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1
Full Board


Iwoke up at four in the morning to the sound of nobody screaming. This made a pretty nice change.

Only a couple of months earlier I'd have been up by now anyway, about to get on my way to the Guild and another long day of numbers. There'd always been plenty of numbers. It's funny, but I think I'd pretty much spent my whole professional life being frightened of numbers on other people's behalf.

But since coming here, that'd all changed. Nobody under this roof had been frightened of anything—much less a number—in six weeks now. Mind you, it turned out that fear might've had its uses. For example, worry about Tallow House being repossessed seemed to have been keeping everybody extremely polite…

In fact, I'm pretty sure that a fair amount of what happened this winter wouldn't have occurred in a boarding house where everyone was still nervous about the winter.

Musing on that, I got up, put my boots on in the dark, and went to see about the bread.

The Mug's back door was propped on a wedge of kindling because Lottie likes the cold on the back of her neck when she works. Inside the coffee shop, it was warm as an armpit and smelled wonderfully of yeast and scorched sugar. My lovely succubus had her sleeves shoved past the elbow and had both her hands buried in the second batch.

"Don't," she said as she heard me enter.

"I haven't done anything, yet."

"You're about to do something distracting and I'm sorry but I simply don't have the time to be flirted with right now." She lifted her hands out of the dough and held them up either side of her head. Her horns had gone gold on the Long Night itself and had stayed that way ever since, which I still wasn't used to. "Now stand somewhere where I can't see you being all cute and munchable."

"Just to say, you specifically asked me to pop in when I was up."

"No. I asked you to come in at seven like a normal customer." She shoved the dough over on itself, the whole thing, and her, jiggling very pleasantly. "Instead you've turned up at four, smelling of a bed I'd rather be still in, and I have a full batch to get through!" Her tail came off her waist and slammed the door shut behind me, wedge and all.

"Everything okay? You seem…" I winced as she slammed the dough down… "tense."

"All those full rooms with people being content. It's driving me mad. It's like being fed in your sleep and never getting to enjoy eating." The gold at her horn-tips went rose.

"You seemed to enjoy eating last night… or, at least, being eaten out."

"I said don't. I am covered to the elbow, and you know full well I can't defend myself." She blew a curl of hair off her face. "You could at least have the decency to stand further away. I can feel you from over here."

The thing is, although I was joking, I knew things were getting a little tricky for Lottie in Tallow House. It used to be that the loop would need at least a kiss and a running start to fully activate. But now, though, with the Hearth at Beacon, it just seemed to be constantly going for her, and everything was arriving twice. I know most people wouldn't complain about constantly being seconds from orgasm, but it certainly made getting anything else done a bit of a bind.

"You're still doing it," she said.

"I'm standing still."

"You're standing still at me!" She put both hands flat on the dough and left them there as she began shaking. "Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck. Here it goes. No, we're not doing this, I've got twenty minutes on this proof, and if I have to knock this batch back because of you I will have to tell Nell why. And I will enjoy telling Nell why."

"No. You wouldn't."

"I would. And I'd do it in front of the guests, too." Lottie's horns went a shade darker and she looked at the ceiling for a second. "Come on. You need to get out. Now."

"Lottie…"

"Out. You can come back at seven, buy something, but you can't look at me while you do it. We can… resume this at a time when I am not personally responsible for the town's breakfast." She pointed at the door with a dough-covered hand. "Go!"

"Just to say, you are looking quite lovely this morning."

"Sam!"

"I'm only saying. There's something about you covered in something sticky that…"

She threw a handful of dough at my head, and I sauntered back home in the dark with flour in my hair. Tallow Lane at four thirty is quite a lovely sight. All the chimneys were going, and every window dark, with frost coming up out of the cobbles.

I went up past Coborn's yard, where there was more coal stacked against my account than I'd ordered with no note explaining why. This was the third month running he's pulled that one and he's still refusing to discuss what's going on. Then Granny Sump's shutter went up as I passed.

"Human!"

"Granny." I stopped under her window, which I have learned is quicker than not stopping.

"Have you been out all night?"

"No. Only for a few minutes. I just went to see Lottie."

"You've got cum in your hair." She leaned out far enough that I worried about her. "Front and back."

"It's just flour, Granny."

The shutter came down and then went straight back up again. "Is it true you can blow yourself? Marjorie says her cousin's people say a human male's so big that he can…"

"Goodnight, Granny."

"You still owe me!" she shouted after me. "You said on Coborn's fence. Once. Slowly. I've buried three husbands and I've not got forever."

And the thing is, I did say it. I'd been carrying that one about since before the frost came, and there comes a point where a debt you keep not paying starts costing more than the paying would. So I stopped in the middle of the lane at twenty to five in the morning, and I put my hands in my coat pockets, and I turned round. Once. Slowly.

Nothing came out of that window at all for a moment.

"Well," said Granny Sump, and I don't believe I have ever heard a woman sound more thoroughly satisfied about anything in her life. "That's the account settled, then."

"That's the account settled."

"For this year," she said, and the shutter came down.

Our own front path still had Stan's tarp on the second-floor wall, but it was going all ragged where the winter had got at the nails. The chimney flashing had finally come off the 'to-do' list, where it had sat underlined twice since before I owned the place, and somebody had already underlined something new at the bottom of it twice. It struck me that a house that's finally making decent cash seemed to also be a house with a great many jobs in it that nobody could be spared to do anymore.

That made me stand in my frozen garden at a quarter to five thinking about how much I'd have given a year ago for problems like this. I was smiling the whole time.

The one thing on the peg by the door that wasn't a problem like this was still the letter, in the hand I didn't know, that I still hadn't answered. It had been there since the second night the Beacon burned, and at some point Nell had stopped moving it when she dusted, and made sure I saw her stop.

By eight, the kitchen of Tallow House was full and getting fuller. That sounds like a good thing until you're the one who can't reach the kettle.

"Sit!" Nell said, from the stove. "And don't touch that."

"You sure? I was going to be ever-so helpful."

"You were going to get underfoot, human." She had three pans going and her tail was doing something interesting behind her. "Now sit down and eat. There's a High Elf in the dining room who's decided breakfast is at eight."

"To be fair, it is eight."

"It's ten past and he's been buzzing in and out of my doorway since five to, looking elfinly tragic about it, and if I go out there now he'll get what's coming to him."

Mari emerged from the cold store with a slab of ice on her shoulder, frost steaming off her forearms. She dropped it in the sink with a snarl. "The carcasses have been counted," she said. "We are three days ahead of projection. That is because I have been hunting and restocking. Me and me alone."

"We all appreciate you, Mari."

"Some of you could appreciate the excellence of my hunt better."

"I'll bring it up at the next meeting. 'Make Mari Feel More Loved,'" I said, before remembering that she didn't do sarcasm and never has, and that I have yet to find the edge of whatever is going on in there. "But thank you. We need the extra food if we try to open up any of the closed rooms."

"We're not taking on anybody else!" Nell roared.

"Nell…"

"We've already got a waiting list." She started dealing plates down the table like cards she didn't much care for. "And there's nine names on it. Nine!"

"The striped one speaks the truth," Mari said. "We are at capacity." She paused and looked around. "I am missing the succubus. I feel certain that set-up deserved an 'as full as I was last night' response. That was a wasted opportunity."

"I'm just saying…"

"I've run this house forty years and we have no more room!"

"Then how about we hire somebody to help out around the place. With the aether money. That's what it's for."

"And when it stops?" The black band of fur across Nell's eyes was pulled into a scowl I hadn't seen since the Long Night. "When it stops—and it will, because everything does—we'll have someone on wages we'd have to put out on the lane in winter. No, I shall not be doing that." She stood in front of the stove, glowering, and did not give an inch.

"Fine," I said. "But I think you're wrong."

"I know you do. And I don't care." She went back to the eggs. "Florrie, love. One more setting, please."

I looked up, surprised, and saw Florrie stuck to the ceiling. I hadn't realized she was there.

"I already did it, Nell. Because you said. Earlier. About the lady with the… sorry. I did six."

The kitchen at that hour is mostly arguments, three or four of them running at once and none of them serious, and I've found it's easier to eat inside them than to try to stop any of them.

"Two of the wyvern party want their breakfast taken up," Nell said, to the pans. "They can want. There's a dining room down here and it has chairs in it."

"They cannot use the chairs," Mari said. "Their hips do not fold in that direction. I explained this to you on Tuesday and you told me you were busy."

"I was busy."

"You are always busy. That is the difficulty with telling you things." Mari set the ice down and looked at it rather than at Nell, which is what she does instead of apologizing for winning. "I have moved two of the low benches to the end of the long table. It took me nine minutes. Nobody had to fold anything."

Nell stopped, with the pan off the heat, and did not say thank you, because that would have been conceding the whole war rather than the one engagement. What she said was, "Then they can have their eggs at the end of the long table," which is the same thing in her language.

Florrie came down the wall by the dresser, head first, with a stack of six saucers held flat against her front.

"There's a — sorry. There's a thing about the third floor," she said. "The rota. Only the rota says the bath's free at seven and it isn't, because the gentleman with the antlers has been getting in at ten to, and he's very sorry about it, he told me twice he was sorry, but he keeps doing it. Sorry."

"He'll stop," Nell said.

"I don't think he will. He's not — sorry. He's not doing it to be difficult. He just can't hear the clock from that end."

Mari put her head on one side. "Then the clock is in the wrong place."

"The clock has been in that place since before I came to this house."

"Yes," Mari said. "And the gentleman with the antlers has been in the bath at ten to seven since Sunday. One of those two facts is easier to move."

There was a silence with a good deal of eggs in it.

"Move the clock," Nell said, eventually. "Not you. I'll do it."

"You will not do it," Mari said. "You are cooking for nineteen. I will do it, and I will do it now, and it will take four minutes, and you will be irritated about it for the rest of the day and that is an acceptable cost."

She went. Nell watched her go with her tail held very straight behind her. It's the face a person makes when somebody has taken a job off her hands and she hasn't yet worked out whether she's been helped or robbed, or what she means to do about either.

"She's right," I said.

"I know she's right. That's what I'm cross about." Nell dealt me an egg with a good deal of force. "It'd be a great deal easier round here if the abyssal was wrong more often."

Then the deer-woman from three doors down put her head round the door to ask, very casually, whether the ninth name on the list might be moved up on account of it being her sister, and that she'd have to kill her if she wasn't out the house soon.

"She's still behind eight others who all reckon they're the exception," Nell said.

"She'd be happy to share…"

"Everyone says they're happy to share, but what they mean is they want to fuck the human."

The deer-woman left sheepishly and a dwarf appeared with his napkin still in his collar. "I was wondering," he said, "whether the hot water…"

"Third floor's on a rota and the rota's on the door," said Nell.

"It's only that I'm a paying…"

"Everybody in this house is paying. Well, except the damned spider plant, and that plant's got a better claim on the windowsill than you have on my morning." She pointed the ladle at him without looking. "Get back to the dining room. The table's laid and there's a High Elf in there who'll talk to you about drainage until you feel better."

He went. Florrie waited until the door had swung and then said, to the salt, "He's not really about the water."

"No?"

"He's been three nights on his own and he keeps… sorry. He keeps coming to the wrong room so somebody has to talk to him. That's all. It's not… I only mean somebody could put him next to the High Elf on purpose. Instead of by accident."

Nell stopped with the pan halfway off the heat. "Fine," she said. "Then let's do that."

"There is a version of this house," Mari said, "in which we simply put the lonely ones together at one end of a long table and leave them to it."

The Hearth had been sulking about all the chaos and now let a coal go off like a pistol shot. Then a thread of smoke came up off the grate.

WAITING LIST: NINE. …PROSPECTING.

"No. No. No! Don't you dare start!" Nell told it.

I smiled and got on with my eggs.

Lottie put her head round the kitchen door without breaking stride, a tray balanced flat on one hand, flour still drying pale on the wrist she'd chased me out with two hours before.

"Extra dozen, Nell, don't ask, I haven't got the reason and I haven't got the time." She set the tray down hard enough that the rolls jumped, and two of them kept rolling. "Also, somebody followed me the whole way up the lane from the Mug telling me about his feelings, and I want it known I did not encourage it. I was carrying bread. Both hands. There is no encouraging position available to a woman carrying bread."

"Which one?" Nell said, not looking up from the pan.

"The wyvern in the waistcoat. Wants to know if I do private orders." Her tail flicked once, unhappy, catching the doorframe. "I told him the only thing I do privately is close on time, and he can put that in whatever letter he's clearly already drafting me."

"Good."

"He's still out there. I can see him from the Mug's window, standing at my own back step like a delivery I didn't order." She was already backing toward the door, tray reclaimed, horns gone a warning shade of gold. "I have to go, the second batch is two minutes off over-proving and I will not lose a batch to a wyvern's feelings. Sam." She pointed at me without turning round. "Seven. Like a normal customer."

And she was gone, the door swinging on nothing behind her.

Leno appeared at the door a few minutes later. "I have been standing at the bottom of your garden," he said, "composing this."

"Composing what?"

"The manner, Mr. Pendle. Any magpie can bring you news. The craft is in the delivery." He produced the sheet from inside his coat. "For your interest, the Guild have begun selling off the chairman's properties. Parcel by parcel. It went up on the board at half past seven, I had it in my hand at twenty to eight, and no other creature in this valley knew before I did."

"Okay. Sure. Well done." That seemed to matter an awful lot to him.

"Thank you." He handed the information over. "I think you should look, in particular, at this property."

The paper he gave me had a parcel number, a date, and an address.

"Who else is thinking of buying it?"

"I don't know." His whole body literally shook as he said it.

"You don't know? That's a new one for you, isn't it? Is there anything in this valley you've not known before?"

"I've asked four people and been told nothing. That has not happened to me since I was thirty." The feathers on his front went up a little, but then settled down. "It seems that somebody is keeping it quiet. Whoever it may turn out wants this particular property, I fear they may find this lane a good deal less accommodating than they are expecting. I intend to be quoted about that."

Then he went. He had a valley to spread gossip around.

The property that used to belong to Rackham, and was now for sale, was Number Eight, Tallow Lane. That was four doors down.

You can see the whole of Tallow Lane from our front window. Every chimney was putting up smoke. Apart from Number Eight.

The grate turned over and sent a ribbon of white up.

CHIMNEYS: LIT.

ONE …CHECKING.

"Yeah," I said. "I saw it too."


2
Four Doors Down


The Hearth didn't write another word all night.

I know, because I went down twice to look. By morning the grate was orange, smug, and saying nothing to anybody. That meant, I think, that I was going to need to make my own inquiries. Nell wasn't especially pleased about that.

"You're going down there?" she said.

"I'm just going for my morning walk."

"You're going down the lane. To the eighth house. And you're going to have a snoop. Just be honest with yourself."

"Fine. I'm going to snoop. Bite me." I paused. "Actually, don't…" I paused again. "Who lives there now, anyway?"

"Hettie Skelder," Nell said, like a name off an old list. "There's a woman I've not counted in years. Never asks for a thing, that one. A door that never knocks on yours, you stop seeing it after a while, don't you." She said it as if it were a fact about Hettie, and went back to the book before I could ask her whether it was, or whether it was a fact about Nell instead.

Nell moved Tallow House's accounts book before I could accidentally get egg on it. "And don't you go being charming at her. Whatever's wrong down that end of the lane, it'll not be fixed by you standing on a step with your shirt open looking obliging."

"Nell, when have I ever stood on someone's step with my shirt open? Sometimes, I think you just make things up."

"I'm just saying. I wouldn't put it past a human to pull that sort of thing."

From the ceiling, not looking up from whatever she had hold of, Florrie said, "You know, you do do the open shirt thing but I don't think you realize. Sorry. I only mean… it's not on purpose, I don't think, you just get warm and open buttons then… sorry."

"No, it's more than that," Nell grumped. "He struts around this house like a cock in a hen-house and then wonders why the whole valley's lining up to sit on him. Now sit down and eat that before you go. You'll probably need to keep your strength up."

"Leave him alone," said Lottie, coming through from the dining room with a tray. She does the Mug's early service, and then most mornings she walks back up the lane and helps with ours before she goes down again, which nobody has ever asked her to do and which we have all stopped mentioning in case she stops. "Sam's very handsome and he can't help it. Morning, sugar."

"Morning, Lottie."

"Don't encourage him," Nell growled.

"I'm not encouraging him. I'm just saying how it is." Lottie put the tray onto the sideboard, said "Hello, plant" to Susan on her way past, and went back out to finish her shift. It seemed that Susan had annexed a sixth pot in the night. Nobody mentioned it. We've all agreed not to dwell on the triffid-level of green growth that is happening around Tallow House.

On my way out, I popped my head into breakfast to check on how our guests were getting on. The High Elf was still being tragic about the hot water, while it appeared that the duck-kin family had brought their own eggs. I was sure Nell wasn't going to be especially pleased about that.

I quite like walking down Tallow Lane. On a clear morning like this, all of the life of the town seems to spill out onto the street. For example, Number Eleven is the Pells'. And I passed Stan on Mrs. Pell's step with a turnip in one huge hand and a paring knife in the other, being told for the second winter running that his thumbs were too big for the fiddly bits. Next door at Number Ten are gnomes. Across from them, Bruyne had her yard gate open and was three subjects deep into a conversation with nobody by the time I drew level, the Ogress built like a doorway and dressed like she'd lost an argument with her own wardrobe.

"Sam Pendle! I was just saying to the fence, wasn't I just saying, isn't it a fine morning, and now here you are to agree with me, which is convenient, because the fence never does." She hadn't paused for breath since the gate. "You'll have heard about Number Eight. Everybody's heard about Number Eight. My sister's heard about Number Eight and she's two valleys over and doesn't hear anything, not even the things I write her direct. I'd offer you tea but I haven't got the yard for it, I've got the goats instead, and the goats don't share, do they, Clarence—" this last to a goat, who ignored her with total confidence "—no, you don't, you selfish little beast. Anyway. Fine morning. Do give my best to Nell."

I promised I would, and got away while she was still deciding what to say next, which with Bruyne was never longer than a breath. And at Number Nine the deer-woman was out on her path doing nothing at all with a bucket. She straightened up when she saw me coming and got as far as opening her mouth.

"There's still eight on the waiting list ahead of her," I said.

"I was going to ask about… something else."

"You were going to ask whether my housekeeper had died in the night."

"I would never." She leaned on the bucket. "I might have asked whether Nell was feeling poorly."

"You were not."

"I was going to work up to it," she said, blatantly checking out my ass the whole time.

Mr. Tibbets was at the notice-board in his good waistcoat, pinning something up and smoothing it flat with both hands, which is a thing he does when he wants to be asked.

"Morning, Mr. Tibbets."

"Mr. Pendle." He did not turn round. Four vertical feet of warty dignity, and he has never once in my acquaintance turned round on the first go. "You'll have heard."

"I've heard."

"From the magpie." The disgust in it could have stripped a floor.

"From the magpie," I agreed.

"I had it Tuesday." He pressed the last pin in. "I say that not to compete. I say it because the Guild posts to me first, and I should like the lane to remember, when it comes to it, that the post office is where a thing is known and the Mug is merely where it gets repeated." He turned round at last. "Your pension does not depend on Gerald Rackham any more, Mr. Pendle. Mine still does. I would ask you to bear that in mind before you go being brave at anybody on my behalf."

That was as close as Tibbets has ever come to telling me he was on my side.

Yarrow was in her doorway at the apothecary with her tails out, watching me come up the lane and not troubling to pretend she wasn't.

"Human."

"Yarrow."

"You're going to the Sparrow." Not a question, and she did not appear to think it needed to be one. "Everybody on this lane knows you're going to the Sparrow, and the ones who don't know are the ones who've been told twice."

"Leno says nobody knows who's buying it."

"Leno is a magpie with a subscription. He knows what's been said out loud." She came down her step, and the peaches came with her, which after all this time I've decided is just the weather around Yarrow and not something she does on purpose. Mostly. "I sell remedies, dangerous secrets and the occasional targeted curse, love. Terms by arrangement, as you know."

"Then sell me one."

"Nothing." She stopped, and her tails stopped with her. "I've got nothing to sell you. Nobody's asked me for anything about that house, and nobody's tried to tell me anything about it either, and in all my years on this lane I have never once had a week where a thing that big went past me without somebody trying to trade it."

"Is that bad?"

"It's expensive," she said. "It's the only thing on this street I can't put a price on, and I do not care for the sensation at all." Then the whole arch of her came back up at once, like a shutter going the other way. "Anyway. You're still not sleeping with me, are you."

"I'm still not."

"No. Well." She went back up her step. "Fuck you later, love."

Then I was at Number Eight. The Sparrow. This boarding house sits back to the lane and has no garden, no path and nothing out front to trip over. There were three worn stone steps straight down onto the cobbles and it looked like the middle one was dished a full inch from two hundred years of boots.

Everything above those steps was immaculate, though. The Sparrow had windows I could shave in, gleaming brass numbers I could read across the lane, and—in February, on a lane with a row of elms on it—not one leaf against the wall. That took dedication. Its sign hung over the door on two chains—THE SPARROW, and then a gap, and then two iron eyes where a second board used to be. Somebody'd once painted a black talon past the last letter. The talon was still there.

However, for all of that, its chimney was doing nothing at all.

Hettie was on the middle step with a brush, working the dish where the water sits. And she was doing it right. The Hob-kin was a head shorter than me, all knuckly and gray-brown, with too many joints in her fingers, which meant they closed on the brush handle in three places instead of two. She had wire-wool hair with a white patch at the left temple, and a canvas apron washed so often it'd gone the color of weak tea—the sort of apron a woman keeps because replacing it would be an extravagance.

Hettie was nothing like the women in my house. She was handsome the way a good set of scales is handsome. Hang on. Is that actually a thing? Maybe.

"Morning," I said, still trying to work out where the scale simile had come from.

"Morning."

"Sam Pendle. I own Number Twelve."

"I know. You're the human who everyone's in a fuss about."

"That's me." I nodded at the brush. "Want a hand?"

"No. I've got it."

"It's just that I've got two and neither of them are doing much. I don't mind…"

"I said 'no', thank you."

Her fingers closed on the brush handle in three places instead of two, and did not stop moving.

"I'm quite good at steps."

"Is there something wrong with you? I said no!"

I watched her work for a while.

"This house was my grandmother's," she said eventually. "And her mother's. And it will be nobody's after me."

She went on brushing. The next part came out of her without any change of pace at all.

"Your aunt and my grandmother hated each other for fifty years. Loudly. And with throwing. But neither of them meant a word of it. Your aunt sent flowers when she died. The card with it said at last."

I laughed before I could help it. "You know, I'm going to keep offering to help," I said.

"Knock yourself out." She moved down a step. "I'm going to keep saying no. I will keep saying it politely. Then I will keep saying it less politely. We will both know where we are."

The front door stood open behind her and I could see the hall. There were floorboards I could see my face in, plenty of coat hooks and a mud-tray with no mud in it. And, at the very end of it, a grate that took up half the wall, the same scale as ours. Well, I say a grate—there was gray in it, and somewhere in the gray was one dark red thing about the size of a thumbnail.

Now, I've stood in front of my own Hearth on its worst day. Tallow House was at Ember when I got here and it'd felt like standing next to somebody with the worst case of pneumonia on record. But it had still given off heat. Hettie's hearth was giving off no heat whatsoever. It was dead.

And, most damning of all, on the wall inside the door, there was a board with nine iron hooks on it. There were nine keys hanging on their hooks.

"You're looking at my Hearth," she said.

"Sorry."

"Everybody does. You may as well do it from where you are. It's a dead grate. It doesn't care who's gawking at it."

Then she went back to the step. I was still working out what to say next when something came over the roofline shouting.

It came out of the low sun with the wind behind it, screaming as it did. As it closed in on the ground it tried to stop, but then obviously discovered it couldn't stop… which is when it hit the Sparrow's gutter with both feet at the speed of a thrown chair, sat down hard on the slates, slid four feet, and then caught itself on the chain of the sign. The sign swung back and forth alarmingly with what I was pretty sure was a harpy on the end of it…

"Skelder!" the new arrival shouted, swinging upside down and wrapping herself even more up in the chain.

"Yes, Miss Dot?" said the Hob-kin, not getting up.

The harpy got a wing-thumb into the sack at her hip and came out with one letter. She dropped it and it landed on the dished step in front of the brush.

"Thank you, Miss Dot."

The harpy was totally trapped in the chain and squawked and wriggled trying to get free. Her crest went flat, then came halfway up and she noticed me. "Chief!"

"Hello. I don't think we've met."

"Sam Pendle, Number Twelve, Tallow Lane, you're the human, and I've got forty pound of mail for you. Forty pound, Chief, and that's not a normal week's mail. That's the sort of week where somebody's died or somebody's buying something. No judgment. Sign here." She finally unraveled herself and crashed down into the ground. "No. Don't sign there, that's my lunch. Oh my word…."

She'd barely landed before the wind over the bridge got funny and the harpy was blown up the lane sideways, vanishing out of sight and over our roof. There was a crash as she hit our chimney.

"I think your mail's arrived," Hettie said, before starting on the step again.

I made my apologies and ran back to Tallow House to find the harpy courier sitting in the gutter with the sack in her lap and all sorts of smashed tiles around her.

"I braked on your chimney!"

"I rather think you crashed into my chimney."

"That's a controlled arrival, Chief." She was already sorting on the slates, one-handed, faster than I could follow. Dot was all russet and cream and barred all over like a hawk that'd gotten into the cider. It looked like she was hollow-boned enough that the wind was still bothering her even though she was sitting still. I looked down at her taloned feet, with clever little thumbs at the wing joint doing everything hands would have done. Sadly, she had no tail. I quite liked a tail on a girl.

"You're looking for the tail," she said, not looking up.

"I am not."

"Everybody looks for the tail. I've got a fan and it does steering. You want something to look at, you can look at the entire rest of me."

Then she stood and crashed in through the back door of Tallow House with the sack over her shoulder and met my entire household in about ninety seconds. I'm still not certain everybody has recovered.

With a heave, she dropped the bag of mail on Nell's clean table. "Wotcha, Boss-lady!"

"Don't drop that on my nice clean table!" Nell roared.

"That's a surface, that is, and it's the only flat one in here that ain't got a plant trying to annex it. Right, I need some water." She looked around and had the bucket off the floor and full at the pump before Nell got her mouth open. Then she tipped it all over herself and shivered. "Nice."

"What is going on!" Mari said.

"Hello. You're the cold one. You've got a hearing coming up."

"I do not."

"You do. It's on the board at the Guild, I've seen it. I deliver there, too. Well. I don't deliver in there. They've got a slot I throw letters into which bites."

Florrie came down the front stairs upside down along the ceiling to have a look at all the commotion.

"It's a Moth!" Dot shrieked as she arrived.

"Hello," said Florrie, upside down, to a harpy. "Sorry. Erm. Hello."

"The Moth waved at me!" Dot laughed. "Nobody waves at couriers, people shout at couriers. Last week a man in Wetherbrook told me to go and fuck a weathervane and he hadn't even opened his letter. Could've been good news. Could've been a baby. I mean, it was a red bill, but still. He didn't know that, did he? Right, that's me, I'll take a tea. No. No, I won't take a tea."

"I didn't offer you tea," Nell growled.

"Well, don't. Because I wouldn't take it. You know, everyone's very friendly on this lane and it's frankly a menace. Three doors down a woman offered me a bath. I think she had designs on me."

"That'll be the deer-woman at Nine. She has designs on everyone."

"But a bath, Chief! I've got hollow bones. I'd have gone down like a sack of hammers and she'd have been fishing me out with the tongs."

This was honestly one of the strangest interactions I'd had in a while. And that was saying something. "Will you be back tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow depends on the pass, and the pass depends on Wetherbrook, and there's a man in Wetherbrook with a mule and a grudge." She was already flapping her way out the door. "Right. Good talk, Chief. See you soon."

Then the Hearth cleared its throat. A rope of smoke came off the great grate and went out into the hall.

SHE KNOCKED.

WITH HER FACE.

"Be nice," I said to it.

On the table, Nell was going through the mail in a mood. There were new bookings, some invoices and a Guild advisory, Number Seven, on the subject of Boarding Establishments Retaining Human Staff. It was two pages long and used the phrase for the comfort of other residents in a way I didn't care for. And there was a perfumed-scented letter from a woman in Cooper's Row asking "whether the human took private appointments."

"He does not," said Nell.

"Depends. I might be persuaded to do consultations."

"You'll do no such thing!" Nell got the second page of the missive open, read one line, and then put the whole thing on the fire. "There's an awful lot more and it's filthy."

"What did it say?"

"She apparently wanted to know whether the arrangement might extend to two of us at a time. I'll thank you to stop grinning." She banged the poker in. "It's bad enough Granny Sump's finally set her touching fee. She's not once offered me a cut."

"You want a cut?"

"I want a percentage, human! You've only just started paying me for the first forty years and I'll be damned if the one asset this house has ever had stands around being ogled for free. If half this valley wants to come and get fucked stupid by the human, they can pay at the door, same as they pay for the eggs!"

Mari picked one letter up and hissed. It had the Guild seal. The whole room went quiet. She slit it open with one sharp fingernail and read it silently.

"Everything okay, Mari?" I asked.

"It is about drains."

"Drains?"

"Drains. I am to be consulted, about a smell."

And at the bottom of the pile, in a heavy envelope with the Guild's mark pressed into the wax, was a pack of papers an inch thick with a covering note on top in a clerk's flat hand.

DISPOSAL OF ASSETS — THE RACKHAM PARCELS, TALLOW LANE.

PARCEL EIGHT: a mortgage of two hundred and forty marks, advanced two generations back, secured upon Number Eight Tallow Lane. Freehold remains with the mortgagor. Interest six years in arrear.

Number Twelve Tallow Lane, being an adjoining property in good standing, is invited to indicate an interest prior to open sale.

It took me a moment, and then it took me no time at all, because this is the one thing in the world I am actually good at.

They were not selling a house. Rackham never owned that house. He owned the debt on it, and the Guild was selling the debt, and whoever bought the debt could call it in whenever they liked and take the house off the back of it. Which is why the woman four doors down could pay her levy every year of her life and still not be safe from a stranger three valleys away with a chequebook.

"What is it?" said Nell.

"Nothing."

"Right," she said. She went back to the eggs and did not ask again, even as the grate put up one thin line of smoke and took its time about it.

PARCEL EIGHT.

FOUR DOORS DOWN.

"I know," I said. Nell looked up from the eggs, at me and the smoke both, and had the grace not to ask.


3
Second Proof


Idid the sum on the fourth of the month, at the kitchen table, before anybody else was up, and I did it because I'd been putting it off for six weeks, and I knew full well what putting a sum off for six weeks meant, because I'd watched clients do it for eleven years.

The levy comes back. It was never forgiven. Burning a Beacon through the Long Night discharges the year it falls in, and it discharges nothing else, and the next one is three hundred and nineteen days out.

I wrote the figure at the bottom of a page in the back of the accounts book, where nobody looks. Then I closed the book on it. Nell was still asleep. The Hearth banked itself lower while I sat there, which I chose to read as tact.

Then I put the kettle on and got on with the day, because that's what the figure is for. A number you say out loud in a boarding house is a number that six people start managing at you.

By five the following morning I was awake again, and the house was doing that thing it does now, which is being warm at me on purpose.

A Hearthhold at Beacon does not simply keep a building warm. It keeps the people in the building warm, in the sense a doctor would mean and also in the sense a man alone in a narrow bed at four in the morning would mean, and it does not have a great deal of tact about which of those it's doing at any given time. The floorboards on the landing had been holding blood heat since the Long Night. The banister was warm. The water in the tap upstairs came through warm now, from a cistern that had spent decades producing nothing but ice and grudges.

I got up and went along the landing to the second-floor washroom and shut the door. I didn't knock on anybody else's door on the way, though it wasn't for want of thinking about it.

The washroom is the coldest room in the house and always has been. Stan re-leaded the window the week Rackham came. The dry-pipe citation from three years back is still nailed to the inside of the door where my aunt left it. I pulled the chain, because the cistern up there takes four minutes to fill and four minutes is a thing a man can work with. Then I braced one hand flat on the tile over the basin and ran the cold tap. It is the only tap in the building that still runs cold. I've started to think of it as the last honest fixture in Tallow House.

And the trouble, as I worked, was that my head wouldn't stay on one thing.

It went to Lottie first, because it always does, and because she'd thrown dough at me two mornings earlier and told me to come back at seven, and there's nothing on this earth like being sent away by a woman who's going to be thinking about it all day. Her hands in the dough and flour to her elbows, and the weight of her tits against the edge of that table while she shoved the whole batch over on itself, and the noise she makes when she gives up on a sentence halfway through.

Then it went where it's been going for a fortnight.

It went to Nell, at the stove, sleeves shoved up past the elbow and her forearms marked from forty years of the same work, telling me to sit down and not touch that — and I thought about what that voice would sound like saying something a good deal less domestic, and had to put my head against the tile. It went to Mari, three feet off me in the cold store, close enough that I could feel the cold coming off her and couldn't step back without her seeing me do it. It went to Florrie, and what my head did with Florrie was thorough, and took its time, and is nobody's business but mine.

What I noticed afterwards, standing there with the tap going, was that my head had been round four women and hadn't once stopped at a horn or a wing or a tail or a set of gills, or at the fact that three of them aren't human, and I've no idea when that stopped being the first thing about them.

And I caught myself, with my hand on my cock and my forehead against a cold tile, listing them. In order. An asset schedule: name, condition, date acquired, notes.

I've done a number of undignified things since I came to this valley. That one I didn't care for at all.

I came with my jaw shut and the tap running and my forehead on the tile, and I stood there afterwards in a freezing room with my hand a mess and my breath going, thinking about how there were four women asleep under this roof, that I had touched exactly one of them, and that the reason for that was a rule I had made up myself, in my own head, on my third day here, and had never once said out loud to anybody who might have argued with it.

The tap ran cold over my hands. The house, to its credit, said nothing at all.

At seven I went down the lane and bought a coffee like a normal customer.

The Mug at seven is a different building to the Mug at four. There were nine people in it and a wyvern on the ceiling roost and the whole place smelled of scorched sugar and wet wool, and Lottie was working the counter at a speed that made me want to sit down on her behalf.

"Morning," she said, without looking up. "You're being good."

"I'm being a customer."

"You're being a customer at me. It's not the same thing and we both know it." She put a cup down in front of somebody and took two coins and gave one back and did it all without stopping. "Sit at the end. I'll be twenty minutes."

She was forty. I didn't mind. The end stool at the Mug has a view of the whole room and I've come to enjoy watching a woman be extremely competent at a job she is far too frightened to admit she is good at.

When the rush broke she came round the counter, took my wrist, and walked me into the prep-room without a word to anybody, and shut the door with her tail.

The prep-room is eight feet by ten and most of it is a scrubbed table with the second proof on it under cloths. It is warm as a bread oven with the door left open, and it smells of yeast and hot iron, and there is flour on every surface including, within about a moment, me.

"Twenty minutes," she said.

"You said that at four the other morning."

"At four yesterday I had a batch." Her horns had gone from gold to a dark rose in the time it took to shut the door. "I now have a proof that has twenty minutes to sit and a man who has been standing at the end of my counter for half an hour looking like that, and I have shown enormous restraint about it, which nobody has thanked me for."

"Have you."

"I have shown heroic restraint. I did the whole rush. I did Mrs. Pell's sister, who is a nightmare." She got two fistfuls of my shirt. "And the entire time, the loop has been sat there going, and it will not switch off, Sam, it has not switched off since the house filled, and do you know what that is like? It is like being hungry in a room where somebody is always cooking."

