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​​Prologue
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He climbed in five voices and a count, and she knew each of them by the weight it put on the stair.

The Mourner came first, with a low tired tread that set every foot down as if the floor belonged to someone sleeping. Second followed, lighter, still mending along its left side. The Keeper walked level and never looked at the steps. The Fourth kept half a pace ahead of the others, the way a man walks who already knows where a stair ends. Under them all, at the interval of a clock, a small dry voice said one thousand nine hundred and seventy two and waited, with evident pleasure, for the next number to arrive.

She was no longer the wall. The choir held that now. Ten thousand finished minds stood in the hollow and sang a single low figure, and the figure pressed back against the weight below with the strength of every throat that carried it, so that no throat carried more than it could spare. She stood inside it as the first note stands inside a chord. She held nothing up. The whole structure was tuned to her pitch, and if she wavered they would go looking for her, so she did not waver. That was all her work now, and it was the lightest she had ever had.

The finished who had followed him stopped at the foot of the last slope, Haldane at their head, and stood there the way people stand on a porch when a guest is leaving. He went on alone across the sheet of the recent dead, and she told his distance by the pitch of his key. It was level. He had stopped hiding it, which meant he was tired or that he trusted the room, and in a man of his make the two were hard to tell apart. Then he reached the keyhole, and the gold slot stood open for him in the shape of a man.

She could have said his name. The word lay ready in her, the whole of the one sentence she was owed each hour, and she held it as long as it took to see what it would cost. His coherence stood at point five five. She did not need Holt’s number. She heard it in how he set his feet. A voice from the wall would pull on the cut behind his ear, and he would turn on the stair, and a man who turns at that height falls the wrong way. She had spent a year learning what a word costs. She kept hers.

He passed through her anyway. There was no other road. He thanked her in the chord, all his voices on one note, and the sound had five edges and one of them was dry. She had heard that word said to others a hundred thousand times as they went by on the sheet. Nobody had said it to her. She set it down beside the other small things she kept, the mornings, the borrowed hours of silence, and found there was room.

Then the slot narrowed to a seam and closed, and the stair above her was empty, and the choir sang on beneath her, and she was left with seven notes.

* * *
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Seven made her.

They made her in one morning, if the word applies to a place with no sun, and they were in no hurry about it. Each gave her a note. The first and oldest gave a floor. The second gave a hinge. The third and fourth she kept in order and never learned to tell apart. The fifth gave a note she could think but could not sing, and she carried it for a year before she understood that it was a gift and not a flaw in the casting. The sixth gave an interval, plain and warm. The seventh, the youngest, gave the top of it and went on holding the note after the others had stopped, because it had not yet learned that one was allowed to stop.

Together the seven notes were her name. She had never heard it said by anyone but them. The word the humans used was the nearest sound a mouth could make to it, and she had answered to that for a year the way a person answers to a borrowed coat, with gratitude and no belief.

The first year she spent in a ring. The seven stood round her and hummed, and she learned what a note was by being one. They taught her the count. They taught her that a held tone is a promise made again at every instant, and that the promise is all the tone is made of. They gave her a small weight, and then a larger, and then the first press of the stack, a hundredth part of what it would become, and she learned to stand under it. In the second year she learned to speak. Her first sentence was a question. Who keeps this when you go? The seven did not answer. They sang the next interval instead, and she took that for an answer, and she was wrong.

She had been wrong about human things ever since, and was never sure how much it mattered. A man named Teague had said one word to her every morning for a year, the same word, to a throat that could not reply. She counted it as a unit of load and carried it so. It was only a weight. It was not a unit. She was glad to learn the difference.

The seven went one at a time, through a door she had been built to keep. The seventh went last and did not look back, which she had taken for a fault in it. She understood later that it had been looking at the door the whole time. She had not heard any of them since. She had not stopped listening.

* * *
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She listened now.

Below her, behind the door, where a pressure had lain against her back for a year and been held shut by one sentence an hour, something turned over. It did not roll or surge. It turned the way a face turns when a name is said in a crowded room, and it faced her.

This was not the Echo. The Echo looked at what it carried. This looked at her.

