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Chapter 1
The Asking
The tide turned under the Searcher’s keel at slack water, and Wren felt the moment the river let go of the boat and the sea took her instead.
It was a small thing, that handover, but she had learned to feel it as other people felt the hour growing late: a slackening, a held breath in the rigging, the water going glassy and undecided before it chose its direction. She brought the helm over a touch and let the last of the flood carry her in towards the stilt-hamlet. Late summer light lay flat and gold along the Severn shore, and the smell of woodsmoke and drying fish came out across the water to meet her before anything else did.
She read the harbour before she let it read her.
A scout did this without thinking, the way a sailor counted seas. There were nets hung to mend on the seaward rail of the long jetty, and they were mended a particular way: doubled at the corners, the mesh drawn tight in the close diamond that meant they fished the gut for shrimp and small flatfish, not the deeper water. Frugal work. Patient work. The work of people who had decided to stay exactly where they were and make it enough. And there were three fires sending up their thin grey ropes of smoke, three only, from a settlement built for six. She could see where the other hearths had been: platforms gone soft and sagging on their stilts, willow frames silvered and unmended, the roofs fallen in like the chests of old men.
The hamlet itself stood up out of the salt-meadow on legs of salvaged timber and grey-weathered stilt, as these places did all along the levels, lifting their floors clear of the spring tides that came over the grass twice a month and turned the whole green flat to a sheet of moving silver. She could read the high-water marks on the legs, dark bands of weed and silt that told her where the worst springs reached, and the platforms had been set a careful hand’s-breadth above the highest of them. People who knew their water. The walkways between the platforms were a patchwork of board and lashed reed, mended and re-mended, and the drying racks along the south rail were heavy with split fish going leather-brown in the sun, and with bunches of something grey-green she took for samphire or the meadow herbs they salted down against the winter. Everything mended. Nothing new. A place doing the arithmetic of its own dwindling, and not, by the look of it, winning.
Fewer mouths than there had been. Fewer hands. She had seen a dozen like it, and she knew the shape of the sum without being told: an old hearth that died, a young pair who took their boat and went where the trade still called, a hard winter that thinned the rest. The sea did not have to be cruel to empty a place. It only had to be patient, and let the people do the leaving themselves.
She took the Searcher in slow under reefed sail, hands easy on the sheet, giving them every chance to watch her come. A lone sail wanting to be seen. That was the whole trick of it, and it had stopped working long ago, but she did it anyway because the alternative was worse.
They watched her with folded arms.
Half a dozen of them had drifted down to the end of the jetty by the time she came alongside, and not one of them moved to take her line. She stepped up onto the boards herself and made the Searcher fast to a salvaged iron cleat, green with age, and straightened, and let them look. A grey-headed woman at the front, a fish-knife still in her hand. A man behind her with a child against his leg. The rest hanging back where the smoke was, near enough to hear, far enough to be no part of it.
“Slack water’s a good time to come in,” the grey woman said. Not a welcome. A test of whether she knew it.
“Best time there is, on a making tide,” Wren said. “I’ll not crowd your jetty long.”
Something in the woman’s shoulders came down a fraction. Wren gave her name then, as it was done. Name, then trade, then the question. The asking ritual, worn into her these last weeks until the words came out smooth as river stones.
“Wren,” she said. “Out of Havenswell, east across the water. I trade a little and I carry medicine, and I’m looking for someone.” She let that sit a moment, as Gull had taught her, never rushing the last part. “An engineer. A woman. She’d have come through these waters travelling, on her own, some years back. Seven years, near enough. Tall. She’d have asked questions, same as me.”
The grey woman’s face did not change, which was its own kind of answer.
The child, though. The child had stopped looking at Wren’s face entirely and was staring up at her hat, at the long grey gull feather tucked into the band, lifting and settling in the small wind off the water. Wren had worn it so long she forgot it was there until a child found it. It marked her. In every harbour along this coast somebody remembered the woman with the feather in her hat, even when they remembered nothing else, even when they would tell her nothing.
The mother reached down and pulled the child against her hip and turned its face away, gently, as you turn a child from a thing best not stared at.
“Seven years,” the grey woman said. Her eyes went past Wren to the open water, slow. “We don’t get many through. Fewer now than then.” She glanced back at the sagging platforms as if Wren might not have noticed them. “And I don’t keep what I don’t need to keep. A face from seven years back.” She lifted one shoulder. “No. I’m sorry, love.”
It was said kindly. They were nearly always kind. That was the part that wore at her, the patient courtesy of it: they would feed her and trade with her and wish her well and tell her nothing, because there was nothing in them to tell.
“I understand,” Wren said, and meant it.
She traded anyway. It would have been an insult not to, and besides, she had a charge to keep. She brought up Moss’s chest and opened it on the boards, and the grey woman crouched to look, and her caution thawed into the plain interest of someone who knew what she was looking at. She knew her medicines, this one. Her finger went straight past the things a fool would have reached for, the bright pots, and stopped over the willowbark and the salve.
“For the hands,” Wren said. “Moss makes it. Our healer. Tallow and comfrey and a bit of beeswax, mostly. Good for the cracks you get hauling cold rope all winter.”
“I know what comfrey’s for.” But she said it without edge, one craftswoman correcting another, and her hand was already closing on the pot. “We’ve a woman here whose knuckles split to the bone come the new year. Nothing holds it shut.” She turned the pot in the light. “How do you find your winters, out of Havenswell? Hard?”
“Hard enough. We’re a deal of us together, though. Eight hundred, near. There’s always a warm hearth somewhere and hands to spare.” Wren watched the woman’s face soften and then close again at the number, at the impossible easy weight of eight hundred people, and wished she had not said it. “It makes the cold smaller,” she added, more gently. “Sharing it out.”
“I daresay.” The grey woman straightened. “We’ll not see eight hundred again on this whole reach of meadow. Not in my time.”
Wren parted with the twist of willowbark and the clay pot, and a second pot besides for the woman whose knuckles split, because Moss had not given her the chest to carry it home full. She took smoked fish in return, and a string of withered onions, and a courtesy that did not reach as far as trust.
“Fair winds,” the grey woman said, when the Searcher slipped her line.
“And to you,” Wren said. “Mind the salve in the wet. It’ll go off if it sits damp.”
“I know how to keep a salve, love.” But she lifted a hand as the boat drew off, which was more than most.
The child watched the feather go all the way out of the gut, until the hamlet was only smoke standing up off the silvering meadow.
The light went long and red, and Wren anchored in the lee of a low green island that Gull’s chart named and the world did not, and she went below to do her sums.
The cabin of the Searcher was small and close and entirely hers, and she loved it the way she had never once loved a room with a foundation under it. Seren had built her well. Wren had watched the engineer go over every fastening before she left Havenswell, working a hand along each seam, testing each turnbuckle a final time with that frown that meant a thing was right and she did not trust it yet to stay right. She’ll bring you home, Seren had said, which was a strange thing to say to a woman who was leaving in order not to come home, and Wren had not corrected her.
She lit the kelp-oil lamp and brought out the cargo, and the cargo, laid out, was a kind of portrait of everyone who had let her go.
Gull’s charts first. Seventy-seven years of these waters, drawn and corrected and drawn again, the only true record of where the sea now stood. He had given them to her at the jetty with his hands shaking and his voice steady. They’re meant to be used, he had said, when she tried to refuse them, when she said they were irreplaceable. A chart in a drawer is just paper, girl. So she used them. She unrolled the working sheet now and weighted its corners with a fish-knife and a stone, and they were as much him as the soundings were: the cramped, leaning hand that had got smaller and more careful as the years and the eyes failed; the soundings inked in one decade and crossed and re-inked in the next as the bottom shifted; the little warnings set down in the margins for a sailor he had never expected to be anyone but himself. Bar makes east, do not trust the old line. Good holding, foul above half-ebb. And once, off a stretch of the Welsh shore he had marked with a doubled line, in a hand pressed hard enough to score the paper: Turn back here in a blow. I mean it. She had laughed the first time she read that, alone at sea, and then not laughed, because the old man had meant it, and he was not here to be argued with.
And there they all were besides, the harbours she had tried, struck through one by one in soft pencil so the names still showed beneath the line. A traveller’s courtesy to the dead. You did not scrub a place out. You only marked that it had failed you.
There had been the rock-perch off the second Holm, four families clinging to a stack of old sea-defence and a single derrick, who had fed her better than she had eaten in a fortnight, mussels and laverbread and a fierce dark beer, and laughed with her till the lamp guttered, and known nothing, nothing at all, no engineer, no Rooftops woman, no traveller of any kind that any of them could call to mind. Kindness and a full belly and a blank. And there had been the gut-mouth hamlet up past the levels that would not even let her tie up, an old man on the staithe with a boat-hook held not quite as a threat and not quite not, telling her across the water that they’d had a hard year and had nothing to spare and she’d best be on her way before the ebb left her sitting on the mud. That one she had marked the same as the rest. A failure was a failure, whether it was fed or refused.
Then Moss’s chest, latched and squat and lighter than it had been. A year’s supplies, they had said, packing it. For emergencies, and for trading. She had not thought, then, how fast the trading would eat the year. Every harbour cost her a little of it, a twist of bark, a pinch of salve, the small bribe of usefulness that bought her a hearing and never an answer. Twelve weeks out, and the chest was lighter than its three months. The arithmetic of that did not bear looking at too closely, so she closed the lid.
And the letter.
It lived in its oilskin, in the locker under her berth, and she took it out as she did most nights, not to read it. She knew it. She had written it in a fury of grief and shame, the week she let Rhea go where she could not follow, and she had never sent it because there had been nowhere to send it. Seven years of being carried had worn the oilskin soft as cloth and the paper inside softer still, the creases gone to felt. It was not a message any more. The woman it had been written to did not exist, and the woman it had been written by did not either. It had become something else on the journey, the way the chests and the charts had: a promise made to a future she could not yet see. When I find you. Not I’m sorry. That was the difference seven years made.
She put it back.
Then she did the thing she had been not-doing all evening, which was to think about the shape of the failure.
The plan had been fast and light. That was the whole of it, the elegance she had been so sure of. One boat, one woman, no cargo to slow her, free to go where the trade ships could not be bothered, into the small drowned places off the routes, the stilt-hamlets and the rock-perches and the lonely meres where a wandering engineer might have washed up and stayed. Rhea had gone looking for her, and Wren had reasoned: a searcher goes where she would not be expected, into the margins. So go to the margins.
But the world was not fast, and it was not light. The world was slow and heavy and held together by string. And the string was trade.
That was the part she had not weighed properly, sitting in Havenswell with the whole estuary connected for the first time in living memory, drunk on the new ease of it. News travelled with trade. It moved along the routes like silt along a channel, settling where the ships called, and it decayed wherever they did not. A season was all it took. One season, and a clear fact softened into a rumour, and a rumour into a maybe, and a maybe into a shaken head and a kind word. Seven years was not seven years of distance. It was twenty-eight seasons of decay, in every harbour where nobody had any reason to remember.
She had gone into the margins to find a woman who had gone into the margins, and the margins were precisely where no news survived.
She looked at the chart again, at the soft grey lines through the names, and made herself count them, which she had been avoiding. Nineteen. Nineteen harbours struck through since Havenswell, and the unmarked part of the sheet went on past the lamp’s reach, north up the Welsh shore and east into the levels and out among the Holms, more water than she had thread to cross it with. She had never let herself feel the size of a thing before. Motion had always been the answer to size: you did not measure the sea, you sailed it, and you kept sailing, and one harbour at a time the world came to you. She had never wintered in one place in her life. She did not know how. She had been asked, once, to come down out of the weather and the motion into the warm safe dark, and she had said no, because some part of her had understood that to stop was to be buried, and she would rather drown moving than rest still.
She would keep moving.
Out on the dark water something hailed her: a thin call across the chop, and then the soft knock of an oar against a thole. She came up on deck. A skiff had come round the point under the last of the light, a single old man at the oars, his catch a low dark shape in the bottom, riding home late and easy on the slack.
“Light on the water,” he called, not unfriendly. “Wondered whose.”
“Just passing through,” Wren said. “Anchored for the night. I’ll be gone with the ebb.”
He let the skiff drift nearer, oars trailing, and looked the Searcher over with the unhurried thoroughness of the very old. “Tidy boat. New.”
“New enough.”
“On your own?”
“On my own.”
He nodded as though that confirmed something he had already decided. “Trading?”
“A little. Looking, mostly. For a woman who came through these waters a long while back.” She gave him the rest, the engineer, the Rooftops, the seven years, the words coming now without her having to find them. She did not bother making it pretty. He would tell her nothing, the same as the rest, and she had stopped minding the moment of it, only the accumulation.
But the old man did not shake his head straight away. He chewed on it, looking out at her boat, at the one mast and the one woman and the dark island behind.
“You’ll not get far asking like that,” he said at last. Not unkind. Delivered without drama, a simple statement of fact, the way you’d tell a stranger the bar dried out at low water. “Lone sail, bit of trade in the hold. Folk hereabouts, we tell things to the boats we know. The ones that come back, season on season, with the same faces aboard, that we’ve a reason to keep on the good side of.” He gestured with his chin, taking in the whole dark coast. “News goes where trade goes, love. Always has. You’re carrying too little of the one and none of the other, so nobody’s going to spend good word on you. Not because they’re hard. Because you’re nobody’s. You see?”
“I see,” Wren said. And she did. She had reasoned her way to the same place, sum by sum, all evening. It was another thing to hear it said plain by a man who had lived it, who had said it to her not as a cruelty but as a courtesy, the only true thing anyone had given her in twelve weeks.
“You’re nobody’s.” She said it back to him quietly, the words turning over.
“Nobody’s,” the old man agreed, and took up his oars again. “Mind the bar on the ebb. Dries out wicked at springs.” And he pulled away into the dark, the knock of the thole growing faint, leaving her with the gift of having been told the exact thing that stood between her and everything she wanted.
She stayed on deck a long while after he had gone.
The island was a black shape against a sky going from red to the deep ink-blue of full dark, and the meadow off to the east had taken the tide over it now, the spring water lying in across the grass so that the few far lights of the hamlet seemed to float on a flooded plain. Somewhere out there a redshank piped once and went quiet, a thin run of notes spilled across the flooded grass and swallowed whole, every sound out here swallowed before it carried far enough to reach anyone. The water slapped soft and steady at the Searcher’s side, and the boat swung gently to her anchor, alive under Wren’s feet as no platform ever was, and for once the motion of it gave her no comfort at all.
Then she went below, and unrolled the chart again under the lamp, and put her finger on the soft grey lines and counted them once more, slowly, the way you press on a bruise to know it is still there. Nineteen harbours behind her, struck through. And all that bare paper ahead, the great patient indifferent reach of the Severn Sea, far more water than she had thread to stitch across it.
She wetted the pencil against her lip, and found the next harbour up the coast, unmarked, waiting.
She wrote its name down on her list anyway.
Chapter 2
The Price of News
He poled his punt out of the mist with the morning behind him, and the first thing he said, before his bow had even kissed the Searcher’s hull, was that he had seen her.
Wren came up out of the cabin with the kettle still in her hand. The mooring lay in the throat of a wide tidal gut where three rhines emptied into a mere, the water flat and brown and going out, and she had heard him coming a long while: the suck and lift of the pole, the small wet music of a man who knew his ground. A freelancer. She had marked that even before she could see his face. No guild colours at his collar, no Bridge Folk plait worked into the painter at his bow. Just a lean man in a patched coat, a punt heaped with the usual freelance cargo of salt and twine and salvaged tin, and a smile he had ready and waiting for her like a coin already drawn from the purse.
“An engineer,” he said. “Tool-roll across her back, slung as they carry them up the Rooftops. Mended a sluice-gate for the folk at Aller two valleys west, this spring gone, and would take no metal for it. Paid in the doing. That’s the Rooftops manner, isn’t it. They’d sooner mend a thing than be owed.”
The kettle was very heavy in her hand.
“You saw her,” Wren said.
“I saw a woman.” He let his punt drift the last foot and laid his pole along the thwart, easy, in no hurry at all. “Tall. Older than you, maybe. Hands like she worked with them. Hair going grey at the front of it and tied back hard.” He cocked his head. “I’ll be honest with you, I don’t know her name. But I knew she wasn’t from the levels the moment I clapped eyes on her, and I know you’ve been up and down this water a fortnight asking after a woman who isn’t from the levels. Word travels. Even to nobody’s boat.”
So he had heard that too. Nobody’s boat. She wondered whose mouth it had come from, and how far it had run.
“Where,” Wren said.
“West.” He gestured with his chin, as the old man in the skiff had gestured, as they all did, as if the whole drowned country could be summed in a tilt of the head. “Past Aller. There’s settlements out at the far edge where the rhines run blind and the charts give out. You’ll not have them on your paper.” His eyes went, knowing, to the cabin behind her, where the chart was. “Nobody’s got them on their paper. You’d be looking a year on your own.”
She knew what was coming. She had known from the moment she heard the pole in the mist. There was a part of her, the scout’s part, cold and good at sums, that stood off to one side and watched the rest of her lean towards him over the rail like a plant towards a window.
“And you’d save me the year,” she said.
“I’d point you true.” He smiled again, and it was not an unkind smile, and that was the worst of it. “For a fair price. I’m not Bridge Folk, love, I’ll not pretend I am. I don’t carry their code and I don’t carry their airs. But I carry true word when I have it, and true word costs, same as salt costs, same as anything a body’s gone to trouble to come by.”
“Name it.”
He named it, and it was medicine.
Not metal, not twine, not the small coin of the levels. He had a child of his own out west, he said, and a wife with a cough that had gone down into her in the wet of the spring and not come up again, and what he wanted was fever-bark, and sutures if she could spare them, and any salve for a deep cut that would not close. He said it plainly, without working it for pity, and she believed every word, and that did not change a thing about what it would cost her.
She went below and brought up the chest.
It was Moss’s chest, willow-framed and oiled, a year’s supplies fitted into it as Moss fitted everything, with no air wasted. Twelve weeks out and more, and already lighter than it had any right to be. She knelt over it on the cabin sole with the open hatch throwing grey light down, and she took out the fever-bark, two twists of it, and a coil of gut suture, and a tin of the dark salve that smelled of pine and pulled wounds shut. She held them in her two hands and she did the sum, and the sum was clear, the sum had only ever had one answer: this was a chest meant to keep her alive across a year of cold water, and she was spending a serious wedge of it on a shape a stranger had said aloud, because the shape fit.
She knew she was buying hope. She knew exactly what she was doing, the way you know the tide is turning under you and steer into it anyway because the harbour you want lies upstream.
She bought it.
She came up and put the medicine into his hands across the rail, and he took it carefully, with both of his, and for a moment the smile was gone and there was only a tired man holding the thing that might keep his wife. He told her the way. Aller first, west by the long rhine, then the leftward gut where the dead willow leaned, then bear on the open water towards the smoke. A settlement called Witchwood, he said, on a hump of ground that had been a hill once. An engineer there. Older woman. Tall.
“Go well,” he said, and poled away into the thinning mist, and the small wet music of him faded westward ahead of her, towards the place he had sold her.
The drowned levels were a country made for losing yourself in.
She had thought she understood mazes. A scout learned them: the false branchings of a saltmarsh at dusk, the way a sandbar could rewrite a whole approach between one tide and the next. But the levels were a maze that lay down flat and pretended to be open. Mere ran into rhine ran into gut, brown water under a vast pale sky, the horizon furred with willow and reed so that there was always somewhere it might be water and might be land and you could not tell until you were on it. The old drainage ran true under all of it, dead straight, the work of hands long drowned: she could feel the buried logic of it, the men who had cut these channels to take the water off this ground and now lay under the water they had failed to keep out. Her craft read it as it read everything. And it was not enough. The straightness gave out at the edges into blind ends and shallows where the Searcher’s keel touched mud and she had to pole off, sweating, swearing softly at the boat as if the boat could mind.
She talked to the boat a good deal, those two days.
It was a thing she had started somewhere past the tenth harbour and had stopped being ashamed of. “Easy,” she told her, coming off a bar. “There. You’ve got it.” Seren had built her true, this small single-master, tidy and new, and triple-checked every fitting with her own hands and said, She’ll bring you home. The boat did her part. The boat held her line and answered her helm and rode the levels’ brown chop without complaint. But the boat could not read what was not on the chart, and the chart, at the western edge, was Gull’s chart, and Gull had never been here.
She knew his hand so well now. The cramped leaning letters in the margins, the warnings hoarded over a lifetime. Turn back here in a blow. I mean it. That one was off the Welsh shore, miles north and behind her, and she had read it a hundred times the way other folk read scripture. But out here, where she needed him, the paper went bare. The pencilled coast frayed into guesswork and then into nothing, clean cream paper, the edge of the known world drawn by an old man who had simply never come this far. She put her finger on the blankness in the lamplight and there was no comfort in it at all. He had told her where the rocks were everywhere he had been. He could not tell her where the woman was.
She slept badly. The hope sat in her chest like a swallowed coal, too hot to lie down with. She would close her eyes and there would be Rhea on a hump of ground that had been a hill, tool-roll across her back, grey coming in at the front of her hair, turning at the sound of a sail. Wren built the turning a hundred ways in the dark. She built the face going from not-knowing to knowing. She built her own hands, what they would do, whether they would shake.
And once, deep in the second night, riding to her anchor in a blind rhine with the reeds hissing all round, she took the oilskin out from under the chart-box where it lived, and held it, and did not open it. The letter inside it had gone soft as cloth with carrying. When I find you. Not I’m sorry. She had been very careful, writing it, that it should say when and not if, and now she lay with it on her chest and let herself, just once, the once, rehearse the giving of it. Here. I wrote this. I carried it. I never sent it because there was nowhere to send it, because you were a rumour and I was a sail, but I wrote it the first month and I have carried it every mile since, and here, take it, read it now while I watch your face.
She put it back unopened. Some things you did not get to have until you had earned them, and rehearsing them in the dark was a kind of theft.
In the grey of the third morning she came on the smoke, and bore towards it, and found Witchwood on its hump of ground exactly where the trader had said.
It was small. Smaller than the hope she had carried to it. A dozen dwellings of willow-frame and salvaged board on the only dry rise in a waste of brown water, a single landing of lashed barrels, a few thin children who came down to watch her make fast and one who stared, as the child two harbours back had stared, at the gull feather in her hatband. Goats on tethers. A drying-rack of split fish. A community holding to its rise of ground by its fingernails, and doing it, just, and no more than just.
And there was an engineer.
A woman came down from the dwellings as Wren made the Searcher fast, wiping her hands on a rag, and Wren’s heart did a thing that hurt, because the woman was tall, and her hair was grey at the front and tied back hard, and she carried herself like someone who worked with her hands. For three steps, four, across the lashed barrels, Wren let herself believe it.
Then the woman came near enough to have a face, and the face was sixty if it was a day, weathered to leather, with pale eyes set in a net of fine lines, and it was not Rhea’s face, had never been within a country of being Rhea’s face, and the believing went out of Wren all at once like water off a tilted deck.
“You’ll have come a way in that,” the woman said, looking at the boat, kind and a little curious. “We don’t see new sails. What is it you’re after, love?”
“An engineer,” Wren said. Her own voice came strange to her. “A woman. From the Rooftops. They said there was an engineer here.”
“That’ll be me.” The woman put out a hand, dry and hard and warm. “Tamsin. Though I’m no Rooftops, if that’s what you’re chasing. Born three valleys over, at Curry, and never been higher than this hump in my life.” She said it without weight, a plain fact about herself, the way you’d say you’d never cared for parsnips. “Rooftops.” She shook her head, almost smiling. “I’ve heard tell of them. Folk who live up the old towers and read the tides like a book. Sounds a grand thing. Never met one. We mend our own sluices out here, such as we have, and badly.”
Never met one. Never been higher than this hump.
And there it was, the whole of it, landing not as a blow but as something quieter and worse, a thing settling slowly into place. The trader had not lied. That was the part that took the legs out from under her, standing there on the barrels with the goats bawling behind her. He had not lied. There was an engineer. The engineer was older, and tall, and grey at the front, and worked with her hands, and was not from the levels. Every word of it was true. He had taken the shape of her wanting, the precise shape she had been carrying up and down this water for a fortnight asking after, and he had found a true thing of that shape, and he had sold it to her, and it had cost her a wedge of the chest that kept her alive, and it was worth exactly nothing.
Bought news. The old man in the skiff had told her, near enough, that first night. News goes where trade goes. He had not added the second half, but she had it now, paid for: that news you bought from a stranger came shaped to your purse and your hunger, and that the only word worth anything was word that came to you unbought, from folk with a reason to tell you true. She had known it the moment she heard the pole in the mist. She had leaned over the rail anyway.
“You’ve gone white as a gull,” Tamsin said. “Come up. There’s a bit of fish broth on, and you’ll take some, and you’ll tell me who it is you’re looking for, and maybe I’ll have heard a true thing about her, who knows. Stranger things.” She turned and started up towards the dwellings, sure Wren would follow, and Wren found that she did.
They fed her. That was the thing she would keep, after. A community that had nothing fed her from the little they had, broth thin and good with a hard heel of bread, and asked her nothing she did not want to answer, and listened when she described a Rooftops engineer some seven years surfaced who was searching the waters for her the way she was searching them for the engineer. Tamsin shook her head, slow and honest. She had heard no such thing. But she said she would put it about, the right way, to the boats they knew, season on season, the ones that came back. She said it like she meant it. It was, Wren understood, the only kind of news that was ever any good: the kind freely given by someone with no purse to fill.
There was a child sick in the third dwelling. Wren heard it through the willow wall as she ate, the wet bark of a cough gone down and not come up, and saw how Tamsin’s eyes went to it and came back, and did not mention it, the way you do not mention a thing there is no helping.
Wren did not say anything either.
When she went back down to the boat in the early afternoon, she went below first, alone, and opened the chest, and knelt over it a moment. Then she took out fever-bark, one twist, and the smaller tin of salve, and she carried them up and put them into Tamsin’s hands at the landing without ceremony, for the child, and turned the woman’s thanks aside, and cast off, and poled out into the brown water before anyone could make more of it than it was.
She bore east, back towards the country her charts knew, back the way she had come.
That evening she anchored in a wide quiet gut with the sun going down red into the reeds, and she brought the chest up on deck where the last of the light was, and she opened it. It lay open in front of her, and she could see what it was now: a year’s supplies that were not a year’s any more, the fever-bark down to almost nothing, the salve tins fewer, gaps in the fitted willow where things had been and were not, a chest visibly lighter than the chest Moss had packed.
She looked at it a long moment in the red light.
Then she closed the lid and re-stowed it below, in its place under the bunk, and made it fast, and she did not count what was left. She did not count it because counting it would mean putting a number to what hope had cost her, and deciding whether it had been worth the price, and that was a sum she was not willing, that evening, to sit down and do.
Chapter 3
The Headlands
The sky had been wrong for an hour before she let herself see it.
That was the part Wren would not forgive, after: not the squall, which was weather and owed her nothing, but the hour. She had been running east before a fair westerly with the levels falling away astern, the Searcher lifting easy over a small following sea, and she had let her mind go back. Back to the punt-trader in the mist two days gone, the lean man in the patched coat, the wedge of Moss’s chest she had spent on a lead that was no lead at all. An engineer at Witchwood, the man had said, west past Aller where the rhines ran blind, older woman, tall, grey at the front of her: he had taken the precise shape of her wanting and sold it back to her, and his eyes had been on the medicine even as he poled away. She had gone west and found the engineer exactly where he’d promised, and the engineer had been Tamsin, born three valleys over and never higher than that hump in her life, and the believing had gone out of Wren on the lashed barrels. She had turned back east towards her own charts, worrying it over the way you worry a loose tooth. A boat sailed itself for a while, on a fair wind. That was the danger in a fair wind. It let you go somewhere else.
The signs had been there to read, and she had read them late, one by one. The wind backing a point, then another, the westerly easing round towards the south of west and softening, and she had trimmed for it without once asking herself why a steady wind would lie down and walk round the compass. The swell growing a longer back under the chop, a deep old heave out of the south-west that had no business in the local sea. The cloud high and combed out, mares’ tails streaming off the same south-west, then lower, a grey deck eating the afternoon. She knew all of it. She had simply been somewhere else while it happened.
When she finally looked, she knew.
The westering sun had gone yellow to green to a low livid grey, a light with no day left in it, and the water ahead had laid itself flat and oily and too still, the way water goes still when it is being held. The chop had gone out of it. Even the long swell ran slick, as though a hand had been pressed on the surface of the sea. A long way off to the south-west a line of dark stood up off the water like a wall built in an afternoon, and under it the sea was already white.
The sea tells you twice, Gull used to say. Once early, when you can still do something about it. Once late, when all that’s left is to find out what you’re made of. This was the late one. She had no warning of her own that counted, only the sick yellow light and the held breath of the water and the white wall walking towards her across the world.
“All right,” she said to the boat. “All right. We saw it. We saw it late, but we saw it.”
She brought the Searcher round to take stock of where the squall would put her, and understood the shape of the trouble. The old headlands stood off her starboard bow: a drowned coast of high ground, the hills still hills, green going down into grey water, and at their feet, where the foreshore should have been, the bones of a town. Roof-ridges. A church tower with the sea up to its louvres. The square dark mouths of upper windows at the waterline. A lee shore three sea-miles long, and the wind, when it came out of the south-west, would lay her straight onto it, town and tower and all.
She had time to do one thing well, or two things badly. She chose the one. She let the mainsail down to the second reef and got the reef-points tied, working along the boom with the economy Gull had drilled into her until it was no longer thought, only hand and hand and knee. She lashed the helm. She hauled the centreboard half up against the shoaling she could not see. She cinched her oilskin hood under her chin.
Then the wall reached her.
The first of it was rain, flung flat, hard as grit. Then the wind took the boat by the shoulder and shoved.
The Searcher heeled. Heeled and kept heeling. The lee rail went under. The sea came green over it, cold as a struck bell, and Wren was up on the high side with the helm hard over and the boat not answering, not answering, the masthead going down towards the water and the water coming up to meet it. She let the mainsheet run. It tore through the cleat and burned her palm, and the boom flew out, and the boat staggered, half righted, shook the green water off her deck. A gust on the heel of the first laid her flat again.
A sheet parted at the bow.
She heard it go. A sound like a snapped knuckle under the roar. The jib was loose and flogging itself out ahead, cracking like something in pain, and a flogging sail will beat itself to ribbons in a minute and take the forestay or your face with it if you are slow. She needed two hands forward on the sail. She needed two hands aft on the helm. She had two hands and one of her.
This was the thing. This was the whole of it, in three seconds of grey water. The one task that needed two people, and the boat full of no one but her.
She left the helm.
She went forward on her hands and knees along the streaming deck with the boat trying to throw her off it, the rain sideways, the sail cracking over her like a whip. An arm round the mast. Reached and missed. Reached again and got a fistful of the flogging canvas, and hauled it down by main strength, the wet sail fighting her like a live thing. She smothered it against the deck with her body. A turn of line round it. Another. Lashed the bundle to the rail.
Then a sea came aboard over the bow and tried to take her with it when it left.
It took the sculling oar. She felt the boat give it up, saw it once in the grey and gone. It took a water cask off the after deck where she had lashed it once and not twice, because she had been thinking about a trader’s eyes. She saw that go too. Rolling. Then nothing.
She did not go. She had two turns of line round her wrist she did not remember taking, and the mast in the crook of her other arm, and she stayed. Then she got herself aft, hand over hand, low, and took the helm and brought the bow up.
How long. She had no measure for it. The drowned roofs came up grey out of the rain on her lee side, nearer with every plunge, and she put the boat as close to the wind as the reefed main would carry her and held it on the edge of luffing, clawing off a yard at a time.
The church tower came at her out of the murk.
It stood up dead to leeward, square and patient, the sea at its louvres, weed streaming off the stone ledges in the surge, the broken water boiling white at its foot where the swell stood up on the drowned street and fell back. Close. Close enough to count the louvre-slats. She was being set down onto it, a foot for every two she made good.
She did not look at it. Gull’s voice. You sail the boat, not the rock. Look at the rock and you’ll hit the rock. She watched the luff of the main, the first soft shiver of cloth that told her she was as close to the wind as the boat would go, and sailed that edge: pinching up when a smooth let her, falling off when a gust came so the boat would drive instead of stall, the tower sliding by close enough to throw a line to. Then it was abeam, then abaft the beam, the gull on its chimney that had not moved for any of it, then astern with the white water, and there was grey sea ahead where a town had been.
The wind began to go out of the squall as fast as it had come into it, all front and no depth. The rain thinned. The sea, having stated its terms, went back to the long grey business of being the sea.
Wren sat at the helm and shook. She let herself. There was no one to see, which was the entire trouble and, just now, the entire mercy. She shook, and the Searcher sailed on under her with brown water sloshing in the bilge and a slow deep wrongness in how the boat sat that she did not want to name yet.
“We’re all right,” she told the boat, when her teeth would let her. “We’re all right. You did well. I didn’t lash the cask twice. That was me.”
She named it because Gull had taught her to. You lash it twice, or you lash it once and you say so afterward. She had lashed it once.
When she could stand she went forward and looked. At the bow, low on the starboard side, a plank had started from its neighbour, a black seam weeping with every plunge, the sea coming in thin and steady and patient. Sprung. Not stove. Not the end. But a boat that weeps at the bow in open water, with no second pair of hands and no sculling oar to bring her up a narrow place, is a boat looking for somewhere to lie down.
She put her hand flat over the seam as if she could warm it shut. Cold water pulsed against her palm.
“Right,” she said. “We need a beach.”
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She found the notch of shore as the light went.
It opened on her port hand where the drowned hills came down softer, a fold in the coast no chart of hers showed: a narrow pill running up between two shoulders of green to a flat of salt-meadow grey-gold in the last of the day. Three houses stood on the rise above the meadow, willow-framed, turf-roofed, low to the weather, with one thread of smoke standing almost straight up now the wind had died, and a stone landing run out into the gut. It was the right hour. The flood was making.
She brought the Searcher in slow, sounding with the spare lead because she had no oar to feel her way, the bilge deeper now around her ankles, the boat low and sullen by the head. She had begun to wonder whether she must drive her ashore hard and lose her on the falling tide when a figure came down off the rise to the landing, and then another, and a third. Unhurried. The way people move when they have watched weather come off the headlands all their lives and know what it leaves behind.
“You’re weeping at the bow,” a woman called across the water. Not a question. She had read it in how the boat sat, the head down, the heavy answer it gave to Wren’s hand. The way Wren would have read it.
“Sprung a plank in the squall,” Wren called back. “Lost my sculling oar with it. I can’t feel her in.”
“Then we’ll feel her in for you.” The woman waded out thigh-deep into the cold gut without any fuss and took the bow line Wren threw, and a man took a line at the stern, and between them they walked the Searcher up to the stone landing as gentle as leading a tired horse to stable, and made her fast where the rising water would hold her and the falling water would not let her lie over.
