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​​Prologue
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Tavei had known the star for ten thousand years, and it took four seconds to lose it.

The Witness stood at the long window of the watch ring with the rest of the watch, eleven bodies that spoke as one voice when the work required it and as eleven when it did not. Beyond the glass the star hung where it had always hung, a yellow white coin, steady as a well kept lamp. Beneath the ring the world it warmed turned through its slow day. The sunlit side was green at the edges. Across the dark side ran the bright threads of cities, four hundred million people of them, some asleep and some making supper.

Nobody had looked away from the star in eleven days. The reserve gauges had fallen on a schedule the Collective’s mathematicians published in the first year, to the decimal, and the schedule had been right. A thing that is right about its own death is owed some attention.

“Light in nine seconds,” said the eldest of the watch. It was a courtesy. What reached the ring had left the star eight minutes earlier, so the end they were about to see had already happened, and everyone aboard knew it.

“We have it,” Tavei said. We, always. The translator carried the word out in the pressure and light of the ring’s old speech, and the watch heard what they had heard for ten thousand years, one patient voice with ten others underneath it. “Count for us.”

They counted.

At four, the coin was the same coin.

At three, a thin edge came off it, the way frost comes off a window when a hand is laid on the glass.

At two the yellow went to orange, and the orange to the dull red of a stove an hour after supper. At one it was a smudge. At zero there was a black circle among the stars, ringed with a faint haze of its own dust, and the window held nothing but the other lights, which had never mattered to anyone.

No one aboard made a sound.

Below, the world did not die that night. Worlds are slow. The oceans would take ninety days to skin over and the air four hundred to fall as snow, and its people had been told for eleven years that the day was coming. They had spent the eleven years building ships for one in a hundred of the living, and they had drawn lots for the berths, and the lots were honest, which was the worst of it.

Then the dark side of the world did something no schedule had predicted. The cities stayed lit. Every one. As the sunlit side lost its sun, the bright threads across the night held, and Tavei understood that four hundred million people were standing at windows and had agreed, without anyone proposing it, to leave the lamps on.

Tavei did the sum. It had done the sum twice before, for two other worlds. Three stars in thirty years, each paid down to nothing by a hand that never learned its name. The Collective had traced the draw to a door in a corner of the sky, a door that had stood shut for an age and had opened again within the lifetime of a single young species. That species was using it. The stars were paying for the use. The young species did not know.

The arithmetic left no room. Close the door, and the stars stop falling. Leave it open, and the next star goes in a season, or a decade. The Collective had a way to close it. It had sworn, after the second fall, never to use it unasked, because closing the door would take everything behind the door with it, and the beings behind it had done the Collective no harm. The oath had held through two worlds. Tavei turned it over now and found it worn thin in the middle, like a stair that many feet have climbed.

“We will cross,” Tavei said.

“They will not listen,” said the eldest.

“We will not tell them. We will ask.”

“Then we will be refused.”

“Yes.” The word came out of the translator without weather in it. “We have been told so.”

It had been told a year ago, when the Collective first turned its listening toward the door. Something in the dark behind it had answered, a voice that was not a voice, a chord of four notes with a fifth beneath them that was not a sound, and in the middle of the chord it had given them a single human name and a single human prediction. Of all the young species that used the door, one man could close it. He would be asked. He would say no.

It had not said so as a warning. It had said it as a kindness, the way one tells a friend the weather before a long walk.

Tavei had never in ten thousand years felt tired in a body. It felt tired now, in all eleven.

The Witness turned from the window and said the name aloud, once, in the old speech, as one tests ice before putting weight on it.

“Dorian Veyne.”
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​​Chapter One
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The null had moved again.

Dorian wrote the new figure under the old one and looked at the pair of them longer than the arithmetic needed. 394.62 hertz this morning. 394.58 yesterday. Four hundredths in a day, when a month ago it had been one.

He sat on an upturned coolant drum in the crew spine of the Long Credit with a copper braid wound three times around his head and a battery the size of a loaf of bread humming at his knee. The braid ran to Tamarin’s sweep generator, a gray box with one dial, and the dial was set to crawl. Thirty seconds for each hertz, climbing from 360, while the quarter tone of quiet at the back of his thoughts leaned one way and then, as the sweep rose, the other. At the point where the pressure went level he stopped the dial and read it. That was the null. He had taken the reading every morning for three hundred and thirty one mornings, and for the first two hundred of them it had sat at 391.0 as steady as a table.

