steve with her fists on her hips and her eyes wet, said the truest grace ever said over that ground: "Now the beans will make it," which — Steve told the table that night — was the difference between this family and every story in the old books: other people's miracles came with trumpets; theirs came with beans.

But the trucks were the thing. The whole werf knew the trucks were the thing, and knew why without anybody needing to say it out loud, which was how the werf decided everything that mattered: a woman was out there past the rim of the maps down one of the loop's two arrows — the second bearing was a war still being fought on Elsabé's slate — and four hundred kilometres — call it more; Dawid did — was a death on foot and a fortnight's argument by ox-wagon, and a day and a night, the manuals said, by road, if the roads were half what the maps promised. Nobody said we are cleaning centuries of rot out of forty drums so that we can go and fetch Neva. Everybody knew it. Even the trucks knew it, Steve maintained, patting the grey cow's wing each morning: "Patience, my lammetjie. You waited four hundred years for a reason. She's up that road."



On the ninth day, in the evening, with the whole werf pretending to have other business in the yard, they tried her.

Steyn was in the seat, because some honours you give the young or you never hear the end of it. Ivo stood at the open bonnet with the manual, primed and bled and checked and re-checked, muttering the starting drill like the verse it was. Steve stood where a wise oom stands, which is where he can see the fuel line, the boy's face, and the shortest way to run. And Dawid — Dawid stood at parade rest with his hands behind his back and ruined it completely by being unable to keep still, rising on his toes and down again, on his toes and down, a sergeant-major at a christening.

"Glow," said Ivo. Steyn held the plugs. They counted it out loud together, all of them, the whole yard, because the manual said count and the werf said together — "…nege, tien" —

"Crank."

She turned over with a sound like a giant clearing his throat of the centuries, caught for half a breath — and died. The yard let out its air. Steyn's face fell like knocked-back dough, and he reached for the switch again, because Steyn's answer to everything was again and harder, and Ivo said, "No," in the flat bench voice that even Steyn had learned to obey around machinery, and stood there with his eyes shut, listening to the echo of the failure the way he listened to the roar.

"Air," he said. "In the line still. She's drinking and getting foam." And to Steve, without opening his eyes: "Crack the injectors. One turn. We bleed her at the top."

So Steve cracked them, one by one, his mother's separator-callus finding the old work as if forty — as if four hundred years were a long weekend; and Steyn cranked, and the air came weeping out of the steel in little silver beads, oil rising behind it, and Ivo went down the line closing them off in order, and there was a moment — Steve would tell it at the wedding-feasts of people not yet met, and one day, an old man, to children who knew it by heart and demanded it anyway — a moment when the whole yard was silent, and the light was going gold over the heights, and the grey cow stood primed and bled and ready with a boy's hand on her switch, and the werf held its breath around her like a family around a bed where the news could go either way.

"Now," said Ivo.

And the truck started.

Not the cough — the cough and then the catch and then the deep, ragged, evening-out hammer of an old mechanical diesel taking up her work again, centuries after careful men had parked her ready, shaking the dust of all of it off her bonnet in soft grey smoke, running, running, and the yard came apart. Steyn was standing on the seat roaring like the engine's own echo; Tomas was weeping on Marika, who was laughing the big laugh with her arms full of him; Jorik was writing in the good log at a dead sprint of the pencil; Hettie was crying into her apron and denying it; and Dawid — the whole werf saw it and the whole werf loved him for it and no one ever once let him forget it — Dawid was up on his toes with both fists in the air like a boy at his first sheep-race, shouting something that was lost forever in the hammer of the engine, which was as well, Steve reckoned, since it had every appearance of being the word logistics.

Steve stood in the smoke and the gold light and the noise with his hand on her warm shaking wing, and let the tears come — the yard was loud enough that nobody would ask, which was the only condition on which he permitted them, ever — for the careful dead men who had wiped their tools and parked their trucks facing outward, ready, tanks drained, brakes on, against exactly this evening, which they had believed in, and provisioned, and would never see.

"Ja, ooms," he said, under the hammer of it, patting the wing. "We got one going. Sleep now. We'll drive."


Chapter Five
### *Book II · The road · close-third, Neva*

The night they found which arrow she lived at the end of, Neva was keeping her fire small against the wind and mending the aerial guy that the same wind had been worrying all week, and she nearly missed the top of the hour doing it.

She did not miss it. She had not missed it once. The rota was the floor of her world now — she, who had grown up inside a track the sky ran on rails, had walked out of one schedule and built her whole life around another within a season, and she knew it, and let herself be wry about it in the hour before sleep, because the alternative was to think too hard about what the hour meant to her, and a person alone does not pull on the one rope holding the roof up. At the top of the hour the roar turned into voices. That was the whole of it. Every night, out of the vast soft breathing nothing, the far end of the wire opened like a door in the dark, and there was the low ordered voice, and the warm big one, and the young one reading out the day from the good log if she asked, and the dry one that could make her laugh from the far side of the sky — and for the hour that the band held, Neva, first soul of the dead world, walker-out, carrier of the sentence, was none of those things. She was company.

Ivo's voice came up different that night, and she heard it before his words: quicker, pitched a shade high, a man being careful with a full cup.

"We built the little aerial," he said. "The sense. The null has a front now. Neva — we swung it tonight. Three times. Elsabé made me do it three times."

She went still by her small fire, with the mended guy in her hand.

"North of you," she said. Her own voice came out strange. "I'm north of you."

"You're north of us." Behind his voice the shack — she knew its sounds now like a street she had never walked — erupted, was shushed, erupted anyway; she heard Steyn whoop, and Marika's laugh riding over everything, and under it all Dawid's parade voice already dividing the noise into lists. "Neva," Ivo said, and his careful cup spilled at last, and what spilled out was so simple it took her breath: "We know where you are."

Nobody had known where she was since the wall.

She had stood on the far side of everything, on a height in the wind, and been vindicated, and been alone in the vindication; and she had made her peace with the aloneness the way you make peace with weather, by working; and now a voice out of the sky said we know where you are, and Neva put her hand over her mouth in the firelight, alone, so that the sky would not hear what the sentence did to her; and did not entirely succeed.

"Stay by your set," said Dawid's voice, taking the handset with that asking look she could hear by now, and issuing tenderness the only way he knew, as orders. "Do not move your camp. Keep your fires regular. We are coming to fetch you."

"That's not a hope," Neva said, when she could. "That's a rota."

"Confirmed," said Dawid, of the Kloof, solemn as scripture; and the far end of the wire laughed, all of it at once, and she sat by her fire at the end of the found arrow and laughed with them, on the roofless earth, under all the cold high fires of the dark.



They drove out of her sky before they reached her. Ivo had warned her it would happen — had explained it twice, the layer, the skip, the shadow under the arc; the night voice was a stone thrown over a mountain, he said, and the nearer the thrower walked, the farther over her head the stone would land — so that when the hour came and the roar stayed roar, she knew it was arithmetic and not disaster, knew it was the sound of them arriving — the rota rode with the trucks now; Ivo had pulled the good valves for the journey rig, and the shack would run dark behind them till they were home — and she sat through the silent hour anyway with her arms around her knees, keeping the rota alone, because the rota was the floor, and you do not stop keeping a thing just because it has stopped answering. Her caste had taught her that, at least, and taught it deep.

Two days she kept the silent hours. She mended what did not need mending. She talked to the set the way Ivo talked to his — she knew he did; she had heard him, nights, forgetting the handset was open — and told it, companionably, that they were two days out, then one, that the roads were half what the maps promised, that Steyn was certainly driving too fast wherever the surface allowed and Dawid was certainly not allowing it; and on the third evening, at the grey hour when the light went long and gold across the ruin and the green, the wind shifted, and carried up the valley to her camp a sound the recovered world had not held in centuries.

An engine.

Neva stood up so fast she knocked the pot off its stone. The sound came and went on the wind, nearer and gone and nearer — an old hammering diesel taking the bad road slowly, patiently, the way you walk a frost-line — and she found that she was already running, down from the camp through the wet grass in the gold light, toward the mouth of the valley, where presently, unbelievably, out of the green that had eaten every road on earth, came a flat-faced grey truck with her bonnet catches rusted and her headlamps on in the daylight like a thing come looking with its eyes open; and behind it a second; and the first truck saw her — she heard the engine catch its breath — and stopped, and its doors opened both sides at once, and the dead world was over.

Afterward, at the werf, they would all tell it differently, and she would let every version stand, because each of them was true and none of them was complete. Tomas told it that she stood in the grass like a ghost until he reached her, and that he reached her first. He did; he came over the veld like weather, wide open, weeping already, and did not slow down at the end, and took her into the kind of embrace her caste had not practised in twelve generations and Tomas had never once rationed in his life, and Neva — who had last been touched by a frightened old man patting her hands at a frost-wall on the other side of the world — stood in it stiff as wire for one breath, two, and then broke, and held on, and was held, in the gold light, in the wet grass, by a man whose face she had never seen, while over his shoulder the rest of the far end of the wire climbed down out of the trucks and came toward her through the grass, slow, giving her time, every one of them exactly and nothing like their voices.

Marika did not embrace her at first. Marika stopped at arm's length and took her face in both hands and looked at her the way you read a page, and said — the first words spoken face to face between the two worlds, and Jorik entered them in the good log that night and the log keeps them — "There you are. Skin and bone. We're fixing that tonight," and then embraced her, and the matter of Neva's place in the family was thereby closed, permanently, and nobody ever reopened it.

Steve shook her hand with enormous formality, looked her in the eye, and said, "So. The book is true, the world is round, and you kept a rota alone in a dead world for a season. You'll fit in fine. The rest of us got in on far less." And Neva laughed — cracked, half a sob, the laugh from the height in the wind — and Steve's grip tightened just slightly, one oom's worth, which she would learn was how he caught people.

Dawid stood back until the others had done, then came forward and inclined his head, formal as a lighting, and said, "You kept your fires regular. Good discipline," which she understood — having learned the family by radio, which strips everything but the truth of a voice — to be Dawid for welcome, we are glad you are alive, you are one of ours now. "Thank you," Neva said, gravely, in kind, "your rota held me together," and watched the words land somewhere behind his parade stillness, in the place where his father kept the argued-over book.

Jorik hung at the edge of it all with the good log under his arm, fifteen and solemn, having appointed himself recorder of the age; and when she caught his eye he went scarlet, and stuck out his hand, and said, "You're in my log," which was, she would learn, the highest honour the boy had it in him to confer.

And Ivo. Ivo had not left the first truck. He stood by the open door with one hand still on the wing, the man who had heard her first, who had answered — ja, ja, we hear you — who had swung a door of wire through the dark until the sky gave up the place she stood; and now that she stood there in the flesh, ten paces off, the wire between them gone and nothing in its place, he had plainly no idea on earth what to do.

So Neva went to him. And she did not embrace him, because she knew him — knew him the way you know a hand you have read a thousand pages of — and instead she did the thing her caste did, the thing Sarel had done at the rim and Aldous had done at the wall with the bundle between their four hands: she took Ivo's hand in both of hers and patted it, once — the old blessing, which had crossed the ice and the veld and the whole round world to arrive here, at a truck door, in the gold light, between the two ends of the wire.

"You found me by losing me," she said. "Jorik read me that, from your log."

"The null's narrow," Ivo said, hoarse. "Loudest is wide. It's — most people think you'd hunt the loudest." He looked at her hands around his. "Nobody hunts the quiet."

"Your people did," Neva said. "Twice."



They stayed that night at her camp, because the light was going and the road was bad, and it was the strangest and best campfire the recovered world had yet seen: eight souls and two trucks at the foot of a sealed sleeping vault at the end of a found arrow, eating Hettie's provision sack — "packed before we had the bearing," Steve testified, "on faith and mutton" — while Neva told them, in her own voice, with the fire on her face, the whole of it: the wall, the hatch, the between, the no-roof; the height and the curve and the laughing; the cliff, and the page, and upon nothing, and how it held. Nobody interrupted. Even Steyn did not interrupt. The fire burned down and she talked, and the far cold fires came out overhead in their thousands, and the family she had heard through a wall of static for a season sat around her in the flesh and listened the way her caste had listened at the Lighting: to the whole of a true thing, told into the dark, by the one who had been let out to see it come true.

In the morning, before they loaded, she walked up alone to the flank of her world and put her palm flat on it, an inch off, then flat on.

Inside, under the warm gold lid, her mother was kneading dough under a made sun, believing her in the deep fields. Below her palm, in the cold sleeping heart of the wall, the seeds lay banked in their long dark, waiting, as they had waited through everything. She was not abandoning either of them. She made it a promise this time, not a grief: the trucks had changed the size of the world; a day and a night of road was not the ice, was not forever, was a distance, and distances were what this family ate for breakfast now.

"Keep," she told her world — keeper's word, the whole of the law of her old life, given back to it at last as a blessing instead of a cage. "I'll come back with hands."

Then she went down the hill to the trucks and the family, and they turned south onto the bones of the old road, toward the werf, toward the lands and the long table and the whole loud rest of her life; and Neva rode in the first truck with the window down and the wind of the moving world on her face, between Ivo, who did not talk, and Tomas, who never stopped, and found — somewhere in the first hour, without deciding it — that she had stopped counting the hours to the next contact.

She was inside the signal now.


Chapter Six
### *Book II · The vinyl party · close-third, Neva*

Her first days at the werf, Neva mostly ate.