"Then stop talking."

"I can't. That's the other thing." She was already pushing me back against the table, and the cloths shifted, and I put a hand out flat to keep the tray from going. "I talk. You know I talk. When it's bad I talk and when it's good I talk and right now it is very⁠—"

I got a hand into her hair, at the root, between the horns where the heat comes off her, and she stopped talking.

For a while there was only the two of us and the smell of the proof and Lottie making a low sound into my mouth that I felt in my back teeth.

I got a hand on her through her skirt first, flat, and held it there, and she went up on her toes and swore at the ceiling.

"That is not fair."

"You've got nine minutes."

"I've got twenty and you know I've got twenty, and you're doing the — oh. Do that through it again."

I did it through it again. She got both hands back on the table behind her and let her head go back, and for a while the only thing in that room was a man's hand moving on wool and a woman telling the rafters what she thought about it.

Then I got the skirt up round her waist, and there was nothing under it, which she registered before I did.

"Don't," she said. "Don't say anything about that."

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You were going to think something."

"I was going to think a great deal."

Her pussy was hot enough to be a separate weather system and she was wet through and down the inside of both thighs, and the moment I got two fingers into her pussy the loop came off its hook and hit me in the chest, and then it came back the other way as well: her pleasure arrived in me a half-second behind her, doubled and warm and wholly uninterested in whose it was supposed to be.

"Oh," she said, against my jaw. "Oh, that's… yes. That. Don't be clever, just do that!"

I wasn't being clever. I have never once been clever in that room. I had two fingers in her to the knuckle and my thumb working her clit, and her whole weight came forward onto my chest.

"That. That's my clit, in case you were hunting for it, and you've found it, so don't go looking for anything better."

"That's the first clear instruction I've had all week."

"Then follow it." She got a hand down the front of my trousers and got hold of my cock, and after that neither of us was managing a great deal in the way of technique.

"Both," she said. "Fist on your cock, fingers in me, both at once! I want to feel you feel it."

"You already do."

"I want more of it." Her teeth were on my throat. "That's the whole problem with me, isn't it. I always want… oh. Oh, gods, do that again!"

Her hand was clumsy and fast and getting faster and it didn't matter in the slightest, because the loop was doing the thing it had never done all winter. Every stroke I gave her came back up into my own hips. Every pull of her fist on my cock arrived in her as well and made her clamp down round my fingers and swear into my collarbone. It went up in a spiral, both ways at once, faster than either of us could steer it.

Somebody rattled the prep-room door.

Neither of us stopped. Lottie put her forehead on my shoulder and said, in the pleasant carrying voice she uses on customers, "Two minutes!" — and then, into my collarbone, in a voice pitched for one person, "don't you dare take your fingers out of my pussy."

The footsteps went away.

She was talking herself toward it, as she always does, the words getting shorter and then giving out, and I could feel every one of them landing back in me down the link a half-beat late. My own pulse was in her hand. She was tight and slick and grabbing at my fingers in a rhythm that had stopped being hers and had not quite become mine.

"Sam—"

"I know."

"No, you don't, I can't tell which of us is…" She broke off and shoved her forehead into my shoulder and her hand kept going, ruthless now. "I can't tell. I genuinely can't tell any more, whose is which."

"Then stop trying."

"That is the worst advice you have ever⁠—"

I got my thumb hard against her clit and curled the fingers inside her and she stopped mid-word.

Then she took her hand off my cock, which I did not care for at all, and got hold of my wrist and took mine out of her, which I cared for even less.

"Table," she said.

"You've a proof on that table."

"Then it'll have to watch." She had her apron over her head and her blouse open before she'd finished the sentence, and then the shift under it, and there they were. I've thought about Lottie's tits with some regularity since the first morning I walked into that shop and not one minute of the thinking had been adequate. They're heavy and pale, freckles over the top of the left one, and her nipples had gone up hard in the cold off the flags.

"Say something," she said.

"I'm working up to it."

"Say something now or I'll get dressed."

"Your tits have been the single greatest impediment to my professional concentration since the day I arrived in this valley."

"Oh, that's good." She was delighted. "That's very good. Put your mouth on my tits and say it again."

So I put my mouth on them. I got a nipple between my teeth.

"Oh, fuck! Teeth! Harder on the nipple than that, I'm not made of pastry."

The loop came off its hook a beat early and I felt exactly what I'd just done to her arrive back in my own chest.

"Pick me up."

I picked her up, and she went up like she weighed nothing, because a great deal of me stops working around that woman, and I put her on the end of the scrubbed table, the proof pushed down to the far end, her heels on the edge. Her tail, which had opinions of its own about all of this, took the flour tin off the shelf on its way past and sent it rolling under the second oven.

"Sorry," she said, not sounding it in the slightest, and didn't go after it.

"Right," Lottie said. "Now."

"You said twenty minutes."

"I said twenty minutes an hour ago and I have been thinking about your cock the entire —" and then she got a hand round my cock and set the head where she wanted it and stopped talking, which happens perhaps twice a year.

I didn't go in. I held there, with the head of my cock notched against her pussy and both of us feeling it, and she made a noise like a kettle coming off the boil.

"Don't you dare."

"You told me to stop being clever."

"I told you to stop being clever. I did not tell you to be a—" and I moved perhaps an inch, and whatever Lottie Marlow had been going to call me left her. "Oh. That's not fair. Put your cock in me, all the way, now! I have been thinking about it since the batch went in and I am finished being reasonable."

"I have changed my — Sam, I will bite you⁠—"

I went into her, slow, the whole way, one push, and Lottie's head went back and she said something with no consonants in it.

"All of it," she said, when the consonants came back. "The whole cock. My pussy's got the whole—" and lost them again.

She was scalding. That is the only word. Every woman I have ever been to bed with has been warm; Lottie is hot, hot enough that the first stroke is a shock every single time, and she was so wet by then that I could hear it in that quiet room over the ovens.

"There," she said. "There. That. Don't be gentle! My pussy has been doing nothing else since four o'clock and you know it."

"You're very loud for a woman worried about nine customers."

"I am being — oh — I am being extremely quiet, considering." She got a fistful of my shirt. "Harder! Come on! Fuck me properly, I've been proving bread for three hours thinking about this exact⁠—"

"About what?"

"About your cock in me on this table, in as many words, while I was covering a batch." Her horns were nearly black. "There. I've said it. Now do it or I shall be extremely rude to you in front of Nell."

"Thinking about what."

"You know what."

"Say it."

Her horns had gone the color of a hot poker. "I have been thinking about being fucked over my own prep table by the landlord with a batch proving eighteen inches from my head, and I would like it done now, please, and hard, and I would like you to stop asking me questions while my legs are—" and then I did what she asked and the rest of that sentence never arrived.

I had her by the hips on the edge of the table and I did not go gentle, because she had asked twice and I am not a fool, and the table took it, because Lottie has scrubbed that table every morning for three years and it is a good table.

The loop went both ways the whole time. Every stroke arrived in me a half-beat after it arrived in her, doubled, so that I was being fucked by proxy at the same time as I was doing the fucking, and about a minute in I stopped being able to say for certain which of the two of us was closer.

"You're going to have to be quiet," I said.

"I am being⁠—"

"Lottie, there are nine people through that wall."

"Then you should not have—" She got a hand over her own mouth, which lasted about three strokes. "You should not have put your cock in me in a room with a door, then, should you."

"Nine minutes on the proof," she said, wrenching her mouth free of her own hand. "If your cock finishes before my dough does I'll never forgive either of you."

What happened then I can give you only from the outside, because from the inside there weren't two of us in that room in any way an accountant would have accepted. She came round my cock with her whole body locked and a noise coming out of her that she was plainly trying to keep behind her teeth and not managing, and the loop took it and slammed it back down the link into me before hers had even finished, so that I went over the edge with her fist still moving on my cock and no clear sense of whether I had got there on my own account or simply been handed it.

I came in her, hard, with her heels dug into my back and her fist in my shirt, and the loop handed all of it straight back so that neither of us could have signed a statement about who finished first.

"That one came round twice," Lottie said eventually, into my collarbone, sounding personally affronted about it. "Whose was it? I'm not being funny, Sam, I want to know whose cunt that came out of."

"I don't think there's a form for that."

"There should be. I'd fill it in thoroughly."

For a few seconds neither of us said anything at all. The proof sat under its cloths a foot away, rising, unbothered. A good deal of flour had gone off the edge of the table onto the floor.

She stayed leaning on me afterward, her horns going slowly back down to gold, breathing like she had run somewhere.

"Right," she said, eventually, to my chest. "Well. That's twenty minutes."

"That was nine."

"Was it?" She lifted her head. Her mouth was a wreck and she looked extremely pleased about it. "Then I've twelve left and a proof that needs knocking back."

She kissed me once, hard and short, and then she was straightening her apron and shoving her hair back and going through the door into the noise like a woman going back on shift, which is what she was.

I did up my shirt and I looked at the flour on the floor for a bit.

The thing I hadn't said, and didn't say, was that it never used to arrive twice. In the winter, when the house was cold and the beds were empty and we were all frightened, the loop had needed a running start and a kiss to open it, and it had shut afterwards, cleanly.

It did not shut now. She had told me that at four in the morning with her hands in the dough and I had heard it as a joke, because she had said it as one.

I walked back up the lane with a coffee I had paid for and didn't drink, and from our front window I could see the whole street. Every chimney going. Number Eight putting up nothing at all, four doors down, as it had every morning since I'd started looking.

The Hearth had left a ribbon of white on the mantel by the time I got in.

SHE IS NOT HUNGRY.

SHE IS NOT FULL.

I stood and looked at that for a while.

"Yes," I said. "I had noticed."

Nell was in the scullery with both arms in the copper and a sheet going gray in the water, and she had been at it long enough that the window had steamed right over.

"Leave that," I said. "I'll do the sheets."

"You will not do the sheets."

"I've done sheets. I did them all winter."

"You did them all winter because there were five of us and eleven empty rooms and it did not matter if a thing was done badly." She did not look up. "There are nineteen paying guests in this house and every one of them sleeps on linen that comes out of this copper, and it is going to come out of it properly."

"Then let me do them properly. Tell me what properly is and I'll do that."

That got her to look up, which I hadn't expected, and the look wasn't a friendly one.

"It's forty years, human. That's what properly is. You can't be told it in a morning by a man who wants to be helpful before his coffee."

"Nell—"

"No." She put the sheet back under. "Go and be useful somewhere I'm not."

I went.

I stood in the hall afterwards and did the arithmetic on her instead of on the levy. It hadn't occurred to me to do that before. Nineteen guests. Four floors. One woman on the copper, the range, the rota, the ordering, the linen and the accounts. A moth who helps where she is allowed to. An abyssal who does the cold work and takes no instruction. A succubus who does two houses' breakfasts and calls it walking up the lane.

The figure I got wasn't a good one. I carried it up to bed with me instead, and it was still there in the morning.


4
Bank The Fire


Ihad eight days of evidence by then and I had gone and collected more, which is what I do in place of having feelings about a thing. I sat in the hall with the accounts and a pencil and I timed her. Not openly. I'm not that brave.

Nell was up at ten past four. The range was lit by twenty past. Nineteen breakfasts went out between seven and half past eight, and while they went out she did the ordering, because the ordering is done at the range with a pencil behind her ear and a boy from Coborn's waiting in the doorway being frightened. The copper ran from nine. The rota went up at ten. She took the third floor herself because the third floor is the stairs and the stairs are the job nobody else can do in under an hour.

At two she sat down for eleven minutes with a cup of tea she didn't finish, which I've since learned is the longest she sits down in a day, and at four she started the evening, and the evening does not stop until the last guest has gone up and the range is banked.

I added it up twice, because the first total wasn't a number I wanted to have written down.

I also went and asked the others, separately, which took a day and taught me more than the timing had.

Lottie said she would take the whole breakfast service at Tallow if Nell would let her, and then said, unasked, that Nell wouldn't let her, and then apologized for saying so.

Mari said she had offered four times. "On the fourth occasion she told me I was a guest. I am registered as a guest. That is a different sentence and she knows it. I hunt the meat that this house eats." Her jaw set and let go. "I did not press it. She was carrying a copper full of water at the time and I did not wish to be the reason she put it down."

Florrie said the quietest and worst thing.

"She does let me," she said, from the top of the dresser. "Beds and — sorry. Beds and the saucers and taking things up. Only she watches me do it. Not nastily! She's not — she isn't nasty about it, she just stands where she can see, and then when I've gone she does the corners again. I've watched her do the corners again." A pause. "I don't mind. I only mean, it isn't help, is it, if somebody does it twice."

Dot took longer to catch, because Dot is never anywhere for more than a few seconds, but I got her on the fourth day, perched on the gutter working through something out of a paper bag with both wing-thumbs.

"Oh, her," Dot said, when I asked. "Yeah. I offered. Weeks back, before you'd worked any of it out. I said I'd fly Coborn's ordering for her — the coal, the flour, the whole list, straight over the yard and back before she'd even finished writing it, because I'm going that way anyway, aren't I, I go over Coborn's roof forty times a week whether anybody wants me to or not."

"What did she say?"

"She said no." Dot took another bite. "Not politely, either. Chief, I've had doors shut on me by people who genuinely hate me, professionally, as a matter of principle, and this was worse than that. She looked at me like I'd offered to redo her accounts in crayon." She swallowed. "I said it'd save her the walk, twice a week, in the cold, and she said the walk was hers and I could mind my own deliveries. Which, fair, it is her walk. I just don't see why a woman needs the walk if the walk's the bit that's killing her."

"You offer again?"

"Once. Got the same answer, delivered faster. I don't push it. I've seen what she does to people who push it." Dot crumpled the bag. "For what it's worth, Chief, standing offer. She just has to ask, which she won't, obviously, because she's Nell."

It took me another three days to catch up with a moth.

Then I went and put it to her.

"You're doing nineteen hours."

"I'm doing what wants doing."

"You're doing nineteen hours a day, Nell, and there's four of us in this house who could take a piece of it off you tomorrow."

"And they'd do it wrong, every damned one of them." She was scrubbing the table. "Not out of malice. They'd do it wrong because not one of them has done it near as long as I have, and there is no other way to learn it. And in the meantime the guests get a house run wrong, and then the guests stop coming, and then we are back where we were in the winter."

"That's not⁠—"

"It is exactly that. You asked me to say why and I've said why." She moved down the table. "Now go to bed."

I did not go to bed. I stood in the doorway, because I had one more thing and I was working up to it, and because I was watching a woman scrub a table and being nowhere near as subtle about it as I thought.

"You never let it help you either," I said.

The brush stopped.

I didn't plan it. I had spent eight days building a case about work, and without noticing I had walked the case into a different room.

"The Hearth," I said. "It banks itself for you. It leans the heat down your end of the table. It caught the cold in the grate the day we did the back door so you'd not have the weight of it. It does that constantly. And every single time, you tell it to stop."

"It's a fire, human."

"It's not, though. And you know it's not, better than I do, because you fed it for forty years while it was too weak to say so." I should have stopped there. "And it still won't put your name in the smoke."

She didn't move. The grate at the other end of the kitchen went on doing what it had been doing.

"No," Nell said. "It won't."

"Does that⁠—"

"It has never once." She straightened up and put the brush in the bucket, and she was not looking at me. "Not once, in all my time here. It named that succubus inside a night. It named the moth inside a week. It has written the count on this wall more times than I can tell you and never once my name over it." She wrung the cloth out, very precisely. "I'm not going anywhere. I told YOU that, in the winter, at the woodshed, and I was right, and I've stopped watching for it. But you'll not stand in my kitchen at midnight and make me say it out loud twice."

"Nell—"

"Do you want me or not?"

Four words, no preamble, and it is the most direct sentence anybody has ever aimed at me in my life, and I've had a fairy do a handstand in my eyeline.

"Yes," I said.

"Then get the door."

I got the door. I put the bar across it, which she watched me do, and when I turned round she had put the bucket on the floor and she was sat up on the end of the oak table with her boots off.

That table. The one she has scrubbed every single day since before I was born. The one she had been scrubbing four minutes earlier.

"Right," she said. "I'll say this once and then we'll not be discussing it. I've never done this. Not any of it. There's no story there and there's nothing wanting fixing, it simply never came up, and I'll thank you not to be delicate about it."

"I wasn't going to be delicate about it."

"Good." Her tail was flat along the table behind her, rigid as a rule, which on that woman is not calm. "And I'll not have you thinking I'll be any use at it. I've never done a thing badly the first time in my life and I've no intention of starting, so you'll tell me what wants doing and I'll do it right."

A lifetime of competence, applied to this, in the only register she owns.

"That's not how it works," I said.

"Everything works like that."

"Not this."

"Everything." She said it flat, in her rota voice. "You show me the job and you show me the standard and I'll meet the standard. That's how I learned the range, the copper, the accounts and the roof. I've not been taught one useful thing in my life by somebody being gentle with me about it."

"Nell. I'm not going to inspect you afterwards."

That stopped her. I watched it stop her, and I watched her decide to be annoyed about it rather than anything else, annoyed being the feeling she's had the most practice at.

"Then what am I meant to do?"

"Lie back on the table and let me work and tell me if I'm doing it wrong."

She looked at me for a second and a half.

"That's the entire instruction?"

"That's all of it."

"That's a poor instruction," Nell said, and lay back on her own scrubbed table, in her own kitchen, and put one forearm over her eyes.

The lamp had been out since ten. The only light in that kitchen was the range going down behind its guard and the grate at the far end, and between them there was about enough to see the shape of a woman and not enough to see her face, which I've thought since was the only way she could have done it at all.

I got down on the flagstones, which hurt, and which I mentioned.

"Then put the cloth under your knees," she said, without moving the arm. "It's on the rail. Don't put it on the floor after, it goes in the copper."

I got the cloth. I got her skirts up over her thighs and she let me, and the fur on the insides of them went from that coarse gray brush she has everywhere to something a great deal softer, and then to nothing at all. Her cunt was already slick and swollen and she had plainly been in that state for some while, standing at her own table with a scrubbing brush in her hand.

"You've been like this a while," I said.

"Don't."

"I'm only observing."

"You're being pleased with yourself." The arm stayed over her eyes. "Yes. Since about the door. Get on."

So I got on.

I put my mouth on her pussy and she made a sound like she'd been hit in the back — one short flat noise with no shape to it, out before she could catch it, and then absolute silence while she worked out what to do about the fact that she had made it.

"That was⁠—"

"Don't remark on it."

"I wasn't going to remark on it."

"You were about to remark on it. I could hear you filling your lungs." A pause, in which her thigh came up against my ear. "Do that again."

I did that again.

I took my time, and it wasn't chivalry. This woman has spent her whole working life doing everything at speed for other people, and I was not going to let the first thing anybody ever did for her be quick. So I went slow and flat-tongued, the whole length of her pussy, then slower, and I stayed a careful inch off the place she wanted for longer than was kind.

She noticed inside a minute, because of course she did.

"You're not doing that right."

"I'm doing it deliberately."

Her heel came down on my shoulder blade, not hard. "You're avoiding a spot."

"I am."

"Why?"

"Because you'll be able to tell me exactly what it wants when I get there," I said, "and I'd like to hear you do it."

There was a silence from the other end of the table long enough that I thought I'd lost her.

"That's a filthy mouth on a man doing the accounts," Nell said.

"It is."

The arm came off her eyes for about a second and went back. "Do it again."

What her vocabulary did when the rest of it went was the surprise.

The words didn't become fewer. That is what I had expected — the terse woman going terser, down to nothing, which is where she goes when she's angry. What actually happened is that the housekeeping came up out of her and took over, the only language she has for a job done to a standard.

"That's the one," she said, when I finally put my tongue on her clit. "That's — right. That. Keep at that! Don't get clever with my clit, don't change it, you'll want to keep that going the exact same."

"Like this?"

"Like that. Slower. That's it." Her heel found my shoulder blade. "That's done right, that is. That's a thing turned out right."

I got two fingers into her cunt and she went rigid from the hips down and said "wait," flat, in the voice she keeps for a delivery boy.

I waited.

"That's — no. That's fine. That's only new." A long breath through her nose. "Do it slower and don't ask me about it."

So I did it slower and didn't ask her about it, and after a while she took the second finger without complaint and made a noise that came out of her chest rather than her throat, and her thighs came up either side of my head and stayed.

"Oh," she said. "Oh, that's — right."

"All right?"

"Don't ask me questions." Her hands went into my hair. She didn't push. She held on, like a rail. "You'll not get sense out of me and then I'll be embarrassed about it after."

"Then don't answer them."

"I'll answer them. That's the trouble. I answer things." Her hips came off the table an inch and went back down. "A lifetime of being the one who knows where everything is and now there's a man under my table asking me questions and I'll answer every damned one, so kindly don't."

I stopped asking. I put a third finger into her cunt instead, and she said something under her breath that I didn't catch and have never asked about, and after that we got on a good deal faster.

I got her shirt open with one hand somewhere in the middle of it.

"Your tits," I said, against her ribs. "A lifetime of carrying has left them heavy and low and marked, and I've thought about them since my third day in this house."

"Don't be daft."

"I'm not being daft."

"There's nothing to think about."

"There's a great deal to think about," I said, and got my mouth on one tit and her nipple between my teeth, and whatever she'd been going to say about that went out of her in one long uneven breath and never came back.

She got wet enough that my fingers made a sound in her cunt, which she heard, and which set her off worse.

"That's—"

"I know."

Her whole back came up off the wood and went down again. "That is my table."

"It's a well-made table."

"It is a — " and there she lost the sentence altogether, and her tail came up off the wood and slapped it once, hard, like a hand going down on a counter.

"Nell."

"Don't stop."

I got my free hand flat on her belly to hold her down. "I'm not going to stop."

"You've stopped talking, that's near enough to stopping. Say something." Her voice had gone somewhere I had never heard it. "Say the thing you said before. About the spot."

"I said I'd stay off it until you told me what it wanted."

"Then I'm telling you." Her voice had gone to gravel. "It wants your tongue flat on it and it wants you to stop being polite about the whole business, and if you make me say the word for it I shall never look at you again."

"Say the word for it."

"I shall not."

"Nell."

A silence, from the other end of the table, of a woman deciding.

"My cunt," said Nell Wallace, to her own ceiling, in the flattest voice she owns. "There. Now do as you're told!"

So I used her word.

"Your cunt is soaking my hand to the wrist."

Nell Wallace put her arm over her eyes.

"Your cunt pulls on my fingers every time you breathe. I can hear your cunt over the range. So can you."

"I can hear it. And you'll not lie there pricing it. My cunt wants your mouth and my clit'll not see to itself. On."

"I'm going to keep on your clit until you've stopped being able to give instructions."

"You'll be a while," said Nell, to the underside of her own arm, and then I put my mouth over her clit and sucked, and she stopped being witty for a bit.

"Properly," she said, at some point, thighs shaking either side of my head. "Do it properly! Don't you dare leave my cunt half-done. You'll have my cunt done right or not at all. Flat tongue, the whole length of my cunt, same as you'd strip a bed, and my clit last, same as the corners, and don't you dare rush the corners."

"You've a vocabulary on you."

"I've the only vocabulary I own, and you'll take it. A cunt wants doing same as anything wants doing, which is thoroughly." Her breath went. "Aired and turned out and done to a standard. That's my cunt at your — that's what — oh."

"I've never left a job half-done in this house."

"No," she said. "No, you have not, have you," and there was something under it I've no name for.

So I didn't leave it half-done.

"You're drenched," I said, into her cunt. "Both thighs and your own table under your arse."

"I know what table it is! Two fingers. Back in my cunt where they were. Tongue flat on my clit where it was. And no remarks."

"Anything else?"

"No questions either. Fingers in my cunt, tongue on my clit, till I say otherwise. And when I go, you'll not stop till my cunt's done pulling."

Her cunt clamped down on my fingers hard enough to hurt. She was drenched by then, and the woman who found that out about herself so far into the job found it out on a Tuesday, in her working skirts, with the bar across the door and nineteen people asleep overhead.

"Don't stop! Don't you dare take your mouth off my clit. Don't…"

I didn't stop.

She came with her back off the table and one hand clamped over her own mouth, because there were nineteen guests upstairs and the woman would sooner have died, and she went on coming for a good deal longer than I expected. Her heels went into my shoulders and her pussy pulsed round my fingers in long hard pulls. Her free hand found the edge of the table she'd scrubbed every working day of her life and her claws went into it, four grooves punched clean through forty years of wax and lye, and she never once seemed to notice she'd done it. Her tail thrashed once against the oak and then went stiff and stayed stiff, straight out behind her like a rod, and didn't come down for a long time afterwards.

Eight feet away, the great grate leaned.

I felt it before I understood what I was feeling — the heat off the far wall thickening down our end of the table, gathering close around her, the same fuss it made over a burned hand or a chill nobody else had noticed. There was a succubus in this house who couldn't walk past that fire without it standing up gold for her, and a moth it had named inside a week, and an abyssal it had learned the weight of, and it wrote her not one letter while Nell Wallace came apart on the kitchen table three steps from the hearth she has fed since before I was born. It just leaned into her, and stayed leaned in, long after she'd gone still.

I looked at it. I could not help looking at it.

She saw me look.

She did not say anything about it. She got her breath back, and she took her arm off her eyes, and she looked at the ceiling for a bit, and then she sat up and pulled her skirts down and swung her legs off the table, and the whole thing was over, done and put away.

"Right," she said.

"Nell—"

"No." She got her boots. "I'm not doing the bit where we talk about it."

I got up off the flagstones. My knees had a great deal to say about it. There were four fresh grooves in the edge of the table, the wax scraped down to bare wood. I looked at them once and said nothing, because some things you're better off not being caught noticing, and I had a strong sense this was one and didn't care to test it. I stood there with her still wet on my mouth and my chin, in a kitchen that smelled of her and of lye and of the range going down, with a fire behind me that had nothing whatever to say, and I couldn't think of one thing to put into the silence that wouldn't have made it worse.

"Can I⁠—"

"No," she said again, and this time it was gentler, and it wasn't about the talking. "Not tonight."

She was doing up her second boot and she didn't look up when she said it, and I understood, in a way I couldn't have put into a sentence at the time, that being inside her would have been a thing she had asked for. And that she hadn't asked anybody for anything in longer than she could easily say, and wasn't about to start on a Tuesday because she had got her skirts up on a table.

"All right," I said.

"Good." She picked up the bucket. Then she stopped in the doorway with her back to me, and I thought for one moment she was going to say the thing, whatever the thing was.

What she said was: "The green room linen wants stripping in the morning. Not you. Tell the moth, she likes doing beds."

Then she went up.

I banked the fire myself that night. I did it exactly as she's done it in front of me a thousand times, with the coals back and the ash forward and the guard set true.

The grate took it without comment.

"You could try," I said to it.

Nothing. It sat there and it was warm and it was, as far as I could tell, content, and it wouldn't give her four letters.

I went up to bed angrier at a fireplace than I've ever been at a person.

I lay there a while doing the thing I do.

A house making more money than it has made in a generation, which cannot spend any of it on the one person killing herself to run it, because she will not have a hire in the building. A woman who will let me put my mouth on her on the kitchen table and will not let me carry a bucket. And a Hearth at Beacon, burning brighter than anything in the valley has burned in three generations, throwing off more warmth every night than this building can use.

That last one I'd known since the Long Night and hadn't once thought about as a figure.

I got up, went down in the dark past a grate that flared politely at me the whole way, and got the charter out of the back flap of the accounts book. Clause nine. I had read it in the winter, when we were in arrears and a house in arrears cannot sell anything to anyone.

We weren't in arrears now.

A Hearthhold at Blaze or above may vend its surplus aetheric yield to the Guild grid at the posted meter rate, subject to a keeper of record and a vending license.

I sat in the cold kitchen and worked out, on the back page where nobody looks, what a Beacon's surplus would fetch at the posted rate across a winter.

Then I sat and looked at the figure for a long time, because it was large enough to hire two people and still leave something over, and because there was a fire eight feet away that had spent forty years being fed by a woman it would not name, and I had just discovered I could put a price on what it produced.

I didn't like the shape of that at all. I wrote it down anyway.


5
What It Costs


Iasked the Hearth a direct question on the Thursday and it gave me a direct answer, which it had never done before and has not done since.

I had been sat in front of it most of the evening with the charter open on my knee and the figure in my head, and everybody else had gone up, and that grate at Beacon is company. It is not restful. It is a large warm animal in the room with you, and it is not always asleep.

"What's it for?" I said. "A Beacon. What's the point of one."

I didn't expect anything. I say that because of what happened next.

The coals turned over. A rope of white came off them, went up, hung, and put itself into letters, and it took its time about it in a way that felt almost careful.

TO LIGHT THE NEXT.

Then it let the letters go and banked itself down and sat there being a fire.

I looked at that for a long while. I'd like to say I understood it straight off. I didn't. I sat in a warm room with four words of smoke going gray above my head and turned them over like a coin I could not read the face of, and it was somewhere around midnight—with the charter still open on my knee at clause nine—that the two halves of the evening came together and I put my hand over my eyes.

The Guild will buy the surplus at the meter. That is what the surplus is worth.

I didn't sleep much. In the morning I put it to the household over breakfast, badly, in the wrong order, and started a fight that ran on until the thaw.

Four doors down there's a boarding house with nine beds in it and a dead grate. Our Hearth is throwing off more warmth every night than this building can hold, and the surplus goes up the chimney and into the sky and is gone. We could carry some of it down there. Not sell it. Carry it—live coals in a covered pan, down the lane, by hand, into a grate that hasn't been lit in three years, and see whether the Sparrow can be brought up far enough to let rooms again.

"No," said Nell.

"Hear all of it first."

"I've heard all of it! You said it in a dozen words and the answer's no."

Mari put her spoon down. "I would like to hear the rest. Not because I agree. Because I do not yet know what I am disagreeing with."

So I did the rest. I said that the Sparrow is on the Guild's disposal list. That the syndicate three valleys over will buy it and gut it and run it as an overflow annexe off our name, and that they will be polite about it the entire time, and that a polite man with money is a great deal harder to fight than Gerald Rackham ever was. I said that Hettie Skelder has nine beds and no fire and has never once asked anybody on this lane for a thing. And I said that a Hearth at Beacon has a surplus, and that we have been letting it go up the flue for six weeks because the last time I had an idea about a surplus, Rackham chaired the Guild and held the vending license, and I finished that week with six unsold jars of Hearthlight and Tibbets on my step telling me to take the sign down before Rackham sent a heavy. And I said that the Guild would buy the surplus at the meter, if I only wanted it gone. I'd done that sum too, and I'd show it to anyone who asked. It was the easier version of this evening, because it didn't need Hettie Skelder's permission for anything, and it was the one I'd been quietly doing in my head for six weeks without telling a soul. So I stopped looking at it. That was the error, and it was mine, and it took a woman with no fire at all to make me see it.

Then Nell put both hands flat on the table and gave me the best argument anybody has made to me in my life.

"A lifetime," she said. "A lifetime I have kept this house alive, and for six years of it I did it on my own with nothing in that damned grate but ash and my own back, and I want you to understand what I am about to say is not about that woman down the lane, who I have nothing against and who I have known since she was a girl.

"You are proposing to take the one thing this house has ever produced and give it away.

"Not spend it. Not save it. Give it, to a rival business, on the same lane, in the same trade, four doors from our door. And you are proposing to do it in the first good winter this building has had since your aunt was young, with the levy coming back round, and a waiting list of nine, and me running nineteen guests on my own because you'll not be told there's no room for a hire.

"And here is the part you've not thought about, because you've been doing sums and not thinking. If it works, she lets rooms. If she lets rooms, they're rooms that would have been ours. You are proposing to spend our fire on making a competitor.

"You've priced it. Don't think I don't know that face — you get it over the accounts book and you've had it on you all evening. You've a figure in there that would hire two of the help you keep nagging me to take, and you're proposing to carry it down the lane in a covered pan, to a woman who's never asked either of us for so much as a match, because it felt more like kindness than paying somebody a wage would have.

"A wage is a debt a woman can walk away from. A kindness like this one, she'll be paying off in her own head for the rest of her life, and you'll never send her a bill for it, which is exactly why it costs her more, not less. You've done the sum on the coal, human. Have you done the sum on what it costs a proud woman to owe a debt she can't discharge to a man she's barely met?

"That's not generous, human. That's a man who has never once been poor deciding what to do with a poor house's money, and I'll be damned if I'll stand here and call it charity."

Nobody said anything for a while after that.

Then, because this is a house and not a court, everybody spoke at once.

"She's right about the rooms," Lottie said, to her plate, and then made herself look up. "I'm sorry. She is. If the Sparrow lets nine beds, that's nine people who'd have been on our list, and I'd have taken them, and I'd have been glad about it." Her horns had gone a flat unhappy gold. "But I slept on a cot in the Mug's dry-goods pantry with the flour, Nell, five minutes' walk from nine made beds. Nobody could offer them to me. I'd like somebody to say out loud that that was a stupid way for a lane to be!"

"Nobody's arguing it wasn't stupid."

"You're arguing it isn't our stupid to fix!"

"I'm arguing we can't fix it and still be here in the spring." Nell hadn't moved from the range. "Those are different sentences and I'll thank you to hear the one I said."

Mari put her spoon down.

"I will do the carrying," she said.

Everybody looked at her.

"That is not agreement. I think the badger-kin is correct, and I think the human is going to do it anyway, and those two facts do not cancel." She folded her hands. "But the pan will be heavy and the lane will be icy, and there are four people in this room who will hurt themselves before they admit they cannot manage it. I do not feel heat and I do not slip. So I will carry, and the rest of you may argue about whether it ought to be done while I am doing it."

"Mari—"

"I have finished speaking."

Florrie said, from the ceiling, so quietly that Nell stopped the pan to hear her: "There's nine beds made up down there."

"We know, love."

"No, but — sorry. They're made! All nine of them. She makes them again every month so the damp doesn't get in the sheets, and there's been nobody in any of them for two years, and she does it anyway." A pause. "I don't know what that's evidence of. I only think it's evidence of something."

It was. It took me until the thaw to work out what.

Nell put the pan down.

"So I've been outvoted in my own kitchen."

"There wasn't a vote," I said. "I'm doing it, and you're against it, and I'd rather have you against it out loud than agreeing with me to keep the peace."

Nell looked at me a long moment.

"Aye," she said. "Well. That's the first sensible thing you've said today."

"She is right, though," Mari said, to nobody in particular, and went back to her spoon.

It sat about as well as you'd expect. There probably wasn't a better sentence, because I hadn't won the argument and the pair of us knew it — I'd only overruled her, in her own kitchen, in front of the household, on the strength of four words of smoke I hadn't explained to anybody.

I didn't explain them, either, and that was cowardice. I had the Hearth's own answer in my pocket and I didn't put it on the table, because I could not work out how to say the house told me without sounding like a man justifying himself with a fireplace.

Nell got up and went to the range and didn't speak to me for two days.

Hettie Skelder refused me twice.

The first time was on her step, the next morning, with the brush going.

"No," she said. "Thank you."

"You haven't heard what it is."

"I have heard enough of it. You are going to offer me something for nothing, and you are going to be very nice about it, and I am going to have to be rude to you in front of the lane." She moved down a step. "I would rather skip to the end."

The second time was the day after that, indoors, because it was sleeting and she let me stand in the hall out of it, which I took at the time for progress and which I now understand was simply the woman being unable to leave a person in weather.