It had no business moving. His own frequency was gone, spent into the gate at the throat, and what he felt at the cut was only the lean of the thing on the far side of the wall. If the null drifted, the lean was changing. If the lean was changing, the wall that held it back was changing too, and the wall was a woman who had once told him the color of her water and could not afterward remember it.

Four hundredths, he thought. Xylos did not answer. A wall does not speak, she had told him at the end, but it is not deaf. He had said good morning to her every day for a year, aloud, in an empty room, and had found the habit harder to keep than the measurements.

The Long Credit had been an ice hauler once, a kilometer of ribbed tank with a crew spine no longer than a tram, built to drag frozen water from the outer rocks to the habitats that drank it. The Kettle’s worst outburst of the decade had split her fourth tank and her owners had walked off her within the week. She hung now in the Kettle’s field with her engines cold and a hundred thousand tonnes of dirty ice still in her other tanks, and the ice was why he had chosen her. Ice swallows heat. To anything searching with a thermal eye she was one more lump of frozen rock, and the little warmth Dorian made, forty watts of heater and one man at a hundred, went into the tanks and stayed there.

It was four degrees in the spine. He wore two of Lantern’s gray sweaters, one over the other, and fingerless gloves that Teo had knitted and sealed into a supply drop in the spring, with a note that said apologies for the color. The color was orange. He had not taken them off since.

He told the time by the Kettle. Outside the shuttered port the rock erupted every three hours and eight minutes, and at the peak of each outburst the field went white and the haulers’ hulls ticked as they warmed. The last peak had been 06:34. He had the next on the sheet.

The sheet was pinned over the bench where the generator sat, the same page he had carried out of Lantern, soft now at the folds. Across its top, in his own capitals, ran one word, YEARS, and under it a column of numbers pencilled over the months in a hand that got smaller as it went down. 5.7. 4.9. 4.0. 3.1. 2.4. 1.6. Each figure was his own estimate, fitted to the drift of the null and carried forward on a curve he trusted less each time he drew it. The last was 1.6, written in June.

He had not written one since.

He knew why. The drift had stopped behaving like a curve. A thing that wears out gradually can be extrapolated. A thing that is being worn out on purpose by a hand that keeps turning the dial cannot, and the only honest thing the null had told him in the last month was that someone had turned the dial.

He took off the braid. The quiet at the back of his head, which the sweep always dulled, came back in full, patient and tilted, a lean from the bearing of the node as constant as a draft under a door. He had stopped trying to describe it to himself. It was where the key had been.

His hand was still on the sheet when the tracker chimed.

KITE sat in the Long Credit’s number one bay, cold, with her skid tied to the deck, and Dorian had run a lead from her passive star tracker to a cracked screen on the bench so that he could see the sky without lighting anything. The tracker did not chime for stars. It chimed for variable sources, and the one it had flagged now sat low in the field, between two tumbling rocks, a faint point of light going on and off.

Seven short. One long. A pause of nine seconds.

He did not move. He had read that cadence once, from a shuttle in the dark, with the air gauge at 38:20 and a cutter ahead of him on the road.

The point went on flashing, and after a time the pattern changed. He wrote it down as it came, letter by letter, on the back of the sheet.

KITE. LANTERN. COME IN DARK.

* * *
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Osei came across the last of the field on a tether line with her visor up, which was either confidence or a message. Dorian waited at the inner door of the lock with his hand on the wheel and the sweep generator humming on the bench behind him. When the outer door cycled and she stepped into the spine, the first thing she did was look at the orange gloves.

“Teo will be insufferable,” she said.

“Hello, Osei.”

“You have lost weight, you smell like a hull, and you have been difficult to find.” She unclipped a flat case from her chest. Her face under the helmet liner was gray with fatigue, and she had the tablet out before the lock had finished pressurizing. “I’ll give you the greeting you’re owed later. I haven’t got the time. Is this room clean?”

“The sweep is running. Anything that leans on me finds a moving target.” He nodded at the bench. “Nothing has touched the hull in nine days.”

“Nine days.” Her mouth moved. “You count.”