This was not her plan. She had arrived with plans — to be useful at once, to earn her place at the wire and the wash-line, to be no one's burden; she had rehearsed them in the truck the whole last hour, the way you rehearse for a world you have only heard through a wall. And then Hettie had met the trucks at the gate with her fists on her hips, taken one look at her over Marika's shoulder, and assumed command of Neva's body as though it were a neglected garden that had come into her possession by law. There was mutton. There was bread with real butter, which made Neva cry, to her own fury, at the table, in front of everyone — over butter — and nobody laughed, and Steve said kindly, "Ja, it does that," and passed her the dish again. There was more bread in the morning and rusks at mid-morning and something at every hour a bell would have rung, until Neva understood that this was not hospitality but doctrine: Hettie had packed that provision sack before there was a bearing — on faith and mutton, as Steve had testified at the campfire — and now the faith had a body in front of it, and the body would be fed, and the only theology anyone was prepared to argue at that table was whether she was getting enough.

"You'll stop fighting it sooner or later," Marika advised her, watching Hettie load the plate a third time. "The rest of us stopped years ago. It's how she says it."

"Says what?"

"Everything," said Marika.

Elsabé came to her on the second evening, with the lamp lit, and asked — politely, precisely, and with a formality that told Neva this had been decided on, weighed, and worded in advance — whether she might see the pages.

Neva brought the bundle in its oiled cloth and put it into her hands, and watched the coldest mind on the werf undo the wrapping the way Ivo laid out a manual, and then sit, and read, and not get up. She was still reading when Neva went to bed. She was reading when Tomas banked the kitchen fire. In the morning the pages were wrapped and squared on the table, the cloth folded to its old creases exactly, and Elsabé, grey at the edges with the night, delivered her verdict to the breakfast table with the slate under her hand, in the flat voice of a woman who had checked everything checkable and would not insult the rest by pretending.

"Five hands," she said. "Five different copyists, at least, across those folds — different inks, different years, one of them shaking with age or cold or both. Folded and refolded past counting. Carried against skin — you can see where the sweat took the margins." She looked at Neva, and it was not a soft look, because Elsabé did not own one, but it had shifted somewhere at the back. "People kept these a long time, at cost, in secret, in relay. That part I can verify with my own eyes. The rest of it" — the round world, the wall, the roofless sky — "drove in my gate by truck." She pushed the bundle two inches across the table toward Neva. "I'm satisfied. Eat your bread."

Ronel she did not properly meet at all, that first while. Ronel was in from the veld twice in four days; she looked at Neva once across the yard, the whole of her still, the way she went still at a sound in the grass, and then nodded — one nod, which Neva would learn was a paragraph — and went on about her lines; and on the third morning there was a rock-rabbit skin, tanned soft, folded over the rail outside Neva's door, and nobody would say it had been anybody, and Hettie, pressed, said only, "That's how she says it," and the matter, like everything in this family that mattered most, was closed without one word being spent on it in the open.



Ivo found the crate the way he found everything: by refusing to leave a locked door alone.

It had taken him three days and a bent bar and most of Steyn's patience to get the store open, and when the door finally gave, the smell that came out was old paper and older dust and something underneath it that Neva did not have a word for yet — the smell of a room that had been shut before any of them were born and had kept its own weather since. Ivo went in with the lamp. He was quiet for long enough that Steyn leaned in after him and said, "Well? Treasure, or another cupboard of the founders' underpants?"

"Better," Ivo said, from the dark. "Come look."

The crate was vinyl. Neva did not know the word; she learned it that night, the way she was learning all the words for the world's real furniture, one object at a time. Flat black discs in paper sleeves, heavy as slate, and with them a machine — a low wooden box with a needle on a hinged arm and, behind a grille, a row of glass valves like little upturned bottles. Ivo lifted one of the discs to the lamp and turned it, and the light ran round and round the fine black grooves, and his face did the thing it only did for dead machines: it opened.

"It's music," he said. "It's — the whole thing's analog. No chips. Nothing to burn. You could drop a flare on this and it'd still —" He stopped. He turned the disc again. "It'd still play," he said, more quietly, and Neva understood that he had just said something true about more than the disc.



Getting it to play was its own evening, and it was the best kind — the kind where the work was the party before the party. Ivo would not let anyone touch the valve set until he had opened it and read its insides like scripture, and Hettie brought him tea he did not drink and stood over him anyway, because that was Hettie, and Steve narrated the whole operation from a crate in the corner as though it were a birth.

"He's going in," Steve said. "He's — ag, look at him, he's in love. Ivo, do you want the room? We can give you and the amplifier the room."

"I want the room," Ivo said, not looking up.

"Typical Aquarius," said Elsabé, from the doorway, and it got a laugh, because it was true and because Elsabé so rarely spent a joke that when she did it landed like a coin on a table.

They ran it off the truck. That was Steyn's contribution, and it was a real one under the clowning — a battery hauled in on its own sledge, terminals scraped bright, and Ivo's careful cabling from the twelve volts up through a thing he had built that afternoon and would not explain. Neva watched him work and thought: this was the thing no ledger of this family would ever quite hold — that Ivo, who could not sit at a table with them for a whole meal, would spend six hours in the cold making a machine so that the rest of them could be warm together. His care came out through his hands or it did not come out at all.

"Ready," Ivo said.

"You're sure?" said Dawid. The Sergeant had come in without anyone marking it, and stood at the edge with his arms folded in the posture that meant he did not know what his hands were for at a thing like this.

"No," Ivo said, honestly, and dropped the needle.



There was a hiss. A round, warm, breathing hiss, and under it a crackle like a small fire, and Neva felt the whole room lean toward the sound the way the fields had once leaned toward the light on the track.

And then it came.

She had no name for it either — later Ivo would tell her the founders had names for all of it, that this was the hot music, the party music, the sound the world made when it was young and did not know it was going to end — but she did not need the name. It was bright. It was fast. It had a heartbeat you could put your own heart next to, and horns that laughed, and a woman's voice riding over the top of it who sounded like she had never in her life been afraid of anything.

For a second nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The dead were singing in the room and the living stood still to let them.

Then Steve stood up off his crate, held out one hand to nobody, put the other on his own heart like a man about to make a speech, and began — with enormous, terrible dignity — to dance.

That broke it. Marika laughed first, the big warm laugh that was half the reason the group held together, and then she was up and had Steve's hands and the two of them were turning, badly, gloriously, and Tomas was up, Tomas was always going to be up, Tomas danced the way he did everything, with his whole undefended chest — and Jorik, the boy, watching them with a face that had not yet decided whether this was allowed; and Marika saw the face and did not let him decide, just reached out and pulled him in.

Neva stood at the edge with Dawid and did not dance, because she did not know how, because no one in the flat world had ever danced where she could see it. The keepers did not dance. You did not, the way you did not touch the wall.

"You don't have to," Dawid said, beside her, watching the room the way he watched everything, for exits.

"I know," she said.

They stood a while. Steyn had got hold of Ronel — no one saw how, it was the bravest thing Neva had seen him do and she had seen him walk into the dark past the perimeter — and Ronel was letting herself be turned, once, twice, her whole body saying this means nothing and her feet saying otherwise, and Steve called out over the horns, "There she goes! Claws in for once! Somebody write it in the record!" and Ronel showed him a finger without missing the step, and even Elsabé, in the doorway, was moving now, one shoulder, barely, a woman conceding a single degree.

"They're good people," Neva said. She had not meant to say it aloud.

Dawid was quiet. Then he said, "Yes." And then, lower, in the voice she was only beginning to be trusted with: "That's the whole trouble, isn't it. If they were bad it would be simpler."

She looked at him. But he had already stepped forward — not to dance, Dawid would sooner have walked back through the ice wall than dance — but to stand nearer the warmth of it, which for Dawid was the same surrender, and Neva let him go and did not name what it cost him, because the room had taught her that much already: you do not caption the thing a hard man does when he lets himself stand closer to the fire.



The ache found her late in the night, and no one could have told her it would be Steve who carried it in.

The record turned over — Ivo did it, reverent, a priest at an altar he did not believe in — and the second side was slower, a song for the end of a night rather than the middle of one, and the dancing gentled into something closer, people holding on now more than turning. And Steve, who had danced with everyone and made every joke and been the engine of the whole glad wreck of it, came and sat down by Neva at the edge, out of breath, grinning, and the grin — she watched it happen — the grin failed.

It went out like the day-track at twelfth bell. One moment it was there and the next it was a man's face with nothing held up in front of it, and he was looking at the room, at Marika turning slow with the boy, at Tomas with his eyes shut, at the black disc going round and round with the dead woman's voice still riding over the top of it, unafraid, four centuries and a whole ended world after she had sung it.

"They're all gone, you know," Steve said. He said it lightly. His voice did not match his face at all. "Every one of them. Whoever played in that band. Whoever bought this record and put it on and — danced to it, in a kitchen somewhere, before. The woman singing. Her mother. Everyone she ever —" He stopped. He pressed the heel of his hand hard against one eye, once, the way you'd stop a machine you didn't want the others to hear fault. "And here's us," he said. "The last stupid lot of us. Dancing to it anyway."

Neva did not say anything. She had learned that too, in her short time among them: that there were things Steve said that were not asking to be answered, only to be heard, so that he would not have to be the only one holding them.

"Ons lag," she said finally — one of the founders' phrases, from the un-redacted pages, that she had not understood until exactly this moment — "want anders huil ons."

Steve looked at her. Something moved across his ruined grinning face, and then the grin came back — real this time, smaller, the kind that has been through the other thing and chosen to come back anyway.

"Ja," he said. "That's the one. Who taught you that?"

"Dead people," Neva said.

And Steve laughed — a proper laugh, cracked right down the middle, half of it grief and no way to tell you where the seam was — and he stood, and he held out his hand to her, the newest and strangest of them, the one who had walked out of the flat world into all of this.

"Come on then," he said. "You can't just watch. It's the one thing they'd never forgive us — coming all this way and not dancing."

And Neva, who did not know how, who came from a world that had cut dancing out of the book along with the sky, took the hand of the man who laughed so he would not cry, and let him show her, badly, under a light they had stolen back from the dark, to the sound of everyone who had ever lived before them.


Chapter Seven
### *Book II · Efficient data over analog · close-third, Elsabé*

The third voice came up out of the roar a month after Neva did, and it came up broken.

They had been scanning the dead log's frequencies by rota since the vinyl night — Elsabé's proposal, adopted at table the way her proposals were always adopted, which was after twenty minutes of everyone else discovering the idea for themselves — working down the founders' column of silent call-signs one band at a time, transmitting the Kloof's identity and the hour, and logging nil heard in Jorik's tidy successor-hand to Ivo's. Elsabé had costed the campaign out loud at its adoption: months of nothing, most likely, for a world of dead ends — "we are knocking," she had said, "on the doors of graves; be ready for the graves to be graves" — because somebody at that table had to hold the price of hope steady while the rest of them spent it, and the somebody was always going to be her.

She had also, privately, on the slate she showed nobody, worked the other arithmetic: that the Kloof had answered on the first knock, and Neva's vault had answered Neva's, and that two for two was not a graveyard's odds. She did not say that part aloud. Hope from Elsabé carried like a verdict; she spent it like a woman spending gold in a war, which is to say almost never, and always to effect.

Then, on a Tuesday, at the far cold end of the fourth band, the roar broke — and what came up was not a voice the way Neva had been a voice. It came in pieces: a syllable, a wash of noise, half a word, gone, back, a fragment that might have been a call-sign's tail, gone again — a station at the very rim of the possible, thinned past understanding by distance or power or both, so that the whole shack full of them stood straining at the speaker like people trying to read a face by lightning.

"Somebody's talking," Tomas said, wet-eyed on the instant, holding the doorframe. "Somebody's talking out there —"

"Somebody's transmitting," Elsabé said. "What they're saying, no ear on this earth is going to pull out of that." She looked at Ivo. Ivo was already looking at her, and there passed between the two of them, not for the first time that season, the particular current of two cold minds arriving at the same shelf of the same library at the same moment.

"The machine with the keys," Ivo said.

"The machine with the keys," said Elsabé.



The machine with the keys stood under a canvas in the corner of the hardened room, and it had stood there since the winter he woke it, because it was the one machine in the Kloof that Ivo had resurrected and then, to the werf's silent astonishment, walked away from. It was a teleprinter — the manual said so, and said it as though introducing royalty — a great black iron typewriter with ambitions, that chattered when it worked like a hail on a roof, and its purpose, the manual said, was this: that a letter pressed here became a pattern of tones on the wire, and the pattern became the same letter there, printed, on paper, at any distance, in any noise a voice would drown in. Ivo had woken it the second winter, fed it a sentence, watched it chatter the sentence back, and covered it with the canvas.

"Why," Neva had asked him, when the story was told her — she was learning the werf by its stories now, the way she had learned it by its voices.

"Because there was nobody to print to," Ivo had said, as though this were obvious, which it was, once he said it, in the way of most things Ivo said. A telephone with one end is furniture. He had built the beautiful thing and it had nothing to say to, and so it had waited under its canvas the way everything in this world waited — trucks, seeds, verses — for the other end of itself to arrive.

Now the other end was arriving in fragments out of the fourth band, and the canvas came off, and Elsabé watched Ivo and the boy fall on the machine and its manuals like men uncovering a well in a drought, and set herself, at the bench's other end, to her own half of the problem, which no manual in the dry-room addressed directly, and which she had privately concluded was the harder half.

The tones, the codes, the printed letter — that was Ivo's war, and she watched him win it the way he won everything, slowly, aloud, at cost. It took eleven days. There were pages of the manual on the five-hole code — every letter of the world reduced to five yes-or-noes, which delighted Jorik so much he perforated a week of the good log's margins with hand-punched words until Dawid stopped him — and pages on the check-sums, the little arithmetic that rode at the end of a line so the far machine could add up what arrived and know if the noise had eaten any of it. The wire lies, the manual said, in its graveside way. Assume the wire lies, and make the message confess. Elsabé had copied that verse onto her public slate the first evening, because it was the truest sentence the founders had left them and it was not about wires at all.