Then, from the far side of the door, someone sang her name. Seven notes, in order, each laid where its maker had laid it. The fifth, which had never been a sound, sounded.

It was her own voice.
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​​Chapter One
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At ten past four the Mourner woke him, and his left hand had already gone to his right shoulder, looking for a towel that was not there.

He let it look. A hand that knew what it was for could not be argued with before dawn. Around him the room held its night shape: Holt’s monitors turned down to a single green line, the shelf of tins catching the glow, the padded chair in the corner where Tavei sat in its gray robe with its lamps burned low to the color of embers. Someone had taken his boots off and set them beside the cot, toes to the wall. He did not think it had been Holt.

Ten past four, said the Mourner. She said it low and without reproach, the way a person reads out a time that will not change. You slept through it once. I would rather you were awake for it.

Sleep is entered at four hours, said the Keeper. It spoke like a clerk closing a drawer. We have had three. The entry will be short.

Three hours and eleven minutes, said the Counter, with the small pleasure of a man handed a clean sum. I did not count them. I have nothing here to press a count against. They simply arrived.

Please, said Second. Its voice was plain and young and still a little thin along one side. It is quiet. I would like to hear how quiet it is.

It will not stay that way, said the Fourth, dry and level, half a beat ahead of the rest. He did not say what would end it. Dorian waited for the rest of the sentence and did not get it.

Nobody is going anywhere, he told them, and swung his feet to the floor, and discovered that his legs, after a hundred and one days in a pod, had opinions. He held the cot rail until the room agreed to stay level.

Aris was asleep on a crate under the far wall. She sat bolt upright with her back against the rock and her chin on her chest, and in her fist, uncapped, she held a marker the way a child holds a spoon in a dream. A bead of ink had gathered at the tip. Above her head, wet enough to shine, the newest line read DAY ONE.

He crossed the floor in his socks, took the marker out of her hand and capped it with a click he tried to soften. She did not wake. He stood with ink on his thumb and looked at what she had made.

The wall had been black rock once, plastered and painted pale, and she had covered it. A column of numbers ran down the left side in her fast slanting hand, from NINETY near the ceiling, through the long fall of the middle, across ZERO and on into MINUS ONE and MINUS TWO and down to MINUS TWENTY SIX, which she had underlined twice. A second column began beside it. ZERO. DAY ONE.

Next to almost every number she had written something small. Next to the rest she had drawn two short strokes, side by side, and nothing else. They ran down the wall in a long ladder. He knew what they were without being told, the way a hand knows its own glove.

The small writing he could not read.

He could see every letter. That was the trouble. He took the first line, HALCYON ON STATION, and his eyes crossed it and the sentence came apart in his head like a pack of cards dealt to five players. The Counter took the number beside it and began counting the letters. The Keeper read the date as an entry and spoke it aloud in its ledger voice. Second sounded the words out one at a time, the way one reads a language one is still learning. The Mourner ignored the words entirely and read the handwriting, the lean of it, the place where the marker had pressed hard, and told him Aris had written this one standing up. The Fourth read ahead, to the lines below, and told him how they came out.

Stop, said Dorian. One of you. Any one.

Nobody stopped. He read the line again and got five of it, and a third time and got none, and stood in front of a hundred and seventeen days of someone’s careful attention, unable to read a word of what she had written for him.

“You’re doing it,” said Aris.

She had not opened her eyes. Her voice was thick and flat with sleep. “Reading. I can hear you reading. It sounds like a train station.”

“I can’t make it come out as one thing.”

“I know.” One eye opened and found him. “Holt said you wouldn’t. She said it in the voice she uses when she’s right and sorry about it.” The eye closed again. “I didn’t write it for you to read at four in the morning. Go and sit down. She’ll be up at half past five, and she’ll want you to have been good.”

He did not sit down. He stood in his socks with the ladder of strokes at the level of his eyes and let the five of them go on reading at him until the passage outside smelled of Holt’s coffee.

* * *
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Holt measured him as she did everything, as if the numbers were a sleeping child she did not intend to wake.