“It’s what I’m for.”

She handed him a folded page before she did anything else. It was lined paper, written on both sides in a hand that sloped like someone typing too fast, and he knew whose it was before he opened it.

Come in or I will come out there and drag you in by the ear. I mean it, I’ve got the Moth and Tamarin owes me a favor. It has been a year, you stubborn, brilliant, impossible man, and Lena would have had you at dinner by now with the good plates. Eat something. Sleep somewhere that isn’t ice. Listen to Osei. She is always right, it’s maddening, and she has brought you a sandwich. A.

P.S. Teo says the gloves are a size too small. Take it up with Teo.

“There is a sandwich,” said Osei.

“There is always a sandwich.”

She sat on a drum, took off her helmet and propped the tablet on her knee. “Don’t eat it yet. Look at this first.”

A line crossed the screen from left to right, a year long. It sat flat for the first four months, at 540. It climbed to 700 and lay there. It climbed again, to 950, and ran along that shelf through the spring and the summer. Then, a little more than a month ago, it went almost straight up.

1,900.

Dorian looked at the last step for a long time. He had known it was coming. He had not known the size.

“This is the throat feed,” said Osei. “Release rate, minds per second. The Authority doesn’t publish it. Anand pulled it before she resigned, and a friend in the Archive has been sending me a thread of it every week since.”

“They doubled it,” he said.

“Thirty one days ago. Yes.” She frowned. “How did you know?”

“I didn’t know. I measured.” He turned the sheet on the bench toward her. “A month ago the null moved one hundredth of a hertz a day. This morning it moved four. The wear on the wall goes with the square of the rate, so a fourfold jump in wear is a doubling of the rate. I have spent thirty days looking for a reason kinder than that one.”

“You read it off your own head.”

“Off the wall. Yes.”

“That is either extremely clever or extremely unhealthy.”

“It’s both. What is the number?”

She did not answer at once. She touched the screen, and a woman’s voice came out of the tablet’s small speaker, low, unhurried and entirely without heat.

“Citizens, the managed schedule is operating within its technical envelope. I am asked daily whether the present pace is wise. I answer that it is necessary, that the Authority’s engineers have reviewed it, and that I have read their reviews. We do not move because we are comfortable. We move because fifty billion people cannot be moved any other way. I ask for your patience. I do not ask for your gratitude.”

Osei stopped it.

“Chair Renata Voss,” she said. “Last night, on every channel.”

“She doesn’t sound like Marrow.”

“No. Marrow believed. Voss manages.” Osei’s voice was flat. “Marrow lay awake over the thirty thousand a day. I don’t think Voss lies awake over anything. In a year she has not once said she was sorry, and not once said she was certain. She says within the envelope, and people find it restful.”

“And the envelope?”

“Ours.” She pulled the tablet back onto her knee. “I built the model from Anand’s feed and your own notes from Lantern. Your lock was designed for four hundred minds a second. The Council took it to five forty and called it prudent. The Authority is now running it at nineteen hundred, nearly five times the design. A wall holding a press is not a steel plate, Dorian. It is a mind, and a mind wears by the square of the load, the way you said. Xylos had about five point seven years at five forty. We have spent most of that in twelve months.”

She turned the screen so that he could see the last line of it, a single figure in a box.

90 DAYS. PLUS OR MINUS 12.

“That is the lock failing,” she said. “After that, the press comes through the throat.”

He did not say anything. He took the pencil from behind his ear and did the sum on the back of Aris’s letter, because his hands wanted something to do. Her budget, his drift, the square of the rate. The null had moved three point six two hertz since the spring, and the wear that had moved it was a fraction of a total he could now fix from her number. The sum came out at eighty eight.

“Eighty eight,” he said. “From the null. You have ninety.”

“The difference is inside the band.”

“Yes.” He set the pencil down. “Two clocks that agree are a great deal worse than one that doesn’t.”

Osei almost smiled and did not.

* * *
[image: ]


When she had gone to the lock to check her tether, he stood alone at the bench with the sheet.

The column of pencilled years climbed the page above his head. 5.7. 4.9. 4.0. He had kept it for a year, one number each month, and it had been a kind of company. A man who writes years at the top of a page is allowed to behave as if he has them. He had known, without saying so, that the column was a way of not looking at the null, and that the null was a way of not looking at the wall, and that the wall was a woman.