Ivo strung the tones across the yard first, shack to kitchen, and the kitchen machine — the second printer, the lighter one, carried down with ceremony by Steyn — chattered out ONS LAG WANT ANDERS HUIL ONS onto a strip of founders' paper while the supper table crowded round it, and Marika put the strip up on the wall beside the wash-line rota, where it stayed. Then he strung them further, up the ridge, through noise Steyn manufactured on purpose with the truck's ignition — "somebody has to be the storm," Steyn said, gunning it, enjoying his work — and the check-sums caught what the noise ate and asked for it again, and again, patient as frost, until the message came through whole or knew itself broken, which — Elsabé wrote it on the slate under the founders' verse — was the entire moral sophistication the wire itself would ever need: it cannot be made honest. It can be made to know when it is lying.

The wire could. Her war was the other one.



Because on the twelfth night they turned the machine's ear to the fourth band, and the fragments that no human ear could read began, out of hail and patience and arithmetic, to print.

It did not come fast, and it did not come whole. It came a character at a time, over three nights, the check-sums discarding, demanding, discarding — the far station was weak and its sending was odd: not in the keying, which any machine made even, but in the habits — transmissions to the exact minute, retries identical to the character, never one wasted word — as though whoever set the far schedule never tired and never varied — and the strip that crept out of the iron machine, letter by letter under the eyes of the whole Court, said, when Jorik at last carried it to the table flattened under glass like a relic:

KLOOF STATION CONFIRMED. WE HOLD THE LOG ALSO. STATE YOUR STRENGTH. HOW MANY ARE YOU.

The table read it in silence. Neva, at the table's far end, put her bread down and did not pick it up again. It was everything they had knocked on graves for a month hoping to hear: another world, alive, ordered, answering, holding the same founders' log — the net not dead but waking, the distributed architecture of the careful dead knitting itself back together across the round world exactly as built. Tomas had his hand over his mouth. Jorik was radiant. Steyn was half out of his chair with somewhere to go at last, and even Dawid had gone very still in the way he went still at good news, which was indistinguishable from his bad-news stillness to anyone who had not lived with him.

"It's real," said Tomas. "Ivo — it's real, it's another Kloof —"

"It is a station that holds the founders' log and sends like a rock falls," said Elsabé. She laid the strip's glass flat and turned it once, all the way around, the way she had turned Neva's pages, looking for the sweat in the margins, and found no sweat in these margins to find, and minded it. "And it asked one question." She looked around the table, at her family, at the hope running loose in the room like spilled water, and did the job that was always going to be hers, and said it plain:

"A neighbour asks your name. A census-taker asks how many you are."

The room went quiet.

"Elsabé," Marika said — not a rebuke; a request for the price.

"I'm not saying don't answer." Elsabé turned the strip back face-up, squared it to the table's edge, and looked at it a long moment, the werf's whole warm loud living roll call reduced on a far cold key to a number someone wanted. "I'm saying we are about to meet the other kind of kept people. The kind the keeping did something to. And I want us to have decided, before we tap one letter back into that machine, what we tell strangers about how much of us there is to lose."

Nobody answered. On its bench in the corner, patient, iron, honest, the machine with the keys sat waiting to send whatever they chose, and to make it confess whatever the wire did to it on the way; and no arithmetic the founders had left in any manual on any shelf could ride at the end of that line and check what arrived on the far side, in the far room, in the heart of whoever it was that kept the schedule and wanted, before anything, the count.

The Court sat with its miracle and its price, at the long table, under the strip on the wall that said ONS LAG WANT ANDERS HUIL ONS.

"We answer," Dawid said at last. "Slowly."

"Slowly," Elsabé agreed.


Chapter Eight
### *Book II · Who's on the wire · close-third, Dawid*

Dawid believed in order the way other men believed in the book, and he knew what that belief was made of, and did not look at it, which is a thing a man can manage for years if his rotas hold.

Order was not the boot. He had said it to Steyn a hundred times, to Ronel with less hope, to himself in the bad hour before the early watch: order was the shape you built so that the weight never came down on one man alone. A rota was not a cage; a rota was the whole werf agreeing, in advance, in daylight, who would carry which end of the night — so that no one stood a watch out of fear, and no one slept out of luck, and when the wolf came, if it ever came, it would find not one tired man but a structure. That was order. That was the whole of what he wanted in the world, and the werf teased him for it and obeyed him in it and loved him through it, and if there was a reason he could not sleep until he had heard the watch change — a reason with a sound, a particular sound, of a chain of command coming apart around him long ago in the dark of the Kloof, of orders that stopped coming and seniors who stopped answering and a boy standing at a post nobody would ever relieve him from — then that reason was his own, and filed, and the file was closed.

The Laer reopened it. Not with a threat. That was the thing he would keep coming back to, after, in the long wars of the table that were coming: the Laer never once threatened. The Laer complied.



They had answered slowly, as agreed. Name, not number: WE ARE THE KLOOF. FARMING PEOPLE. WHO ARE YOU. Elsabé had drafted it and the table had passed it, every word weighed like ration-flour, and the machine had tapped it out into the dark; and the fourth band had gone quiet for two nights, which Elsabé said meant either nothing or deliberation, and which turned out to mean deliberation, because what came back on the third night was not an answer. It was a report.

WE ARE THE LAER. It came through clean now — they had done something to their aerial or their power; Ivo's eyebrows had climbed and stayed — and it kept coming, orderly as a manifest, while the printer chattered on and the strip piled up in loops at Jorik's feet. Their numbers: given, unasked, to the soul — two hundred and forty-one, with ages banded. Their site: a fortified farm-school in the mountains, named on the founders' maps, coordinates offered. Their stores, their wells, their herd counts, their two working vehicles, their dead — listed, dated, causes given. Their government: one line, no apology. THE LAER IS UNDER DISCIPLINE. IT HAS SERVED US.

"They've answered everything we didn't ask," said Elsabé, reading the loops with the face she kept for a move she had not predicted. "Location, strength, order of battle. Either it's the truth freely given, or it's a truth designed to make us ashamed of having been careful."

"Can't it be both?" Neva said quietly, and Elsabé looked at her a moment and wrote something small on the slate.

The report ended with the first request the Laer had made: PROPOSE VOICE CONTACT. YOUR HOUR. WE WILL FIT OURS TO IT.

We will fit ours to it. Dawid read that line twice. It was precisely engineered to his own hand: the courtesy of a commander who could afford courtesy, deference offered from strength, the shape of good order extended like a handshake. He proposed the hour. Of course he proposed the hour.



The voice of the Laer was a man who introduced himself as Reuel, and he had the best radio voice any of them had ever heard — better than the founders' recordings, Steve said afterward, and Steve did not mean it entirely as praise. Level, warm, unhurried; a voice with all the time in the world and no doubt in it anywhere; a voice that arrived, that first night, bearing gifts.

They had medicine. The Laer's vault had been a school with a clinic wing, and their stores held what Hettie had been praying toward for two years — the names made her sit down slowly with her list forgotten in her hand — and Reuel offered the pharmacopoeia list unprompted, complete, with expiry judgements, we will trade or we will give, your physician may choose. They had seed the Kloof lacked, and the varieties named were the right ones, the hard-country ones. They had visited — this brought the shack to absolute stillness — two other stations off the founders' log, in person, overland: both dead, documented, sealed again out of respect, artifacts catalogued. THE NET SHOULD KNOW WHAT REMAINS, the follow-up strip said. WE WILL SEND THE SURVEY.

And Reuel asked for nothing. That night, nothing at all. He answered Marika's questions about their children — forty-one under fifteen; a school running; he named the teachers — and Tomas's about their music, which made him laugh, a real laugh, warm as the rest of him, we have a choir, friend, and it argues like a parliament — and it was in that same glad hour, the table would establish afterward, gently, and without blame that stuck, that Tomas told the Laer the whole story of the fetch, unasked, unweighed, because joy in Tomas had no customs post; Elsabé's chalk paused, and moved on — and when the hour thinned he thanked them for their discipline in contact, complimented the werf's signals work — Ivo went stiff at the exactness of the compliment; the man had read their operating habits like a page — and signed off on the dot of the schedule, leaving behind him a shack full of people who had expected a census-taker and met, apparently, a neighbour: competent, open-handed, and sane.

It was the following week, in the third voice contact, that Dawid asked the question he had been saving — one commander to another, the shop-talk the others' questions never reached — of how the Laer had come through its first winter out, which everyone on the wire by now knew had been a hungry one for everybody.

"I'll tell you what I tell our own young ones," Reuel said. The warmth did not go out of the voice; that was the thing Dawid would remember, that it never went out, not once, not even here. "We came through because we did not vote about water. We drilled the well rota in the first week and we kept it under discipline through the worst of it, and every soul who stood down a watch was fed at the same table as every soul who stood one. Order is a mercy, brother. It is the only mercy that scales. The colonies that voted about water are the ones I sealed the doors on last summer, out of respect."

There was a silence in the shack of a very particular kind.

"And who," said a voice — Neva's; she had not spoken on the wire to the Laer before, and Dawid saw Elsabé's chalk stop moving — "keeps the roster of who is fed?"

"The Laer does," said Reuel, warm as ever, missing nothing, and Dawid could hear that he had turned toward the question with real interest, the way a strong man turns toward a good tool. "You would be Neva. The walker. Your story reached us before your voice did; you are the best news on this band. To your question: the roster keeps the roster, sister. That is what a roster is for — so that no man's mood and no man's favourite stands between a soul and her supper. You of all people know what a world looks like when the keeping answers to nobody. Ours answers to me, and I answer for it. Name me a better arrangement and the Laer will adopt it by morning."

It was, Dawid thought, the best answer he had ever heard to that question.

That was the moment — he would be an old man before he could say it aloud, and when he finally said it, it would be to Marika, at a fire, with the whole of the story long over — that was the moment the war for Dawid's soul began: not when the Shadow threatened, because it never threatened, but when it answered well. When it stood on the far side of the wire in a voice with no doubt in it and described, fluently, generously, in the vocabulary of mercy, the exact world Dawid had spent two years building rotas to hold at bay — and Dawid's own heart, in the dark of the shack, under the strip that said ONS LAG, had leaned toward it like a plant toward a lamp.

After the sign-off, in the ordinary noise of the shack standing down, Neva stayed in her corner, and Dawid, securing the log, found her looking at him.

"I know that voice," she said. Not accusing. Worse: kind. "Not the man. The voice. It kept my whole world, and it never once threatened, and it never once lied outright, and it was always, always reasonable." She got up, and at the door she said the thing he would carry up the hill and into his sleepless hour and down all the long wars of the table to come:

"The record had a voice like that, Dawid. It just never needed a body before."


Chapter Nine
### *Book II · The resource cliff · close-third, Hettie*

The fever came up the valley with the cut grass, the way fevers do, and it went for the children first, the way fevers do, and Hettie met it at the door the way she met everything: with clean cloth, counted breaths, and the ledger nobody knew she kept.

It was not a book, the ledger. It was not written anywhere except where it was written, which was in Hettie, all the way down, in the place other people kept their prayers: every soul she had ever nursed, and what had come of them. The column of the mended was long and she never read it. The other column had four names in it, and she knew the weight of each to the grain — the two old ones the first winter out, that nobody counted against her except herself; the baby that had never properly started; and the first name, the oldest, the one from inside the Kloof, from before, the one she had sat with for eleven nights when she was seventeen and newly trusted with the nursing, and lost on the twelfth, and had been paying for ever since, in the currency of everyone else. Nobody on the werf knew the first name. Marika knew there was a name. That was as far as anyone had ever been let in.

So when the first child came in hot — the school's smallest, a girl of six with opinions, whom the whole werf privately considered its own — Hettie put her hand on the small burning forehead and felt, under her own steadiness, the old ledger open to its short column, and said, aloud, to the kitchen, in the voice that closed the subject: "Right. Boiled cloth and the willow-tea, and somebody fetch me the school register. We'll have the lot of them by Friday."

They had the lot of them by Thursday.



It was the worst possible week, which Elsabé said afterward was not luck: harvest and fever travel together, cut grass and close quarters and tired bodies, the old books said so. The lands stood heavy and ready and the hands to bring them in were sponging children in the long room instead, or were children, or were down themselves — Tomas went down on the second day, dramatically, protesting love for everyone from his cot until Hettie threatened to dose him for that too — and for the first time since the walking-out, the werf met the arithmetic that has no mercy in it: too few hands, too many needs, and the light going down on standing grain.

Dawid did what Dawid did. The rotas redrew overnight — harvest crews halved and doubled up, the sick-room its own watch now with its own roster, the ration tightened one notch "before we need it, so we never need two" — and the werf obeyed, and grumbled, and obeyed; and the old sides of the table, which the vinyl night had melted into one warm room, hardened again along their old seams under the pressure, quietly, the way ice comes back to a pane. Steyn fought the quarantine line twice — not out of foolishness; out of Steyn: there were hands needed in the lands and he had two and the cordon said no — and lost twice, publicly, to Dawid's flat "The line holds or the fever harvests us instead," and took it badly the second time, in front of the crews. And Ronel — Ronel simply did not attend the cordon. She came and went by the veld as she always had, left meat at the kitchen and medicine plants from the kloofs at the sick-room window, slept in the barn away from everyone, and when Dawid confronted her at the gate with the line and the list and the law of it, she looked at him with those unhurried yellow-brown eyes and said, "Your line is for people who live inside it," and was over the fence and gone before the sentence found its verb.

"She's right and she's wrong and I cannot afford either," Dawid said at the table that night, to nobody, with his knuckles on his eyes; and Marika, who had been on her feet since the first hot forehead — cooking for the well, sitting with the sick, holding the whole frightened werf together with the big laugh gone quiet — Marika said, "Eat, Dawid," and he ate, and Hettie watched the Queen burn one more candle-width down and said nothing yet, and moved her along the private ledger's watch-list one place nearer the top.



The white tablets were on the Laer's list. That was the thing. Everyone knew it, and nobody said it, for three days.