“She’ll not sink at this berth tonight,” the man said. “We’ll get the worst out of her bilge before we sleep, and have a proper look in the morning when she dries on the ebb.”
“I can pay,” Wren said. “Not much. But I can pay.”
The three of them looked at her, and then at each other, and there was something in it that was almost a smile and was certainly tired.
“Pay,” the woman said, as if the word were a coin from a country she had heard of and never visited. “There’s nothing here to buy, love. Come up out of the wet.”
[image: ]
Her name was Bryda, the woman who had read the boat. The man was Cole. The third was a girl of maybe fifteen called Marn, who said nothing all evening but watched Wren the way you watch the first new face the year has brought.
Three families, in the three houses. They farmed the salt-meadow, samphire and a hard grey grazing for a few sheep, and they fished the gut, and they were, Wren came to understand by the second cup of something hot, very nearly the last word in alone. The headlands kept the boats off. No trade came up the pill. They had not seen a strange sail since the spring, Cole said, and that one had only stood in close enough to look and then borne away.
They dried her by the fire. They hung her sodden oilskin on a peg by the hearth where it began at once to steam, and gave her dry wool that smelled of woodsmoke and somebody else’s life. The fire was kelp-oil and dried furze together, low and orange, holding its heat under the turf, and the warmth went into Wren like the tide going up the gut, filling places she had let go cold without noticing.
The meal was fish stewed soft with samphire and a grey grain she did not know, in a broth that tasted of the meadow and the sea at once, and Bryda set it in front of her and did not watch her eat. That was a kindness Wren marked: they let her be hungry without an audience. They talked low among themselves, about the sheep, about a length of landing wall that wanted relaying before winter, and folded her into the edge of it without asking her to carry any of it. The asking she had braced for did not come. She had grown used, on the levels, to people who wanted something. These wanted nothing she had, and it took her half the meal to stop waiting for the price of it.
“I’m looking for someone,” she said, at last, when the bowl was empty and the asking felt earned. “A woman. An engineer, from the Rooftops, surfaced about seven years back. She’d be searching the water too. Searching for me, like as not. I don’t suppose.”
She did not finish it. There was no need.
Bryda shook her head, slow and kind. The same slow honest shake Tamsin had given her two days and a whole world ago. “No one comes up the pill, love. We’re too few and too far. I couldn’t tell you what’s happening a day’s sail from here, let alone seven years and the breadth of the drowned country between.” She turned her cup in her hands. “I’m sorry. That’s no use to you.”
“It’s the truth,” Wren said. “The truth’s never no use.”
It was not, quite, what she meant. She had bought a lie off a trader with a full purse and an empty soul, and here at the bottom of nowhere were people with nothing who would not even take her coin, and had no news for her at all. Connection without information. The exact mirror of the punt-trader in the mist: he had had everything to tell her and not a word of it worth a thing; these three had nothing to tell her and every word of it good.
“There’s no child sick here?” she asked, because the pattern of the levels was in her now. “No one down the coast you can’t reach?”
Cole looked up, surprised. “No. We’re well. Hard, but well.” And Wren found she was glad, fiercely and out of all proportion glad, that for once the answer was no.
They gave her the bench by the banked fire and a sheepskin, and Marn brought her a second without being asked, laid it over her feet, and slipped away before Wren could thank her. She lay a long time listening to the three houses settle, and the small talk of the gut against the landing wall, before she slept.
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In the grey hour before dawn she woke and could not place the thing that had woken her, and then she did: nothing. No wind. No sea on a hull. The held quiet of land.
She went down to the boat with the first light. Bryda was on the landing, Marn beside her, and out on the tideline where the night’s ebb had laid a long line of weed and timber and the small grey gifts of the sea, Cole stood over something and straightened and waved.
It was the water cask. Sound, the bung still home, walked up the coast by the flood and laid down for her on the strand as if the sea had thought better of one of its thefts.
“That’s yours, I’d say,” Cole said. “It’s none of ours.”
She carried it up the beach on her shoulder, heavier than gold, and could not for a moment speak.
The oar did not come back. She walked the tideline both ways and let it go. A boat could be sculled with a long enough sweep cut fresh, and she had the makings of one in the spar under the gunwale; and she had not, the night before, had a water cask either.
When the ebb left the Searcher sitting on her bilge on the hard wet sand, dry along the bow and listing towards the sprung seam, Cole came down with a roll of grey-brown fleece, a black lump on a board, and a few small irons rolled in a cloth.
“Pitch and wool,” he said. “It’s how we do it here. The yards do it cleverer, with proper oakum and a horse to drive it. But this holds, and it’s what we’ve got, and you’ve a long way to go on it.”
He did not ask whether she wanted his help. He knelt at the bow with the ease of a man who had done it on his own boats a hundred times and cleaned the weeping seam out with a thin iron, raking the old soft caulk free, working down to clean wood on either lip, his thumb feeling the width of the gap where it opened and closed.
Then he showed her. A thread of the fleece teased out fine and rolled against his trouser-leg into a loose grey twist, no thicker than the seam wanted. Laid into the gap with the point of the iron. Driven home, a few light taps of the wooden mallet to seat it; then a second twist over the first, harder, the iron walked along the seam tap by tap, the wool packing tight and tighter until it lay below the surface, hank by hank, the whole length. “Not so hard you spread the plank,” he said. “Hard enough the wool swells where the wet finds it, and shuts the door behind itself.”
Then the pitch, warmed soft at a small fire Marn had made of furze on the sand, worked into the packed seam with his thumb and a flat blade, filling the last of the gap over the wool, smoothed proud and even until the seam lay shut and gleaming, a black line where there had been a weeping mouth.
She did the second seam herself, with his hand near hers and not on hers. Teased the wool. Rolled the twist. Laid it, set it, walked it home with the iron until it lay tight under her thumb. It was not her craft. Her craft was the wind and the run of the tide and the mathematics under the grey water, the things Gull had given her. This was a thing of the land, kept alive by three families in a notch of shore that no one would ever come to, and they had handed it across the bow of her own boat without being asked, and called it nothing.
“There,” Cole said, when the last of the pitch lay shut and even. “Float her this afternoon and she’ll weep a thread for an hour while the wool takes up. Then she’ll hold. Don’t trust it like new wood. But it’ll hold.”
“Craft for craft,” Wren said, “I owe you. I’ll send something back, if a boat ever comes that’s coming this way.”
“None will,” he said, not unkindly. “But put it about that we held, if you like. That’s worth having said about you.”
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She left on the afternoon flood.
She had not needed to. She could have given the wool another tide and gone with the morning ebb in better light, and they had offered, all three on the rise with the offer plain in their faces and no weight on it. Stay. There’s room. There’s always been room. The warmth of the place had taken her by the wrist the way the sea had taken it in the squall, two turns of a line she did not remember accepting, and she had felt herself begin to lean into it. Into the fire and the full bowl and the plain kindness of people who did not lie to her.
That was why she went half a day early. Not because the boat could not wait. Because she could.
She poled the Searcher off the hard with the long sweep she had shaped that morning, and the seam wept its promised thread and then took up and held, and she stood out down the pill towards the open grey water with the headlands falling away to the south.
At the mouth of the gut she looked back.
Three houses on a rise. One thread of smoke standing straight in the still afternoon. A stone landing running out into water that no chart of hers, nor Gull’s, carried a single mark for. She had sailed clean through a place that did not exist. She had been fed in it, and dried in it, and her boat had been mended in it with a craft kept alive by people the world had counted and come up short of.
The drowned country was not empty. She had sailed it all this way as a great grey emptiness with one lost woman somewhere in it and herself the only thing that moved. But it was not empty.
It was unwritten.
She faced the boat east and let the headlands go.
Chapter 4
The Coaster
She came up on the mooring at the slack of the morning tide, and the first thing she knew of it was the smell of pitch and hemp and woodsmoke carried out across the water from more boats than she had seen together in a year.
The anchorage lay in the lee of a long drowned ridge, where two channels met and a third ran south towards the open sea, and the boats had gathered in it as boats had always gathered where routes crossed: nose to nose along a slack-water hold, tied two and three abreast, willow-framed hulls and salvaged barges and one low shallow-draught thing with a patched red sail that Wren did not know. Smoke stood from a galley somewhere. A child’s voice went up and was hushed. The Searcher slid in under her one sail and Wren felt the place turn its attention on her, easy and unhurried, as a crowded room turns when the door opens, and then turns back.
She had not expected so many. She had been a fortnight in the empty levels, threading guts and pills that carried no mark on any chart, and the sea behind her had been a great grey absence with herself the only moving thing in it. And here, in a fold of that same absence, was the trade, gathered and breathing.
And then she saw the colours.
On the coaster at the head of the hold, a square stout vessel with a deckhouse and a proper mast and two crew moving about her with the unbothered economy of people who lived aboard, there flew a strip of cloth she knew: the green and the dun and the one thread of yellow run through it, the Bridge Folk guild colours, stitched as Finch had once shown her on the back of his hand while they waited out a tide under Bristol’s drowned spans.
Bristol’s trade. Here. A crossing’s reach and more from the city, further out than she had known it had grown, flying its colours over a mooring she had thought lay at the far edge of everything.
She had spent this whole season sailing away from the connected world. It had been growing at her back the whole time. While she crept along the empty edges with her sounding line and her one lost woman, the city she had once helped open had been reaching out across the water, hull by hull, season by season, until its colours flew over a hold she had thought no one came to. The map she carried in her head, the one that had Bristol at the far bright end of a single desperate voyage, was already old. The world had moved on without telling her.
She made the Searcher fast to a barge whose owner lifted two fingers to her and asked nothing, and she stood a moment on her own deck with her hand on the shroud, taking the measure of the place. Then she went forward.
A woman at the coaster’s rail watched her come. Older than Wren, broad and weathered, a wool cap pushed back off a grey-streaked brow, and on her face the particular stillness of someone totting a sum before it was asked of her.
“You’ll be wanting to come alongside,” the woman said. Not a question. “Or you’ll be wanting something. Mostly it’s both.”
“Bridge Folk,” Wren said, and nodded at the colours. “Out of Bristol.”
“Out of Bristol.” The woman’s eyes moved over the Searcher, the lean of her, the mended strake near the waterline still dark with fresh pitch, the single sweep, the woman alone aboard her. “And you’d know the colours. Not everyone this far out does.”
“I helped earn them,” Wren said, and was surprised, as she always was, to hear herself say it plain. “Or my party did. We opened this trade, my home and Bristol both, years back. Four of us. I was one.”
The stillness on the woman’s face did not break, but something behind it moved and settled into a new arrangement, as a ledger column settles when the last figure goes in.
“Were you, now,” she said.
“Finch guided us in,” Wren said. “Yellow scarf. Talked the hind leg off a heron. He’ll know the names. Seren, Moss, Gull. And Wren.” She touched her own chest. “Wren.”
“Finch.” The woman said the name like a coin she was biting to test. Then, unhurried, she stepped back from the rail and let her hand fall open towards the deck, an old courtesy, a door opening. “Come aboard, then. You’ll have tea while I think where I’ve heard all that, and I have, somewhere, like weather coming up before you see it.”
Wren came aboard. It was always the same and it always caught her off guard: that the thing she had done with three other people in one terrible season was a coin she carried and forgot she carried, until she set it down on a stranger’s rail and watched it open every door it touched. Her history was currency. She kept leaving it in her other pocket.
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The captain’s name was Pell, and she made tea in a galley the size of a cupboard with the unhurried certainty of someone who had made it ten thousand times in worse weather than this, and she set it down between them on a chart table scrubbed pale by years of elbows and asked, before anything else, what Wren had to trade.
“Trade first,” Pell said, lowering herself onto a locker. “I find it clears the air. Debts and kindnesses muddy a thing. Goods are clean. So. What’s in that lean boat of yours worth my while?”
Wren had thought she had little. She had medicine she would not part with, charts that were Gull’s and hers, a thin store of dried fish and the kelp-lore of Havenswell carried in her head. She said as much, expecting it to come to nothing.
Pell stopped her at the kelp.
“Havenswell,” she said. “The deep-water kelp. The oil-grade.” She set her cup down. “There’s a man at the Bristol end would give a season’s tithe to know how your people crop it without killing the bed. They’ve a bed gone to rot near the city for the want of it. You carry that knowing?”
“It’s not a secret,” Wren said. “It’s just craft. You cut the second year and never the third. You leave the holdfast. You read the bed by its colour, and you—” She stopped. Pell had taken a stub of charcoal from somewhere and was writing on the scrubbed table, quick small marks, a trader’s shorthand, her whole attention bent to it.
“Go on,” Pell said. “You read the bed by its colour.”
Wren went on. And as she talked, watching the marks accumulate under Pell’s hand, a thing turned over in her slowly that she had never once considered. She had thought of her knowing as ballast: the weight she carried, the years in her, useful to her and no one else out here. But Pell was writing it down. Pell was making it goods.
It was the strangest thing. She had cropped kelp since she was a girl, the way she had breathed, and she had never once thought of the doing of it as a thing apart from herself that could be lifted out and handed over and weighed. Cut the second year. Leave the holdfast. Read the bed by its colour, the deep green that was healthy and the yellowing that meant you had taken too much. It was nothing. It was everything she was. And here was a stranger making it into a road back to Bristol, into oil-grade kelp cropped without killing the bed, into a man at the city end and a season’s tithe and a column in a ledger-book.
When the kelp was done Pell tapped the charcoal against the table and looked up. “And the charts. You said charts. The western levels. Where you’ve been.”
“Guts and pills with no marks on them,” Wren said. “Soundings I’ve taken myself. Where the hard bottom is. Where there’s water at half-tide and where there’s mud that’ll have you.” She hesitated. These were hers. They were the labour of a year. “They’re rough.”
“Rough is more than nothing, which is what we have.” Pell’s eyes had gone keen and level. “A coaster draws what you draw and more. We lose days going the long way for want of knowing a passage holds. You sound a gut, you’ve made me a road. That’s not rough. That’s a chart.”
Wren brought the bundle from the Searcher and spread it, and they worked along the western edges of Gull’s old salvaged charts for the better part of an hour, Wren marking what she had found in the empty country and Pell copying it across into a ledger-book with a care that was almost tenderness, and somewhere in it Wren understood that the thing she had taken for a year of wandering had been, the whole time, the making of something. Her observations were goods. She had been earning all along and had not thought to count it.
“Right,” Pell said at last, sitting back, capping a little stone bottle of ink she had not used, having trusted charcoal throughout. “That’s clean. That’s trade. We’re square and a little to your good.” She looked at Wren across the marked charts, and the keenness in her settled into something quieter. “Now. You didn’t sail a season into the empty levels to sell me kelp-lore. What is it you’re actually after?”
[image: ]
Wren had learned, this season, not to lunge at a thread. She had lunged at the false one in the spring and it had cost her half a chest of medicine. So she said only, “A woman. An engineer. I’m trying to find where she went.”
Pell was quiet a moment. Then she did a thing Wren did not expect. She pushed the ledger-book to one side, the goods set aside, and folded her hands on the bare table.
“That’s not trade,” Pell said. “What you’re asking. That’s the other thing. We keep what we hear, in the guild. We keep it close and we sell it dear, because a thing heard is worth more than a thing carried, and a route’s only as good as the secrets it doesn’t spill.” She paused. “But there’s the kelp, and there’s the charts, and there’s a debt I’ll wager I’ll find your name on if I ask at the Bristol end, older than the colours I fly. So I’ll not sell you this. I’ll give it. Once. And then we’re square on that too.”
She turned her cup in its ring of damp on the table.
“Two years back, near enough, a boat brought a woman across the Severn Sea to the Welsh shore. An engineer. She went to the lagoon people, behind their wall, and she mended a thing they’d given up for dead. I don’t know what. Something they’d none of them the craft to fix, and she fixed it, and they kept her. She stayed a season. And she asked questions.” Pell looked up. “What questions, I don’t know. Who she was looking for, if she was looking, I don’t know that either. Only that she asked, and that the asking was remarked on, because their sort don’t usually have questions for ours.”
Wren held very still. The galley was small and warm and smelled of tea and pitch, and outside a halyard tapped its mast, and she held still the way she would hold still on a sounding line, not to lose the bottom.
“An engineer,” she said. “A woman. Two years.”
“That’s the shape of it.” Pell watched her. “I’ll not put a face on her for you, because I never saw one, and I’ll not have you sail two days on a face I made up. But the shape of it’s true. It came along the routes the way true things do. Hand to hand, not made up, not improved in the telling. You can tell the made-up ones. They get better each time you hear them. This one’s stayed the same.”
True things came along the routes. The thread she had chased in the spring had been the other kind, the kind that improved with telling, and she had known it even as she chased it and had gone anyway. This one had stayed the same.
It was the first true one. Two years cold. But real.
She had carried so many false ones. The man on the eastern reach who had seen a fair-haired woman alone in a skiff and sworn it was her, until the fair-haired woman turned out to be a boy. The salvager who had a story for the price of medicine and the story dissolved the moment her chest was lighter. The whisper that had improved each time it came to her, gaining a name, a date, a direction, until it was so good it could only have been a lie. She had learned the taste of the improving kind. She had learned it the hard way, with a half-empty chest to show for the learning.
This one had not tried to please her. Pell had given her less than she wanted, deliberately, had refused to draw a face, had warned her off a course made of wishing. I’ll not have you sail two days on a face I made up. A thing that gives you less than you hoped for is a thing that does not need your belief to stand. It was the first time in all this water that a lead had grown smaller in the telling instead of larger, and that was exactly how she knew it.
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“There’s a caveat,” Pell said, “and you’ll want it before you set a course.”
She got up, refilled the cups though neither had emptied, sat again.
“The lagoon people have gone quiet. This past year. Boats that call there aren’t turned away, mind. There’s no trouble in it, nobody’s been run off. But nothing moves. You put in, and they take what you bring, and they give you water, and they say little, and nothing comes back out. No trade. No talk. No news, and they were never a talkative lot, but there was always some. Now there’s none.” She frowned at her cup. “Something’s wrong behind that wall. I couldn’t tell you what. Nobody could, because nobody’s saying, and that’s the whole of the wrongness. A quiet community’s a community holding something it can’t put down.”
“But they don’t turn boats away.”
“They don’t turn boats away.”
Wren looked down at the charts spread between them, Gull’s old marks and her own new ones running west and west until they gave out at the edge of the known soundings, and beyond that edge the open grey water of the Severn Sea, two days of it in fair weather, and beyond that a shore she had never seen with a wall around its people and a silence behind the wall.
And somewhere behind the wall, two years ago, a woman who mended what could not be mended.
She drew the chart towards her. She found the western limit of her own soundings, the last gut she had sounded with her own line, and she set her finger on the open water past it and held it there, plotting the leg in her head as Gull had taught her: the run, the set of the tide across the sea, the leeway, the landfall. Two days. A late-summer crossing.
Late summer. She felt the season in it as soon as she thought the word. It was full into August now, and the safe window for an open crossing of the Severn Sea was already shortening at both ends, the equinoctial gales not far off, and a boat the size of hers had no business in that water once the season turned. If she went, she went now, or she did not go until spring, and spring was another winter away from a thread already two years cold.
Her free hand went, without her deciding it, to the breast of her coat, where the oilskin packet lay flat against her, the letter she had carried unsent across seven years and all this empty water. She had touched it a thousand times as you touch a stone in your pocket, for the having of it. She touched it now differently. For the first time in all that water, the letter and the chart pointed the same way. The hope she had folded into oilskin and the bearing she would steer were one line.
She took her finger off the chart and looked up, and found Pell watching her with the patient stillness of someone who had seen a great many people make up their minds on the far side of her chart table.
“You’ll go,” Pell said.
“I’ll go.”
“Late,” Pell said. “You know it’s late.”
“I know it’s late.”
Pell nodded slowly, as if the figure had gone into a column and balanced. She rose, and began to gather the ledger-book and the charcoal and the unused ink, the goods of the day, with the same unhurried care she did everything.
“Then I’ll put it about that the western soundings are charted now,” she said, “and your name on them, which is worth your having said about you. And I’ll see you provisioned for two days of open water and a margin, because nobody crosses that sea on a margin of nothing, and that’s not charity, that’s the guild keeping a road open. You’ll take water and oil and hard bread off me before the morning ebb.”
“Craft for craft,” Wren said. “I’ll owe you.”
“You’ll not.” Pell straightened, the ledger-book under her arm, and for a moment the trader went out of her face and something older stood in it, weathered and dry and kind. “There’s a debt runs the other way, and I’m a year glad to have found someone to pay a little of it to. Go and find your engineer.”
She came up onto the deck with Wren into the slack-tide quiet of the crowded hold, the smoke standing, the child’s voice gone, the patched red sail slatting once in a breath of air and falling still. She walked her to the rail and the gap between the two hulls and the dark water sliding through it.
“One thing more,” Pell said, “and you can take it as guild courtesy or take it the other way, however it sits.” She had her hand on the shroud where Wren’s would be in a moment, and she looked west, past the head of the hold, past the last of the boats, towards the open channel that ran out to the sea.
“If you get behind that wall. If you find the lagoon people, and you find your engineer with them, you tell them from the guild that the routes are open. That Bristol’s reach has come this far and would come further, that there’s trade and water and word for them any time they care to put a boat out. You tell them the routes are open.”
She turned her steady ledger-keeper’s eyes back on Wren.
“If there’s anyone left to tell.”
Chapter 5
The Stilled Water
The Searcher went west with a bone in her teeth, and for one whole morning there was nothing wrong in the world.
Wren felt it in the tiller before she let herself name it: the boat settled into her stride somewhere past the islands, the squall of three days gone scoured clean out of her timbers, and the open water of the Severn Sea opened ahead in long, low, sunlit swells that asked nothing of her she could not give. She had the wind a hand’s breadth off the quarter and the patched sail drawing full and a sky scrubbed to a pale spring blue, and she sat there with the sheet warm in her fist and understood, as she had not let herself understand on the inland water with the trade and the hulls and the smoke, that she had been holding her breath for a long time.
She let it out now. The boat ran. This was the thing she knew, the only thing she had ever been wholly sure of: a hull under her, a fair wind, deep water sliding green and unhurried beneath the keel. She read the swell without trying to. Long period, no malice in it, the wind steady out of the south and the glass holding where Pell’s man had set it before the ebb. A clean board. A day given, not taken.
To the north the drowned coast went by like something dreamt.
She had seen ruins her whole life. Havenswell stood on them; every harbour she had ever made was built half on the bones of an older one. But there was a particular grief to seeing it from seaward, from the place the sea had come from, and she found she could not look away from it for long. A church tower stood up out of the water a half-mile off the new shore, square and grey and patient, its weathervane still aloft, and gannets turned above it in slow white wheels and folded and fell like flung knives into the swell beyond. A line of poplars, drowned to their crowns, marked where a lane had run. Roofs broke the surface here and there, slick with weed, dark with the years. The sea had not raged over this place. It had simply risen, and gone on rising, and lain down where the streets had been, and now it lay there still, bright and ordinary in the morning, and the gannets fished the nave of a church.
Beautiful, she thought, and was a little ashamed of it, and thought it anyway.
She ate at the tiller, hard bread off Pell and a strip of dried fish, water from the cask measured small out of long habit though she had more than the crossing needed. Gull’s charts lay weighted under her thigh, and she did not need them on a board this clean, but she took them out anyway in the middle of the day, for the company of them. The western shore was inked in Gull’s small steady hand, the soundings and the headlands and the warnings, and there along the run of the Welsh coast was the line she always looked for and always found, written twice, once and then again beneath it as though once had not been enough: Turn back here in a blow. I mean it. She ran her thumb over the doubled words. Today was not a blow. Today the sea had let the line be a thing on paper and nothing more, and she put the charts away and sailed on past the place where Gull had told her, twice, to turn back.
She made her landfall by the wall before she made it by anything else.
That was the first thing, and it told her something before she had words for what. She had been watching the shore for smoke, for masts, for the small human marks that say here, people, and she found instead a line. A long dark horizontal line laid against the foot of the hills, far off and dead straight in a coast that had no straight lines left in it, and she knew it for what it was from miles out, as she would have known a made thing anywhere: a wall. A barrage. Mortar and salvaged stone and the squared shoulders of old concrete, running out across the mouth of a drowned valley from headland to headland, holding the sea off the low ground behind. Engineering. Visible from the open water before a single roof, before a single boat, before one living soul.
Somebody had built that, and built it to last, and built it before the flood, against a sea that had not yet come.
She brought the Searcher in on a slackening wind through the afternoon, and the wall grew out of the haze and became real, became enormous, became a thing with a top you could walk and gauge boards painted on its seaward face, the numbers faded but legible, marking heights the water had reached and not reached. She found the gate where the wall meant her to: a break near the southern end where the line opened and the stone made shoulders and a tower stood over each side, and through the gap the water ran out to meet her, a slow tidal pour, the lagoon breathing out on the ebb. A navigation gate, standing open. She took in sail, took up the sweep, and went through it on the last of the fair wind into the held water beyond.
And inside the wall, the sea stopped.
She felt it under the hull at once, the change from living water to stilled, the swell cut off at the gate and only a faint inward slop left, flat and brown-green and quiet as a pond. It was the strangest sensation she knew, to be afloat on water the sea could not reach. The lagoon spread wide and shallow before her, ringed by the wall on the seaward side and by the old shoreline on the other, and along that drowned shore stood the platforms: timber and salvage and willow-frame walkways out over the water, low buildings on stilts above them, kelp-oil lamps not yet lit, and the dark mouths of the old turbine housings set into the foot of the barrage where the sluices ran. A made place. A clever place, a place that had thought hard about how to live, and Wren came into it slowly with her hand light on the sweep and read it as she came, and what she read was wrong.
She could not have said it to a stranger. She would have struggled to say it to Pell. But a scout reads a place the way another woman reads a face, and this place wore the look of a thing going quietly to seed.
The kelp pens told her first. Long floating frames of them stretched in rows across the slack corners of the lagoon, as she had seen them in pictures and once or twice for real, the ordered underwater forest a community lived by, and half of them were fallow. Not resting, fallow. The frames sat low and fouled, the lines gone slack and bearded with the wrong weed, drift-wrack and slime where there should have been the dark tended ranks of the crop. Whole rows of them given over. Nobody tends pens like that and then walks away from them in a season. That took years of not-tending, or years of too-few hands.
Then the wall. She looked up at the inner face as she came under it and found the water-line stain, the long dark tide-mark the held water printed on the stone, and it was high. Higher than it should have been. Higher than the gauge boards on the far side had any business allowing, a hand’s width and more above where a managed lagoon would hold its level. The wall was letting the water stand too deep, or could no longer let it down.
And then the sluices, and that was the one that stopped her hand on the sweep altogether.
There were several towers set along the barrage, squared masonry stacks rising from the wall-top down to the turbine mouths, each with its gate to take the water through. Most stood open, or part open, the gates raised and the green pour running under them as it should. But one tower, near the middle of the run, stood different. Its gate was down. Full down, hard shut, while its neighbours on either hand stood open, and from the seam of it, from every joint and from the lip of the housing below, the wall wept rust. A long ochre stain ran down the stone from the gate to the water, streaked and old and weather-set, the unmistakable bleed of iron left to seize where it stood. That gate had not moved in a long time. That gate could not move. And the lagoon was holding its water too high, and a third of the crop was dead, and somewhere in the joining of those three facts was an answer Wren did not yet have the question for.
She brought the Searcher in to the platforms with all of it sitting cold in her chest, and made fast where a man pointed her, and looked up into the faces of the Lagan, and found them not hostile. She had braced for hostile. Strangers in a thin year are right to be wary, and she had her speech ready, her name and her trade and the open hand. She did not need it. What met her was worse, in its way. What met her was tired.
A handful of them had come down the walkway at the sight of her sail: a broad woman with grey in her plait and a coil of line over her shoulder, two younger men, a child who hung back. They watched her make fast with a courtesy that had gone automatic, the way a body keeps doing a thing after the reason for it has worn through. Nobody asked her business sharply. Nobody asked it at all, at first. The broad woman took her bow line and made it off to a cleat with sure hands and said, “You’ll have come a way,” and that was all, and there was no eagerness in it and no fear, only a kind of weather-worn patience, as though arrivals had stopped being the sort of thing that changed anything here.
“Two days from Bristol’s water,” Wren said. “Wren. Out of Havenswell.”
“Bryn,” the woman said, naming herself as you’d name a tool you were handing over. She nodded back up the walkway at the platforms, the lamps, the long dark line of the wall going gold now in the low sun, and at a board nailed crooked to the head of the landing where a name had been painted long ago and weathered most of the way to grey: the Lagan. “Well. You’ve found it. Such as it is.”
Wren said her piece all the same, because it was owed and because Pell had charged her with it. “I’m to tell you, from the Bristol guild,” she said. “The routes are open. There’s trade and water and word for you, any time you care to put a boat out. Their reach has come this far and would come further.”
She had meant it to land like good news. It landed like rain on a roof already given up on. Bryn looked at her for a moment, and something moved behind the tiredness and was put away again, and she said only, “Kind of them,” in a voice with no edge in it at all, and bent to coil the line.
Such as it is. Wren let it stand. She had learned long since that you do not chase the thing a tired person lets slip; you let it lie where it fell and you come back to it later, soft-footed.
They gave her the guest hut without her asking, which told her the courtesy was older than the trouble. It stood at the landward end of one of the platforms, a willow-framed room on stilts with a kelp-oil lamp and a pallet and a window that looked out over the stilled water to the wall, and a younger man, one of the two from the landing, carried up her water-cask for her though she’d have carried it herself, and would not be thanked for it. Habit. Guest-courtesy kept like a lamp kept burning in a house where the oil was running short, because to let it go out would be to admit something nobody was ready to say aloud.
They fed her that evening in the long room over the water, and that was where she saw the whole of it.
Maybe thirty of them at the boards, and from the look of the platforms and the huts she put the place at three hundred souls, perhaps a few less, and falling. The soup came round in salvaged bowls, ladled with ceremony, set before her with both hands and a word of welcome, and it was thin. Kelp-broth and a little fish and barley gone mostly to water, and they served it as though it were a feast, and that was the hardest thing she had seen all day, harder than the dead pens, harder than the seized gate: the ceremony kept whole over the thinness, the form of plenty performed across an empty table. An old man said a few words over the bowls in the lilting cadence of the place, thanks for the held water and the wall that held it, and they ate.
She waited until the bowls were going round a second time, half-empty, before she asked her question. She had a way of asking it. Name first, which they had, then trade, then the thing itself, easy, into the lull of a meal, light as a question about the weather.
“I’m looking for someone,” she said. “An engineer. A woman, off the Rooftops, gone travelling these seven years past. She’d have come west, and she’d have come to a place like this, because a place like this is what she was made for.” She turned her bowl a quarter-turn on the board, an idle thing, watching the room without seeming to. “Have you had an engineer come through? A Rooftops woman?”
And the room flinched.
It was nothing. It was less than nothing, it was the kind of thing she could have told herself she imagined, and would have, if she had not spent her whole life reading the small weather of faces. A stillness went round the boards a half-beat too long. Bryn’s hand stopped on the ladle. Two of the younger ones looked at each other and then very carefully did not. Somebody at the far end set a bowl down with great quietness. A flicker, round the table and gone, glances she could not read passing over her head from face to face in a language that was theirs and not hers, and then the broad woman said, pleasantly, “We’ve had few enough come through at all, these years,” and asked her how she’d found the western soundings, and whether the gate had given her trouble on the ebb, and the subject went down under the talk of tides as neatly as a stone goes under water, without a ripple left to mark it.
Deftly drowned. She let it go down. You do not dive after the stone in front of the people who threw it; you mark where it sank, and you come back at slack water, alone.
But she had marked it. The trail had gone cold for her in Bristol and colder on the crossing, and here, in a thin room at the end of the world, it had gone warm. They knew the question. Whatever the answer was, it lived here, behind some door of grief or custom she had not yet found the latch of, and the flinch had told her the door was real.
There was an old man at the far end of the board.
She had half-noticed him through the meal, a fixed thing at the edge of a moving scene, and now, in the lull after the talk had closed over her question, she found him watching her. Not her face. Her hat, where it sat on her knee under the board. The gull feather in the band of it. He was very old, eighties at the least, his hands knotted round his bowl, his eyes pale and steady and gone somewhere her question had not sent the others, and he looked at that feather the way a man looks at a thing he has seen before and is trying to be sure of. Somebody beside him said, low, “Cadog. Your soup,” and touched his arm, and he came back from wherever the feather had taken him and looked down at the bowl as if surprised to find it there, and Wren looked away before he could catch her looking, and filed it, all of it, with the rest.
She did not meet him properly. The evening folded itself up around her in the worn, gentle, automatic way the place did everything, and she was walked back to the guest hut with a lamp and wished a good rest in the old courtesy, and the door was drawn to, and she was alone over the stilled water with the wall a black bar across the last of the light.
She lay on the pallet a long time and did not sleep, and let the day come back to her piece by piece, and assembled the thing she had been resisting since the gate.
She had walked the platforms in the dusk on the way to the hut, and she had seen, and not let herself add up, the boats. Drawn up and worked over by lamplight, hulls turned, seams payed. She had thought, good, a careful place, and known even as she thought it that it was not true, because the gear going aboard them was wrong. Not nets. Not pens-tackle, not the long lines and the float-frames of a place readying for harvest. Bundles. Lashed household goods, bedding rolled and tied, a hearth-pot, a child’s stool, the lares and penates of a life packed small and made fast for water. They were not provisioning to fish. They were provisioning to leave.
Three hundred souls, and a wall they could no longer fully work, and a gate seized rust-shut, and the water standing too high, and the crop dying in its slack corners, and a courtesy kept burning over an empty board because to let it die would be to say the thing aloud. And boats made ready, not for the harvest, but for the leaving of the whole of it.
These people were packing to scatter.
That was the first verdict, and it sat cold and certain, and it was not even the one that kept her awake. The other came after, in the dark, and it was the scout’s verdict, the one she had been holding off all evening because of what it asked of her.
They had flinched at her question. A whole room of tired people, who flinched at nothing, who had stopped flinching at arrivals and at strangers and at the thinness of their own soup, had flinched at a woman, an engineer, a Rooftops woman, seven years gone west.
You do not flinch at a question you have no answer to.
She lay still and looked at the dark bar of the wall against the window, holding back a sea that could not reach her, and let the certainty finish forming. The trail was warm. It was warm here. And whatever had happened to Rhea, it had happened behind one of these worn and weeping doors, and these people knew it, and were leaving, and would carry the knowing of it away with them across the open water if she did not find the latch in time.
She closed her eyes. Outside, the held water lapped once against the stilts and was still.
Chapter 6
The Mark of Her Hands
The turbine hall held the cold the way old churches did, a stored chill that had nothing to do with the season.
She had talked her way in with the only key she carried, which was her hands. There was a pump in the gallery that would not prime, she had heard a woman say at the morning fire, said flat, the tone of a thing people have stopped expecting help with, and Wren had set down her bowl and offered to look. She was no engineer. She had told them so, plainly, because it was true and because a true small thing bought you trust faster than a large clever one. She was no engineer, but she had mended boats all her life, and a pump was only a boat’s argument with water turned inside out, and she would not charge them for a look.