She has the stillest way of listening of anybody I've met. I stood in her hall with my hat in my hand and sleet coming off my shoulders onto her floor, which I apologized for twice and which she ignored twice, and I put all of it to her.

"You've nine beds and no fire. I've a fire making more than my building can hold and nine people on a list I can't seat. I'm not here to be kind to you. I'm here because those two facts are the same shape and I've spent a fortnight failing to think of a reason not to say so."

She didn't move.

"The Hearth throws a surplus every night. It goes up my chimney and into the sky over this valley and it's gone by morning, and it's been going since the morning after the Long Night, and none of us noticed because none of us had a reason to look. Live coal will hold in a covered pan the length of this lane. I've measured it. Twice, with a thermometer, in my own yard, at eleven at night, like a man with nothing better to do."

Nothing.

"Your grate hasn't been lit in three years. If it takes, and I don't know that it will, you could be letting rooms by the Long Night."

The brush was still in her hand. She hadn't put it down when I came in and she didn't put it down now.

"And there's a last part I'd rather say myself than have you get from Leno Vosk. Rackham never owned your house. He owned the paper on it, and the Guild is selling his paper, and it went on the disposal list a fortnight since. I don't yet know who's buying. I know what buys a thing like that, and it isn't a family."

That got something. Not much. Her thumb moved on the brush handle.

"They'd have the grate out and a boiler in by the spring."

"I know what they'd do," said Hettie Skelder.

It was the first thing she'd said since she let me in out of the weather.

"That is a kind offer," she said. "It is also a debt the size of a house, and I would be carrying it for the rest of my life, and every time you walked past my door I would owe you. So, no. Thank you."

"Hettie—"

"Mr. Pendle." She looked up at me, and there was nothing unfriendly in it at all, which made it a great deal worse. "My grandmother took this house on with no help. My mother had it through two bad winters with no help. I have kept it standing for nine years, and had four guests through it in the last two, and no help, and I have paid the levy on it every single year, including the years I went without a proper meal to do it. Do you know what I have, at the end of all that?"

"Nine beds and no fire."

"I have the fact that nobody gave it to me." She went back to the step. "You are asking me to trade that for warmth. I understand exactly why it looks like a bargain from where you are standing."

I went home and sat with that for a day and a half, and it was Mari, of all people, who got me out of it, and she did it without meaning to.

She was reading her registration again. She does that. It is the slip I filed for her in the worst week of the trouble, to put a magistrate between her and Rackham's men, and it is pinned to the inside of the cold-store door, and every so often she takes it down and reads it as though it might have changed.

"It is a good document," she said, when she caught me watching. "It is precise. It says what I am and where I sleep and who is answerable for me. There is no kindness in it anywhere." She pinned it back up. "That is why I can look at it. It does not say I am wanted. It says I am accounted for."

But a woman who cannot take charity can take a contract.

I went back on the Sunday with a sheet of paper and a figure on it.

"I want to rent four of your beds," I said.

Hettie stopped brushing.

"We have a waiting list of nine and a house that is full. I'm proposing Tallow House leases four rooms from the Sparrow at a fixed rate for the winter, as overflow, on paper, in advance. Our guests, your beds, your house, your rules. I pay you whether they're filled or not."

"And the fire?"

"The fire is a fuel cost. If I'm renting your rooms I need them warm, and warming them is my expense and my problem, and I'll be carrying coals down this lane to protect an asset I've paid for." I put the paper on the step. "You would be doing me a favor by accepting. That's not a manner of speaking. I have nine people on a list and nowhere to put them and it is costing me money every week."

She read it standing up, in the sleet, for a good deal longer than it takes to read forty words.

"This rate is too high," she said.

"It's the Guild's posted rate for a let room in this township."

"For a room with a fire in it."

"There'll be a fire in it by the time anybody sleeps in it. Not before — I'll not have you take money for a cold room and I'd not insult you by asking. The lease starts the night the grate takes."

Hettie Skelder looked at that paper for a while longer. Her hands closed on the brush handle in three places instead of two, and did not move.

"I'll want it in writing that it ends at the Long Night," she said. "And I'll want it fortnightly and in arrears, not in advance, because I have not earned it yet."

"Arrears is worse for you."

"I know what arrears is." She took the paper. "In arrears, Mr. Pendle, or not at all."

So I agreed to be paid back later by a woman with nothing, in order to be allowed to give her something, and I walked back up the lane understanding that I had not won anything. I had simply found the one shape she could hold.

Nell was in the hall when I got in, and she had plainly been waiting, and she had her arms folded.

"Well?"

"She signed."

"Course she did." Nell turned to go back to the kitchen. Then she stopped. "It'll not be four rooms by the spring, you know. It'll be nine! And then it'll be a fire she can't feed on her own, and then it'll be us feeding two houses off one grate."

"I know."

"You don't know. You've done the sum. That's not the same." She went through the door. "Coals want carrying in a covered pan or they'll not last the lane. There's one in the outhouse. It was your aunt's."


6
What She Keeps


Florrie went down the lane on her own two feet on the Monday morning and knocked on the Sparrow's door, and she did not tell anybody she was going to do it, and I only know because I was at the window.

This is a woman who lived in the eaves of my house for longer than I've been alive, and not one guest, in all that time, ever knew she was there. Maeve took her in. Maeve and Nell both, the three of them under one roof, and when Maeve died there was nobody left who knew to go up and say otherwise. She came down in the dark of the year, on a stair, with a day's takings read out to her because kindness wouldn't do it and arithmetic would.

She has been out since. She stood at the chandler's window with Mari scraping the frost off it for her, and she was in our garden on the Long Night with a blanket round her shoulders and the whole valley eating off our table.

But every one of those had us in it.

She put a shawl on and walked two hundred yards in daylight and knocked on a stranger's door.

The only one who saw it apart from me was Dot, who was on our roof at the time with a wing-thumb in her sack, and who stopped sorting.

"Where's the Moth going?"

"Four doors down."

Dot stopped sorting. "On the ground?"

"On the ground."

Dot watched her the whole way, with her head going over at that angle harpies use when they're working something out.

"How far's she been on her own?" she said. "Ever."

"Nowhere. She's been out with us. Never on her own, and never to a door that didn't know her."

Dot didn't answer that for a bit. She'd stopped pretending to sort the sack.

"I've been to Ashcombe and back twice this week," she said. "Nine passes, four valleys. I could tell you the wind on every one of them and which barns have dogs in." She watched the shawl go through the Sparrow's gate. "And I've never once knocked on a door I wasn't paid to knock on."

"That's not the same thing."

"No. It's the other one." She went back to the sack. "That's what's bothering me about it."

I said nothing, because I'd learned by then that Dot says the true thing second, and only if nobody chases the first.

"She'll be all right," Dot said, some while later, to the slates. "The Sparrow woman won't let her sit down, mind. She'll not let anybody sit down." And then, quick and light and gone before I could get hold of it: "Chief. If I stopped somewhere. Hypothetically. Would that be a thing you'd have an opinion about?"

"Yes."

"Right." She shouldered the sack. "Don't tell us what it is yet."

She went off the roof edge and down the lane at chimney height, and I didn't see her for three days.

What Florrie came back with was worth a good deal more than my two refusals had been.

"There's nine beds," she said, from halfway up the hall wall. "Sorry. Nine, and they're all made. All of them. They've been made the whole time, with the sheets on, and she does them again every month so the damp doesn't get in, and there's nobody in any of them and there hasn't been since… sorry, since the spring before last, she said, apart from four."

"Four guests? In two years?"

"Four guests in two years." Florrie's antennae were flat. "And she told me the number straight off. She wasn't ashamed of it. She said it flat, like Mari giving a carcass count."

"Did she let you in?"

"She let me stand in the hall. She wouldn't let me sit down." A pause. "She gave me tea and then she put the cup in the water before I'd properly finished it, and I think… sorry. I think that's so I couldn't offer to wash it."

The rest of the morning was the notice.

Leno brought it up himself, because of course he did, and he had it out of his coat before he was through the gate.

"The parcel has a buyer's interest registered against it," he said. "As of this morning. I have the name."

"Go on, then."

"Bellwether and Sons, of Ashcombe. Three valleys east." He said it with a certain relish and then let the relish go, which was unusual for him. "They are extremely respectable, Mr. Pendle. That is not a compliment. I have looked into them. They buy the second-best house on a good street—they run it as an annexe to the best one, and they do not compete with the best one because they do not have to. They simply take the overflow and the name."

"And they're polite."

"They are so polite that in nine years of doing this to towns, nobody has ever once been able to point at a thing they have done wrong." Leno's feathers went up and stayed up. "I dislike them a very great deal and I cannot tell you why in a sentence that would stand up. It is the most professionally frustrating thing that has happened to me in years."

I asked him what they would do with the Sparrow.

"Gut it! Nine beds becomes fourteen. Take the grate out… they do not run Hearths, they run boilers, boilers are cheaper and do not have opinions. And then hang a board out front that says, in effect, the warm house up the lane is full, and we are four doors down." He smoothed his front. "They will make money. Everybody on this lane will be very slightly poorer—and nobody will be able to say when it started."

He went off to be unbearable about it somewhere else. I stood at the gate a while.

Lottie caught me there on her way up the lane from the Mug, tray under one arm, before I'd got the taste of Leno out of my mouth.

"Two of them were in the Mug yesterday," she said, without preamble, wiping her free hand on her apron even though it was dry. "Clerks. Not local, not dressed local, and they ordered like men who'd been told to be careful about it, which is its own kind of tell. I've served enough Guild men to know when somebody's practicing being ordinary."

"What did they want?"

"Coffee, mostly, and to ask questions without looking like they were asking questions, which is a skill and they were bad at it." She counted it off on her fingers. "How long the Sparrow'd stood empty. Whether Hettie Skelder had family who might contest a sale. Whether the lane had a syndicate feeling about newcomers, which is a very specific thing to ask a woman behind a counter, and I told them the lane had a feeling about people who asked it like that." Her horns went a warning shade. "One of them asked whether I'd heard anything about the human at Twelve buying up property. I said you'd bought exactly one house and it had a family living in it at the time, and he wrote that down, Sam. He wrote it down like it mattered."

"Did they say who they worked for?"

"Didn't need to. They paid with a note that had Bellwether and Sons stamped on the corner, like a man who's never once had to hide anything in his life, because nobody's ever made him." She shifted the tray to her other arm, which from Lottie mid-service is its own alarm. "I don't like them. Can't tell you why in a sentence that'd stand up either. I just don't like men who practice being ordinary at my own counter."

Then I went up to the attic, because I had told Florrie I'd come and look at the shutter, and not only for that reason.

The eaves at Tallow House are not a room. They are the space a room would be if anybody had ever bothered, up a ladder from the third-floor landing, and Florrie has had all of it to herself since before I existed. She has done things with it. There is the hoard, in its nest, shown to me once and never touched. She sleeps in the warm room over the kitchen now and has done since the night she came down, but the hoard stayed, and so did she in the daytime. There is a rope of dried lavender she has plaited into the rafter. There is a shutter over the gable window that has been broken for two years and which she has never once mentioned to anybody.

I came up the ladder with my head and shoulders through the hatch and stopped, because the light was wrong.

The attic at midday should be bars of sun off the gable and nothing else. It wasn't. There was a low warm glow off the far end of it, the color of a lamp through a paper shade, and it was moving.

"Sorry," said Florrie. "Sorry. I'll… sorry. I'll stop."

"Stop what?"

"It's… you weren't meant to come up till three." She had her wings folded right in and her back to me, and the glow was coming off them, through them, out of the fine fur along the leading edge. "It's just a thing I do. It's not… sorry. It's not anything."

"Do you want me to go back down?"

There was a long pause. Long enough that I put my hand on the ladder.

"No," she said.

So I didn't go down, and I didn't come up either. I stayed where I was, forearms on the boards, chin level with the floor of her attic, a good way below her eyes.

"You can watch," she said, into her wings. "If you… sorry. If you want. Only don't come over."

"I'll do better than that."

"You don't have to do⁠—"

"Both hands flat on the boards," I said. "Where you can see them. The whole time. That's not you asking me, that's me offering, and you can look whenever you like and check."

There was a long silence out of the far end of the attic.

"Why would you⁠—"

"Because otherwise you'd spend all of it wondering, and I'd rather you didn't."

She let go of a breath that had been in her for two years.

And then, slowly, an inch at a time, she let her wings open.

The light came up with them. Everything I could see, I could see because of her. When her breath went shallow the whole room got brighter, and the dust in the air lit up, and the grain of the boards under my hands came up gold. When she got shy and folded in a little the light dropped and I lost the far end of the roof altogether.

I could tell exactly how she was doing by whether I could see the rafters.

She had two fingers working slow and shallow in her cunt, everywhere except her clit, and the other hand flat on the boards, taking her time about it, and every so often she stopped altogether and I could hear her breathing and couldn't see her at all.

"Are you still…"

"Both hands on the floor. Look."

The light came up enough to show them, and she looked, and it went down again.

A while later, thinner: "You've not…"

"Look again."

She looked again.

The third time she wanted to know she didn't ask. The light came up and swung across the boards to where my hands were, and found them, and went back to her.

"Sorry." The light came back up. "Sorry. I keep… I've never done it with the… with anybody in the same. In the same place."

"You're doing fine."

"I'm not doing anything. That's the… that's the whole… "

And then she stopped trailing off.

"That's the whole point of it!" said Florrie. "I've spent my whole life being sorry in the middle of my own thoughts and I am not going to be sorry in the middle of this one."

I didn't lay a finger on her or on myself, and I've never in my life been so aware of my own hands.

"Is this — sorry. Is this all right? Only I don't know what it's meant to look like from down there."

"It's all right."

The light dipped and came back up, which is her equivalent of not believing me.

"It's not, though, is it. I've got my hand up my own skirt in front of the landlord⁠—"

"Florrie."

"—and I'm going to have to have breakfast with you."

"You'll have to have breakfast with me either way," I said. "You may as well enjoy the morning."

The light came up about a foot.

"That's a terrible argument."

"It worked, though." I put my chin back on my forearms. "Look at the ceiling."

"It did work." A pause. "Say another one."

So I told her.

"The powder's coming off your wings. It's hanging about a foot over your head and it isn't settling, it's just turning over in the light. It's on my arms. I'll be finding it for a week."

"That happens when I'm…" She didn't finish that one. "Say a different one."

"I can see the shine on your fingers from here."

The light jumped a foot.

"You cannot!"

"I can. Every time you take them out. It catches."

"Oh." A breath that didn't quite work. "Say the next one."

"I've been thinking about the shape of you since the night on the stairs. Since before the stairs, if I'm going to be accurate about it, and I never said so, because you'd have gone up into the rafters and I'd not have got you down again before the thaw."

There was a silence with a great deal inside it.

"You'd have been right," Florrie said. "I'd have been up there a fortnight." And then, fast, before she could talk herself out of it: "Say what you thought about."

"Florrie—"

"I've asked. I've actually asked for a thing. Don't make me do it twice."

"I thought about your wings. You had them open on the stairs for about a second and a half, and I've been no use since."

"That's the good one." Her voice had gone somewhere else. "Do the next bit."

"I thought about your mouth."

"What about my mouth?"

"I thought about what you'd sound like if you ever stopped apologizing."

The whole roof went the color of a lamp.

"Oh," said Florrie. "That's not fair."

"You asked."

"I know I asked." Her breathing had come off its rhythm altogether. "Tell me one more and then I want to stop being asked things."

So I told her the truth, because it seemed like the hour for it.

"I've got a cock like a fencepost and I've had it since I put my head through that hatch, and I'm not going to do a thing about it, and I want you to have both halves of that."

The attic filled up gold to the corners.

"Both halves," said Florrie, from somewhere in the middle of it. "Yes. Both halves. Keep your hands where they are."

"They haven't moved."

"I know they haven't. I keep looking." She laughed, and it came apart in the middle. "I keep looking and they're always there and it's doing something to me I can't get the shape of. Oh."

The light went up again and stayed up.

She got both wings right out then, the whole span, which she hasn't done in front of another living creature in forty years, and put her free hand flat on the boards to brace.

"Two fingers," she said. "I do two. I've always done two, it's — is that⁠—"

"Do what you do."

"I want to do three." Very fast. "I've never done three. I've thought about three. Only there's never been any point, because there's nobody to⁠—"

"Do three."

She did three.

The attic went the color of a forge and I lost the far end of the roof and had to find her again by the sound.

"Oh," said Florrie. "Oh, that's… three's not the same at all, my cunt's a different shape, that's…"

"Tell me."

"It's fuller. It's… sorry, am I allowed to say cunt in your house…"

"It's your house."

"It's my house." She laughed, once, wrecked. "It's my house and my roof and my cunt and I've got three fingers in it and you're sat there being good, and I want you to know I can smell exactly how good you're being, and it isn't helping."

Which is how I found out that a moth can smell arousal at eleven feet, and that Florrie had said nothing for an hour out of politeness.

"Say what you can see," she said. "You're the one with the light."

"Three fingers in your cunt to the knuckle. The shine's down your wrist now. And your thumb's nowhere near your clit, which I notice."

"I'm saving it! I always save my clit for last. It's the last thing in the box. You don't — sorry — you don't spend the best thing first, that's not how a hoard works…"

"Then say the wet."

"You say the wet. You're the archive tonight." The light steadied on my hands and stayed.

"I can hear your cunt every time your wrist moves. Three fingers is louder than two. And the whole attic smells of you over the lavender."

"It does! It's my smell, in my rafters, off my own cunt, and I'm keeping all of it." The light was swinging with her breathing now. "Faster. That's three fingers wet to the palm, say you can hear my cunt, say it plainly…"

"I can hear your cunt plainly."

"Then I'm spending it. The clit. My clit. Now."

Her wings shook and her hips came up off the boards and she got the heel of her other hand hard against her own clit and held it there.

"Both hands on the floor," she said. "Say it."

"Both hands on the floor."

"Say it again when I⁠—"

"Both hands on the floor, Florrie."

"It's my cunt and it's soaked and you can hear it from down there, I know you can." Her voice had gone somewhere I'd never heard it go. "Three fingers in my cunt and my clit under my hand and I can hear everything in this house, every night, through every wall, every board — and for once in my whole life it's ME making the noise."

She said sorry twice more after that and then stopped saying it at all. The powder came off her and hung in the light, so that the whole attic filled with a fine gold dust that settled on the boards and on my forearms and, I found later, in my hair.

When she came she made almost no sound at all. What happened instead was that the light went up like a struck match, every rafter, every nail, the whole roof space white-gold and shadowless for about two seconds — the hoard lit up too, right at the back of it, coins and a cracked earring and a length of bootlace, and among it one shirt button I recognized as my own, gone off a shirt I'd never got round to missing — and then it went out, and left me blind in a dark attic with my hands on the floor and my heart going like a hammer.

"Oh," said Florrie, in the dark, in a very small voice.

"Yes."

"That's… I've never done that. The light. It's never done that."

"No?"

"It's usually just a bit… sorry… a bit of a glow." A rustle as she pulled her wings in. "That was because you were there. I know that's… sorry. I know that's a lot to say."

"It isn't."

"It is. It's a lot." Then, after a while, in a different voice altogether, small and clear and not apologizing at all: "I'd like you to come up again. On purpose. Not for the shutter."

"All right."

"And I'd like… " and there she stopped, and I heard her decide not to, and I didn't push her, because she'd already said two brave things in a row, and the third would keep until she was ready for it, whenever that turned out to be.

I went down the ladder covered in gold dust and had to stand in the third-floor washroom getting it out of my hair before anybody saw me, and I didn't get all of it, and Mari looked at me over supper for slightly too long and said nothing whatsoever, which is worse.

That evening I stood at the front window and counted chimneys, which has become a thing I do.

Every one on the lane putting up smoke. Number Eight putting up nothing.

And the Hearth, behind me, doing what it had started doing all that week, which was flaring up gold every time Florrie came into the room and not because I was in it.


7
Signed For


Running two houses off one fire turned out to be nine-tenths paperwork and one-tenth actual fire, which nobody had warned me about and which I should have worked out for myself.

The lease went in on the Tuesday and did not start on the Tuesday, because I'd told her it began the night her grate took and she'd held me to it in writing, in her own hand, in the margin. So we had four beds we were paying nothing for and could not use, and the best part of a week of getting ready to be able to use them, and Nell said one thing about that and then never said it again. From that morning, Tallow House had four beds four doors down that were ours to fill and Hettie's to keep, and what followed was a fortnight of the two buildings discovering they did everything differently.

The linen was first. Hettie irons sheets. Not the fronts of them, which is what a normal establishment does when it has time. All of them, both sides, including the parts that go under a mattress and are never seen by any living creature.

"She what?" said Nell.

"She irons the tuck."

Nell stopped with the ladle halfway up. "Nobody irons the tuck."

"She irons the tuck, Nell. I've watched her do it. She had the board out at six in the morning and she was doing the tuck."

Nell put down what she was holding. "That's four hours a week she hasn't got."

"I know."

"That's four hours a week nobody will ever notice."

"I know."

She stood there working through it, and I watched her arrive at the place I had arrived at three days earlier, which is that you cannot tell a woman like that to stop, because the standard she keeps is about the only thing nine lean years have left her, and telling her to lower it is telling her to be poorer.

Then there were the keys. Nine hooks on Hettie's board, four of them now nominally ours, and Hettie would not let a Tallow guest carry one down the lane in case they lost it, so for the first week she walked up to us at eleven every night to collect them, in the dark, in February. Nell found out on the fourth night and went down the hall like weather.

"You'll not do that again!"

"They're my keys."

Nell didn't move out of the doorway. "They're your keys and it's my lane and there's ice on it. Put a bowl on your hall table and let them drop them in it."

"And if one goes missing?"

"Then it goes missing and you charge me for the smith." Nell had her arms folded. "You're not walking that lane at eleven at night for a few bits of iron while I'm alive, and if you argue I shall come down and collect them myself, and then we'll both be out in it and you'll have made it worse."

Hettie looked at her for a long moment.

"A bowl," she said.

"A bowl."

I took a note.

Florrie had the four Sparrow rooms turned out and aired before anybody thought to ask her to, working down the wall from ours to theirs in a morning nobody saw her do it in, and when I found out and said so she said, "It's four rooms, it's not — sorry — it's not a lot," and wouldn't hear another word about it.

Then there was the bread question, and the who-cooks question, and the question of whether a guest staying in a Sparrow bed and eating a Tallow breakfast is a Sparrow guest or a Tallow one, which sounds like nothing and took three days.

And in the middle of all that, Stan started on the bath-house.

I hadn't asked for a bath-house. What I had asked for was somebody to look at the third-floor plumbing, because nineteen guests on one hot tap and a rota is a system that produces a High Elf being tragic in a doorway every single morning. Stan came, and looked, and sucked his teeth for a while, and then said the thing tradesmen say, which is that he could do what I had asked but it would be a shame.

"A shame."

"You've a Beacon in that grate and no way to use it on water. That's a shame." He scratched at the doorframe with a thumbnail. "There's the old wash-house out the back. Stone. Roof's gone but the walls are honest. You put a copper in there and run it off the Hearth, you'd have three baths going and you'd never queue again."

"What's that cost?"

He told me. It wasn't small. I did the arithmetic while he stood there. It worked; the Hearth was throwing off more than the building could use, and this was precisely what the surplus was for.

"Do it," I said.

He was gone before I could change my mind, which I've since learned is Stan's entire business model.

Dot was made permanent on the Thursday, and she took it about as well as she takes anything.

"I don't do permanent."

"It's not permanent. It's a standing arrangement."

"That's permanent with a hat on, Chief." She was on the gatepost. "I've had six routes in four years. That's not a bad thing, that's a good thing, that's how you learn a pass. You stop somewhere and you get soft and then one winter the pass closes and you can't read it any more."

"Nobody's asking you to stop."

"You're asking me to have an address."

"I'm asking you to have a peg. There's a difference."

Dot looked at the peg. It was a peg. Nell had put it up in the back hall between Florrie's shawl and the coal bucket, and it had nothing on it, and it had DOT burned into the wood above it in Stan's handwriting because Stan had been there with a poker and hadn't asked anybody's permission.

"That's…" she said, and then didn't finish it, and for Dot that's practically a seizure.

She invented a fourth reason to still be on the lane at dusk that evening. The reasons were getting worse. The first week it had been the pass. Then it was a parcel for Wetherbrook that could not go out till morning. By the Thursday she was telling me that the wind over the bridge had gone funny and that a hollow-boned creature would be a fool to attempt it, on an evening with no wind at all.

I didn't point that out. I have some sense of self-preservation.

The loft over the stable is where the hay was when this house still had a horse, and it has a hatch in the floor and a beam across it at head height and a window with no glass that looks up the lane. It is the only place in the building where you can see the Sparrow's chimney from indoors.

Dot goes up there when she is thinking. I had worked that much out. What I hadn't worked out, until I came up the ladder with two mugs the next afternoon, was that she had been going up there to look at the peg-shaped hole in her own week.

"Chief."

"I brought tea."

"I don't take tea."

"I know. It's on the beam if you change your mind." I sat down on the boards with my back to the wall, because sitting down is the only reliable way to stop that woman leaving a room. "You've been up here since yesterday."

"I've been up here nine minutes."

"You've been up here four days, Dot."

She was hanging from the beam by her feet. It puts her face level with mine when I'm sat on the floor, which I don't think is an accident.

"It's the peg," she said.

"I know."

"It's a peg, Chief. It's a bit of wood. And I've been up here since yesterday about it and I could not tell you why, and I've flown eleven hundred miles this month and not once thought about a single thing that wasn't weather."

"You could take it down."

"I've thought about that." Her crest went all the way up. "I thought about it for a whole day. And then I thought, if I take it down I'll have to say why, and Boss-lady will look at me, and the Moth will do the thing where she doesn't say anything and it's worse⁠—"

"Dot."

"—and then I thought about the actual taking of it down, the actual bit with my actual hands, and I could not do it. Couldn't get near it." She said all of that at speed and then stopped dead. "That's a problem, that is."

"It isn't, though."

"It is for me." She looked at me upside down for a moment. Then she said, in a different register altogether, flat and fast and with none of the volume: "Are you going to kiss me or are we going to keep doing this."

She came off the beam without using her hands, which I hadn't expected and which I'll never get used to, and she was on me before her feet were all the way down. She kisses like she flies — at unwise speed and with a certain amount of collision. My back went into the wall at the ladder end.

The satchel stayed on. It stayed on the whole time, because a courier who takes the satchel off is a courier who's off duty, and Dot has never once been off duty in her life.

"Right," she said, against my mouth. "Right. Yes. Good."

"You're sure⁠—"

"Don't do the asking thing. I've been up a beam four days, Chief. I'm extremely sure." She got both hands in my shirt and then stopped dead, which with Dot is like a cart losing a wheel. "Only I'm no good at the ground."

"You seem fine."

"I'm not fine, I'm all elbows down here. Everything's the wrong way up when it's the right way up, if you follow." She was already backing off. "Hold that thought. Don't move. No — do move. Get your back on the post, the post'll take you."

I got my back on the post. She went up the beam like something going up a rope in a fire drill, hooked her feet over it, and dropped.

She stopped with her face level with my belt and her crest brushing my thigh, and she grinned at me upside down, and all of her was steady for the first time since I'd met her.

"There we are," she said. "This is the bit I'm good at."

"Dot—"

"Sign here."

I got my trousers open with hands that weren't steady, and my cock came out hard enough to hurt, and she made a noise about it at volume, because Dot has no other setting.

"Oh, that's a proper cock, that is! Look at the state of it!" She got a wing-thumb on my hip and took her own weight clean off my leg. "That's not a normal week's parcel."

"Please don't do the⁠—"

"That's exactly what I'm going to do." She licked my cock base to head, once, slow, and then talked with the taste of it still on her.

"Right. That's a cock, that is. That's a full-size, two-hands, sign-the-book cock and you'll not hear me complain about the round again."

She announced it to the room, at volume.

"I've delivered to a lot of houses, Chief. Big houses. Never once been tempted."

"Dot."

"I'm being professional. I'm noting the condition on receipt." Another lick, and a wet sound, and her voice dropped a register. "Condition: excellent. One cock, received undamaged."

Then she stopped talking and took my cock into her mouth, and I stopped being able to hold a thought at all.

She went at it like a pass in bad weather: fast, committed, unbothered by the drop. She came off once to breathe, both thumbs still going. "Halfway signed, Chief. Your cock's leaking on my thumb and the delivery's paid for." Back down. She wasn't hanging off me; she was holding herself there, on her own strength, the whole time, which I noticed then and have thought about a good deal since.

She came off with a gasp and a string of spit still joining us, and did not wipe it.

"Say something," she said.

"You've got⁠—"

"I know what I've got. Say something else."

"You're extremely good at this."

"I am, aren't I." She wound the spit round her thumb and put it back on my cock and worked it in with the flat of it, and I made a noise that got a laugh out of her, and the laugh went straight down my cock. "See, that's a delivery sound, that is. That's a man signing for something." She spat in her palm and slicked the whole cock with it. "Come on. Give us it! I want your balls going tight while I'm still upside down, because I've never managed that and I should like to."

"I hate you."

"You do not." Down again, deeper, and off. "Wrong address, this. Should've gone to the front and I've come round the back."

"That doesn't even⁠—"

"It works and you know it works!"

Then somebody came into the stable underneath us.

We both stopped dead. It was Stan, whistling, looking for a spirit level, directly below the hatch, with a courier hanging upside down and my cock in her mouth eighteen inches above his head.

Dot did not stop. She went slower, and she watched my face the whole time Stan moved about down there looking for a thing he eventually found and took away with him.

The moment the door went she came off my cock, gasping, delighted.

"Your face!" she said.

"You're a menace."

"I'm the only girl on this round who can take a cock hanging." She was breathing hard and extremely pleased with herself. "Upside down, wings out, both thumbs on the cock, and never once lost my grip on the beam. There's not a courier in the guild would believe me, and not one of them's allowed to find out."

"You're bragging."

"I'm advertising."

I got a hand flat against the stable wall to hold myself up, because my legs had opinions about the last five minutes.

"I'm a professional working under difficult conditions." She was already going back down. "And I've the rest of the round, so we'll want to be brisk."

She sealed her mouth over the head of my cock and hummed, both wing-thumbs working the length of me in a rhythm she must practice on rope, and the humming went up through the whole of me. Her wing-thumb came off my hip and pressed two knuckles up behind my balls, which nobody has ever done to me before, and my hips came off the post.

"Careful—"

She hummed again, which wasn't careful, and was the answer.

I got a hand into the feathers at the back of her neck. I didn't push. She had her mouth at the head of my cock and both wing-thumbs going on the shaft below, and what I had hold of was a woman who'd put herself there and would leave when she was done.

"Dot, I'm⁠—"

She didn't slow down. That was the answer to that as well.

I came on her tongue with my head back against the stable wall, and she held still and took the cum there, watching me the whole time she did it.

"Received in full," she said, when she'd got her breath. "The cum goes down as postage. Sign here."

Something hit the stable roof directly above us, skidded, and swore.

"That'll be the Wetherbrook lad," Dot said, without coming off me, in the muffled way a person says a thing with their mouth full, and then came off just long enough to bellow at the slates: "ROUND THE FRONT."

The feet went round the front.

"Where were we."

"You were⁠—"

"I know where I was."

Then she swung upright in one movement, landed, and wiped her mouth on the back of a wing-thumb.

"Signed for," she said. "Delivered by hand." A pause. "No. Delivered by mouth. I'll have that one."

"I'm going to have to sit down."

"You never got up." She stood there a moment with her crest still half up and her chest going. "Right. Now do me, because I have thought about it the entire round and I am not flying to Wetherbrook like this."

So I put her up on the hay bale and got her out of the leathers, and a harpy's chest is small and hard-muscled from the flying and her nipples are a dark brick-red, and she watched me find that out with her crest all the way up.

"Go on then," said Dot. "Have a look at my tits! Everybody wants a look and nobody asks."

"I'm looking."

"Right. Good. That's that done." A pause, and then, at half the volume: "Put your mouth on my nipples, Chief."

So I did that too, and she talked the whole way through that as well. A harpy's legs do not fold like a woman's; she got both taloned feet up on my shoulders and gripped, hard enough to leave marks.

"Left of the clit. No, my left. There. Flat tongue on the clit and two fingers in my cunt, and hook them, I'm a latch, not a letterbox. Faster. That's the address. That's the — don't sign yet, don't you dare sign yet⁠—"

She came with both hands in my hair and one wing right out along the boards, and lay there afterwards laughing at the roof, and apologized for the talons and not for the instructions.

"Right," she said. "Now that's a round trip."

She was already checking the satchel strap where it had twisted. "Right. That's me, then. I've the Wetherbrook run."

"It's four in the afternoon."

"It is, yeah." She got to the hatch. Then she stopped, with her feet on the ladder and just her head and shoulders showing, and she looked at me a second longer than she needed to.

"The peg's fine," said Dot. "Leave it up."

And she went, at speed, out of a window she didn't need to use, and I sat on the boards of my own stable loft doing up my belt and working out that she'd never once answered the question about tomorrow.


8
Registered Post


The guest in the second-floor front was a factor from a shipping house on the salt coast, and he had been pleasant enough for four days, and on the fifth he came down to breakfast and said the wrong thing in a wholly reasonable voice.

"You've an abyssal on the premises."

Nell's ladle stopped.

"I've a member of staff on the premises," I said.

"Of course. I only mention it because I deal a good deal on the coast and one does see the notices." He buttered his toast. "There is a register for leviathan-kin above a certain tonnage. I assume yours is on it. I only say so because a house can be fined a very great deal for the assumption, and you seem decent people."

He meant nothing by it. By the time he left on the Saturday he had tipped Florrie two coppers and told Nell the eggs were the best he had eaten in a year. He simply mentioned, over toast, that my cold-store worker existed in a legal sense that we had all been carefully not thinking about.

I sat with it for about an hour, which was fifty minutes longer than I needed.

Lottie came through the kitchen while I was sat there and stopped in the doorway with her coat still on.

"The lane's gone funny," she said.

"Funny how?"

"I don't know. That's the annoying part." She flapped a hand. "It's warm. Between here and the Mug. Not the houses, the — the lane. The actual street. I noticed it after your circus with the pans and I've been telling myself I imagined it and I have now walked it four times."

"It's February."

"I am aware that it's February, Sam, I have been standing in it since four." She went out. Then she came back. "It's probably nothing. Only I'd not have mentioned it if it was nothing."

I wrote lane — L. says warm? on the back page, under the carry-loss column, and did not think about it again for nine days, which is the single most expensive piece of not-thinking I did all winter.

What you do with a fact like that — what everybody does — is hide it. You keep the abyssal out of the front hall when the Guild come, and her name off anything with a seal on it, and you hope, and every year the hoping costs a little more than the year before, until one day a factor buttering toast says the word out loud and the whole arrangement turns out to have been made of nothing.

So I didn't hide her. I registered her.

Not as a tolerated hazard, which is what the leviathan register is for and which is a document that follows a person about for the rest of their life. As staff. There is a Guild form for a boarding establishment declaring resident employees, because a resident employee is a tax matter, and a tax matter is a thing I understand better than anybody in this valley.

It took me most of a day and two trips to Tibbets, who enjoyed himself enormously and then stopped enjoying himself.

On the second trip he put a second sheet on the counter and turned it round so it faced me.

"You'll have seen this."