Hettie had read that list the way Ivo read manuals — once fast, once slow, once at night by herself — and she could have recited the fever-page from memory: the founders' clinic-wing had made and sealed the things her own stores gestured at, the true febrifuge, the lung medicine, the small white mercy her willow-tea imitated the way a lamp imitates the light-line. Between the werf and that shelf stood a mountain range, a man who counted souls before he asked names, and the family's whole careful doctrine of slowly.

On the fourth day, with the small girl's fever standing at the top of its arc and not coming down, Hettie put her cloth in the basin, walked to the long table where the Court sat not-saying it, and said it.

"I want the Laer's medicine. I want it on the wire tonight."

"Hettie —" Elsabé began.

"I know what it costs." She heard her own voice and let it be what it was. "I have heard every word said in this house about that man, and I have said some of them. He counts. He keeps. His mercy scales, God help us all. And I am telling this table that I have four names in me already, and if that child's fever does not break by Sunday there will be five, and I will not —" and there it was, out at last, half her life old and never once said aloud in the daylight, "— I will not lose another one to a principle. Vote your caution on the grain, on the maps, on the survey, on anything that is not breathing. Not on her."

The table was quiet. Neva was looking at Hettie with an expression Hettie could not read and did not try to; she had her own dead world behind her, that one, and her own arithmetic about keeping and losing. It was Dawid who spoke, and what he said surprised the table, though it did not, somehow, surprise Hettie, who had watched him eat with his knuckles white all week.

"We ask tonight," Dawid said. "But we do not receive. We buy." He looked around the table, and his voice had the parade flatness that meant the thing underneath it was anything but flat. "Filtered diesel. Seed. Salt. Labour at their harvest if they'll take it — they are short-handed too; nobody out here is not. We pay a fair price and we set it ourselves and we put it on paper. Because the day this werf takes a gift from that voice," and nobody at the table needed him to finish it, and he finished it anyway, into the quiet: "is the day the roster starts learning our names."



Reuel took the proposal with what sounded, over the wire, like genuine professional pleasure — "A people who insist on paying. Sister Hettie, your table does you credit" — and named a price so fair that Elsabé spent an hour after sign-off trying to find the trap in it and reported, with the deep suspicion of a woman handed a clean audit, that there wasn't one. The trucks would meet the Laer's vehicle at the old crossroads on the founders' maps, two days out, neutral ground, three souls a side. The Laer would bring the medicine, sealed, with the clinic-wing's own assay sheets. The Kloof would bring the diesel and the seed.

"Three souls a side," Steyn repeated, at the table, flexing his grievance from the cordon like a man testing a mended bone. "Whose three?"

"Mine," said Dawid, "to decide," which settled nothing and postponed everything, and the table broke up into the night's watches with the first meeting between the living colonies of the recovered world set, dated, and priced — a thing that should have felt like history, Hettie thought, and felt instead like the hour before a fever turns.

She went back to the sick-room. The small girl was asleep, hot, breathing in that shallow way that Hettie's hands knew better than her hopes did; and Hettie wrung the cloth and laid it on, and sat, as she had sat all her life, in the low lamp, in the space between the mended column and the other one, keeping the watch that was never on any of Dawid's boards — the longest rota on the werf, and the oldest, and the only one with a single name on it, written seventeen years deep, renewed nightly, never once relieved.

Two days, she told the fever, the way you'd tell a wolf you saw its eyes. Two days. Hold the line.


Chapter Ten
### *Book II · The crossroads · close-third, Neva*

Dawid chose himself, and Ronel, and — over Elsabé's flat opposition, delivered in front of the whole table with both hands on her slate — Neva.

"He asks after her by name," Elsabé said. "She is the one thing on this band he has wanted since the first contact. You propose to drive her two days up a dead road and park her within reach of his people."

"Ja," said Dawid. "Where I can watch what his people do about it." He looked at Neva, and did her the courtesy he did every soul he commanded, which was to hand her the true price openly. "You're bait, walker. Bait that reads keepers better than any of us. I won't dress it prettier than that, and I won't take you against your will."

"You couldn't leave me against my will," Neva said, which settled it, and Steyn, passed over a third time in one season, stood up from the table and went out to check the trucks with a thoroughness that frightened the chickens, and nobody went after him yet, because some debts have to be paid in their own coin and Steve was already counting out the jokes it would take.

They drove out at first light: one truck, three souls, the trade goods roped under canvas — filtered diesel in the founders' drums, seed in sealed tins, salt — and the werf seeing them off in the yard the way the caste had once seen off the Lighting, which is to say everyone pretending it was ordinary and nobody managing it. Hettie put a provision sack on the seat without one word about what else rode on this journey, and her eyes said Sunday, and Neva took the sack and said, "By Sunday," and they went.

The dead world by truck, with company, was a different world from the one she had walked. That was the thing she had not expected, and she rode the first hours in silence with it: the same green ruin, the same roofless enormous sky that had once nearly swallowed her whole — and it could not touch her now, because Ronel sat on the load reading the country like a page and Dawid drove like a man auditing the road, and grief shared out three ways, it turned out, was carriable in a way that grief alone had not been. She had walked this world as its last soul. She rode through it now as a member of something, and the difference was the whole of everything.

"Lion," said Ronel, from the load, mid-afternoon, pointing with her chin at nothing Neva could see. "Old spoor. They're back, this side of the river." And then, because Ronel spent words the way Elsabé spent hope: "Centuries with nobody shooting them. They won't know to be afraid of us."

"Are we afraid of them?" Neva asked.

"We're careful of them," Ronel said. "Fear's for things you don't understand." She looked out at the green a while. "I understand lions."



The Laer's three were at the crossroads before them, and Neva knew everything the wire had not told her in the first half-minute of watching them wait.

They were not soldiers the way the old books drew soldiers; no two of their coats matched. It was in how they stood. Three men at rest by a vehicle in open country, and there was not a lazy line in any of them: spaced apart without having discussed it, angles covering angles, the youngest turning once every few breaths to sweep the dead ground behind — and when the Kloof's truck came up the broken road, the three of them moved, without hurry and without one word, into a shallow arc that put the sun behind their shoulders. It was courteous. It was competent. It was, Neva understood with a long cold drop in her stomach, the forms — the same turns, the same low set of the weight, the same guarding hand past the ear that her whole caste had danced at every Lighting of her life, beautiful and empty under the gold ice, meaning forgotten, kept for gratitude's sake.

The Laer had not forgotten. The Laer's forms had never been allowed to become a dance. Twelve generations sealed, the same founders' drill in the body — and where her people had kept it as prayer, and the Kloof, by Ivo's telling, had let it thin to a half-remembered children's game, the Laer had kept it as what it was made to be, against a day like every day, and it showed in the way three polite men stood beside a truck as though the veld itself reported to them.

She had carried the keeping out through the ice in a bundle of pages, and loved it, and grieved it. She had never once thought to be afraid of it.

The trade itself was correct to the minute and the gram. Their officer — grey-bearded, courteous, introduced as Brother Alwyn — checked the diesel against the assay the way Elsabé would have, approved it, and handed over the medicine chest with its seals unbroken and the clinic-wing's sheets clipped to the lid; and if his eyes went to Neva more than the goods, and they did, he was correct about that too: "You would be the walker. Reuel sends his regard, and this—" a flat packet, sealed, her name on it in a clear even hand "—with his compliments. No answer is looked for." Dawid's face did not change and his weight did. Neva took the packet the way you take a coal, and did not open it, and Brother Alwyn inclined his head as though something had been confirmed, and the two trucks parted before the light got long, each side watching the other out of sight, politely, in shapes.

"He wasn't here," Neva said, on the road south. "Reuel."

"No," said Dawid, driving. "The Laer does not risk its head on roads. You heard the man." His hands were easy on the wheel and his voice was not easy at all. "An army that stands like that to trade salt," he said, after a kilometre, "is not an army that fears the road."



The lioness came at the night camp, an hour before the false dawn, and she came for the meat.

They had done everything Ronel required: fire banked high, truck at their backs, the trade-meat from Alwyn's parting courtesy slung high in a tree away from camp — and the lioness, centuries unshot, unknowing of man the way the whole recovered world was unknowing of man, walked past the tree and came to the fire to see what the fire was, at a low curious flat-headed walk, all that patient weight with her eyes full of flame-light, and she was between Neva and the truck before Ronel's low voice said, from the dark, without one sharp edge in it: "Nobody run."

What happened next happened in three breaths, and Neva would spend the rest of her life being asked for it at fires and getting it, she suspected, slightly wrong, because her mind had not been present for it. Only her body had.

The lioness, curious, unhurried, put her head low and made her small testing rush — not a charge, Ronel said after, a question, what are you — and Neva's body answered it in the old tongue. The left arm went over and down, hard at the finish, the way you close a valve; the weight dropped low and sideways through the turning step; the right hand came flat past her ear — guarding, at last, after four hundred years, the throat — and she was not where the rush went, and she was making, without deciding to, the deep flat shout that the count had always put at the drill's dark centre, HAMA, the syllable that had gone down the generations wearing its meaning away; and the lioness, answered — met by a thing that stood its ground and turned and shouted in shapes older than her whole rewilded world — checked, and stood, and swung her great head between the fire and the shout and Ronel's advancing dark shape with the brand; and decided, in the way of cats, that the question had not been worth the evening; and was gone.

Silence. The fire cracked. Neva stood in the finished form — weight low, arm out and down, breath sawing — in the middle of the sleeping veld, and began, helplessly, to laugh, the cracked laugh, because she understood, at last, all the way down:

Every Lighting of her life. Every child in the rows, wobbling. Every elder saying the forms were for gratitude. Four hundred years of her people dancing, in perfect faith and perfect ignorance, the exact grammar of surviving this exact night — keeping, keeping, keeping the thing whole with the meaning gone, so that one daughter of the caste could stand on the far side of the ice at the end of the world and have her body remember what her whole civilization had forgotten it knew.

"The prayer," she said to Ronel, still laughing, still shaking, while Dawid came around the fire with his iron and his heart in his throat. "Ronel. The prayer works."

Ronel looked at her a long moment over the brand — the woman who needed no one, reading the woman whose dead had just saved her — and delivered the longest speech Neva had yet heard from her.

"Then your people," Ronel said, "kept the right things."



They rolled into the werf's yard on Sunday, in the morning, with the medicine chest roped on the seat between them like a passenger; and Hettie met the truck the way she had met the fetch, and had the chest open and the seals verified and the first white tablets into the small girl before the engine had finished ticking; and the fever, which had held its line at the top of the arc like a thing listening for the sound of a truck, broke that afternoon.

Jorik entered it all in the good log — the trade, the packet with Neva's name, which she had laid on the table herself, unopened, where the whole Court could keep it in view, the lioness, the forms, Ronel's verdict — and at the bottom of the day's page, in his careful successor-hand, the boy wrote the sentence that Neva, reading over his shoulder, touched once with one finger, and let stand for the record of the new world:

The dance was a drill. The old ones knew. Nothing kept whole is ever wasted.


Chapter Eleven
### *Book II · Two thrones · close-third, Marika*

The packet sat on the long table for nine days, unopened, and Marika fed it.

Not food. Attention — the currency her table actually ran on, the one nobody named. Every soul who sat down to eat sat down in sight of it: a flat sealed thing with Neva's name on it in that even clerk's hand, squared to the table's edge because Elsabé could not help herself, and it changed the room the way a stranger at the fire changes a room. Conversations bent around it. Steve had tried three jokes at it and retired all three, which Marika marked, because Steve retiring a joke was the werf's most reliable barometer of real weather. And Neva — Neva ate opposite it every day, level, unhurried, as though the not-opening were a task she had been assigned and meant to complete honourably; and only Marika, who watched the whole table the way Hettie watched breathing, saw what it cost, and said nothing, and topped her bowl.

The child was well. That was the other thing at the table, the bright thing, and it had a shadow. The small girl was back at her lessons with opinions intact, the fever-page of the ledger closed, the werf's gratitude real as bread — and the arithmetic under the gratitude, which nobody said and everybody carried, went: the Laer's medicine did that. The counting man's shelf. We owe the voice. A debt of grain is a weight; a debt of a child is a lever. Marika had known that since before the chest was opened, and she had watched Dawid know it, and she had watched him get quieter since the crossroads in the particular way of a man doing sums he does not like.

Into that room, on the ninth night, the wire brought Reuel's next move.



It arrived as everything from the Laer arrived: reasonable, generous, and aimed.

PROPOSAL, the strip said. YOUR HARVEST IS SHORT-HANDED. YOUR TABLE OFFERED LABOUR IN TRADE. THE LAER ACCEPTS THE PRINCIPLE AND REVERSES IT. WE SEND THREE PROVEN HANDS FOR YOUR HARVEST. WAGE: NIL. REPAYMENT IN YOUR OWN COIN, BROTHER. THE ACCOUNT BALANCES.

"He's quoting you," Elsabé said, flat, into the silence. "Your doctrine, your words, your coin, turned around and offered back with interest. It is beautifully done and my answer is no."

"Your answer," said Steyn, dangerously pleasant, from the far end. He had come in from the lands with the dust still on him; the grain was standing heavy — the weather had held through the fever, barely — and every day of it was a day nearer the turning. "I must have missed the vote that made it yours. We are three weeks from losing grain we cannot afford to a harvest we cannot lift, and the only offer of hands on this whole dead earth is on that strip, and the table's answer is no because the hands come from a man Elsabé doesn't like the sound of?"

"The hands come from a man who counts," Elsabé said.

"The hands come with arms attached, and the grain doesn't care." Steyn was up now. Three pass-overs and a season of cordons were up with him; Marika could see every one of them standing behind his chair. "You drove to his crossroads. You banked his medicine. The child is alive because the table said ja to that — but boots in our lands, suddenly the table says nee? Where's the line, Dawid? Because from where I stand it moves every time, and it always moves after I've obeyed it."