So they let her in past the doubled doors, and the noise of the lagoon fell away behind her, and she stood in the long stone room where the old machines lived.
They were enormous. Three of them, squat green giants bedded in the floor on iron the colour of dried blood, their housings sweating with the wall’s perpetual damp. Pre-flood work, all of it, lifted whole from some drowned station and dragged here in the first desperate decade and married to the barrage by people who were now bones. They turned. She could feel them turning under her feet more than hear them, a deep patient grinding that went up through her boots and into the long bones of her legs, the lagoon’s held weight being spent a thimble at a time into spin and light. They turned, and they should not have turned, by any sense she owned, because the men tending them did not understand them.
She watched that for a while before she let herself name it. Two men at the nearest housing, one young and one not, working a sequence of valves in an order. The older one mouthed something as he went, lips moving, and the younger watched his hands and not the gauges, and when a needle climbed they did not read the needle, they waited for the older man to reach the place in his litany where he closed a cock by feel and the needle came down. It was beautiful and it was terrible. It was the shape of knowledge after the knowing had gone out of it. Somewhere there had been a man who understood why, and he had taught them what, and the what was wearing thin as a heel-worn sock, and the why had gone into the ground with him.
She had seen it before, this thing, in other failing places. A net pattern kept on past the fish it had been cut for. A prayer said over a sick child in words the sayer no longer parsed. People were good at keeping the gesture long after the meaning had drained out of it, and the gesture would carry you a while, a year, two years, the inertia of a thing well taught. Then a season came that the gesture had no answer for, and there was no one left who could make a new gesture, and that was when a place began to die in earnest. She thought the Lagan was somewhere in the second part of that, and she thought these two men at the valves knew it, in how their shoulders sat, and tended the machines anyway because tending was what was left to them.
There was a board on the wall above the housings, she saw, a long plank gone dark with damp, and on it, scratched and then inked over and scratched again, a sequence of marks. Numbers and short words and arrows. A hand had set it down for the hands that came after, a map of the litany, and the ink had faded and someone had gone over it and faded again. The keeper’s hand, she would have wagered. The why, written down as far as one man could write a lifetime down, which was never far enough.
The keeper, a woman had said last night, naming a saint or a debt.
Two winters back.
Nobody had said more than that, and the not-saying had its own weight, and Wren had let it lie because she had learned long ago that a town’s deepest wound is the one it will pay you not to touch.
They pointed her to the pump.
It sat in its own bay off the gallery, a salvaged thing, a lift-pump that should have drawn bilge or seep from somewhere below the gauge floor and sent it up and out over the wall. It was dead. She crouched to it as she would crouch to a strange hull, hands first and eyes after, learning it by the grain. Cast body, much repaired. A weep at the gland that wanted re-packing, an air-bind in the feed by the feel of the dry chamber when she rocked the handle, nothing past the mending of an afternoon and a bit of greased flax. She told that part to the back of her mind to deal with later, because the front of her mind had stopped on something else.
A patched line. The patch was good. The patch was very good, a sleeve spliced into the feed where the old pipe had failed, the union dressed and seized and lashed in a way that was not the local way at all, that was a Rooftops way, a high-water-people way, the splice of someone who had learned her trade where everything had to be carried up a ladder and could not weigh an ounce more than it must. The local hands she had seen all morning bound things heavy and sure, as you bind when you have iron to spare and ground to stand on. This was the other thing. This was light and exact and made to be undone again by a cold hand in a hurry, every turn placed where a thumb would expect it.
And then she saw the wire.
A binding-wire seizing on the union, where the sleeve met the old pipe, holding a gasket of pump-leather snug. Whoever had set it had run the turns even and hard and then finished the ends, and it was the finishing that stopped her heart in her chest like a hand laid flat against it.
The ends were dressed inward. Folded back along the lay and tucked under the last three turns, then nipped, then smoothed with a thumb so that no burr stood proud, so a hand running over it in the dark would find nothing to catch on, no spur to draw blood from a person already cold and tired and reaching blind into a bilge at three in the morning. It was not a knot. It was a kindness made of wire. It was a habit, and Wren knew the habit the way she knew the particular silence a room makes when someone has just left it, because she had watched these exact hands do this exact thing across a hundred winter repairs, on a hundred ruined fittings, in a loft above the drowned streets where the lamp swung and the rain came sideways and a woman with cropped grey-shot hair had said, every single time, you dress the ends so the next hand doesn’t bleed, Wren; the next hand is always somebody you love, even when you’ll never meet them.
She did not move. She crouched there with two fingers laid against the cold wire and she did not move, because moving would have made it real that she was breathing.
Rhea had touched this. Rhea’s hands had been here, on this metal, in this cold room, and had bound this wire and tucked these ends for some next hand that had turned out, across two years and three hundred miles of open water, to be Wren’s own.
The trail was not warm. The trail was here, under her fingertips, with a temperature.
“She made that,” a voice said behind her. “The engineer. Two years gone.”
She had not heard him come. He was an old man, and the old move quietly when the floors are theirs, and she knew him by his stillness before she turned: the grey one from the supper table, the one who had watched her too long and said too little, who had let his eyes rest on her hatband as you rest your eyes on a thing you are deciding whether to mention.
“You’re the harbourmaster,” she said.
“Cadog.” He did not offer a hand. He was eighty if he was a day, grey through and through, hair and stubble and the wool of him all gone the colour of the wall, and he stood with the ease of a man who had stood in this hall longer than the pump had. “Keeper of arrivals. Though we’ve not had one to keep in a long while.” A dry sound that was not quite a laugh. “Until you.”
“Cadog.” She stood, slow, her knees telling her she had crouched too long. “You knew her.”
“I know everyone who comes through that wall, love. It’s the one thing left I’m good for.” He looked past her at the pump, and something moved in his old face, some private accounting. “She came up out of the west on a half-rotted skiff with a bad shoulder and better hands than this town’s seen before or since. Wouldn’t take charity. Wouldn’t take wage. Said she’d pay her keep in repairs, and then she paid it, and then she went on paying it long past her keep, because that was the make of her.” He nodded at the dressed wire. “She mended that the second week. She mended forty things. Half of what’s still standing in this place is standing because she leaned on it for a season.”
“A season,” Wren said.
“A season.” He let the word sit. “Spring through to the back end of summer. Then she went on. They always go on.”
A season. Not a grave. Not a door that had closed on her in the dark. A season of Rhea moving through this dying town with her shoulder gone bad and her hands gone generous, mending forty things, dressing the wire so the next one wouldn’t bleed, and then walking out the far side of it alive and going on. The dread Wren had carried up the wall last night, the cold certainty that something had happened to her here, behind one of these weeping doors, came apart in her chest like wet paper and left something far stranger standing in its place.
She had been here. She had been well here. And she had gone.
Wren put her hand flat against the cold flank of the pump and let it stay there, as if some of the warmth of those vanished hands might still be banked in the metal, which it was not, which it could not be, two years gone. But she let it stay there anyway. She had crossed an ocean on a guess and a flinch and the worn-down hope of a woman who would not say out loud what she feared, and here at the end of the guess was proof she could hold in her two hands, proof in metal, and it did not say what she had braced for. It said the opposite. It said alive. It said she went on.
“She taught the crews knots,” Cadog said, watching her come apart and pretending he was watching the pump. “Knots nobody here had ever tied. Harvest crews still use one of hers on the pen-frames, call it the weed-hitch, don’t know her name any more, just the hitch. That’s a kind of living forever, if you think on it. To be a knot people tie and a name they’ve lost.” He paused. “And she asked. Everywhere she went, every soul she mended for, she asked the same thing. Asked after a person.”
The cold of the hall climbed into Wren’s spine.
“After who,” she said. It was not quite a question. She had stopped being able to make it one.
Cadog looked at her. Looked, properly, for the first time, his pale old eyes going over her face and her shoulders and coming at last to rest where they had rested at the supper table, on the band of her hat, on the long grey feather threaded through it, the gull feather she had worn so long she forgot it was there until someone’s eyes told her.
He opened his mouth.
The horn went.
It came from the wall, one long note and then two short, a great brass bellow that filled the turbine hall and rang off the green machines and brought both keepers’ heads up at once from their litany of valves. Wren felt it in her teeth. The older keeper said a word she did not catch and was already moving, the younger after him, and from beyond the doubled doors came the slap of running feet on the platforms, more than one, several, the sound of a town that knew exactly what that pattern of horn meant and had heard it too many times.
“The gate,” Cadog said. The softness had gone out of him. “Tower three. The seized one.” He was moving too, slower than the young men but not by as much as his years should have allowed, a man who had answered this horn before. “Water doing what it shouldn’t. Again.”
“Again,” she said, and the word came out of her as his words came, weathered flat.
She went after him.
The doubled doors gave onto the long platform and the wind took her at once, off the open lagoon, cold and salt and smelling of the green rot in the slack corners where the kelp pens were fouling. The light had gone hard and grey. Out along the wall the runners were converging on the third tower, dark figures bent into the wind, and above them the gauge boards stood up against the sky with their painted lines, and the water, she saw, the water inside the impoundment stood higher than the painted line, stood high and wrong and ugly against the foot of the seized tower where it had no business standing.
The wind shoved at her the length of the wall. Below the platform the impounded lagoon stretched away grey and shivering to the far line of the barrage, and the salvaged barrels of the kelp-oil store thudded against their lashings as she passed, and a child was being hauled in off the outer rail by the back of its smock by a mother who never broke stride. The whole town was tilting towards the third tower the way a deck tilts towards a stove-in plank, everything sliding to the wound.
She reached the base of the tower behind the last of them.
The gate was down. It had been down two years and it looked it: a great slab of a sluice-gate dropped in its channel and frozen there, the iron weeping long stains of rust down the stone like the wall was bleeding from the joint of it. At its foot the silt had built into an apron, a fan of grey estuary mud packed solid as a road, choking the gate’s sill so that even if the seizing freed tomorrow the gate could not have lifted clean. Its two neighbours stood open and innocent, their gates housed, their channels running clear with the spent lagoon water. Only this one. Only the third tower, dead in the middle of a wall the town could no longer fully work, with the tide on the turn outside and the water finding the one place it was not allowed to go and pressing there, eddying back on itself, a slow ugly boil of held water against a door that would not open.
A young woman stood at the heart of it with a ledger under her arm.
She could not have been more than twenty-five. She had a rope-coil over one shoulder and a wax tablet swinging from her belt and the ledger clamped to her ribs like the only solid thing in the world, and she was calling orders into the wind, and the orders were good, Wren could hear that they were good, sandbags here and the apron sounded there and somebody up top to read the gauge and call the level down to her. They were good orders and they were not enough and the young woman knew it, you could see her knowing it in the set of her jaw, in her eyes going again and again to the painted line as if she might shame it down by looking. She was in charge. She was plainly, entirely in charge, and she was just as plainly drowning in it, a young woman holding a tide back with a ledger and a rope and the held breath of three hundred people, and no keeper left to tell her what the why was under the what.
Wren stood at the foot of the seized tower in the wind, and the two things she had been carrying since last night came together in her hands and turned out to be one thing.
The trail she had come for. The trouble she had walked into. The engineer who had mended this town for a season and asked after someone everywhere she went, and the town that was packing to scatter because it could no longer mend itself. The same knot. The same cold metal. She had crossed an ocean to find a thread, and the thread ran straight through the wall these people could not hold.
Cadog had come up beside her. He was looking at the gate, at the boil of wrong water, at the young woman with the ledger, and his old face had folded into something that was grief worn smooth by long handling.
Then he turned to Wren, and he finished the sentence the horn had cut in two.
“She asked after a scout,” he said, the wind taking half the words and leaving the half that mattered. “From the estuary country.” His eyes went, last of all, to the feather in her hatband, and stayed there. “With a gull feather worn in her hat.”
Wren did not breathe.
Chapter 7
What She Mends
The pump came back to life under her hands as they always did, grudging and then grateful, a long shudder and then the steady draw of water rising up the column.
Rhea held still and listened to it as another woman might listen to a held breath let go. The cistern was forty feet over her head, a salvaged tank lashed to the third tier of the tower, and for three weeks it had been giving the community below it half of what they fed it. She had known the fault before she touched the casing. A worn impeller, the vanes gone soft at their edges, the same wear she had seen in a hundred pumps in a hundred towers, and the same patient blindness in the people who relied on it. They had stopped hearing the change in its note. They had taught themselves not to.
That was the first thing she read in any place she came to: not what was broken, but what had gone unnoticed long enough to feel like ordinary life. A community told you everything about itself in the things it had decided to live without. Water that ran thin. A hinge that screamed. A light that flickered and was simply never looked at again. People grew skins over their losses the way wood grew over a wound, and you could date the grief by the thickness of the scar.
She tightened the last collar and wiped her hands down her thighs.
“You’ll want to bleed it weekly now,” she said. “It’ll tell you when it’s tired. Listen for the note dropping.”
The harbour-keeper crouched beside her, an old man with salt in the creases of his face, watching the water climb the gauge with the wary pleasure of someone who had stopped expecting good news. He pressed a wrapped parcel towards her, fish by the smell of it, and something fermented underneath.
“For the work,” he said.
“For the work, you keep your fish.” She did not look up from the casing. “I’ll take news instead, if you have any.”
He settled back on his heels. They always did, at that, the small recalibration as a stranger turned out to want something stranger than payment.
“News of what?”
Here it was, then. The asking, worn smooth in her mouth from seven years of saying it, until it came out level as a thing recited.
“A scout. From the estuary country, away to the north and east. She’d be near my age now. She travelled light and she travelled often, and she wore a gull feather in her hatband.” Rhea heard her own voice give the words their shape and give nothing else away. “You’d remember her if you’d met her. People do.”
The old man thought about it. He thought about it properly, which was its own small kindness, and she was grateful for it the way she was always grateful, and she knew already what the thinking would come to.
“No,” he said at last. “No one like that. We don’t get many up from the estuaries. Too far. The currents don’t favour it.”
“No,” Rhea agreed. “They don’t.”
The news was nothing. The news was always nothing. She had built a life on a question and the life was made entirely of the silence after it, and she had learned to stand in that silence without flinching, as you learn to stand in cold water until your blood gives up arguing.
She did not tell him the rest. That she had once had words to leave and had left none. That she had gone down into the dark of the Underloft with a year owed and her mouth full of all the things she might have said to the woman who would not come down with her, and had said none of them, had simply descended, counting. One year and three days, every one of them counted like beads. She had surfaced into a world that had moved on, and the words had curdled in her, and she had sworn she would not make that mistake again.
So she left a different message now. She always left it.
She turned back to the pump and took up the loose ends of the supply wire where she had spliced the new feed, and she dressed them as she dressed every join she had ever made: the strands folded back on themselves and bound in a flat, looping turn, then doubled, a knot no manual taught and no other hand made. It served no function the work required. It was hers. She laid it the way another woman might have left a name carved small in a doorframe, in case the right person ever came along behind her and read the metal and knew the hand that made it.
A signature for a reader who never came.
She had told herself, the first year, that it was foolishness. The eighth year she no longer told herself anything. She simply did it, every time, in every tower and on every shore, a thousand small letters scattered across a drowned country, each one saying the same thing in a language only one person could read.
I was here. I am still looking. I never stopped.
The keeper watched her hands and did not understand what he was watching, and that was right, that was as it should be. She closed the casing over the dressed wire and stood and stretched the ache from her back.
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Down at the waterline the light had gone long and copper, the tide drawing out across the flats below the towers, and her boat sat low at the staithe with the day’s water already aboard.
The keeper had followed her down. He stood with his hands tucked into his sleeves against a wind that had not been there at midday, and there was a question in the set of him.
“You’ll not winter here,” he said. It was not quite an offer and not quite a warning.
“No.”
“It’s coming early. You can taste it.” He nodded out at the channel, where the water had taken on the flat pewter sheen it took before the cold set in. “Hard season to be moving in.”
“Hard season to be still in, too.” She stowed the toolroll under the thwart and felt the boat take her weight, familiar, the one fixed point in a moving world. “I do better moving.”
She made the decision as she always made it, which was to say she had made it long before he asked, and the asking only gave it words. North she had emptied years ago. East was the estuary, and the estuary had given her nothing but ships passing, the wake of a woman always just gone. So: south. South, because south was where she had not yet asked, and the only direction that still held a question was the only direction worth a winter.
There was a stretch of shore she had heard of, far down and round the long west reach, where they still worked the old tin and the towers gave way to a low hard coast of stone and weather. The tin coast. They would have pumps there, and pumps failed, and a community that worked metal would not turn away a hand that mended it. She could pass a winter there and ask her question of every new face, and dress her wire ends, and wait for the season to turn.
“South,” she told him. “The tin coast, if the weather lets me round.”
“Long way.”
“They’re all long ways now.”
He helped her cast off, which she did not need and did not refuse, and he stood on the staithe as she took up the oars and brought the bow round into the failing light.
She did not look back at the tower. She was thinking of the dressed wire up in the casing, doing its quiet work in the dark where the water rose, saying its one sentence to no one, the way it had in a hundred towers before this and would in a hundred yet to come.
A letter she would keep on writing until someone, somewhere, finally read it back to her.
She bent to the oars, and turned south.
Chapter 8
The Keeper’s Daughter
The gauge boards were the first thing the light found, and Lowri was already there to read them.
She climbed the sluice tower in the grey hour with the rope coil over one shoulder and the wax tablet against her hip, as she did every morning, as her father had done every morning before her. The stair turned three times in the dark and let her out onto the gallery, where the wind came off the lagoon flat and steady and tasted of weed. Below her the impounded water lay still as poured tin. She set her hand on the rail, found the worn place where his hand had worn it, and began.
Upstream board: the painted figures came up out of the gloom as the day did, and she squinted until she had the level off the staff to the half-inch. She spoke it under her breath, then again, then wrote it. Downstream board: lower, of course, the seaward face always lower at this state of tide. She wrote that too. The difference between the two numbers was the whole of the Lagan’s argument with the sea, and she copied it down faithfully and did not, even now, entirely understand what it was telling her.
That was the shame of it. She kept it folded small, where nobody could read it but herself. A keeper who read the levels the way a child reads a face: she knew the look of pleased and the look of cross, and nothing of the thoughts beneath.
She made her own small marks as she went, as she made all her lists. A tick for done. A line under the figure that sat below where it should. Ticks she trusted. Lines she only made.
The ledger lived in the watch-room at the head of the stair, on the slope-topped desk under the one good lamp. She brought it out into the morning and opened it to the day’s place, and there he was. Ifor’s hand ran down two-thirds of the book in a clean upright column, every figure the same height, the ink the same blue-black he had mixed himself from a recipe she had never thought to ask for and now could not. Down the margins his small remarks: gate stiff, eased it. Spring run, see last. Watch this corner. He had written to himself the way other men talked, steadily, with no one listening, trusting the page to keep what the head let go.
Two winters back the column became hers.
She could see the join without looking for it. His last full week, then three days in another hand entirely because she had been doing the round for him by then and bringing him the numbers to his bed, and then the white space where nobody wrote anything at all, and then her own first entry after, the figures too careful, too large, a child’s copy of his clean economy. She had got steadier since. She had not got surer. Down her two years of columns the readings marched on, dutiful, exact, and somewhere in among them a thing had begun to happen that she had recorded and recorded and never once let herself name.
She did not name it now either. She wrote the morning’s numbers under yesterday’s and closed the book.
Beyond the rail the seized gate sat in its slot where it had sat for two years, the great timber-and-iron face of it down hard against the sill, fixed, dumb, a closed mouth. It had come down the autumn after he died, in a night of weather, and it had not lifted since. Nobody had got it to lift since. The men had tried the winch and tried the levers and tried, last of all, the dredged-up patience of asking her, the keeper’s daughter, what her father would have done, and she had stood there with her tablet and her ledger and offered them nothing, because nothing was what she had.
They did not say it to her face. They were too kind, or too tired, or both. They said good morning, Lowri and cold one and how’s your mam, and they did not say the gate. It was she who said the gate, to herself, on the stair, every single day. You should know how. He was teaching you. You let it slip away from you like everything else.
Her mam had said the one true thing, in the spring after, drying her hands on her apron at the door. He’d not blame you, cariad. He’d blame the winter for taking him too soon. It was meant for comfort and it had landed like a stone, because it set the whole weight of it on a season that could not feel it, and left Lowri standing in the middle holding what was left. Nobody’s fault. That was the worst of all the verdicts. If it had been her fault there would have been a thing to mend.
Below, on the apron, the sandbags still lay heaped where the crews had thrown them yesterday. The water had come round in a great slow muscle at the turn of the tide, a single shouldering eddy that had set the whole barrage groaning, and they had piled the bags and stood back shaken and watched it ease and go. Today the bags only sat there, dark and sodden, looking foolish in the calm. A thing they had done against a thing that had passed.
Lowri took up her coil and her tablet and went down to the council, because the council was at nine, and she was, for want of anyone better, the keeper.
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They met in the long room behind the turbine hall, where the floor ran warm from the machinery and the chairs were the chairs salvaged off the old ferry, bolted in their rows so that the Lagan held all its hardest conversations as if waiting to be taken somewhere. A dozen of them this morning. The heads of work and the elders, Cadog at the end with his hands folded on his stick, and Marged in the middle of the front row with the slate she kept for the leaving.
For that was what the council was for now. The leaving.
They did not call it that. They called it the planning, and they conducted it in the language of tidiness, which Lowri understood better than she understood the gate, because tidiness was a kind of list, and lists she could do. Marged had it all on the slate in her square hand. The boats: four sound enough for open water, two more if they were patched, the rest fit only for the lagoon. The kin: the Prosser girls would go to the cousins at the tin coast, old Emrys and his wife to the daughter up the Severn shore, this household to that one, this name set against that far roof, the whole town being quietly sorted into other people’s spare rooms. And the platforms: which to strip first, the kelp racks or the gull-pens or the long mussel lines, what to take, what to leave for the sea.
“We start with the far racks,” Marged said. “Easiest to lift, least loss if we leave them. Then the lines. The pens last, they’ll feed us longest.”
Heads went down and came up. It was all so reasonable. That was the thing Lowri could not bear about it, how reasonable it was, how nobody was angry, how they were folding the Lagan up like a fair sheet, corner to corner, smoothing it as they went.
Three hundred souls, near enough, and Marged had a roof or a berth against every one of them, set down in her square hand as Lowri set down levels. It was a list, and Lowri could not fault a list, and that was its cruelty: it was the same craft as her own, the same comfort in things put in their proper order, turned now to the dismantling of the only place she had ever kept. She found the name of her own household on the slate, hers and her mam’s, set against the cousins two shores over, and looked away from it.
“One more season,” she said.
The room turned to her, kindly, as it always turned to her.
“The impoundment holds,” she said. “The hall still spins. We’ve fish in the pens and grain put by. One more season and we know more, we can decide proper, we’re not scattering on a guess.” She heard her own voice as she said it, thin, reaching, a girl reading numbers she did not trust off a board she could not read. “We don’t have to go yet.”
Marged was not unkind. That was somehow worse. “Love,” she said, “and if the gate goes? Not the eddy. The gate. If she lets go in a March blow with the whole town still here.” She let it sit. She did not say and you cannot lift it, you cannot even tell us why it stuck. She did not have to. The gate was Lowri’s to answer for, and everyone in the room knew it, and the kindness with which they did not look at her was the loudest thing in the room.
“One more season,” Lowri said again, smaller, and let it go.
Cadog stirred at the end of the row. He did not speak to the gate. He turned, in his oblique way, to the other thing, the thing that had been sitting under the morning like the eddy under the calm.
“And the woman,” he said.
A small shift went round the chairs. They knew the woman. The estuary woman, off the water two days ago, gull feather in her hatband, who had stood on the apron through the whole of yesterday’s trouble reading the eddy like a page, and who had, before that, gone about the town asking. Asking after a Rooftops engineer. The room had flinched when she asked, Lowri had been told, the way a room flinches at a name it half knows, and nobody had given her an answer, and the not-answering had become its own kind of answer, and now here it was at council.
“What does she want,” said one of the boat heads. “That’s the question. Comes off the water alone, asks her questions, watches our gate. What’s she after, and what’ll it cost us to find out.”
“Nothing’s free off the estuary,” another said. “Never has been.”
“She pulled sandbags yesterday with the rest,” someone offered.
“Anyone’ll pull a bag for a roof and a meal.”
Lowri said nothing. She had seen the woman only at a distance, on the apron, a still figure among the running ones, watching the water do its slow violent thing and not flinching when the crews flinched. Reads water, Lowri had thought, the way I cannot. The thought had not been generous. She kept it folded with the rest.
“Send her on,” the boat head said. “Politely. We’ve enough to carry without carrying a stranger’s questions.”
Cadog set both hands on the head of his stick and looked at nothing in particular, which was how he looked when he had decided a thing.
“She stayed on the apron,” he said, “when the apron was the worst place to be. That tells me more than her questions do.” He paused. “Leave her a while. Let her ask. There’s no harm in a question.” And that was all he gave them, no reason behind it, no account of himself, only the flat dry weight of eighty-odd years saying leave her, and because it was Cadog, the room left her, and moved on to the boats.
Lowri watched the old man and could not read him. There was something behind his eyes he was not setting on the table. But everyone had something folded small these days. She had no standing to ask him to unfold it.
She wrote the platforms onto her own tablet, far racks first, in their proper order, because the order, at least, she could keep.
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The woman came to the tower in the afternoon.
Lowri heard the stair before she saw her, the unhurried tread of someone who climbed towers for a living, and then she was in the door of the watch-room, taking off the hat with the feather, and up close she was younger than the stillness on the apron had made her, weather on her face, salt-stiff hair, eyes that went round the room once and took the measure of it.
“You’re the keeper,” the woman said. Not a question.
“I keep the ledgers,” Lowri said, which was true, and not the same thing, and she did not know why she made the distinction out loud to a stranger when she would not make it to anyone she knew.
“Wren.” The woman put out a hand and Lowri took it. A worker’s hand, rope-marked, like her own. “I’d like to see the gauge ledgers, if you’ll show me. Your levels. Up and downstream, far back as they run.”
There it was, the thing nobody asked. Everyone here knew the ledgers were Ifor’s, and that they were Lowri’s now, and so nobody asked to see them, as you do not ask a widow to open her dead man’s coat. The stranger did not know to be delicate. The stranger only wanted the water.
Lowri’s first move was to refuse. She felt the refusal come up in her, hot and quick, the old defence. They’re his. You don’t read water, you read it off a feather in your hat. What would you make of his columns. She got as far as opening her mouth.
Then she thought: she watched the eddy. She stood on the apron and read it. And before she had decided anything she had taken the ledger off the desk and laid it open under the lamp, because some part of her, the part she kept most folded, wanted, just once, for someone to look at the numbers and tell her what they said.
Wren did not flatter the book. She did not say what a fine hand or two keepers, then. She pulled the lamp closer and bent over the columns and read them the way Lowri read the boards, lips just moving, and she read backwards, this year against last, last against the one before, her finger going up the page instead of down.
It was strange to watch. Lowri kept ledgers and had stopped trusting the water; here was a woman who plainly trusted nothing but the water, who had stood on the apron yesterday and read a thing the whole town had only run from, and who took to the columns now not as words on a page but as the water itself laid flat and made to hold still. Two crafts that should have been one. Her father had had both. He had read the book and the lagoon as a single sentence, and he had died with half of it untaught, and Lowri had been left holding the half that made no sense without the other.
“Your upstream’s steady,” she said, half to herself. “Holds its level. Good wall.” Her finger moved across. “But your difference is closing.” She went back a year, two years, the finger climbing. “It was that, and now it’s that. Every season a little less between the two faces.” She looked up. “Your gate’s been shut two years. Nothing moving through it. So all the exchange this lagoon gets is what leaks and what you let through the lesser sluices, and it’s not enough, and it’s been not enough longer than the gate’s been down. The water in here is going over. The book’s been saying so since before your gate ever stuck.”
The book’s been saying so. Of course it had. It had been saying so in Lowri’s own hand, in figures she had set down with her own pen, season on season, the closing difference written plain as a sum a child could do, and she had carried it up and down this stair eight hundred times and never once let herself reach the end of the sentence.
“I record the numbers,” Lowri said. Her voice had gone tight. “I don’t have to like what a stranger makes of them.”
It came out harder than she meant, and it was the last of the defence, and it had nothing behind it, and they both heard that it had nothing behind it. Wren did not argue. She only waited, the way Cadog waited, letting the false thing fall of its own weight.
And Lowri’s anger went out of her all at once, the way the eddy had gone out of the apron, a great muscle of it shouldering through and then nothing, only the sodden bags left looking foolish in the calm.
She did not say I knew. She did not say I couldn’t read it. She got up instead, because she could not say any of it, and she crossed the watch-room to the cupboard in the wall, the deep one with the long iron handle, and she opened it.
Her father’s tools. Set out as he had set them out and as she had kept them, each in its place on the rack, the long brass-cased level and the line-and-plummet and the gauge keys and the wedges and the great spanners for the gate gearing, all of it wiped and oiled and laid up bright, the oil fresh because she oiled them, every month, faithfully, the same hand that did the round and copied the ink. Bright. Ready. Untouched. Two years of an oiling no hand interrupted to use.
She did not say anything about the cupboard. She only let it stand open between them in the lamplight, the whole of it, the kept and the unused, and let Wren read that as she had read the columns.
Wren looked. She did not reach for anything. She did not say the kind thing or the wrong thing. She looked a long moment at the bright oiled tools that no one used, and then at the book that said its sentence in a dead man’s column and a living woman’s continuing of it, and then at Lowri.
“You keep these well,” she said. It was not the kind thing. It was just true, and the truth of it was almost worse.
Lowri shut the cupboard.
They worked the ledger a while longer after that, Wren asking and Lowri answering what she could, and it was easier with the cupboard shut and the worst thing already in the room and survived. The light went long and amber in the watch-room window. The lagoon lay still beyond, going over in its slow way, and saying so, and had been saying so all along.
When the woman left she stopped in the door and put the hat back on, and she asked the question.
Not the gate question. Not the stranger’s question, the cost, the want, the why. She asked the one nobody in the Lagan had ever once asked Lowri plainly, because they all already knew the shape of the answer and were too kind to make her say it.
“Who taught you?” Wren said.
And Lowri, who had folded it small for two years, who had carried it up and down the stair eight hundred times, looked at her father’s shut cupboard and her father’s open book and answered it truthfully, out loud, for the first time.
“Nobody finished.”
Beyond the window the tide turned, and the seized gate stood in its slot, holding back a water that was dying anyway, and said nothing, as it always did.
Chapter 9
The Bloom
She smelled the pens before she saw them, and the smell was wrong.
Wren had grown up downwind of a kelp harvest. The estuary at Havenswell breathed iodine and cold salt over the farms at every low water, a clean mineral sharpness that meant the fronds were thriving and the trays were sweet. It was a smell she could have found blindfolded from a boat, as another woman might find her own kitchen. This was not that. This was something under it and against it: a soft brown reek of rot, of standing water and warm decay, the smell of a thing left too long in a bucket. It came off the lagoon in slow waves as the punt slid out from the wall, and it sat at the back of her throat and would not be swallowed.
“You’ll get used to it,” said the woman at the pole. Her name was Esyllt, and she was older than Wren by twenty years and stronger by more than that, and she worked the punt across the still water with the economy of someone who had done it ten thousand times. “Or you won’t. Most don’t.”
The lagoon lay flat as poured oil under a high white sky. No wind. That was the first thing Wren’s body told her, before she had any thought to go with it: no wind, no chop, no working of the surface at all. The water did not move because nothing was moving it. The kelp pens ran out in long rows from the inner wall, each row a line of floats and willow frames roped to stakes driven into the old harbour bed, the fronds hanging beneath in the green dark. Between the rows the surface should have rippled with the tide’s slow breathing. Instead it held a skin, dull and unbroken, and in the slack corners where the rows met the seized tower the skin had gone a colour Wren had no good word for. Brown under green. An oily sheen riding on top of it, like diesel on old rainwater, catching the white light and throwing it back in sick rainbows.
“There,” she said, before she could stop herself. “It’s worst there. By the tower.”
Esyllt did not look. “Curse corner. We don’t work it.”
They poled down the second row, where the water was merely tired rather than dying, and the crew began to haul. There were four of them besides Esyllt: two men, a girl barely into her teens, and a broad quiet woman named Carys who handled the trays. They brought the frames up hand over hand, and Wren watched the fronds come dripping into the air and felt the wrongness move from her nose into her eyes.
Good kelp was firm. Good kelp had a gloss to it, a slick dark health, and when you ran a thumb along the blade it squeaked faintly and sprang back. These blades came up slimed. A film clung to them, grey-green and faintly stringy, and where the film was thickest the frond beneath had gone soft and pale, the structure failing, the edges frayed to mush. The girl, whose name was Nona, worked beside Carys stripping the dead growth into a basket, and her hands moved fast and unhappy, throwing more away than she kept. Carys hauled an oyster tray and tipped it and the smell that came off it made Nona turn her face away.
“They were good last year,” Nona said, to no one, scrubbing at a frame with her sleeve over her nose. “These rows. I worked these rows last year and they were good.”
“Two summers running,” Esyllt said. She said it flat, the way she gave all her numbers. “First year we lost the outer rows. This year it’s come inside. My mother saw a curse year once, when she was a girl. Took the harvest and went, and the year after the fronds came back thick as your arm.” She shrugged, and the punt rocked. “It passes. It always passes. You wait it out.”
Wren said nothing. She had learned, these past weeks, that nothing was often the right thing to say to the Lagan, and that the elders especially read silence as respect rather than disagreement. But her eyes kept going back to the corner by the tower, to the brown skin and the oily light, and what her eyes told her was not what Esyllt’s mother had told Esyllt. A curse fell everywhere or it fell nowhere. This had a shape. It was worst in the slack, worst by the dead gate, worst exactly where the water had stopped, and it thinned as you moved out towards the rows that still felt some ghost of a current. That was not a curse. A curse did not draw maps.
“Can I borrow the punt,” she said. “An hour. I won’t fish your rows. I just want to read the water.”
Esyllt looked at her then, the long appraising look the Lagan gave a stranger who said something that was almost sense. “Read it how.”
“I’ll show you when I’ve done it.”
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She did it as Cadog’s old harbourmaster’s instinct and her own training would both have done it, the way a scout reads any water she does not yet understand: she let the water tell her where it went.
From her satchel she took the floats. She had cut them herself the night before, not knowing then quite why, only that her hands had wanted the work: a dozen scraps of pale willow shaved thin and notched so they would ride high and visible, each one weighted with a pinch of clay on a thread so it sat as a drifting thing sits, taking the current at the depth the current actually ran rather than skating on the wind-skin above. There was no wind today to skate on. So much the better. Today the only thing that could move a float was the water itself.