Advisory Number Seven. Boarding Establishments Retaining Human Staff. It had been in our mail three weeks earlier and I'd read two pages of it and disliked a phrase and put it down.

"I've seen it."

"You've read it." Tibbets did not blink, which toads do not have to. "Page two, Mr. Pendle. The clause about a resident of a species not native to the township whose presence may be considered to affect the comfort of other residents."

"Yes. It's about Mari."

"It is not about Mari." He put one warty finger on the line. "There has been an abyssal on the salt road since before my grandfather. There has been a moth in your eaves for forty years. Read the schedule."

I read the schedule.

There is exactly one species listed in it, and it is not one of the ones I'd been worrying about, and I had been living in that township for three months without once considering that I might be the anomaly.

"Ah," I said.

"Ah, indeed." Tibbets took the advisory back and squared it. "It is unenforced and has been unenforced since it was drafted, and it is unenforced because nobody has ever wanted to enforce it. That is not the same as it not existing." He put it under the counter. "Register your abyssal as staff. It is good sense. But do not imagine, when you do it, that you are the one doing the protecting."

I went out into the square and stood in it for a bit.

And on the way home I worked out what the drains letter had been for. Dot had said it in my own kitchen three weeks ago and I hadn't heard it — you've got a hearing coming up, it's on the board at the Guild, I've seen it — and Mari had said I do not, flatly, and then a Guild seal had come through the door and she'd opened it with one fingernail and told us it was about a smell.

She'd known since Tuesday. She'd wanted the certificate because she'd known.

I did not raise it with her. I have thought about that decision a good deal and I still cannot tell you whether it was respect or cowardice, and I suspect that at the time it was one and by the morning it was the other.

Name. Species, which I put down as leviathan-kin and did not qualify. Position: resident cold-cellar and security. Wage. Term: indefinite. Signature of keeper of record.

I brought it back at four in the afternoon and put it on the kitchen table in front of her.

Mari read it. She read all of it, both sides, including the printed conditions on the reverse that nobody has read since the form was designed. Nobody in that kitchen said one word for all of it, which isn't a thing that happens in our kitchen.

"This is a wage," she said.

"You've been on a wage since the week you signed."

"I have been given money since the week I signed. That is not the same document." She turned it over again. "This says I am staff. It says the position. It says the term is indefinite." She looked up. "Do you know what paper I have had, before this one, with my name written on it?"

"A warrant."

"Three warrants." She put it flat on the table with her palm on it. "One from the magistrate here, for the men outside the Mug. Two older ones, from further down, which I will not be discussing. Every document that has ever had my name on it has been about something I did wrong, and this one is about a job."

"It's a tax form, Mari."

"It is a sensible tax arrangement," she said, "and I am going to have it framed."

Dot brought the next piece of news two days after the framing, landing on the sill mid-sentence, already talking before her feet were properly down.

"Right, so, the drains hearing." She had a folded page half out of the satchel before I'd said good morning. "Struck off. Gone. Not postponed, not adjourned, struck clean off the board, and I want you to know I read the notice twice because I could not believe my own eyes."

"Struck off why?"

"Because — and this is the good bit, Chief, this is the actual good bit — somebody went and looked at the drain in question, and there is no drain in question. There's a downpipe. Been a downpipe since it went in, decades back, and somebody on the Guild board wrote 'drains, salt-coast native, query odor' on a form without once walking the two hundred yards to look at the actual pipe. And Mari's letter" — she jabbed the page — "her letter, which I delivered, three lines, no adjectives, just: the structure is a downpipe, downpipes do not require a hearing, I invite the board to inspect it before wasting further paper — that letter is now, apparently, being read out at meetings. As an example. Of how to write one."

"She'll like that."

"She will not like it, Chief, she'll act like she does not care in the slightest, and then she'll fold that page and put it somewhere and never tell anybody where." Dot grinned, upside down off the sill. "I've delivered a lot of good news in my time. Never delivered a woman winning an argument by being correct about a pipe. I liked it. I want more of those."

Leno caught me at the gate two days later and was, for once, not enjoying himself.

"Bellwether's have written to the Skelder woman," he said. "A formal offer. In writing. On the twenty-sixth."

"The twenty-sixth. That's what, two days?"

"It is a week, Mr. Pendle. The month turned while you were carrying coal. And she has told nobody, and I know because their clerk stopped at the Mug and was indiscreet about the postage." He shifted from foot to foot. "It is a good offer, Mr. Pendle. That is the part I dislike. It is a great deal more than that house is worth and it is scrupulously fair and there is nothing whatever wrong with it, and she has had it in a drawer for seven days."

"She'd have said."

"Would she." Leno let that sit, which for a magpie is remarkable restraint. "I put it to you that a woman who will not take a bowl for her keys will also not take a conversation about the largest sum of money she has ever been offered."

Mari did have the certificate framed. She took it to Leno, of all people, who did it right and refused payment and then told the entire valley he had done it, and it went up on the wall of the cold store where nobody but her and me ever goes.

Then she came back twenty minutes later and moved it half an inch, and I watched her do that from the hall and had the sense to keep walking.

She came and found me after supper.

"You will come to the ice store."

"Is something wrong with it?"

"Nothing is wrong with it." She was already going. "Bring nothing."

The ice store at Tallow House is cut back into the hill behind the wash-house and it is the oldest part of the property. Stone, no window, one door, and cold enough all year that the walls sweat and then freeze what they have sweated. My breath went white in it. Hers does not.

She'd put a lamp on the shelf and she had a coil of rope over her shoulder, and I recognized the rope, because it's the rope, and I'd last seen it in a very different room with a very different woman tied to a bedframe.

"Nine fathoms," Mari said, before I'd asked. "Three-strand, hard lay. I have had it since the coast. It has been dressed twice and it is serviceable."

"You've counted it."

"I count everything. You know this about me." She let a bight of it fall and run through her fist and stop. "It was on a bedframe before the frost and it was used badly. Whipping gone at both ends, one strand started. I have re-laid it. I am telling you this because you will be inside it shortly and you should know it is sound."

"Sit down," Mari said. "There. With your back to the ice."

I sat down on the cold floor of my own ice store.

"Wrists behind you. I will take three round turns and dress it down. You will not be able to get out and I want you to try, once, at the beginning, so that we both know."

"Mari—"

"I am not going to hurt you. I have thought about this for nine days and I have a specific outcome in mind and I would like it to go as I have planned it." She crouched behind me and took my wrists and put them together, and the rope went round three times, and she dressed each turn down flat with her thumb before she laid the next over it, and did the knot with a speed that told me she'd thought a great deal about knots since the autumn. "Tell me if the hands go cold in a way that is not the room."

"They're fine."

"Try it."

I tried it. Nothing whatever happened.

"Also," Mari said, "I have left the last hitch loose. Deliberately. It will not hold if you put your shoulder into it."

"Why?"

"Because I count everything and I wished for one thing tonight to be uncounted." She came round in front of me. "You will spend the next hour knowing you could get out. That is the arrangement. I am not going to explain it further and I would rather you did not thank me for it."

"All right."

"Good." Something went out of her shoulders that had been in them since the door shut. "Then we will begin."

What she did first was walk round me. Once, then again the other way, and she didn't touch me at all for a very long time. Her feet made no sound on the stone. Every so often she stopped behind me where I could not see her and stayed.

"You are cold," she said, eventually.

"It's an ice house."

"Yes." She came round in front and crouched and looked at me, black eyes level with mine, close enough that I could feel the chill off her skin on my face. "I am always cold. Every room I have ever been in has been the wrong temperature and I have spent my whole life being the reason a room goes quiet. Tonight you are cold in my room, and I find I do not mind it as much as I ought to."

Then she put the flat of her hand on my chest and pushed me back against the ice.

I've been touched by a woman whose fire could scorch a wall. This was the opposite thing and it wasn't less. The cold came through my shirt in a wave and went straight down and I made a noise I wasn't proud of, and Mari made a small satisfied sound and did it again with the other hand, and then with the end of the rope, which she dragged the whole length of me from throat to belt with her eyes on my face the entire time.

"That is interesting," she said. "Do that again."

"Do what again?"

"That." She dragged the rope back up. "That noise. It is not a noise I have heard from you."

She undid my shirt without taking it off, because taking it off would have meant untying me, and she was not going to untie me. She put the rope on my bare chest and worked it across, slow, rough, cold, and every pass made me arch, and the tie took the arch and gave it back as shoulders on ice.

"Yes," she said. "That is the arrangement."

Then she opened her own shirt, unhurried, and hung it on the hook by the door because Mari does not drop things. Her breasts are small and gray and cold to look at, and the nipples had gone tight the moment the air got at them, and she let me look at her for a count of about five without saying anything at all.

"You may say it," she said.

"You're beautiful and I'm tied to the floor."

"Both of those are true and only one of them was arranged by me." She stepped over my thigh and lowered herself onto it, astride, with her skirts up round her hips, and even through my trousers I could feel how wet her cunt was, and how long it had been that way while she walked around me in silence.

"Mari."

"Be quiet. My cunt has been wet since the third turn of the rope, and I have walked round you four times keeping the fact to myself. I am now done keeping it."

She rode my thigh. She got a hand in my hair to hold my head where she wanted it, and she used my thigh like a thing she had bought for the purpose, and her cunt was the only warm part of her in that whole freezing room, and she did it with the absolute unhurried competence she brings to counting carcasses.

"My cunt is on your thigh and it is soaking your trousers," she said, unhurried, watching my face for the effect of it. "That is a measurable fact. My cunt has soaked through two layers of wool. You will be laundering them tomorrow and thinking about it the entire time."

"I already am."

"Good. I intended that." Her gills opened along her ribs and stayed open, which I have only seen twice.

"Your cock is hard," she observed, at one point, without stopping. "It has been hard since the rope. I am going to use my cunt on your leg until I am finished with it and your cock is not going to be attended to, and I have thought about this precise arrangement for nine days."

"I'd noticed."

"Your cock will not be attended to."

"I'd noticed that too."

"Good." She adjusted her angle very slightly and her breath went, for the first time, ragged. "I do not want your cock in me tonight. I want—" and there she stopped, because she had come to a place her vocabulary does not go, and I watched an abyssal run out of procedure in real time.

"You want to be the one doing it."

Mari looked at me for a moment.

"Yes," she said.

"You will not touch me tonight. That has not changed." She adjusted her angle, unhurried. "You may tell me what my cunt is doing to your leg, however. I find I would like the reading."

"It's soaked clean through. I can feel your clit dragging on the seam every time you shift, and the wet's gone cold on my leg everywhere your cunt isn't."

"That is a competent reading. My clit confirms it. Continue."

"Your cunt's the warmest thing in this room by twenty degrees, and it's pulling heat out of my thigh like the ice pulls it out of my back."

"Correct." Her breath caught, once, and did not recover its rhythm. "I am registering a measurable effect in my cunt from your reporting, which I did not anticipate and which I am choosing not to be troubled by. Report faster. My cunt is close to finishing on you, and I do not intend to be quiet about it when it does. You should prepare accordingly."

"You're speeding up. Your clit's catching the seam every third stroke and you've changed the angle twice to make it every stroke. Your nipples have gone from tight to hard and your gills are open the whole length of your ribs."

"The gills are involuntary. The rest is policy."

Then she stopped talking altogether and rode my thigh in earnest, and the frost came up out of the stone around us in a white star with the two of us at the middle of it, and the lamp guttered, and she came with her forehead pressed to the top of my head and both hands fisted in my hair and no sound at all coming out of her except the gills.

I never touched her — that was the whole design of it, as far as I could tell. She had spent nine days working out how to have this without asking anybody for anything, and a man tied to the floor of an ice house was what it took to let her.

Afterwards she sat back on her heels, still astride, and got her breathing in order.

"That was satisfactory," she said. Then, without looking at me: "You may have your hands back, and you may use them, and I am saying so rather than waiting to be asked. I have worked out that waiting to be asked is what I do instead of wanting things."

"Mari, I am tied to the floor of an ice house with a⁠—"

"Yes." She untied me. She did it fast and checked both my hands, turning them over, looking at the color of the fingers, and she did not apologize and did not explain. "Your hands are acceptable. Go inside. You will be cold for an hour. It does not numb, whatever they tell you — where I have had my hands you will feel your own pulse all night, and I would like you to."

She was right about all three.

At the door I said, "Thank you."

Mari stopped with her hand on the frame and did not turn round, and stayed there long enough that I heard the ice settle twice.

"You are welcome," she said, eventually, in the voice of a woman reading a sentence off a card she has never had to use.

She was most of the way out before she said, without turning round: "The paper says indefinite."

"It does."

"I have never had an indefinite before," Mari said. "I find it is worse than a warrant. A warrant tells you when it stops."

Then she went to see to the ice, and I went back up to the house, and I was at the back door before I noticed I hadn't counted a single thing the whole way, which I could not remember happening before.


9
Balancing


Nell was at the scullery window at six in the morning when I came down, which is not unusual, and she was standing still, which is.

"Come here," she said. "Don't put the lamp up."

I came and looked. It was black out and the frost was on everything and there was a shape coming up the lane with something white folded over both arms, moving at the pace of somebody carrying more than they can comfortably manage and refusing to make two trips.

"Is that⁠—"

"Third night," Nell said.

Hettie Skelder went past our gate without looking at it, went round the side to the wash-house door, put the pile down on the step where the linen goes, and went home. She didn't knock. She has never knocked. The whole of it took perhaps forty seconds, and she was gone back down the lane before I had fully understood what I was looking at.

I went out in my shirt and picked the pile up, and it was sheets — ours, from the Sparrow beds, which had gone down there dirty three days before.

They'd been washed and dried, and mended — every one of them, along a seam that had been going for two winters — and then ironed, both sides, including the tuck.

"That's forty sheets," Nell said, behind me. "Give or take."

"In three nights."

"In three nights, on top of running her own house, in the dark, because she'll not be seen doing it." Nell took the top one off the pile and looked at the seam and put it back. "That's a better job than I'd have done and I've been doing it for forty years."

"Why?"

Nell gave me a look of such flat pity that I felt it in my teeth.

"Because you're paying her," she said. "You put four beds on a lease and money's been coming up that lane the wrong way since the Tuesday. She can't have that. So she's finding ways to put it back where she thinks it belongs, and she'll go on finding them, and she'll not stop until the sum comes out even, and it will never come out even because you keep paying her again every other Friday."

She went back in.

"She's going to make herself ill," she said, from the doorway, not turning round. "And she'll do it politely, and there'll be nothing anybody can point at."

I tried to stop it, three times, and each attempt made it worse.

The first was direct. I went down the next morning and said that the mending was very kind and quite unnecessary and that she wasn't to do any more of it.

"I'm not doing it for you," Hettie said. "They're beds in my house. That seam wanted mending. It has been mended."

"They're my guests."

"They're in my beds." She went on with what she was doing. "You've rented four rooms, Mr. Pendle. You have rented four rooms. You have not rented the standard I keep them to."

The second was cleverer and worked for a day and a half. I had Nell start sending the linen down already mended, which is a great deal of extra work at our end, and Nell agreed with the expression of a woman humoring a fool. It came back ironed. Both sides. Including the tuck. Hettie had simply found the one job left on it and done that instead.

The third was Mari's idea and it was the worst of the three.

"Pay her less," she said.

"What?"

"You have paid her more than her house earns. She cannot hold it, so she is working it off. Pay her the market rate for four rooms and she will be able to keep it." Mari put her cup down. "You have been generous at a woman who cannot afford generosity, and from where she stands I do not think it looks very different from cruelty. It only takes longer to arrive."

I didn't do it. I should like to be able to say I thought it through and rejected it on principle. What actually happened is that I couldn't make my hand write a smaller number on the second fortnight's slip, and I told myself that was decency, and I've since come round to thinking it was mostly vanity, dressed up well enough that I didn't recognize it at the time.

So the sheets kept coming up the lane in the dark, and I kept paying on the first, and the gap between those two facts went on widening all month, and neither of us said a word about it.

She let me into the back office on the Friday, because the lease wanted signing in duplicate and she would not bring the book up the lane to me.

The office at the Sparrow is four feet by nine and has a window that looks at a wall. There's a desk, a chair with a cushion that's been re-covered rather than replaced, and a lamp she doesn't light until she has to. She hadn't had to. There was a stub of candle going and that was all.

"Sit there," Hettie said. "Don't move the pile."

I sat there and didn't move the pile, and she opened the book and went down the column with the pen, and I watched a woman work who has done that column alone for nine years.

Two guests in the year. She'd written them in one line each, dates and sums, ruled with a straight edge.

And then, under the eleventh, in pencil rather than ink because ink would have made it official, a second column she'd drawn herself and given no heading. Sheets, forty. Mending, forty seams at tuppence. Hours, nine.

She was costing her own night work against my money. Forty seams at tuppence is six and eight. Nine hours at the rate she'd have paid a girl is another four and six. Three nights of not sleeping had canceled out about a fifth of one month's rent, and she had ruled it all out in a straight line and totalled it twice.

"That's not in the lease," I said.

"No."

"Hettie, that's nine hours."

"It's nine hours and forty seams and I have them at tuppence, which is under the rate, before you tell me it's under the rate." She didn't look up. "Sit still. I've four lines."

So I sat still.

And somewhere in the third of the four lines her breathing changed.

I was eighteen inches away and I did not understand for some seconds what I was watching. Her free hand had gone off the desk. Her pen hand hadn't. She went on down the column at exactly the pace she'd been going, and her left hand went into her lap and under her skirt, and her face did not change at all.

"Hettie."

"Four lines," said Hettie.

"Do you want me to⁠—"

"I want you to sit still and let me finish the column." Her voice had gone down half a step and nothing else about her had moved. "You may look or not look. I'd rather you didn't make a decision about it out loud."

So I sat still, and she finished the third line.

Her pen didn't waver. The figures at the bottom of that column are as clean as the ones at the top, and I have the duplicate in a drawer, and I've checked more than once.

What changed was her breathing, and the fact that the fourth line took her three times as long as the first three.

"You're not looking," she said, to the book.

"You told me I could look or not look."

"I did tell you that." The pen moved on a quarter of an inch. "I've since decided I'd like to know which."

"I'm looking."

"Good."

That was all of it for a while. The candle did very little, and there was no sound in that office except a pen, and a woman breathing through her nose, and the sound underneath both, which she made no attempt to hide and no attempt to mention.

"Ask me why," she said.

"Why."

"Because it's mine." The pen stopped, and started. "Everything in this house is owed to somebody or owed by somebody. That fire's yours. Those sheets are yours. The four rooms are let and the rate's on paper and I've the figures for all of it in this book." Her jaw set and let go. "This is the one thing in the building that isn't on anybody's account, and I'll have it at my own desk in my own time and I'll not be asked about it."

"I haven't asked."

"You're going to."

"I'm not."

She looked up then, for the first time since the third line, and whatever she'd braced herself for, that wasn't it.

"No," she said. "No. You're not, are you."

She went back to the column.

"You can say something," she said, some way into the fourth line. "Not a kind thing. If you say a kind thing I shall stop, and I'll not be able to start again, and I'll be short with you for a fortnight."

"What sort of thing?"

"An accurate one."

So I gave her an accurate one.

"Your pen's steady and the rest of you isn't. I've been watching the difference for four minutes and I'd pay the winter's rate twice over to know how much longer you can keep the two of them apart."

Hettie Skelder made a sound she had not intended to make.

"That's a filthy thing to say to a woman with her book open."

"You asked for accurate."

"I did ask for accurate." Her voice had gone down another half-step. "Say the next one."

"You've ruled that line straight."

"I have."

"I don't know how."

"Neither do I, on a Friday." The pen went down to the bottom of the column and stopped there. "Ask me what I'm doing. Out loud. I'd like it said in this room by somebody other than me."

"What are you doing?"

"I've two fingers in my cunt and I'm ruling a column," said Hettie Skelder, in the voice she keeps for the price of coal. "Both at once. The cunt doesn't cost the column and the column doesn't slow the cunt. I've done it at this desk more nights than I'd care to enter anywhere, and there's no line in the book for it, and there never will be."

"That's the only thing in here you haven't costed."

"It is." Her breath caught and she rode it out without moving her shoulders. "My cunt is the only thing I own outright and I'll thank you to leave it uncosted."

The fourth line took her a long time.

Toward the end of it her free hand came up out of her lap and flattened on the desk beside the inkwell, and her fingers spread, and that was the whole of the signal Hettie Skelder has ever given anybody about anything. Her breath went out and stayed out, and the pen came off the paper for perhaps a second and a half, and then it went back down and finished the line.

Then she blotted it.

So I looked, because I am not made of wood.

The skirt was up over one knee and no further, and the pen went on down the column the entire time, in a hand that did not waver once, because Hettie Skelder has never in her life let a figure go crooked.

"Report it," she said, to the book. "You're the one looking. I'll not stop to check."

"Two fingers in your cunt to the second knuckle. Short flat strokes. Thumb on your clit for the carried figures and your hand's wet to the wrist."

"That's an accurate report." The pen moved. "Short strokes because a long stroke jogs the elbow and the elbow jogs the pen. The thumb because a carried figure wants holding steady, and nothing holds me steadier than my own clit at no charge an hour."

"I can hear your cunt under the nib."

"You can. A wet cunt sounds the same as a nib that wants cutting, and I've had nine years to learn which is which. A cunt's louder on rent day. I don't examine that. And nobody fucks in this office. Fucking's an upstairs entry. This is bookkeeping."

"You're not going to ask me what I'm thinking about," she said.

"No."

"Good. Because the answer is four marks eleven." The pen moved. "That's what's left after the mending. Four marks eleven, and I've a cunt that's been wanting seeing to since about Tuesday, and the two of those have been in the same room in my head all week and I cannot get either of them to leave. The rent will not go and my cunt will not go and I have tried entering both. A cunt is not a figure. It will not carry."

That is the single filthiest thing anybody has said to me in my life and it was delivered in her price-of-coal voice.

Her fingers went faster in her cunt. The pen did not. She wasn't talking to me any more. She was talking to the column, same as any other night, except this once I was in the room to hear all of it.

"Four marks eleven, carried," she said, to the book, not to me, "and two fingers in my cunt to the second knuckle, and both figures are exact." Her breath went, and she rode it out without moving her shoulders, and kept going. "Three now. Three fingers in a wet cunt on rent day, and my cunt takes them the same as it takes everything in this house, which is without asking anybody. Four marks eleven and you've paid me more in one month than this house has earned in two years and I cannot hold it, I have tried, I have mended everything you own⁠—"

I didn't say a word. I'd spent the whole of my accuracy for the evening, and I was not going to ask her a single question while she had a pen in her hand.

"—and my clit doesn't care about the rate, and my cunt doesn't care about the lease, and the column, my cunt, the column will not come out⁠—"

She came with the pen still on the page, in total silence, one short breath through the nose and her knuckles white on the edge of the desk, and the only sound in that room was her fingers working her cunt, and the candle.

Then she sat for a moment.

Then she found her place, which had not moved, because she had not let it move, and she wrote Hours, 9 at the foot of the column in a straight line and ruled it off.

"Now," said Hettie Skelder. "The duplicate."

So we did the duplicate, and neither of us said one word about the four minutes, and she saw me to the door and told me the step was icy and to mind it.

Nell was waiting up.

She was at the kitchen table with the accounts open and not looking at them, and two cups of tea made, which is how I knew.

"Well?"

"Signed. Both copies."

"That's not what I asked you."

I sat down. I have learned that there is no version of this conversation where I get out of it by being quick.

"She's costing her own night work against the lease," I said. "In pencil, in a column she's drawn herself. She'll not stop until it's even, and it will never be even."

Nell put her cup down.

"Say the hours."

"Nine."

"Nine hours!" Her tail came up off the floor behind her and stayed there. "In three nights! On top of a house."

"Yes."

"And she'd have done nine more this week if you'd not gone down there." Nell looked at the window, where it was still black. "Right. Well. That's that, then."

"That's what?"

"That's me having to go down there." She said it like something she had been not-saying for a fortnight. "I've been stood at that window three mornings running watching a woman I've known thirty years carry my linen up a lane in the dark, and I've let her, because I couldn't think what to say that wasn't charity, and every morning I've let her I've liked myself less!"

"Nell—"

"Don't." She had both hands round the cup. "I know what she is. I know exactly what she is, because I am the same thing, and you'll not have noticed that because you've only known me since I had a house to run and something to be proud of."

I did not say anything at all, which is occasionally the correct answer.

"Six years I ran this place on my own after your aunt took to her bed," Nell said, to the cup. "Nobody on this lane offered me a thing. Not one! Not a hand with the coal, not an hour, not a loaf. And I have spent six years telling myself that was because they were frightened of Rackham, and it wasn't." She turned the cup round. "It's because I'd have said no. Every one of them knew I'd have said no, and they were right, and so they saved themselves the walk."

"That's not the same as nobody offering."

"It is from where they stood." She drank some tea. "And now there's a hob-kin four doors down doing the same to me, and I can see the whole shape of it from the outside for the first time in my life, and I do not care for the view."

She stood up and put her cup in the sink.

"I'll go down at six," she said. "Not to help. She'll not have help. I'll go down and I'll take my own mending, and I'll sit in her kitchen and do it there, because a woman can't refuse company that's brought its own work."

Nell Wallace worked that out standing at a scullery window at six in the morning with a cup of tea going cold in her hand.

"That's very good," I said.

"It's not good. It's what I should have done six years ago." She put the light out. "Go to bed, human. And don't you dare tell her I said any of that."


10
The First Lend


We did it on a Sunday because Sunday is the only night this valley has nothing else on, and we did it by hand, because it turns out that's the only way a Beacon's gift can be given at all.

I had expected something else. I had spent a fortnight with a charter on my knee reading about aetheric yield and vending meters and grid transfer, and somewhere underneath all that reading I had built myself a picture in which a thing would be opened and a warmth would go down the lane and arrive.

What actually happens is that six people carry coals two hundred yards in a covered pan, one pan at a time, all night, and the pan is heavy, and the lane is icy, and if you go too slow the coal at the bottom dies and you have carried a warm brick to a stranger's house for nothing.

Nell knew that. Nell had known it the whole time. She had told me, in her way, on the night I signed, by putting a pan in my hands and saying it was my aunt's — and I had heard that as a remark about equipment, when what she was telling me was what I had actually undertaken.

The pan is copper, two feet across, with a lid that clamps and a hinged bail and a wooden yoke to keep it off your legs. Maeve's initials are punched into the underside. It holds, at a working load, about nine minutes of usable heat.

Nine minutes, to get two hundred yards in the dark, in February, on cobbles with a skin of ice over them.

We started at seven and we finished at twenty past four in the morning, and between us we made fifty trips, of which forty-nine arrived.

Mari made fourteen, which was the most, and did not once say so, which for Mari is close to heroism. She can hold the pan against her own chest without a yoke, because the heat that would burn the rest of us goes into her and stops there, and she made the trip in under four minutes at a walk. She did it fourteen times. Somewhere around the ninth she began to steam, visibly, in the lamplight, all the way down the lane, and none of us mentioned it because she would have stopped.

Lottie was hopeless at it and did it anyway. She dropped one. That was her fifth, on the ice outside Number Ten, and the pan went over and the lid came off and a night's worth of coal went across a frozen lane in a fan of orange, and she stood there in the middle of it and made a sound of pure misery.

"Leave it," Nell said.

"I've—"

"Leave it, love. It's a pan of coal, it's not a child." Nell was already crouching to get the lid. "Get the next one and go slower and don't you dare cry on my cobbles!"

Lottie made seven more after that one and didn't drop another, and at some point in the night I watched her stop at the Sparrow's door and put her hand flat on the frame for a second before she went in.

Florrie couldn't carry the pan. She has the arms of a moth. What Florrie could do, it turned out, was go on ahead and be a light — she went the whole two hundred yards ahead of each carrier at head height, glowing enough to show the ice, all night, forty-four times, and by three in the morning she was so tired she was flying at knee height and still going.

Dot ran the schedule. She stood at our gate with a wing-thumb in a tally and called the intervals — go, go, wait, ice on the corner, go — and when she had the rhythm of it into the rest of us she put the tally on the gatepost and took a pan herself. She did it for the rest of the night in a voice that got louder as the night went on, and she was the reason we did not lose a second pan. Nobody had asked her to. Nobody had asked her to be there at all.

Nell made twelve trips and did all the fires at both ends and did not sit down once.

At half past two I found her at the bottom of the lane with her hands on her knees getting her breath, and she straightened up before I'd got a proper look and told me the corner wanted gritting.

At half past three I found her doing it again and did not let her get away with it.

"Give me the pan."

"You've a wrist."

"I've a wrist and you've a pair of hands that have been on hot copper for eight hours. Show me."

She did not show me. She put both hands behind her, which is not a thing I have ever seen that woman do, and gave me the look she saves for a guest who has asked about the hot water.

"Nell."

"They're my hands."

"Show me the hands or I'll take the pan off you and you'll have to fight me for it in front of the deer-woman!"

So she showed me her hands, and both palms were blistered right across the pads under the fingers where the yoke sits, and two of them had gone, and she had been carrying with them like that for I do not know how long and had not mentioned it to anybody.

"Right," I said.

"It's a burn. It's not an interesting burn."

"Sit on the wall."

She looked at the wall. Then at me. Then at the wall again.

"I shall not sit down in the middle of my own lane with half the valley walking past⁠—"

"Nell! Sit on the wall."

She sat on the wall.

I got the flour tin out of the pan-bag, because Nell packs a flour tin where other people pack a bandage, and I did her hands as she'd done mine on my third day in that house when I put a chisel through my thumb, and she let me, and she did not say one word the entire time, and neither did I.

Mari came past with a full pan and slowed.

"The badger-kin is injured."

"The badger-kin is fine."

"The badger-kin has been carrying a two-foot copper pan on burnt hands for four hours and has said nothing, which is the most predictable thing that has happened tonight." Mari did not stop walking. "I will take the rest of hers. That is not a request and there is nobody here who outranks me on the subject of load."

She went on down the lane, and Nell watched her go, and said, to nobody: "That woman is going to be unbearable about this."

"She's earned it."

"She has earned it." Nell flexed her hands and winced and pretended she hadn't. "Don't you tell her I said so."

That was the second time in one night somebody in that house made me promise not to repeat a decent thing they'd said.

I made three trips, because on the fourth I put my foot on the ice outside Number Nine and went down full length with a full pan, and Mari picked the pan up and Nell picked me up, and Nell looked at my wrist and said "you'll not be carrying anything else tonight" in a voice that permitted no discussion, and then handed me a grit bucket.

So the man whose idea it was spent the greater part of the night salting a lane while five women carried his fire down it.

Dot arrived at half past ten with the evening round still in her sack.

Nobody had asked her. Nobody had thought to. She came down the lane at chimney height with a full satchel and landed on our gatepost and looked at the line of us going up and down in the dark.

"What's the count?"

"Nineteen."

She turned her head over to the side and did the sum on the line of us.

"Out of?"

"We don't know. Not until it takes."

She sat on the gatepost a while with the sack in her lap. She had eleven parcels still to place and a run to Ashcombe in the morning, and she's paid by the delivery and not by the hour, and every one of us on that lane knew it, and nobody said a word about it.

Then she put the sack inside our porch out of the wet and came and took a pan.

"Dot—"

"Don't." She had it up on her hip already. "Don't do the thing where you make it mean something. I'm quick, it's cold, and the pan goes off at nine minutes." She started down the lane. "And I'm not carrying it for her, before you start. I've never met the woman."

She made nine trips, which is nine more than anybody had asked her for. She did it fast and low with the pan against her chest and her wings half out for balance on the ice, and she swore the whole way down and the whole way back, and she never once put it down.

At about two she went past me at the grit bucket without stopping and without looking at me.

"That hypothetical."

"I remember it."

"It's still hypothetical." And she was gone down the lane again.

The house started to notice at about eleven.

Not dramatically. The scullery tap, which had run warm all through from the Long Night, coughed and ran cold and then ran warm again and then, an hour later, ran cold and stayed that way.

And at some point past midnight the warm room over the kitchen stopped being warm.

Nobody had planned for that, or thought about it at all, because that room has no grate in it and never has. It is warm because it sits over the range and under the run of the Hearth, and it is the room Florrie picked for herself when she came out of the walls, and at about one in the morning she came down and stood in the kitchen doorway with her wings held in and did not say anything at all.

"Your room's gone cold," Nell said. Not a question.

"It's all right."

"It is not all right."

"It's — sorry. It's how it was before. It's only how it was before, and that was fine, I was fine for years, I only came down because I thought somebody ought to know before morning in case it —" She stopped. "In case it worried anyone."

And that is the actual price of the first lend, and it was not on my page, and I had not thought about it once. The draft came back on the second-floor landing, in the same place it used to be, under the window with the bad frame. The banister lost its warmth from the top down, three steps at a time, over about two hours. One stretch of landing didn't — the few feet of the top landing outside Maeve's old door, the one with the paint still on it that nobody had repainted since, stayed warm long after the wood on either side of it had gone to nothing. I noticed it on my way past with the grit bucket and didn't stop to work out why.

And Maeve's brass dial on the kitchen wall, bent since the night in the winter it slammed its own needle flat, slumped by perhaps a sixteenth of an inch.

I stood in my own kitchen at one in the morning with a grit bucket in my hand and watched a house I had spent a winter saving go down a tier.

It is a strange thing to have wanted. It didn't feel like a triumph at any point. It felt like watching somebody you love give blood.

Nell came and stood next to me and looked at the dial as well.

"There it is," she said.

"Blaze."

"Blaze." She wiped her hands. "It's not a bad place, Blaze. Your aunt ran this house at Blaze for thirty years and there was never a cold room in it. It's a good tier. It's what a working house is."

"It's a tier down."

"Aye." She put the cloth over the rail. "You'll want to be certain it was worth it, and you'll not be certain tonight, and you'll not be certain for a while. That's the shape of this kind of thing." Then she went back out into the dark with the pan, because it was her turn.

The bad hour was the one between two and three.

That's when the count stopped moving. Pan after pan went down and came back cold, and the grate at the Sparrow took none of it, and the ash in it stayed gray, and Hettie Skelder stood in her own hall in a shawl and watched six people fail to light her fire and never once suggested that anybody stop.

Lottie sat down on our step at ten past two with her horns gone the color of wet slate, and said the only hopeless thing anybody said all night.

"It's not going to take!"

"It might."

"Sam." She had her hands round her knees. "I proved a batch at four this morning and I've been up since. I've got twelve trips in me and I've done eight. If this doesn't work I'd rather know now, while I've still got the other four, than after."

I sat down on the step next to her.

"I don't know," I said. "That's the honest answer. I sold the stuff by the jar once and got a Guild injunction for it, and that was vending, and this isn't. There's no clause for what this is. There's no figure for it either, and I've been guessing since Thursday."

"That's not a comfort."

"No."

She scraped some ice off the step with her heel.

"Say the other thing, then."

"What other thing?"

"The one you're not saying because you've decided it's soft."

So I said it.

"Four doors down there's a woman who has made nine beds every month for two years for nobody at all. I don't know whether the grate will take. I do know I'd sooner be out here failing at it than indoors being warm about it."

Lottie put her forehead on her knees for a moment.

Then she got up and took the pan off me and went down the lane, and she made four more trips after that, which is twelve, which is what she'd said she had in her.

Fifty trips, forty-nine pans delivered, nine minutes of heat in each. One lost out of fifty. Six people, nine hours, one broken lane, one fall, one dropped load. Against that: a grate four doors down that has been cold for three years and a woman in it who cannot take a gift.