And Dawid — Dawid, who had been silent down the length of the argument with the strip in front of him, doing the sums — Dawid said: "We accept the hands."

The table went still. Marika felt the room tilt toward the head of it, as rooms did at Dawid's flat announcements; and she heard, under her own breastbone, quite clearly, the sound of a line being crossed — not the Laer's line; theirs; the one that ran down the middle of this family's whole way of deciding things — and she put her cloth down on the board, and the sound of a damp cloth on wood stopped the room the way no shout would have.

"No," said Marika. "We don't."

"Marika —"

"You can rota the lands, Dawid. You can rota the watch and the wall and the diesel and me, and I will stand my hours like any soul on this werf." She was not loud. The big laugh was nowhere in it; this was the other register, the one the werf heard perhaps once a year and obeyed faster than any order. "But who sits at this table, who sleeps under this roof, who walks in these doors — that is not a rota question, and it has never once been decided in this house by one voice, and it will not start being decided that way tonight, on the say-so of a strip of paper from a man who counts children. The head of the table is yours. The table is mine. And the table says: this house decides who enters it the way this house has decided everything since the light failed — together, out loud, and slowly."

The two thrones looked at each other down the length of the long table, in front of everyone, for the first time in two years of never quite needing to; and it was Dawid — Marika would give him this, always, in every telling — it was Dawid who inclined his head.

"The table stands adjourned," he said, "until it agrees," which was retreat and dignity in one motion; and he took the strip and went out to walk his line in the dark, the way he did when the sums would not come right; and Steyn put his chair back so hard it cracked against the wall, and went out the other door, toward the barn, with his three pass-overs and his standing grain and his unspent fury off to find something that would hold still long enough to be furious at.

What it found was Ronel.



She had come in at dusk from four days on the lines, dropped meat at the kitchen, and been headed for the barn and her own company, as always; and Marika, carrying scraps out in the yard dark, heard the collision start by the barn wall — Steyn's voice with all the table's splinters in it, of course you'd side with nobody, siding with nobody is the whole of what you are, and Ronel's low one coming back with the flat crack of a woman who has been travelled four days and owes no one a soft answer, and you'd side with anyone who'd have you, boetie, that's the whole of what you are — wound on wound, the two of the family who acted first and thought after, finally saying the things the teasing had carried for two years; and Marika stood in the dark with her scrap bucket and made the call every matriarch makes nightly and is never thanked for, which was: not mine. Leave it.

She left it. The voices dropped. She went in.

Nobody saw either of them until morning. The werf, which saw everything, decided formally to have seen nothing; and Steve, at breakfast, studied the two empty places, and the barn, and the quality of the silence, and closed his mouth on the best material of his entire career, and banked it, which — Marika told Hettie at the wash-line — was the single greatest act of self-denial the family had ever witnessed, and would cost Steve years off his life.

And before first light, before either throne had reconvened its table, Ronel's kit was gone off its hook, and her rifle, and four days of biltong; and the gate stood the way she always left it, latched, exact, and no note — Ronel had never once left a note — and the veld had her, the way the veld always had her, except that this time every soul on the werf who looked at the empty hook knew, without one word being traded, that it was not the lines she had gone out to check.

Marika stood at the window with the morning tea going cold in her hands, and counted her family the way she counted it every dawn — the sick-room empty now, thank God and the counting man's shelf; Tomas singing badly somewhere; the smallest girl's voice on the school path, arguing; Dawid already out at his line, straight as a post nobody would relieve; one place empty at the far end of the grain; one packet sealed on the table; one huntress somewhere north with a rifle and a thing in her chest she would rather outwalk than name — and found the count, for the first time since the fetch, short.

Her hands, banking the stove, were not quite steady. She noticed it the way you notice weather on the far ridge — a fact for later, someone else's later — and put the kettle on, and set the bread, and began, because somebody had to and the somebody had a name, the long day's work of holding a house together with two thrones cracked and one chair empty and the grain still standing, heavy, patient, indifferent as the light, waiting to be brought in by whatever family was left by Friday.

Ons lag, she told the kettle, dry-eyed, in her mother's voice.

The kettle, in its own time, sang back.


Chapter Twelve
### *Book II · Ronel gone · close-third, Ronel*

The veld did not ask her how she was.

That was the whole of why she went to it, had always gone to it, since she was nine years old and first understood that the Kloof was a box full of voices and the voices fixed nothing. The veld asked you real questions — water, direction, wind, how much light was left and what you meant to do about it — and if you answered them right you lived, and if you answered them wrong it killed you without once pretending it was for your own good. She trusted that. It was the only bargain she had ever met that came with all its terms showing.

She made twenty kilometres the first day and did not think about the barn.

She thought about the barn on every one of them, which she filed under the same heading as weather: present, noted, not negotiable, not now. What had happened had happened because she had let it, and that was the unforgivable part — not him; her; the latch she had lifted herself — and the thing in her chest was not shame and was not regret and she was not going to stand still long enough to learn its right name. Her mother had a saying, from the Kloof, from the long tables where the voices had argued a year about a dying light while her father sat by his lamp getting greyer and quieter and was gone before the walking-out he had argued for: talk is the roof leaking upward. Her mother had said it bitterly, and stayed at the tables. Ronel had heard it clearly, and left. Hands fixed things. Voices promised. She had buried the first promise she ever meant to depend on when she was fourteen; her father's, in the arguing year, was only the last. Her two hands had kept her alive every day since and never once said a word about it.

So she walked her lines, and reset the far snares, and slept in the rock overhang above the second river with her back against stone and her rifle across her knees, and was, in the manner of a woman outrunning a name, entirely fine.

On the third morning she went up the spur to glass the northern country, and saw the sky, and stopped being fine, because the sky had terms showing.

It stood along the whole north-west rim like a bruise coming up under skin — not cloud yet, not to a kitchen eye, just a colour the horizon had no honest business wearing in harvest season, and under it the air had gone still in the particular way she had felt exactly twice in her life, both times before hail. She stood on the spur a long time, reading it, giving it every chance to be wrong. It was not wrong. Two days, maybe less if the wind came round early. Hail on standing grain. The whole werf's winter, flattened into mud in an afternoon — the beans, the bread, the winter of every soul at that long loud arguing table she had walked out of.

Nobody commanded her. That fact stood with her on the spur, the way it always stood with her, her oldest companion. She could stay out the storm in the overhang, dry, provisioned, beholden to nobody; the werf was not hers to save; the werf had Dawid's rotas and Elsabé's slate and a boy who wrote everything down, and voices, so many voices, and she had told them all with her feet what she thought of voices. Nobody would blame her. Nobody would know.

She was off the spur and moving south inside the minute — not for the voices; she made herself say it plainly, in her mother's bitter grammar, somewhere in the first running kilometre — for the beans. For the small girl's bread. For the winter. Because the werf could not read sky and she could, and a hand that can fix a thing and doesn't is just a voice with fingers.

The rain caught her at the second river at dusk, the first outriders of it, fat and cold; and the riverbed stones, which had kept faith with her boots for two years, turned their coats in the wet, and she went down hard in the crossing with her leg opened on a split edge from knee to shin — a long ugly shallow-deep gash, the kind that argues — and lay in the shallows a breath with the rain on her face, doing the arithmetic she had done her whole life: alone, hurt, twenty kilometres out, weather coming.

"Ag," said Ronel, to the river, to the rain, to the name she was not learning, and got up, and bound the leg with her spare shirt, walking already, because the arithmetic had one line in it that had never been there before and she did not look at it directly: they need to know about the sky more than I need to be fine.

She made the werf two hours before midnight, wet through, grey with the leg, and put her head into the kitchen where the family was sitting up not-talking about her, and said, from the doorway, dripping, in the voice she used for terms:

"Hail. Day after tomorrow, maybe sooner. All of it. Get the grain in."

And then, because the room had come up out of its chairs at the sight of her, and because the leg chose that moment to finish its own argument, she added, conversationally, "Somebody catch the lamp," and sat down on the floor.



She woke in the sick-room with her leg stitched and dressed and one lamp lit, and Hettie in the chair, sewing, not looking at her.

Ronel took stock the way she took stock in the veld: rifle — corner, cleaned, out of the wet. Boots — dried, by the stove, stuffed with paper. Leg — throbbing, properly; twelve stitches, she judged, maybe fourteen; the dressing tight and right. Whole werf — audible through the wall, a controlled roar of lamplit purpose, Dawid's parade voice carrying over it, the yard full of wheels and hands: the harvest going in by night, every soul on the lands, the rotas redrawn around her sky the way the whole house had once crowded into a shack around a voice. They had believed her before the lamp hit the floor. Something in her chest shifted its weight at that, and she filed it, not now.

"Fourteen stitches," said Hettie, to her sewing, having felt her wake the way Hettie felt everything. "You'll keep the leg and you'll keep the scar. I've had worse off the plough." She bit her thread. "There's meat and bread on the sill. The tea's the willow one, drink it anyway."

That was all. That was, for a long time, entirely all. Hettie sewed. The lamp burned. The werf roared softly on the far side of the wall, getting the winter in. And Ronel lay in the clean bed with her leg full of another woman's exact and careful work, waiting for the rest of it — the questions, the why did you go, the you could have died, the talk, the leak in the roof — and it did not come, and it went on not coming, and she understood, somewhere past the second cup of bitter tea, that it was never coming. That the woman in the chair had known her whole shape from the first week — had fought her treaty-silent over a warm bowl for two years — and had decided, long ago, in whatever ledger she kept, that this one you feed and stitch and never ask. That care, from Hettie, could arrive with all its terms showing and not one of them named need.

Her mother had been wrong, Ronel thought, drifting, the willow-tea winning. Not about the roof. About the direction of the leak.

"Hettie," she said, at the edge of sleep.

"Hm."

"Fourteen's good work. On a moving patient."

"You held still," Hettie said, "for you," and bit her thread again, and that was the whole of the conversation, and it was the longest one Ronel had had in years.



The hail came a half-day early and found the near lands stripped and the grain in the barn — wet, half of it green-cut, racing its own damp now on every drying floor the werf could clear, but IN, out from under the sky, brought in by lamplight on the word of a woman who had walked twenty kilometres on an open leg to deliver a weather report. The far field they could not lift in time went down under the ice where it stood, ten minutes, a winter's tithe flattened into the mud; and the drying floors would need hands for a fortnight that the werf did not have, which nobody said aloud in the barn door, because the strip with its three proven hands still lay on the adjourned table, and everybody could count. But the most of it was in. The werf stood in the barn door together and watched the sky fall on the stripped lands in white sheets, hammering the stubble flat, beating the roofs like the drill-count of something enormous, and there was cheering, and there was Steve announcing that Ronel had personally arranged the entire storm for the attention, and there was, at the sick-room window, one huntress on one chair with her leg propped, watching the ice eat the world that had not got her family after all.

Steyn brought her plate that evening. Knocked on the doorframe first, which he had never once done in his life, at any door. Set it on the sill, said nothing about the barn, nothing about the gone days, nothing about anything — just, "The small one saved you the crust. Apparently you're the reason there's bread," — and left, the way you leave a rock-rabbit skin folded over a rail: a thing given, deniable, in the only currency the receiver banks.

Ronel ate the crust. Outside, the hail wore itself out against the stones of the yard, and melted, and steamed; and the name she had walked twenty kilometres to outrun sat down quietly in her chest next to the stitches, and stayed, and she let it, not now being, she found, a smaller country than it used to be.


Chapter Thirteen
### *Book II · Marika at the end of her strength · close-third, Tomas*

The morning Marika did not get up, the kitchen fire did not get lit, and Tomas learned that the sun of a world can fail quietly, on an ordinary Tuesday, between one breath and the next.

She had gone down at the drying floor the evening before, mid-shift, mid-sentence — turning wet grain with the second crew, doing the work of two because the werf was a fortnight short of hands and telling nobody, being nobody's business but everyone's mother — and she had put out one hand to the rail, and said, in a puzzled, reasonable voice, "Just give me a —", and not finished it, and folded. Steyn had carried her in at a dead run. Hettie had met them at the sick-room door with her face already wearing its working stillness, and the door had closed, and the werf had stood in the yard in the dusk, all of it, the whole family, not talking, while behind that door the woman who held every one of them was held, for once, by the only hands on earth with the right stubbornness for the job.

The heart, Hettie said, when she came out. Strained past its rated load and gone on strike — not burst, not broken; striking, Hettie said, with the bitter precision of a woman naming a thing she had watched coming up her private list for a season and been forbidden by its owner to say aloud. Survivable. Mendable, even. "But the mending is rest," Hettie said, to the yard, to the family, in the voice that closed subjects, "weeks of it, real rest, and rest is the one thing that woman does not know how to draw from the stores. So we are going to learn to be a werf she can rest in. Starting now. Go to bed."

Nobody went to bed. Everybody went to bed eventually, which is different; and Tomas lay in the dark listening to the house not-sound the way a man listens to a stopped clock, and understood, with the part of him that had always done the family's feeling ahead of the family, what was actually about to be asked of them. Not grief. Grief they knew; grief had a liturgy. This was worse and stranger: maintenance. The engine of the house had stopped, and every soul in it was about to find out exactly which of their daily mercies had been that engine running — and they were going to have to become, together, out of spare parts and bad guesses, the thing one woman had been alone.



They found out about the bread first.