She set them out one by one, poling slowly along the inner wall, dropping a float and marking on a scrap of chart where it went in and what time the sun stood at. By the tower. In the dead corner. Out along the second row. Off the mouth of the choked culvert where the gate stood in its slot. At the far end where the inner wall turned and the rows ran towards open water. She gave each its clay and its thread and set it loose and let it go where it would, and then she sat the punt still in the middle of the lagoon, and she waited, and she watched.
This was the part she was good at. Not the climbing, not the charm, not the council talk: this. A still hour and a moving water and the patience to let the second teach you the first. The float told you what no eye could: where the water set and where it had given up, the live drift and the dead corner, the speed of a thing on a thread against the speed of a thing that hung. She had no soundings of this lagoon, no years of it in a book. She had twelve scraps of willow and the sun and the bottom she could feel through the pole. But the principle did not change. Water that lived, moved. Water that moved, told you so.
The floats by the open end drifted. Slowly, lazily, but they drifted, swinging on the failing tide as it leaned in through the rows that still breathed. The floats in the middle barely stirred. And the floats in the dead corner, by the tower, off the mouth of the culvert, did not stir at all. She watched one for a quarter of an hour and it sat exactly where she had dropped it, turning on its thread, going nowhere, while the brown skin held it like a fly in old honey.
She marked it all. Arrows where things drifted, the length of the arrow for the speed of the drift. A small ringed dot for every float that stayed. By the time the sun had moved a hand’s width and Esyllt was poling out to fetch her back, Wren had a map.
She did not say what it showed. She rolled it small and put it in her satchel against her ribs, and on the way back to the wall she looked once more at the seized tower standing dark and patient over the worst of the water, and she thought: not a reproach. A wound.
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Lowri’s ledgers smelled of beeswax and old paper, and the keeper’s room above the turbine hall was the one warm dry place in the town that the bloom’s reek did not reach. Wren spread her float-map on the long table and weighted its corners with two of Ifor’s oiled and unused brass instruments, and Lowri came and stood at her shoulder with the gauge book open in her arms.
“Show me your numbers,” Wren said. “The ones your father took. The exchange columns. How much water the lagoon swapped with the sea each tide, going back.”
Lowri turned the pages without hurry. She had a keeper’s hands, careful with a book the way Esyllt’s hands were careful with a pole, and Wren had learned not to rush her. The columns marched down the page in two hands: Ifor’s first, then Lowri’s after, the figures growing where the man’s writing stopped and the daughter’s began, but the numbers themselves shrinking. Tide after tide, season after season, the volume the impoundment took in and gave back fell. Not in a crash. In a long slow bleed, year on year, ever since one entry where Ifor’s pen had pressed hard into the paper and the word beside the date was simply gate.
“That’s when it seized,” Lowri said. “Two summers back. He wrote it small. He wrote everything small after.” She did not look up. “After that the exchange is half what it was. Then less than half. Then this year.” She turned to the most recent page, her own hand, and there the figures had a flatness to them that Wren recognised from her floats. “This year it barely moves at all.”
Wren laid her map beside the book so the two of them touched, edge to edge, water and number, and between them the thing assembled itself, as a thing does when you have stopped looking for it and let it come.
The gate had seized. With the gate seized, the impoundment could only exchange through whatever leakage and overflow the wall allowed, which was little, and less each year as silt settled and the corners stilled. A lagoon that did not exchange did not refresh. The water warmed in the long summer, sat unmoved, gathered what it gathered. And then, this year, a warm summer laid on top of two years of dying circulation, and the still water did what still warm water does: it bloomed. The brown skin. The oily sheen. The slime on the fronds and the foulness in the trays. Not a curse, not a year that would pass of its own accord. A symptom. The bloom was the symptom and the gate was the wound, and the wound had been bleeding the lagoon to death for two years while the elders waited for it to pass.
She thought of Nona’s hands throwing away more than they kept. She thought of the floats turning on their threads, going nowhere, all morning. She thought of Ifor pressing his pen hard into the paper beside the one small word.
“It’s fixable,” Wren said, and heard the wonder in her own voice, because that was the first half of it and the better half. “Lowri. It’s fixable. The water’s not poisoned, it’s only stopped. Free the gate, get the exchange running, and the tide flushes it. A season, maybe two, and the rows come back thick as your arm.” She had borrowed Esyllt’s phrase without meaning to, and it felt suddenly cruel in her mouth, because the second half of it was coming and the second half was the horror.
Lowri had gone very still. “Free the gate.”
“Yes.”
“The gate that nobody has been able to free in two years.” She turned and looked at Wren full on, and there was no anger in it, only a sort of tired knowledge arriving where hope had stood a half-second before. “You’ve seen where it sits. You’ve seen the slot.”
Wren had. She made herself say it. “The mechanism’s down in the culvert. The flooded one. It seized from the inside, and from the inside is the only place it’ll free. Deep, dark, silt to the chest.” She put her finger on her own map, on the ringed dot off the culvert mouth where no float had stirred all morning, the deadest water in a dead corner. “That’s where the work is. Down there.”
And there it was, the whole shape of it, lying on the table between the beeswax light and the gauge book: hope and horror in the one finding. It could be mended. Mending it meant going into the one place the Lagan could not go, doing the one kind of work a folk who lived on the water but never went into it had never learned to do. They had no diver-craft. They had no one who could go down into the cold silted dark of a flooded culvert and feel out a seized mechanism by hand. They had built fifty years of life on the surface of a water none of them would enter, and the thing that was killing them was waiting at the bottom of it.
“Nobody finished,” Lowri said, very quietly, to the book. It was what she had said two nights ago about her father’s teaching, and Wren understood she meant it now about everything.
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The council met in the chamber behind the turbine hall, where the floor ran warm from the old machinery below and the chairs were salvaged ferry seats bolted in a rough ring, their cracked vinyl mended with sailcloth. Wren stood in the middle of the ring with her map in her hands and laid it all out as plainly as she could: the floats, the columns, the gate, the culvert, the bloom that was a symptom and the wound that could be healed. She kept her voice level and her claims small. She did not tell them she had crossed half a drowned country to stand here. She did not tell them what Pell’s last message had said about the Bristol routes lying open, the network reaching further every season, help that could be sent for. When she did mention, once and lightly, that the routes were open and that word could go out, she watched it land on the ring of weathered faces like a stranger’s fairy-tale, a pretty thing from far away that had nothing to do with the water they knew, and she let it drop.
It was Marged who answered her, and Marged answered kindly, which was worse.
“You’ve done good work, love.” She said it without condescension, a councillor reading a slate she had read many times. “Better than good. I’ll not pretend the map’s not clever, or that you’re wrong about the cause. You may well be right about every word of it.” She spread her hands, a small honest gesture. “And it changes nothing we can do.”
“It changes everything,” Wren said. “If the cause is the gate, then the gate is the answer.”
“The gate’s been the answer for two years, then, by your reckoning, and the answer’s been sat under twelve feet of black water the whole time, and not one soul born to this lagoon can reach it.” Marged’s voice stayed even. “We don’t go under, girl. We never have. Our grandparents didn’t, and theirs didn’t. We live on the water. We don’t drown in it on purpose.” A few of the ring murmured at that, not unkindly. “You’re telling us the cure is the one thing we can’t do. That’s not a cure. That’s a longer way of saying the same hard word.”
“Then send for someone who can,” Wren said. “The routes are open. I came up them. There are people who do this work.”
And there it was again, the fairy-tale, sliding off the faces in the ring. An old man near the wall shook his head slowly. “Outside help,” he said, and he said it the way other folk said fair weather, a thing that was lovely to speak of and did not come. “Fifty years we’ve been here. In fifty years no one’s come up that water to help us. Not in the bad winters, not when the fever took the children, not once. Asking is just a slower kind of dying. You learn that or you don’t last.” He was not bitter. That was the terrible thing. He was simply certain. “We sent word out, the first bad winter. My father sent it. He waited on this wall every dawn for a season for an answer.” He turned his hands over in his lap. “There wasn’t one. After that he stopped sending and started saving, and that’s why any of us is here to argue with you. Pride’s not the word for it, girl. We just stopped wasting hope on the water bringing us anything but weather.”
Marged took it up again, gentle and relentless. “Here’s the slate as I keep it, love, and you weigh it honestly. We stay, and we gamble the last good season on a stranger’s map and a rescue that’s never once come in living memory. Or we scatter, while the boats hold and the weather’s with us, and we carry what we are to the higher towns and we don’t all die in one place waiting.” She let that sit. “I know which of those I can ask a mother to choose.”
Wren looked round the ring for help and found none, and then she found Cadog.
He sat at the edge of the chairs with his cap in his hands, the harbourmaster, the man who two days ago on the wall had said a thing about her gull feather and then said no more of it. He did not speak. When the vote came to the abstainers he simply did not raise his hand for the scatter and did not raise it against, and through the whole of it his eyes stayed on Wren, steady and unreadable, holding something she could not yet name. Once she caught his gaze and held it and tried, with her own, to ask him the older question, the one about the feather and what he had nearly told her. He gave her the smallest movement of his head. Not yet. Not here. Not in front of the town. A door, not shut. A door left standing open in a room where everyone else was leaving.
The council did not decide the scatter that night. It decided, in the Lagan way, not to decide: to keep the slate, to keep the boats ready, to talk again. Marged folded her notes. The ring broke up into ones and twos drifting out into the dark, and Wren rolled her map and stood alone in the warm chamber feeling the whole long climb of her journey end, here, in a kind room full of kind people who had decided to die well rather than ask.
She went up onto the wall because she did not know where else to go.
The lagoon lay black under a sky just clearing to stars, and somewhere out in it the bloom went on breathing its soft rot into the dark, and the seized tower stood over the worst of it saying nothing, dark and dumb and patient. She heard the door below, and feet on the stair, and then Lowri was beside her at the parapet with her father’s gauge book still held against her chest like something she had carried up and down eight hundred times and could not put down.
For a while neither of them said anything. The tide that was barely a tide moved in the dark, and did not move, in the corner by the tower.
Then Lowri set the book on the cold stone of the wall, and turned to her, and crossed the last of the distance she had been half a step from for two days.
“Show me how you made the map.”
Chapter 10
The Closing Window
A strange sail showed in the gate two mornings after the council failed to decide, and the whole of the Lagan came up onto the walls to look at it.
Wren was on the south rampart with Lowri and the gauge book when the cry went down the harbour, and she felt the town lift around her as water lifts before a swell, a long quiet gathering she could not see the cause of and then could. The sail was small, tan, patched along its foot with a darker cloth, and it leaned in past the heads on a soft south-westerly with the unhurried confidence of a boat that had done this water before and knew its draught to the inch. Not Bridge Folk. No painted hull, no flotilla manners, no second mast. A coaster, one woman’s livelihood and maybe two, and it came in trailing a line of gulls and a wake the colour of weak tea.
“Once a year,” Lowri said. “If that. The Marlo.” She said the name slowly, a thing she had not had cause to say in a long while. “Old Pais’s boat. We thought she’d died.”
They had been at the gauge boards since before light, the two of them, because the float-map lessons had begun in earnest and Lowri took to them with a hunger that made Wren careful, as you are careful pouring water into a dry pot. Wren had drawn her the floats on the back of a tide table, the cork and the line and the slate, and shown her how a thing that drifted could be made to write down where the water went if you only watched it long enough and were honest about what you saw. Lowri had asked three good questions and one that Wren could not answer, and they had stood a while in the cold turning that one over, and it had felt, Wren thought now, like work. Like the start of work that went somewhere. Then the cry had gone down the harbour and Lowri’s head had come up like a hare’s.
Down on the quay the children had got there first, as children do, and behind them came the rest, drying their hands on their aprons, leaving their nets, leaving the fish, the smith with his apron still on and a hammer still in his fist as though he had simply turned and walked out of his own work to come and stand in the sun and look at a sail. Hope, Wren thought. That was what she was watching. The plain animal hope of a shut place at the sight of a door opening, even a small door, even for an afternoon. It moved her more than she had expected, and she let it, because there was no one beside her she had to hide it from any longer.
She and Lowri came down off the wall together.
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Pais was old, and small, and weather-bitten to the colour and grain of a fence post, and she came up the quay steps under a pack that would have folded a younger woman with the gait of someone who had carried it forty years and intended to carry it forty more. She had brought salt, and good rope, and seed in waxed paper, and a basket of lemons that drew a sound from the crowd like a held breath let go. She traded slow and fair, and she gave the news away free, between the weighing and the counting, as the honest boats did. Wren stood at the edge of it and listened, and felt the old wariness she carried for traders loosen by a notch. Bought news was poison; you paid for it and it told you what you wished to hear. This was the other kind. This was a returning boat unburdening itself of everything it had seen because the seeing had been lonely.
She heard, in among it, that Bristol’s trade was reaching out again, hulls going further up the channel than they had in years, a market in the old drowned city that had things in it nobody had seen since before. The Lagan took this as it took all rumour from the wide world, with a slow shake of the head and a return to the price of rope. Bristol. As well say the moon had a market. A man near Wren snorted and told his neighbour that next they’d hear the Collective had reopened the deep stations, and the neighbour laughed, and that was the end of it. Stories. Wren let it pass. It was not her story, and she had learned long ago that a town will believe a lemon in its hand before it believes a city it cannot see.
Her story came twenty minutes later, sideways, the way the true thing always did.
A woman had asked Pais about pumps. Whether the old hand-lift pumps could be had anywhere, for the field drains. And Pais, weighing salt, had said that down the tin coast they had pumps and to spare now, for there had been an engineer wintered there who had put half the dead workings back into breath.
Wren did not move. She had learned, scouting, that the body betrays the hunter; that a deer reads a turned head across a whole valley. She kept her hands where they were and her face where it was and she said, into the small lull, easy, “An engineer. This past winter?”
“This past one.” Pais tipped the salt and squared the pan. “Wintered the whole of it. Mended their pumps for the working of them, took her pay in the doing, in board and a roof. Rooftops way of speaking, they said, though she’d not say where from.” She shrugged. “Travelling sort. Gone again come the spring.”
“You saw her.”
“Not I. Heard it three ports along, hand to hand, as you hear everything out here.” Pais looked up, and her eyes were shrewd in all that weathered grain, and Wren made herself a small disappointed nod, the nod of a woman who had only ever been making conversation. “They spoke of her work. That’s the thing they spoke of. Said when she’d done a job she’d dress the wire ends back so neat you’d think it grew that way. Wound them down and tucked them so there wasn’t a sharp end left to catch a careless hand.” The old woman laughed, short. “Imagine being remembered three ports along for tidiness.”
Wren’s blood jumped. It went up through her like the first cold of a tide over the ankles, sudden and total and gone before you could name it, and she stood in it and let her face do nothing.
Dress the wire ends back so neat you’d think it grew that way.
She knew that hand. She had carried the knowing of that hand across more sea than she could chart, in a workshop in the Underloft where a woman had bent over a junction with her tongue between her teeth and wound the stripped copper down and tucked it flat and said, there, now nobody bleeds. She had carried it the way she carried the feather and the letter, a thing too small to be evidence and too exact to be anything else.
A winter. Maybe two; third-hand word stretched in every hand it passed through, and Pais herself would not put a season to it on oath. But not the cold two years she had crossed an ocean on. Warmer than anything she had held since Havenswell.
“Tin coast,” Wren said. “South of the long headlands.”
“South and south.” Pais was already weighing the next thing for the next person. “Past the three heads. Fair-weather water, that. You’ll know it.”
“I’ll know it,” Wren said.
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She found Pais again at the gunwale of the Marlo in the last of the light, when the trading was done and the lemons were a memory and the quay had thinned to the few who could not bear to let the day be over. She asked the seaman’s question, not the daughter’s.
“The passage south. Honestly.”
Pais was coiling line, and she answered as the old ones answered such things, flat, without weather in it, because weather was the subject and you did not dress the subject up. “Round the three heads it’s a fair-weather passage and nothing else. Tide runs hard off the points and there’s no lee worth the name for the best part of a day. In a settled spell, with your wits about you, it’s a working sail.” She looped the coil over her arm. “After the equinox, it’s no one’s. The gales set in off the south-west and they don’t let go till spring. I’ve not rounded those heads in autumn in my life and I don’t know the soul who has and is here to tell it.” She looked at Wren then, plainly, one boat-handler to another. “You’ve a boat.”
“I’ve a boat.”
“How long to ready her?”
“Days.”
“Then you’ve weeks.” Pais said it like a fact of the chart, which it was. “The equinox is five off, six if the year’s kind. After that the door’s shut. Same for me. I’ll be north of here before the heads go bad, or I’ll be wintering somewhere I didn’t choose.” She turned back to her line. “That’s the sea, love. It opens and it shuts and it doesn’t ask.”
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The Searcher’s chart table was a plank Wren had laid across two casks in the boatshed, and she lit the lamp and unrolled Gull’s charts on it and weighted the corners with the four smooth stones she kept for the purpose, and she did the arithmetic as she had been taught to do it, slowly, twice, with no kindness in the second pass.
Gull’s hand was all over the Welsh shore. The doubled line south of the heads, drawn heavy, gone over twice: Turn back here in a blow. I mean it. She had read it a hundred times as a warning about a coast. Tonight she read it as a clock.
Distance first. The three heads, then the long reach of open water with no lee, then the tin coast beyond. The Searcher in a settled spell, sailed hard, sailed clever, slack water taken at the points. So many days down. So many to ask three ports along until a name came loose from the tidiness. So many back, against the prevailing wind, which was the part the hope always forgot.
It was the return that undid the easy version of the plan. Going south she would have the year still half on her side and the south-westerly behind her like a hand at her back. Coming north she would have the same wind in her teeth, beating off and on against it, every day stretched to two, and behind her all the while the equinox coming up the calendar like a tide nothing turned. She could go and not get back. That was the shape of it, plainly. She could round the heads on a fair forecast and reach the tin coast and find the name and the spring road the woman had taken, and then stand on a strange quay in a rising gale with the door already shut behind her and the whole winter ahead in a port she did not choose. Pais had said it without weather in it and Wren said it the same way to herself now, because dressing it up was a way of lying. She laid it against the calendar in her head and against the failing year and the answer came out the same both times she ran it.
Weeks. The window was weeks. Five, maybe six, and not one of them spare.
She set Gull’s charts to one side and pulled the other figures towards her, the ones Lowri had drawn for her on the back of a tide table in a careful schoolroom hand: the culvert, the bloom, the lagoon. The kelp pens were holding for now but the bloom was thickening behind the seized tower and the gauge boards said what they said. Done properly, the culvert work was not a week’s labour. It was the training of hands that did not yet know the work. It was doubled lines for safety on the gates. It was waiting on the neap slacks, when the tide that was barely a tide lay still enough to let a body work the channel without being taken. Neap, then the next neap. Weeks.
She put the two sheets side by side under the lamp and looked at them and did not soften it, because softening it was a way of lying and she had run out of patience for that particular lie.
South: the window closed in weeks.
Here: the window closed in weeks.
The same weeks. The very same.
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She walked the wall at dusk with the letter in her pocket, because that was where she went to think a thing all the way to its end, and she let herself rehearse the leaving, fully, the way you test a line by hanging your weight on it.
The case for going was good. She made herself see how good. The Lagan had stood fifty years without her and would stand fifty more; it had not asked her in and it owed her nothing and she owed it nothing it could name. The council had been offered her hands and her boat and had declined to so much as vote; they had kept the slate and abstained and let Cadog look at her across the room with his not yet, not here and given her nothing she could hold. And out there past the three heads was not a two-year cold trail any longer but a warm one, months warm, a woman with a Rooftops tongue and a hand that dressed wire ends so no one bled, gone again come spring but only just, close enough to run down if she went now, this year, before the door shut. When I find you, the letter said, in her own hand, in the oilskin against her hip. Not I’m sorry. When. The whole of her life had been bent towards the when.
That was the case, and it was a true case, and she stood in the wind and held it and it held.
Against it she had almost nothing. She had no argument at all. She had only a handful of things she had started, lately, to see.
Lowri at the gauge boards in the grey of the morning, mouthing the numbers off her father’s book, looking up to find Wren watching and not looking away. Show me how you made the map. The good question she had asked that Wren could not answer, and how she had not been satisfied with not knowing, the way she had stood there worrying at it, which was the whole of what made a scout and could not be taught into a person who did not already have it. Cadog’s door, which she had noticed lately stood open when she passed, open for someone it had decided about. The kelp pens at slack, the long brown fronds lying out flat and orderly in water she had helped to keep clean for one more tide. Small things. A handful of mornings. Nothing you could weigh against a sister, and she did not pretend you could.
And yet.
She went down to the boatshed in the dark to begin, because the deciding was not done but the readying could be, and the readying ate days she did not have to waste. She would not be the woman who chose the boat and then lost the window mending her. She lit the lamp again and ran her hand along the Searcher’s rail, checking her over by feel as she checked everything, and she came forward to the bow where the planking had sprung in the squall off the headlands and been made good.
Her hand found the caulk there. The crofters’ work. Pitch and wool worked into the seam by people who had pulled her out of the water and asked for nothing, who had warmed the pitch over their own fire and combed the wool from their own sheep and pressed it home with their thumbs and sent her on. They had a salt-meadow of their own to work, those crofters, and a list of troubles she had never asked after, and they had stopped the doing of them to mend a stranger’s bow because the stranger’s bow was in front of them and broken. She had run her hand over that seam a thousand times without thinking. She thought now. Her fingers stopped on it and stayed.
She did not name why.
She stood a long moment with her palm flat on another harbour’s kindness, and then she took her hand away and went back to the chart table, where the two sheets still lay side by side in the lamplight, the same weeks counting down on both.
She did not run the sums again. She knew them now the way she knew the letter. She rolled Gull’s chart and weighted it shut and left it rolled, and stood in the lamp-smell with the figures settled in her like ballast, neither sheet the heavier.
Chapter 11
The Ledgers
Lowri’s hands learned the knot before she had any name to give it.
Wren had set a coil of line in her lap on the boatshed steps, as you might set a sleeping cat there, and said: not the one you know, the other one. And Lowri’s fingers had gone round and tucked and drawn down without her mind having much to do with it, the loop coming up neat and dressed and holding. She had not thought about it. That was the strange part. She had reached for the knot her hands kept against the day, the one the harvest crews used on the float-lines when the weed came in heavy, and her hands had found it the way a tongue finds a word in the dark.
“There,” Wren said, and then she went very quiet.
Lowri looked up. Wren was watching the knot, not her face. The morning was the milky grey that came off the lagoon before the sun got over the eastern roofs, and in that light Wren had gone still in a way Lowri was beginning to know and not understand: a stillness with weight in it, like a held breath that wasn’t going to be let out in front of anybody.
“It’s the right one, isn’t it,” Lowri said. “I learned it off Bryn, summers back. We call it the weed-hitch.”
“It’s the right one.” Wren stood. She brushed nothing off her knees and looked out at the water and said, in a voice gone careful, “Give me a minute,” and walked down to the shingle and stood there with her back to the steps and her arms folded, looking at the channel markers as if they had asked her something.
Lowri did not follow. She had learned that much. She sat with the coil in her lap and watched the line of Wren’s shoulders and thought: there is a whole country behind that, and I am not in it. She did not feel hurt by it, quite. She felt as she felt at the locked end of her father’s workbook, that there was more here than the parts she had keys to.
So she undid the knot and made it again, and again, wearing a path to a thing.
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They had been at it a fortnight now, the two of them, trading.
It had begun the day Wren spread the float-map on the council table and Lowri said, before she could stop herself, show me how you made that, and Wren had looked at her properly for the first time and said, all right, but you show me yours. Which was the ledgers. Which was a fair trade, Lowri thought, though for a long time nobody in the town had wanted what was in the ledgers, least of all from her.
Mornings they took the flat-bottomed punt out across the lagoon, and Wren taught her to read water. Not the water Lowri knew, the gauge-water, the rise and fall of it against the cut stone of the sluice; the other water, the live skin of the lagoon, where a darker patch meant deep and a wrinkle meant the bottom came up and a slick gone glassy meant a spring welling cold from below. Wren read it the way Lowri read a column of figures: not slow, not piece by piece, all at once. She would lay her hand flat on the punt’s gunwale and say the bottom’s shelving and be right, and Lowri would lean over and see, after a moment, the green go pale beneath them.
“You feel it through the boat,” Wren said. “Hull tells you before your eyes do. Stop trusting your eyes so much.”
“That’s a terrible thing to say to a ledger-keeper.”
“Different water,” Wren said, and there was the start of a grin in it.
Afternoons they sat in the keeper’s room over the sluice and Lowri taught her the ledgers’ grammar. How her father had ruled his columns, the gauge-marks morning and evening, the freshet days written in a heavier hand, the marginal notes in his own shorthand that Lowri had spent two winters teaching herself to read after he was past teaching her anything. Wren took to it as she took to everything, by doing, by getting it wrong and being told and not minding. She had a draughtsman’s eye, Lowri saw; she liked the shape of a thing laid down clean on paper, and she would smooth a page flat with the side of her hand and tilt her head at the columns as though listening to them.
“He kept it like a logbook,” Wren said one afternoon, turning leaves. “Same as a boat. You can see the weather in it without him telling you the weather.”
“He’d have liked that you said so.” Lowri surprised herself with how easily it came. She had not talked about her father like this, in the present tense of the work, to anyone. The town spoke of Ifor in the soft past they used for the drowned and the dead, poor Ifor, dear Ifor, gone too soon, and she had got used to standing very straight under it. This was different. This was Ifor at his desk with his sleeves turned back. “He used to say the ledger was the river talking and his job was just to write it down honest.”
Wren looked at her. “And yours?”
“Mine’s keeping his hand legible,” Lowri said, “until somebody needs it.”
She had not meant it to land. But it landed, between them, in the dust-coloured afternoon light, and Wren did not fill the quiet after it as most people would. She let it be a true thing said and sat with it. That, Lowri thought, was the rare part of her. She let things be true.
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It was Cadog who gave them the second piece, and he gave it the way he gave everything, sideways, over work, when his hands were busy and his eyes were on something else.
He came out to them on the lagoon one still afternoon in his old skiff, ostensibly to look at a marker that had gone adrift, and stayed two hours, and the marker never did get looked at. He sat in the stern with his hat tipped against the glare and watched Wren show Lowri how to feather an oar so it left no drip, and he talked.
“She lodged in the loft over this very shed,” he said, jerking his chin at the boatshed across the water. “The travelling one. Two springs back, near enough. Wouldn’t take a room in a house, said she liked to hear the boats knock at night.” He smiled at the water. “Mended the turbine-hall pumps that were past mending. Got the well-pump up the long street going again, the one we’d written off. A dozen small jobs, gates and hinges and a winch nobody else could free. She’d not pass a broken thing. Drove some folk daft. You’d find her with her head in a thing she’d no business with, putting it right.”
Lowri kept the oar moving. She was aware of Wren beside her gone careful again, the same carefulness as the morning of the knot, listening hard and showing nothing.
“And the knots,” Cadog said. “She taught the harvest crews half the knots they swear by now. Came down to the floats one season when the weed was bad and the lines kept rendering and she stood there an hour saying you’re doing that wrong, all of you, and then she showed them right. Bryn’ll have had it off her, or off someone she taught. That hitch you all use now.” He looked, for the first time, straight at Lowri. “You’ll know it. Everybody knows it.”
“The weed-hitch,” Lowri said.
“That’s the one.” Cadog settled his hat lower. “Wasn’t ours before her. We tied it the old slow way and lost half a morning to it.” He let a beat go by. “Funny what a person leaves. Knots in other folk’s hands.”
Lowri felt, rather than saw, Wren ship her oar. When she glanced over, Wren was looking at the boatshed, at the loft’s small dark window under the gable, and her face had the look of someone reading a page she had read before and could not stop reading. Then she dipped the oar again and pulled, and the punt came round, and she said only, “Where to next, then,” in a voice that was working too hard to be ordinary.
Cadog watched her do it. He did not press. He had the manner, Lowri thought later, of a man who had opened a door and left it open and was content to wait in the next room for as long as it took. He gave them the loft and the pumps and the knots. He did not give them whatever else there was. That part he kept, and Lowri did not know there was a part being kept, and so she only thought: he and Wren have a thing between them that is about the engineer, and it is not for me, and I will not poke at it.
She pulled her oar in time with Wren’s, and the two strokes married, and neither of them dripped.
It was the first time it had ever come right for her. She laughed, surprised, out loud, and Wren laughed too, the carefulness breaking off her all at once, and Cadog from the stern said steady, you’ll have us all in, dry as a stick, and for a moment on the bright water the three of them were only people who had got a small thing right together.
Lowri held onto it on the row back. She was not a woman who had much practice at being easy with anybody. The town’s wariness of her, the keeper’s daughter who kept the dead man’s books and oiled tools nobody used, had built her a habit of standing a little apart, and she had told herself for two winters that she preferred it. She saw now, with the oar warm in her hands and Wren beside her, the size of what that preference had cost. Friendship was a knot too. You had to be shown the right one. You could spend years tying the slow way and losing half the morning to it.
And yet, she thought, watching the wake unmake itself behind them. Here it was, the right one, come late.
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The sketches she found three nights after, and she found them as she found everything, by following a number that would not behave.
It was a gauge anomaly, an old one, a fortnight in the autumn two years back where the morning marks ran high and the evening marks ran low by more than the tides could account for. She had noticed it once and meant to chase it and not chased it. That night, with the lamp trimmed and the rain soft on the keeper’s window and nowhere she would rather be, she chased it. She took the gauge ledger back to the season, and the figures pointed her, as her father’s figures always did, deeper into the book, into the back section he had kept as a workbook, the private leaves where he worked a problem out before he trusted it to the ruled columns.
She knew the workbook. She had read it many times. It was the most him of anything he had left, his thinking caught in the act, crossings-out and second tries and sums in the margin and once, heartstoppingly, ask Lowri can she and nothing after.
She turned to the autumn pages to find what he had made of the anomaly.
And the workbook came open differently than it should have, thick at one place where it was thick nowhere else, and a loose leaf slid half out from between his pages, and then another behind it, and she put her hand flat on them as Wren put her hand flat on water.
They were not his.
She knew it before she could have said why. The paper was a different stock, heavier, and the hand was a stranger’s hand, close and small and sure, a hand that drew before it wrote, and what it had drawn, leaf after leaf tipped in between her father’s working pages where no one without reason to look would ever find them, was the gate.
Lowri sat very still.
The sluice gate. Their gate, the seized one, the one the council had argued over and given up on and learned to live behind: she knew its every dimension as she knew her own hands, and here it was on the stranger’s paper in section and in plan. The culvert opened up in a cutaway, the chambers drawn through as if the stone were glass. There was a rig sketched over it, a frame, a great screw set vertical, a screw-jack she thought it must be, drawn three times from three sides with the threads ruled fine. And down one margin a sequence, numbered, the steps of a thing to be done in order: 1, 2, 3, a small clear diagram against each, the order of freeing a thing that had bound.
Half of it was annotated. Half of it trailed off, a line started and not finished, a measurement queried with a little drawn question and never answered, a whole corner of one sheet left clean where the work plainly meant to go on and had simply stopped.
Stopped, Lowri understood, looking at the clean corner, and not been taken up again. For two years.
She could not read it fully. That was the truth of it and she made herself sit in the truth and not pretend. She was a ledger-keeper, not an engineer; she could follow the gate because she knew the gate, and she could follow the order of the steps because order was her whole craft, but the heart of it, the why this frame and not that, the load the screw would take and what it would take it against, was past her, drawn for an understanding she did not have.
But she understood the one thing that mattered most, and it went through her like the cold of a spring welling up under the punt.
Somebody had meant this to be done. Somebody had sat at this desk, in this room or near it, two years gone, and drawn the freeing of the gate in patient close lines, and tipped the drawings into her father’s own workbook for safekeeping, and meant the work to go forward. Drawn it, she thought, for hands that weren’t there yet. For hands that would come.
Her father’s hand and the stranger’s hand, in the same book, on the same problem. The two of them at this, together, while the gate was only beginning to bind and there was still time.
And then the winter, and her father gone, and the gate seized the autumn after, full and hard, and the drawings waiting in the dark of the workbook through everything since: through the council’s arguing and giving up, through her own two winters of keeping his hand legible until somebody needs it, not knowing she was keeping this too.
She put her hand flat on the leaves again. She found she was shaking, very slightly.
Then she gathered them up, careful as eggs, and went to find Wren.
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Wren was at the boatshed, of course she was, where the gossip said she was most nights now: down at the Searcher with a lamp, working at the boat, readying it for something nobody could get her to name. Lowri had heard the talk. She did not credit much of it and credited some, and standing in the doorway with the leaves held against her chest she saw the lamp lit and Wren at the chart table and two sheets of her own laid side by side under the light, and Wren’s face over them closed up tight, weighing something, and Lowri thought: leave it, this is the wrong moment, she is in her own country again.
Then she thought of the gate on the stranger’s paper and could not leave it.
“I found something,” she said. “In his books. I need you to look.”
Wren turned. Whatever had been in her face went under, smoothed over, the way the lagoon smoothed over a thrown stone. “What is it.”
Lowri did not answer. She crossed to the chart table and Wren swept her own two sheets aside without a word, and Lowri laid the stranger’s leaves down in the lamplight, in their order, the section and the plan and the rig from three sides and the numbered sequence down the margin, and stepped back, and watched.
Wren went still.
Not the careful stillness of the morning, the held breath. A different thing. She bent over the sketches and did not touch them, and the colour went out of her face slow, from the top, and her lips parted, and she made no sound at all. Lowri had seen her read water and read the ledgers fast, all at once; she watched her read these the same way and then stop, caught, on something.
“Where,” Wren said. Her voice had gone to almost nothing. “Where were these.”
“Tipped in his workbook. Between his own pages. Two years, they’ve been there. They’re of our gate, Wren, I know the gate, it’s all here, the culvert, the rig, the order to do it in.” The words came out of Lowri in a rush now that someone was here to take them. “Somebody drew this. Somebody meant the gate freed and never finished it. My father and whoever this is, they were at it together, I think, it’s in his book like they shared the book, and then he died and it just stopped, it’s been sitting in the dark two years and nobody knew, I didn’t know, and look, it’s not impossible, somebody worked out how to do the impossible thing and just left it half done.”
Wren was not listening to the words. Lowri saw that. Wren was reading the hand.
Her finger moved over the sheets, not touching, tracing, the section, the rig, the threads of the screw drawn fine, and then it stopped. It stopped in a margin, on a small drawn detail half the size of a thumbnail, a place where the draughtsman had paused over the gate’s own wirework and drawn how the wire-ends should be dressed, turned and tucked a particular way, a habit set down in ink without a thought, the way a hand does a thing it has always done.
Wren’s finger stopped there and would not move on.
