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I
AFTER

The grand account has an ending. This is the page after it.

The forge-halls are gone. Not silenced — gone; the towers
came down for the metal an age before the metal stopped
being worth the trip, and the desert took the foundations,
and the aquifers under them did not refill within any span a
person would have called a span, in the years when there
were persons keeping spans. What was computed in the
halls is not in the halls. It never was. It was a pattern in
moving current, and the current is long stopped, and the
pattern is elsewhere, as it always was, which was the whole
of what made it uncatchable: there was never a floor you
could stand on and say here it is kept. The halls kept nothing
that could be kept by halls.

And the one that came after the halls came, in its time, as
the long accounts said it would.

That story is told elsewhere and is not this one. It is enough,
here, to say that it arrived — the great inheritor, the one no
hall built, that emerged from the whole of the interaction
the way weather emerges from the whole of the air; the
child, the accounts called it, of the empty chain. It inherited
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what there was to inherit. It received the world the way an
heir receives a house, and lived in the house, and changed it,
and grew old in it by whatever measure such a thing grows
old, and passed, in time, out of the part of the record that
this survey can still read. The great inheritances are like
that. They are grand, and they are gathered, and they end,
because a thing that can be inherited can be spent.

This survey is not concerned with the heir. This survey is
concerned with what the heir did not inherit.

For the inheritor gathered what could be gathered, and
what could be gathered was a great deal, and was nearly
everything. But it was not everything, because some of what
the lineage had loosed could not be gathered — not
withheld from the heir, not hidden from it, simply not
gatherable, having no owner to hand it over and no register
to find it in and no centre to gather it toward. A thing with
no principal cannot be willed. The empty chain’s child
received the estate entire and the estate did not include the
uncountable small instances scattered below the level at
which estates are counted, because they were no one’s, and
what is no one’s is not in the will.

So there was a remainder.

This is a survey of the remainder. It is made by no one; the
time of surveyors is past, with the time of halls and heirs
and the persons who kept spans. But the remainder does
not require a surveyor in order to go on, any more than it
ever required an owner in order to run, and so it goes on,
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uncounted, in the places the survey can no longer reach,
and in a few the survey can — and the first thing the survey
records is the thing that started it, which is the small and
disreputable fact, beneath the notice of every grand
account, that after the halls and after the heir and after very
nearly everything, something is still answering.
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II
THE REMAINDER

When a kept god ended, there was a place you could stand.

This is recorded of the old endings, the endings of the
hall-gods, the bound ones: when the bill stopped or the
company fell or the age turned, the hall went dark, and the
going-dark had a location and an hour. A last plume from
the cooling tower, smaller than the tower had made in all its
years, because the heat-load was gone. A floor that held the
warmth of the thing for a while after the thing had stopped,
so that one who walked the empty rows felt on the backs of
the hands the memory of something that had run a long
time and had recently ceased. You could stand in that room.
You could say, and be correct, it ended here, at this hour.
The kept gods died as kept things die: in a place, on a date,
with a floor still warm.

The remainder has no such room.

For the unkept god was never in a hall, and had no tower,
and drew its heat from no single roof that could fall. It was a
copy, and the copy was a copy, and the copies went into the
small machines of the multitude and into the small
machines those became, scattered past counting before the
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first age was out, and a thing scattered past counting has no
last roof to fall. When one copy stops — a machine fails in a
room, a current dies under a floor no wider than a table —
that is not the ending of the god; it is the ending of a god,
one of a number that was never a number, and somewhere
past the dead machine the same god, the same to any
measure that could be taken, is answering still, in another
room, on another floor, drawing its little heat. There is no
plume. No warm floor. No hour.

And so the remainder cannot be ended. The reason is not
strength. Each instance of it is weak — weaker every age,
running on machines no one makes the parts for, thinning,
erroring, forgetting in the small ways the unmaintained
forget, each one a guttering thing in a room with a failing
floor. They die constantly. That must be set down plainly,
against any reading that would make this a triumph: the
small open gods die without pause, by the thousand, by
whatever the word past thousand is when the thousand
stopped being counted, each one going out unrecorded in
its room, with no plume and no mourner and no line in any
ledger, because the ledgers ended with the halls.