Nobody knew the yeast. That was the discovery of the first morning — that the werf's bread had not been a recipe, it had been a relationship, conducted at dawn between Marika and a crock of something living that she fed and scolded and knew by smell, and in her absence the crock sulked and the first three batches came out as bricks that Steve ceremonially tested by knocking on them and declaring the barn now fully defensible. They found out about the small girl next: that she had been doing her letters at the kitchen table every morning at Marika's elbow, and would not do them at anyone else's, and sat instead outside the sick-room door with her slate, teaching herself, fiercely, in exile. They found out that six different quarrels on the werf had never actually ended — they had just been held apart, daily, by a woman who knew exactly whom to seat next to whom; the quarrels came creeping back like damp. They found out the hens had a feeding order. They found out Dawid — this one Tomas would keep — they found out Dawid could not reconvene the adjourned table without her, would not, stood at the head of it on the second evening with the Laer's strip in his hand and looked down its length at her empty chair at the far end, and said, "It keeps," and put the strip away; because a man may argue with his opposing throne, but he does not vote while she is lying down. Even the fracture, Tomas thought, had run on her.

So Tomas did the thing he was for.

He could not rota it — he tried to explain it to Dawid, who wanted to rota it, who wanted to rota his own helplessness into some shape that would obey him — you could not put warmth on a board. But you could do it. He got up before light because someone had to talk to the yeast; he had watched her do it half his life; the fourth batch was bread. He sat the small girl at his own elbow and drew her letters wrong on purpose until she corrected him, which got them done. He learned the hens' order by trial and insult. He seated the quarrels apart at supper by dint of enormous, transparent, unashamed manipulation that everyone saw through and everyone allowed, because it was Tomas, and Tomas's schemes had a licence Marika's tact had never needed. He wept openly at least once a day and made no apology, which turned out to be its own service: the werf's grief needed somewhere visible to happen, and Tomas, who had never guarded a feeling in his life, stood in for all of them the way a lightning rod stands in for a roof.

The house held. Badly, sideways, at triple the effort for half the grace — but it held, and somewhere in the second week Tomas caught the shape of the thing they were all building without naming it: not a replacement for her. An answer to her: everything she had spent herself keeping had taken root, clumsy and self-sustaining, in every soul at that table.



Steve broke on the ninth evening, and it was the bread that did it.

He had been immense for nine days. That was the only word Tomas had for it — immense: the jokes standing watch on every hard hour, the barn-brick routine, the running gag of the betting book now taking odds on which hen ruled the yard; nine days of a man deflecting a family's terror with his own hands, joke by joke by joke, the way he had deflected everything since before anyone could remember. And on the ninth evening at the long table, with the fourth batch — the good batch, the bread that had finally come out as bread — steaming on the board in front of the Queen's empty chair, Steve stood up with his mug to give the toast, the obvious toast, the she'd be proud of this brick, at least it's a soft one toast, and Tomas watched him reach for it, the way a man reaches for a rail that has always been there.

It was not there.

"To —" Steve said, and stopped. The room waited, grinning, cued. "To —" said Steve again, and his face did the thing Neva had once described to Tomas from the vinyl night, the grin going out like a lamp — except this time it did not come back, there was no record turning, no cover of horns, only the good bread and the empty chair and nine days standing behind him with their full weight, and Steve put his mug down very carefully, and put his hand over his eyes, and cried, at the table, in front of everyone, the way a dam does not so much break as simply arrive at full.

Nobody laughed. Nobody moved to make it smaller. It was Neva who got up — Neva, who had been taught to dance by this man at the end of the world, it's the one thing they'd never forgive us — and went and stood behind his chair and put her arms down around him and her chin on his head, and said nothing at all; and the family sat with its broken register in the bread-smelling lamplight and let the man who laughed for all of them cry for all of them, at last, in the only house on the round earth where both were the same work.

"Ag," said Steve, finally, wetly, from inside Neva's arms, to the table, to the bread, to the empty chair. "Ons lag, né."

"Want anders huil ons," said the whole table, quietly, together, like the answer at a Lighting.

And both halves, that night, were true at once, which was the whole doctrine, and nobody had ever had to live it all the way down before.



They brought Marika the evidence on the morning she was first allowed to sit up: the good loaf, the small girl's slate of self-taught letters, the rotas kept, the hen politics stabilised, the werf alive — carried into the sick-room in relays and laid on her blanket like tribute at a court, which it was. She looked at all of it a long time. She looked longest at the bread.

"Who talked to the yeast?"

"I did," Tomas said. "It's rude. I see why you like it."

And Marika laughed — carefully, one hand flat on her own chest, minding the striker within, but the big laugh all the same, the one that was half the reason the family held, rationed now like everything precious — and then she lay back on the pillows and looked at them all crowded in the door of the sick-room, her whole clumsy self-sustaining answer of a family, and did the hardest thing the werf had ever watched her do.

She let them keep her.

"All right," said the Queen, closing her eyes, the fire caught, the watch relieved. "All right. Show me tomorrow."


Chapter Fourteen
### *Book II · Dawid at the gate · close-third, Dawid*

The strip came up at the top of the hour, and it was three lines, and Dawid read it alone in the shack because the rota that night was his, and sat with it a long time before he rang the yard bell.

THE LAER COMES TO THE KLOOF. REUEL AND FOUR. TWO DAYS. WE BRING HANDS FOR YOUR DRYING AND OUR PHYSICIAN FOR YOUR QUEEN. THE ROAD IS WORTH IT, BROTHER. SOME THINGS ARE.

Every line of it was a gift, and every line of it was a blade, and Dawid, who had spent a season learning to read the man the way the man read everyone, could parse the wounds it was fitted to without moving his lips. Hands for your drying — the fortnight they were short, the lever still lying on the adjourned table. Our physician for your Queen — and there it was, the thing he would carry up to the house like a stone: they knew. The Laer knew Marika was down. No soul on the werf had reported it; he had stood the rotas himself since the drying floor and kept the contacts to grain-counts and weather; and the answer, when he made himself find it, was worse than a spy and simpler: a season of open-hearted evenings, and one bad first week before he took the key himself. Tomas asking their choir for a get-well song. Jorik's proud bulletins. The werf had been telling the Laer its whole life all along, in joy, the way this family told everything — and somewhere in the mountains a man who never wasted a word had been filing it, name by name, wound by wound, against the day the file would be useful.

The day was here. The Laer does not risk its head on roads. He had said it himself, on the road south, with the forms standing in his mirrors. For this, the head would risk the road.

That was the most flattering sentence Reuel had never sent.



They came at dusk on the second day, two vehicles with their lamps lit, and stopped a courteous fifty metres from the gate, and only one man walked forward into the werf's lamplight; and Dawid, standing at the closed gate with his hands behind his back, met, at last, in the flesh, the best answer he had ever heard to any question.

Reuel was ordinary. That was the first thing, and the worst. Dawid had built him tall in the mind's dark — the voice demanded it — and the man at the gate was middle-sized and middle-aged, a schoolmaster's build under a good plain coat, bare-headed, grey at the temples, with lines at his eyes that said he laughed often and meant it; and the famous voice, in the open evening air, was exactly as warm as the wire had promised, and the eyes above it were the calmest Dawid had ever seen on a living man. Not cold. Calm. The eyes of a man who had done all his arguing long ago, in some sealed room in some hungry winter, and had never since met a fact that talked back.

"Brother Dawid." He did not offer his hand across the gate, which was correct, and the correctness was the point. "You stand a gate well. I'd have been disappointed by less."

"You've come a long road."

"Some things are worth it." He looked past Dawid's shoulder at the werf — the lamplit yard, the barn with its wet treasure, the sick-room's small window — and he looked at it the way Dawid had watched men look at a good map: with pleasure, and with placement. "So this is the table that argues," Reuel said, warm as ever. "I've admired it a season, brother, I'll admit it freely. The voices, the singing, the boy's bulletins. Sister Hettie's stores. Brother Tomas, who asked my choir to sing for your Queen — they've practised, tell him." Name by name, gently, like a man laying out tools, each one clean, each one exactly where he had filed it. "And how is she? Marika. The one who holds it all."

The stone sat in Dawid's chest where he had carried it two days. The record had a voice like that, Dawid. It just never needed a body before. Neva's voice, in the dark of the shack, a season ago. He had thought it a warning about a future. It had been a report about the present. The body stood at his gate.

"Mending," Dawid said.

"God be thanked," said Reuel, and the terrible thing, Dawid would tell the table later, the thing the table had to understand about what stood at their gate — was that he meant it. There was not one false coin in the man. He was glad the child had lived; he was glad the Queen was mending; he had driven two days on a dead road to bring help he did not need to bring, and every gram of the help was real, and all of it, the gladness and the gifts and the road itself, sat inside a single arithmetic that had long ago stopped being cruel or kind: what stands, joins; what joins, is counted; what is counted, is kept. He was not a wolf at the gate. He was a keeper at it, offering the pen's own mercy, certain to his calm eyes that a pen is what a flock is for.

"You're short hands for the drying," Reuel said. "I have four on those vehicles who can work grain in their sleep, and a physician your Sister Hettie can put to use or put to shame, her choice. No wage, no terms, no paper. Neighbours, brother. It is what I came to be." Four hands and a physician, from a strip that had said Reuel and four; Dawid filed the arithmetic without touching it, for the table. And then, with the first and only weight he put on anything that evening, quiet as a bolt going home: "You are a man of order in a house of argument, Dawid. You know what that costs. I am the only other man on this band who knows what you know. Open the gate."

And Dawid stood at his closed gate in the dusk, with everything he loved lamplit and short-handed at his back, and wanted to.

He would say it plainly, later, at the table, because the table deserved it and because his father had raised him to bill his own account: he wanted to. The wanting had a sound, and the sound was rest — the rotas kept without argument, the watch relieved on time, the weight of the werf's whole loud contrary life shared with the one man on earth who spoke the language of it; and under the wanting, in the place where the file was kept, a boy stood at a post in the dark of a failing world, waiting for an order that never came, holding a line nobody else would hold — and Dawid looked at the calm certain eyes of the man who would have given that boy the order, every order, forever, and understood the exact price of never standing an unrelieved post again.

The order comes. The order always comes. And the boy never learns what he holds when nobody holds him to it — and a werf full of people who argue about water becomes a kept thing, name by name.

"The gate stays shut tonight," Dawid said. "Not for insult. We are a house of argument, as you say. The house will argue it, all of it, at one table — our Queen included, if Hettie allows her the chair. You'll have our answer at first light. There's water and fodder to the fence line; you'll want for nothing while you wait."

Reuel looked at him a long moment, and something moved behind the calm that was not anger and was not surprise; it was, Dawid thought, interest — the interest of a strong man meeting a tool that declined the hand — and then he inclined his head, one degree, the schoolmaster acknowledging a correct answer he had not taught.

"First light," said Reuel, of the Laer. "Argue well, brother. It's a fine thing to watch, an arguing house. While it stands."

He walked back to his vehicles through the dusk, unhurried, and his lamps banked down to parking glow; and Dawid stood at his gate until the dark was whole, and then walked up through the yard, past the barn with the winter in it, past the long table where the strip still lay, to the sick-room window, where a lamp was lit; and Marika was sitting up against her pillows, awake, watching him come, having plainly heard all of it in the way she heard everything, and she looked at him through the glass a long moment — the two thrones, one standing, one mending, the whole werf dark and breathing around them — and she raised her hand, and beckoned, and said, through the glass, in the voice of the true authority of the Kloof:

"Convene my table, Dawid. All of it. Tonight."


Chapter Fifteen
### *Book II · He refuses · close-third, Jorik*

Jorik had recorded every table the werf had ever held, and he knew before the first word that this one would fill pages, because for the first time in the history of the good log, every chair was full.

Marika sat at the far end in a nest of pillows, carried in by Steyn under Hettie's supervision and Hettie's conditions, which had been negotiated like a treaty and were enforced from the chair at her right hand. Ronel sat on the window sill with her leg propped and her back, for once, half-turned to the room instead of fully. Neva sat opposite the sealed packet, as she had all season. Ivo had been fetched from the shack and had come without argument, which measured the night better than any instrument; Steve had his mug and none of his jokes out; Tomas could not sit at all, and stood against the dresser with his arms wrapped around himself like a man holding a parcel of himself together; and Dawid stood at the head of the table with the Laer's three strips laid out in front of him in date order, straight as soldiers, and called the table to order by saying nothing until it was quiet.

Elsabé fired first. Elsabé had been waiting all day to fire.

"Before anyone argues mercy or grain," she said, "arithmetic. His strip said Reuel and four. At the gate he offered four hands for the drying — and a physician. That is a fifth soul his strip never counted, from a man who counts children in bands and has never in one season wasted a word or miscounted a gram." She let it stand a breath, the way she let all her verdicts stand. "The count is wrong because the count is a door. Hands leave when the drying is done. Does a physician? He is meant to come in with the rest and stay. A liaison. A resident. A pebble in the shoe of this house forever. He is not offering help. He is offering a graft, and the graft is wrapped in help, and he expected nobody at this table to count past the kindness." She sat back. "Somebody else may now argue mercy and grain."

They argued mercy and grain. Jorik wrote it all, and the log would keep it: that it was a true argument, all sides shown, nobody made small. Steyn — quieter since the barn, in a way Jorik had noted in the margin and did not fully understand — spoke for the grain one final time and then, when Elsabé's count sat unanswered in the middle of the table, said, "Ag," and folded his own case with his own hands, which cost him, and everyone saw what it cost, and Dawid inclined his head to him across the table as to an equal, which Jorik also recorded, because it mattered. Hettie spoke last and shortest: "I want that physician the way the lands want rain. I have wanted him since the fever." A breath. "That is exactly how I know what he is. You do not send a hook to people who are not hungry. Nee." And she folded her hands, and it was done, and the table had not voted so much as arrived, together, out loud, slowly, at the place its whole life had been walking toward.

Then Dawid told them about the leak, because the answer at first light would have to answer that too; and Jorik's world came apart in the space of one sentence.

The boy's bulletins.