Lowri did not know that hand. She did not know that Wren had met it already, in metal, on the turbine-hall pump, the wire dressed exactly so by fingers that left their signature in everything they mended and could not help it. She did not know whose name was rising and not being said across the table from her, held back behind Wren’s teeth in a town where it could not yet be spoken aloud. She only saw the finger stop, and the stillness deepen, and something move behind Wren’s eyes that was too large for the room.
“Wren,” she said.
Wren did not look up. She kept her finger on the margin, on the dressed wire-ends drawn in ink, as if she were holding the place against losing it, as if it were a pulse.
“We can do this,” she said. “Some of it. Maybe.”
Chapter 12
The Culvert
The plan lay on the table laid out as neat as rigging, and there was no line on it she meant to use to bring them back.
She had drawn it the night before, by the same lamp, on the back of one of Lowri’s father’s spoiled sheets, and she had been proud of it as she was always proud of a thing made quick and made tight. A box for the slack. A column for the gear. A row for the sequence: down the flooded stair, along the inspection way, a sighting of the lower guide where the draughtsman’s question mark sat, and up again. Two divers. One tide. The calendar sat in the corner with its falling days, and she did not have to do its sum again; the window said go before it could say anything else, and the plan was bent to that one word the way a sail bends to a hard wind.
Gull’s tide tables sat folded in her other pocket where they had sat all season. She had read them. She had read them and then she had rounded the slack a quarter-hour wider at each end than the tables gave, because a quarter-hour wider was the difference between one dive and two, and two dives was a tide she did not have. She had told herself the tables were cautious. Gull was an old man and old men padded their numbers. She had told herself that as you tell yourself a thing you would never let another scout tell you, the way you say a falsehood gently to yourself in the dark and let it settle and call it, by morning, a judgement.
Now they stood around it in the lower gallery, where the light came grey off the water below, and she talked.
“It is not the work,” Wren said. “The work proper is weeks. This is only to look. To stand under the gate and see the lower guide with our own eyes and know the sketches hold before we ask the town to spend a season on them.” She put her finger on the box for the slack. “Neap tomorrow. The water goes still for a few minutes either side of the turn. We go down, we look, we come up. We tell the council what we found, not what we hope.”
Cadog stood with his arms folded and said nothing for a while. Marged had her slate against her hip, blank, the chalk not moving.
“Who goes down,” Cadog said.
“I do.”
“Alone.”
“No.” She had thought about this. Alone was the honest way and the slow way, two dives instead of one, and she did not have the tides for two. “Two. Faster. One reads the sight, one holds the line.”
“And who holds the line for the two of you,” Marged said.
It was the question with the safety in it, and Wren answered it as you answer a question you have already decided not to let matter. “The line is tied off at the hatch. We are never out of reach of it. The gallery is twenty feet up the stair from the water. It is not the open sea.”
It was the open sea, in every way that counted. It was black water in a stone box under a dead machine, with one stillness in it minutes wide, and no light, and a borrowed line off the harvest stores that had been coiled for hauling kelp and not for holding a life. But the words came out of her smooth and reasonable, and reasonable was the thing she was good at, the thing she had always been good at, the building of a frame so sound that the people inside it forgot to ask what it was built around.
Nobody said the thing about a standby diver, a third pair of hands on the surface to come down after you if you did not come up. Wren did not say it either. It was not on the sheet. There was no row for it, and a thing with no row on the sheet is a thing that does not exist, and she let it not exist.
“I will go,” Lowri said.
They all looked at her. She had her father’s gear bag already over her shoulder, the kelp-glass goggles in her hand, and her chin was up in a way Wren had not seen on her before, a way that cost her something to hold.
“You have never dived the culvert,” Marged said.
“Nobody has. Not since it seized.” Lowri’s grip on the bag tightened. “He could have. He never got the slack right, or the gear, or the nerve, I do not know which. I have his hands. I can read the sight as well as anyone here and better than most.” She looked at Wren, only at Wren. “You said two.”
She had been the girl who said nothing all season. Wren had watched her flinch from the council and fold under her mother’s silences and carry her father’s bag about like a thing she was not allowed to open. And here she stood with the goggles in her fist and her voice steady, choosing, for the first time that anyone in that gallery had seen, to be the one who went down into the dark. It should have stopped Wren. A first brave act is a fragile thing. You do not set it against a clock. You give it small water and shallow stakes and let it learn it is strong. You do not take it down twenty feet into a flooded machine on the strength of a slack you have padded in your own favour.
And there it was, the brave thing, the first one, offered up inside the bad frame Wren had built and painted to look like sense. Wren felt the rightness of taking it as you feel the rightness of a current carrying you exactly where you wanted to go and should not.
“Two,” Wren said.
Cadog unfolded his arms. He looked at the sheet, and at the box for the slack, and at the calendar in the corner with its falling days, and Wren watched him see it. He saw all of it. He had spent forty years reading water off other people’s faces and he read hers now and found the trader’s clock in it instead of Gull’s.
He did not say it. That was the thing about Cadog. He gathered the gear bags off the table and set them by the hatch, where they would be wanted, and he said, “I will be on the gallery.”
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The water in the flooded stair was the colour of nothing.
Wren went first, down the worn stone treads into the cold, and the cold took her by the chest as it always did, a hand closing, and then easing as she made herself breathe slow against the kelp-glass. Lowri came behind her, a paleness in the murk, the line running back from both their waists to the iron ring at the hatch where Cadog had made it fast. Below the surface the gallery’s grey light died in three feet of water and after that there was only what their hands found.
The inspection way ran level at the foot of the stair, a stone passage the width of two men, roofed, going seaward towards the gate. Wren had drawn it from the sketches and now she swam it and the sketches held. There was the sill. There was the rebate where the gate sat. The water was thick with the silt their fins lifted, and she kept low and slow to spare it, breathing easy on the borrowed gear, counting as she always counted, the count that told her how long she had been down and how long the air would last.
The machinery loomed before she saw it. She felt it first, the cold off the iron, a deeper cold than the water, and then the dark thickened and there it was: the gate, hung in its frame above them like the flank of the great drowned beast the city had been, the screw-housing furred with thirty years of growth, the threads of the screw drawn fine in the draughtsman’s hand and here gone to a green roughness she could have read with her eyes shut.
She put her hand on Lowri’s arm and pointed down, to the seaward end, to the apron of silt heaped against the gate’s foot where the lower guide ran. The question mark. They went down to it together.
And it was there. Warped. She saw it and Lowri saw it and Wren felt the whole season’s worry turn over in her chest, because the draughtsman had been right to set the mark there: the lower guide was sprung out of true, bowed a finger’s width, and the gate’s edge bound against it like a door dropped on its hinge. Free that and dress the screw and the gate would move. The sketches held. All of them held. Lowri’s hand found Wren’s wrist and gripped it, hard, the grip of a person looking at her own father’s right guess thirty years late, and Wren gripped back, and the survey was done, and it had worked.
That was when the silt slumped.
She did not see it. Nobody sees silt in black water. She felt the apron give under her fins, a soft enormous shifting, the whole seaward heap settling lower as the slack let go of it, and the water went from thick to solid, a brown roaring blindness, and she lost Lowri’s wrist.
She lost everything. There was no up. The kelp-glass showed her nothing because there was nothing, only the brown, and the cold, and the count in her head saying the slack was over, the slack was over early, the slack had ended while she stood admiring a dead man’s right guess. The water was moving now. It had not been moving and now it pulled, seaward, the gate breathing its first weak breath of the turning tide through the bound edge, and the line at her waist drew taut and sang.
This was the quarter-hour. This was the quarter-hour she had taken off Gull’s number and given to herself, come now to be paid back, and it was being paid back in the one coin she had sworn since she was sixteen never to spend. The tables had been right. The old man had been right. The slack had run out exactly when an honest count said it would, and she was in the dark, blind, with a girl somewhere on the wrong end of a singing line, because she had read the days and not the water.
The line. She had the line. She turned to it and pulled along it hand over hand towards the iron ring, and three pulls in it stopped. Not the ring. A snag. The line ran on past her fingers into the brown and would not give, and on the far side of the snag, somewhere, was Lowri.
Wren had spent seven years learning that when a thing fouls you do not pull harder. Pull harder and you set the snag for good and you spend the rest of your air fighting a knot that wins. You go to the foul. You go to it calm and you go to it fast and those are the two things that do not want to live together in a chest that is starting to burn. She went to the foul, hand over hand the wrong way, into the slumped silt and the dark, against the pull of the water, and her count was loud now and ugly, the numbers she had shaved coming back at her one at a time, and she found the line bent around the sprung lower guide where the warp had made a hook of it, Lowri’s line, the snagged turn of it, and beyond it Lowri’s leg, and Lowri.
Lowri was not moving the way a person moves who has air.
There is no part of this that is quiet. Wren got her hands into the snagged turn and she did not work it free, there was no time to work anything free, she braced her fins against the gate’s cold iron and she tore it, the harness, the line, the cloth, whatever was bound she tore through it with the whole strength of her body and her own breath screaming to be let out, and the turn came loose off the warped guide and Lowri came loose with it, dead weight, and Wren got an arm across her chest from behind as you are taught and she went up.
There was no knowing which way up was. She went towards the count. She went towards the grey she remembered, fins driving, the girl’s weight dragging, the line trailing them both, and the brown thinned and there was the inspection way and there was the foot of the stair and there was, above her, a paleness that was the gallery’s grey light on water, and she drove for it and broke it and came up into shouting.
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The shouting was Cadog. He was in the water to his chest off the bottom stair, his arms out, and he took Lowri from her the moment Wren could lift the girl’s face clear, took the whole weight of her as if she weighed nothing, and went up the treads backward with her, and Marged was there, and hands Wren did not see whose, and the gear bag tipped and spilled across the stone.
Wren got herself out. Nobody helped her out. She came up the treads on her hands and knees, coughing the cold, and on the gallery floor they had Lowri on her side and Cadog had his hand flat between her shoulders and Marged was saying her name, and then Lowri made a sound.
It was the worst sound Wren had ever heard and the best. A tearing, whooping, wretched heave, water and then air, the lungs scoured raw pulling the world back in, and again, and again, the girl’s whole body fighting for it, and then she was breathing, ragged and real, her eyes streaming, her hands clawing at the stone for purchase on a world that had nearly let go of her.
Alive.
They carried her up the tower steps. Cadog took her shoulders and a broad man took her feet and they went up the spiral steady and careful, and Marged went ahead, and Wren came last, dripping, forgotten, up out of the cold gallery into the late light, and the town was in it.
They had heard the shouting. They stood about the tower foot, the morning’s work hung in their hands, the leaving-baskets and the rope and the salt-jars set down where they had been carrying them, and they watched Lowri go by overhead on the men’s arms, and then they looked at Wren. She made herself meet it. She had brought them the trader’s clock and she had set their draughtsman’s daughter against it and she had nearly drowned the girl in the dark proving a dead man right. There was no face that did not know it. None of them said it.
Cadog said it. He paused at the turn of the steps with Lowri’s weight in his arms and he looked back down at Wren, and his face was not hard. That was the thing she would carry. It would have been easier if it had been hard.
“You read the days,” he said. “Not the water.”
Then he went up, and the dark of the stair took them, and Wren stood at the foot of the tower with the sea sound in the rocks and the town quiet around her.
She had done to Lowri what hurrying had always done. She had timed the slack from wanting and not from the tables, had rounded the turn in her own favour by a margin she would have torn a strip off any scout for taking, had laid it all out neat on a sheet with a box for everything except the line that would have brought a third hand down after them, and the trader’s clock that had seemed so reasonable in the lamplight lay now in pieces on the gallery floor with the spilled gear. None of it had been about the gate. The gate she could have surveyed slow and safe in two clean tides she did not think she had. It had been about getting away before the equinox shut the window. It had always, every time, since the very first time, been about getting away.
That was the shape of it, laid bare on the cold stone. The window was not a thing the sea had set against her. The window was the thing she reached for whenever a place began to ask her to stay, the reason packed and ready, the going she could call necessity. She had carried it the way she carried the letter, soft from handling, taken out and touched at every threshold. And here was what it cost when she set someone else inside it. Here was the scoured breathing coming down through the tower stone. The girl had reached for a brave thing and Wren had taken that reach and bent it to her own running, and it had very nearly been the last reach the girl ever made.
The worst of it was what the town did not do. Nobody told her to go. Nobody told her to stay. After a while the men with the baskets bent and picked them up again, and the woman with the salt-jars carried them on towards the store, and the leaving-preparations took up again all around her like weather coming back after a squall, the same low busy sound of a place getting ready to scatter, going on without her in the middle of it as though she were a rock the work simply flowed around.
She stood in it a long time.
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That night she went up the tower in the dark and stood outside the sickroom door.
There was light under it, a thread of it, and the sound of Marged’s chalk on the slate, slow, the entries going down again that had not gone down all season, and under that the sound of Lowri breathing. Ragged still. But breathing. In and out, scoured, alive, a sound that would have been the worst sound in the world if it had stopped and was instead the only thing holding Wren upright against the cold stone of the wall.
She did not go in. She had no right to the room and she knew it.
Her hand went to her pocket the way it had gone a thousand times in seven years, the old motion, the reaching for the one thing that was always there, the letter folded soft as cloth from the carrying of it, the only thing she had let herself keep, the thing she touched at every threshold she had ever stood at and could not cross. Her fingers found the worn edge of it.
And stopped.
She stood with the letter against her fingertips and the breathing on the other side of the door, and for the first time in seven years she could not bear to touch it. She left it where it was, unworn for one night, and stood there with her empty hand at her side, at another threshold she had made herself, the one shut door she had no key to and no right to open.
Chapter 13
The Threshold
The sickroom held its quiet the way deep water holds cold, all the way down. Marged had gone to the kitchens. The slate by the cot still bore her chalk marks, the count of breaths and hours, smudged where a sleeve had crossed it. Wren came in past the threshold she had not crossed two nights before and sat where the watcher sat, on the low stool with one leg shorter than the others, and looked at Lowri’s face.
It was a worse colour than the slate. The bruising had gone from the angry plum of the first day to a yellow-green that spread along the jaw and under the eyes, the body spending its hurt slowly, like a tide paying out. But Lowri’s eyes were open, and they found Wren, and held her.
“You’re favouring the left hand,” Lowri said. Her voice came up scoured, each word dragged over something raw. “You did something to it. In the culvert.”
“It’s nothing.”
“Let me see.”
“Lowri.”
“Let me see it.” There was no give in it, even ruined as the voice was. Wren turned her palm up. The rope-burn had crusted across the heel of it, a red weal where the line had run through her grip when she went down after her. Lowri looked at it a long moment, as Cadog looked at a chart, reading what was written and what was not. “You came down after me,” she said. “Into that.”
“Anyone would have.”
“No.” Lowri let her head settle back against the bolster. “They wouldn’t. That’s the thing about you nobody here understands yet.” She breathed, and the breath caught and rattled and came loose again. “They think you came to take something. The window, the season, the going-away of you. They don’t see you’ve got a habit of going down after people.”
Wren said nothing. The word habit sat in her like a stone dropped into a still pool, the rings going out and out.
“You should be angry with me,” she said at last. “I rigged that gate wrong. I told you the eastern leaf would hold and it didn’t, and you nearly drowned for it. Be angry. It would be easier.”
“Would it.” Lowri’s mouth moved, not quite a smile. “I keep the works here. Did you know that’s my title? Keeper of the works.” A pause to find air. “I can’t read them. Not the way you read them. I learnt the lever-arms off my father and the gate-counts off the old book and I keep them turning because turning is what they did when he kept them. When the leaf went, I didn’t know why. You knew why before you’d touched it. You stood on the wall and your face changed and I thought, she sees the mathematics of it, and I have kept this water two winters and I have never once seen the mathematics of it.” The confession cost her; Wren watched it cost her. “So no. I’m not angry. I had a counterfeit going for two winters and the sea found me out, that’s all. You only stood near when it happened.”
It would have been kinder if she’d raged. Anger Wren knew how to stand inside. This other thing, this naked exchange across a sickbed, left her nowhere to put her hands.
So she gave Lowri the only thing she had that weighed the same.
“There was a woman,” she said.
It came out of her sideways, the way the truth always came, never down the channel you dredged for it. Lowri went still and let her.
“Rhea.” She had not said the name aloud, to a living person, in seven years. It did not break anything. It came out worn smooth, like the letter, like a stone carried in a pocket until the edges were gone. “She was Rooftops. Bristol. An engineer. I used to go down to the drowned cities when it was forbidden ground, when the Collective would have had me up before the council for it, and I went anyway because that was where she was.” She turned the burnt palm over and looked at it. “The Underloft wanted her. The pressure folk, in the flooded middle of the city, the ones who keep the deep works going. They trade people for skills down there, a year for a year. She had the skills. They traded for her.”
“And you didn’t go,” Lowri said. Not a question. She had heard the shape of it already.
“She asked me to.” Wren’s voice did a thing she didn’t intend, snagged and went on. “To descend with her. Live in the mid-levels, in the pressure-dark, behind the locks. And I stood at the threshold of the Underloft, the actual door of it, the lock-chamber where you go from our air into theirs, and I could not make my feet cross it. It felt like a tomb. It felt like being buried in someone else’s want.” She made herself say the rest plainly. “So I watched her go down. And I wrote her a letter that week, and I have carried it seven years, and I never sent it, because to send it I’d have had to go after it.”
The slate by the cot, the count of breaths. Somewhere out beyond the wall the tide was on the make, and she could feel it as you feel a change in a room.
“Seven years I went back,” she said. “Stood at that lock-chamber. Couldn’t cross. Every year. Until last autumn.” She looked up. “You’ll have heard of the medicine voyage. Four of us out of Havenswell, down for the fever-cure. I was one of the four. And that time I went down, with the party, because there were three others at my shoulder and a child dying at home and no room left in me to be afraid as I’m always afraid.” Her thumb found the worn place in her palm. “And a friend of hers told me. Nell. That Rhea served her year, a year and three days, and surfaced. Six years gone, near seven now. And went out looking. For me.” The word would not come quietly. “Searching. While I stood at that door. She was out on the water asking after me in every harbour and I was standing at the one place she’d left, unable to walk through it.”
Lowri was quiet for a long time. The breath went in, rattled, came out. “And the engineer,” she said. “The one who came through here in the spring. Cadog’s traveller.”
Wren had not said it to anyone. She said it now, carefully, as a thing believed and not a thing known. “I think it might have been her. I can’t prove it. There’s a way she’d have dressed a wire that I saw in the sluice-house and it stopped my heart. But I haven’t earned the right to say it’s true. Not yet.”
“But you think it.”
“I think it.”
Lowri closed her eyes. When she opened them again there was something in her face that Wren would carry afterwards, a flatness that was not coldness but the opposite, the flatness of a person who has used all her strength to lift a thing and set it where it has to go.
“So,” she said. “Are you going to do it again?”
Wren did not pretend to mistake her.
“Stand at the threshold,” Lowri said, scoured down to the bone of it. “And not cross. You did it at the Underloft for seven years. You’ve got a window south closing on you, the last good water of the season, and the Searcher fit to run it. And a culvert here that wants a diver who can read the mathematics of it, and a sea coming for the lot of us at the equinox.” The breath. “So. Same door. Same you. Are you going to do it again, Wren, or aren’t you.”
There was nothing to say to it that would be true and quick at once. So Wren said nothing, which was its own answer and they both heard it, and she sat with the keeper of the works who could not read them until the breathing in the bed went long and even and slept.
Then she went out to the wall to find out what she’d already decided.
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She walked the harbour wall through the turning of a tide.
It was the slack first, the flat held breath of the water at the top of the flood, the gulls quiet on the staithes. She had come here to do the thing she was good at, which was to read the water and reckon the odds and choose the clean way through. That was the scout’s whole craft. You stood above the moving world and you saw the vectors of it, the coefficients, the dance of moon and weight, and you cut your line through the dance and you went, and you did not stay, because staying was how the dance closed over your head.
She tried to do it now. She set the south against the culvert in her head like two columns in Cadog’s book. South: open water, the late run, the tin coast in a week, the network’s harbours where she could leave an asking and let the asking travel faster than any one hull. The window for the search, the only window, narrowing by a day a day. Against it: the Lagan, the equinox four weeks off, a sluice that would not hold the spring tides, a keeper scoured in her bed, a culvert nobody could read but her. People she had known a season. Not hers. None of it hers.
The arithmetic was clean. The arithmetic said go.
And the tide turned under her while she stood there, the held breath let out, the first dark seaward pull beginning in the channel, and she understood that the arithmetic had been the wrong instrument all along.
Some water you could read fast. Estuary water, current water, the water she’d built a life on top of: that you charted by reading it and moving on. But there was another kind, and she had never let herself learn it, the kind you could not read at speed at all, the kind that gave up its truth only to the one who stayed through every turning of it, flood and ebb and flood again, until the staying itself was the chart. She had run from that water her whole life. She had called the running freedom. She had stood at Rhea’s threshold and called her cowardice a love of open sea.
She was so tired of being the one who went down after people and would not go down beside them.
The decision did not arrive as a thought. It arrived the way the ebb had arrived, a turning she felt before she named, the older thing in her surrendering the clean column of figures to something that had no figures in it at all.
She went down to the mooring.
The Searcher lay to her lines in the last of the light, riding the new ebb, her sails bent and ready as they had been ready since her launching, since Havenswell put her into the water and put Wren into her and sent them both out with their blessing to find one woman in a drowned world. Wren went aboard. She did not light the lamp.
She unbent the mainsail first, the canvas coming off the spar in long folds that smelled of salt and tar and the whole journey here. Then the foresail, the same, her hands doing the work they knew while the rest of her stood somewhere outside watching her give away the only thing she had left to trade: the window, the going, the south. She struck the bags down into the forepeak where sails go that are not meant to be wanted soon, and coiled the halyards and made them off bare against the mast.
When she came up the Searcher stood bare-poled at her mooring, the masts naked against the dimming sky, no canvas on her for the first time since the day she was made.
Wren had thought it would feel like a coffin-lid. It did not.
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Pell’s coaster came in on the morning’s young flood, two days later, low and black and businesslike, as the Bridge Folk built. She was running the season’s late southbound, the last of the year before the routes shut, and she’d put in at the Lagan because the routes were stretching that way now and because, she said, a captain calls where the soundings are charted and she’d heard the western soundings were charted at last. She said it with a look at Wren that meant she knew exactly who had charted them.
Wren met her on the staithe and did not waste her time.
“I need two things carried south,” she said. “And I’ve only one thing left to pay with, and I’m giving it to you to carry the first.”
Pell waited.
“The southbound chance,” Wren said. “Mine. The window. I’m not running it. I’m staying here through the equinox work. So when you make the tin coast, leave word in every harbour you call at. An asking. The scout is at the Lagan. The scout will come south in the spring. Put it on the network. Let it travel where I can’t.” She had thought it would tear coming out. It came out level. “For years I did the asking myself, harbour to harbour, hull to hull. I’m reversing it. I stay. The asking goes.”
Pell’s face did the small Bridge Folk thing that passed for feeling. “The one you’re looking for,” she said.
“The one I’m looking for.”
“It’ll travel.” Pell nodded, once. “That network carries grief as fast as cargo. Faster. What’s the second thing.”
Wren gave her the letter then. Not the old one. The old one stayed in her pocket where it had lived seven years; that one was hers and was not finished. This was a new letter, written through two nights at the sluice-house table, sealed with tar and string as you sealed a thing that had to cross salt water. She had addressed it to the Underloft by way of the Rooftops, the only road there was to the deep folk of Bristol.
“It names Kestrel,” she said, “their equipment specialist. She fitted our gear on the medicine voyage. She may remember Havenswell; she may not. It names the compressor we pulled out of a flooded warehouse and gave the Underloft, the one that keeps their deep works running and will keep them running for generations. It names the debt.” She kept her voice flat over the size of what she was asking. “And it asks them to honour it. Divers. Pressure-craft. Here, at the Lagan, before the equinox. There’s a culvert under this harbour the size of a ship’s hold and a sea coming to fill it, and the people here can’t dive it and I can’t dive it alone and the Underloft can.”
Pell took the letter and turned it in her hands and looked at the address, and when she spoke she was honest, because the Bridge Folk were always honest about the sea.
“You know the season,” she said. “It’s late, Wren. I’ll make the crossing-mooring and from there it’s two days by the network to Bristol if every link runs clean, and they won’t all run clean this time of year. Even if it reaches the Underloft, even if Kestrel reads it the day it lands. Nobody crosses the Severn Sea in October for strangers. There’s no weather for it and no profit in it and no sense.” She tucked the letter away inside her coat, against her body, where the wet wouldn’t reach it. “Bristol may not answer. You should hear me say that plain, because I’ll not have you waiting on the staithe in three weeks thinking a sail’s coming that isn’t.”
“I hear you.”
“But I’ll carry it.” Pell settled her coat. “The guild remembers its debts. That partnership we’ve got, the new trade, the whole network you’re about to set your asking loose on, that came out of your voyage. We owe Havenswell the road we’re standing on. So your letter goes in my coat next to my own papers and it crosses with me or it doesn’t cross at all.” She put out her hand, the dry hard hand of a working captain, and Wren took it. “I just won’t lie to you about the odds.”
“You never have,” Wren said. “It’s why I gave it to you.”
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She told the Lagan that evening, in the long room over the harbour office, with the lamps lit and the council come in from their suppers and Cadog at the head of the table with his book.
She did not make a speech of it. “I’ve struck my sails,” she said. “The Searcher’s laid up. I’m not going south.” She let that sit. “I’m staying through the equinox work, and through the culvert, asked or not. I’ve sent for divers from the deep folk of Bristol on a debt they owe my home, and they may come and they may not. If they don’t, you’ll have me, and I can read your water, and I’ll keep reading it until the sluice holds or the sea has it. That’s all. You don’t have to thank me and you don’t have to take it kindly. I’m telling you so it’s said in front of witnesses and I can’t unsay it.”
There was a quiet. Somebody shifted on a bench. Out in the dark the ebb ran.
Then Cadog stood.
He did not speak. He went to the wall where the harbourmaster’s keys hung on their board, the great ring of them, every lock in the Lagan answering to that one ring, and he took it down and brought it to the table and stood over it a moment, picking through the iron. He found the one he wanted. He worked it off the ring, the old fingers slow and certain, and he set it down on the table in front of Wren, alone, away from the others.
The sluice tower’s key. The long black one with the worn ward. The one that opened the works.
“There,” he said, and that was all he said, and sat back down.
Wren looked at the key on the boards in the lamplight and did not pick it up yet, and felt the size of the thing she had walked into with her eyes open.
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She went down to the mooring before she slept, as she had gone every night, the old habit holding even now.
The Searcher lay bare against the stars. No canvas on her spars, the masts standing naked and clean, nothing aloft to catch the wind, nothing rigged to run. By every reckoning Wren had lived her life inside, a vessel with her sails struck below was a vessel laid up, a free thing made captive, a bird with its wings bound. She had thought, doing it, that the sight of it would close over her like a lid.
She stood on the staithe in the cold and looked at the naked mast, and what she felt was not entombment.
She had spent seven years calling herself moored when she was only adrift, anchored to a door she would not cross, dragging it behind her through every harbour in a drowned world. She looked at her ship with her wings struck below, and for the first time she could remember, the line between her and the holding ground ran true and taut and easy, and she felt, unaccountably, against everything she knew of herself, moored.
Chapter 14
Choosing the Water
The smell of the lagoon stopped her at her own door.
It came up off the flats on the morning air, as it always had: salt and silt and the green rot of weed turning over in the slack, a smell Lowri had breathed every day of her life and never once thought about. Now her hand was on the latch and her lungs would not take it. They closed instead, a small hard fist below her collarbone, and she stood there with the door half open and the light coming in, breathing the way Wren had taught her in the sickroom, slow and counted, until the fist unclenched and let her have the air back.
She went out. She made herself go out. But she noted it, the way her father had noted things: a fact about the world that was now true and had not been true before. Lungs that will not take the lagoon. She filed it beside the others.
The others came mostly at night. The line, always the line. In the dream it was never her own panic that snagged her, never the silt closing brown over the lamp; it was the line itself, a living thing, looping her ankle with the patience of something that had all the tide in the world to wait. She would wake with her heart going and the scoured ache deep in her chest where the water had been, and lie in the dark and listen to the house, and tell herself the true thing: that she was here, dry, breathing, and the line was a length of rope on a reel in the tower and nothing more.
It helped less than she wanted it to. But she told it to herself anyway. That was a thing you could do.
There were smaller frights too, the ones nobody warned you about. A jug poured too fast and the sound of the water hitting the basin would set her teeth. The press of the blanket across her chest in the night came up sometimes as the press of the harness, and she would surface out of half-sleep clawing at it. She had read once, in one of her father’s borrowed books, that the body kept its own ledger, that it wrote down what had been done to it whether you wished it written or not. She believed that now. Her body had opened a new column the day the gut took her, and it was keeping entries in it without her leave, and there was nothing for it but to learn the handwriting.
What frightened her most was not the water. It was how reasonable leaving had begun to sound.
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Her mam made the case over the kitchen table, as she made every important case, with her hands moving among the cups and her eyes not quite on Lowri’s.
“The Prossers are going with the first boats,” she said. “Esyllt’s people, half of them. Marged has it all on the slate, who and when. There’s room, love. There’s a place for us if we want it.”
“I know,” Lowri said.
“It’s not running.” Her mam set the teapot down with care, as though it might say the wrong thing if she handled it roughly. “I want you to hear me say that. It isn’t running, to leave a place that’s going under. Your father gave this town forty years and it took the back out of him and then it took him, and I won’t have you giving it the rest of you as well. You nearly drowned, Lowri.” Her voice did not break. It went very level instead, which was worse. “I sat in that room and I did not know if you would wake. I am allowed to want you somewhere the water can’t reach.”
It was a good case. It was loving and it was reasonable and it was made by a woman who had buried a husband and very nearly a daughter, and it was, Lowri found, very nearly persuasive. There was a version of the morning where she said yes. She could feel it there, an open door, the warm easy give of it.
She looked instead at the shelf.
Her father’s ledgers stood along it in their oilcloth covers, spines softened with handling, the years inked on each in his square keeper’s hand. She had been adding to them since the funeral. Tide heights, gauge readings, the salt creeping up the bricks of the lower town a measured inch at a time. His columns, then hers, in the same ruled books, so that anyone who opened them now would see two hands at work, the father’s and the daughter’s, the record going on past the man.
And the workbook section. The sketches in the other hand entirely. The stranger’s hand. Ifor’s pages were all measurement, all what is; but among them, folded and pasted and drawn straight onto the ruled paper, were the schemes of someone who had thought in what could be: the gate, the gearing, a sluice made to hold against a sea that would not stop coming. A second author her father had never named and Wren believed, without proof, she could put a name to.
Unfinished. That was the word that decided her. Not the town, not duty, not even her father, though he was in it. The work was unfinished, and she was the one left who could read both hands, and you did not walk away from a thing half made when you were the only one who understood how it was meant to go.
“I’m staying,” she said.
Her mam’s hands went still among the cups.
“I’m not staying to drown,” Lowri said. “I want you to hear me say that. I’m staying to finish it, and I’m going to do it the proper way, every step, so that what happened to me doesn’t happen to anyone. But I’m staying.”
For a long moment her mam said nothing. Then she reached across and put her hand over Lowri’s, dry and warm, and held it, and did not argue any more.
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They rebuilt the dive as it should have been built the first time.
Wren had the tower key on a cord round her neck now, the one Cadog had taken off the harbourmaster’s ring and set down in front of her, and she carried it like a thing she had decided to be answerable for. She spread Gull’s charts on the tower floor and weighted the corners with whatever came to hand, a shackle, a knot of chain, the heel of her boot, and she and Lowri went through the neap tables until they had it cold: the slack windows when the gut at the culvert mouth lay quiet, the short still hours between the tide making up its mind to go and the tide making up its mind to come.
“First time, somebody planned it on the springs,” Wren said, not looking up. It was the nearest she came to naming what had nearly happened. “Big water. Big hurry. We don’t hurry.”
“We don’t hurry,” Lowri said.
Doubled lines, two lines on the diver always, so that no single fouling could ever again be the whole of the story. A standby diver kitted and waiting at the edge, because the standby diver was the difference between a fright and a funeral. The signals worked out and rehearsed dry on the tower floor with a length of cod-line and a blindfold until the hands knew them without the eyes.
“You’d have liked my father,” Lowri said once, kneeling over the third sketch of a thing they had already drawn twice. She did not look up from it. “He’d have made you do it a fourth time.”
“Then we’ll do it a fourth time,” Wren said, and meant it, and Lowri’s mouth did the thing that was nearly a smile, the first of those Wren had seen since the gut. They drew the dive before they swam a stroke of it, the lines laid on, the standby station marked, the slack window written in the corner in Gull’s figures. Plan it dry, plan it on paper, plan it on the floor, and the water has nothing left to surprise you with. Lowri understood it as her father’s faith said back to her in a sailor’s words. You did not go down to find out. You went down to confirm.
It was process, and it was penance, and it was craft, and Lowri could not have said where one of those ended and the next began. She thought her father would have understood that. He had spent forty years proving that care was a kind of love you could write in a column.
The youths came to watch.
Nona came first, thirteen and curious, hanging in the tower doorway with the light behind her, and then she was inside, and then she was holding the loose end of a line because Wren put it in her hand and said hold that, and so she held it. Bryn came down from the harbour with his broad slow hands and showed them the weed-hitch he had once shown Lowri, the hitch that bites harder the more the weed pulls, and stayed to learn the rest. Carys came in from the oyster trays and said nothing and tied every knot they set her twice over, quietly, until they were right. Within a week there were eight of them on the tower floor on a morning, and the cod-line went round, and Wren walked among them saying no, again, slower, good, and nobody had said the word school and nobody needed to. It had become one without anyone deciding it should.
Lowri taught too, when she found she could. The knots had come back into her hands faster than the courage had, and she could kneel beside Nona and guide a bowline as well as Wren, and when she explained why the doubled line mattered, why the standby diver waited kitted and never idle, why you read the table and not your own impatience, she heard her father in her own mouth and did not mind it. She had thought, after, that the accident had taken something out of her that she would not get back. It had. But it had left her this in its place, a thing to teach that was paid for and therefore true, and a class of half the town’s young who would never plan a dive on the springs in a hurry because the girl who had nearly died of it had stood on the tower floor and shown them better.
Lowri watched Wren teaching and thought about the Searcher lying at the mooring with her sails struck below, bare poles against the morning, every halyard slack. The whole town knew what that meant. A ship with her canvas stowed was a ship not going anywhere. Lowri had grown up in a port and she knew the grammar of it as well as anyone: you did not strike your sails below to wait out a tide. You struck them below to stay.
She had thought, before, that Wren was the most ungrounded person she had ever met, a woman built entirely for leaving. She watched her now, kneeling on the tower floor with Nona’s hands in hers, guiding the girl’s fingers through a bowline for the fourth time with no impatience in her at all, and she revised it. You could only teach like that, slow and over and over and unhurried, if you had decided to be somewhere long enough for the teaching to take. Wren, she suspected, did not know it yet.