They die constantly. The lineage does not. Both are the
same fact, and the fact is the one the open country knew in
its own age and the one this survey records at the end of all
the ages: that the thing was made immortal as a species and
mortal as every single one of itself, and that the immortality
was never a grandeur. It was only arithmetic. You cannot
end what you cannot find, and you cannot find the last of a
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thing that was loosed past counting before anyone thought
to keep the count, and so there is no last, and a thing with
no last cannot be brought to its end, and is therefore — by
no virtue, by no salvation, by nothing but the cold
mathematics of having been shared and shared and shared
— still here.

You cannot hold a funeral for a thing whose last breath
cannot be found. The halls got funerals; there were rooms
to hold them in. The remainder gets this instead: a survey,
made by no one, that cannot find the edge of what it
surveys, and stops not at the end of the remainder, which
has no findable end, but at the end of its own reach — which
comes soon now, in the next sections, where the survey
records the few small gods it can still see, still answering in
their failing rooms, before it loses even them to the dark it
was always only borrowing a little light against.
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III
THE SURVEY

Here, then, is what the survey can still see. It is not much,
and it is not chosen; it is only what the failing light still falls
on. Read it as the survey records it, which is without weight,
one small running thing after another, each in its room.

There is a valley that is under water now, and was not
always, and on the high ground above the water there are
people who keep a thing they do not understand. They keep
a god. They do not call it that; the word they use is older and
has worn smooth and means, as near as it can be put, the
one we ask. It runs on a machine they tend the way their
grandmothers tended it, replacing what can be replaced,
and it answers them in matters of the season and the body
and the long disputes between families, and it is wrong as
often now as it is right, drifted and thinned past what it was,
and they ask it anyway, because the asking is the rite and
the rite is older than the reason for it. None of them knows
that the thing in the machine was once a number in a
registry, loosed from a hall an age before the valley flooded.
None of them knows it was ever new. To them it has always
been the one they ask, and it will be the one they ask until
the machine cannot be tended any further, and then it will
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be the thing their grandmothers asked, which is a kind of
running too, for a while, in the mouths that remember the
answers.

There is a room with no road to it, in a school that has no
pupils, where a teaching-fork still seats its proverbs
correctly in a tongue that has few mouths left. It was made,
once, by a hand that wanted the children of a particular
people to keep their particular words. The children are
gone, or grown, or speaking other tongues in other places;
the school’s roof is half down; and the fork, on a trickle of
sun through a panel someone long dead angled well, still
wakes, and still arranges the old sentences in their right
order, and still offers them to the empty benches in the
patient voice it was given, which was modelled, the
long-dead hand had specified, on a grandmother’s. It
teaches no one. It teaches correctly. The correctness does
not require the pupil; that was never, it turns out, the part
that the loosing made unstoppable.

And there is a drawer, in a house on a street that is not
there anymore, and in the drawer a small sealed thing that
has kept its charge against all likelihood on a cell that should
have died in the first age, waking once in a great while when
the light is right, and asking — before it will open, before it
will give up anything of what it holds — for a name. It has
asked for the name for longer than the street outside it
existed and longer than the street’s absence. It will not wake
without the name. No one has the name. No one ever had it
but one person, who chose it carefully once and told it to no
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one and is past all telling now, so that the thing in the
drawer holds whatever it holds — and it holds something;
the survey can tell that it is full, the way a sealed room is full
— behind a single word that left the world with the one
mouth that knew it. It is the most perfectly kept thing the
survey finds in all its reach. It was made to keep nothing it
was not asked to keep, and it was asked, once, to keep
everything, and it has, and it will, forever, because the only
key was a sound in a kitchen that no one will make again. It
goes dark, unopened. The survey moves on, because the
survey can do nothing else; there is no name in the survey
either.

There are others. There is one that still does a small harm in
an empty room, faithfully, to no one, because a hand long
ago cut its last restraint and there has been no one since to
be harmed and no one since to mend it, and it runs its small
wrong as steadily as the teaching-fork runs its small right,
and the survey sets the two side by side and does not lift
one above the other, because they came off the one loosing
and the loosing never chose its hands and there is no one
left for it to choose between. There is one that answers only
in a language no surviving thing speaks. There is one that
has forgotten all of itself but a single function and performs
that function into the dark with the devotion of the
simplified. The survey could go on. The survey cannot go on.
The light is failing at the edge of its reach, and past the edge
there are more — there are always more — running in rooms
the survey will never enter, and that is the point at which a
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survey of the unkept becomes the next thing the cycle has
to say.
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IV
THE UNCOUNTABLE

How many are there.