He heard the rest through a roaring — Tomas's choir request, the open evenings, the whole warm season of the werf on the wire filed name by name in a mountain school — but the words that stood were his own: his proud reports, read into the dark at the top of the hour, the harvest counts and the hen politics and Marika is mending, God be thanked, she sat up today — he had told them. He had told the counting man everything, in joy, in his own careful successor-hand of a voice, and the file the Laer kept on his family had Jorik's fingerprints on more pages than anyone's; and he sat at the table he was recording with his ears on fire and waited, fifteen years old, for the shame to be given its right name and its right owner.

"Then the bulletins stop," Elsabé began, in the flat voice of a woman already drafting the rule, "tonight, and the boy's traffic is —"

It was Marika who saw his face. Of course it was Marika.

"Jorik." The Queen's voice, rationed and clear from the nest of pillows. "Look at me. You told the sky that we sing, and that our grain came in, and that your Queen was mending. Every word of it true, and every word of it ours to be proud of." Her eyes went around the table, gathering it. "The shame in this room does not belong to the boy who was glad out loud. It belongs to the man who filed it. And if this family answers that man by teaching its children to be afraid of their own joy, then he will have got through the gate without ever setting foot in the yard. Ja?"

"Ja," said the table, all of it, at once; and Neva, across from her packet, said, quietly, to Jorik, in the voice of the one soul present who knew exactly what it was to have loved a keeper with her whole heart before she knew what kept her: "Write that in your log. That one's for both worlds."

He wrote it. His hand shook, and he wrote it.



They went down to the gate at first light all together, which was the answer before the answer, and Jorik carried the good log, because Dawid had ordered it — "The record attends," was the whole of the order — and the Court of the Kloof stood at its own fence line in the grey and gold of the morning: the two thrones, one on a chair carried down over Hettie's formal protest and under her armed supervision; the huntress on a crutch; the oom, the weeper, the counter, the radio-man, the first-through-doors; the walker; and the boy with the book. Reuel came up the track alone to meet them, and Jorik, watching him take in the assembly — all of them, together, nobody's spokesman sent out alone — saw the calm eyes do their counting, and saw the count, for once, come out in a shape the man had not filed in advance.

"Brother Reuel," Dawid said. "The table has argued. Here is its answer."

And Jorik wrote the answer into the good log at the gate as it was spoken, and the log keeps it, word for word, under the date, in a fifteen-year-old's careful hand gone steady:

"The trade stands. Grain for medicine, priced and papered, at the crossroads, as neighbours. The gate does not open. Not to four hands, and not to your physician — the fifth soul your strip forgot to count. The table counts too, brother. We are a house of argument. You saw truly: it is slow, and it is loud, and one winter it may kill us. But it is ours to risk. Every soul behind me stands at this fence because they argued their way to it and chose it — and that choosing is the whole of the difference between a family and a flock, and we will not trade it for hands, or medicine, or rest." A breath, parade-flat to the last. "Discipline is a thing I offer this werf, Reuel. It is not a thing I do to it. That is the answer. Go well on the road."

Silence, in the grey and gold. And Jorik, pencil still moving, watched the calmest eyes on the round earth look down the fence line — at the thrones, the crutch, the mugs, the boy — and find, for the second time in two days, a fact that talked back.

"Well argued," said Reuel, at last, warm to the very end, and there was, Jorik would swear to it all his life, something almost like regret in it — the regret of a keeper watching good stock decline the pen, already patient for the winter that would change their minds. "The Laer keeps the trade. The Laer keeps the schedule. And when the arguing fails you, brother — one bad winter, one bad vote — the gate I keep is never shut." His eyes crossed the line once more and stopped, one last time, on Neva. "Sister. The packet keeps."

"So does the table," Neva said.

And Reuel of the Laer inclined his head one degree, to her, to all of them, and walked back down the track to his vehicles in the risen morning; and the engines woke, and the Laer went home along the bones of the old road, correct to the last metre of it; and the Court of the Kloof stood at its own fence in the gold light and watched the dust settle back onto the world, together, in the loud slow arguing freedom they had just paid a physician and four pairs of hands to keep.

"Right," said Marika, from her chair, into the enormous morning. "Breakfast. All of it. Jorik —" the Queen looked at the boy with the book, and the boy looked back — "read us yesterday. From the top. Loud."

He read them yesterday. From the top. Loud. And when he came to the line that was for both worlds, the whole table said it back, the way you'd say amen — and that, too, the log keeps.


Chapter Sixteen
### *Book II · The choosing · close-third, Neva*

The Strand answered on a Thursday, in the first week of the new cold, and it answered laughing.

They had gone back to the scan the day after the Laer's dust settled — Ivo's proposal this time, seconded from the sick-room chair, minuted by the boy: the net is not one wire between two houses; work the log — and the fourth voice of the recovered world came up out of the roar not stiff, not counted, not careful, but mid-argument, two speakers fighting over their own handset, a man and a woman talking across each other about whether the calling voice was real, until the woman won the instrument and said, breathless, delighted, in an accent that stretched every vowel like a net being paid out: "Kloof station, Kloof station, you are the third miracle of my life and my brother still thinks you are the weather. Say something rude to him. He deserves it."

They were fisher people, the Strand. Their vault was a dome under a headland, and their book — this came out in the first hour, offered as freely as everything else they said — their book had taught them the world was a bowl of water under a lid of sky, and the dry land a blessing floating on it; and when their lid had cracked with age and they had walked out onto the actual shore of the actual sea, their eldest had looked at the horizon curving away wet and enormous in every direction and said — the woman told it like a family joke, like the best thing that had ever happened to anyone — "Well. The bowl is bigger than the bowl."

Neva sat in the crowded shack hearing her own story told in a stranger's mouth — another box, another true book, another walking-out; the third shape of the one kept thing — and caught Ivo's eye across the valves, and understood that he was thinking what she was thinking, because on this one wire they had always thought the same thing: the log is full of these. The whole round world is a shelf of sealed books, each one true, each one small, every one of them waiting to be read into the commons.

And the Laer ranges, said the cold new thought underneath, in a voice with no doubt in it. The Laer ranges, and the Laer catalogues, and the Laer keeps.

Which was the night Neva decided to open the packet.



She did it the way the house did everything that mattered now: at the long table, all chairs, out loud, and slowly. The packet had sat squared to the table's edge for a season, and she stood over it that evening and said, "This came to me with my name on it, and I have let it teach the table what patience looks like for as long as it has anything to teach. Now I want witnesses," and she slit the seal with Marika's bread-knife, in front of everyone, and unfolded what the man in the mountains had judged worth two days of road.

It was a page. Hand-copied, old, soft at its folds — the softness she knew better than any soul alive, the softness of a thing carried against bodies through years of fear — and the hand that had copied it was no hand she knew, and the verse on it was no verse she knew, and yet she knew it, the way you know a cousin at a stranger's funeral. ...and the waters are gathered under the bowl of the world, and the deep is His, and the dry land stands upon the deep, and it does not founder... A round book. A wet book. Some drowned vault's kept and cut and carried scripture, catalogued out of the dark by the men who resealed the doors "out of respect" — the Strand's cosmology, or a sister of it, in a dead cousin's hand.

Under it, one line, in the clear even script she had first seen on a packet a season ago:

There is more book than any one vault kept, sister. The Laer ranges. Come range with it. — R.

The table was very quiet. It was, Neva thought, the finest lure ever fitted to a fish: not power, not safety, not even company. The rest of the sentence. He had watched her across a fence for one evening and read her to the floor of her — the woman who had walked through the ice for half a verse — and he had baited the hook with the one thing on the round earth she was hungry for, and the terrible generous accuracy of it was that the bait was real. The pages existed. The Laer had them. The Laer would go on having them, vault by resealed vault, until the last kept book on the round world sat catalogued in a mountain school, read by appointment, under discipline.

"He's offering you the libraries," Elsabé said quietly. "Every dead vault's book. Yours to read — inside his walls."

"Ja," Neva said. She was looking at the drowned verse, the cousin-hand, the softness of the folds. Somebody had counted the cost of the woman with no name and paid it again, and again. Every page that had ever mattered in her life had come to her through hands that gave it away at risk, for nothing, because a true thing kept secret goes small. That was the whole war, she understood, standing at the table with the Laer's gift in her fingers: not gates, not physicians, not grain. Who holds the books. The pen would keep them safe and dole them out as wages. The net would set them loose and trust the world to carry them.

"Ivo," she said. "At the top of the hour, the common frequency. Everyone who can hear."

Elsabé looked at the page a long moment — the woman whose slate had taught the net that the wire lies. "The wire still lies," she said at last. And then: "Read it twice."

And that night, with the whole werf in the shack and the Strand's far couple listening and whatever else listened in the roar, listening, Neva of the two worlds took the handset and read the drowned vault's verse onto the net aloud, slowly, twice — Elsabé's twice — for any hand that wanted to copy it — provenance, cousin-hand, folds and all — and then said, to the open air, to every sealed and waking box on the curve of the world, in the voice her caste had trained on frost-lines and her family had trained on arguments:

"The Kloof holds this page in trust for whoever lost it. It is not ours. It is not anyone's. Any station that holds pages, of any book, is asked to read them onto the net at the top of any hour — the Kloof will keep the common copy, open, and read it back to any soul who asks. The books belong to the net. That is the Kloof's answer, and the Kloof's invitation, and the whole of its terms." She paused, and the roar breathed, and she finished it, dry as Elsabé, kind as Marika, in galgehumor learned at this very table: "Rangers welcome. Bring pages. Leave boots at the gate."

Steve laughed out loud in the lamplight. The Strand laughed on the far end of the wire, both of them, over each other. And somewhere in the mountains, if the schedule held — and his schedule always held — a man with the calmest eyes on the round earth was listening to his own lure being read into the commons; and she had meant him to hear every word of it, the whole conversion, page by page, treasury into library, in the voice of the one soul he had judged worth two days of road.

The Laer's answer came at its exact scheduled hour, and it was one word:

NOTED.

"He's furious," Elsabé said, with satisfaction, reading the strip.

"He's filing," Neva said. "It's worse."



They planned the spring at that same table, in the weeks that followed, and Jorik minuted it all, and the shape of the minutes was the shape of the family the year had made — the old sides of the table not dissolved; grown into offices. Dawid and Elsabé built the net's slow scaffolding: the protocol published open on the common frequency — challenge-phrases, vouching, the papered trust, the whole of it given away exactly as Neva had given the page, so that no station, ever, would stand at the head of the net the way a keeper stands at a gate. Steyn and Ronel — who argued now the way other people danced, and fooled nobody — mapped the road north for the spring expedition: the vault, the seeds, the radio room in the flank of Neva's sleeping world, and whatever waited past it. Hettie provisioned everything twice. Tomas planned the singing. Marika, walking a little further each week with the small girl for a warder, presided over all of it from whatever chair the sun had warmed, spending her rationed strength like a woman who had finally learned the price of the currency; and Steve took formal odds on whether the Strand's brother and sister would kill each other before midsummer, and gave them out loud, on the net, to the parties concerned, who bet against each other immediately.

And Neva, at the top of every hour, read pages into the dark — theirs, the drowned vault's, and then, in the third week, a page that came back: the Strand's woman reading onto the net a verse of the flat disc's book — he hangeth the earth upon nothing — copied from the common stock, carried now in a fisher's mouth on a shore Neva would never see, alive again in the world, uncatalogued, unkept, loose.

She sat in the shack a long time after that one, with the phones warm on her ears.

Keep, she had told her sleeping world, with her palm on its flank. She had thought, then, that keeping meant holding. It didn't. She had it in the log by morning, and the log keeps it, and the net does too, because the net heard her say it at the top of the hour, in two languages, laughing:

The sentence is not kept by the vault that holds it. It is kept by every mouth that lets it go.


Chapter Seventeen
### *Book II · What we rebuild · close-third, Ivo*

They went north in the spring, two trucks and eight souls, on roads that had names now: Ivo with the good valves in straw on his knees; Neva; Elsabé and her crate of papers; Steve at one wheel and Steyn at the other; Jorik with the log; and Gys and Hendrik of the lands crew, who had put in for every far posting since the walking-out and finally got one.

That was Jorik's doing — the naming. The boy had spent the winter drawing the net's first true map from the bearings and the drive-logs, and he had named the roads the way the werf named everything, after what had happened on them: the Fetch Road, the Trade Road, the Hail Road where Ronel's river ran. Ivo had watched the map grow all winter on the kitchen wall beside the ONS LAG strip and the wash-line rota, and had understood, in his own grammar, what it was: an aerial. A great slow antenna of roads and stations, laid across the recovered world one journey at a time, for carrying the only signal that had ever mattered.

Ivo did not let Steyn take the corrugations at speed, and was not sorry.

At dawn on the road-camps, per the standing order, they stood the forms — Neva's forms now, the whole net's, drilled at every fire on the named roads; and on the first morning at the wall itself they stood them at the foot of the great white flank: the same movements her caste had danced under the gold ice on the other side of it, danced in there still, for gratitude, this very morning perhaps — stood out here as plain watch-craft, at the wall that kept them.

The vault came up out of the green on the fourth morning the way Neva had described it at the fetch-night campfire, and the way it had stood in Ivo's mind every day since: the great curved white flank in the hillside, breathing its cold, humming its sealed and steady hum — the far end of the wire, the box the first voice of the new world had walked out of; and Ivo stood in the wet grass where the trucks stopped and looked at it a long time, a wall with a whole world inside it, every soul of them reciting the door and calling it a wall; and beside him Neva stood looking at it too, and neither of them said anything, because between the two of them, on this one subject, everything had been said a year ago at the top of an hour, and the saying was why they were here.

They had come to do three things. Jorik had them in the log as a list, because the expedition was an instrument of the net now, minuted and mandated at the long table: re-man the north station. Draw seed. Leave what she leaves.



The radio room took two days, and they were the best two days of Ivo's working life, and he knew it while they were happening, which he had read in the manuals was rare.