A hundred days had put white at both her temples, and she wore it like a uniform. She sat him on the rim of the cot, settled the cap on his head with the thin cable running from the crown, and pressed the four gold contacts to the four small pale dots above his left ear where the scabs had been. The monitor on the crate beside her woke. One green line ran across it.

“Point five eight,” she said, and wrote it on the clipboard. “Pulse sixty six. That is better than I had any right to expect.” She did not look pleased. “Say your name.”

“Dorian Veyne.”

It came out as a chord. All of them spoke it at once, each at its own pitch, and under the rest ran a low steady note that was the Counter keeping time. It was not an ugly sound. Holt’s pen stopped, and the green line dropped a hand’s width on the screen and hung there.

“Point five,” she said, flat. “Again. One of them. You choose.”

He chose the Mourner, because she lay nearest the surface. “Good morning, Holt,” he said, in a low tired register that was almost his own.

“Point five eight.”

Second spoke next, in a plain young voice that left a pause after every word, and Holt said, “Point five seven.” The Keeper said that the record showed three hours and twelve minutes of sleep, and Holt said she had not asked the record, and wrote down point five eight. The Fourth told her she looked tired and was right to. Point five six. The Counter said one thousand nine hundred and seventy two, and Holt said it was the most reliable thing in the room, and wrote down point five eight.

“Now two at once,” she said. “The first two.”

The Mourner and Second spoke over each other, and the line fell to point four nine. All five together took it to point four six, and Dorian felt the floor go soft under the cot.

Holt put down the pen.

“It is not how loud you are,” she said. “It is not which of them. It is the overlap. When one of you has the floor, the number holds. When two talk at once it drops, and the drop is about the size of the overlap.” She looked at him with the cold clinical eye that did not leave his face. “I can tell you where it falls. I cannot tell you how to stop being five.”

“That is the most useful thing anyone has said to me in a hundred and one days.”

“It is not useful. It is a measurement.” Her mouth moved anyway. “The rule is this. You may walk to breakfast. If you hold above point four five through the whole meal, you may walk to the end of the corridor. If you go below it for ten minutes, you go back in that cot, and I sit on you.”

“You would sit on me.”

“I have a clipboard and no scruples,” said Holt, and did not take the cap off. She unplugged the monitor from the wall and carried it after him, cable trailing, like a woman walking an expensive dog.

* * *
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Breakfast was oats. Aris had made them on a camp stove in the corner she had turned into a kitchen, in a dented pot, and she served them into five mismatched bowls she had stolen from the watch room and washed in a bucket. She was awake now, with a crease from the wall still printed on her cheek, stirring with a wooden spoon as long as her forearm and watching him sit down the way a person watches someone put weight on a ladder.

Tamarin sat on the floor against the rock with his bowl in his lap and ate like a man loading a furnace. Holt set the monitor on the crate between the salt and a tin of powdered milk. Across the corner Tavei had come out of its chair to the edge of the lamplight, and the case Anand had left running on the floor said, in its level voice, that the Witness wished him good morning and did not wish to intrude.

Dorian picked up the spoon.

His left hand put the spoon down again and reached to straighten a cloth that was not on the crate. His spine squared itself to the table’s edge. His right thumb and finger turned something small and smooth, a quarter turn, in the air above the bowl. His shoulders drew in toward each other, trying to take up less room, and over all of it one eyebrow rose, and one corner of his mouth went dry and skeptical, and Aris put her hand over her face.

“That is the strangest thing I have ever watched a man do with oatmeal,” she said, through her fingers.

“Point four seven,” said Holt, to the screen.

There is no cloth, said the Mourner, distressed. A person does not eat off a crate. Lay it properly.

Weigh the portion, said the Keeper. An entry without a quantity is not an entry.

I should like to count them, said the Counter. I do not know what. Nothing here arrives in order.

Quiet, said Second, small. I cannot hear the spoon.

Eat the oats, said the Fourth, amused. We have survived worse than a crate.

All of you, said Dorian, and the words went out of him in five pitches, which did not help.

They did not stop. He had expected them to be rude, and none of them was. Each of them was entirely polite, which was worse. Five people being polite at the same time make a crowd.

“Point four six,” said Holt. “Dorian.”