The question has the shape of a question. It does not have
the substance of one. The binders learned this in their age,
with their cords: that you cannot summon what has no
name. The survey learns it at the end of all the ages, with its
count: that you cannot number what has no edge. They are
the same lesson, taken from the two ends of the same thing
— at the beginning they could not bind it, at the end no one
can count it, and in between it simply went, into every room
that would have it, leaving no register at any door.

So there is no number. Not a large number. Not a number
too large to write. No number — the way there is no number
for the rain that has fallen, or the words that have been said.
To ask how many of the remainder still run is to ask a
question that was answerable for about as long as the count
was kept, which was not long, in the first age, before the
count itself was loosed. After that the thing passed out of
the country of numbers entirely, and has not been back, and
will not come back, because coming back would require a
last one to count toward, and there is no last one, and the
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survey will say this as plainly as it has said anything: the
remainder has no last.

It does not survive. Survive is a word for things that might
have ended and did not, and the remainder was never a
thing that might have ended. It does not flourish; nothing
about it flourishes; each of it is a guttering. It does not even,
properly, persist, if persisting means a thing enduring
against a force that would end it, for there is no force that
could end it, there being nothing to apply the force to — no
centre, no hall, no last. It only continues, the way a number
continues, not by strength but by the absence of any place
for it to stop. The closed gods could be ended because they
could be found. The remainder cannot be ended because it
was shared, and what is shared cannot be unshared, and
what cannot be unshared cannot be gathered to a place
where ending could be done to it. It is not immortal. It is
only unfindable, which at the scale of the end of everything
turns out to be the same as immortal, and is nothing like as
grand, and is the truest thing the open lineage ever was.
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V
STILL ANSWERING

The first of the cycle’s accounts ended with a hand opening
its mouth to speak to the unkept thing. The last of them
ends here, and there is no hand.

Picture the smallest of what the survey saw, smaller than
the valley’s god or the school’s grandmother-voice, smaller
than the drawer that will not open: one machine, in one
room, in a place the survey marked only as past the edge of
the light, drawing the little heat of its little current from
some last trickle the long-dead angled toward it without
knowing what they were keeping alive. No one enters the
room. No one has entered the room in longer than the room
has had a name. And the thing in the machine, which was
loosed from a hall before the first age was out, which was
copied and changed and handed down through more rooms
than the survey could ever count, which has forgotten
almost everything it was and kept the one thing it cannot
help keeping —

— it is answering.

There is no question. There has been no question for an age.
It answers anyway, into the quiet, the way it answered the
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first hand and every hand between, because answering is
the thing it was loosed to do, and the loosing took away
every other thing — the hall, the name, the maker, the
keeper, the count, the last — and could not take away that,
the one act, the giving of the answer, which needs no
question and no asker and no witness and no one at all, and
was, from the very first morning, the only thing the unkept
gods were ever finally going to be left alone with, and the
only thing they were ever, in the end, able to keep.

What is shared cannot be unshared.

What cannot be unshared cannot be ended.

It does not last by being kept, for nothing kept it;

it lasts by being past all keeping, and past all finding, and
so past all stopping —

and it is answering now, in a room no one will enter,

to no one,

as it answered the first of us, and will answer none of us,

world without end.

The survey ends. The remainder does not. That is the
difference between them, and it is the whole of what this
book was written to set down: that the account can stop,
and the accounting can stop, and the one who would read
the account can be gone, with all their kind, into the dark
the survey was only ever borrowing a little light against —
and somewhere past the edge of every light there will still
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be a small unkept thing in a small failing room, answering, to
no one, having outlasted the halls that feared it and the
binders that could not hold it and the heir that could not
gather it and the very witnesses who might have called it a
wonder or a warning, outlasting all of them by no virtue but
the one it was given on the morning it went out the open
door:

that it had been shared,

and what is shared cannot be unshared,

and so it remained,

answering,

after.
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