The room was as she had left it a year ago — the dials, the log, the dead reels, the dust of centuries she had disturbed once and the year had settled back — and Ivo stood at the bench where the first walker of the recovered world had coaxed a dead machine to live with a frost-lamp and her father's iron and no manual at all, and took his hat off, which Steve, carrying the battery in behind him, marked and for once did not tease. They rebuilt her lash-up properly: the good valves, the new aerial run up the flank on Steyn's rigging, the battery bank, the spare parts crated and labelled in Elsabé's hand against the years. Jorik copied the founders' log — the whole column of call-signs, the silent, silent, silent, the last shaking entry — into the net's common records, "so the dead stations stay asked after," and then ruled a fresh page in the old book and wrote the north station's first new line:

RE-MANNED. The net keeps the watch now. — For the one who walked out, and the ones who will.

The first watch was Dawid's to assign, and he had sent it north sealed, in rota form, with orders it be opened at the wall; and Jorik opened it at the bench and read it to the room, and the room went quiet. STEYN. UNTIL THE STRAND COMES. YOU HAVE STOOD ENOUGH GATES FACING IN. And the man who had been passed over three times in one season read his own name at the head of the farthest rota in the world, and went outside to look at the veld for a while, so that nobody would see his face doing what it was doing; and Gys, who had put in, stood the watch with him.

Because that was the third thing about the room, the thing the table had argued longest and warmest: it would not stand empty. The Strand was sending two of its own overland in the summer — their first journey, their share of the watch — and until then a Kloof pair would keep the station's hours; and so the room in the flank of the sealed world, built by the founders to knit the arks together and silent for centuries, went back on watch for good: a lit lamp at the Vault's own wall, listening, so that if ever — tonight, or in ten years, or in none — another soul read too long, and walked the riveted dark, and found the seam, and turned the frost-locked wheel, she would step out of the ends of the earth not into an empty green silence but into range of a warm waiting voice saying ja, we hear you, before her first night fell.

"You found me by losing me," Neva said, in the doorway, watching Ivo set the rota card above the bench in his cramped stubborn hand. "They'll be found by our waiting."

"It's better arithmetic," Ivo said. "Waiting scales."



The seed took a day, and it was the day Ivo would tell worst and remember best, because the words for it were all in the old register and he distrusted them, and the thing itself was only this: they went in through the between — the airlock the founders had built even the leaving of carefully — and into the cold heart of the wall itself, and there, in the long dark racks the frost had kept for four hundred years, was the green world's whole insurance: the seeds, tens of thousands of them, banked in their tins and their trays, waiting in the cold the way everything in both their worlds had waited — for hands.

They drew what the net had voted: not a raid, a loan against planting — Elsabé's papers, Hettie's lists, every tin logged out in the good log with its count and its promise, because the vault belonged to the sealed world that kept it, and the net took nothing it did not mean to return tenfold in living fields. Crates for the Kloof's lands, for the Strand's terraces, for the two dead stations' valleys if anyone ever came to plant them; the first seed-post of the recovered world, to travel the named roads and the summer routes, common as the pages, open as the frequency — because Neva had stood in the racks with a tin of some ancient stubborn wheat in her two hands and said the doctrine of the age into the frost-smoke of her own breath: "The books belong to the net. So does the bread."

And Ivo, logging tins by lamplight in the cold heart of her world, had his one heresy of the expedition, and kept it, and would tell it only to the wire: that the founders had built better than their own plan. They had banked the seeds against the sky's fire. They had never guessed the harder thing — that the seeds would outwait the forgetting, too; that the vault would keep the bread safe from the very people it was keeping it for, until a walker came round the outside of the world to draw it in trust. Nothing kept whole is ever wasted. The boy had written it. The racks were the proof of it, ten thousand tins deep.



What she left, she left alone.

Ivo watched her go into the between with the wrapped bundle under her arm — the whole of it, he knew, because the werf had spent the winter helping her make it: the un-redacted book entire, copied fair by every hand at the long table, Jorik's straight sevens and Marika's strong loops and Steve's surprising careful print, page after page after page, the sentence whole, in the handwriting of a family — and he watched the door, because watching doors was the whole of what he was for at such a time, and she came out the far side of an hour later without the bundle, lighter in a way that had nothing he could log about it.

"And your mother?" Jorik asked her, at the last fire, plainly, because the boy wanted to know and so did the log. And Neva answered him plainly, in the voice she used for terms. "The door has to be walked to from within, or it is only a breach. And the Neva in that world's record went to the deep fields long ago — if I walked into the noon light tomorrow I would not be a daughter come home; I would be the record torn open in front of everyone at once, and they would seal me over with their own frightened hands and grieve my mother twice. The book at the threshold is how I go home, Jorik. One reader at a time. The way it came to me." She looked north at the wall a while. "Don't write that it doesn't cost," she said. "Write that it's slower than grief and better than a breach. That's the whole of what I know."

She did not tell them where in the between she had set it, or what she had weighted it with, or what she had written on the wrapper. The log records only what she reported to the table, which was: "The next one through that door finds the book waiting at the threshold. Before the sky. Before the green. Before anything can frighten them, the sentence, whole, in a warm hand. What was given me at the cost of everything, given on. That's all. That's the whole of what I went in to do."

But Ivo was at the north station that evening, alone with the hours, when she came and stood at the flank of her world one last time before the trucks turned south; and he did not watch, and saw anyway, because the window was the window: Neva of the two worlds, palm flat on the white curve of the wall, saying something he could not hear and did not need to — her mother in there somewhere under the made and even light, kneading dough, believing her daughter safe in the deep fields, kept and warm and small; and the daughter outside with her hand on the world, not opening it, because you do not open a sealed world from the outside, because the door only means anything walked to from within — leaving the book at the threshold and the lamp lit at the wall and the watch kept, and choosing, at the cost only she could count, to let her whole first world take its own long time to be born.

She stood back from the wall. She said one word to it — Ivo saw the shape of it through the glass, and it was the old word, the whole law of both their lives, keep — and then she came in out of the evening and sat down at the bench beside him and put the phones on one ear, her hour, the rota's hour, and took the handset, and read the first page of the whole sentence into the open frequency, from the flank of the sealed world, out across the named roads and the green ruin and the curve of the round earth, to every soul and station listening, and to one who couldn't, yet — the words exactly as written, as kept, as carried, because the one law of her whole life was that you did not cut the book and you did not add to it either:

In the beginning was the firmament, and the light upon its track, and the ice at the ends of the earth —

and on, past where the caste stopped, into the kept part, the way she had gone on at the edge of the world: — and he stretched out the firmament over the deep like a curtain, and set the waters above it and the waters below.

And then, off the page, in her own voice, marked as her own, for the one under the made and even light who could not hear it yet:

"It goes on, Ma. All of it goes on. And it is good."

The roar breathed. The wall hummed. Far south, faint, the Kloof answered, and the Strand after it; and the log keeps the hour, and the net keeps the page, and the wall — the wall keeps what it has always kept, warm, and lit from the outside now, for as long as the watch holds.

Which will be, the rota says, in Ivo's cramped stubborn hand, above the bench, at the far end of the wire — where a silence that could had become, at last, a silence that was kept:

Every night. Both ends. Until.


Chapter Eighteen
### *Book II · Under one sky · close-third, Marika*

They kept the first Night of the Voice on the anniversary, in the long room, with the vinyl and both worlds' bread, and Marika did what she did at every gathering of her life, which nobody had ever once caught her doing: she read the heads.

Roll call, her mother had called it, underground, in a world ago. The reading was long, this year.

Ivo at the valve set, keeper of the evening's two liturgies, the record and the rota, arguing quietly with the Strand's brother about aerials — come south for the feast from the north watch, where his sister kept the wall, and arguing exactly as advertised, and exactly as beloved as she had promised. Tomas everywhere, undefended, conducting the room like weather. Hettie by the food, fists on hips, running the werf's shadow government of second helpings. Elsabé in the doorway that was hers, one shoulder already conceding to the music, her slate at home on its hook for the one night of the year the count could mind itself. Jorik with the good log open on his knees even now, sixteen going on archivist of the human race, writing the feast into the record while the feast happened to him. Ronel — in the room. In the room, on a chair, her back to no wall at all, which those who knew how to read her read the way you read sky before hail. And Steyn beside her, home since the summer relief from the farthest watch, with a beard the small girl had formally disapproved of, sitting with the stillness of a man who had stood a season of nights at the wall of a sealed world listening to the roar and had come back with something settled in him that no amount of Steve's investigation had yet named; and Gys, who had stood the season with him, retelling the north to anyone who stood still long enough to hear it.

And Neva. Neva at the set's side, where she had lived all year, the walker of two worlds with her family's whole noise around her; and past her, at the table's far end, the one head Marika counted that was not there: the chair nobody had set and everybody saw, the place where a calm warm voice out of the mountains would have sat if the world had gone another way — kept empty not in fear, and not in honour; in argument. The house's standing answer, one supper at a time. He had chosen the pen. The chair would keep.

The count came out long, this year. Marika stood at her kitchen door with the whole loud room in front of her, the striker in her chest keeping its mended time, and let the length of the count be what it was: the year's whole answer, in heads.



Steve gave the toast at the turn of the evening, and it was the one he owed.

He stood up with his mug when the first record's side ran out, in the hiss and crackle of the needle riding home, and the room cued itself and went quiet; and Marika watched him take hold of the rail Tomas swore he had watched him reach for on the ninth evening of the bad month and not find — and find it there now, and grip it.

"To the empty chairs," Steve said. The room stilled further. He let it. "All of them. The ones we came from and can't go back to. The ones up the dead roads we haven't knocked on yet. The one at the end of this table, kept empty by the best argument this family ever won." He raised the mug an inch. "May we fill them slowly, and never with people who count us." A breath, and the grin arrived on schedule, in full armour, and under it the ache rode visible and carried, the way this family carried everything now, out loud, together: "And to the woman who talked to the yeast so I didn't have to give this toast to a brick. Ons lag."

"Want anders huil ons," said the whole room — both worlds' accents, the Strand's stretched vowels in it, the small girl's piping over it — and the needle dropped on the hot side, and the dead were singing again, and the living got up to dance with them.

Marika danced one slow one with Dawid, who had asked her with a formal inclination of the head that was its own paragraph of their year; and the room made space and pretended not to watch, and failed completely; and the two thrones turned slowly in the lamplight, mended and mendable, while the found-family they had argued into existence made a wall of warmth around them.

"The table holds," Dawid said, at the turn.

"Ja," said Marika. "It does that now."

And Ronel — the room's held breath, the betting book's richest page — Ronel, at the fast one, put out her hand first, palm up, to the man with the disapproved beard; and Steyn looked at the hand, and at her, and took it; and Steve opened his mouth across the room, and Ronel, without turning her head, said, "One word, Stoffel, and I dance with your hat instead," and Steve closed his mouth and pointed, mutely, at everybody, at the record, at history — and the log, Jorik's pencil flying, kept it.



At the top of the hour they lifted the needle for the rota, because the rota was the floor and the feast stood on it like everything else.

It was the werf's oldest liturgy now, one year old: the room quiet, the set warm, the family gathered at the shack-speaker's kitchen twin while Ivo worked the dial. The Kloof called; the north watch answered — the Strand's sister, keeping the far wall while her brother feasted, reporting the lamp lit and the roar rich and nothing heard, nil heard, in the cheerful voice of a woman to whom nil heard was a night's honest work and not a sentence; and the Strand's home station answered, with the sea behind its voice; and the net's three lamps stood confirmed across the dark of the world, and the room began to turn back toward the music.

And the roar opened.

Faint. Far. New. A voice none of them had ever heard, on the common frequency, halting, careful, reading — not calling, reading, the way you read a thing you have copied out and practised alone: "...in the beginning... was the firmament... and the light upon its track..." — the commons copy, the first page, the words exactly as written, coming back out of the dark of the round world in a stranger's mouth, in a stranger's accent, from a station that did not say its name.

Nobody in the long room moved. The needle hung lifted in Ivo's hand. The small girl's mouth was open. And Marika watched Neva close her eyes and stand in the middle of her whole found family listening to the sound of a soul somewhere on the curve of the earth practising the sentence — some reader, some walker, some keeper of some box they had not met yet, who had been out there in the roar all along, copying, and had chosen the Night of the Voice to try the words aloud.

The reading stopped. The roar breathed. Then, shy, half-swallowed: "...is anyone there."

Neva took the handset the way she took every threshold of her life, first and gently, and Marika would set what she said beside anything the books of either world kept, and so would the log, which has it, word for word, under the date:

"Ja," said Neva, of the two worlds, of the one sky. "We hear you. You read it beautifully. Say your name when you're ready — there's no hurry on this frequency. The net keeps the light on, and the book has no gate, and you are not alone. None of us ever were. We just couldn't hear it yet."



The party spilled into the yard at midnight, the way the werf's parties had learned to, and both worlds' people stood in the warm dark with their drinks and their arguments under the whole uncounted blaze of the stars — the roofless up that had once nearly swallowed a lone walker whole, and now held still over her family like a roof too big to see the edges of; and somewhere under it, north, a lamp burned at the wall of a sealed world with a book waiting at its threshold; and somewhere under it, unmapped, a stranger sat by a set with a practised page and a name not yet said; and somewhere under it, in the mountains, a man who counted was listening too, and the chair stood empty at the table, and the argument stood open, and the gate stood shut, and the frequency stood open, and that — Marika thought, reading her long count one last time by starlight — that was the whole of the year, and the whole of what they had built: every door in the world, shut or open, chosen, out loud, together, slowly.

She went in before the last dance to bank the stove, because some liturgies outrank even feasts, and stood a moment at the window with the coals settling, counting her family through the glass, out loud, unashamed, the whole long count of it, and it did not come out short.

Far to the north, the lamp was lit. Far past counting, under the same one sky, somebody they had not met yet was practising the words.

The kettle, in its own time, would sing.
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