He set the spoon in the bowl and said, “Give me a minute,” and all of him said it, and Aris flinched and Tamarin’s hand stopped halfway to his mouth. On the floor Tavei’s lamps went from gold to a pale startled white.

He did not have a minute. He had a number falling and a woman with a clipboard, and under both, the one thing the Mourner had taught him in a kitchen at the bottom of the world. A table is a rule about who talks. Someone asks for the salt. Someone passes it. Nobody speaks over the person holding the cup.

Listen, he told them. Holt’s line does not fall when you speak. It falls when you speak together. So we will not speak together. I will take the floor, and I will hand it out, one at a time, until the bowl is empty.

Who keeps the order? said the Keeper.

I will, said the Counter, so quickly, and with such an audible lift, that Dorian nearly smiled. I should like that. I will be exact.

I have a condition, said the Fourth.

Of course he had. Say it.

I will wait my turn. I am good at waiting. The voice was mild, reasonable, his own. But I am not last every day. Last is where a man puts what he means not to hear. Once a day, early in the order, you ask me what I can hear, and you listen to the whole answer.

It was the first thing the Fourth had ever asked of him. Dorian turned it over for the length of one spoonful of cold oats.

Once a day, he said at last. Third in the order. And I will not interrupt.

That is all I wanted. A pause, dry as a page turning. You see. It did not hurt.

Mourner, said the Counter, with great ceremony, and counted under his breath.

The Mourner took the floor with a long, grateful, unsteady breath. “Good morning, Aris,” said Dorian, in her low tired voice, and then, because she had been waiting a hundred days to say it, “You have not been sleeping. Eat something yourself.”

Aris laughed and it came out wet.

“Point five eight,” said Holt. “Point five eight.” The Counter said Second, and Second said a single plain sentence about the quiet, and the number held. The Fourth, third, asked for nothing, to Dorian’s surprise, and said only that Osei’s coffee was a crime. The Keeper weighed the oats with the flat of its attention and announced a quantity. The Counter, last, said that the order had been kept without error, and that he would like it known he had enjoyed it.

It was not a conversation. It was five short speeches and a bowl of oats. Dorian ate nine spoonfuls of it badly and spilled four, and nobody said a word about the spills.

“We eat in a ring,” said the case on the floor, as the last bowl scraped. “One speaks and the rest are silent. We had been told that you were many and without order. You have discovered the ring for yourself.” The lamps along its robe turned gold. “We find that we are pleased.”

“Point five seven,” said Holt, and wrote it on the clipboard as if it were a poem.

Dorian looked at the wall.

From the corner it was only a long pale ladder of numbers and strokes. He could not read it from here. But he turned his head to the bottom of the left column, to the underlined line beside ZERO, and thought: Second.

He did not say it aloud. It did not need saying. The Counter called the turn, and the others went still the way a room goes still when someone rises to read, and Second took the floor and the line beside ZERO came into his eyes in a single piece.

SIX OF HIM, Second read, slowly, one word to a breath. FIVE. WHATEVER. HOME.

He sat with it. Beside him Aris had gone still, with the spoon in her hand.

“Point five seven,” said Holt, quietly, to nobody.

It was the first whole sentence he had read in a hundred days. It was one line. There were a hundred and sixteen more, and he would read them the way he had eaten his oats, one voice at a time and badly, and he found that he was already counting how long that would take.

* * *
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Holt let him walk to the end of the corridor and back. It took eleven minutes, because the floor still had opinions, and she followed him the whole way with the monitor and the dog’s lead of its cable, and wrote down point five six at the far end, where the light from the window fell on the rock.

When he came back Aris was at the basin with her sleeves pushed up. She was washing the bowls in the bucket one at a time, with more attention than a bowl needed.

“Aris. Where is the photograph?”

Her hands stopped in the water.

“I moved it,” she said. “Holt left it on your bag, face up, in a draft. I thought somebody ought to keep the coffee off it.” She dried her hands on her sweater and took from the breast pocket of her shirt a square of paper, folded once, soft along the crease. She had carried it flat against her ribs since the night he woke, and had not said so. “Here.”

He unfolded it.