He took the pencil, drew a line through YEARS, and wrote above it, in the same small capitals, DAY 90.

It looked wrong. It looked like a word on a stranger’s page.

Xylos, he said aloud, in the cold and the hum, as he had said it every morning. “It’s ninety days. Osei has the model and I have the null, and they agree. I’m sorry. I thought I had longer.”

The quiet at the back of his head leaned and held, patient and tilted, a lean from the bearing of the node. Nothing answered. He had not expected it to. But he stood a minute longer with his gloved hand flat against the sheet, as if there were something under the paper that could be told.

Behind him Osei said, “Aris wants you at Lantern.”

“The Authority has an order for my custody.”

“They have had it for a year. The Halcyon’s cutters have been sweeping this field since March.” She had come back without a sound and stood with her helmet under her arm. “You are still here. You are good at this, and it has also not worked, because we are going to run out of field.” She hesitated. “There is more. I don’t think you will like it.”

“Is there a version where I would?”

“No.”

Before she could go on, the hull rang.

* * *
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It was not a loud sound. Three knocks, evenly spaced, from the outside of the lock, a gloved fist on a steel door. Nothing had touched the Long Credit’s hull in nine days, and the sound ran down the spine like a dropped wrench.

What color the cold had left in Osei’s face went out of it. “I came alone.”

“I know.”

“I came dark. I changed course four times in the field. I came in on the Kettle’s shadow side, I never lit the engine, I flashed you from a rock and waited eleven minutes before I came across.”

“Osei.” He had already moved. The cracked screen over the bench showed the outer lock ring through the cable camera he had run the second week, a fisheye view, grainy, lit by the last pale smear of the Kettle’s afterglow. A small craft clung to the ring by a magnetic line. It was gray, unmarked and about the size of KITE, and its running lights were off. There was a man standing on the ring beside it with one gloved hand raised to knock again and the other held out from his body, empty, palm up, the way a man shows a dog his hand.

Dorian studied the hand. Nothing in it, and nothing hidden in the way the arm hung.

The signal pistol was in the padded bag under the bench with the three black cores. He did not go to it. He stood where he was and made himself do the work in order.

A man who finds a hidden hull in a field of a thousand rocks has done one of two things. He followed someone, or he knew. Dorian turned the first over, and it did not hold. The craft had no heat plume. Osei, who flew like a woman reading a manual, could not have been followed by something that quiet through a field that crowded, and she had spent four course changes to prove it. That left the other thing.

“Nine days,” he said. “Nothing on the hull. You arrive, and inside the hour a second craft is at my lock. If he had followed you, he would have docked behind you, not beside you after you were inside.” He took a breath. “He wasn’t behind you. He was already here. He has been somewhere in the field, waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For someone to come and make the hull worth looking at.”

He watched her take it in. It reached her face in stages, as the mathematics always did, and the last stage was the one he had been trying not to reach himself. If the Authority had known where the Long Credit hung, it had known for weeks, or months. It had a year of cutters. It had a custody order with his name on it and a Halcyon that swept the field every season. A hunter with that much patience and that much reach did not send one man to knock politely on a door.

“Then why only one?” Osei said.

“I don’t know.” He did not like it. It was the kind of question that has a pleasant answer and an unpleasant one, and he could not tell which of them was standing on his lock. “Help me with the sweep.”

She did not ask why. She crossed to the bench and steadied the battery while he reset the dial to its noise setting, a random hop across the whole band, eighty hertz of it, that would give a hunter nothing to lean on. He wound the braid back over his head. The quiet in his hands, in his skull, rocked and went dull. Somewhere in the stern of the hull the ice ticked as the cold came in.

“He might not be alone in the field,” said Osei.

“No.”

“You can’t open that door.”

“Not yet.”

The man on the ring knocked a third time, and then, instead of knocking a fourth, he did something Dorian had not expected. He lowered his raised hand and laid it flat against the outer door of the lock, as one lays a hand on a sleeping animal, and waited. In the fisheye picture he was a short pale figure in a gray pressure suit that did not fit him, with the visor lit from inside and a face behind it that Dorian knew, and the knowing took a moment to arrive.