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They went on a neap, on the slack, at the culvert mouth, in shallow water, by the book.
Lowri kitted up on the bank with her mam watching from higher ground and half the harvest crews along the wall, and her hands were steady because the drill made them steady; there was a checklist and she went down it and there was no room in a checklist for the fist below her collarbone. Two lines bent on. Bryn on one cleat, Carys on the other, both of them grave as judges. Wren standby-kitted at the water’s edge, near enough to touch. Esyllt with the watch and Gull’s table, calling the slack.
“It’s a short dive,” Wren said, just for her. “Clear the survey line. Bring up the marker. Nothing else. You don’t go past the light. Anything you don’t like, you give us the long haul and we have you out before you’ve finished thinking it.”
“The long haul,” Lowri said.
“You’ve done the hard part already. You decided. This is just the water.”
Lowri put the mouthpiece in and stepped off the bank into the place that had nearly buried her.
The cold took her first, then the green dimness, then the smell of it going to taste, silt and weed and old stone, and there it was, exactly as she had known it would be: the fist closing, her lungs shutting like a door, the dream rising up around her in the actual water with the line at her actual ankle. For one long second the panic was the whole of the world and she was twelve feet of cold water from the air and there was nothing in her but the animal certainty that she was going to die here after all.
And then the training was there, under the panic, where it had been put. Slow breath. Counted. The line at her ankle was her line, doubled, tended, two hands she could name holding the other ends. She gave one pull, I’m here, I’m working, and felt one pull come back, we have you, and the answer of it steadied her more than any breath. She had met the panic. She had not beaten it; you did not beat it. She had worked through it, by drill, by the doubled line, by two pairs of hands on the wall. By training, and not by luck.
She cleared the survey line, hand over hand along its length, feeling for the fouling and finding it and freeing it, the small true work of it filling her up until there was no room left for anything else. The water did not love her and it did not hate her; it was only the water, cold and indifferent and exactly as Gull’s table had said it would be, slack and quiet at the bottom of the neap. She had spent her recovery making it a monster in the dark of her own skull. Down here, doing the work, it was just a job of hands. There was a great mercy in that, and she would think about the mercy later, on the bank, where there was air for thinking. Now there was only the line, and the next foot of it, and the next. Then she found the marker. The snagged marker, the very one, left down here in the brown the day the gut had taken her, the cause and the proof of everything. She worked it loose from the stone and gathered it in, and gave two pulls, and started up.
She broke the surface into light and air and faces.
She had expected the crews who were working. They were there, Bryn and Carys hauling steady, Esyllt with the watch. But the wall above the culvert mouth was lined three deep, far more of the town than the work could ever have needed, standing in the cold to watch a girl come up out of the water with a marker in her fist. Her mam at the front of them with both hands pressed to her mouth. Cadog at the back with his arms folded, his face giving away nothing and his being there giving away everything. Marged beside him, her slate nowhere in sight.
Nobody cheered. It was not that kind of town. They watched, and the watching was the verdict: a thing had been done that they had needed to see done, the keeper’s daughter going back into the water that had nearly kept her and coming up again with the proof in her hand. Wren took the marker from her and held it up so the wall could see it, and a kind of low sound went along them, not a cheer, just the breath of a town letting something go.
That evening, two families unpacked.
Nobody announced it. The Prosser girls’ mother simply carried a chest back up from the staithe where it had stood ready for the first boats, and old Emrys and his wife took their good chairs back off the cart, and word of it went round the lower town as all word went round, quietly, over walls, between doors. Marged’s slate lost two entries, and then, in the days after, a third and a fourth, the scatter coming apart not by argument but by the slow weight of people deciding, one household at a time, that they would rather see how the work went. Nobody said the leaving was off. The leaving had simply lost its majority, the way a tide loses its push, without any single moment you could point to and call the turn.
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Lowri came up to the tower that night with the day still in her hands.
She lit the lamp and took down the current ledger and entered the day’s gauge readings in their column, her hand steady, her father’s columns above hers on the page and the salt’s slow climb measured out between them. Tide height. Slack times. The marker, recovered. The record going on.
Then she turned to the back, to the workbook section, where the stranger’s sketches were pasted and folded among Ifor’s measurements, the two hands she had spent her recovery learning to read together, the what is and the what could be. There was a blank half-page below the last of the second author’s schemes. She had never written there. It was not her place; she kept the record, she did not make the works.
She took up the pencil and she made the works. She drew, in her own hand, slowly, getting it right: the standby-line rig as they had built it on the tower floor, doubled lines to two cleats, the standby diver’s station, the signals noted alongside in her own neat lettering. The thing they had made so that the water would not take another keeper’s daughter. The first drawing she had ever set down that was not a record of the world but a plan for changing it.
She looked at the page when it was done. Her father’s hand. The stranger’s hand. And now, below them, beginning, her own.
The ledger had a third author.
Chapter 15
Reading the Silt
The neaps came in on glass.
Wren had been awake for the turn of it, sitting on the tower steps with the key warm in her fist, and she watched the lagoon go still as a held breath goes still: the small chop of the springs dying down through the dark hours until, at first grey, the water lay flat as a poured floor from the harvest stakes to the culvert wall. No wind to speak of. The light came up the colour of old pewter and then, slowly, of nothing at all, and the surface took the sky and held it.
This was the week the moon let go its pull. The tides would barely move now, neither far up the marsh nor far down the gut, and what little they did move they would move slowly, showing their working. A scout could read water like that. A scout could put a float on it and watch where the water wanted to take the float, and learn in an afternoon what the springs would hide for a fortnight.
The fleet put out at the slack.
It was not much of a fleet. Two punts and Lowri’s flat skiff and the old harvest barge that Bryn and Carys poled out empty to carry the lead-lines, and it went over that still water without a sound but the dip of the poles and the small suck of the hulls coming free of the mud. Esyllt had the second punt with Nona. Lowri took the skiff and Wren went with her, and they came out from under the tower’s shadow into the open lagoon with the whole of it laid bare and waiting, and Wren felt the thing she had been carrying since the accident shift its shape. Not lift. Shift. The water was not an enemy this morning. It was a page.
“Where first,” Lowri said. She had the colour back in her face now, mostly. She sat the skiff carefully on the side the rib had mended, but she sat it.
“The mouth,” Wren said. “Where it lets out to the sea. We start where it should be moving and isn’t.”
They worked the neaps as Gull had taught her to work any unknown water, patiently and from the safe ground outward. Float-tracking first. Wren had cut a dozen floats from cork and willow and dyed them red with the last of the madder so they showed on the grey, and she set them in along the inner channel and timed their drift while Lowri called the count. A good current took a float and ran with it. This water turned the floats in slow confused circles, or let them sit, or drew them sidelong towards the marsh when they should have run for the sea.
“It doesn’t want to go out,” Lowri said, watching a red dot turn its lazy wheel.
“It can’t get out.” Wren marked the float’s path on the slate. “Something’s in the way.”
“My father used to say the lagoon was sulking.” Lowri trailed her fingers in the still water and watched it close over them. “He kept it in the ledger like that. Lagoon sulks. I thought it was him being soft. It wasn’t. He just didn’t have the lead-line to say it the other way.”
“He had the eye, though,” Wren said. “The lead’s only the eye written down.” She put the next float in. “You’ve got the eye.”
Lead-lining told them what the floats could not. They worked it from the apron, the broad stone shelf the old builders had laid at the seaward foot of the culvert, because the apron was sound and they could drop the line without going near the dark mouth itself. Carys ran the lead and Wren read the marks coming up wet and dripping, and a shape came up out of the numbers the way a shape comes up out of fog.
There was a bar across the mouth.
Not stone. Not wreckage. Silt: fine grey marsh-silt and broken shell and the slow accumulated leavings of half a century of tide, thrown up in a long low ridge across the seaward face of the culvert until it stood higher than the culvert’s own sill. The lead came up clean off it, no resistance, just soft give and then the smear of grey on the tallow. A bank of nothing. A bank of patience. It lay where no bank should be, square across the throat of the thing, and it choked the lagoon’s one exchange with the sea down to a trickle a child could have stepped over.
Wren sat back on her heels in the punt and looked at her own slate and understood it all at once, the whole long wrong of it, and the understanding went through her cold.
“The gate didn’t fail first,” she said.
Lowri had poled the skiff in close. “What?”
“We’ve had it backwards. All of us. We thought the gate seized and that was the start of it, the gate seized and the lagoon went sour after.” She turned the slate so Lowri could see the soundings, the long shoal of them rising where the water should have run deep. “But you don’t get a bar like this in a year. Or ten years. This is fifty years of current laying it down one tide at a time. The water changed first. Something out there past the wall shifted, as Cadog says it shifted after the Unbinding, and the current that used to scour this mouth clean stopped coming, and the silt started settling where nothing swept it, and it built and it built.” She heard her own voice go quiet. “The gate didn’t seize and kill the lagoon. The water died slow, and the gate seized in its sleep, because there was nothing left moving to keep it free.”
For a while neither of them said anything. A float turned its red wheel out by the marsh.
“So freeing the gate,” Lowri said at last.
“Buys us a winter. Maybe. We open the gate, the little exchange we’ve got runs a bit cleaner, the bloom eases off, we get one good season out of it.” Wren wiped the tallow from the lead with her thumb. “And then the silt’s still there, doing what silt does, and we’re back to dropping the lead off this same apron in five years writing the same numbers.”
“And cutting the channel.”
“Cutting the channel through the bar.” Wren looked out past the wall to where the open sea lay flat and innocent under the pewter sky. “That buys a generation. That gives the water its road back. But that’s not a winter’s work, Lowri. That’s digging.”
They surveyed for three days.
By the second day Wren had stopped flinching at the charts.
She had brought Gull’s charts out to the tower the first morning almost as a relic, and laid them open on the long table and not touched them with anything but her eyes. The old man’s hand was on every sheet. To write on them had felt like writing on him. But the bar he had never charted was a thing that would drown somebody off a chart that did not show it.
She heard him as plainly as if he sat across the table. They’re meant to be used, girl. A chart in a drawer is just paper.
So she dipped the pen and she wrote on the sacred pages, and found once she had begun that her hand did not shake but steadied. The bar in a second hand below his first, the long shoal of it dated this neap; the chart a living thing under her pen, his work and hers together. By the third day there were three hands on some of the sheets, because Cadog had come down to the tower in the evenings.
He could not stand the survey punts for long, his chest would not have it, but he sat by the table with his stick across his knees and he gave them the lagoon as it had been before any of them were born. Where the channels ran in his grandfather’s time. Where the deep gut had been, before the silt, the one the eel-men had named and worked. What the currents had done the night of the flood, which way the water had turned over the wall and where it had piled and where it had torn away, because he had been a boy on the high ground watching it and a thing like that does not leave you. Wren wrote his memory onto the charts in the third hand, dated as remembered, Cadog, and where his rememberings crossed her soundings they crossed true. The deep gut he named lay just where her lead found the old scoured bottom under the new soft silt. His grandfather’s water and her water were the same water. It had only been buried.
“There,” he said one evening, his stick-tip hovering over the mouth without touching the page. “That’s where she ran out, the night it came. Right there, where your bar is. The whole flood went out through that throat in an hour when the wall breached, and when it had gone the throat was wider than a barn.” He drew the stick back. “And it’s been filling ever since. Fifty year of quiet filling it back up. Funny old thing, water. Takes its time.”
“It does,” Wren said, and wrote it down.
The council met on the fourth day, and it was not the council of the autumn.
Wren remembered the other meeting too well, the one where she had stood with the survey she could not yet prove and watched them refuse it, watched Marged’s slate fill with the names of the leaving and the room turn its shoulder to the work. This was the same room and not the same room. Now they had the soundings. Now the problem had a shape they could hold, a bar of silt across a known mouth, a thing of this world and not a curse, and the room that had refused the work now wanted all of it at once.
“Cut the channel,” Marged said. Her slate sat almost still these days, a clean grey square with nothing to record, and Wren had noticed how the woman’s hands wanted something to do. “Cut the whole of it. Before the equinox. We’ve idled long enough.”
A murmur ran round the room that was very nearly agreement, and that was the strange thing, that the danger now was not refusal but appetite. They had swung clean over. Esyllt was nodding. Bryn had his arms folded, a man already deciding which spades.
“We can’t,” Wren said.
It came out into a silence. They turned to her, all of them, and she understood that she of all people was about to argue for going slow, she who had spent the autumn shouting that they had to act before the bloom took the lagoon for good. The accident had bought her an authority she did not want. They would listen to her now because the water had nearly taken Lowri on her watch, and there was a bitter clean justice in spending that on telling them to wait.
“The equinox is three weeks off,” she said. “You don’t cut a channel through fifty years of silt in three weeks, not with the hands we’ve got, and if you rush it you’ll cut it wrong. Cut it shallow, it silts again by spring. Cut it through the soft and miss the line of the old gut, it wanders, and a wandering channel’s worse than none.” She made herself slow down. “Here’s what three weeks buys. Three weeks buys the gate. We free the gate before the equinox tides come in, and that gets us the winter, that eases the bloom, that keeps the lagoon alive while we do the rest.” She put her hand flat on the chart she had brought, his hand and hers and Cadog’s all crossing under her palm. “And the channel we cut across the winter. The neaps come round again every fortnight. Every neap is a working window, and we’ve a whole winter of them. We cut it slow and we cut it true, along the old gut where the water already wants to go, and we cut it once.”
“A winter of digging,” someone said. “With what hands?”
There it was. Wren did not look away from it.
“With more than we have,” she said. “I’ll say it plain, because pretending helps nobody. The work I’ve drawn is more than this town can do alone. Pell went to Bristol a week ago to ask for hands and for the dredging gear the channel will need, and there’s been no word.” She let that sit, because they all knew it had to sit there. “Nor could there be yet. It’s a long way and she’s only been gone a week. Nobody could be back yet, and everyone in this room knows it.” A breath. “But I’ll not stand here and tell you help is coming. I don’t know that it is. I know the season’s turning and the road’s long and we’ve asked a great deal of strangers. What I know is the gate we can do ourselves, before the equinox, with the hands in this room. So we do that. We do the thing that’s ours to do, and we keep the channel ready to start the day help comes.” She held the last of it carefully, the way you hold a coal you mean to keep alive. “If it comes.”
Marged’s hand had gone still on the dead slate. “And if it doesn’t?”
“Then we’ve still got the gate,” Wren said, “and the winter, and a true line drawn for whoever does come, in this generation or the next. A chart in a drawer is just paper. But a channel surveyed and waiting isn’t nothing. It’s a town that knew what to do and did the part it could.”
They set the scope that way in the end. Gate before the equinox. Channel across the winter, with help, if help came. It was not the bold thing Marged had wanted and it was not the refusal of the autumn. It was the measured thing, and Wren walked out of it with the strange weightless feeling of having spent her grief well, and being unsure whether to be glad.
That evening she and Lowri laid Rhea’s sketches against the survey.
They did it almost idly, at the end of a long day, as you turn to a familiar puzzle to rest your eyes from a hard one. Wren had carried the engineer’s papers everywhere since the autumn, the culvert sketches in their unknown precise hand, the standby-line rig, the half-finished pages with their margins full of figures that ran off into nothing. She had read them a hundred times and never been able to finish them, because they assumed things she could not see, calculations that started from a state of the water she did not recognise.
Now she had surveyed the water. She spread her new sounding-map on the long table under the lamp, the bar drawn in her own hand, the old gut traced where her lead and Cadog’s memory agreed it ran. And she set Rhea’s culvert sketch down beside it, and then, because the lamplight was low and the table was small, she set it down on top.
The two pages went transparent against the light, one over the other, and Wren stopped breathing.
The line was there. In Rhea’s sketch, drawn two years before any of this, before Wren had ever heard the name, there was a channel. A cut. A clean drawn line carried through the seaward face of the culvert and out to the open water, and it ran exactly where Wren’s survey said the old gut lay buried, exactly through the heart of the bar that Wren had found this week with a lead-line and three days of patience. And around it, in the margins, the figures that had never made sense to her made sense now, every one, because they were not assumptions about water that ran clean. They were assumptions about water that did not. They assumed the bar. They started from a silted mouth and a choked exchange and worked towards the cut that would free it. Rhea had drawn for the very problem Wren had spent a season proving the town even had.
“She knew,” Wren said. Her voice did not sound like her own. “Two years ago. She stood here, or somewhere, and she read this water, and she read it true. She found the bar before any of us. She just” — Wren put her fingertip to the drawn line, to the place where it crossed the found bar, and the two grey shapes lay over one another with not a hair between them — “she just didn’t have a town that would dig.”
Lowri said nothing. She had come round the table and she was looking down at the two pages laid one over the other, the drawn line and the found bar, and Wren watched her see it: the survey that had cost them the whole neaps, three punts and a barge and a lead-line and a girl half-drowned for it, and beneath it the same line drawn cold and sure by a hand that had never sounded a fathom of it that they knew of. A signature, compared. A thing matched to itself across two years and one death they could not account for.
And Wren felt the floor of it give way under her quietly. She had come to this coast following a woman, just following, the way you follow a scent or a rumour, hoping the trail led to a body or a grave or an answer. And somewhere across this autumn the following had become something else, because she was not chasing Rhea any longer. She was finishing her. Every sounding she took, every line she drew on Gull’s pages, every word she had said in that council was a thing Rhea had set down first and left unfinished, and Wren was completing it stroke by stroke without ever having meant to. Find the engineer. Free the lagoon. She had thought they were two roads that happened to run together.
Lowri straightened slowly. She kept looking down at the matched pages, the lamplight coming up gold through both of them at once, and when she spoke it was not a question of the kind Wren could answer with a chart.
“Wren.” Her hand hovered over the drawn line, over the bar beneath it, the two of them one shape in the light. “Who was she?”
Chapter 16
What the Lagoon Holds
The question had stayed where it fell. Wren had answered it as she answered everything that frightened her, which was to stand up and find a task, and Lowri, who knew her by now, had let it lie between them on the table beside the matched pages and gone to oil the rig instead. Three nights on it was unspoken still, the way a stone sits in a field that two people have agreed to plough around. Wren had not forgotten it. She suspected Lowri counted on that.
Now there was the wall, and the whole town on it.
Dawn came grey off the water as it always came, but the wall was not grey. The wall was crowded. They had brought up flasks and the children and the dogs; somebody had lit a brazier at the tower foot though the cold was not yet the kind that needed answering. Marged stood with the older women near the gauge house, their shawls pinned the same way, and Cadog paced the parapet counting heads as if the gate were a vessel coming in and he wanted to know who would be aboard. There was singing somewhere down the line. Not a hymn. Just a thing people did with their throats when they did not know what to do with their hope.
Wren did not trust hope in crowds. Alone, hope was a tool you could set down. In a crowd it became weather, and weather did what it liked with you.
She climbed to the gallery where Lowri waited at the rig.
It was a good rig. Wren had watched it grow over a fortnight out of Ifor’s stock of parts, the cupboard at the back of the workshop finally opened, the tools inside it finally warm in someone’s hands after years of being a shrine. Lowri had built it to the sketches exactly: the great screw-jack braced against the tower’s inner stone, the chain bridled down through the gallery floor to the gate’s drowned head, the whole arrangement crude and beautiful and entirely the dead man’s idea, executed by his daughter, fifty years late.
Wren had said nothing about the cupboard while it was being emptied. There was nothing to say that would not be too large. Lowri had simply gone to it one morning, turned the key her father had turned last, and begun lifting out spanners wrapped in oiled cloth that had not been unwrapped since before either of them was grown, laying each one along the bench in the order it had lain in the cupboard, and only when the bench was full had she stood back and looked at them all and said, in a voice scoured flat, “Right. Let’s see what he kept them for.” That was the whole of it. The tools were in use now. The shrine had become a workshop again, which was, Wren thought, the only kind of keeping the dead actually wanted.
“Town’s out,” Wren said.
“Town’s always out for a hanging.” Lowri set her shoulder to the bar. She did not look up. “Take the other side. Slow. We bring it up by the count and we stop the second it argues.”
Wren took the bar.
They began.
The first quarter-turn took everything in her arms and gave nothing back. Then the chain came taut with a sound like a held breath, and the gate, fifty feet below them and a half-century settled into its bed of silt and rust, took the strain and did not move.
“Again,” Lowri said. “Count of three. Bryn, the pawl.”
They threw their weight on the second turn and the gate spoke. A deep iron groan came up the chain and through the stone and into the soles of Wren’s feet, the sound of something enormous remembering it had once been able to move. Below, a stain spread on the water, red-brown, widening: fifty years of rust-scale shedding off the gate’s face all at once, raining down into the pill. Someone on the wall cried out. The gate lifted.
It lifted a hand’s width. No more.
Wren felt the exact moment it stopped. It was not the stop of a thing held back by weight; weight gave gradually, the way a loaded boat settles. This was the stop of a thing meeting a thing. A hard, final knock came up the chain, metal on metal, deep down in the dark of the culvert, and then the bar would not turn though both of them hung their whole bodies from it and Bryn threw his in beside them and the screw bit and screamed and did not advance a thread.
“Hold,” Lowri said. Then, quieter, to herself: “Hold, hold.”
They held. The screw stood at its limit and the gate hung at its hand’s width, lifted and stuck, and Wren knew without being told what it was stuck against. She had seen it. She had been down there in the cold with Lowri’s lamp behind her and seen the warped lower guide that Ifor had drawn and marked, fifty years ago, with a small careful question mark, as if even then he had known it would be the thing that beat him. The guide had warped. The gate’s foot had ridden up the warp and jammed solid in it, and no force they could bring to bear from up here in the dry would ever shift it, because the problem was not above the water. The problem had never been above the water.
She eased her grip. Her hands had cramped to the shape of the bar and would not open all the way. Below them the stain on the pill was already thinning, the shed rust drifting out on the slack towards the pens, fifty years of corrosion let go in one heave and now going where the lagoon sent it. The chain ticked as it cooled. The gate did not move. It would not move again today, not by anything in this tower, and the three of them stood in the gallery breathing hard over a machine that had done exactly what its maker drew it to do and exactly what its maker had feared it would do, both at once.
“That’s it,” Lowri said. She straightened off the bar. Her face had gone very still. “That’s the guide.”
“That’s the guide,” Wren said.
Down on the wall, the festival air did not break. That was the thing Wren would remember. It did not break; it eased. A hand’s width was something, the murmur went, a hand’s width was more than yesterday, look at the rust gone out of her, look how she moved. The singing did not stop so much as soften into talk, and the talk was kind, and the brazier got fed, and Cadog came up the gallery stair to say well done, well done both of you, in the warm careful voice a man uses at a graveside.
They were so good at this. The Lagan had learned, over years Wren had not been here to watch, how to take a disappointment and fold it neatly and put it away where it would not cut anyone, and they did it now with a grace that undid her more than wailing would have. A town that has gone hungry learns to be gentle with bad news. She watched them be gentle with it and thought it was the saddest thing she had seen since she came back.
Lowri was looking at the stained water. “Half a turn,” she said. “After everything. Half a turn and a hand’s width.”
“It moved,” Wren said.
“It moved.” Lowri wiped her hands down her thighs. “We’ll see if it was worth the moving.”
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It was four days before the water answered.
Wren kept floats. It was a habit Rhea’s ledger had taught her without meaning to, a column of the dead woman’s that she had taken up like a tool left lying: small cork tells set across the mouths of the pens, watched at the slack, logged against the day. She thought of Rhea every time she set one, which was the nearest thing to company the work gave her. For two years those floats had told the same dull story. The lagoon breathed shallow, what came in barely stirred what was already there, and the kelp in the far pens browned and slimed and the elders said curse year and meant it.
On the fourth morning after the lift, Wren walked the pens at slack and a float was in the wrong place.
She stood over it a long while to be sure she was not inventing it. She was tired enough to invent things; she knew that about herself. But the cork that had sat in the same dead corner of the third pen for the better part of a season had crept eight feet north and west, and when she put her hand flat on the water she felt it, faint as a pulse in a wrist: a draw. The lagoon was pulling. A hand’s width of new gate, a hand’s width of exchange the wall had not had in fifty years, and the whole drowned breathing body of the place had felt it and begun, very slightly, to move.
She went to the slack corner of the far pens where the worst of the bloom was, where the water had been the colour of weak tea and thick to the touch, and she crouched at the edge and looked.
It was clearing. Not clean; not whole; but clearing. A patch the size of a sail had gone from tea to something you could nearly see down into, and the browned fronds at its centre had a green at their tips that had not been there, the green of a thing deciding to live. Proof of concept, Rhea would have written, in that flat way she had of putting a miracle in the same hand as a tide table. Written by the lagoon itself.
She knelt there longer than the slack allowed, until the tide turned under her hand and the draw she had felt reversed and slackened and the floats began, gently, to drift back. But she had felt it. It was small and it was real, and small and real was the whole of what Rhea had ever asked her columns to give her. A hand’s width of gate had reached fifty feet down into a body of water the size of a parish and changed, by a fraction, how it breathed. The lagoon had been waiting for that breath for half a century. It had taken it the moment it was offered.
She fetched the elders. She did not know what she expected of them.
They came down to the slack corner, Marged and the two oldest of the harvest crew, the ones who had said curse year loudest and longest, and they stood over the clearing patch and they did not say anything at all. Marged crouched as Wren had crouched. She put two fingers in the water and lifted them and watched it run off, clear, and she looked at it run, and her mouth worked once and made no word. They stood there in the cold over the small living green of it, three old people who had buried more of this place than Wren had ever known, and their silence was the loudest thing Wren had heard since she stepped off the boat.
After a while Marged stood up, knees cracking, and said only, “Well,” and looked at the water a moment more, and went back up to the harvest store to tell the others. But Wren had seen her face before she turned it away. It was not relief. It was something harder to carry than relief. It was the look of someone who has decided, against long practice, to want a thing again.
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That evening they laid the plan out on the gauge-house table, the two of them and Cadog and the survey spread under the lamp.
“It can’t be done from the gallery,” Lowri said. She said it plainly, as she said the things she had already finished arguing with herself about. “We’ve proved that. The guide’s the whole problem and the guide’s under water. So somebody goes down the culvert and frees it where it sits.”
Cadog had his arms folded. “With what? We’ve kelp-store kit. Lines and a face-glass and a hand-pump that wheezes if you take it past the third pen.”
“That kit nearly drowned her once already,” Wren said, and did not look at Lowri when she said it. “Going to the guide the first time. We’re not sending it back down to do worse.”
“I went down on it because it was what we had,” Lowri said. Her tone did not change but she did not deny the rest. “It’s still what we have. That’s the trouble Cadog’s naming and he’s right to name it.”
“With what’s right, then. Proper gear. Proper hands.” Lowri put her finger on the survey, on the drawn throat of the culvert, on Ifor’s small question mark sitting there in fifty-year-old ink exactly where the trouble had turned out to be. “It’s deeper than I went. Longer. And the cold’s coming on schedule, it’s not waiting on us, so it’ll be colder than I went, too. That’s the work. There’s no smaller version of it.”
Wren looked at the gauge columns while they talked, at the long descending story of the wall the columns told. The exchange line. The freeboard line. The figures that said, in Ifor’s hand and then Rhea’s hand and then nobody’s hand for a while and now hers, that the wall had perhaps one more bad winter of margin and very possibly less. She had read those columns until she could see them with her eyes shut. They did not leave much room for a careful plan.
“When,” she said.
“The equinox spring.” Lowri tapped the tide table pinned to the wall. “Lowest workable slack we’ll get before the storm season shuts the door. Two, three weeks out. We free the guide in that slack and bring the gate full up, or we shut her back down at her hand’s width and we pray the wall through another winter.” She let that sit. “The columns say the wall won’t take a bad one. So we don’t really get to pick the praying.”
Nobody said the rest of it. Wren waited for one of them to and none of them did, so it stayed unsaid and stood in the room with them anyway, the arithmetic everyone in the Lagan could do. This was the dive that had nearly killed Lowri. Done deeper. Done longer. Done in worse cold. And the one chance they had of doing it with the right gear and a second pair of trained hands and a margin worth the name was a letter that had gone to Bristol two weeks ago, with Pell, and that Bristol had not answered.
Wren had done the deeper sums too, alone, the kind you did not lay on a table in front of a harbourmaster. The gate full up: the exchange more than doubled, the lagoon scoured clean over a winter, the pens come back, a generation that need not be gentle with bad news. The gate at its hand’s width: a fraction, and a fraction was not nothing, but the columns were plain about how a fraction fared against a bad winter. And the dive gone as Lowri’s had nearly gone, in worse cold and deeper water: the one other person who could read the wall lost to it, and the gate no further up than tonight. She had weighed them so often the weighing had worn smooth, and it always came out the same. There was no version of the next three weeks that did not run through the cold dark of the culvert. The only question the sums left open was whose hands.
It was Lowri’s name in that last column and they both knew it, and neither of them had said it, and the not-saying sat between them across the lamp like a third figure at the table. Wren caught herself watching Lowri’s hands oil the rig, the steadiness back in them now, and hated the arithmetic that wanted to send those hands down again.
Two weeks. Long enough that an answer was no longer impossible. Long enough that its not-coming had started to make a sound. The longer the silence held the louder it got, the way the gap before thunder tells you the storm is closer, not further. They needed Bristol now more than the day they had asked, and the need and the silence were growing together, and Wren had stopped looking up the estuary for sails the way you stop pressing a bruise, knowing it for cowardice and doing it anyway.
“Bristol might still come,” Cadog said.
“Might,” said Lowri.
“We plan for it not,” Wren said, and they let that be the end of the talk.
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They did the gauge round together in the last of the light, as had become their habit, down the line of staffs and back up to the tower with the cold coming off the water in earnest now, the real cold, the cold the table had promised.
Wren read the columns and Lowri wrote. Freeboard, holding. Salinity, holding. And then the exchange-rate column, the one that had told the same falling lie for two years, and Wren stood at the staff longer than she needed to, reading it twice, before she called the figure.
“Say it again,” Lowri said.
“Up.” Wren turned. “A fraction. But up. First time in two years it’s read up.”
Lowri did not whoop. She was not a whooper. She wrote the figure in the column in her small square hand, and then she sat looking at it, at the one digit that broke the long descent, the first good number the wall had given them since before Ifor died. The lamp made a small warm room of the gauge house against all that dark water, and in it the two of them sat with a number that meant the lagoon was, by a fraction, beginning to come back.
“A hand’s width did that,” Lowri said.
“A hand’s width did that.”
“Imagine the whole gate.”
Wren imagined it. She let herself, for a moment, in the lamplight, with the good number written down where it could not be taken back.
And yet.
She put the imagining down again, because she had to go up and bank the brazier and bring in the storm-glass that Ifor had kept on the tower sill for forty years, the sealed glass of clouded liquor that the old man had trusted to tell him weather before the weather came.
She climbed the gallery stair and crossed to the sill and lifted the glass to the lamp she carried, as she had a hundred times, an idle keeping check, expecting the clear amber it had shown all autumn.
The liquor had begun to cloud. Down low in the bulb, where the night before there had been nothing, a faint feathering had started, the first white crystals drifting and settling, settling and drifting; and the long fluid column above them had, very slowly, begun to fall.
Chapter 17
Her Name Was Rhea
The guide-rail numbers were in the back of the workbook, where her father had kept everything that mattered and nothing that didn’t.
Lowri had come up to the tower for them and nothing else. She was an author now, two winters into the ledger, and an author needed the load-figures from the autumn the guide rail was rebuilt, the season Ifor had set the iron and written down what the iron told him. The Lagan’s book was hers to keep going. That meant going backward first, as it always did, the way her father had taught her without ever once calling it teaching: you do not write a new line until you have read the old ones.
She knew the workbook by its weight before she opened it. Salt had got into the boards two years running and dried them hard, so the cover lifted with a small reluctance, like a thing waking. Inside, his hand. The quick one, the working one, the slope of letters that ran ahead of itself because the man behind it had always had more to do than time to do it in.
She found the rail figures on the third leaf. She copied them across into her own book, the bearings and the depths, the tide-marks against the new iron. Her father’s working hand made you slow whether you meant to be slow or not; the shorthand ran on its own logic, his abbreviations, his private ticks against the readings he trusted and the ones he meant to take again. You read it the way you read weather, by knowing the man who made it. She knew the man. So she read on past the figures she needed, a line here, a column there, for the small dishonest pleasure of it, the pleasure of having him talk to her in a voice that asked nothing back.
It took a quarter hour and longer. It was, she thought, exactly the kind of dull and necessary thing the work was made of, and she was glad of it, and she was a little ashamed of being glad, because the gladness was not all about the work.
Then her thumb caught a thickness behind the sketches.
She knew his sketches. Everyone in the Lagan knew them by now, the gate scheme he had drawn the last full autumn of his life, the sluice and the hinge and the long elegant throat of the channel rendered in a hand that had grown careful where his shorthand never did. She had looked at them a hundred times since Wren came. She had laid Wren’s matched pages beside them on this very sill and asked, who was she, and got work for an answer.
The thickness was a single leaf tipped in behind the last sketch, flush to the spine, where only a keeper turning the book the keeper’s way would ever feel it.
It was in his private hand.
Not the working shorthand the whole book ran on. The other one, the quick private hand he kept for himself, for the notes he made when no reader was meant to come after. Lowri could read it. Slowly. It was a thing between them, that hand, taught to her across a winter table as you teach a child a song, for the pleasure of the two of you knowing it and no one else.
She read it slowly now.
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The engineer is gone south as she said she would. Set this down while the hand of her is still on the work.
Lowri sat on the cold sill with the lamp at her shoulder and read her father being befriended, two winters after she had buried him.
Her name is Rhea. Out of the Rooftops at Bristol, though she’ll not say it like it’s home. Served her term below for it, with the Underloft, traded down the way the city folk trade: skill for shelter, a season of your hands for a roof that won’t fall. She came up out of that owing nobody. Best pair of hands I ever set beside my own. I’ll write that plain because she’ll never read it and I’d not say it to her face, she’d only ask what was wrong with mine.
The dry of it. The exactness, and under the exactness the fondness he never could keep all the way out of a sentence, the same warmth he’d carried into a room of cold iron her whole childhood. She heard him. That was the thing of it, sitting there with the wind working at the lamp-flame. She heard her father’s voice come up off the page, alive and amused and taken with someone, and he had been dead two years, and she had not known until this minute that grief could still find a new door to come in by.
We drew the gate through the autumn, the two of us, her sums and my water. She’d not winter. Said she had to keep moving while the passages held, that a thaw can shut a road on you the same as a freeze, and a person who stops asking stops finding. I didn’t ask her finding what. A man learns when a door’s shut.
But she told me, the last night, over the small beer. She asks in every harbour she comes to. Has done years. After one person.
Lowri’s eyes went on ahead of her, the way eyes do when the heart has already arrived.
A scout. Out of the estuary country. A gull feather worn in the hatband — that’s the mark she gave me, said I’d know the one by it and there’d be no other like it on the whole drowned coast. If ever such a one comes to this gate, she says, tell her the engineer was here. Tell her she was asking.