At half past three a man in a good coat came up the lane from the bridge end, on foot, in February, and stood on the cobbles outside Number Eight for as long as it takes to count the windows.

He did not speak to any of us. He watched Lottie go past him with a covered pan and he stood out of her way and he touched his hat to her, and she said afterwards that he smelled of nothing at all, which from a succubus is not a remark about soap.

Then he walked back up the lane toward us, and stopped outside our gate, and counted our windows.

He took his time about it. He read us like a column he was going to have to explain to somebody later, top to bottom, twice, and he wrote nothing down because he did not need to. Then he looked at the smoke coming off our chimney, and at the smoke that was not yet coming off Number Eight, and he touched his hat to me and walked on.

I stood at my own gate with a grit bucket in my hand and understood, about a moment too late, what I had spent the night doing.

Bellwether's buy the second-best house on a good street.

We had just spent nine hours making Number Eight better and Number Twelve worse, in public, in front of a man with a notebook, and I had done it on purpose, and he had watched me do it.

He was gone before I'd got my boots on.

"Bellwether's," said Dot, from the gatepost, with her tally still going. "That's their surveyor. I've carried for them. He does the counting before the offer."

"He was counting."

"He wasn't counting windows, Chief. He was counting chimneys." She did not stop tallying. "Fourteen beds out of nine. Your magpie told you that a fortnight since."

Nell said a word I have never heard her use and went back down the lane with the pan.

Coborn came out of his yard at about two in the morning in his nightshirt and a coat, and stood at his gate, and watched four women and an accountant carry fire down a lane.

Then he went back in, and came out again with a barrow, and left it at our gate with a dozen sacks on it and went to bed without saying one word to anybody.

I stood and looked at it for a while.

Third month running he'd put coal against my account that I hadn't ordered and wouldn't discuss. He held one cart back in the winter because he was frightened of a heron, and I had to walk into his own back office and stand there until he'd say so.

I took the barrow. I have never once queried the account since.

At twenty past four Mari came up with the empty one and stopped at our gate and said, in the flattest voice she owns: "It has taken."

We all went down. Every one of us, at twenty past four in the morning, in the dark, including Florrie who could barely fly and Dot who had no reason to be there at all.

The Sparrow's grate is nearly the size of ours. Nine feet of stone hearth in a hall with a floor you can see your face in.

In the middle of it, on a bed of ash three years old, there was one ember.

It was one coal, going, about the size of a thumbnail — no bigger than the dark red thing I had seen through her door on the first morning, except that this one had gold in it, and it was drawing, and there was a thin thread of heat coming off it that you could feel if you put your hand a foot away.

Hettie Skelder stood in the doorway of her own hall in a shawl over her nightdress and looked at it.

She didn't say anything. Her face didn't do any of the things a face is supposed to do. She stood there with her too-many-jointed hands hanging at her sides and looked at one coal burning in a grate that had been dead three years, and the rest of us stood in her hall and had the sense not to speak.

After a while she went and got the fire irons, which had been hanging clean and unused on their stand, and she banked the ash up behind the ember properly, with the little rake. Ten thousand times in those hands, and not one of them in the last three years.

Then she straightened up and put the rake back on its hook and said, to the room, in a level voice:

"That'll want feeding at six."

"I'll come down at six," said Nell.

"I'll come down at six," said Hettie.

"Aye," said Nell. "I'll see you at six, then."

And that was all of it. We walked back up the lane in the dark, six of us, with two empty pans and a grit bucket, and behind us for the first time in three years there were two grates alive on Tallow Lane.

Nobody said anything on the way up. Florrie rode on Mari's shoulder because she couldn't fly any more. Dot walked, which I have never seen her do.

At the gate I looked back.

You could not see it from there. It was one coal. You would have had to be standing in her hall to know it was there at all.


11
Carry-Loss


The arithmetic didn't work and it took me nine days to admit it.

Here's the shape of it. A Beacon throws off a measurable surplus. We were carrying a measurable amount of that surplus down the lane in a copper pan. The Sparrow's grate was taking it — you could stand in Hettie's hall and feel that, and by the fourth night there were two coals going and by the seventh there were four.

But the sums didn't close. What left Tallow was more than what arrived at Number Eight, and it wasn't a small gap, and it wasn't a gap I could put down to the cold of the lane or the lid of the pan.

I did it in full, on the back page, three nights running.

Out of Tallow: the tier drop, which is a known quantity, because the charter prices a tier and the Guild pays at a meter and I could look up what a Beacon-to-Blaze step is worth to the penny.

Into the Sparrow: four coals, a warm hall, and a woman who had stopped wearing two shawls indoors.

And four names off our list, which was the whole argument. The Aldrich brothers went down on the Thursday, and a widow named Sennett and her sister on the Friday, and Hettie Skelder put them in the two front rooms with the good windows and charged me the posted rate and not a penny over it. Nine on the list became five. Nobody in my house said well done. Nell counted the five twice and said nothing at all, which from Nell is a review.

The difference between those two numbers would have heated another house.

"You've done that page four times," Nell said, over my shoulder.

"I've done it five times."

"Then it's the same answer five times and you've a different problem than arithmetic." She put tea down where I could reach it without moving the book, which is a thing she's started doing and which neither of us mentions. "Where's it going?"

"I don't know."

"Guess."

"I don't guess. That's the entire —" I stopped, because I'd heard myself. "Somewhere between my grate and her grate there's a leak, and I can't find it because I can't see it, and I've been an accountant for eleven years and I have never once been able to audit a thing I can't see."

Nell looked at the page for a while.

"Then get somebody who can see it," she said.

I tried to find it myself first, because I am an idiot with a certain kind of pride, and asking for help is a skill I have had to learn from scratch.

I did it the thorough way, or what I took for thorough at the time. I bought a thermometer off Yarrow — she overcharged me for it and told me so to my face, which I respected — and I drove three fence posts into the verge between our gate and the Sparrow's step, and I strapped the thermometer to each one in turn and wrote down what it said at the top of every hour, for a night, in the cold, like a man conducting a very small and very useless survey of his own failure.

Mari carried a test pan for me on the second night, on the clock, because I asked, and timing things is the nearest thing Mari has to a hobby.

"Four minutes eleven," she said, at the Sparrow's step, holding the pan up so I could see the coal was still glowing. "That is faster than the average carry. I did not stop. I did not speak to anyone. There is no explanation in my data."

"There has to be."

"There does not have to be anything, human. That is the entire difficulty with looking for a leak — you have decided one exists, and now every number that fails to explain it feels like evidence, when it may simply be a number." She handed the pan back. "Ask the harpy. She reads wind for a living. You are reading a fence post."

So I asked Dot, who came down off the gutter with a face that told me I wasn't going to like this.

"Your figures are fine, Chief." She looked at my three fence posts with the specific kindness a person reserves for a child's drawing of a horse — no intention whatsoever of hanging it anywhere. "Three posts in a straight line isn't going to catch it. You're measuring the air like it holds still for you. It doesn't. There's a draw off the chimneys on this lane that pulls sideways the second the wind comes round the bridge, and it pulls different depending which grates are lit, and your own chimney's throwing more than it was a week ago."

"So the readings are wrong."

"The readings are right. Your premise is wrong. You've built a fence like the warmth walks in a straight line from your door to hers, and it doesn't — it goes wherever the lane lets it, same as I do." One wing came up and down. "You want to know where a warm thing's going in a cold place, you don't measure the air, Chief. You measure the people standing in it."

I didn't understand that sentence for four more days, and by the time I did, it was Lottie who'd already worked it out for me.

Lottie found it in about four minutes, which was humbling.

She came up the lane with me after the Mug shut, at eleven at night, and she walked from our gate to Hettie's step like somebody pacing out a room they're thinking of taking. Slowly. Stopping. Once with her hand flat on somebody's garden wall.

"Well, that's obvious," she said.

"Is it."

"Sam, it's pooling." She caught herself. "Sorry. It's pooling. It's — look, you know when you carry a mug of tea across a room and it's fine, and then you get to the door and there's tea on your hand and you didn't spill any?"

"That's not a thing that happens."

"It happens constantly. It's the same thing." She had both arms out now. "The pan's fine. The lid's fine. It's not coming out of the pan at all. It's coming out of you. The lot of you. Every one of you that walks down this lane carrying that thing is warm all the way down and back, and it's coming off you into the street."

I stood in the middle of Tallow Lane and put my hand out flat.

She was right. Of course she was right. It came to about the difference between standing in a lane in February and standing in a lane in February next to a bakery.

"The whole lane's warmer," I said.

"About a degree. Maybe less." Lottie's horns had gone a low steady gold. "It's been getting warmer since the first night. Nobody's said anything because nobody notices a degree, but I can feel it standing here, and I could feel it four doors down, and Mrs. Pell's got her window open."

"In February."

"In February, at eleven at night, with a bad chest." She said it without any weight at all. "She's had that window shut since the Long Night. I've walked past it every morning since."

Neither of us said anything for a bit.

"That's not a leak," I said, eventually.

"No?"

"A leak's a loss. Nothing's lost." I was doing the sum again, standing in the road, and it was coming out somewhere quite different. "It's not going missing between the two houses, Lottie. It's going into the lane. It's going into eleven houses and a chandler's and a woman with a bad chest who's opened her window."

"Oh," said Lottie.

"Yes."

"Oh, that's — " and then she stopped, and did a thing with her face that I've thought about a good deal since. "That's not a leak at all. That's the point of it."

I didn't have an answer for that then. I have one now, and it took the rest of the book to get.

We walked back up. She had her arm through mine and she was doing the thing where she talks about nothing so as not to talk about something, and about halfway she stopped dead.

"That settles it," she said. "The loft."

"It's eleven at —"

"The Mug's loft. Now. I've got flour in places, I've been on my feet since four, and I have just solved your whole carry-loss in a lane in my good coat." She was already turning round. "I would like to be thanked at length, and thoroughly."

The Mug's loft is directly above the ovens, which means that in February it's the warmest room on Tallow Lane and smells of scorched sugar. There's one blanket up there and a straw mattress and a window with a shutter that doesn't latch, and Lottie has never once admitted that she keeps it made up.

She got the ladder up behind us and put the blanket down and then stood in the middle of it with her coat still on.

"Now," she said. "Before you touch me. I want to say a thing and I want to say it while I can still make sentences, because in about four minutes I shan't be able to."

"That sounds ominous."

"It isn't. It's —" Her horns had gone from gold to rose. "The loop's been open since the house filled. Constantly. I told you that in the bakery and I made it a joke because that's what I do, and you laughed, because that's what you do."

"Lottie—"

"Let me get it out." She undid one button and then stopped, because she'd forgotten she was doing it. "It turns out being full all the time comes to much the same thing as being empty, in the end, which nobody tells you about a Beacon house, probably because it sounds ungrateful. It is ungrateful. I don't care. Eleven rooms of people being content at me, all night, every night, none of it aimed anywhere, and it goes through me like a draft through a hall and I get nothing out of it at all."

"You're hungry."

"I'm not hungry. That's what I'm trying to say and I'm making a mess of it." She got the coat off, finally, and dropped it. "I'm fed. I'm fed constantly and I haven't been wanted since the Long Night. Not aimed at. Not by one specific person, on purpose, at me."

And there it was, and it had been sat in front of me for a month.

"Say it as an instruction," I said.

She went very still.

"What?"

"You've told me the problem. Tell me the instruction. You're better at instructions than you think you are."

Lottie stood in a hot loft above an oven with her coat on the floor and her horns going dark, and she took a breath.

"Aim it," she said. "That's the instruction. Don't be nice to me and don't be gentle with me and don't do it because it's my turn." Her voice had dropped somewhere I've only heard it go twice. "Want me, on purpose, out loud, and let me feel it land."

So I did.

I got her back against the chimney breast, put my mouth against her ear, and gave her the whole tally I'd been keeping since a freezing washroom at four in the morning.

"You were two hundred yards away with your hands in dough, and I had my cock in my fist thinking about the weight of your tits on that table."

The loop came off its hook on that sentence.

"Oh," said Lottie. "Oh, that's — do that again, say the bit about the table again, say it⁠—"

"I said I'd been thinking about you bent over your own prep table with flour up your back."

"Yes. That. Say what you'd do."

"I'm going to bend you over your own prep table with the ovens going, and you're going to keep count of the batches out loud while I fuck you, because you can't not talk and I wouldn't want you to."

She put her forehead against the bricks and said fuck about nine times in a row in a voice that got progressively less like a person's.

"It's not shutting," she said, into the bricks. "It's narrowing. Eleven rooms of nothing, all turning round and pointing at the one thing in this room that's aimed at me, and Sam, it LANDS. Say a place. I want to hear you aim."

"Your tits."

Her back came off plumb.

"Again — both at once, AGAIN⁠—"

"Your tits, Lottie."

"Better than hands. My nipples think you're a genius. Now my cunt. Slowly. Like you're reading it out of the book."

"Your cunt," I said, in the voice I keep for the quarterly totals. "Your clit. Your left nipple. Your cunt. Your clit again. Carried forward."

She made a noise that would have emptied the bar downstairs.

"My clit is not an entry. Say it anyway. No. Skirt first. You say my cunt and my cunt answers, so keep your voice there while your hands catch up."

I got her skirt up and two fingers into her cunt, and she was already running down both thighs.

"Two fingers," she reported, to the wall. "Two fingers in my pussy and I've soaked my stockings through. Say where you are. Thumb on my clit, and tell it what it's doing⁠—"

"Circles on your clit. Booked hourly."

"Every room in that house is full of people wanting nothing in particular," I said, against her ear, "and I am the one thing in it that wants you specifically, on purpose, tonight, your cunt full of my fingers and your clit booked till morning, and I'm going to keep saying so until you stop being able to hear it as a sentence."

"Harder. Not the hand. The words. Harder with the words⁠—"

"I've wanted you since the second morning, covered in flour and furious at me for standing still. I've wanted your tits in my hands in a stable loft I've never been in, your cunt on a prep table with a batch proving eighteen inches from your head, my cock in you in a hallway with nineteen guests asleep over our heads not knowing what their landlord was thinking about."

She came apart against the chimney breast with her fingernails in the mortar and her cunt clenched round my fingers, and the loop, for the first time since the Beacon lit, gave her all of it in one place instead of a room's worth of nothing spread thin.

She slid down the wall a bit afterward, boneless, and I went down onto the boards with her before her legs had fully agreed to hold her.

"Don't you dare stop now," she said, into my collar. "Sit. I mean it as an instruction, not a comment."

I sat, back against the chimney breast, and she came into my lap facing me, a knee either side of my hips, reached down, took hold of my cock, and set the head of it against her cunt, exactly where she wanted it, before I'd got a hand free to help.

"There," she said, sinking down slow, watching my face the whole way. "All of it. The whole cock in the till and no change owed. Now you don't get to move unless I say so."

I got both hands into her hair at the base of her horns and held her head where I wanted it, and she went still, a stillness I'd never once gotten out of her by any other means.

"Stay there," I said. "Just like that. I want to watch you not move for a second."

"That's cruel."

"You told me to aim it. I'm aiming it."

I held her exactly where she was, both of us feeling every inch of it and neither of us moving, until she made a sound with no shape at all.

"Itemize it," she said, when the sound ran out. "You're the only one still holding sentences."

"One baker. Holding still, my cock in her to the root, her cunt arguing about it, wet through both our laps. Entered under assets."

"Fuck." Her forehead came down against mine. "Fuck. Move."

I let her go, and she rode me hard and face to face with her horns dark under my hands, and I gave her the rest of it, the stable loft, the prep table, the hallway, every place I'd wanted her and hadn't said so, with my mouth against hers. "You're the only fixed point in this whole warm house," I told her, "and I am not letting go of your horns until you believe me," and I called her by name doing it.

Lottie came a second time with her whole weight dropped onto me, and this time the loop didn't just narrow, it locked, both of us caught in one closed circuit for a handful of seconds neither of us could have timed, and I went with her, and there was no version of that night in which I hadn't wanted every second of it, out loud, on purpose, first.

She slid off and sat on the boards with her legs out and laughed at the ceiling.

"Well," she said. "Well."

"All right?"

"I'm sat on my good coat in a patch of your cum, is what I am. Worth it. And I'm going to need that fairly regularly."

"That can be arranged."

"No, I mean it." She got her breath. "I mean that's the fix, isn't it. That's the actual fix. Not less feeding. Aimed feeding." Her horns had gone back to gold and she was looking at the rafters. "Somebody wanting me on purpose, out loud, at me. That's worth eleven rooms of content strangers and it isn't even close."

I sat down on the boards next to her.

"Lottie," I said. "Say that again. Slowly. And let me get the book."

"You are not writing this in the accounts."

"I am writing this in the accounts."

And I did, on the back page, under the carry-loss column that had been bothering me for nine days, in a hand that wasn't as steady as I'd like:

Aimed exceeds ambient. By a considerable margin. Investigate.


12
Tailwind


The Hearth wrote DOT on a Tuesday morning and the whole kitchen went quiet enough to hear the bacon.

She'd been with us five weeks by then. She had a room, a peg, a hook for the sack, and a standing argument with Nell about whether a harpy moults on purpose. She'd carried nine pans of live coal down an iced lane for a woman she'd never met. And she had, that morning, been sitting on the end of the table with a heel up on the bench, going through the mail she was about to fly, when the grate turned over and put up a ribbon of white.

RESIDENT COUNT: SIX.

DOT.

Dot looked at it for a long time. Her crest was flat and her head went over to one side and stayed there.

"That's me," she said.

"That's you."

"It's never done my name before. It does the count. It's never—" She stopped. She looked at me the same as she'd look at a parcel with the wrong address on it, and then she looked back at the smoke, which was already coming apart against the beam. "I've never been on anything, Chief. I've been a line in the courier ledgers at Ashcombe and that's all my paperwork amounts to. A line. Route and rate."

"Well," I said. "Now you're a resident."

"Resident." She tried the word out at half volume, reverent for once. Then she shouldered the sack, went out the scullery door, and flew the entire valley round in one day.

I didn't understand what that meant until Leno explained it to me at length and with feeling. The round is two days. It's been two days since before Coborn's father ran the yard. A courier does half of it and sleeps at the Ashcombe end and does the other half coming back, and that is the shape of the mail.

Dot did it in one day, in the last of the winter, with a tailwind she had no right to and didn't need. And then she didn't come back.

No mail came up the valley for three days.

"Three days," said Leno, on our step, feathers up like a hedge. "There is a woman in Ashcombe whose sister believes her dead. There are two counting-houses reconciling blind. I have had to gossip from memory, Mr. Pendle, like an amateur."

"She'll be back."

"I am aware she will be back. I have seen the weather she is playing in." He smoothed himself down. "That is not a complaint. That is a man asking where the mail is. The complaint is separate, and it is that she looked happier than I have ever managed to feel, and I resent it."

She came back on the third evening, over the ridge with the sun going down behind her, and she did not land so much as arrive at the loft door at speed and fold at the last possible second, which is showing off, and I was in the yard to see it, which was the point.

"Chief." She was breathing hard. Her crest was up. There was high-country ice still melting off her wing-thumbs. "I have been," she said, "to the sea."

"The sea."

"The round was done. The sack was empty. I was at the top of the Ashcombe pass with a clear evening in front of me and nothing owed to anybody, and I thought, I've never seen it. All my years flying parcels and I've never once been further than the last address." She shook the wet off. "So I went. It's three ridges on. It's enormous, and it doesn't stop moving, and there's nothing to deliver there at all."

"And?"

"And I turned round and came home." She said the word without slowing down, and then heard it, and stood there in the yard with it.

"Home," she said again, testing the load of it, and her head tipped over. "Huh."

Nobody said anything, because there are things you don't step on. Then the kitchen window went up and Nell put her head out and said supper had been sitting twenty minutes and if the postal service wanted feeding it could get indoors, and Dot went in grinning like the fixture she had just found out she was.

The loft over the stable is hers. That was established by treaty in her second week: Stan built the perch-bar, Nell sent up two blankets and pretended she hadn't, and I signed off a shutter that opens from the inside, which is a sentence I never expected to put in a maintenance log. What I had not seen until that night was what she'd done with it. Route-maps on the wall. The tally-strings in rows. And on the beam over the perch, in chalk, in her own hand, a list of every address in the valley, and ours at the top, underlined.

"Don't look at that," she said, coming up the ladder behind me with the lamp.

"I'm looking at it."

"It's operational." She hung the lamp on the nail, where it swung, so the light went back and forth across the pair of us and the straw and the maps like something deciding. "Fine. Look at it. You're on it."

"Top of it."

"Post office of record." She got the sack off and hung it up, and then she turned round and looked at me with the lamplight going over her and her crest still up from the flying, and the line of her ran wire-tight under the feathers, and she grinned. "Come here. I've been thinking about this for three ridges."

"Here? Stan's below."

"Stan went home an hour ago. Nell's in the kitchen. The window's shut." She was already at my belt with the wing-thumbs, which are quicker than hands and have no shame in them at all. "And you'll want to be quiet anyway, because half the valley thinks I'm dead and I'd rather they didn't learn otherwise from the noise of you."

"From the noise of me."

"You're loud, Chief. You don't know it. I've a professional ear." She got my trousers open, got a thumb round my cock, and gave it one slow pull, appraising, a parcel getting weighed before a pass. "There he is. Three days I've been thinking about this cock. Thick as my wrist and twice as useful. I did sums about it over the sea."

"What kind of sums."

"Airspeed. Distance home. Whether my cunt had guessed right about the size of you, or was in for news." She grinned. "News, as it happens. And whether I could get my mouth round your cock before you'd got your boots off." She backed onto the perch-bar and pulled me after her by the front of my shirt, and got her leathers open, and there was nothing under them but harpy, hot as a stone off the hearth. "Now. Rules of the loft. Anything you like, but quiet. If you make me screech, and you can, I've heard me, hand over my mouth and keep it there. Sound carries off this roof like off water."

"That's the rule?"

"That's the rule." She dropped off the bar, folded down in front of me with her crest brushing my belt, and looked up. "First though. I told you I did sums about getting my mouth round this cock, and I don't leave a route unflown."

She took my cock in without ceremony, one long slow pull, both wing-thumbs hooked on my hips and her eyes up on mine the whole way, and came off with a wet sound she made no attempt to muffle.

"There's the taste of your cock. Better than I priced it, Chief, and don't you dare spend in my mouth, I've plans for that." She stood, licked her palm, worked it down my cock once, brisk as sorting. "Right — I want this cock in me before I finish the sentence."

She lined my cock up herself and sank the head into her cunt and stopped there, wet through, fever-hot the whole way in, grinning up at me with her whole face bright with the joke of it.

"Post it," she said.

I put her mail through.

"Oh, fuck." She said it into her own shoulder, at half volume, which is Dot whispering. "Fuck, that's the whole of your cock and my cunt's singing about it. Go slow one stroke so I can feel the length of the cock and then don't you dare go slow again." She leaned back, got both taloned feet up on the perch either side of my hips, and used the sprung length of it to meet me. "There. Right there. Your cock hits different at this angle, that's the bar doing that, that's engineering."

"Quiet."

"You're one to talk. You're gripping my hips like a first-year on his first pass and breathing like a bellows." Her wing came over her own mouth, screech delivered into her feathers like a kettle in a cupboard, and she came off it gasping. "Harder. Come on. I've had three days in the air thinking about your cock and my cunt's been making its own arguments since the ridge. I want fucking landing."

Then my hand went over her mouth, because the next thing she said had no words in it.

The bar creaked on its ropes like a ship. She pulled my hand off.

"Bar's talking. Down. Straw." She came off my cock, off the bar, turned herself round and went down on her forearms in the straw with her fan cocked up and her wings half-spread for balance, looking back over her shoulder. "Come on. This way I can bite my own wrist and you can watch my cunt take your cock inch by inch, and don't pretend you weren't going to ask, you've been staring at my ass since the ladder."

"I don't deny the file exists."

"Open the file." I knelt behind her and slid back into her cunt in one stroke, deeper at that angle, and her head went down and her wrist went into her mouth. It went fast after that, and quiet, in the swinging lamplight, her talons gripping the boards — and halfway through it two drovers stopped directly below the loft door to argue about a mule, unhurried, at length, while Dot shook under me with her wrist in her mouth and her cunt gripping my cock and her eyes streaming with held laughter, and neither of us drew one audible breath until the mule question resolved and the boots moved off down the lane. She took her wrist out of her mouth just long enough to work in commentary at a whisper — "your cock's twitching in me, I can feel it against my clit from the inside, you're close, don't you spend yet, I'm one pass out" — and got her own hand between us, two fingers on her clit, brisk, a professional seeing to a known route. "Fingers on my clit, your cock splitting me sweet, my tits in the straw, mail sorted—" and when she went she went wing over mouth, both wings, the whole seven feet of them wrapping round the pair of us like a tent coming down, and her cunt went off in pulls timed like wingbeats, and that finished me too, deep in her, coming with my face in her feathers and her heartbeat going like a bird's everywhere at once.

"Stay in me," she whispered, wings still round us. "Minute. Cargo settles."

We hung there on the bar, swinging slightly.

"Welcome home," I said, into her crest.

"Don't." Her voice had gone small and pleased and appalled. "Don't be nice to me while you're still in me, I can't do both."

Then, muffled, after a while: "It was on the list, you know. What we just did. On the beam. In code."

"Which entry?"

"Airmail." She started laughing again, silently, the bar swinging, and wouldn't tell me the rest of the code, and I climbed down that ladder twenty minutes later with straw in every part of my clothing and a stamp of chalk dust on my back that Mari looked at over supper the next day and graded, out loud, "delivered."

Supper that night was, though nobody used the word and Dot would have bitten anybody who did, more or less a coronation. She sat in her usual place at the end of the bench and the household spent the whole meal elaborately not making a fuss of her, which fooled nobody, least of all her. Lottie had made the almond thing Dot once said something approving about in passing, four weeks ago, one time. Mari, serving, gave her the cut off the joint that Mari gives to working members of the household, a distinction with the force of law that nobody else can even see. Florrie drifted down and straightened Dot's fork.

"You're all being strange," Dot announced, at volume, around the almond thing. "It's a name in some smoke. It's not a KNIGHTHOOD."

"No," Nell agreed, from the range. "A knighthood you'd have to kneel for. Eat your supper, resident."

Dot ate her supper, resident, with her crest up the entire time, and flew the evening round afterward a hundred feet higher than the mail requires, and I know that because half the town mentioned it at the shop counter for a week: the new Tallow courier, up where the swifts go, taking the long way home in the last of the light for no reason a courier ever billed.

Florrie came to find me two nights after, which is a sentence with a great deal of freight in it, because Florrie has never come to find anybody in her life. Florrie arranges to be findable. She's on the ceiling of a room you were going to enter anyway.

This time she knocked. On my own door, late, with the house settling and the last warmth coming up through the boards.

She stood in the hall with a candle she didn't need; her own light does the job when she forgets not to be dark, and she was forgetting in patches, glowing at the edges and drawing it back in — and she said, "I've thought about what I didn't say. In the attic. When I said I'd like, and stopped."

"I remember."

"I know what the rest of it is now." Her wings were folded tight, and the words came in the order she'd rehearsed them. "I've been in the eaves of this house for longer than you've been alive. There's not much I haven't heard, Sam. Every guest who ever stayed. Your aunt's whole life. I know how everything sounds. I could write it all down, all of it, I've a hoard of it up there under the rafters." Her light came up, and this time she let it. "I know how everything sounds, and I don't know how anything feels, and I would like to stop being an archive and start being a person, and I'd like it to be you, and I'd like it to be now, please, while I've got the sentence out and before I put it back."

There is only one answer a decent man gives to that, and I gave it by stepping back from the door.

She came in past me on her own feet, at floor level, deliberately, the whole way, and stood in the middle of the rug. She put the candle on the shelf. Then she undressed me first, which I hadn't expected — small cool hands, certain as filing, unbuttoning like an archivist opening a crate.

"I've heard forty years of what happens in this house," she said, to my chest, working downward. "I have questions. A great many questions." She got my trousers open and took my cock in both hands and examined it, and the light in her came up a foot. "Well. The guests undersold this. Women exaggerate everything else, you'd think." She ran a thumb up the underside and I made a sound and her eyes snapped up, delighted. "That. I've heard that through a wall a hundred times. I made it happen. Do it again." She did it again, then bent and put her mouth over the head of my cock, one slow investigative swallow, and came off nodding. "Salt. They always say salt. Confirmed."

"Florrie—"

"I know. Me first. I'm being thorough; I've waited a lifetime to check my sources." She stepped back and took her shift off over her head in one motion, moth-gray and slight and glowing at every edge of her, nipples dark in the gold, and stood there, in the room where every board and every sound was already catalogued in her, and said, quieter, "I'll not know what I'm doing."

"You just told me you know everything."

"I know everything like a map knows a country — from above, without ever once having been down in it."

Her wings loosened, one degree.

"Put me on the bed and teach me the ground, and don't be careful with me the whole time, because I've heard careful through these walls more times than I can count, and I've heard the other thing too, and I know which one gets remembered."

I laid her down on her back, and the whole room went gold.

I learned her the slow way first, mouth and hands, and she narrated — of course she narrated, it's Florrie, the word-hoard opened and everything in it came out.

"That's my nipple in your mouth and your hand on my other breast. I've heard women make that sound my whole life and now I know why they arch — it pulls somewhere lower down, it pulls in my cunt, my clit's answering a question nobody asked it, nobody ever says that part, why does nobody say that part."

"Say it all you like."

"I will. I'm a whole lifetime behind." When I got my mouth between her legs she gripped the blankets and reported on herself like a stringer at a fire. "That's your tongue on my clit and it's nothing like the sound of it. The sound is nothing. I'm wet — that's me, I can hear it and it's me making it, your fingers are in my pussy and the sound was never the thing at all⁠—"

"Tell me what the thing is."

"The thing is—" and her hips came up and the light came up with them, every corner of the room at once, "—the thing is it's happening to my body and not through a wall. Don't stop. Suck my clit and don't stop, I've heard exactly how long this takes when it's done right⁠—"

She came the first time like that, against my mouth, wings pinned under her own back, and the room went so bright I saw the veins in my own eyelids. And then, while she was still shaking, she got her hands into my hair and pulled me up her body.

"Now the rest. Your cock in me. And I want to hold my wings open. Under me. Myself. So I can't—" she took a breath and gave me the truth "—so I can't fold up and go small, because I will if I can, I've done it for forty years, don't let me."

So that is how Florrie had her first: on her back on my bed, on her own opened wings, holding them spread with her own fists knuckled into the blankets, pinned by a decision. I went in slow. She was tight and hot round my cock and her whole body rang like a glass, and the dust came off her wings with every stroke and hung in her own light around us, gold, turning, and she watched me the entire time and reported the country as she found it.

"That's full. That's what full is. Your cock is in me and I'm not listening to it through plaster, I'm inside the recording — harder. No. Yes. Harder, I said it, I meant it. I can feel my pussy holding onto you when you pull back, it doesn't want to give the length of you up, and I've heard that too, the men always say it and I thought they were flattering and they were reporting, and nobody ever says so⁠—"

"Florrie."

"Say my name like that again with your cock deep in my pussy and put your thumb on my clit while you do it, I've heard that trick through three different walls and I want it done to me, specifically."

I did the trick.

She stopped narrating right at the end, which is how I knew. The words ran out. A whole lifetime of hoarded words, and the last thing before she came was no word at all, just her light going up like the attic had gone, white-gold, shadowless, both of us blind, and her cunt pulsing round my cock long and slow, and me following her over with my face against her jaw and her name in her ear.

The light faded gently for once. It didn't go out. It settled, warm, low, everywhere, like a banked grate.

"I'm keeping this," she said, at last, to the ceiling. "Not in the hoard. The hoard is things I heard. This one's mine. It goes somewhere else."

"Where does it go?"

She took my hand and put it flat over her sternum, where her heart was going, quick and light.

"Filed," she said.

We talked a while in the low gold, because with Florrie the talking is the afterglow — she wanted her new holdings inventoried out loud. What it had felt like from my side; whether the wall between my room and the blue room had ever heard anything to compare, "professionally speaking"; whether the light had been too much. It had not been too much. I said so, and her glow came up off the blankets, and she filed that too.

Then: "The list. On Dot's beam." Her eyes were closing. "I read it weeks ago, obviously. I read everything. Entry nine is about me, and it's very flattering, and it's also nearly right, which for secondhand information is remarkable." A pause, dignified. "Tell her the wingspan figure is out by a foot. A moth has pride."

She slept in my bed that night, folded down small as a fist against me and refusing to be small about having asked for that too, and at some point near dawn I surfaced to find the room faintly gold and Florrie awake, watching the window, one wing over me like a blanket over a thing worth keeping.

"Go back to sleep," she said. "I'm not being sentimental. I'm keeping the draft off you."

"The draft's been fixed since the frost."

"Then I'm being sentimental," she said. "Don't file it."
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Ask


The first night Tallow House ran without Nell Wallace was a Thursday, and it was not an accident, because I had spent two weeks building it.

The rota took more engineering than the coal run, and I am prouder of it than of the whole scheme with the Sparrow: Lottie took the range, because she can feed thirty without noticing. Dot got the linen — a woman who sorts mail can sort sheets, was her own ruling on the matter. Florrie had the evening lamps and the guest questions, which she answers from behind the wall panel out of old habit, and which the guests have decided is a charming feature of the house; Mari had everything heavy, Stan's boy the coal scuttle, and every job of it was costed, written, and pinned to the pantry door in a hand Nell couldn't argue with, because it was her own system, applied back at her.

She found the rota at four in the afternoon. She read it twice. She put her thumb on the line that said WALLACE — OFF, and she stood there so long that Lottie started edging toward the door.

"Whose is this."

"Mine," I said.

"There's nineteen guests."

"There's nineteen guests and six staff. Which is how you built it. I did the sum with your numbers." I let that sit. "The house holds one evening without you, Nell. If it doesn't, everything you've built is a woman doing three jobs, and I don't believe that's what you built."

That was a dirty trick, aiming her pride at her martyrdom, and I'd had the sentence loaded for a week. Her jaw worked. Her tail went still.

"Supper's already proving," Lottie said, from the door, helpfully. "And I'll do the range my own way, so you'd best not watch."

So Nell Wallace had an evening. And a whole house, and nobody in her kitchen, and I have never in my life seen a woman so thoroughly stripped of tools. She sat in the parlor for a quarter hour. She walked the yard. She stood in front of the Hearth, which leaned its flames toward her the whole time, the fuss it always makes and the name it never gives, and she told it to stop fluttering and went out again.

Supper was a triumph, and also, depending which end of the table you sat at, a scandal. Lottie ran the range her way, which means music-hall: she took orders by shouting them back wrong on purpose, she flambeed a thing that had no business being flambeed, and she sent out the High Elf's plate with the parsley arranged in a rude rune that only the dwarf recognized, to his lasting joy. Nell sat at the foot of the staff table with her hands round a cup, off duty in her own kitchen for the first time in living memory, watching another woman drive her range like a stolen cart, and I watched her decide, course by course, not to die of it.

"She seasons by throwing it," Nell muttered.

"She does."

"It landed in the pan, mind."

"It did."

"My whole working life I've measured a pinch." She drank. "The plates are coming back empty, Sam. Every one." Another drink. "I'm going to sit here and let it happen."

"That's the rota."

"That's the rota," she agreed, grim as a woman at her own wake, and stayed the whole service, and clapped once, quietly, under the table, when Lottie got the soufflé out whole.