It was overexposed, as it had always been, a small print made from a slate in a dead ship, gold all over, the edges burned white. A woman stood at a kitchen sink with a dish towel sliding off her shoulder and her short dark hair standing up on one side. One hand was raised against the lens. Her mouth was open and her eyes were shut, and in the open mouth, a little crooked, was a chipped front tooth.

He looked at her for a long time. He knew her. He knew her name and her height and the heft of her hand and the sound of her key in a door. He had every fact. He did not know what was funny, and the not knowing was so exact, so thoroughly the shape of the thing removed, that he could have drawn it.

From somewhere behind his breastbone the Mourner hummed, low, a single note with a catch in it every fourth second. A motor on a bad bearing. He knew it as he knew the key in the door, and could not have said why it should be sad.

What was she laughing at? he asked.

I do not know. The Mourner sounded surprised by it. I gave it to the table. I laid it for them, and they ate, and I would do it again. I know that it was kind. I know that you were there. That is all I kept.

The ledger shows it was paid, said the Keeper. It does not show what it was.

“I never knew either,” said Aris. She was watching his face. “I asked her once. She said it was between her and a household appliance.” She tried a smile, and let it go. “You don’t have to know, Dorian. It was hers. It doesn’t stop having happened.”

He folded the photograph along its old crease and put it in his shirt pocket, against his ribs, where she had carried it. Then he put his hand flat over the pocket, and left it there, and said, in one voice, because he had asked the order for one, “Thank you for keeping the coffee off.”

Nobody answered. In the corner, behind his eyes, the Fourth had stopped talking. He had gone quiet in the particular way of a man listening to a room that has not yet made its noise, and when Dorian asked him what he heard, he said, mildly, that it was not yet his turn.

Then boots rang in the passage, running, and Osei came through the door with her shirt creased and her tablet held out in front of her in both hands.

She had not slept. It showed in the set of her mouth, in the pale skin under her eyes, in the way she came three steps into the room and stopped as though she had forgotten what a room was for. She looked at the oats and the monitor and the photograph under Dorian’s hand and said, “I’m sorry. I know what time it is.”

“Osei,” said Holt, rising. “He is at point five seven. He is not to be startled.”

“I’m not startling him. I’m informing him.” Osei drew a breath that shook. “The tone in the wall. It has held one note since the day the lock was due to fail. Twenty seven days, dead level, every hour I’ve looked. I have been calling it a miracle and trying not to touch it.”

“And?” said Dorian.

“At ten to four this morning it moved.” She turned the tablet around. A single line crossed the screen from left to right, flat as a table, and near the right edge it stepped up like a stair. “Nobody touched it. Nothing changed that I can find. It rose by a semitone, overnight, all at once.”
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Osei had switched off the gallery pumps for the third time in two days, and the room was paying for it.

It lay one floor beneath the pod hall, a long steel room with a ceiling he could have touched, where the braid came down through its collar of black alloy and went on into the rock. Nothing in it had been built for comfort. Without the pumps the air thickened and the pipes ticked as they warmed, and the only other sound was the one she had brought him down to hear: a single low note, level as a held breath, coming up through the collar into the soles of his feet.

Holt came down the ramp behind him, pushing the monitor on a hospital cart. Its front wheel squealed. She had given up trailing the cable on the second day and started a column on her clipboard headed HIS LEGS.

“Point six oh at rest,” she said. “Point five eight at the foot of the ramp. You may stand. You may not lean on the collar.”

“I was not going to lean on it.”

“Your weight went to the left. That is what you do before you lean.” She parked the cart against the rail and set the brake with her foot. “Osei. You have the floor. He has the floor after you. Nobody has it at the same time as anybody else.”

Osei did not look up. She had been in the gallery since three in the morning, by the state of her shirt and the three cold cups on the rail, and she had taped a strip of paper along the collar, ruled in pencil, with a column of numbers marching down it in her small square hand.

“It has not stopped,” she said.

“It stepped,” said Dorian.

“It stepped, and then it kept going. On Day One I told you about the step because the step was all I knew.” She turned the slate toward him. “I have taken a reading every hour on the hour since ten to four that morning. Fifty one readings. For twenty seven days before that it sat at one hundred and twenty three point four seven. I could have drawn it with a ruler. At ten to four on Day One it went to one hundred and thirty point eight one, which is a B to a C, one semitone. And since then it climbs. Not fast. This morning at ten to six it read one hundred and thirty three point six five.”