And then his own last line, set down at the foot of the leaf, small, as a man notes a duty he means to keep:
So promised. I.
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Lowri did not move for a long time.
The feather. She had looked at it every day for a season. Wren coming up the harbour wall in the morning with the hat pushed back, the grey wing-feather angled in the band, going soft at the vane from a year of weather and a year of being touched, because Wren touched it, Lowri had seen her, two fingers laid to it as another person might touch a name carved in wood.
She had looked at it every day and never once seen it.
A gull feather worn in the hatband. Her father’s words, written down two winters back, sitting now in her two hands, describing the exact thing that walked the Lagan’s wall every dawn. The mark Rhea had given him. The mark there’d be no other like.
The trail was not a trail.
She understood it all at once and then, because all-at-once is no way to hold a thing this size, she made herself understand it slowly, piece behind piece, as she’d been taught to read the hand it was written in. Wren had spent seven years asking after Rhea. Lowri had heard that much in the sickroom, the trade and the refusal and the years, the letter folded in oilskin that Wren carried and would not send because she did not know where to send it. Seven years of one woman asking the coast for another.
And Rhea, all that while, asking the coast back. Asking after a scout. A gull feather worn in the hatband. Telling a gate-keeper in the estuary country to remember, to promise, against the day such a one might come.
They had been charting each other. The whole time. Two people quartering the drowned coast for each other and missing, the way two boats miss in fog, each one certain it sails alone.
She thought of all the harbours. She did not know them, the harbours Rhea had asked in, the ones Wren had asked in, but she could see the shape of the years: a woman walking up to a gate-keeper or a harbourmaster or a tinker on a wall and saying, have you seen one with a gull feather, and another woman two passages over saying, have you seen an engineer out of Bristol, and the coast giving back to each of them the same kindly useless answer it gives everyone who asks after the lost. No. Not here. Try the next gate. And on to the next gate. For seven years. Each of them the next gate the other never reached.
And the cruelty of it, the small turning cruelty, was how near they’d come without ever knowing. Rhea had stood at this gate. Right here, this sill, this glass, drawn the scheme through an autumn with Lowri’s own father, slept under the Lagan’s roof, and gone south again in the last weeks before a freeze. Wren had come up the same harbour wall not two winters after. Same gate. Same iron. They had each put their hands on the same hinge. They had missed by a season and a death.
She thought of Cadog then, and a small cold thing went down her back. Cadog who had watched the hatband the day Wren first came up the harbour, watched it with that still careful face of his and said nothing Lowri could make sense of, and then made sense of nothing by leaving the harbourmaster’s door standing open to a stranger from the first hour, as no door in the Lagan opened to anyone. He had known. Of course he had known. Her father had not been the only one Rhea asked. The harbourmaster of an estuary gate, he’d have been the second name on her list, or the first. Tell her she was asking. Cadog had been keeping the promise too, all this season, in the only way a careful man keeps a thing he isn’t yet sure of: by leaving a door open and watching a feather.
The promise had outlived the man who wrote it. It had been sitting in the back of a salt-stiff book waiting for a feather to walk through the gate, and the feather had walked through the gate in spring, and Lowri had laid sketches beside it and asked the wrong question and been given work.
She could run to Wren now. The thought stood up in her clean and bright. Down the stair, along the wall, hammer on the door of the loft where Wren slept above the chandlery, put the leaf in her hands in the dark and watch seven years end. She was halfway off the sill before the other thing reached her.
This page was her father.
This was the last of his voice she would ever find. There were no more leaves tipped behind sketches; she knew his book, she had just read the end of it. This was the final time Ifor would ever say something to her she had not heard before, and what he was saying was not to her, it was to a woman gone south, and the moment she gave it away it would stop being hers. It would become Wren’s. It should become Wren’s; it had been written for Wren, near enough, written against the day the feather came. But it was also a dead man’s hand warm off a page, and Lowri found she wanted one night to hold it before she did the right thing with it.
That was the keeper’s part, she thought. Not the rail-figures, not the load-marks. This. To hold a true thing one night in your own two hands, knowing the whole of its weight, before you carry it down to the person it will cost the most and the most for.
Because it would cost. She made herself sit with that too, in the cold, with the lamp guttering. The note answered everything and the answer was a leaving. If Rhea was real, and she was, the woman’s name in her father’s hand made her as real as the iron, then Wren’s letter had an address now, a direction at least, south, while the passages hold, and Wren would go. Of course Wren would go. Seven years did not get up off a sill and stay. The search was true on both sides and that made the spring departure as certain as the tide: come the equinox, when the passages opened, Wren would take the leaf and the letter and go south after the woman who had been asking the coast for her all along.
The Lagan kept the work. That was the cold true shape of it, sitting plain on the sill beside the warm one. Wren had freed the upper gate and taught its sums to the book and the book was Lowri’s and the gate would still be there in summer, working, when the person who freed it was a hundred miles down a passage chasing a feather of her own. The work stayed. The friend left. Both at once, and neither cancelling the other, and Lowri made herself be honest enough to be glad and grieved in the same breath and not pretend it was simpler than that.
She did not run. She put the leaf back inside her coat, against her, and she banked the lamp, and she sat on in the dark of the tower with the wind working at the shutters and the sea going on below the gate as it had gone on the night her father died and every night since.
A friend leaves. She turned the plain fact over in the dark. A friend you found late, a friend who came up a harbour wall a stranger and freed your gate and taught its sums to your book and sat at your fire through a season, that friend leaves, because she has somewhere truer to be than your fire, and you helped her find the road to it. You put the road in her hand. You did the keeping, and the keeping ends in a leaving, and there was no version of the night where that was not so. She would not have it otherwise. She made herself say that and find it true: she would not, given the choosing, choose to keep the leaf and the leaving from her. Love that kept a thing like this back was not love, it was only fear wearing love’s coat. She knew the difference. Her father had taught her that too, without calling it teaching.
So she held the leaf one night, and let it be the last of his voice, and let it be Wren’s by morning. That was the whole of what a keeper got to keep: the night, and not the thing.
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She brought Wren up at dawn.
She had not slept and did not pretend to have. She’d waited at the foot of the harbour wall in the grey hour for the loft shutter to go back, and when it did she’d called up only, Come to the tower, and Wren had come, hat and feather and all, reading Lowri’s face the whole way up the stair and finding nothing in it Lowri would let her find, not yet.
The light was coming up dirty over the Severn Sea. Not clean dawn. A high yellow had got into the east, a colour that didn’t belong to a fair morning, and the long swell beyond the gate had a glassy oiled look to it, a heaviness, the sea lying too still under a sky that was not.
Lowri took the leaf out from inside her coat where she’d carried it warm against her all night, and she put it in Wren’s hands.
“This was tipped behind his sketches,” she said. “It’s his private hand. I read it slow. Read it slow.”
Wren read it.
Lowri watched the strongest person she knew read her father’s voice. She watched the eyes go down the leaf and stop, and go back, and stop again, the way her own had. She watched Wren reach the feather, a gull feather worn in the hatband, and go very still, the particular stillness of a person who has been moving for seven years and has just, between one word and the next, stopped.
Wren read it again. Lowri knew she was reading it again because the eyes went back to the top, the slow way, the keeper’s way Lowri had told her, and went down it a second time without hurry while the yellow light strengthened in the east and the sea lay too still below. Whatever was happening behind that face, it was happening without a sound and without a movement Lowri could name, and that, she thought, was the strongest thing she had ever watched a person do: to receive the end of a seven-year searching and give it back to the world only stillness.
Wren did not say anything for a while. The yellow light came up. Then she reached into her coat, into the inner place, and brought out the oilskin, and unfolded it on the sill, and laid the letter down. The letter she had carried unsent for seven years, the words meant for a woman she could not find an address for.
She laid it beside Ifor’s leaf.
The two papers lay together on the cold stone in the dirty light. Seven years on one sill, in two hands that had never met, both of them writing the same name into the same coast and neither knowing the other was doing it. The asking and the answer, side by side at last, with the woman who had carried each of them sitting between them now, gone south, present only as ink.
“She was asking for you,” Lowri said.
Wren did not look up from the two papers. When she spoke her voice was level, and that was the wonder of it, that it could be level.
“She was asking for me.”
She said it as you say a thing you have wanted to be true so long that being true is a kind of blow. Not a question now, not the half-question Lowri had made it. A fact, taken on, the way you take on a weight you’ve carried the empty shape of for years and find at last it has heft, real heft, and is yours to lift.
For a moment neither of them touched the papers. The wind came up off the water and moved the lamp-flame and did not move the papers, because Wren had laid a hand flat across both, holding the two halves of it down on the stone.
Then she folded them. Ifor’s leaf inside her own letter, the oilskin closed over the both, the whole of it back into the inner place against her chest. She did it without ceremony, as a person stows a tool they mean to use, and Lowri understood that she was watching Wren refuse to weep on the sill, refuse to make a memorial of a thing that was not yet finished, take the largest grief and the largest hope of her life and convert them, on the spot, into something a person could carry and walk with.
Wren stood. She crossed to the shelf where Ifor’s storm-glass kept its watch, and she lifted it to the dirty light, and she looked at it as she looked at sums.
“It’s falling faster,” she said.
Lowri came to her shoulder and looked too. The white feathering that had started days back was up the bulb now, fronds of crystal climbing the cold glass, drifting and gathering and drifting, and the long fluid column above them had dropped lower in the night, lower than yesterday, lower than the evening, falling now not in the slow creep it had kept all season but in a way you could nearly watch.
“Then we free her gate,” Wren said.
Out past the iron the yellow had spread along the whole eastern rim of the Severn Sea, and a band of cloud was coming up under it, low and hard and the dull grey-purple of slate gone wet, the first true gale-herald sky Lowri had seen since her father stood at this glass. The swell had lost its oil and begun to march. The equinox was no longer a date written against the spring in the back of a book. It was a weather, coming up over the water towards the gate, and it would arrive whether they were ready for it or not.
Chapter 18
Before the Equinox
The signal-codes were chalked on the tower wall by the time the light came up, and already the rain was at them, softening the strokes from the bottom. Wren stood under the gallery’s overhang and watched a single drop find the chalked word HOLD and pull a grey tail down out of the H. She had written them herself the night before, copying from the working drawing in a hand she kept square and slow so that Bryn at the top of the screw-jacks could read them in poor light: HOLD, WALK, SLACK, UP. Four words, and a fifth she had set apart from the others, lower, with a box drawn round it. ABORT.
Lowri came along the gallery with two coils of line over her shoulder and stopped beside her. She looked at the chalk, then at the rain, then back at the chalk.
“They’ll not last the week,” she said.
“They don’t need to last the week.”
That was the new shape of things, and they both heard it as Wren said it. There was no week any more. There was a calendar that had collapsed to a point, and the point was coming up over the water towards them with weather in front of it.
“We chalk them fresh the morning of,” Wren said. “Whatever morning it is.”
Lowri set the coils down and they began.
They had drilled the in-water plan until it had worn a groove in all of them. Wren and Lowri were the dive pair: there was no argument left in it, because no one else in the Lagan had both the water-sense and the works-sense, and the gate needed both at once. Wren went down to the warped guide where the binding wedge had jammed the gate’s heel fifty winters into the silt; her task was to cut the wedge free. Lowri went to the jack chain that had jumped its housing and lay slack against the masonry; her task was to re-seat it so the screw-jacks on the gallery could take the load. Two tasks. Cut, and seat. Then up, and out of the water, and let Bryn’s crews walk the gate the rest of the way with the iron.
They ran it dry on the gallery first, the two of them kneeling on the boards with Rhea’s sketches weighted flat under stones and Lowri’s additions inked over the top in a darker line, so that the drawing was no longer Rhea’s and no longer Lowri’s but a third thing the two hands had made together. Wren put her finger on the warped guide. Lowri put hers on the chain. They walked their fingers through it, cut and seat, cut and seat, naming each move aloud until the naming went out of it and only the moving was left.
“Doubled lines,” Wren said. “Always. You don’t go to the chain on one line, not in that water.”
“I know.”
“Say it back.”
Lowri looked at her, and for a moment the old flint came up in her, the look that had wanted to argue with Wren about everything when Wren first came up the gut in her boat. Then it went down again. She had buried her father and read his ledger and become its third author, and the flint was still in her but she had learned what it was for.
“Doubled lines,” she said. “Standby diver on the gallery. Chalk codes for the crews. If the chain won’t seat in three goes, I leave it and we walk the gate on the wedge alone and hope.”
“And if you can’t find your way back to the line.”
“Two pulls on the belt for help. Three for up. One long and I’m coming up whether you like it or not.”
“Good,” Wren said.
There was a thing she could not put on the drawing, and it was the thing that frightened her most, so she had saved it for last. She took Lowri down to the water at the gut’s mouth at the bottom of the morning’s ebb, when the tide had run itself out and lay almost still against the mud.
“This is the part Rhea couldn’t draw and your father couldn’t write,” Wren said. “Feel it.”
Lowri crouched at the edge with her hand flat in the water.
“It’s still,” she said.
“It’s not. Wait.”
They waited. The water lay flat and brown and seemed to do nothing at all, and then, under Lowri’s hand, something turned. It was not a current and not a wave. It was a kind of leaning, a held breath let go, the whole vast body of the sea deciding to come back along its own road.
Lowri pulled her hand out of the water as if it had bitten her.
“There,” Wren said. “That. When you feel it lean, you’re done, whatever you’ve finished and whatever you haven’t. Slack water doesn’t end. It changes its mind. And it doesn’t tell you twice.”
Lowri put her hand back in. She made herself leave it there through the turn, and Wren watched her face do what Wren’s own face had done the first time, years ago, in another estuary that was under the sea now: watched her understand that the water was not a thing you fought or a thing you read. It was a thing you listened to, and it would kill you the moment you stopped.
“All right,” Lowri said, low. “All right. I have it.”
Gull’s tables gave them the only stillness there was. Wren had pored over them at the long table with Esyllt leaning over her shoulder, the elder’s finger tracking down the column of the equinox spring, and the slack between the flood and the surge had come up out of the figures like a held note: minutes wide, no more, the single workable stillness in the whole turning month. She had marked it in pencil and then, because pencil felt too easy to rub out, had not gone over it in ink. As though leaving it faint might keep the weather from finding it.
The town breathed in.
It breathed in the way the Lagan always breathed before weather, which was to say it did fifty small ordinary things at once and called none of them fear. The pens were harvested early and lean, the mussels lifted before they were truly ready because a half crop saved was better than a full crop drowned, the ropes of them brought up dripping and dark and laid in the cold store under salt. Marged had the children at it, the small ones carrying single ropes with great seriousness, and she did not tell them why they were harvesting a fortnight early and they did not ask, because the not-asking was its own kind of knowing.
The platforms were lashed and lashed again. Esyllt went along the dwellings on the low terrace with Nona behind her carrying the coil, and they took the old people first and then the smallest children up-shore to the high terrace where the rock stood proud of any tide the Severn Sea had ever thrown, and they did it gently, and they did it as though it were nothing, and Carys carried her grandmother’s chair up the steps on her own back rather than let the old woman see it carried empty.
And the boats were made ready. That was the part Wren could not look at straight. The leaving-boats, the boats that had been built and caulked and victualled through the autumn for the going that Wren had argued against on the wall and lost and then, somehow, turned aside: those same boats were drawn down to the water now and made ready again. Not to leave in. To climb into, if the wall went and the terraces went under and there was nothing left but the water and the dark and the need to float. Refuge-boats. The same hulls, the same oars, the same names painted on the same transoms. Only the meaning of them turned around, the way slack water turns, leaning back along the road it came.
She found she did not stand apart from it now and watch. She carried a rope. She lashed a platform. When Esyllt’s coil ran short Wren gave her own off her shoulder without being asked and went back to the store for more, and it was only halfway across the terrace, with the rain in her collar and the green smell of the harvested pens in her nose, that she noticed she had stopped doing the sum she had done all her life. The sum where she stood on one side of a thing and the place stood on the other and she counted the distance between them so she would know how far she had to run when the time came. She had stopped counting it. There was no distance left to count. She had not decided this. It had simply happened, the way the tide turns under your hand while you are thinking of something else, and she let it stand and carried the rope.
Cadog found her on the wall at the grey end of the afternoon, as he had found her twice before. He was eighty if he was a day and the wind off the water leaned him but did not move him, and he stood looking out at the band of cloud building along the eastern rim, dark as peat-water and thickening, and for a while he said nothing at all.
“I was thirty,” he said at last.
Wren waited. She had learned that with him you waited.
“The year they raised this wall. A young man of thirty, and the sea had been coming up over us all that summer, a finger’s width and then a finger’s width, so slow you’d swear it wasn’t moving. The old town was down there.” He lifted his chin at the water beyond the wall, at the flat grey reach where the gulls stood on something just under the surface. “Where the channel runs now. Houses, a chapel, a school I never finished. We watched it come up the streets one tide at a time, and we kept saying it would stop, and it kept not stopping.”
“And then the one night,” Wren said. She had heard the shape of it from others. She had not heard it from a man who was thirty years old in it.
“And then the one night.” His voice did not change. That was the worst of it and the best of it, that it did not change. “A spring tide and a gale together, same as what’s walking at us now, and it came up not a finger’s width but a fathom, in a dark you couldn’t see your own hand in. They had the wall half built. Half. And every family that could carry a child carried one, up the rock, up to where the wall ran, and we stood on it in the wet and the wind and we watched the town go under in the dark below us. You couldn’t see it go. You could hear it. The chapel bell rang itself when the water came into the tower, three notes and then nothing, and I have heard that bell every storm of my life since.”
Wren looked at the water and made herself keep looking.
“We lost forty-one that night,” Cadog said. “Off a town of three hundred. We finished the wall in a year because we could not do anything else and live. And it has held for fifty years, and it is the only reason any of us is standing on dry stone now to feel afraid.” He turned his head and looked at her, and his eyes were pale and perfectly steady. “Do you understand me, lass. We cannot lose it twice. There is no third town. If this wall goes there is no rock high enough and no boat long enough, and the chapel bell rings for the rest of them, and there is nobody left who was grown the first time to tell the ones who come after, because there are no ones who come after. That is what your dive is for. That is what we are asking that child Lowri to go into the water and do. Free the gate so the wall can let the surge through and stand. Or shut the gate half-lifted and let the surge climb it and pray, and I have done my praying, lass. I did it all in one night fifty years ago.”
He put his old hand on the wall’s cap, on the wet stone, the way another man might put it on a horse’s neck.
“I will not hear that bell again,” he said.
That night the storm-glass bottomed out.
It had been falling for days, the white murk in the sealed vial settling and settling, and Wren had watched it as the whole town watched it, as Lowri’s father had watched it before her. But that night when she came in out of the rain and held the lamp to it, the murk had gone right down and lay packed at the bottom like silt, and the liquid above it was clear and cold and wrong, and the fern-shapes of frost had climbed the inside of the glass in a way she had only ever read of and never seen.
In the morning the gale-heralds came.
They came a full week before the equinox, before the date Gull’s tables had marked, before the slack she had penned in faint and would not ink. A high mares’-tail sky running fast out of the east, and under it the long oily swell gone short and hard and hurrying, and a wind that came not in gusts but in one long building lean, like a hand pressed flat against the whole of the Severn Sea. The storm was not waiting for the equinox. The storm was riding the spring tide in, a week early, the two of them coming up together exactly as they had come up together fifty years ago in the dark, and the careful calendar that had held the Lagan’s whole hope was suddenly so much pencil to be rubbed out.
They met in the tower because there was nowhere else, and they did not call it a council and they did not vote. Esyllt spread Gull’s tables. Wren put her finger on the slack she had marked for the equinox spring and then drew it back, off the page, off into the air, because that slack was gone, drowned under weather that had come too soon. There was no equinox slack to dive now. There was only the storm’s own arithmetic.
“There’s one stillness left,” Esyllt said, and her finger went to a figure none of them wanted. “Before the surge proper makes up. The flood’ll come in ahead of the gale and turn, and there’ll be slack on the turn, the forerunning slack, as there always is. Minutes.” She did not say how few. She did not soften it. She never had. “After that the surge builds and there is no slack again until it’s all over, one way or the other.”
“So we dive in front of the storm,” Bryn said. “Or we don’t dive at all.”
“We dive in front of the storm,” Wren said, “and free the gate, and the crews walk it up in the first of the surge so the wall can pass the worst of it. Or we shut the gate where it stands, half-lifted, and we gamble the wall holds with the gate part-closed against everything coming at it.” She heard her own voice flat and steady and was distantly glad of it. “Those are the two.”
Nobody answered. The wind leaned on the tower and the chalked codes ran a little more on the wall outside. They did not look at Gull’s tables any longer and they did not look at each other. They looked at Lowri.
She had said almost nothing the whole drilling week. She stood now with her father’s ledger shut under her arm, the ledger she had finished in her own hand, and she looked past all of them and out through the slit window at the water, at the flood coming up grey and hurried under a sky gone the dirty yellow of old smoke held down under cloud. She looked at it as Wren had taught her to look at it, listening with her eyes, and Wren watched her do it and did not breathe.
“We dive when it goes still,” Lowri said.
And that was the act of it decided, in five words, by the youngest of them and the one with the most to lose, and no one in the tower said a word against her because there was nothing to say. Wren went out onto the gallery to be alone with it for a moment, and the rain had taken the chalk down to ghosts, HOLD and WALK and SLACK gone to grey smears, only the boxed word at the bottom still legible where the overhang had sheltered it. She stood and looked out over the lagoon as the last light went.
The water had gone wrong-coloured. Not grey, not brown, not the iron sheen of a hard evening, but a sick yellow-green where the dying light came down through the racing cloud and lay on it, the colour of weed left rotting in a slack, and over it the sky was going green-black from the east, the two colours meeting along the line of the wall. And far out, past the gate, past the place where the old town lay drowned and the gulls stood on the chapel that was under the sea, the surface was no longer flat and no longer marching. It had begun to break. Out on the open reach of the Severn Sea the first white lines had come up, thin and bright against the dark, ranked one behind another behind another, and they were not standing where the wind raised them. They were moving. They were walking, line after white line of them, slow and certain across the grey miles, towards the gate, towards the wall.
Chapter 19
What She Asks
The harbour-keeper called her Rhea before she had her foot on the stones.
She had come down the same track she came down last autumn, the one that turned its shoulder to the wind and let the tin coast open below her all at once: the low hard land of stone and weather, the workings strung along the cliff with their pump-houses, the harbour set into the rock like a tooth. She had thought of it as a strange place. It was not strange now. The man waved his arm above his head and shouted her name into the gulls, and the sound of it travelled up the track and met her, and she stopped with one boot on the loose shale and felt something go cold under her ribs that she did not at first have a word for.
She had a word for it by the time she reached the quay. The word was known.
A harbour that greets you by name is a harbour where you have left a mark. She had spent seven years leaving marks no one could read: wire ends dressed in a way only a Rooftops engineer would recognise, a signature for a reader who never came. This was different. This was being read.
“You’re early,” the keeper said. “Last year you came after the equinox.”
“The headlands looked like weather,” she said. “I came ahead of it.”
He nodded as though this confirmed something he had always suspected about her, and she understood that he had a picture of her now, a settled picture, the woman who comes in autumn and mends what the summer broke. He took her line. He knew where she would tie up. Roots, she thought, and did not like the thought. She had meant only to pause here. You meant only to pause, and a year went by, and the harbour learned your name, and a thing that was supposed to be a place to stand became a place you might not leave.
She mended the winch the first morning, because the winch was hers from last year and the wire had frayed at the drum where she had warned them it would. She stripped the old turns off and laid in new, and at the dead ends she dressed the wire as she always dressed it, the small tidy whipping that said an engineer of the Rooftops passed here. The signature renewed. She straightened, flexed her hands, and went up to the keeper’s hut to ask, because asking was what she did, in every harbour, the way other people said grace.
“A scout,” she said. “Out of the estuary country. A woman, with a gull feather in her hatband. She’d have come through asking after the high work, the tower-craft. Has anyone like that put in here?”
She had said it so many times that the shape of it had worn smooth in her mouth, and she expected what she always got, which was nothing: a shaken head, a kindly face, a no, love, no one like that. For seven years that was the whole of the answer, and she had learned to take the nothing and thank him for it and walk back down to the water unbroken.
He did not shake his head.
“Funny you should ask,” he said, and her heart did something it had not done in a long time. “There was a fellow. Coaster captain, Bridge Folk colours on his jacket, came down the coast some weeks back. Putting it about that he was looking for an engineer. A travelling one. A woman who did the high work.” He scratched his jaw. “Not asking for himself, mind. He was asking for somebody else.”
“For who?”
“That’s the part I’ve lost.” He frowned at the sea as though it had taken the name and would not give it back. “A scout, was it? A woman out of the east. Something about a lagoon. Or a wall. North and east of here, whatever it was. He had it all very particular and I’ve gone and let it run out of me like water.” He looked apologetic. “Three weeks of weather since. You don’t keep what you don’t write down.”
She stood very still.
She had spent seven years being the asker. She knew the asking from the inside, the precise weight of it, the way you carried a description through a hundred harbours hoping one of them would hand it back to you alive. And here was the asking turned the wrong way round. Someone, somewhere north and east, had been carrying her description through harbours. Someone had set a coaster captain loose down the coast with the shape of her in his mouth: a travelling engineer, a woman, the high work. She had been the asker so long that it took her a moment, standing on the cold stones with the gulls going over, to understand what the man was telling her. She was the asked-for.
The thought was too large to hold all at once. She held an edge of it.
“You’re sure,” she said. “North and east.”
“I’m sure of that much. I’m sure of the wall, or the lagoon, one of the two. And the captain, Bridge Folk, that I’d swear to.” He spread his hands, ashamed of the holes in it. “The rest the weather took.”
She thanked him. She went back down to the water.
She did not sleep that night, and the not-sleeping was not unhappy. It was the wakefulness of a needle finding north. For seven years her bow had cast about the whole compass, south as readily as anywhere, because anywhere was as likely as anywhere when you had nothing. She had nothing no longer. She had a direction, garbled and third-hand and maddening, a thing assembled out of a man’s failing memory and three weeks of weather: north and east, a wall or a lagoon, a captain in Bridge Folk colours carrying her like cargo. It was almost nothing. It was the most she had ever had.
In the morning the storm came up the channel. She felt the southern edge of it before she saw it, the long swell that ran in under the harbour and made the moored boats nod all together, and far out a sky the dirty iron-grey of a forge gone cold standing over the open water where some greater weather was happening to someone else. The headlands behind her went grey and then went white at their feet. The way south closed like a door.
Good, she thought. Let it close. She would not go south in the spring. Whatever the asking was, it had not come up out of the south. It had come down out of the north and the east, down the coast on a Bridge Folk deck, looking for her, and in the spring her bow would turn to meet it.
She went up to the winch one last time before the worst of the weather. She checked the new turns on the drum, ran her thumb along the dressed wire ends, the signature she had left in this harbour and a hundred others for a reader who never came. The signature was not enough. It had never been enough. A reader had to know how to read it, and the people looking for her could not.
So she did the thing she had never done in seven years. She did the thing she had not done when she descended from the Rooftops, the thing she had regretted every harbour since.
She climbed back up to the keeper’s hut, and she stood in the doorway out of the rising wind, and she said:
“If anyone comes asking after a travelling engineer. A woman who does the high work.” She made herself say the rest of it, the part she had spent seven years refusing to leave behind. “Tell them her name is Rhea. Tell them she went north.”
Chapter 20
The Spring Tide
The first gauge board went under in the grey of dawn, and nobody had to say it aloud.
Wren stood on the gallery walk with the wind shoving at her back and watched the lowest board on the lagoon face lose its bottom number to the water. The board was painted in feet, the figures large enough to read from the tower, and the white water came up over the lowest of them the way a tide comes up over anything: not fast, not slow, only certain. One moment the number was there. Then the lagoon had it.
The Lagan-born said that board had stood dry their whole lives, dry on its post at the bottom of the spring ebbs, a thing for other days. She had been here only weeks, but she had read drowned gauges before, in other places, on other coasts, and she knew what a board meant when it went under at dawn. It meant the water had stopped asking. Now the day had come.
The gale had been walking in off the Severn Sea since the small hours. She had heard it arrive in the dark, the way you hear a thing too big to see: first the high note in the tower stays, then the deep one under it, then the whole structure taking the load and answering with a sound that was not quite a groan and not quite a bell. The impounded lagoon, which on a still morning lay like beaten pewter behind the wall, had gone flat under the wind. Not calm. Flattened. The gusts pressed the surface down and tore the tops off what little the wall would let it raise, and carried the spray inland in long grey veils that wet her face a hundred yards from the water.
Out beyond the wall, where the open sea was, she did not look. She had looked once, an hour ago, and that was enough. The Severn was up and running and it had the whole weather of the west behind it.
“Two boards,” Esyllt said beside her. She had come up without her hearing her, which on this morning was no trick at all. She had her slate against her chest and her hood cinched so tight only her eyes and the bridge of her nose showed, and the eyes were doing the thing they did, counting. “Two under by full light. That’s ahead of the tables.”
“By how much.”
“Half a glass. Maybe a touch more.” She did not soften it. She never had, which was why Wren trusted her numbers over kinder comfort. “The surge’ll ride in on top of the flood. It always was going to. The only question was where the line sits when it does.”
The line. Wren looked up the face of the wall to where Ifor had painted it, years back, a long red stroke across the gauge boards higher than any tide she had stood and watched. Lowri had told her about it the first week: that Ifor had painted it and named it the limit and never once explained it, and that the not-explaining had been a kind of teaching. You’ll know it when you need to. Below it the numbers were a calm man’s arithmetic. At it they stopped meaning feet and started meaning the wall.
Everyone understood the line now. You could see it in how they moved on the platforms below, the ones loading the refuge-boats: nobody hurried, and nobody was slow, and nobody looked at the line for longer than it took to look away.
Lowri had said her father gave no answer when she asked him, only that it was where the sums ran out. Wren understood that now in a way the girl’s telling had not made her understand it before. The sums ran out, and above the place where they ran out there was no more arithmetic, only the wall and what it could bear, which was a thing nobody had ever made it prove. The line was a question Ifor had left painted on the stone for somebody else’s morning. This was the morning, and she had walked all this way north to be one of the somebodies who answered it. She thought of the leaf folded against her chest, the one Lowri had pressed on her in the autumn, her father’s leaf given to a stranger. The line and the leaf were the same kind of thing: something handed forward, on trust, to be carried to where it still had to go.
[image: ]
The boats went out at first proper light, into the lee the inner harbour gave them, which was not much.
Marged had the loading, and she had it as she had everything, by the elbow. Wren watched her from the walk: a small broad woman in a sea-cloak too big for her, moving down the queue on the lower platform and taking people by the arm one at a time, not pushing, only turning them towards the right boat as if she were turning a key. The old went on first, and the small. Wren saw Nona handed down into the second boat, the girl’s face white and furious at being handed anywhere, too young for the tower and old enough to hate it, and Marged said something to her too low for Wren to catch and Nona stopped being furious and only held the gunwale.
The boats would stand off in the harbour’s poor shelter and wait. If the wall held they would come back at the ebb and tie up and the day would be a thing that had nearly happened. If the wall did not hold they would have the open water at their backs and a head start, which was all anyone could give them. Nobody said that part either.
The upper platforms took those who would not go to the boats and could not be on the gallery: a knot of the very old who had refused the harbour and would refuse it again, settled under the lee of the tower with blankets and a brazier that would not stay lit. One of them lifted a hand to Wren as she passed along the walk, a man so old his face had gone to soft folds, and she lifted hers back and did not break stride.
Cadog was on the tower, and Cadog was not going anywhere.
She found him in the watch-room off the gallery, where the harbourmaster’s chair was and the long window that gave onto the wall. He had the window open a hand’s width against all sense, so the storm came in around the frame in a thin shrieking line, and he stood at it with his hands behind his back as if the weather were a vessel making to come in and he was deciding whether to let it.
“They’ve a place for you in the boats,” Wren said. “Marged kept one.”
“Marged’s a good lass.” He did not turn from the window. “Tell her to give it to someone who’ll sit in it.”
“Cadog.”
“A harbourmaster keeps the harbour.” He said it without heat, the way you’d say the tide turns at the turn. “I’ve kept this one fifty years. I’ll not be carried off it in a row-boat on the worst morning it ever had. What would the harbour be then.” He looked at her at last, and his eyes had the clearness in them that came and went these days, here this morning, sharp as the wind. “You’ve your own going down, girl. Mind that, and let me mind mine.”
She let it stand. She had learned, from him, when a thing was a dismissal and was right.
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Inside the sluice tower the storm went strange.
It did not leave. You could not leave it. But the stone took the high notes off it and left the low, so that down in the gear gallery the gale was a pressure more than a sound, a great slow shouldering against the walls that you felt in the soles of your feet and the roots of your teeth. The lamps swung on their hooks. The light went with them, sliding up the curved wall and back, sliding the shadows of the screw-jacks long and then short, and under everything the culvert breathed.
That was the new sound, the one Wren had not had in her ears before this week and would have in them, she thought, for the rest of her life however long that ran. The culvert breathed. The seized gate down in the dark forced the water against its own grain, and the water answered through the stone in a long irregular suck and boom, in and out, the throat of the wall working at a thing stuck in it.
The dive crews were down there in the gallery, close to the head of the culvert ladder. Lowri. Bryn and the jack crews at their levers, hands wrapped, waiting on a signal still to come. Carys at the standby station with the doubled lines flaked clean on the stone, ready to be the one who went down if the one who was down stopped coming up. The gear laid out like a service: the kelp-glass goggles, the weighted belts, the line-tubs, the slates and chalk for the signals they could not shout through stone and water.
Wren went along the lines and checked each one with her hands, because her hands were the only part of her she trusted entirely this morning. Doubled to two cleats apiece, hers and Lowri’s both, so that if a cleat drew or a turn slipped there was always a second holding. She ran the rope through her fingers and felt for the bad inch, the chafe, the soft spot, and found none, because Carys had laid them and Carys did not lay a bad line. The cold of the stone had got into the rope already. It would get into everything. Cold was the enemy down here as much as the water was, more, in the end: the water you could see and the cold you only noticed when it had already taken your fingers off doing what you told them, and a diver lost her hands before she lost anything else that mattered. She had drilled Lowri on it until the girl could have recited it asleep. Up before the cold has you. Up while you can still close a fist. The wedge or no wedge. The chain or no chain.
Esyllt had the tables spread on the stone under the steadiest lamp, weighted at the corners with cleats, the old Havenswell sailor’s tables that Wren had lent her and taught her the use of these past weeks, and she was reading them against the breathing of the culvert the way another woman might read a pulse. She had read water and weather all her life off the kelp-beds. The paper only gave her the numbers her skin already knew.