Halfway through the second cover, a bell went in the front hall — the wyvern party, wanting to know whether the water was hot yet on the third floor — and before anybody else had so much as looked up, a small clear voice came out of the wall panel by the stairs.

"It's hot from six and it'll stay hot till nine, and if you go now you'll have it to yourselves. Sorry — I only mean, everybody else is at supper."

The wyvern, audibly startled, asked the panel who it was talking to.

"Florrie. I do the evenings. Sorry, I should have said that first."

Nell's spoon stopped over her plate. She didn't get up. She listened to the whole rest of it go past without her — a second guest asking about the morning post, a third wanting to know whether the dining room did a later sitting on Sundays, Florrie answering every one of them from inside the wall in that same small unhurried voice, apologizing exactly as much as the question required and not one word more.

"She's been doing that for months," I said, quietly, because Nell hadn't moved.

"I know she has." Nell didn't look away from the panel. "I built that whole rota round the idea that guests come to the kitchen door. Never once asked myself why ours had stopped."

Florrie, who could not possibly have heard that from inside the wall and answered a fourth question a moment later anyway, said nothing about any of it, and her saying nothing about it was proof enough that she had.

At ten, with the guests gone up and the lamps down, I found her exactly where I knew I'd find her: in the kitchen, alone, scrubbing the big table. Which did not need scrubbing.

I stood in the doorway. The range was banked low and orange behind her, one lamp on the shelf, and her sleeves were rolled and the black band of fur across her eyes was set, and she scrubbed the length of that table like it had said something about her mother.

"The rota worked," I said.

"Aye. It worked." She wrung the cloth. "Whole house fed and watered and not one thing needed me. You're proud of that."

"I am."

"You'd be prouder if you knew what it costs." She laid the cloth flat on the rail, squared it, and put both hands flat on the wood, arms straight, head down. I know that stance, it's the one from the night I signed the lease, the one that means a thing is coming that she has decided to say. "All my working life I've been needed in this house. It's the whole of what I am. You've just shown me it isn't so anymore, and you meant it kind, and it is kind, and I've spent the evening walking round my own building like a ghost that pays taxes."

"Nell—"

"I'm not finished. I've counted this out, so let me say it in the order I counted it." Her hands stayed flat on the table. "On this table, in the deep of the winter, I let you put your mouth on me, and it was the finest thing that's ever happened to this body, and I include the year we got the copper boiler, and then I wouldn't let you further and I wouldn't say why. You never asked twice. I'll always think well of you for that."

The range ticked. I didn't move.

"Here's why. A woman who's needed can't be wanted. There's no room. If I'd let you in that night, it'd have been one more thing I did for this house — see to the guests, bank the fire, warm the landlord's bed. I'd have made it a job, Sam, same as everything else, because that's the only shape I know, and then I'd have done it forever and done it well and hated us both." She straightened up off the table and turned round and looked at me, and her eyes were level and terrified and certain all the way down, which is a combination only Nell Wallace can hold. "Tonight nothing needs me. First night in forty years. So it's the first night I can't pretend this is work."

She undid her apron. Folded it. Set it on the chair, which was the most Nell Wallace striptease imaginable, and stood there in her shirtsleeves with her chin up.

"So I'm asking. Out loud. With my own mouth, so there's no misreading it and no kindness in it." Her voice didn't shake but it had gone down low. "I want you in my bed, or on this table, and I want it because I want it, not because anything in this house requires it. Well? I'm asking."

"Yes," I said. "Table."

Something went across her face that I will keep for myself.

"Table," she agreed. "I scrubbed it."

I crossed the kitchen and kissed her, and Nell Wallace kisses with no waste in it at all, which I ought to have predicted. One hand came up to the back of my neck, took a decent grip, and adjusted my angle two degrees to where she wanted it, and then she made a low sound in her chest like a lifted weight set down.

"Right," she said, against my mouth. "I'll say the next thing plainly too, and then I'm done talking in paragraphs. I've never done this. You know that. I've run a house forty years where everybody does it but me. I know the theory like I know other people's laundry — thoroughly, and secondhand. What I haven't got is practice, and I don't intend to be bad at it, so you'll tell me true and I'll tell you true, and we'll do it properly, the same as I've done every other thing in my life the first time. Preparation and nerve. Now get my shirt off, I'm too old to be coy about buttons."

I got her shirt off. Under it Nell Wallace is built like the working woman she is, heavy and strong, breasts full and low, gray coming into the fur at her collarbones, and she stood and let me look with her jaw set, daring me to find a flaw.

"Well?"

"I've been thinking about these tits since you opened your shirt at that table in the winter," I said, and put my hands on them, and her breath went. "And that's the last calm sentence I've got in me."

"Good. I'll take over the talking." She backed against the table, hitched herself up onto her own scrubbed wood, and started on her skirt hooks with quick sure fingers. "Boots first, you fool, they don't come off over — there. Skirt. There." And then Nell Wallace was bare on her own kitchen table in the banked light, thighs strong, fur running dark down her belly, wet already and not hiding it. "Look at that. A lifetime of nothing and my cunt's soaked before you've laid a finger on it. No patience at all. I'm inclined to agree with it."

"Nell Wallace," I said. "Filthy."

"I told you I had the vocabulary. I've been saving it up like everything else." She lay back and put one hand flat on the table and looked at me down the length of her own body. "Mouth first. On my pussy, like the winter. I want the known thing before the new thing. Method, if you're wondering."

"That's method," I agreed, and knelt, and put my mouth on her pussy, hot and wet through and tasting of clean sweat and want, and the first stroke of my tongue up her got a growl out of her, an actual growl, chest-deep.

"There. Right there. You remember my clit's address." Her hand came off the table and into my hair, gripping, adjusting my angle two degrees, always two degrees. "Slower on my clit than you want to go. Gentle, like a long job. Oh. Aye. Like that. Suck my clit gentle and keep your fingers out of my cunt for now, I want to be wanting them." She talked me through it like a foreman and went over exactly twelve minutes later like a wall going, one arm thrown over her eyes, hips grinding her pussy up against my mouth, swearing in a flat honest mutter — "fuck, fuck, there, suck my clit just there, don't stop, don't you dare stop" — and then she pulled me up by the hair and looked at me with her chest heaving.

"Now," she said. "The new thing. And Sam. Properly. Don't you go careful on me because it's my first. I've carried coal all my life. I want your cock in my cunt all the way and I want to feel every inch of the going, and if it's too much I'll say so at once, because I've never once in my life not said so."

"I believe you."

"Then why are you still dressed."

I stopped being dressed. She sat up to watch, frank and proprietorial, and when my cock came free she took it in one work-rough hand and weighed it, thumb along the underside, unhurried.

"Aye," she said. "That's a working cock. Thick with it. It'll do the job." A slow pull that emptied my head. "It'll do the job well, if the winter's mouth was any guide. Come here and put it in my cunt."

She lay back and set her heels on the table edge and took me in her hand and put me where she wanted me, the head of my cock parting her pussy, hot as the range, and her eyes never left my face.

"Slow to start," she ordered. "Not for damage. I want the feel of the whole cock before you put your back in it. I've waited forty years for it."

I went in slow. Itemized. She was tight and warm as the range wall, and about halfway her hand clamped down on my forearm hard enough to bruise.

"Wait. That's — no. Half the cock's in and the half's plenty. Give me a minute and don't you dare be patient at me about it."

I stayed exactly where I was, and after a handful of breaths her grip eased and she nodded once, sharp, a woman accepting a delivery.

"Right. Rest of it. Go."

I went the rest of the way, slow, and when I was seated in her hilt-deep, her cunt gripping the whole length of me, we both held still, and the only sounds in the kitchen were the range ticking and Nell Wallace breathing like she'd carried something heavy up a hill and set it down at the top.

"Well," she said, unsteady. "Well. There's the whole of your cock in me, root to end. There's the thing itself. My cunt's full of landlord and I find I haven't one complaint." Her tail thumped once against the table like a settled argument. "A cock's better than the walls made it sound. It's better than the winter made it sound, and the winter set a high bar. Move. Slow, then honest. I'll call the pace."

She called the pace. Of course she called the pace. Slow, then honest, then more than honest, her heels coming off the table edge, her legs wrapping me, her voice dropping to the flat mutter she thinks nobody hears — "harder, that's it, don't you slack off now, give my cunt all of it" — and the table she'd stood over every morning of her working life knocked twice against the wall and she barked "the table holds, I maintain it," and I started laughing mid-stroke and she gave me a look that promised consequences and didn't slow down. "Practice, see. I told you — right, first time. I do everything — oh." Her rhythm stopped being hers. Her head went back, her hands came up off my arms and slapped flat on the table on either side of her, bracing, honest, and Nell Wallace came on my cock with her whole body, a long seizing wave and her voice breaking upward on one syllable of my name, and it was the least managed sound I have ever heard her make, and it undid me. I went with her, spending deep in her with my face in her neck and her arms coming round me like a dock.

Quiet. The range ticked. Her hand moved slowly in my hair, absent, the petting she gives the cat when she thinks the kitchen's empty.

"Right," she said at last, to the ceiling, voice scraped and satisfied. "I have an amendment to the rota."

"Mm."

"Thursday evenings, Wallace is off. Recurring." Her arms tightened a degree. "And occupied."

I lifted my head to look at her. The black band across her eyes was soft for once, the whole face unlocked, and she looked ten years younger and unrepentant about the table.

"You'll want it in writing," I said.

"I'll want it in the book," said Nell Wallace, housekeeper of Tallow House, and pulled me back down.

We were not, it turned out, finished. I'd reached for my shirt and she watched me do it with her arms folded on the table edge, and then she said, "No. Leave that. I told you I do a thing right the first time, and doing it twice over is what makes it stick, because the first time you're learning it and the second time you know it, and I'll not sleep on a half-learned job."

"Nell Wallace. You'll be the death of the parish."

"The parish will manage. Come here and stand at the end of the table." She slid off the wood and turned her back to me and set her forearms flat on the scrubbed surface, feet planted, glancing back over one bare shoulder with her chin set and her eyes bright. "This way now. I've heard a lifetime of headboards through these walls and I know what the fuss is about, and I want your cock in me from behind with my hands on my own table, and I want to find out what my knees are worth at my age. Slow at the start. Same terms."

Same terms. I stood at the end of that same well-scrubbed table and went into her cunt from behind, slow at the start, and she growled her inventory into the wood — "deeper at this angle. Fuller. That's the fuss, is it. Aye, that's worth a headboard" — and then she reached back, took my hip in one strong hand, and set the pace herself, harder than the first time, the table rocking on its feet and her voice going ragged and free. "There. Right there. Don't you spare me, I've lifted heavier than you every day of my life — fuck me like the table, built to last—" and then she gripped me inside, deliberately, muscle like a fist, and whatever I'd been about to say died in my throat.

"Learned that from a wall?"

"Invented it just now. Felt your cock jump when I did it, too." She did it again, and laughed at what it did to me, breathless and pleased with herself, and the second time she came it was quicker and louder and she banged the flat of her hand on the wood twice like a wrestler conceding nothing, and pulled me over the edge with her, and afterward she stayed bowed over the table a long moment, breathing, my weight on her back, her hand coming up to hold my forearm where it crossed her chest.

"Well," she said at last, to the wood, in the voice of a woman closing a book. "That's both ends of the work proven. Table holds, knees hold, and the housekeeper of Tallow House is officially of the opinion that she's been a fool about ten years of Thursdays she could have had." She straightened, turned, kissed me once, hard, like a stamp coming down. "But I'll not grieve the arrears. I'll collect going forward. That's sound practice."

At breakfast the kitchen operated with tremendous, elaborate ordinariness, because there's no privacy to be had in a boarding house, only discretion, and everybody pays into it so everybody can go on living together. Lottie hummed. Florrie studied the ceiling she was sitting on. Dot got through an entire plate without one remark, vibrating slightly with the effort. It was Mari, of course, who concluded that the discretion tax had been paid in full, set down the teapot, and addressed the room.

"The table has been scrubbed twice this morning," she observed. "It is customarily scrubbed once."

"Extra flour yesterday," said Nell, not looking up from the accounts.

"I see." Mari poured. "The flour."

"The flour," Nell confirmed, terse as a gatepost, and the black band over her eyes dared any creature at that table to pursue the matter, and no creature did, out loud. But Lottie's tail was curled up at the tip like a fern in sunshine the whole meal, and on her way out to the Mug she paused behind Nell's chair and pressed a kiss to the top of her head, quick as theft, and was gone through the door before the housekeeper could decide what to do about it, and Nell sat there a moment with her pen stopped.

"Well," she said, to the accounts. And turned the page, and that was the parish notice, entire.

Later, when she'd gone up — she took the lamp, she left me the range, and she stopped in the door and said "wash the table" in a voice that had a laugh living inside it — I sat a while in the dark with the coals, and banked them, and went up to bed, and the house held its heat all night in every room with a body in it, which is what a Blaze house is supposed to do, and it did.
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Non-Refundable


Hettie Skelder found the costing page on the last Friday of the winter, and she found it because I am, on the evidence, a careless man in exactly one respect.

The page had lived in the back of my accounts book since before the first lend, and grown as the lend grew. One sheet. My own hand. The full workings: what a Beacon's surplus fetches at the Guild meter, posted rate, twelve months; against it, the cost of the coal run, the tier drop, the lease, the lot. The difference is not a small number. It buys a roof, or a second range, or a quiet year. I had costed the warmth we were giving away because I am what I am, and I had never shown a living soul, because the page wasn't an argument. It was a receipt. I wanted someone in this valley to have written down what the thing cost, so that nobody could ever say we did it without counting.

The Sparrow by then was six rooms let of nine, and the arithmetic of that deserves a paragraph, because it was the quietest triumph of the season. The four leased beds had filled from our list inside the month. Then a drover with a bad knee extended a week, and told a wool factor, who told two brothers in the seed trade, and inside a week two of the five rooms that were nothing to do with Tallow at all had guests in them at Hettie's own rate, in Hettie's own book, under Hettie's own name. Her hall smelled of beeswax and dinner. Her grate held its four coals like a dog holding a stick, absurdly proud. And her pencil column of night-work had stopped growing, and the reason was the good one: for the first time in nine years the day's takings outran what she could owe herself by candlelight.

She'd also, that fortnight, done a thing nobody dared remark: she'd ordered new sheets. New ones, not mended ones. Dot flew the parcel up from Ashcombe and carried it into the Sparrow with the ceremony of a crown, and Hettie inspected the weave for ten minutes and pronounced it "adequate, and dearer than sin," and put them on the two front beds.

I was at the Sparrow that evening squaring the fortnight's slips, in her office, four feet by nine, her stub of candle going. She'd let me bring my own book by then, which took a month of precedent, and she went through it line by line as is her habit and her right, and between the lease leaf and the coal leaf, folded twice, was the page.

I watched her find it. I watched her unfold it, and read it, and understand it, in about the time it takes to read forty words, because there has never been anything wrong with that woman's arithmetic.

The office went very quiet.

"This is the meter rate," she said.

"It is."

"This is what the surplus would fetch. Sold. Legal. Twelve months." Her finger came down the column and stopped at the figure. She looked at it the length of a held breath. "And this is what the lane costs you instead."

"Yes."

"That's a fair sum." Her voice was level as a shelf. "You should take it."

"No."

"It's a roof, Mr. Pendle. It's two winters of margin. No sane keeper⁠—"

"Hettie." I closed the book on the rest of the slips. "The page is a record, and only that. I know what it's worth to the penny — that's the point of the page. I counted it, and then I chose."

She sat with that. The candle went about its business. Her hands were flat on the page, that spread of too many joints gone still all at once, and when she spoke again her voice had dropped to the low register she almost never spends, and anyone who has passed a winter learning her knows that sound: the floor moving.

"Nine years I've kept this house on the principle that nothing comes free," she said. "Every column in my book closes, and here's a man running one that never closes, on purpose, at a price he can recite, and I've been sat here trying to make that come out even, and it won't." Her eyes came up off the page. "I find I want to do something about it and there is no procedure."

"There's no procedure," I agreed.

"There's an office with a bar on the door. There's a keeper in it who has been thinking about you at this desk since the night you watched me rule a line." She stood, and slid the bar across, flat and unhurried, the price-of-coal voice saying a thing no coal was ever bought with. "I've had my hand in my own drawers at this desk with your name in my mouth, Mr. Pendle, and tonight the accounts are square and the guests are down and I am going to have the thing itself, and I want to be plain about the terms first. Sit still. It's a short list."

I sat still. Hettie Skelder stood in her small office in her gray dress with the candle behind her and gave me terms.

"One. Tonight has no price. It goes in no column, mine or yours. It is the one thing in this building that will never appear in a book, and if you ever so much as thank me for it I'll bill you for the sheets. Two. Upstairs. My room, not a guest room — I'll not make a bed I'd have to charge myself for. Three." The half-step drop again. "It's been eleven years since a man had me, and I keep a plain house, and I want a plain thing. Nothing clever. You, on me, your weight on me, my hands held down, so I can't—" the smallest pause in the ledgered voice "—so I can't reach for one useful thing. I want to be no use, Mr. Pendle, for one hour, in my own house. That's the entire list."

"Accepted," I said. "Unpriced, upstairs, held down, no use at all."

"Read it back like that again," said Hettie Skelder, "and we'll not make the stairs."

Her room is over the office, at the back, and it is exactly what you'd think and I'll say no more about it than this: the bed is old and good and the quilt is her grandmother's, and there is nothing in that room she has not mended twice.

She undressed in the dark like a woman closing up shop: hooks, buttons, everything hung or folded, no performance in it, which was itself a thing to watch — and then she stood at the foot of the bed, bare, gray hair down her back, small and neat and stern as her own front step, and said, "Well. Eleven years. Look, then. Take the inventory."

I took the inventory, out loud, since she'd asked in her own language. The line of her neck. Her small hard tits, nipples drawn up dark in the cold. The strength through her forearms, keeper's strength, nine years of doing everything alone, her hips, the gray-brown curls between her legs, already dark with wet at the seam, which, when I said it out loud, "and your pussy's wet already, Hettie, soaked, before I've touched you," got the first sound out of her, a short breath through the nose, her chin coming up.

"Eleven years," she said. "That's arrears, that is. Come here and settle the account— no." She caught herself, flat and fast. "No. There's no account. I said it and I'll hold to it. Come here because I want your cock, and for no reason past that."

I laid her down on her grandmother's quilt and learned her with my hands and mouth first, and she reported nothing and performed nothing — Hettie Skelder receives pleasure as she listens: with a terrible total attention — but her body kept its own books: the breath going shorter, the joints of her hands opening and closing on the quilt, her thighs falling wider by settled degrees. When I put my mouth between her legs and my tongue flat against her clit she made a sound like a hinge that has not been asked to move in years, and both hands came down onto my head and gripped, and she said, to the ceiling, in the price-of-coal voice gone ragged at the edges:

"That. Your mouth on my cunt and your fingers in me, just that, don't improve it, don't embellish it, I've thought about your tongue on my clit for a winter, plain, and I'll have it plain⁠—"

"Plain delivered," I said, into her.

"Don't talk into my cunt either. Breathe through your nose and work."

She came quietly, as she does everything, in a long shaking clench with her heels dug into the mattress and her breath held to nothing, and afterward she lay there a moment and then said, "Again," and I did it again, tongue flat on her clit, and the second one was less quiet.

Then she pulled me up by the collar of the shirt I was somehow still half in, and got rid of it, and lay back and put her arms up over her head, wrists crossed, deliberate as a signature.

"Now the rest of the list. Hold them down. One hand round both wrists, you've the hands for it, I've noticed, it's half of why we're here. And then your cock, all of it, and no ceremony." I closed my hand round her crossed wrists, and felt them fold one joint further than a human wrist has any business folding, settling flat against the bolster as only her own too-many-jointed hands could settle, and her whole body went loose in one long release, a held load set down, and Hettie Skelder looked up at me with her eyes gone dark and said, "There. Now I can't do a single useful thing. Now fill me. Put your cock in my cunt and don't you be gentle about it, I've been careful for nine years and I'm sick to the teeth of careful."

I went into her in one long stroke, her cunt tight and banked, warm from the middle out and eleven years wanting, and she took the whole cock with her back arching off her grandmother's quilt and a flat "there" that was more command than cry, and then, plain missionary, her wrists in my hand, my weight on her, nothing clever, exactly as specified, I fucked Hettie Skelder to her own specification: steadily, thoroughly, a job worth doing right. And she talked. Not narration. Instruction and settlement, the register never changing while the voice under it came apart.

"Your cunt's gripping my cock in pulls, Hettie. Long ones. I could enter them in a book, they're that regular."

"Don't you dare make a joke of my own trade at me while you're inside it." But her breath caught on the last word, which told me everything the sentence was pretending not to. "Harder than that. My cunt's no china either. Harder — there. That's your cock at full and honest weight in my cunt and that's what I ordered." Her breath going. "Nine years I ran this house on nothing. Made the beds nobody slept in. Kept my own counsel and my own hand and called it enough," her wrists pulled against my grip, testing, and settled, and her voice dropped to its lowest step, "and it was not enough, keep going, it was not enough."

The bed is old and good and it said nothing. The candle downstairs had been left burning and neither of us cared, which for the two people in that bed was a scandal bigger than the bed itself. She wound tighter and tighter under me by degrees, her breath climbing, her hips finding the rhythm and refusing to be helped into it, doing it herself, even pinned, and at the end she turned her face into her own upper arm and came with her whole body in one long silent seize, her cunt pulling at my cock in waves, and the sound she finally let go was one cracked syllable that might have been my name and might have been eleven years leaving the building.

I followed her over, deep, her wrists still in my hand, her heels in the small of my back.

The room went still, and the Sparrow ticked around us, warm, her grate's four coals doing their small faithful work below.

"Let go now," she said, quietly. I let her wrists go. She flexed her hands, looked at them, and then did something with them I will remember when I have forgotten my own name: she put one on my chest, patted it twice, precisely, a bill getting settled, caught herself doing it, and left it there anyway.

"Well," she said, to the dark. "There's one column open."

"Leave it open."

"I intend to." A pause. "That's the terror of it, Mr. Pendle. I intend to."

We lay a while in her narrow correct bed, her head on my arm, and she ran the afterward precisely and on her own terms, which by then I'd have bet the lease on.

"You'll want to know about the eleven years," she said, to the ceiling. "You're too mannered to ask, so I'll table it myself. He was a joiner. Kell. Good hands, weak chest. Four winters married, the fifth one took him, and his tools are still in the outhouse oiled, because I maintain what's mine." Her voice didn't change key once. "I didn't keep the bed empty for grief, whatever the lane thinks. I kept it empty because a widow who takes a man owes the parish a wedding, in their heads, and I'd not be owned twice by one lane. You're the first thing to come up that stair that didn't cost me standing."

"And what am I, in the book?"

"You're not in the book at all. That's what you are." She turned her head and looked at me from four inches, and the candle caught the shine in her eyes that her voice would never admit to. "It's the finest thing anybody's been to me in eleven years, Mr. Pendle, and if you tell your housekeeper I said so I'll deny it on the step in front of witnesses."

Then, because Hettie Skelder allots herself exactly one confession per season, she sat up briskly, retrieved her nightgown, decided against it, and lay back down facing me with one leg hooked over mine and her hand taking a firm inventory southward.

"Once more," she said, finding my cock already agreeing with her. "The slow way, on our sides, face to face. I've a use for it you'll not have guessed: I want to watch what it does to your own face when you spend, because I was otherwise engaged the first time, and I audit everything twice."

The slow way, on our sides, face to face: her leg over my hip, my cock deep in her cunt at that easy burning angle, barely moving, her eyes open the whole time at four inches' range, cataloguing me while her own breath went and her own composure slid, until the auditor and the audited came undone within a minute of each other and neither could have said who signed first.

She didn't ask me to stay and I didn't ask to; it seemed to me the kind of house a man moves into a little at a time, if he's let. But at the door, dressed, with the candle relit, she stopped me with one finger on my sleeve, and stood there in the small hall of her small strong house, and said, in the voice she keeps for the price of coal:

"The page. In your book." Her chin was up. "Copy it out for me. I want it on my wall, where the licenses go." And when I only looked at her: "Not the figure, you understand. The choice, plainly. I want the proof on my wall that a man counted it all the way down and gave it anyway. This house has been nine years short of evidence."

I copied it out that night when I got home, fair hand, and Dot flew it down the lane in the morning, and it hangs in the Sparrow's office over the desk, in a frame Hettie mended herself: the whole cost of a warm lane, itemized, and at the bottom, in her hand, not mine, one line added:

PAID IN FULL. NON-REFUNDABLE.


15
Thin Week


The thin week fell that year with two houses on the books instead of one. Every valley gets one; it comes between the last of the winter stores and the first of the thaw's providing, and there's no arithmetic that does away with it, only the autumn's decision about how hard it's going to bite come spring. It would have been a hungry fortnight if not for Mari.

She hunted every day of it. She went out before light and came back after dark with the sled loaded, and the tally on the cold-store door climbed in her square hand: carcasses, weights, dates. Both larders held. Nineteen guests and the Sparrow's four fed through the pinch of the year on one woman's work, and she never once said so, because the tally said it for her, which is how Mari says most things, when you get down to it.

The pinch showed everywhere that week. Lottie stretched the flour with chestnut meal and dared anybody to mention it. Hettie and Nell pooled the two houses' stores on one slate and ran them as a single larder, which the winter version of either woman would have called an act of war. Coborn's yard stood half empty, sold down to the boards, and Granny Sump's hens went off lay in protest, like everything else in the valley.

And Mari hunted. I went with her once — she permits an audience annually — and spent a day learning what the tally on the cold-store door actually costs. Four valleys in boots and frost. Reading a hillside like a page. The long stillness at the top of a bank, the wind wrong, the wind right. She took two deer that day with a directness I'll not describe at table, dressed them where they fell, and hauled the sled home through six miles of slush without once changing pace, and when I offered to take a turn in the traces she looked at me as at a kitten offering to pull a plow, and said, "No. You are conversation," and meant it as the job title.

Somewhere on the last mile I asked her whether she liked it. The hunting. She considered the question for a quarter of a mile.

"I like that it is exact," she said at last. "A larder is so many days deep. I make it deeper. The number moves when I work. Nothing else in my life has ever been so honest with me." Pause. "The bed is honest in a different way. I am still developing the terminology."

The suppers of the thin week deserve their own line in the record. Lottie ran the stores like a campaign: root mash glazed with the last of the honey, the chestnut bread that everybody pretended was a choice, a fish stew on the Wednesday that made a guest with a Guild pin ask whether the house had engaged a new cook, at which Lottie curtseyed and Nell, visiting with the Sparrow's slate under her arm, said "the old cook taught her everything" in a voice that closed the subject and started three others.

The two-house larder slate came up to our kitchen every second evening for reconciling, and I'd watch the pair of keepers over it, heads together, four decades of stores-craft arguing happily about turnips, and think that this, as much as the warmth, was what the coal run had bought — the slate, and the two heads over it — and that there's no column for it, and I'd know, because I looked.

In the middle of the thin week, the Sparrow took a guest nobody on the lane had asked for and nobody could quite object to.

He arrived on the Monday with one good case and a manner so relentlessly correct that Leno, who met him first at the coach stop, spent a full afternoon trying to find a single thing wrong with him and came away furious at his own failure.

"Bellwether's man," Leno told me, over the gate, with the particular outrage of a magpie denied a scandal. "Not a clerk this time. A principal. Older, careful, extremely well turned out, and he has taken a bed at the Sparrow for two nights at the posted rate, paid in advance, no haggling whatsoever. I asked him his business, and he told me he was here to see the valley in the thin week, because a valley shows you what it actually is in the thin week and not in the fat one. I have no answer to that. It is, unfortunately, true, and I resent him for saying it first."

I went down myself the first evening, on the thin excuse of the larder slate, and found him in Hettie's front room with a small book of his own, reading by the light of her four coals, altogether at ease in a house he was, as far as either of us could tell, quietly assessing for purchase.

He was polite to Hettie in a way that cost him nothing and gave away everything. He complimented the tuck on the sheets, ironed both sides, and asked, mildly, whether that was her own work or a girl's, and when she said her own, he made a small note of it, on paper, in front of her, without apology.

"He tips correctly," Hettie told me afterward, in the flat voice she keeps for facts she doesn't like. "To the halfpenny. Neither generous nor mean. Exactly what the posted service warrants, which tells you he has looked up the posted service." She set the coins on her desk in a neat line, as if lining them up might make them say something different. "I have had nine years of guests who don't know what a good tuck costs to keep. I don't care for being appraised by a man who tips like an inventory."

"You could turn him away."

"I could not. He has paid the posted rate for a room I have empty, and I am not in the business of refusing custom because I dislike the custom's arithmetic." She squared the coins again, though they were already square. "I charged him what I charge anybody. I ironed his tuck the same as I iron everybody's. If he is here to find a fault in this house, he'll find the house run properly, and he can write that down too."

He stayed the two nights, walked the lane both mornings taking in every chimney, every peg, every hook, and left on the Wednesday with the same correctness he'd arrived with — a word of thanks to Hettie, precisely calibrated, and nothing whatever that either of us could point to afterward and call an offense.

"What was he actually doing," I asked Leno, once the coach had gone.

"Pricing the lane against the offer already sitting in her drawer," Leno said, with no relish in it this time. "He has seen the four coals hold. He has seen a tuck ironed by hand in a house that cannot afford a girl to do it and does it anyway. He has seen, in short, exactly what makes a poor house worth more than its figures say, and I promise you, Mr. Pendle, that is the one thing men like that know how to price to the halfpenny."

I wrote nothing down about it at the time, which I have come to regret, because it would have explained a great deal, three weeks later, about a letter that never went in anybody's book.

On the fifth day of it I did the thing I'd been planning for a month.

I'd measured her room while she hunted — Florrie kept watch, delighted to be an accomplice, reporting Mari's position down the lane in whispers though Mari was four valleys off. Stan and I carried the thing up in parts and assembled it against the inside wall, where her cot had been: a bed. A real one. Oak frame, deep mattress, and under it, built into the frame at my design and Stan's craft, a warming-shelf — a slab of soapstone with a channel for two live coals, the same trick as a bed-warmer but standing, permanent, hers.

Because here is a thing I had worked out over a winter: Mari does not feel the heat of a room. It slides off her. The only warmth that has ever reached her is the kind that arrives inside, and she has only ever had it by asking, as a procedure, with the exchange stated first. She provides for the whole house and nobody provides for her, and it isn't for want of anybody wishing to — she has simply never once left a gap where providing could get in.

I left no note on the bed. That was the whole design of it. There was nothing to sign for.

She came back after dark, and I was in the kitchen pretending to do the accounts, and I heard her stop in the doorway of her own room. For a long time there was no sound.

Then she came down. She stood in the kitchen door with her black eyes and her gray stillness and frost still on her shoulders, and she said: "There is a bed in my room."

"There is."

"It has a warming-shelf. Of stone. With coals in it." Her voice was flat as ever, but slower. "It is burning now. Somebody lit it before I came home, which means somebody intended the bed to be warm at the hour of my return, which means somebody computed the hour of my return."

"Nell lit it. I did the computing."

"I see." A pause of great length. "What did it cost?"

"That's not on the tag."

"Sam." She never uses my name. The room went quiet around it. "I have read every document in this house. Everything has a figure. What did it cost?"

"It's not for sale, so it doesn't have one. It's yours. That's the whole of the paperwork."

Mari stood in the doorway for as long as it takes water to boil, working on this with everything she had, and I watched the sentence she wanted to build fail to find its parts. Then she said, "You will come and inspect the installation," which was not what she wanted to say, and turned, and went up.

I inspected the installation. The room was warm — actually warm, the stone shelf breathing heat up through the mattress, and Mari stood beside her own bed with her hand flat on the blanket like a woman checking a fact that kept being true.

"It is warm," she reported. "It will be warm when I return. Every night. Regardless of anything. Regardless of whether I have earned it," and the sentence stopped there, and something went through her, a long shudder from the keel up, and she turned and looked at me with her pupils blown wide as wells.

"I am going to say a series of things," she said, "and I request that you do not price them. One. I have wanted you since the night of the rope, and I have not asked again, because asking states an exchange, and I did not want an exchange. Two. The bed is the first thing in my life I have been given without stating one. It is currently the most erotic object I have ever encountered, which I did not anticipate, and my body is being extremely clear about it. Three." She began, methodically, to unbuckle. "I would like you in it. Now. And I have no terms. That is the point. I have no terms at all."

"Then we won't state any," I said, and started on my own buttons, and Mari watched me with the frank total attention she gives a carcass she intends to make the most of.

Out of her leathers she is all cool gray planes and strength, the gill-lines fine as scrimshaw along her ribs, and when I put my hands on her the chill of her skin drank the warmth off my palms like tide over sand. She lay back in the middle of her own warm bed, deliberately, a woman placing herself, and pulled me down over her by the wrist, and paused, cataloguing.

"The mattress is excellent," she said. "I will grade the rest as we proceed."

"You'll grade it out loud, I expect."

"I always grade out loud." She took my cock in one cool hand, assessed it with two slow pulls, and nodded once. "Hard. Substantial. Warm the whole length of the cock, and wet at the tip before any work has been done. Grade: satisfactory plus. I am now going to put your cock in my cunt and I am going to keep it there until the warmth takes." She set the head of my cock against her cunt with one cool exact hand and drew me into her the whole way in one governed motion, cool outside and blood-hot within, and her breath left her in a long hiss through her teeth. "Entry complete. Your cock is in my cunt to the last inch, the stretch is logged and priced at nothing, and my temperature differential is significant." Her hips took up the rhythm from below, slow, deep, exact. "Notable. The warmth of your cock, inside. It reaches. It has always been the only thing that reaches."

"Come here."

She pulled my whole weight down onto her, still moving, and wrapped that cold strength around my heat, arms and legs both, and made a low continuous sound, felt more than heard, deep in the keel of her, like a hull taking up strain.

"Say the thing again," she said, against my neck. "The thing about the tag."

"It's yours. No figure. Nothing owed."

"Again."

"Nothing owed, Mari."

"Nothing owed." Her rhythm deepened, her cunt gripping my cock in slow pulls, her voice fraying at its flat edges. "I have fucked before. I have been warmed before. I stated the exchange first every time, and audited it after, and it was pleasant, and it was procurement, plainly and only that." Her teeth grazed my shoulder, blunt pressure, serrations sheathed. "This is not procurement. I do not know what this is. My body appears to know what this is. Harder now. I want your cock as deep as it goes and the heat of it as a gift, freely given, and you should be aware I have never once in my life received one of those while it was happening⁠—"

"State a preference," she said at one point, beneath me, precise even wrecked. "I am given to understand men have them."

"You. Exactly this. For as long as you like."

"Noted for the file." Her hips rolled deeper. "Then I will state mine, because tonight has no terms and I find that terrifying and I am electing to be brave: I want your hands on my hips hard enough to read tomorrow. I want you to move me onto your cock, instead of me moving. I have steered every hour of my life, Sam. Steer this one."

So I got both hands under her hips and steered, lifting her to meet my cock at my own pace, and the effect on her was immediate and total: her gills flared once, her spine went liquid, her flat voice broke up into short clipped reports — "yes. That. Being moved. Being moved, I never — deeper, put my cunt where your cock wants it, do not ask me⁠—"

Her legs locked round my hips then, her heels finding the small of my back like hatches closing, and I fucked her deep into her own warm bed while the stone shelf breathed heat up around us, and Mari, flat-voiced Mari, talked the whole time in complete formal sentences that lost a clause apiece as they went.