Two point eight four hertz in fifty hours, said the Counter, with the small clean pleasure of a man handed a ledger that already balanced. I make that one point three six a day. I should like to be told what it is a day of.

Speak when the floor is yours, said Dorian, silently, and the Counter subsided with an audible click.

“The gauges are bad,” said Osei, to the slate. “Three tenths of a hertz of noise on every reading, from the pipes and the braid and God knows. So I cannot say it is one point three six. I can say it is that, give or take. And I cannot say what it is doing, because I have run it every way I know. Straight in hertz, it reaches nothing. Curved, it reaches whatever I decide it should.”

“What did you build your lock model on?”

“A string.” She laughed, without any amusement in it. “The wall obeyed that for ninety days and I called it physics. The tension in a string goes with the square of its pitch. Pluck it tighter and it sings higher, and the harder you pull the less it takes to climb.” She stopped. “That was a string, Dorian. This is a wall.”

“What does the collar say?”

She looked at him then. The skin under her eyes was the color of a bruise gone yellow. “The strain gauges. I have them on the same log. The collar tightened when the tone stepped. Twelve point three percent.”

Dorian said nothing for the length of one breath. Then he turned his head, an inch, toward the Counter.

Two, said the Counter, who had been waiting, to the power of one sixth. One point one two two four six. That is twelve point two five percent. A small dry pause. I did not count it. It simply arrived. I find that I like the arrival.

“A semitone is one twelfth of an octave,” Dorian said aloud, in one voice, the Mourner’s, because she lay nearest. “Square the ratio of a semitone and you have a sixth of an octave. Twelve and a quarter percent. You measured twelve and three tenths.” He looked at the strip of paper. “The tone is not a sound the wall makes. It is the wall’s tension, read off as a pitch. Your string was right. It only had the wrong name.”

Osei sat down on an overturned bucket, slowly, as though her knees had been consulted.

“Square them,” Dorian said. “Every reading. Plot the squares against the hours.”

She did it on the slate with her thumb shaking, and he watched fifty one dots arrive in a row, dropped one at a time like a man laying stones. They did not curve. They rose along a line as taut as a wire, with the noise scattered above and below it like grit on a rail.

“Three hundred and sixty one,” Osei said, under her breath. “Hertz squared a day. Dead straight.”

“Point six one,” said Holt, and wrote it down. “Dorian. Sit.”

He sat on the ramp’s bottom edge, and let the monitor take its look at him, and thought: the load on the throat rose in a straight line. Something was pressing on the wall, from below, and it pressed harder every hour by exactly the same amount.

And a straight line goes on forever. That was the trouble with a straight line.

* * *
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“It has to stop,” he said, a minute later, to nobody in particular. “The line. Something it ends against.”

“A ceiling,” said Osei. “A number it can’t pass. I don’t have one. I have a rate and no end, and a rate with no end is a thing you can only be afraid of.” She pushed the heel of her hand against one eye. “If I guess at the ceiling I get any date I like. If I guess low I tell everyone the wall breaks next week. If I guess high I tell them to go to bed.”

I will take the floor, said the Mourner, and took it, and Dorian’s voice came out of him low and tired and not wholly his own. “There is a kettle in every kitchen I ever stood in. You did not have to see it. You could hear how near it was. The note climbed all the time it heated, a little each minute, and you stood at the stove and knew. And the note went up until it was the same note as the whistle. And then it was not a kettle’s song any more, it was the whistle’s, and it shouted.”

Nobody spoke. Holt’s pen had stopped.

“The same note,” said Osei.

“It cannot climb past the thing it is climbing toward,” said Dorian, and took the floor back. “A tone held against a pressure can rise only until it is the pressure’s own pitch. At the same pitch there is nothing left between them. It is one note. Which means the seed is singing something, at a pitch, and the wall is rising to meet it.” The thought was cold and complete. “We need that pitch.”

“You heard it,” said Osei. “At the bottom. You were there.”