A man of about fifty, pressed even in a hardsuit. A man who had sat down on the rim of a pod in a hall of white lamps with his tablet in another man’s hand, and had said, in a voice with nothing left in it, that he had never once seen the ring fall.

The speaker over the lock crackled. The hull intercom had not been used in eleven months, and the voice came through it with the dry hiss of a thing that had been waiting.

“Dr. Veyne.” It was level and careful, and it had the faintest tremor in it that a man in his position would have worked hard to take out. “My name is Teague. I was Deputy Director of the Continuity Office until two days ago. I’m alone, I’m unarmed, and I have come a long way to ask you a question.” A pause, and a breath that the microphone made too loud. “Please. I’d like to come in.”
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“

Hands on the glass,” said Dorian. “Both of them, flat, where I can see the fingers.”

Through the viewport in the inner door Teague laid his gloves against the pane. The lock chamber was a steel closet two meters deep, with a bench along one wall and a pass through drawer let into the other, and he stood in the middle of it the way a man stands on a platform when the train is late. Dorian had cycled him in at 09:02 and had not opened the inner door. A wheel and a bar held it. Osei had thrown the bar herself, with more force than the bar required.

“Thank you,” Teague said over the intercom. He sounded as if he meant it. “I would have asked for the same.”

“You haven’t been asked for anything yet.”

“No.” His visor was up, and the face behind it was gray and creased, like a shirt that has spent a season in a drawer. Fifty, perhaps. Thin hair combed flat. He had put on a hardsuit without ever having learned to wear one, and it hung from him in the wrong places. His eyes went over the copper braid wound around Dorian’s head and stayed there. “That is Tamarin’s design. We never worked out how it fooled the lamps.”

“We.”

“The Continuity Office. The Authority, since the charter.” He did not look away. “I will not pretend I am anything else. I have sat in rooms where your name was used as a unit of work.”

Osei made a small sound. Dorian did not turn his head.

“Here is my difficulty,” he said. “A man who finds a hidden hull in this field has done one of two things. He followed someone or he was told where to look. You were here before Osei, and nobody told you. So you worked it out, and a man who can work it out is a man the Authority has built a great deal of machinery around. I am going to ask for something nobody could know unless he had done it, and then I am going to wait for a person I trust to tell me whether you were right.”

“That is sensible,” said Teague. “I was going to suggest it.”

“Say what you wrote.”

Teague did not ask what he meant. Something moved in his face, and went out of it.

“The photometry pipeline, stage four. A rule named BASELINE_DRIFT, tolerance two thousandths of a magnitude a year. Above the rule there is a comment in my own hand. Temporary. Review in Q2.” He drew a breath that the microphone caught. “I never reviewed it. I have read that line most mornings since.”

Osei had already pulled the tablet onto her knee. She scrolled for a few seconds. “It’s there,” she said, not looking up. “Word for word. But the pipeline mirror is open to anyone with Archive access. A man could read that comment without having written it.”

“Yes,” said Teague. “The author field is not open. It sits in the commit log, under the Continuity Office’s own seal. It carries my login.” He turned his gloved hands over against the glass, palms outward, as he might have shown a clerk his papers. “You have someone in the Archive. Ask her to read it.”

Osei looked at Dorian. “Marit,” she said. “She can pull a log without leaving a trace. She comes on at three in the morning, our time.”

“Seven hours.”

“A little less. The relay adds twenty minutes each way.”

“Then send it,” said Dorian.

She did, from her skiff’s beam, a short message that Dorian did not read over her shoulder. When she came back, she sat on a drum with her arms folded and her eyes on the inner door, and did not look at either of them again for some time.

The rules were simple, and he stated them. The inner door stayed shut. The suit stayed on. The intercom stayed open, and if the man in the lock said one word to anything that was not in the room, the outer door would open on the field and the Kettle’s glare, and Dorian would not be sorry. Teague agreed to each in turn without argument. He asked for only one thing, which was whether his air would hold. He had eleven hours in the suit, and the lock had a vent, and Dorian said that would do.

At noon Dorian put a water pouch in the pass through drawer and turned it over with a clunk like a safe. Teague took it and held it in both hands before he drank.

“Thank you,” he said again, and seemed to hear himself, and stopped.