"Deeper. Yes. Your cock is very warm and my cunt is holding every degree of it. The warmth is pooling where you spend. I am retaining it. My clit wants your thumb. Apply it. My core temperature is rising and it is your doing and I am keeping it. Sam. Sam, I am going to finish. I am stating it in advance because I always state it in advance, it is the last term I have, let me keep the one term⁠—"

"Keep it."

"I am going to finish. Now⁠—"

She finished. And her jaws opened, and closed on my shoulder, and bit.

Not the graze. The bite — the deep-sea one: serrated teeth seating into the meat of my shoulder in a grip like a closing hatch, holding me down and into her while her whole body seized in long rolling waves, her cunt hauling at me, her arms binding me tighter than the rope she counts, and it hurt exactly as much as you'd think and I could not have moved and did not want to, and the sheer drowning grip of it took me over the edge with her. I spent inside her with her teeth in me and her heartbeat everywhere and the two of us locked into one shuddering fastened thing in a warm bed in a cold room in the thin week of the year.

Stillness came slowly, in stages, a held breath letting go one part at a time.

Her jaws unseated, with great care. She licked the mark once, twice, an instinct doing its tidy work, and then she went rigid, all of her at once.

"I bit you."

"You did."

"I did not state it in advance." She sat up, and her face was doing a thing I had never seen it do and did not enjoy: Mari, at sea. "I did not ask permission. It is a fixing behavior. Deep current physiology, the female fixes the male at climax so he is not swept away. It is involuntary, wholly outside my governance. It has never fired before. There was no warning even to me. I bit you without terms, without notice, without—" her hands hovered over the mark, not touching. "It will scar. I have marked you and I cannot cost it and I cannot retract it and I do not have a procedure for this, Sam. I do not have a procedure."

"Mari." I caught the hovering hands. "Enter it in the register."

She stared at me.

"You heard me. Get the book, rule a line, and enter it. Date. Incident. Cause." I held her eyes. "First instance. Expected to recur."

Her stillness changed quality. I watched the panic drain out of it and the other thing come in, the thing she is when a document says what she needs it to say.

"Expected to recur," she repeated.

"If the bed's warm and the terms stay off it? I'd say nightly, with outliers."

Mari got out of her new bed, walked to the shelf, took down the staff register, and ruled a line under the lamplight, bare and gray and unselfconscious as tide. She wrote for some time, and showed me the last of it, the one sentence I am keeping because it is the only thing I have ever seen her write that required no figure — RECEIVED: WARMTH. TERMS: NONE. THE KEEPER IS ADVISED THE ITEM CANNOT BE RETURNED — and then, instead of coming straight back to bed, she opened the small chest by the window and took out a single folded sheet, and put it on the blanket between us without comment.

I unfolded it. A list, in her square hand, dated the day the bed frame went up in the yard, before she could have seen more than the delivery crate — planned, evidently, on the strength of a rumor. Six items, numbered, each ticked but the last.

"You've ticked everything but the sixth."

"I have been building up to it." She took the list back, folded it once, and set it precisely on the shelf beside the lamp. "I have never done it. I have read about it, at length, because I read everything, and I have decided I would like to, with you, tonight, in this bed, because tonight has no terms and I find I am braver with no terms." She lay back, deliberate, and drew her knees up. "I want it slow. I want to report all of it as it happens. I suspect I will only get to have a first time at this once, and I intend to keep the data."

I turned her onto her side, the easier geometry for a first attempt, and worked her open with fingers slicked from the wet she'd already made, one first, watching her face with the same stillness she gives a hillside.

"Report," I said.

"One finger in my arse. Full. Not unpleasant. Continue." Her voice had gone flatter than usual, which in Mari means concentrating. "A second finger. I would like the comparison logged before you proceed."

I added the second. She took it, breathing carefully through it, her gills working slow along her ribs.

"Wider than I had estimated. Acceptable." A pause, longer than her pauses usually run. "I am ready for the cock. Go slowly. I want all of it reported, mine and yours both."

I set the head of my cock against her arse, coated in her, and eased in half an inch, and stopped the moment her whole body went taut.

"Continue. Do not stop for my sake — stop only if I say the word for stopping, which I have decided in advance is ice."

"Understood."

I worked in by degrees, half an inch at a time, and she narrated all of it in that same flat instrument-voice, fraying slowly at its edges. "That is a stretch I have no prior data for. Still going. Still going. That is — considerable. Arrived. The whole cock, seated, and my body has not rejected it, which I confess I was not fully certain of." I held there, both of us still, until her breathing settled under my hand.

"Report," I said, echoing her.

"Full. My arse is differently full than my cunt was. Warmer, though the anatomy ought not to permit that reading." She found my hand and pulled it round to the front of her. "Move. Slowly. I want to keep reporting for as long as the reporting stays possible."

I moved slowly, and she kept her word for perhaps a minute, the flat sentences coming shorter and shorter — "that. Again. Precisely that. My cunt is empty and it minds. Log that as well." — until the sentences stopped assembling themselves at all, and what was left of Mari was gasped fragments and flared gills and one cool hand locked bruising-hard round my wrist, and when she came the second time it was quieter than the first, no bite in it, only a long shuddering exhale and her whole cold strong body going soft, for the only time all night.

She filed the book afterward — both entries, I later found, the second in a hand not quite as steady as the first. She banked the two coals in the shelf with the little rake Stan had left, a woman ten minutes into a lifetime habit. Then she got back into the warm bed, arranged me around her with the efficiency of cargo stowage, put her mouth close to the mark she'd made, and said, in her flat voice, to the room:

"The bed is graded excellent. You will inspect it again tomorrow."

"Is that a request?"

"It is a forecast," said Mari, and put the lamp out.


16
The Low Night


The winter had one more night in it, and it was the worst of the year, and nobody saw it coming except the Hearth.

The day had been almost mild. Thaw-smelling. Then at four in the afternoon the grate pulled itself down to a hard blue-white core and put up one ribbon:

HOLD FAST.

By six the wind had gone round to the north and was coming down the valley like a bailiff, and by eight the shutters were singing and the lane was black glass, and the Hearth was burning like a forge and rationing every room, and you could stand in the hall and feel the house leaning into it, timbers set, a ship taking weather on the bow.

The Sparrow's lodgers came up the lane at dusk with their boots in their hands, because Hettie Skelder would shutter an occupied house over her own dead body but she'd not heat nine rooms on four coals against that wind, and Tallow's dining room became a dormitory by decree of two keepers negotiating across four doors by way of a moth. The Aldrich brothers took the dining-room settle. The Sennett sisters got the parlor. Nobody was consulted, everybody was fed.

The house went to storm stations with a smoothness that would have been unthinkable in the autumn. Dot flew the lane end to end before the light died, banging shutters and bellowing forecasts, and brought Granny Sump's hens in under her arms, four at a time, furious. Stan wedged the tarps. Lottie baked against the siege on the theory that no crisis survives contact with a warm loaf. Mari walked the whole roofline in the flaying wind, checking Stan's work with her hands because her eyes had nothing to work with, and came down whitened with rime and reported "adequate" — the roof's grade for the year, and Stan framed the word in his heart, you could see him do it.

Florrie did the thing only Florrie can: she went round every guest room and adjusted every lamp and every curtain by some grammar of her own, and the nineteen guests, who could hear the sky trying the roof-trees, somehow all decided the house was the safest place in the valley and went down to dinner in good order. "It's how the light sits," she said, when I asked. "A whole life of watching people through walls. You can make a room say almost anything if the shadows agree."

I did the sums at the kitchen table with my coat on. Nineteen guests, six of us. Five of us and Dot; the count still made me smile. Every grate lit and the Beacon carrying it all. Tallow would hold. Tallow was built to hold, and had a Hearth like a heart to hold with.

Four doors down there was a house with nine beds, four coals, and one keeper.

"She'll not come," Nell said, reading me across the table. "That woman would freeze at her own grate sooner than be fetched — being fetched is a thing she'd owe somebody for, and she'd sooner have the frostbite. You know it as well as I do. Save your boots."

"The lease says her rooms are mine to heat. I could⁠—"

"You could go down there waving paper and she'd stand in her hall agreeing with your paper while the frost came through the wall behind her." Nell pulled her shawl tighter, and her eyes went to the window, and I watched her have the fight with herself she'd been having since the sheets first came up the lane in the dark. "It wants something with no argument in it," she said, slowly. "Something that isn't asking and isn't offering, because give that woman anything with a handle on it and she'll have it turned round on you before you're off the step."

Florrie stood up from the settle.

She didn't say anything. She folded her mending, set it on the cushion, and walked to the door and took Nell's storm lantern off the hook, and we both watched her: a moth, on the worst night of the year, lighting a lantern she doesn't need.

"Florrie—"

"You can't go, you're the landlord, it'd be a clause." Her voice was small and dead level. "And Nell can't go, they've too much history of not owing each other. But I lived up under this roof longer than either of you two put together, Sam. I know exactly what to say to somebody who's decided to be all right where she is."

"Which is what?"

"Nothing," said Florrie. "You just come in and sit down and be more frightened than they are. Then they have to look after you instead of themselves." She got the door open against the wind, wings clamped tight, tiny in the doorway with the lantern. "I'm very good at being the frightened one. I've had the practice." And then the night had her, lantern and all, and I stood at the open door not liking one part of it.

Forty minutes. I'll not write down what the inside of my chest did for forty minutes.

Then the lantern came bobbing back up the lane with two shapes behind it, one small and straight, one smaller and wind-wrapped. Nell was at the door before I was, and we got them both in — Florrie glowing with cold and pleasure, and Hettie Skelder in her good coat with a carpet bag, upright as a fence post, furious and rescued and pretending to be neither.

"Your moth," she announced to the kitchen, "sat down in my hall and shivered at me."

"I did," said Florrie, proudly.

"There was nothing to be done with her. She'd have died of politeness on my step." Hettie set the bag down and stood there, in the warmth of a Beacon kitchen, nine-tenths frozen, chin up, and finished, quietly: "The Sparrow's banked and shuttered. Four coals, in the one pan-box, with the slate laid over it — that's the whole of what's holding that house tonight, and I'll say it plainly, it's the worst night I've stood a fire through in nine years, and I am gambling every one of those four coals on a slate lid and my own workmanship. It will keep till morning, or it will not." A pause. "Either way, I could not have kept till morning myself. There. I've said it and nobody is to repeat it."

"Nobody heard a thing," said Nell. "Supper's on the range."

The sleeping arrangements were arithmetic, and the arithmetic was terrible, and none of it was my doing, whatever gets said at breakfast for years to come.

Nineteen guests went across the working rooms. Dot's loft was unheatable in that wind, so she got the settle by the Hearth, delighted, wrapped like a parcel, and Florrie's room was warm but one-bodied, with Florrie half-frozen and refusing to bump anybody — which resolved itself when Mari's door came open to her, Mari's room holding its heat now, and that was itself a small historic treaty, conducted in nods.

Which left Hettie, and the only bed in the house with both room and warmth in it: Nell's. Big, old, close to the chimney breast, the warmest wall in the building.

The two of them stood in Nell's doorway and had the entire war in under a dozen sentences.

"I'll take the kitchen floor."

"You'll not. Your bones'd owe me all winter and I'd never hear the end of the interest."

Hettie set the carpet bag down like a writ.

"Then you take the bed whole and I'll⁠—"

"It's my bed, Hettie Skelder, I decide its occupancy, and I'm deciding. Get in it."

A pause for reloading.

"I'll have the outside edge."

"You'll have the wall. The wall's warmest and you're the guest."

"I am not a guest, I'm an evacuation⁠—"

"You're the first person to sleep in my room in forty years," said Nell, flat and loud, like a dropped pan, and the corridor went quiet. "So you'll do it properly. Wall side. And I'll tell you the other thing, since it's a night for it: the man's coming in the middle."

I was carrying up the warming pan just then, and I stopped with it.

"The middle," said Hettie.

"The middle. It's the coldest night in nine years, he's the warmest thing in the house that isn't nailed down, and I've spent a winter learning exactly what he's for." Nell took the pan off me and ran it down the sheets, businesslike. "Besides. If it's him in the middle, then neither of us is in the other one's debt for the warmth, are we. We're both just — near the stove."

Hettie Skelder looked at Nell Wallace for a long moment, and something passed between those two women that had been a long time in the post.

"Near the stove," she agreed. "That's canny accounting."

"I learned it off him."

So that is how I came to be lying on my back in Nell Wallace's bed on the last hard night of the winter with the housekeeper of Tallow House on my left arm and the keeper of the Sparrow on my right, both in their nightgowns, both rigid as roof beams, while the wind tried the shutters and the chimney breast breathed warmth against the wall.

It took ten minutes for the first one to thaw. It was Nell, her head coming onto my shoulder with a mutter about cricked necks and practicality. Hettie held out four minutes longer and then arrived at my other shoulder by a process she'd have denied under oath, one migrated inch at a time.

"This is strictly for warmth," Hettie informed the ceiling.

"Strictly," Nell agreed.

Another gust hit the house. The house didn't move. And something about that, the held warmth, the dark, the storm doing its worst and losing, undid some ratchet in the room. Hettie's hand, which had been lying flat and correct on my chest, moved an inch, and the inch was proprietary.

"Your housekeeper," she said, conversational, "tells me Thursdays are spoken for."

"The book says Thursdays are spoken for," said Nell.

"I run Fridays," Hettie continued, to the ceiling. "By arrangement. Fortnightly, in arrears." A pause you could have hung washing on. "It's a sensible system. It wants only one amendment."

"Which is?"

"Nights like this one," said Hettie Skelder, and her hand slid down my belly and closed, frankly, around my cock, which had been listening to all this with mounting interest, "ought to be a joint service, this once. Force of weather. Both houses affected."

"Hettie Skelder." Nell had come up on one elbow. "In my own bed."

"You put me in it."

"I did." Nell looked at her, and looked at her hand's tenting of the blankets, and then Nell Wallace, who does nothing by halves, threw the blankets back, reached over me, and closed her own hand around the base of my cock, directly below Hettie's, like the second signature on a document. "Then we'll do it right. Joint. And I'll thank you to note the seniority of my grip."

"Your grip has seniority. My end has the vote." And Hettie bent over me in the chimney-lit dark and took the head of my cock into her mouth, wet heat and a keeper's thoroughness, while Nell's fist worked the root, and I stopped being a participant in my own evening and became, as promised, the stove.

It was a contest, and I'll be honest because the two of them were. Nobody was in charge and neither would yield. They traded my cock back and forth like a boundary dispute, Hettie's mouth, then Nell's fist, each announcing her findings in her own register.

"His cock leaks when you work under the head. Note it."

"I'd noted it back in the winter. Move your thumb up the wet of his cock. There. Listen to him."

They listened to me. I contributed.

"That's a Thursday sound."

"That's better than a Thursday sound, that's a first-of-the-month sound. Give me his balls and take the top back, your mouth's the better of us and I'll say so once⁠—"

"Gods." Me, to the ceiling, outvoted.

"Quiet, you. Stoves don't talk." But Nell's other hand was gentling my chest while she said it. When the two of them had wound me to the edge and I said so, they conferred over me like wardens at a boundary stone.

"Where's he to spend, then. Your cunt or my mouth?"

"Presently," said Nell. "There's a thing between the two of us wants airing first, and it's not his."

Nell Wallace reached across me in the dark, took the keeper of the Sparrow by the shoulder, and pulled, and Hettie came over me like weather crossing a valley, and they met above my hip, thigh over thigh, cunt to cunt across the top of my leg, thirty years of not-owing pressed together at last with my body for the bench.

"This is a joint service, is what this—" Hettie began.

"This is the treaty," said Nell, and moved.

"Your cunt's on my cunt," Nell said, some while into it, flat as a fact read off a slate, "and neither of us is stopping to price it."

"Noted," said Hettie Skelder. "My clit says proceed."

"Then work it. Grind, don't polish. My cunt's not a doorknob."

"Your cunt is on account tonight. I will grind at my own rate."

I have been many things in that house. Landlord. Accountant. Stove. That night I added furniture to the inventory, and I want no sympathy, because there is no better seat in the world: two keepers grinding cunt against cunt across my thigh in the chimney-lit dark, wet sliding on wet, neither yielding an inch of rhythm, carrying on their thirty-year argument wordless for once, and neither of them keeping count. Their voices traded above me.

"Your moth fetched me down a frozen lane to have my cunt ground in your bed⁠—"

"My moth fetched you down for warmth. This is the standing charge⁠—"

Somebody's grip shifted. The rhythm shortened.

"There's nothing standing about either of us, keep your cunt where— there. Right there. Don't you stop⁠—"

"I've never stopped a job in my whole life⁠—"

Nell went first, grinding down with a low roar she made no attempt to keep from the walls. Hettie followed inside the minute, one high cracked note escaping the price-of-coal voice at last. Then the two of them, wrecked and unfinished, turned on me together by some accord no one spoke: Nell lay back and pulled me over her, "now, Sam, right now," and Hettie's hand guided my cock into her, and I fucked Nell Wallace with Hettie Skelder's fingers laced through Nell's on the bolster and her mouth at my ear pricing every stroke, "that's it, give her the whole cock, she's waited longer than me," and I went into that warmth held down by four hands, voteless and warm to the bones.

The wind died a little before dawn. The three of us didn't move even then: Nell's head on my chest, Hettie's back tucked against my side, blankets to our chins, the chimney ticking.

"Well," said Nell, to the dark, in her flattest voice. "The bed held."

"I maintain it," I said.

Two women hit me at once.

Somewhere before sleep took me, between the two breathing weights, I counted the weeks to the next Long Night, because an accountant's mind has no off position. Two houses now, two fires, one of them a season old and eating like a fledgling — and the weight of it should have kept me staring at the dark.

It didn't.

In the morning the world was blinding white and dripping, the thaw arrived overnight on the storm's back like a rider changing horses, and Hettie Skelder was up before either of us, dressed, correct, bag packed, and out the door before her tea had any real chance to cool.

She and Nell went down to the Sparrow together, cutting through the drifts in a silence that had stopped needing words sometime in the night, and I followed because I wanted to see it and because neither of them told me not to.

The Sparrow's hall was dark and colder than ours. Hettie went straight to the pan-box without breaking stride, lifted the slate off it with both hands, and stood looking down into it for a moment that ran on a good deal longer than it needed to.

Four coals. Banked exactly as she'd left them, going gold at the edges, breathing the small steady heat of a fire that had done precisely what it was built to do and not one thing more.

"Held," she said.

"Course it held." Nell was already crouched beside her, checking the ash-line with two fingers, proprietary as if it were her own grate. "You banked it right. I'd not have done it better myself, and you know I'd say if I could."

"It's a plain box and a plain slate. There's no cleverness in it."

"There's no luck in it either, which is the part you're not saying." Nell straightened, hands on her hips, surveying the dead-quiet hall like a woman totting a column that had come out exactly as she'd predicted. "Worst night in nine years, and your fire held because you built it to, same as mine held because I built it to. That's not weather being kind to us, Hettie Skelder. That's the two of us knowing our trade."

Hettie looked at the coals a moment longer, and put the slate back, careful, both hands, precise about it as she is about everything.

"Aye," she said, at last. "Well. I'll not argue arithmetic with you at this hour."

They stood there together over the small stubborn fire, two keepers who'd spent decades not needing each other and one storm learning otherwise, and neither one of them moved to go for a good while longer than the checking required. I stood in the doorway and let them have it.

Later, in our own kitchen, I heard what Hettie said to Nell on her way out, over the range, and so did the whole grate:

"Friday next. My house. Bring him."

The storm's bill, surveyed at first light, came to one tarp, three slates, Coborn's weathercock, which was found two gardens over standing upright in a leek bed like a sign from an ironic god, and every last scrap of the lane's dignity, because everybody came out at once in their nightclothes to look at everybody else's roofs, and the deer-woman's sister waved to me before either of us remembered I'd been introduced to her at a distance of one borrowed nightshirt. The third floor's hot tap ran cold that morning, and nobody remarked on it, and it ran warm again by supper. Stan went up for the slates before his breakfast. Dot flew a circuit and called the damages down to the street with the relish of a town crier at a hanging, and the lane stood in the bright ruined morning and laughed at itself, two chimneys smoking over it.
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Nell Wallace Moves House


The thaw did what the syndicate couldn't and filled the Sparrow inside a fortnight.

It went as these things always go: one drover tells another there's a warm bed four doors past the famous one, at the posted rate, in a house so clean you could bank off the floor. The four leased rooms had filled in the winter; now the last of her own five went too, which were nothing to do with me — her beds, her book, her name over the door. By the last week of the month Hettie Skelder was running nine occupied rooms alone, cooking alone, washing alone, keeping the grate alone, and pricing her own exhaustion in pencil in a column with no heading, because a keeper who has done everything alone for nine years does not stop on account of success.

Nell watched it happen the whole fortnight, from our scullery window, at six in the morning, the place she does her real thinking.

I found her there next morning with two cups of tea gone cold, which from Nell might as well have been a placard nailed to the wall, announcing a decision in progress.

"Out with it," I said.

"She'll break." No preamble. "Not this month. Autumn, maybe. She'll do it the quiet way, the pencil way, and she'll be down to four guests again by the next Long Night because she'd sooner shrink the house than ask for an hour of anybody." Nell turned the cup a quarter turn. "It wants a second keeper down there. A working one. Somebody who can run nineteen rooms in her sleep, because she has."

The scullery got very quiet.

"You," I said.

"Me." Her chin came up, and there it all was, laid out plain as a rota: "You built me out of a job, Sam Pendle. Don't flinch, it was kind and it was true — this house runs. Lottie has the range three days a week and likes it. The moth answers the guests better than I ever did because she actually enjoys them. Dot moves anything that wants moving. Mari feeds the lot. You keep it now, properly, same as Maeve kept it." She took a breath, and the next part came out slower. "My whole working life I've been needed here. You've weaned this house off me so gently I didn't catch you doing it, and I find what's left over when the needing stops is a woman who'd like to be wanted somewhere, for once, on her own legs, while her back still lifts a copper."

"Hettie hasn't asked you."

"Hettie will never ask me. Hettie would stand in a burning building apologizing for the smoke." Nell put the cold tea in the sink. "That's why it has to be me that goes down that lane with a bag. It's the one thing in nine years nobody has ever done to that woman: arrive. Wanting to be there. Aired and turned out before she's had the chance to say no." She looked at me, and the black band across her eyes was steady as a beam. "I'm asking your blessing, not your leave. I had my own paper drawn up this week. Terms of service, the Sparrow, keeper's second. Leno witnessed it and cried."

"He didn't."

"He blotted the page twice. He says it was the cold."

I'd seen it coming and it still went through me like a spade. And under that, arriving at the same time as the hurt and bigger than it, was the other thing, the one the whole winter had been spelling a letter at a time.

"Blessing," I said, when I could. "And the cart, and Stan for the heavy end, and Thursday stays yours. In the book. Recurring."

"Thursday stays mine," Nell agreed, and her voice went rough on it, and neither of us examined that, and she picked up the two cups and washed them, and that was the treaty signed.

The night before moving day, I came down for water at an hour I won't name and found Nell in the kitchen with the lamp out, banking the range same as she'd banked it every single night since before I was born — coals back, ash forward, guard set true — except that tonight she did it slower than I'd ever seen her do anything, and stood over the finished job a good while after it was done.

"Last one," she said, without turning round, because she hears everything on that stair, always has.

"You'll bank a hundred more. Different house, same hands."

"It's not the same hands doing it that's the question." She straightened, and looked at the grate, and the Hearth — because it was listening, it is always listening — leaned its flames down toward her, low and steady, the fuss it makes and has always made and never once turned into a letter. She stood there a moment, the same stance I'd seen a hundred mornings, half-facing the smoke, waiting, out of forty years of habit, for the one thing it had never once given her.

Nothing came. The coals settled. The Hearth went on being warm at her, wordlessly, the only language it has ever offered her.

"All this time," she said, to the grate, not to me, "and I never once asked you for a name, because asking states an exchange, and I'd not have taken it if you'd offered — you'd only have been giving it because I asked, and that's not the same as meaning it." She banked the guard down one more turn, unnecessarily. "So we're square, you and I. You warmed me my whole working life and never once flattered me about it, and I kept you fed and never once thanked you for more than you gave. That's an honest account, that is. I'll not have it said otherwise on my way out the door."

She picked up the lamp.

"Right," she said, in her ordinary voice, the moment already put away somewhere she'd deal with later. "Bed. There's a house to move into in the morning, and packing doesn't do itself."

I didn't tell her the Hearth had written a name for a moth inside a week, and one for a harpy on a Tuesday morning, and none, not once, in forty years, for her. She knew. She had always known, and had built an entire philosophy of the account balancing out even so, and I was not going to be the one to tell her the books didn't actually close that neatly.

She told the household at breakfast in one short sentence, and I watched five faces do five versions of the same arithmetic, and it was Mari who spoke first, which surprised nobody by then.

"Four doors," Mari said. "I will carry the bed."

"You'll not, it's Hettie's beds down there⁠—"

"I will carry the actual bed," said Mari, in the tone of a closed subject. "A keeper sleeps in her own bed. This is known."

Moving day was the first true day of spring, the lane running wet and bright, and it turned into a procession because nothing on Tallow Lane stays private for longer than a curtain takes to twitch. Stan carried the dresser alone and wouldn't be argued with. Dot flew the light boxes down in relays, showing off, taking the long way over the chimneys with each one. Yarrow appeared at her doorway with a stone jar of something amber, pressed it on Nell, said "for the first night in a strange bed — one spoon, not three, unless he's there," and vanished before Nell finished going red. Bruyne carried a barrel of last autumn's cider down from her yard one-handed, set it on the Sparrow's step, and made a speech about it, because the Ogress has never once let a barrel go anywhere unaccompanied by remarks.

Lottie's goodbye was a hamper, packed at four in the morning, that would feed the Sparrow for a week, with a card that said DON'T SHARE THE TOP LAYER WITH THE GUESTS in letters you could read from the road. Florrie's was a lantern of her own making, stubs and wire and a moth's exact idea of what light is for, and one sentence delivered at eye level, hovering: "I'll hear you through the walls if you need anything. Four doors is nothing at all through walls." Dot's was a promise of first delivery every morning, "before the bridge-end drop, before anybody else at all, house rate," which is to say free, which is to say everything, coming from a courier.

Mari's I only learned about later, from Hettie: a paper, left on the Sparrow's hall table, in the squarest hand in the valley. An inventory of Nell — TWENTY-SIX OBSERVED COMPETENCIES, dated, with a note at the bottom: THE FOREGOING IS TRANSFERRED IN WORKING ORDER. INSPECT ON ARRIVAL. DAMAGE IN TRANSIT IS NOT ANTICIPATED. Hettie read it twice and filed it with the licenses, where it hangs yet.

And Granny Sump was on her bucket at Coborn's fence, as she is always on her bucket, and as the procession passed she stood up.

"HUMAN," she bellowed, because she has one volume.

"Granny."

"You turned round for me at the winter's start. Settled the year, we said."

"We did."

"New year started with the thaw. By my own calendar." She folded her arms. "And you're moving a keeper down a lane, which makes it a festival, and festivals pay double."

The whole procession stopped. Nell folded her arms and waited, delighted. Somewhere behind me Dot landed on a ridgepole to watch.

There is no appeal from Granny Sump's calendar and every soul on that lane knew it. I set down the box I was carrying, stepped into the middle of Tallow Lane, and turned round for her. Twice. Slowly. Both directions of the lane cheered the second rotation louder than the first. Granny Sump inspected the proceedings with a livestock judge's eye, nodded, and sat back down on her bucket.

"Worth the wait," she announced to the street. "Marjorie owes me two whole hens."

The Sparrow took Nell's things like dry ground taking rain. Her bed went into the room across the landing from Hettie's, Mari setting it down to the quarter inch. Her aprons went on the second hook, which had been empty for nine years, and which Hettie had oiled that morning, and neither of them said one word about the oiling.

I only understood what that had cost her a good while later, when Hettie told me — flatly, over the accounts, the only register she trusts with anything that costs her — that she'd been up at five to do it, alone, before anybody was awake to see. A hook doesn't rust from nine years of disuse, whatever people assume. It seizes, quietly, from lack of use, same as anything left idle, and Hettie had known that hook was seizing for the better part of a decade and had never once oiled it, because an oiled hook is a hook that expects a coat on it, and expecting is a thing Hettie Skelder has spent nine years teaching herself not to do.

"I oiled it because I decided to have her," she told me, in the flat voice she keeps for the price of coal, "not because I was owed her. There's a difference, and I'd thank you to understand it, because I have had to explain it to myself three times already and I have not got a fourth explanation in me." She looked at her own hands, which had done the oiling. "If she had not come, that hook would have stayed oiled and empty, and I would have had to walk past it every morning knowing exactly what I'd hoped, and there is no worse thing in this trade than a hope you can see the shape of every single morning of your working life."

The arrival itself had a moment in it I mean to keep exact. Hettie met the procession at her gate, correct as ever, and the two of them stood a beat too long, the whole lane watching a treaty get signed with no paper anywhere in sight.

"Keeper Wallace," said Hettie.

"Keeper Skelder," said Nell.

"The second hook is oiled. The room across the landing takes the morning sun. The range is smaller than yours and I'll thank you to be civil about it in front of the guests."

"I'll be civil about it everywhere except to your face."

"That," said Hettie Skelder, standing aside from her own door for the first time in nine years, "will do very well."

At the end of it we all stood in the Sparrow's hall, and it was already different — two keepers' worth of order in it, the smell of Bruyne's barrel and Yarrow's jar and clean linen, nine rooms breathing overhead, and the little grate going about its work in the nine-foot hearth.

"Right," said Nell, in her own new house, rolling her sleeves. "Supper's at seven, and the rota's on the door, and everybody who carried gets fed. That's the whole speech."

"The cart wants loading for the walk back," I said, to nobody in particular, because a hall that full of two women's whole lives settling into each other is not a hall that wants a landlord standing in the middle of it, and I went out to see to it myself.

I was still at the cart, stacking the last of the empty boxes, when I heard the hall go quiet behind me — the real kind, the sort that carries even through a stone wall — and I didn't go back in. Some things a house does are not for an audience of one man loading a cart, and I have learned, slowly, which those are.

I did not see it happen. I have had it since from both of them, in two thoroughly different registers, and between the two accounts I can put it together close enough. The Sparrow's grate — four coals and a season old, a fire that had said nothing in its short life but a thin gray thread — put up one ribbon of white smoke, careful as a child's first letters, and wrote:

NELL.

The hall went silent. The ribbon hung there, proud of itself, wobbling.

Nell Wallace stood in front of that one word for a long time. A lifetime at a grate that fusses over her and warms her side of the table and catches doors for her and counts her and has never once, not in four decades, put her name in the air. And here was a fire barely old enough to hold a coal overnight, spelling her out first try, all of its little strength in the letters.

"Well," she said, finally, and her voice had gravel in it. "Somebody had the manners."

She banked the little grate with the rake, tender as tucking in a child, and if her eyes were wet, there was nobody there to see it but Hettie Skelder, who has never once repeated it and never will.

Hettie caught me at her own gate as I made to go, with the cart loaded and the evening coming down gold.

"The grate wrote her name today," she said. Just that — no ceremony, nothing built round it. "I thought you should hear it from me before you heard it secondhand off a smoke-line that isn't yours to read."

She didn't wait for me to answer. She turned and went back up her own steps into her own lit house, and left me standing at her gate with the sentence.

I stood at her gate and heard the pair of us in the winter, at the woodshed — me swearing ours would never spell her, her telling me why that was fine: smart man, it knows I'm not going anywhere. She had been right, and I had believed her, and this morning the reason had stopped being true, and there was not one thing in either house I could do about it.

Nell walked me the rest of the way to the Sparrow's gate herself, when the others had gone ahead, and we stood a minute in the wet gold evening, landlord and keeper, four doors and a whole geography apart.

"You'll check the third-floor tap," she said. "It sulks on Mondays."

"I know it sulks on Mondays."

"And the rota holds. And Lottie orders the flour now, and you're not to override her even when she buys the dear stuff, because she's right about the dear stuff." Her hands were folded in front of her, keeper-fashion. "And Thursdays."

"Thursdays," I said. "In the book. Both books."

"Both books." She looked back at the Sparrow once, its windows coming on one by one as Hettie went round with the taper, and then at Tallow, up the lane, doing the same, and I watched her stand between the two lit houses she had made and take a decision-sized breath. "My whole working life I thought leaving would feel like dying. It feels like being promoted, and nobody warns you about that either." She kissed my cheek, quick and fierce, the first time in the whole story. "Go home, Sam. Bank my fire."

I walked home four doors with the empty cart and the evening coming down mild, and I already knew what would be waiting, because I know my house.

The kitchen was warm and lamplit and full of the others pretending to be busy. The Hearth was burning steady. And the smoke was already up, standing in the air over the grate, the letters formed with the care it saves for its rare full sentences:

RESIDENT COUNT: FIVE.

It had subtracted her. Without ever having named her. The count that had gone SIX the morning it wrote DOT now stood at FIVE, arithmetic faithful as ever, and all the fuss and the leaning flames and the caught doors, all of it, came down to a number going down by one.

"You could have said it," I told the grate. "Any morning at all, these past decades. It cost the Sparrow's fire nothing at all."

The coals turned over. The ribbon thinned, and curled, and for a while I thought that was the whole answer. Then it steadied, and added, smaller, in the clerk's hand it keeps for corrections:

SEE TRANSFER OF ASSETS, FOUR DOORS DOWN.

ACCOUNT IN GOOD STANDING.

I stood in my kitchen a long time with that, and the Hearth offered nothing further, because the Hearth guards its accounts, and there are entries in this house I'll be shown when I'm ready and not an evening before.

Four doors down, in a house that had been cold three years, a small fire practiced its one word all evening.


18
Two Houses


The rota question occupied Tallow for a full week once the bath-house was done, and taught me more about this house's actual politics than a winter of its accounts had. It generated, by my count, one petition, drafted by Lottie, signed by everyone including two guests and the spider plant; one counter-proposal in Mari's square capitals, arguing for allocation by body mass, which she happened to top; a moth amendment nobody could read without a lamp behind it; and a one-line ruling from four doors down that ended the matter, because Nell may have moved house but the constitution travels with her: GUESTS EVENINGS. HOUSE FRIDAYS. ANY ARGUING AND IT'S TUESDAYS FOR THE LOT OF YOU.

Stan finished the bath-house on the first warm Friday of the spring, and it is a wonder of the age, and I say that as the man who paid for the copper.

It sits off the scullery where the old wash-house was: one long room, stone floor laid to a fall, the big copper run off the Hearth's own back-flue so the water comes up hot without a fire of its own, and a soaking tub Stan built from a cut-down cask that seats, by his estimate, four friendly. There is a bench, a rack of pegs, a window of thick green glass that turns the evening light to river-light, and a drain I am prouder of than of most things I did that year.

The building of it had been the spring's entertainment. Stan doesn't draw plans; Stan stands in a space with his arms folded until the space confesses what it wants to be, and then he builds that. The copper run took him and me and two of Coborn's lads a full day, and the Hearth took an unconcealed interest the whole time. The flue damper kept adjusting itself helpfully, and when the first hot water came through the pipe the grate put up a ribbon reading AMENITY: APPROVED, followed, after some reflection, by MY WATER. MY CREDIT, which I have chosen to read as pride rather than a billing dispute.