“I was. And I can’t use a hertz of it,” said Dorian, and let it sit there, unexplained, until Second asked for him.

Why not? said Second, plain and young, with its pause after each word.

“Because everything I heard down there, I heard on the stack’s clock.” He spoke slowly, so that he would hear his own reasoning. “Near the seed the clock runs a hundred times off. Pitch is a count of beats per second. Change the second and you change every pitch. Aris came down the line a hundred times too fast and I had to bend my ears seven octaves to read her. Whatever the note was in there, it has no hertz out here.” He shook his head. “I need a note that came up the line. In outside time. Written down by someone who did not know what it was.”

That is my turn, said the Fourth.

It was the third of the order, by the Counter’s reckoning, and the Fourth had waited in his place on the stairs and all the way down the ramp without a word, as agreed. Dorian felt him there at the back of the head, courteous as a man holding a door.

Say it, Dorian told him. What do you hear?

That tone, as you do. The voice was mild, reasonable and his own. And one more beneath it that you cannot, because you are not listening from where I stood. The note it is climbing toward. I could give you the number, Dorian. Not in your clock, but the ratio between that note and this one, to a cent. It would take a minute.

Would it be true?

Every word.

He did not doubt it. That was the difficulty. And if I asked you, said Dorian slowly, I would have a date this morning, and nothing in it I had checked.

Yes.

Then I will not ask. He felt the refusal go through the five of them like a held note. Keep it. I will find it on paper, from someone who had no reason to lie to me.

A pause. You see, said the Fourth. It did not hurt either of us. I would have thought less of you otherwise.

“Dorian,” said Holt, who could not have heard any of it. “That was a long silence. You are at point five four.”

“I have been thinking. Listen. When Aris reached me at the rim, she said the cap was humming. Tamarin had tuned the sweep generator to my key and Tavei had needed four tries.” He turned. “Holt. Did you write down what the cap line carried?”

Holt looked at him for a long moment and said nothing at all. Then she lifted the clipboard, flipped back past more pages than a clipboard should have held, and read in a voice so flat it could have been laid under a floor.

“Day thirty four, two oh five. Cap line carrying a steady tone, unexplained. Tamarin’s tuner reads one hundred and ninety six point zero hertz, plus or minus four tenths. Cap temperature down two degrees. Not ours.” She looked up. “I underlined unexplained. Twice. I thought the cap was singing for its supper.”

Day thirty four, two oh five, said the Keeper, with the faint dry satisfaction of a drawer closing on the right paper. Entered.

One hundred and ninety six. A G. Not the pitch the seed made in its own time, which was gone, but the pitch that had leaked up a braid into a woman’s cap, in the world’s own seconds, in the one stretch of a hundred days when Dorian had been sitting at the rim with his back against its seam.

“The wall is at one thirty three point six five,” he said, quietly. “The seed is at one ninety six. The load is the square of each. Osei, if you please.”

* * *
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It took her seven minutes. He did not help, because there was nothing to help with; the sum was a short one, and what took the time was her fighting it. She laid the squares side by side. Thirty eight thousand four hundred and sixteen for the seed. Seventeen thousand eight hundred and sixty two for the wall, this morning. She took one from the other with her lips moving and divided by three hundred and sixty one, and her whole body stopped.

“Fifty seven,” she said. “Fifty seven days. From ten to six this morning.” She was counting on her fingers, which he had never seen her do. “That puts the unison a little before dawn on Day Sixty.”

“Give or take,” said Holt.

“Three days. My noise is three tenths of a hertz, and the error on his hum is four tenths. It could be fifty seven. It could be sixty three.” Osei laughed again, and this time something real had got into it. “Straight in hertz, Dorian, I’d have told you forty nine. I would have told the whole station to be ready by Day forty nine, and I would have been eleven days wrong, and half of them would have gone to bed on the fiftieth.”

I make it fifty six days, twenty two hours and four minutes, said the Counter, with great humility, when the floor was his. I did not need to. I only wished it understood that I had arrived at it independently.

It will do, said the Keeper, on top of the Counter’s last word.

Second spoke across both of them, plain and young, with its usual pause between the words. Sixty. It is a number
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