Dorian sat down on the floor with his back to the inner door, the braid still on his head, and listened to the ice tick in the tanks.

“You said you had one,” he said. “A question.”

“I have several.” Teague’s voice came through the door as well as the speaker, thin and level. “Mine can wait until yours are answered. I think it will be easier for you to hear them in the right order.”

* * *
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By the time the Kettle’s outburst of 19:06 had come and gone, Osei had eaten one half of the sandwich she had brought for Dorian, and Dorian had put the other half aside without being able to say why, and the man in the lock had told him a name.

“Reliquary,” said Teague. “That is what the Authority calls it. The Continuity Office chose the word. I thought it was a joke when I first saw it on a requisition. A reliquary is where you keep the pieces of someone.”

“Of me.”

“Of you. Yes.”

The voice on the intercom had lost some of its dryness in ten hours. Teague sat on the bench in the lock with his visor up and his gloves folded in his lap, and he spoke without looking at the viewport, the way a man gives evidence to a wall because the faces behind it are harder. Dorian had turned off the lamp on his own side and sat in the dark to listen.

“You know what the gate is,” Teague said. “You built it. It is keyed to your frequency, the thing you gave it at the throat. It listens for that frequency, and it does one other thing nobody planned. When a piece of you lies within its reach, anywhere in the stack, the gate rings back a faint copy of the note. We call each ring a mark.”

“The stack.”

“The engineers’ word for the sink. Newer arrivals near the top, older underneath. I don’t understand why, and I have stopped asking.” A pause. “There are three marks. The first lies about two hundred and ten layers down. The second at nine hundred and sixty, near enough. The third is deep, around four thousand one hundred, and the instruments are not sure of it. Everything we say about depth is a guess with a number on it.”

Three.

Dorian kept his hands on his knees. He had known there were pieces. The remnant at the throat had told him so, in his own voice with the dryness taken out, and had said that some of the others had gone where the current took them. He had not known that anyone but himself could count them.

“Three,” he said. “Not more.”

“The instruments hear three. I would not bet my life they are all there is.” Teague’s voice dropped. “I am betting it anyway, as you see.”

“And when you have found them?”

“Then we take you.”

He said it flatly, the way a man says the name of a disease. Osei had stopped moving on her drum.

“Voss would prefer it done without force. She offered you a chair and a title, and you refused, and she wrote the refusal down. But she has a number, and the number is eighty one days. It is her own model for the lock.” His breath caught and steadied. “The plan is a seat. A reference at the throat, complete and willing or complete and not. A whole mind would hold the gate ten times as long as the woman in the wall can. The three marks are the missing thirty nine percent of you.”

“They mean to put me back together,” said Dorian. “And sit me on the throne.”

“They use the word harvest in the margins of the annex. I do not think the engineers meant it unkindly. It is what a technician writes when he has no other word.” Teague stopped. When he spoke again the dryness was gone entirely. “Pod One has been rebuilt. I saw it three weeks ago. New cradle, new restraints, a lid that locks from the outside. There is a plate on the footboard where the name goes. They did not put a name. They put a date. Day zero. It is the date their model gives for the lock.”

The ice ticked in the tanks.

“Does she know it will damage me?” said Dorian.

“I asked her.” Teague said it so quietly that the speaker hardly carried it. “Three weeks ago, in her office, with the annex open on the desk. I asked whether the man in the chair would be damaged. She looked at me with great patience and asked what I meant by damaged. I told her. She said the Authority would take every reasonable precaution. She said, within the envelope.” A short, cracked sound that was not a laugh. “I put my hand on the desk to keep it still. She noticed. She said nothing at all. That is when I knew I was going to come and find you.”

“You wrote the filter,” said Osei. It was the first thing she had said in an hour, and she said it without heat. “And rule seven. You kept the throat feed from the Council and from Marrow.”

“Yes. All of it.” Teague bent forward, elbows on his knees, and the hardsuit creaked. “I do not ask you to forgive me. I was frightened of a panic, and I told myself it was arithmetic, and for a year I hid a ring that was climbing. I read it every morning. I have never once seen it fall.”

“You said you had a question,” said Dorian.

For a long time there was nothing from the other side of the door.

“Does she hear?” said Teague.

“Who?”