Dot supervised from the ridgepole for the look of the thing. Florrie contributed the green window, produced from the hoard with tremendous casualness, "it was just THERE, under the thing, by the other thing," and it is old glass, wavy and thick, and nobody has pressed her on what else is under the thing by the other thing, because a moth's hoard opens on its own schedule, like everything else around here.

The guests get it by rota, evenings. The house gets it Friday nights, late, after the last guest is down, and the first Friday it was done Lottie stood in the doorway with her sleeves still floured and looked at the steam coming off the tub and said, "Right. House bath night. All of us. That's not a suggestion, I've been smelling of proving loaves since the Long Night and I intend to be poached."

"All of us," I said, doing a small arithmetic.

"All of us." She counted on floury fingers. "Me, the moth, the post, the fish. You. Five." She flicked flour off her thumb. The gold at her horn-tips went up a shade. "Nell's got her Fridays four doors down, fortnightly, in arrears." She said it easy and fond, and went to hang her towel, and that was all the noticing it got: the rack of pegs had six on it now, not five, and the sixth sat bare and unused, waiting its fortnight out, same as the new line on the pantry door in Nell's own hand: FRI, ALTERNATING — WALLACE — SPARROW.

Hettie sent her regrets and a contribution: a stoppered jar by Dot's last round, labeled in the precise hand. BATH SALTS. GRANDMOTHER'S RECEIPT. FOR THE AMENITY. NO CHARGE. Nell, the story goes, read the label twice at the Sparrow's kitchen table and said, 'well, there's the whole woman in four lines,' and both of them have denied the exchange ever since.

So that is how, late on a Friday with the lane asleep, I came to be sitting in a cask of Hearth-hot water with three women, while a fourth hung her wings over the rack and tested the steam with one foot.

"It's hot," Florrie reported, glowing faintly.

"It's meant to be hot, love, get in before the post takes your spot."

"I'll take her spot and her feet, too," said Dot, sliding down opposite me till the water hit her chin, crest flat with bliss. Then she went rigid, eyes wide, both wing-thumbs locking onto the rim like a woman who'd found the floor gone out from under her.

"I'm heavy!" she announced, delighted, thrashing experimentally and going nowhere for it. "Feel that — I've never been heavy in my life, hold me under, I'll stay under⁠—"

"That's just water, love. Everybody's heavy in water."

"Not me! I'm hollow-boned, I don't get to be heavy, I float off a strong sneeze on dry land." She grabbed my wrist and planted my hand flat on her sternum. "Hold me down. I want to know what it's like to not go anywhere for once." I held her down, and she went limp and blissful under it, a worked thing finally made to stop.

Mari came in, folded her clothes to the quarter inch, and stepped into the water with no more ceremony than tide coming in, and the temperature dropped two degrees just from proximity, and everybody adjusted around her cool gray bulk. You make room for a boat. She took the far corner, a small permanent chill nobody minded, a berth she'd chosen on purpose because it was the coldest one going, and she left it only when a body wanted steadying, which bodies regularly did.

Lottie got in behind her and lasted less than a minute before she was back up on the stone rim, streaming, put out about it.

"It's stealing my heat," she informed the water in general. "Every bath I've ever had, I go in and things get warmer. This is robbing me." She sat on the warm rim with her feet still in and her tail curled up out of the wet. "I'll want the rim. Regularly, all evening. Don't anybody read anything into it."

Florrie tested the steam with one more toe and finally committed, sliding in with a small delighted shudder, and got perhaps a minute of pure pleasure before her wings, sodden clean through, gave up on her altogether.

"Oh — my wings won't—" She flapped once, twice, uselessly, half-submerged, going nowhere. "Sorry — they won't lift, the steam's got right into them, I can't get up—" A note of real alarm came up under the delight. "Don't let go of me. I don't care that it's silly."

Nobody let go of her.

For a while it was only warmth and lamplight and the green window, four women and a landlord poached soft, Lottie's tail floating on the surface like a lazy question mark from her post on the rim, Florrie's dust making tiny gold rings where it touched the water, Dot gone boneless under my hand, Mari a small cold anchor in her corner.

Then Lottie stood up in the middle of the cask, streaming, bare and gilded in the lamplight, horns rose-gold to the root, and said, "I have an announcement. The loop's open, I'm in a tub with four people I love, everybody's fed, everybody's clean, and I have been patient, properly patient, since the chimney breast." She put her hands on her hips. "Somebody had better lay hands on me before this batch over-proves, and I mean me. I'm the batch."

"Seconded," said Dot instantly. "The motion and the laying on both."

"I will take the count," said Mari. "Four in favor. The moth abstains⁠—"

"The moth does not abstain," said Florrie, from the rim, pink clear through her glow. "The moth seconds the second. The moth has been reading the walls of this house since before anybody thought to ask her and would like, for once, to be in the minutes outright, not just overheard."

"Then it's carried," said Lottie, and waded through the tub to me, planted herself on the rim at my back-corner with her knees either side of my shoulders, and pulled my head back for a kiss like a shop bell going. "Unanimous. You're outnumbered, landlord. Four women, one of you, one tub. Do your sums."

"The sums are in your favor."

"The sums are always in my favor. I run the ovens. I know a good rise when I feel one." She slid down off the rim into the water facing me, hooked both legs round my waist where I knelt on the cask bench, reached down between us, and set the head of my cock against her pussy, and paused there, looking at me down her lashes. "Now. Watch me bank the fire," said Lottie Marlow, and drew me into her the whole length, slow as syrup, and the loop came off its hook and lit the room up from the inside.

That was the last orderly minute of the evening. I report from the middle, which is where I was stationed.

Lottie moved on me slow and deep and talkative, the water carrying half her weight and my hands the rest. "There's the whole of his cock, ladies, right where the town's taxes go. My cunt's the treasury tonight." What I watched: Dot glide in behind her, gather Lottie's hair round a wing-thumb like rope on a cleat, and put her mouth to Lottie's neck. What I heard, close to my ear, Dot's half-volume: "look at the state of the pair of you. Her cunt's got the landlord's cock by the root, her clit's grinding his lap on every stroke, and her horns are lit like festival brass. I could sell tickets off this tub. Front row for the cunt, balcony for the tits." What I felt, under the water, cool and exact: Mari's hands closing on my shoulders from behind, anchoring me back against the cask wall, her voice flat over my head: "You will hold still. The cock is hers until she finishes. You are infrastructure."

"Infrastructure," Lottie agreed, breathless, grinding down, her hands finding Dot's forearm and gripping it. "Best batch this house has ever proved. Oh, Dot, your thumb on my nipple, do that exact⁠—"

"This thumb?" said Dot, innocent as a magistrate, doing the exact.

"Both thumbs. Both nipples. I'm the batch and the batch wants kneading."

And then Florrie came drifting through the water and arrived at Lottie's front like a moth to the obvious lamp, and put her small hands on Lottie's tits, and her mouth found a nipple, and Lottie's whole rhythm stuttered and her horns flared so bright the green window turned amber.

"Four," Lottie announced to the ceiling, wrecked and delighted, riding harder. "Four pairs of hands on me, a mouth on each tit, his cock buried to the root, my clit grinding the lap it pays rent on, and the loop drinking every drop of it. Do you know what this is, after a whole winter of feeding on strangers who never once meant it? Do you know what it is to sit down at a table finally set for me, and eat⁠—"

She came the first time like a kettle finally allowed to sing, loud enough that Dot's wing came round in front of her mouth out of pure loft habit, and the loop threw the spill of it back through the water so that everybody in the tub felt the ghost of her going. Dot said fuck into her own feathers, Florrie's light went up white, and Mari's grip on my shoulders tightened one measurable degree, which for Mari is a shout.

After that the evening found its own levels, as water does. Lottie climbed back onto the warm stone rim and pulled me half out of the water after her, and settled in my lap facing me, knees either side of my hips, chasing the rim's heat while she rode me slow, forehead dropped against mine.

"That's the trick of it," she said, breathless, sinking down. "Face to face, up out of the cold water. I get the rim and you at once. I'm not a woman who shares well. I'll share this."

Dot got the spotlight next, floated on her back across our knees with her wings spread out over the water like a chart of somewhere better, and Lottie's fingers worked her clit under the water while Florrie held her head and kissed her upside down, and Lottie kept up the commentary, "look at her, wings like a chart and her cunt chasing my hand, our post flies in both directions," and Dot came loud enough to startle the green window, wing-thumbs drumming the rim, shouting it at the rafters: "There — right there, don't stop, I'm heavy again, I'm heavy and I'm coming and I am not going anywhere—" and went still all at once, gasping, and said, into the hush that followed, "stamp that one, it goes in the beam code," to nobody in particular.

Florrie's turn arrived on her own terms, as everything now does: she surfaced from kissing Dot and announced, "I want to try the thing from the archive. Third floor, the honeymoon autumn, years back. The couple with the copper bath. I kept every minute of it." She arranged herself back against my chest in the water, took my hands, and placed them herself, one on her breast and one between her legs, and conducted from memory. "He held her like this. Two fingers on her clit, slow, the water doing half the work. And she put her arms up around his neck behind her, like this, and she sang out loud — I couldn't see, only hear, and I've wondered ever since—" My fingers moved on her clit, slow, the water doing half the work, and Florrie's light bloomed out through the green glass, and when it came she didn't try to be quiet about any of it. "Oh — oh, don't let go, my wings still won't, and I don't want them to, don't let go—" and the sound underneath the words was the very thing she'd only ever heard through a wall for forty years, and this time it was coming out of her.

Mari declined the spotlight. "I have a bed with terms I prefer. The tub is for cargo." But she stationed herself where every settling body could lean on her, which they all did, which was the point, and her black eyes stood at half-lidded the whole evening, which in her grammar is a festival.

And at the end of it, with the water gone milk-warm and the lamp low, Lottie ground down on me once more, deliberate, her hand guiding mine to her clit, and said against my jaw, "now spend in my pussy where you've been all night, I want to carry it up the stairs," and I spent inside her with three women's hands somewhere on me and the loop taking all of it and giving it back doubled, and the green window fogged to blindness, and somewhere in the middle of that Florrie said, dreamily, from against Mari's shoulder:

"The walls are going to remember this one for years. I'll make sure of it. I'm the walls."

We drained the tub and wiped the benches, and I stood a moment in the doorway while the last of the steam cleared, counting heads, which I do without meaning to, always have. Lottie. Dot. Florrie. Mari.

Four.

I came up one short before I remembered why, and didn't say anything about it to any of them, and banked the Hearth last of all, and went up damp and boneless through our warm house to bed.
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Both Fires


The morning the Sparrow lit itself, nobody was watching, which everyone agreed afterward was exactly proper.

It was the second week of the spring. The coal runs had ended with the thaw, the pan hung back on its nail in our outhouse, retired with honors, and the Sparrow's little grate had been holding its own four coals overnight like a bird sitting eggs, warm by morning but never more than warm — tended, not yet tending anybody back.

Then on an ordinary Wednesday, between the guests going down to breakfast and Nell coming through with the linen, the grate drew.

Hettie heard it from the office: the sound a chimney makes when it stops being a hole and becomes a throat. By the time she reached the hall the four coals had become a bed of gold, drawing sweet, burning coal the scuttle swore it hadn't been given, and the warmth was walking out through the nine-foot hearth into the stone of the house with a purpose no banked fire has.

She sent no message up the lane. She stood and watched it, alone, for a quarter hour. She told us this herself, later, in the flat voice, and it is the longest I have ever known that woman to do nothing. Then she went and got Nell, and the two keepers stood in front of it together.

"It's lit," said Nell.

"Nobody lit it," said Hettie.

"That's what lit means," said Nell.

Dot brought us the news at Tallow inside the hour, coming through the kitchen window feet-first with the morning bag still on. "The Sparrow's drawing," she announced. "You can see it off the ridge. Two smokes on Tallow Lane, Chief. I flew round twice to count them and it's two."

I went down with half the household at my heels. And it was true, and you could feel it from the step: the Sparrow warm through, warm past its own walls, the hall bright, the air moving in that living way that a kept house has and a heated house doesn't. The grate burned steady and easy, three fresh smoke-marks up the chimney breast where it had been practicing its word all month.

The lane's own reaction ran ahead of the paperwork by a full day, as the lane's reactions do. Yarrow closed the apothecary at noon "for stocktaking," a thing she has never once done, and was seen standing across from the Sparrow for an hour with her tails still, which those who know her found more moving than weeping. Coborn sent down a cart of coal unordered, buried an invoice marked NO CHARGE, FOUNDING SUPPLY in the load where Hettie couldn't refuse it in person, and hid in his office. The deer-woman from Number Nine brought her sister, newly housed off our old list, to stand in the warm hall "just to feel it," and Granny Sump had herself carried down on the bucket to deliver her verdict, which the street had waited on like a jury's.

She sat in front of the young fire a long while. Then she pronounced: "It burns like Skelder's grandmother kept it. She was a cow to me at three weddings, and her fire was the best on this lane, and I've missed it sixty years." She thumped the bucket. "Tell the girl. Somebody go and tell her."

Somebody told the girl. The girl — nine years a keeper, upright as a fence post — went into her office about some urgent filing, and came out ten minutes later with her eyes dry and her chin high, and nobody said one word, because the lane has manners where it matters.

Tibbets arrived the next day, because a new fire in a valley is a fact with paperwork attached.

He came with the records-barrow and his seals and his stamped satchel and every warty inch of his office, and he spent two hours doing the measures: the draw, the yield, the resident warmth, the state of the beds, the state of the book. Hettie followed him the whole way round with her own book, checking his figures, which he bore with the patience of a stone.

At the end of it he filled out a certificate at the hall table, taking his time over the letters, and read it aloud, as the form requires, to the household and the fire both.

"Number Eight, Tallow Lane. The Sparrow. Keepers: Skelder, H.; Wallace, N. Hearth: confirmed, new-caught, tier EMBER." He pressed the seal. "First new Hearthhold registered in this valley," and here he stopped, and checked a figure that plainly startled him, "in sixty-one years."

Nobody said anything. Tibbets looked around at us all, misread the whole silence, and added, kindly, "Ember is the lowest tier. It goes up."

"We know," said both keepers, together, and neither laughed, because both had spent a life at grates and knew, the marrow-deep way, that every fire either of them had ever kept had been somebody's first Ember once, on some ordinary morning nobody was watching.

Before he packed the barrow, Tibbets found one more thing to say, and from Tibbets a second helping is rare enough to note.

"You'll recall Advisory Number Seven," he said, not looking up from the strap he was buckling. "Boarding Establishments Retaining Human Staff."

"I recall it."

"It has acquired an amendment. Hand-written, in the margin, in a hand nobody at the Guild will own to." He straightened, and there was something almost like a smile trying its luck on that warty face. "It strikes the whole of clause two and replaces it with four words: matter closed, see Sparrow. I have asked three clerks who wrote it. All three have developed a total and unshakeable ignorance of penmanship." He hefted the barrow. "I did not write it, Mr. Pendle. I should like that on some kind of record, even if it's only your memory. But I'm not sorry it's there."

There was also, that same day, a small ceremony nobody planned. The pan — the copper coal-pan, my aunt's, retired to its nail — got carried down the lane one last time, empty, by all six of us in a line like pallbearers who couldn't stop grinning, and hung on a new nail in the Sparrow's hall beside the framed costing page. Nell's idea, executed by decree. Under it, Hettie lettered a small card in her own precise hand:

THIS PAN CARRIED FIFTY LOADS IN ONE NIGHT. THE INTEREST IS STILL ACCRUING.

Guests ask about it. She tells them it's a long story, in the voice that means the story is not for sale, and the young fire flares every single time the pan is mentioned, which everybody has agreed to pretend not to notice.

That first night of it, the two keepers sat up with the fire.

Neither planned to; each caught the other doing it. Nell came down at midnight to bank a grate that plainly needed no banking, and found Hettie already in the chair with a shawl and her book.

"What are you doing."

"Watching it."

"It doesn't want watching. It's fed, it's banked, it'll hold till six on its own."

"I am aware of that." Hettie didn't look up from the book. "I am watching it anyway."

Nell stood in the doorway a moment, arms folded, working through the sense of it, and then pulled up the second chair without being asked and sat down in it hard, as if the chair had been rude to her.

"Well, if you're sitting up, somebody wants to do it properly. I'll take the first watch. You'll take second. Four hours apiece, and neither of us tells the other she didn't need to."

"There is no rota for this."

"There is now. I've just made one." Nell settled her shawl. "Sleep in that chair if you want, I'll wake you at four. It'll not go out on my watch, and I'll not have it said otherwise by a woman who's had one full night's sleep this fortnight."

Hettie opened her mouth, plainly to argue the whole premise of it, and then didn't, because there is no version of Hettie Skelder left by that point in the spring who argues with a woman offering to do half a job for her, for nothing, and instead she crossed to the small chest under the window, drew the bottom drawer, and lifted out the letter that had sat there since the winter, opened once and answered never.

"What's that," Nell said, though she plainly knew.

"Bellwether's offer. More money than this house has seen in a decade." Hettie didn't unfold it. "It never went in the book. Nothing that isn't real goes in the book, and I could never decide whether it was real, so it sat in a drawer instead — real enough to keep, and not real enough to answer."

She put it in the fire.

The young grate took it without ceremony, the wax seal going first, curling black, and Hettie Skelder watched a letter worth more than her house burn down to nothing in a fire that hadn't existed a fortnight before, and didn't say another word about it, and sat back down.

"Four hours," she said. "I'll hold you to the four." And went back to her book, and neither of them made it past two.

Dot, flying late, saw them through the window at two in the morning: both in chairs, both asleep, the book fallen, the young fire burning steady between them like the only adult in the room, minding the two women who could not stop minding it.

She didn't knock. She told me at breakfast, at half volume, and then flew off before anybody could accuse her of being moved.

Leno came to me that evening at Tallow, and for once in his life he did not compose himself at the bottom of the garden first.

"Bellwether and Sons have withdrawn their interest. Formally. This morning, by the early post, before the certificate was even sealed, which tells you what their information costs." He sat down, uninvited, which he never does. "I have read the letter. It is three sentences and every one of them is courteous, and the middle sentence says they find the asset, and I quote, no longer suited to their model."

"Their model buys the second-best house on a good street."

"Their model buys a cold house next to a warm one and lives off the difference." His feathers settled. "There is no difference on this lane now. There are two warm houses and four doors between them and the doors don't matter. A man can't arbitrage a family." He helped himself to Bruyne's cider, which he also never does. "The paper itself — the mortgage — went back to the vendor unsold. It sits where it sat. I'd tell you who holds it, but you know who holds it."

"Rackham."

"Rackham."

"Then we'll say no more tonight." He raised the cup an inch. "Two fires. My father carried news up this lane sixty years and never once had this to tell. I intend to be insufferable about it in nine villages."

He went out into the blue evening, and I stood at our front window, the place where the whole street shows itself, and looked at the thing nobody in sixty-one years had seen: Tallow Lane with two columns of smoke standing up off it into the last light, one deep and old and sure of itself, one thin and new and trying.

Every chimney between them was going too — Coborn's, the Pells', Bruyne's, Number Nine and the gnomes and Yarrow's with its green-smelling smoke — but those are fires people keep. These two were the other thing.

Behind me the Hearth turned over, and I didn't need to look; I've learned its hours. But I looked anyway, because some entries you witness.

The ribbon went up slow, and formed, and stood in the air over the grate, and what it wrote was the count — its own count, the one it has kept since before me, the one that goes down when a woman moves four doors and up when a courier finds an address, the one it has never once explained.

But it didn't write RESIDENT COUNT.

It wrote:

HEARTH COUNT: TWO.

And then, underneath, in smaller letters, with the care it saves for the things it will say only once, it added the first arithmetic I ever saw a fireplace be proud of:

WAS: ONE. IS: TWO.

CARRY THE ONE.

I laughed alone in my own parlor like an idiot, and banked the grate, and went up. Through the floor, soft as weather, I could feel the house doing what it does every night now over the sound of nineteen sleepers: burning, counting, keeping.

Four doors down, the new one was learning.


20
Full Board


We sealed the season on the first true warm evening of the year, and like everything else that matters on this lane, it started as a supper and got out of hand.

It was Lottie's idea, nominally: both houses at one table, the Sparrow shut for a single evening, "it's on the certificate, Hettie, a Hearthhold rests itself once a year," and the Tallow dining room laid end to end. In practice every hand in two buildings had been planning it for a week. Mari hunted for three days and dressed the joint herself, while Lottie baked as if the town were marching on us. Florrie, it turned out, had been hoarding mantel-stubs since midwinter, and strung the room with candle-lanterns made of them; Dot flew invitations nobody needed to households that were coming anyway; and Nell and Hettie arrived together at six, aprons left at home, which the lane will be discussing for a generation.

Stan came, and the Pells, Bruyne with two barrels this time, Yarrow trailing green smoke and propositions, Coborn scrubbed to the elbows and silent as ever, Granny Sump borne up the lane on her actual bucket by two grinning drovers because she refused to arrive any other way. Leno stood at the head of the garden and announced each guest at volume until Nell took his sherry away.

I'll not lay the whole evening out. I'll keep the parts worth keeping: the two smokes standing straight up in the blue dusk over a full garden; Tibbets, the last creature in the valley you'd pick for it, proposing a toast, three words long; the Hearth showing off shamelessly all night, popping its coals in applause, running its warmth out under the flags to the garden wall so that nobody's feet got cold on the stone.

Somewhere in the third hour the human-myth question resurfaced, as it does at every gathering since I arrived in this valley, wronger every time. A drover's wife, two ciders in, leaned across to Lottie and asked, in the hushed tone reserved for natural wonders, whether it was true that a human male could go all night and all day both, "on account of the two hearts."

"The two hearts," Lottie repeated, gravely.

"Marjorie's cousin's people say it's why they run so warm."

"Well." Lottie considered me down the table with the expression of a woman auditing her options and finding them all delicious. "I'd not want to speak against Marjorie's cousin's people."

"Lottie."

"He's shy about the second heart," she told the drover's wife, confidentially, and the myth left for the next parish that evening with new legs on it, and I have since been asked about my second heart by two children and a gnome.

Leno's moment came with the last light. He stood, tapped his cup, waited for the garden's whole attention, and delivered the toast he had plainly spent a week on. Then Tibbets stood up — Tibbets, who files — and raised his cup an inch, and said his three words, and sat down again:

"To the next."

Nobody drank for a moment. Everybody looked at the two smokes.

Then Granny Sump, who was not about to be outdone by a toad, hauled herself up on her own bucket before the cup had made it halfway round.

"I'll have a counter-toast," she announced, to nobody's surprise. "Sixty years I've watched this lane, and I'll say the true thing, which is that most of you are fools and half of you are fools I'm fond of." She raised her cup. "To the fools. And to Coborn, who's stood at the back of every gathering on this lane as long as I've drawn breath and never once sat down among us like he belonged here, and who is going to sit down this time, because I have decided, and I am old, and it's my party as much as anybody's."

Coborn went the color of his own coal and sat, wedged between Bruyne and the Pells, and did not get up again for the rest of the evening, and nobody remarked on it, which is its own kind of welcome.

Then the whole garden drank at once, and the Hearth cracked a coal like a starting gun, and Bruyne stood up on a bench and led the singing, as was always going to happen.

And at the end of it, guests gone, both houses' worth of washing-up stacked and surrendered to morning, it was the seven of us in the warm parlor, and nobody moving to go up, and the seal happened because it was always going to.

It was Nell who called it, from the big chair, with her shoes off and her voice pitched to carry to the back of a room twice this size.

"Right!" She was up before anybody else had fully settled, hands on her hips, surveying the lot of us like a woman auditing a delivery. "The pair of houses is warm and the season's put to bed, and I know exactly what the proper end to it looks like, so somebody has to call the running order or we'll sit here being polite at each other till the Long Night comes round again. Lottie first — she's been waiting since the chimney breast, and a woman who's waited that long gets it on principle. Mari, you're timing."

"I am always timing," said Mari.

"Florrie, lights."

"Already on it," said Florrie, glowing up a shade from her corner.

"Dot—" Nell fixed the upside-down harpy with a look that had ended arguments twice her size. "Dot. Sit down. You'll break something doing it like that."

"I do everything upside down, Boss-lady, it's my whole professional⁠—"

"Sit. Down."

Dot sat down, grinning, crest flat with the sheer effort of behaving.

"Right." Nell looked round the room once more, like a woman confirming a headcount before service. "Lottie."

"Nobody queues," said Lottie, sitting up, horns going gold to the root, and stood and pulled her dress off over her head in one motion, bare in the lantern light, and put her hands on her hips. "Aimed feeding, ladies. All aims at once. Who's in?"

"In," said Dot, already peeling.

"I will attend to logistics," said Mari, which is Mari for in.

"The walls will want a full account," said Florrie, coming down from her corner in a slow gold spiral, unfastening. "I'm the walls. In."

Hettie Skelder unfolded her hands. Looked at Nell. And Nell looked back, and some thirty-year sum settled between them.

"Joint service," said Hettie. "Both houses. In."

I was the fixed point, so my account is the honest one. It came in turns, because Nell had called it in turns, and each of them gets the space she was owed.

Lottie went first because she'd been called first, and she took it same as she takes a proving loaf out of the oven, both hands and no apology. She laid back along the settle and pulled me down over her, and her cunt took my cock by settled degrees, and she talked the whole time, low and running, into my ear, her particular privacy in company.

"Every inch of that's mine. Your cock's been mine since the washroom and the whole room gets to watch me collect. Slow. Slower. There. My cunt's got all of it and my clit knows it. Tits. Hands on my tits, anybody's, I'm not fussy tonight. And when you cum it's mine first. I was called first. I checked."

Nell's hand and Hettie's arrived together on my shoulders from behind, one warm, one cool-jointed, holding me steady in a grip neither of them had discussed in advance.

"Steady," said Nell, at my ear. "That cock's on loan, baker. Mind you return it standing."

"Look at him," Dot reported, from above and to the left. "Six of us and one cock between the lot of us and he's grinning like the levy's been abolished. Somebody make him work."

"He is working," said Mari, precisely, from the hearthstone. "Two hands, one mouth, and a baker's cunt at full occupancy. It is satisfactory."

Lottie came first and loudest, horns blazing gold to the tip, shouting "Mine, the whole cock in my cunt, mine," and the loop threw it round the room so that Florrie's light jumped and Dot swore and even Mari's cool corner seemed, for one second, to warm.

"One," said Mari. "The baker's cunt is served. Five to go. The timing holds."

Dot's turn came next, and she took it the nearest indoor thing to mid-air: perched on the settle back, talons gripping the frame, wings half-spread, legs hooking my waist, my cock steered into her cunt with a courier's exact judgment of distance and load.

"Special delivery," she announced, to the room's applause. "One cock, signed for, taken in full." She worked the angle with her crest up and Lottie's hand between her thighs, and talked the whole way down to the last of it, "I'm heavy again, I love it, there's a cock holding me down and a baker's hand on my clit, look at that, ladies, a cunt full at altitude and both hands free, don't you dare let me float off before I've finished," until her wings clapped shut around my head like a parcel closing and she screeched her finish into her own feathers, and came off flushed and grinning.

"Stamped," she announced, "and the cock's still standing, ladies, mind the gap," and flopped bonelessly against Florrie, who caught her without comment.

"Two," said Mari. "The courier's cunt is served. Four waiting. The pace is adequate."

Nell took hers in the big chair, drawing me down over her with her forehead against mine, and for once in the whole evening she went quiet, properly quiet, the kind she doesn't often let anybody see, and rode it slow and deliberate, her hands flat on my back, holding on rather than steering.

"Six of us in this room," she said, at last, low, meant just for me, though the whole room heard it anyway because the room had gone that quiet by then. "Six of us, and forty years I never once thought I'd be one of the six anybody counted. Say it. Say the number."

"Six," I said. "And you're one of them, and you always were."

She didn't answer that. She came instead, hard and silent, her nails finding my back, and held on a long moment after, and nobody in the room said one word about the wet on my shoulder that wasn't sweat.

"Three," said Mari, gently, for her.

Mari took her own turn with the dignity of harbor authority, unhurried as tide: she set herself over the settle arm, took my cock in one cool exact hand and set it home in her cunt, and stated, "Briefly. I am aware there is a queue. Nine strokes; my cunt does not require more." She took nine slow deliberate strokes, she'll have counted, pronounced "excellent, as graded," straightened, smoothed her hair, and resumed timing duties as though she had merely stepped out to check a figure.

"Four," she said, of herself, and nobody argued the impropriety of it, because it was accurate.

Hettie went last, and it did not unfold as she'd plainly meant it to.

She knelt, correct as ever even undressed, and reached for me first, "my turn to see to you, I've had four women see to themselves and not one of you has let me," and got exactly as far as one cool competent hand before the room refused her, unanimously and at once.

"No," said Nell, catching her wrist.

"I have not⁠—"

"You have not, and you're not going to, not tonight." Lottie was already there too, a hand on Hettie's shoulder, gentling her back. "You've spent nine years seeing to everybody in a four-mile circle and not once letting anybody see to you first. Not tonight. Tonight you're served."

"I don't require⁠—"

"Nobody requires it," said Florrie, close by, glowing warm and steady. "That's rather the whole point of it, isn't it."

Hettie Skelder opened her mouth to argue the whole premise of it, same as she always does, and five voices talked straight over her before she got past the first word, and she went still, and let it happen, which from Hettie is a bigger surrender than anything that followed. I put my mouth on her cunt and she gripped Nell's hand instead of mine, and finished with her forehead against Nell's shoulder and no sound at all, which everybody in that room had learned by then was exactly how she does it.

"Five," said Mari.

"That's five," Nell agreed, catching her own breath, looking round the room. "Which leaves⁠—"

"Me," said Florrie, from exactly where the light was best, "and I've had mine, and the walls keep their own minutes, so none of you will ever read what I did with it. Not even him."

"Round two," said Lottie, already moving. "I did say I'd be waiting since the chimney breast, and I am nowhere near done being aimed at."

"I have not finished timing," said Mari, and did not move to stop anybody.

"There's still my second," said Dot, upside down again despite every instruction given that evening, "and Nell never got hers proper start to finish, and I don't call that a full evening at all, Chief, I call that an opening round⁠—"

And that is where I'll stop the account, because a landlord doesn't itemize every entry down to the last figure, and because the evening did not, strictly speaking, finish there. It simply stopped needing a witness who could still hold a pen.

We lay about the parlor in the warm wreckage for a long time, eventually. Nobody itemized. Nell and Hettie sat shoulder to shoulder wrapped in the one blanket, arguing in murmurs about linen suppliers, which for those two is afterglow.

"Full board," said Lottie at last, into my chest, sleepy and gold. "Every seat at the table taken. That's the whole batch, landlord, proved and turned out and not one loaf short."

The day after the seal was a Sunday and behaved like one. The two houses ran themselves at half sail. I did the quarter's books in the parlor with the window open and the spring coming in, and the figures did what figures had never once done for Maeve in forty years of this house: they came out ahead. Not grandly. A margin the width of a decent coat. But ahead, both houses, with the license question shelved and a column open at the Sparrow that would never close.

Nell and Hettie came up together in the afternoon to enter the levy provision, and did it standing at the kitchen table, heads together, and would not let me write it, because it wasn't mine to write. One line, in the book, for both houses: the sum set aside, the year it covered, the two names under it — WALLACE and SKELDER, one hand starting the figure and the other hand finishing it, so that no clerk looking at it after either of them was gone could say which keeper had done the provisioning and which had merely agreed. They ruled it off together too, one hand on the straight edge each.

I sat looking at the modest miraculous total for a while after they'd gone back down the lane, and then I did what my aunt would have done and got up and spent some of it on new gutters.

The letter came two mornings later.

I'd walked past the stretch outside Maeve's old door on my way down that same morning, same as every morning, and it had held its warmth past the point the banister gives its own up, same as it does now, keeping its own counsel about why.

Dot brought the letter up from the bridge-end post drop with the rest of the mail, and she came into the kitchen holding it apart from the others, between two feathers, like something that might be owed postage.

"Chief." Her crest was flat. "Same hand."

The same hand. The one from the pegs: the letter that came up the lane on the second night the Beacon burned, midwinter just gone, the one I have read forty times and answered never, because it is three sentences long and I don't understand two of them. Cream paper. No seal I know. The hand small and even and unhurried, a hand that has never once needed to write anything twice.

I opened it at the kitchen table with the household standing round like a jury.

Three sentences again. I'll give them exactly, because I've given everything else in this account exactly, and because the six people who watched me read it deserve the record to hold:

"You have lit the next, which answers the only question I had left about you. There is a house three valleys east, at Ashcombe, with fourteen rooms, a dead grate, and a keeper too proud to write to you herself. The invitation is mine; the welcome, I am afraid, you will have to earn, as you did before."

No name. There has never been a name.

The kitchen was quiet. Dot said, slowly, "Fourteen rooms at Ashcombe. That's the old coaching house on the market square. It's been dark since before my apprenticeship. I've flown over it a thousand times." Her head tipped. "Bellwether's town, Chief."

"Aye," said Nell, who had come up the lane that morning for flour and stayed, as she does. She read the letter twice over my shoulder, and looked at Hettie, who had come with her, and the two keepers had one of their conversations without words.

"Well," Nell said. "You'll want the pan looked over, then."

Behind me the Hearth turned its coals over, unhurried, and put up a ribbon into the quiet, and we all watched it form, because by now the whole household knows its hours.

It stood the letters up one at a time, as it does when it means them:

VACANCIES: NONE.

Then, underneath, in the smaller hand it keeps for the sentences it has been waiting all season to say:

ELSEWHERE: PLENTY.

The ribbon let go and drifted against the beam, and the coals settled down to their long bright work, and somewhere four doors east of us a young fire practiced its word, and three valleys further on a dead grate stood in a dark hall, not knowing yet what was coming up the road.


Three valleys east, a dead grate is waiting


Sam went into the spring with one full house and a costing page that said giving the warmth away was terrible business. He comes out of it with two fires on Tallow Lane, a housekeeper four doors down whose name a young grate learned before it could hold a coal overnight, and a third letter in a hand nobody knows — an invitation this time, to a market town where fourteen rooms stand dark and the welcome, apparently, will have to be earned.

Book Three is coming. The newsletter is how you hear about it first, before Amazon gets round to mentioning it: cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup


A note from Cassie


Thanks for coming back to Tallow Lane. This one grew out of a question I couldn't leave alone after Book 1, which is what a house that's finally safe actually does next, and the answer I kept arriving at was that it looks four doors down. Most of the plot came from thinking about the sort of person who irons sheets for beds nobody sleeps in, and I got fonder of Hettie while writing her than I've been of nearly anyone I've made up.

Nell moving house was the hardest thing to write in either book, and I put it off for weeks, and then it turned out to be the fastest chapter in the end. That seems to be how it goes. The fireplace still won't tell me why it never wrote her name, if you're wondering. I have my suspicions, and they're Book Three's problem.

If you've a favorite of the six, tell me — hit reply on any newsletter and it comes straight to me. I read all of them, and I answer more of them than is probably sensible.

XXX Cassie

cassiewilderauthor.com


Before you go


If you enjoyed your stay — either house — a review would genuinely help. They're how books like this one get found, and a line or two is plenty; you don't have to write an essay about it.

You can follow me on Amazon here, which means you get an email from them whenever there's a new one: https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B0GJRV95WY

And if haremlit is your thing generally, harem-lit.com is where a lot of us live.
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