“The keeper. The woman in the wall.” He did not say her name; he perhaps did not have it. “Voss says it is a mechanism. A standing wave, a reference, nothing that hears. I have stood at that throat every morning for a year and said good morning to it, because I did not know what else to say. I wanted to ask whether I have been talking to the stone.”

Dorian shut his eyes.

He had said it every morning too, aloud, in a cold room, to the same wall. He had never thought of anyone else doing it. The idea went through him like a splinter, small and bright and out of proportion to its size, and for a moment he could not tell whether what he felt was grief or something close to jealousy.

“A wall does not speak,” he said. “She told me that at the end. But it is not deaf.”

“Then she heard.”

“She hears everything said to the channel. I don’t know how much of it she can answer, or if she can.” His own voice sounded strange to him. “She was a person, Teague. She is a person. She told me the color of the water where she was made, and then she gave it away to save a boy’s life, and she did not complain. I would like you to remember that the next time you stand at her throat.”

“I will.” It was barely audible. “I will remember.”

“What did you say to her? After the good morning.”

“That I was sorry.” A pause. “I said it every day. I thought it was a thing one ought to say to a lock before one leans on it.”

Dorian laughed once, a short dry breath, because there was nothing else to do with it, and put his head back against the cold door.

When he could, he said, “The drawer.”

He heard the man in the lock move. A hand fumbled at the pass through, and the drawer rattled and turned. Dorian reached across and opened his own side, and found a small hard rectangle in the tray, still warm from a suit pocket. A data card, in a sleeve of clear plastic.

“The throat monitor for a year, and the Reliquary receiver logs. The annex, with the plate. The staffing order for the cutters.” Teague’s voice came thinly through the steel. “Everything I took with me. I have not copied it anywhere. If I am a lamp, Dr. Veyne, I am the stupidest one the Authority ever built.”

* * *
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Osei read the card on her tablet, in the dark, with the screen turned down. Dorian sat with his back against the door and let her. Now and then she said a number aloud, and he wrote it on the back of Aris’s letter, and neither of them said anything about what the numbers added up to.

At a quarter past one he put the pencil down.

“How did you find me?”

On the other side of the steel Teague shifted. “I would rather you worked it out.”

“That is an Authority thing to say.”

“It is not meant as one. It is that you will believe it more.” A pause. “Tell me what you do at the same hour every morning.”

Dorian did not move. He felt Osei’s eyes come up from the tablet and rest on him.

He had spent three hundred and thirty one mornings doing one thing at the same time. He had taken the braid off the drawer at twenty past seven, wound it round his head, set the dial to crawl, and let the sweep climb from 360 to 440 at thirty seconds a hertz. Eighty hertz at thirty seconds each. Forty minutes.

Forty minutes of a slow clean note, rising through the band, at the same hour, from the same hull.

“The sweep,” he said.

“The keyhole rings for forty minutes at the same hour every morning,” said Teague. “A slow note, climbing. It is not your frequency. It is the thing the gate hears when your frequency goes looking for its own edge. We heard it in the first week. A bearing from the node, nothing more. A line, with no range on it. You could have been a hundred thousand kilometers from the lamp or a million.” He swallowed. “A bearing without a range is a light in fog.”

“Then Calder put out a second receiver,” said Osei, slowly.

“In March. The Halcyon, a hundred thousand kilometers off the node’s line. Two lines make a point. The point is only good if the note holds still, and for most of a year it did not, because Dr. Veyne is a careful man and moved his hull every two weeks or so. It takes ten mornings from one place to close the range. Ten sweeps, ten drifts, a long thin triangle.” Teague’s voice had gone flat. “You have been aboard this hull for ten. Yesterday morning, at about seven, it closed.”

Dorian sat quite still.

It was a clean piece of work. He could find nothing to correct in it, and that was the cruelty of it. He had moved from hull to hull for a year because a moving target cannot be fixed. Then, three weeks ago, the null had begun to run, and he had stayed, because a man who is afraid for someone does not leave the one place where he can hear how she is. He had been proud, God help him, of how regular it was.

He had built a lighthouse and lit it every morning for forty minutes.

“Dorian,” Osei said quietly.

“It’s all right.”

It was not. He pulled the sheet off his knee and looked at the figure at the top, DAY 90, and then at the sweep generator on the bench, a gray box with
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