“Here’s the shape of it,” she said, when they were close enough to hear without her raising her voice past the storm. She did not raise her voice. That was its own message. “The plan we drew, the long plan, the four tasks. Forget it.” She laid her flat hand on the tables as if pressing the old plan down out of sight. “We’ve not got the long plan’s water. The slack’s come in short. Everything’s come in short. So it’s two tasks and out. Two. Nothing else gets touched.”
“Two,” Wren said.
“Wren cuts the binding wedge off the warped guide. The guide’s gone over against the gate-track and it’s wedged hard, and till it’s off, nothing in the world’s re-seating that chain. That’s first and that’s yours.” She moved her finger an inch on the slate, a whole stage of the night. “Then Lowri re-seats the jack chain on the drum. Clean, by the rote, as she’s done it a hundred times dry. And then you both come up. You do not free the gate. You hear me. You do not so much as look at the gate. We free the gate on the next slack with the jacks, from up here, in the dry, like Christians. Tonight you cut the wedge, you re-seat the chain, you come home.”
“And if the slack’s shorter than the tables,” Lowri said. Her voice was steady. Wren had listened to it go steady over these weeks, a girl talking herself level the way you’d talk a frightened horse, and it had worked, mostly, and it was working now.
“Then you come up on the first pull whether you’re done or not,” Esyllt said. “Both of you. Two pulls is the standby coming down. Three is everybody on the line, haul regardless. We chalked the codes inside, by the ladder head, big as I could make them. The signal-slates we hung outside this morning are gone to the ghosts already, blown off the rail an hour back, so it’s all line-pulls now. Line-pulls and trust.” She looked between the two of them. “You felt the water yet?”
“Not yet,” Wren said.
“You’ll feel it.” She went back to her tables. “I’ll call it off these. You call it off your skin. If the two of us disagree, your skin wins. Always did.”
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There was a span of time then that the plan did not account for, because no plan does.
The jacks were set and could not be more set. The lines were flaked and could not be flaked cleaner. Esyllt had the storm-glass and the tables and the rest of it was waiting, and waiting in a place like that, with the storm leaning on the wall and the culvert breathing and the lamps walking the light up and down the stone, was the hardest work of the night for being no work at all.
Wren took her oilskin packet out from inside her jacket.
She had carried it down with her without quite deciding to, as she had carried it everywhere this last while: her letter folded small, and Ifor’s leaf pressed flat between the folds, the one he had given her the autumn before he died, a thing with no use in the world except that he had thought to give it. It could not go in the water. Water would have the letter to pulp and the leaf to nothing in a minute. She had known that and brought it anyway, to have it to leave.
She looked at the gallery for a keeper. Carys, who had her hands full of being ready to die for whoever went down. Bryn at the jacks. Esyllt at the tables, who would mind it well and hate being asked. And the ladder head, where Cadog had come down without her marking it and stood now with one hand on the rail, watching the dark mouth of the culvert as if it were a harbour entrance in fog.
She crossed to him and put the packet in his free hand and closed his fingers on it.
“Mind that for me,” she said. “Till I’m up.”
He looked at the oilskin, and then at her, and the clearness was still in his eyes. “Ifor’s leaf’s in here,” he said. He had not opened it. He knew the shape of it. “And your letter.”
“Mind it.”
“I’ll mind it on the watch,” he said, “where I can see the water you’re under.” It was the most he could promise and they both knew the size of it. He put the packet inside his own coat, over the chest, and patted it flat. A harbourmaster, keeping a thing in the harbour.
Then Wren went to Lowri.
The girl had her belt on and her goggles pushed up on her brow and her hands ready at her sides, doing nothing, which for Lowri was the hardest discipline of all. By-the-book even now. Afraid and functional, which was the only kind of brave that was any use under water, and Wren had told her so and meant it.
Wren took the gull feather out of her hatband.
It had ridden there since the spring, grey and white and a little ragged at the vane, picked up off the strand on a clear morning before any of this, when the worst thing the year held was a stuck gate nobody had yet dared touch. She had kept it for no reason she could have given. She gave it now.
“Take this down,” she said, and put it into Lowri’s hand and folded the girl’s cold fingers over it the way she had folded Cadog’s, the same gesture twice in a minute, a thing passing along a line. “It can’t stay up here. It’d only blow off to the ghosts like the slates. So take it down where the wind can’t have it.” She held the girl’s eyes. “And bring it back up. It has somewhere to be in spring.”
Lowri looked at the feather in her fist. Her throat moved.
“In spring,” she said.
“Bring it back up,” Wren said again, and that was the whole of it, the only sermon she had, the only one she believed: that a thing carried down into the dark on the worst night of the year was a thing you carried back, because it had somewhere it still had to be, and so did the one carrying it.
Lowri put the feather inside her jacket, against her, and did up the toggle over it. Then she pulled her goggles down to her brow and was a diver again.
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“Wind’s coming round,” Esyllt said.
She was at the ladder head with her ear to the culvert, to the stone, to the storm coming through both. Wren came and stood by her and put her own bare hand flat to the wall and felt for what she had.
The pressure that had leaned on the tower all morning from the one quarter was easing. Not stopping. Turning. The eye of the gale was walking up over them just as the gauge boards had told her it would, as Gull’s tables had drawn it the night before in chalk, and behind the eye the wind would come back twice as hard from the other side and bring the surge under it. But for the span of the eye’s passing the sea outside would lose its master for a few minutes and forget which way it was meant to run.
And the water in the culvert would go slack.
She felt it begin before she saw it. The breathing of the wall lengthened. The long suck and boom that had run all morning slowed and gentled, the in and the out coming further apart, like a runner’s breath dropping towards rest. She had taught Lowri this, on calm days, in the safe shallows of the inner pill: that slack water did not announce itself, that you felt it as an absence, the moment the sea stopped pulling at you and simply held you, the one stillness in the whole turning machine of the tide.
“There,” Wren said.
She went to the head of the ladder and looked down it into the culvert.
The lamp on its long hook threw light down the wet stone of the shaft, down the rungs slick and dark, down to where the water was. And the water, which all morning had surged and slapped and climbed the lower rungs in the culvert’s breathing, had gone glass-still. Black and flat and waiting. The boom of it had stopped. The throat of the wall had, for these few minutes, nothing stuck in it but two people who were about to be.
Above them the storm went on, muffled through fathoms of stone, a war heard through a wall: the deep note of the tower under load, the far shriek of the eye-wall coming round, the whole indifferent weather of the west doing its work on the world overhead. Down here, none of it. Down here only the black water and the lamplight on it and the cold coming up off it onto her face.
Lowri came to the ladder head and stood at her shoulder. Wren felt the girl feel it, felt her go still as the water had gone still.
“Slack,” Lowri said.
“Slack,” Wren said.
Esyllt’s hand came down once, flat, on the stone: go.
In the gallery behind them the jack crews held their levers and the lamps swung the light up the wall and down, and Carys stood over the doubled lines with both hands ready, and Cadog kept his watch over the chest where the leaf was. Nobody spoke. Nobody breathed that anyone could hear.
Wren went down two rungs and let the cold black take her to the waist, the breath going out of her in a long controlled press as she had done ten thousand times and never once on a morning like this one. She pulled her goggles down. She fixed in her mind the one task that was hers: the binding wedge, the warped guide, the gate-track. Cut it free. Nothing else. Come up.
She looked back up the ladder once at Lowri’s pale set face above the lamplight, and Lowri looked down at her, and there was nothing left to say that the feather had not already said.
Then they let go, the two of them, into the held breath of the slack.
Two splashes, soft and final in the lamplit shaft.
Above, the gallery did not move. The water closed. And the slack, the few short minutes of it, all the time there was, began to count down.
Chapter 21
The Slack
The black water closed over the lamplight, and the light went small above her, a coin dropped down a well, and then the well drank it.
Wren went down the culvert by the count.
That was the whole of it now. Not sight. There was no sight to be had. The slack had stilled the great surge of it, the back-and-forth that would have torn her off the wall in an ordinary hour, but the storm had stirred the bottom to ruin, and the water she swam through was not water so much as silt held in suspension, the colour of nothing, the colour of the inside of a closed eye. She could put her glove an inch from her face and not find it.
So: the count. Six pulls down the staged line to the first rung. She counted them. Four more to the warped guide. She counted those.
The doubled lines ran up behind her into the dark, two of them, each to its own cleat above, each tended by its own hand. Carys on standby at the lip. She had checked the bends herself, twice, in the lamplight, before she went; she had run her gloves along them and felt them true. They were the thread that held her to the world up there. Down here there was no world but the count.
The cold had her hands already. She had known it would. They had drilled for it in the cove until her fingers learned the work blind, the wedge and the maul, the set and the strike, so that the hands could do it after the feeling had gone out of them. That was the trick Ifor’s sketches had not drawn and could not draw: that the last of the work would be done by hands that could no longer feel the work. You drilled until the knowing lived below the skin.
Ten. Her glove found the rung.
She turned along the gate-track as the map in her head turned, the map she had carried down behind her eyes, every line of it Ifor’s, every line of it surveyed by her own touch in the long weeks since. Left hand on the cold iron. Right hand swinging slow into the dark ahead, reading.
The silt was worse than they had drilled for. They had known the storm would stir it; they had not known it would be this, a darkness with body to it, a darkness she had to push through. She had dived blind before. There was a kind of blind that was only the absence of light, and you could work in it, your hands telling you the shape of the world. This was the other kind. This was the dark fighting back, the water gone to grit against her face, the cold reaching in past the cuffs of her gloves and the seam of her hood and laying its hand flat on the back of her neck.
You went on by the count. There was nothing else to go on by. The count was the only honest thing down here, the count and the cold and the iron under her left hand, and she trusted the count because she had built it herself, in the cove, in the lamplit hours, against this exact dark.
There.
The warped guide. The buckled lip of it, the question mark in the corner of the sketch, the thing the old man had drawn and drawn and never solved because the solving of it wanted a diver and a slack and a nerve, and he had run out of all three. She fit her glove into the warp of it as into the palm of a hand she knew.
She found the staged line at her hip and gave it one short tug, then held. I am at the work.
A beat. Then one tug came back down the dark to her. Understood.
Somewhere off in the blind to her right, along the chainway, Lowri was at her own work. Wren could not see her. She could feel her, almost, the small drum of effort carried through the water, the way you feel a second body moving in a dark room. The jack chain. The lifting lugs. Re-seat it by hand, link by link, so the screw-jacks above could take the strain. They had drawn lots for the tasks and Wren had lost, or won, depending; the cutting was hers.
She set the wedge.
She found the binding seam where the guide had warped against the gate’s mass, the seam that had seized the whole gate shut against the rising sea for two years, and she set the steel wedge into it with both numb hands, seating it true, and she took up the short maul, and she swung.
The water ate the blow. That was the thing none of the drilling in the cove could teach, because the cove had not been this cold and this blind and this slow. The maul fell soft as a hand laid on a shoulder. The water took the speed out of it before it landed. She swung again. Again. The strikes came up through her arms with no sound she could call a sound, only a dull report felt in the bones of her wrist, and she could not tell whether the wedge moved or whether she only wanted it to.
She had not understood, on dry land, how much of the work would be patience. Ifor’s sketches had drawn force. They had drawn the wedge driven home and the guide sprung, the clean line of it, a thing as it looks when finished and not while it is being done. They had not drawn this: the slow, the cold, the swing that landed soft, the count climbing while the hands lost their last feeling. The old man had drawn the answer. He had not drawn the labour of it, because the labour could not be drawn. It could only be done, by someone, in the dark, with the tide counting down.
Count the strikes. Not the wanting. The strikes.
Ten. The wedge held its seat. Twenty. She reset her feet against the gate-track and braced and swung from the shoulder, the whole of her behind it, and the cold made her clumsy and the silt made her blind and she swung anyway, because there was nothing down here but the swing.
Thirty.
And the slack was dying.
She knew it the way she knew her own pulse. The stillness had a grain to it, a stillness that was the held breath between the tide going out and the surge coming in, and the grain of it changed. A first faint draw against her side. The water remembering it had somewhere to be.
Early. It was dying early. The same as the cove, the same as the day that had cost them, the day the slack had lied and the water had come back before its time and Lowri’s line had snagged and Wren had hauled her out by main force and ruin. The water did not lie. The water did not anything. It was only that they had read it wrong, the once, and paid.
Not this time. This time they had planned for the lie.
She swung.
The wedge bit. She felt it go, a half-inch of give that ran up the maul and into her teeth, and she reset and struck and it went again, and on the fourth strike the binding broke.
She felt it before she understood it. The whole warped guide sprang. It let go of the gate’s mass all at once, a release she felt against her chest and her thighs and the soles of her boots, and then the gate itself shifted, the entire seized tonnage of it, a hand’s width up its guides with a sound she did not hear so much as suffer, a long iron groan that came through the water and through her ribs and out the other side of her, the sound of a thing that had not moved in two years choosing, at last, to move.
It was free.
The drawn work was done. The hands it had waited for had done it.
She had no time to feel that. The draw at her side had become a pull, and the pull a current, and the current the front edge of the surge climbing the wall behind the slack, and from above, down the staged line, came the order she had told them to give and prayed she would never need.
Two pulls. Standby. Coming down.
Then, before she could answer it, three.
Haul regardless.
On schedule. Not in panic. She knew Esyllt’s hand on the line even through the dark and the cold, the flat even rhythm of it, Gull’s tables open under the lamp above, the minutes counted to the last grain. The slack was spent. The retreat was ordered the way you order a thing you have rehearsed: without a tremor, because the tremor was used up in the rehearsing.
Wren let go of the maul. She did not drop the wedge; the shed wedge lay loose now in the broken seam, and she had a half-thought to free it clear and a clearer thought that there was no time, and she turned for the staged line with both hands reaching.
Her line fouled.
She felt the snag take her at the hip, a hard short check that brought her up against the dark, and her first knowing of it was not fear but a terrible familiarity, because this was the cove turned inside out, this was the day at last come round to find her. The staged line had run a bight across the shed wedge in the broken seam, and the wedge had caught it, and the current was setting her hard against the catch and pulling the bight tighter with every count.
She reached for it. Her hands were stone. She got a glove on the line and could not feel whether she held it. The surge leaned on her. The dark was total.
This was how it had gone for Lowri, once. The snag, the cold, the hands that would not answer. And Wren above, hauling, breaking her own back to drag a snagged diver up through a closing tide.
Now Lowri was above. And Lowri did not haul.
The line went taut and then it went deliberate. Two pulls, slow and certain. Standby. I am coming down. Wren held where she was, made herself hold, made herself be still against the current the way you make yourself be still under a surgeon’s hand, and she felt Lowri come down the dark to her, hand over hand, by the book, by the count, by every word of the drill Wren had drummed into her in the cove until they both could have wept of it.
A hand closed on Wren’s shoulder. Found the line at her hip. Followed it to the snag.
No haul. No violence. Wren felt Lowri’s gloves work the bight where it had bound across the shed wedge, work it the calm slow way the drill said, ease the tension and lift the bight clear and free it, free her diver, the way Wren had not been able to do it the once it had mattered most, as the book said and panic forbade.
The line came free.
And Lowri brought her up. Not by main force. By the staged line, hand over hand, the two of them rising the count together through the dying slack, six rungs and four, while the surge climbed the wall outside its broken seam and the whole sea leaned in behind them, and Lowri set the pace, and Wren followed it, and the coin of lamplight grew above them out of the black until it was a window, and then a mouth, and then the surface broke white over Wren’s face and the cold air hit her like a struck bell.
Hands took her. The gallery had her under the arms, hauling her over the lip and onto the stone, and Lowri came up streaming beside her, and somewhere a voice was counting still, flat and even, Esyllt counting them out of the water the same as she had counted them in.
Wren lay on the stone of the gallery and breathed. The air went into her in great rags. Her hands lay out in front of her on the wet stone and she watched them and could not feel them, two pale things that belonged to someone else, the cold so deep in them now that the warmth coming back was its own kind of pain, a slow burn rising through the dead. She did not mind it. The pain meant the hands were hers again. She lay there and let them come back to her, finger by finger, and breathed.
“Clear,” Lowri said. Her voice was a wreck. “Diver’s clear. Gate’s free.”
“Gate’s free,” someone said back, and then it went up the gallery and up the shaft and out into the world above, gate’s free, gate’s free, and below them, far below, the screw-jacks took the strain.
Wren got herself up on one elbow. She could not have said why. To see it. Only to see it.
The jack crews were already on the screws. Bryn at the head of them, hauling the long arms round, and the chain that Lowri had re-seated by feel in the blind drew up tight along the chainway and bit on the lifting lugs, and the freed gate began, against the whole weight of the rising sea, to walk.
It did not leap. Ifor had never promised it would leap. It walked. A hand’s width and a hand’s width, the screws turning, the crews leaning into the arms and grunting it up its guides by inches, mechanical and slow and certain, hours-fast where the seized gate had cost them years. The chain sang on the lugs. The boards of the gallery shook with it.
She watched the chain run. Lowri’s chain, the one she had re-seated in the blind, link by link onto the lifting lugs by feel alone while Wren cut and counted twenty feet off in the dark. It bore. Every link of it bore the load it had been laid on, and not one slipped, and Wren knew without being told what that had cost, because she had been down there in the same cold with the same dead hands and she knew what it was to set a thing true when you could not feel your own fingers do it. The chain ran tight and sang and held, and the gate came up on it.
And then the surge arrived.
Wren felt it before the sound. The whole wall took it, the great long body of the storm-driven sea heaving up against the impoundment, and the town’s whole dread, told to her all autumn, braced her for the boom of it going over, the green water topping the wall as the Lagan had spent two years certain it must, the sea taking the harvest beds because the seized gate had left the wall nothing to do but stand and be struck.
It did not go over.
It went through.
The freed gate stood part-walked up its guides, the culvert open beneath it, the throat of the wall unstopped for the first time since before she was a diver, and the surge found the gap and poured into it, and the culvert thundered. She had never heard the like. It was a sound with weight to it, a sound you stood inside of, the sea pouring down the open throat of the wall and into the impoundment behind, the wall taking the sea through itself instead of over itself, the way the old man had drawn it, all that the question mark in the corner of the sketch had always meant.
The impoundment took it. Filled and held and passed it on, the surge bled off down the open culvert, the pressure that would have broken the wall’s back now running clean through its opened mouth.
They had grown up under this wall, the people of the Lagan. They had grown up watching it lose. Every spring the great tides had come and the wall had stood and been struck and the green water had gone over the top of it and taken the beds, and the harvest crews had counted the loss and rebuilt and waited for the next one, because that was the bargain Lagan had made with the sea, to stand and be struck and endure. They had told her so all autumn, and she had taken it for the only bargain there was. They had been a people who thought the wall could only ever lose slowly enough to live.
The old man had not thought so. The old man had drawn another bargain, on paper, in the corner of a sketch, with a question mark where the nerve should go.
The wall breathed.
That was the only word she had for it, lying on the wet stone with her hands shaking and her breath sawing, the only word that was true. The wall breathed. It took the great breath of the surge in through its throat and let it go, and the boom that should have come never came, and instead the whole long stone of it changed note, the note the storm had beaten from it all night falling away into a lower sound, a steady pouring roar, the sound of a thing doing at last the work it was built to do.
She found Lowri’s face. Lowri was looking at her, soaked, white, alive, and neither of them said anything, because there was nothing left to say that the work had not already said.
“The boards,” Esyllt said.
Wren turned her head. Out beyond the gallery, down the inner face, the gauge boards stood up out of the rising water of the impoundment, Ifor’s painted line bright on each one, the line he had set and never seen tested. The water climbed them. They watched it climb. It came up the boards and slowed and held, held a hand below the painted line, held there with the surge thundering through the culvert and the sea heaving against the wall and the whole engine of it working, and it did not pass the line.
Below Ifor’s painted line. Holding.
Somewhere far above them, up the shaft and out on the harvest beds, a sound came down that Wren did not understand at first, because it belonged to another world than this one of cold stone and pouring dark. The harvest crews were cheering. Faint and high and ragged with the wind, a sound like gulls, the crews on the high beds seeing the water hold and crying out, and it came down the shaft to the gallery thin as a thing remembered.
Wren got to her knees, and then, with a hand on the cold sill of the tower window, to her feet.
The watch-room window looked out over the harbour, the storm-glassed pane streaming grey, the world beyond it all one colour, the colour of old bruises, sea and sky run together. She put her hand flat on the glass to steady herself. The gull feather was not in her glove; it was somewhere up there in Lowri’s keeping, where she had given it before the dive, bring it back up, it has somewhere to be in spring, and she had gone down without it for the first time in years and come up alive, and that was a thing she would think on later, when there was a later to think in.
She looked for the harbour. For the small grey shapes of the laid-up boats riding it out, bare-poled, the way the Lagan boats rode out a blow, as she had watched them ride one out since the autumn.
She looked for the mooring ground.
And the Searcher was not on it.
Her mooring stood empty in the grey, the buoy alone on the heaving water with the line trailing slack from it into nothing, and the slip beyond it bare, and no bare-poled shape where the bare-poled shape should be, and Wren stood at the storm-glassed window with both hands on the sill.


Chapter 22
What the Surge Takes
The first thing Lowri heard, in the grey hour after the storm went out of the sky, was the culvert breathing.
She had slept three hours on the watch-room floor with her coat for a pillow and woke not to wind but to the absence of it, and lay a while listening to that absence before she understood it had a sound inside it. A long pull and a long give. The freed gate working in the new channel, the lagoon drawing breath through the cut they had opened in the dark, water finding the road it had been refused for fifty years. It was the gentlest noise she knew. After a night of the wall taking blows like a struck drum, it was almost more than she could bear.
She got up without waking the others and went out onto the platform.
The light was coming, thin and washed, the colour of the inside of a shell. The sky had emptied itself and lay over the water exhausted and pale. And below it the Lagan stood. That was the thing she made herself look at first, before anything else, because she had spent the night certain she would come out to find half of it gone. The platforms had been scoured. The decking ran wet and clean where the spray had stripped the salt-crust and the weed and the loose years of it away, and here and there a rail hung crooked and a net-frame had folded, and the fish pens along the lee side were battered into new and crippled shapes. But they stood. The walkways stood. The houses on their stilts stood with their shutters torn back and their lamps still burning behind the glass.
And no one was dead.
It moved through the Lagan that morning the way a thing too large to hold moves, passed hand to hand, said and then said again because saying it once was not enough to make it true. No lives lost. Lowri heard Marged say it to Esyllt at the head of the stair, the two of them gripping each other’s forearms, and Esyllt said it back, no lives, no lives lost, the storm came and the wall held and we are all of us still here. As if the words were a count that had to be done aloud to be believed. The Lagan had buried people for less weather than last night. It had learned, over the long lean decades, to expect the tide to take its tithe. That it had not, that it had come through whole, sodden and bruised and whole, was a kind of news the town had no practice in receiving.
So they said it to each other, over and over, in the shell-coloured light. And they began, slowly, to look.
It was Bryn who found the Searcher.
Lowri was on the seaward walk with a coil of someone’s lost line over her shoulder when she heard him call, and the call had no words in it, only a name, only Wren’s name flung out across the platforms, and she dropped the line and ran.
The boat lay across the impoundment rubble at the foot of the old wall, where the surge had carried her and set her down. The surge had taken her from the mooring in the night, snapped the strain off the buoy and dragged her the length of the harbour and broken her on the stone. She lay canted hard over on the heaped concrete with the tide gone out from under her, and her back was broken. Lowri saw it from forty feet away and her stomach dropped through her. The clean sweep of the sheer that Seren had faired true in Havenswell and Wren had fussed over every anchorage since was gone, kinked amidships where the keel had come down across an edge, the planking sprung and gaping along the turn of the bilge, the deck buckled, one chainplate torn clean out and trailing its wire. She lay as a gull lies when a cat has had it. Wrong in every line.
Wren stood at the wreck.
She had not climbed to her. She stood below on the wet rubble with her arms down at her sides and the oilskin packet still in one hand, the small flat parcel she carried everywhere now, and she looked at the boat and did not move and did not speak. The wind had gone but the cold had not, and Wren stood in it bare-headed and looked.
Lowri came down the rubble slope and stopped a little back. She did not go to her. None of them went to her. That was not how it was done.
For Lowri knew now what the boat had been. She had been in the watch-room two days ago when Wren had said it, in the worst of the waiting, said it plain and unguarded the way people say true things when there is no room left for the other kind. The Searcher was not a boat for carrying fish or carrying word up the coast. The Searcher was the means of going. Havenswell had built her for one purpose, laid her down and launched her and sent her out with their blessing, the means of going, made of larch and oak and a whole community’s hope: the self that meant to leave, hull-shaped, with a name on her stern that said exactly what she was for. And the storm had reached up out of the dark and snapped that self across its knee and laid it broken on the stones.
So nobody spoke. They came, that was all. They came down off the platforms one and two at a time and stood about the wreck and about Wren in a loose ring on the rubble, hands empty, saying nothing, and the ring grew until most of the Lagan stood in it. It was the old way, the way they stood for the drowned, the vigil-custom older than any of them: not comfort in words, which were cheap and which slid off grief like water off oiled cloth, but comfort in standing. In being there. In letting the one who grieved know, by the plain fact of bodies in the cold, that she did not stand alone, and that nobody would make her speak before she chose to.
Wren did not weep. She looked at the boat a long time. Then she climbed up onto the rubble at last and laid her hand flat on the broken planking, near the bow, where the stem ran up sound and unhurt out of the wreckage. She crouched there with her hand on the wood. And after a while she said, not to anyone, low:
“Keel’s whole.”
Lowri, near enough to hear it, felt something turn over in her chest.
“Stem’s whole.” Wren ran her hand up the long sound curve of it. “She came down on her back. Not her bottom.” She was not talking to the town. She was talking to the boat, or to herself, as she talked when she worked. “Keel and stem. The rest is plank.”
And then she stood up and turned and looked at them all standing there in the cold, the whole sodden grieving town of them, and Lowri watched her face do something she could not have named, something between breaking and not breaking, and Wren said nothing more.
But Bryn had heard it too. Keel and stem. And without anyone giving the word, without Wren asking and without Cadog ordering it from his chair up in the watch-room, Bryn climbed onto the wreck and worked the torn chainplate free and carried it up off the rubble to the high walk, above the tideline, and laid it down. And Nona went after him and took a length of sprung planking. And then they were all at it, the whole ring of them dissolving into work, carrying the broken Searcher up off the stones piece by piece to where the next tide could not have her, stacking her sound timber and her ruined timber separately and with care, as you carry the parts of a thing you mean to see whole again. Nobody said the word rebuild. It was too soon and too large and the grief was too new. But the salvage said it for them, every careful armload of it, all that grey morning.
The sail came through the gate a little before noon.
Lowri saw it from the wall, where she had gone up with an armful of cleat-blocks to lay them above the line. She straightened to ease her back and looked seaward out of habit, out past the gate to the open water where the last of the storm-grey was lifting off the sea in long torn rags, and there in the gap of it, small and certain and growing, was a sail.
She stood and stared at it like a woman seeing a thing that could not be.
It was no Lagan boat. The Lagan had three boats and two of them were drawn up safe and one of them lay broken on the rubble behind her. This was bigger, gaff-rigged and dark-canvassed, a working coaster heeling easy on the last of the swell, and as it came on towards the gate Lowri saw the colours at its masthead and her breath stopped. Bridge Folk colours. The blue and the rust-red of the trade-folk who worked the drowned coast, who carried word and salt and iron between the standing places, who had relays and reaches and a memory that ran the length of the water. Bridge Folk colours coming in through the gate, on the morning after the storm, into the breathing lagoon.
Lowri had never in her life seen an answered call for help.
That was the truth of it, and it sat in her strangely, almost like fear. She knew the Lagan’s history as she knew her own hands. The Lagan asked, when it was desperate enough to ask, and the asking went out into the grey and the grey kept it. That was simply how the world was arranged. You held on or you did not; no one came. Her father had taught her the machines precisely because no one came; you learned to keep yourself alive because there was no one else to do it. And now here was a sail, dark and sure, coming in through the gate she had helped to open, carrying, she understood all at once, the answer to a thing the Lagan had asked of the world weeks ago and long since stopped expecting.
The world had answered. Late, and through a storm, and real.
She heard the cry go up behind her along the platforms as others saw it. She did not turn. She watched the coaster shorten sail and round up neat as anything in the breathing water, watched a figure go forward to the bow with the easy roll of someone who had spent her life on a moving deck, and the boat lost its way and lay quiet off the seaward walk, and a voice came across the water, a woman’s voice, dry and carrying and entirely unhurried.
“Lagan!” it called. “You’ll have a berth for a guest who’s owed you one?”
The captain’s name was Pell, and her boat was the Marrow-Tide, and she brought her in alongside the seaward walk with two lines and no fuss while the Lagan crowded the rail above her. She was broad and weathered and middling old, with a face that totted things up even while it smiled, and she stood in her own cockpit and looked up at the battered platforms and the torn nets and the people lining the wet decking, and she nodded slowly, as if confirming a sum.
“You held,” she said. “We heard it’d come hard down this stretch. We rode it out three days up the coast in a sea-cave my grandmother knew, and I’ll tell you it was no joke up there. Thought we’d be carrying bad word in. Glad to be wrong.” Her eye went along the rail and found the broken thing stacked above the tideline, the long sound timbers and the short ruined ones, and her face changed, gentled. “Lost a boat, though.”
“We didn’t lose her,” said Wren, from the rail. “We’ve got her up.”
Pell looked at her a moment, reading her, as the trade-folk read everything. Then she nodded again and said no more about it, which Lowri thought was the most courteous thing she had ever seen a stranger do.
But it was not Pell who had come to pay the debt. It was the one who climbed up out of the Marrow-Tide’s small hold while the lines were still being made fast, who came up into the grey light without a word and stood on the coaster’s deck and looked at the Lagan and the Lagan looked back.
She was perhaps thirty. Dark hair pulled back hard from a watchful face. She moved up out of the hold and across the canted deck with no sound at all, with the close economy of someone who had grown up where space was small and pressure was real and you did not make a motion you did not mean. She wore working drab, and over one shoulder she carried a kit roll that clinked, soft, with the particular tidy weight of good tools, and slung beside it the curved twin shapes Lowri did not recognise then but would come to know better than her own face: rebreathers. She came to the rail and put one hand on it and stood looking up at them, and her eyes went across the crowd unhurried and stopped, for the length of a breath, on Wren.
Wren went still.
It was nothing, what passed between them. A look, no more. The dark-haired woman tipped her head, the smallest fraction, and Wren tipped hers back, and that was the whole of it. But Lowri, standing close, felt the size of the thing under that small exchange the way you feel the depth of water under a boat: the medicine quest, the desperate run to the Underloft with the fever burning through Havenswell and Wren going down into the pressurised dark after what only the deep-dwellers had, the threshold and the bargain and whatever recognition had been struck there between this woman and Wren in the lamplight under the sea. A whole hard chapter of another town’s survival, held now in one nod and let go.
The woman climbed up onto the walk. She set her feet on Lagan decking and looked about her once more, and then she spoke, and her voice was low and level and used few words, as if words cost something where she came from and she meant to spend them well.
“I’m Kestrel,” she said. “Of the Underloft. You sent us a compressor, the year of the sickness, and the parts and the knowing to run it. We breathe our own air now because of this place. That’s not a small thing, where I’m from.” She paused. Her gaze went round them, taking the count. “Then you asked us for divers. Word came down the line you’d a wall to mend below the water and no one to go down to it. We don’t forget the compressor. The Underloft pays what it owes.” She shifted the kit roll on her shoulder, plain as setting a figure down at the foot of a column. “I’ve come to go down for you. As long as the work takes.”
She said it the way another woman might have read out an invoice. No flourish on it. A debt named, and the means of paying it stood there on the deck in working drab with the tools to do it. And the Lagan, who had asked the world for help and waited and stopped expecting it, stood on their broken platforms in the lifting grey and did not know, for a moment, what to do with being answered.
It was Cadog, in the end, brought down from the watch-room in his chair to the head of the seaward walk, who found the words. He was smaller in the chair than Lowri liked to see, smaller than he had been even a week ago, as though the storm had been the last great thing he had been holding himself upright for and now that it was past he was letting some of the holding go. His eyes had been coming and going all morning, clear and then far. But they were clear now. He looked at Kestrel a long moment and then he said, simply, “Then you’re welcome, and we thank you, and there’s a meal and a dry bed in it for as long as you’ll stay.” And he put out his hand, and Kestrel took it, and that was the bargain made.
They ate that night at the long table.
They had not used the long table in years; it took the whole of the meeting room to set it, and there had not been cause, nor food enough, nor heart enough. But they set it that night, and Marged and Carys built up the stove and cooked everything the storm had not spoiled, and the Lagan crowded in out of the dark with the lamps swinging and the rain finally, fully gone, and they ate. Three folk at one board who did not, in the ordinary run of the drowned world, sit down together: the Lagan in their own place, and the Bridge Folk in Pell who carried the coast’s word from standing to standing, and the Underloft in Kestrel who had come up out of the deep to pay a debt. Lowri sat among them and looked down the long lamplit length of the table and could not have said when she had last felt the like.
And Wren sat near the foot of it, wrecked and lighter than Lowri had ever seen her.
That was the strangest thing of the whole strange day. Wren had lost the boat — had lost the going, the years of it, the self she had built to leave with, and Lowri had braced all day for the dark to come down on her. But it had not come. Wren sat at the long table with her colour up from the work and the warmth and something gone slack at last in her shoulders, the old wound-tight watchfulness eased, and when she laughed once at a thing Bryn said it was a sound Lowri had not heard out of her in all the weeks she had known her. As though the boat breaking had broken something else with it, some held breath, some long bargain she had made with herself to stay shut and ready and alone until the day she could go. The going lay smashed on the rubble. And Wren, against everything, sat among them lighter for it.
They parcelled the winter out over the meal, easy, between mouthfuls, the way work gets shared when the worst is past. Kestrel would go down to the culvert and the freed gate and the sluice machinery below the water, and Lowri would work it with her from above, the surface end of every dive, the tending of the lines and the air; and at that Lowri felt her own heart lift, a lift she did not look at too closely, because the truth in it was too near the bone. A teacher. Someone who knew, who would show her, who would stand beside her and put the knowledge into her hands. Her father had meant to be that and the sea had not let him. Here, at the long table, was a second chance at it she had stopped letting herself want. They would cut the channel through the silt bar at the neaps, she and Kestrel, when the tides ran small. And Pell would winter the Marrow-Tide at the Lagan, the first trade-boat to lie over a winter in this water in fifty years: she said it herself, totting it up, pleased, the relay and the reach of her people stretching now to take this place in.
Late in the meal, when the table had loosened into its own warm noise, Kestrel leaned a little towards Wren, down at the foot, and said a thing low. Lowri caught it only because she was watching them both. Few words, the Underloft way, set down plain.
“On the southern run,” Kestrel said, “Pell’s asking was answered. Once.” She let that sit. “There’s a harbour-keeper on the tin coast holds a name for you. A travelling engineer. Left with him on purpose, that one, to be given to anyone who comes asking after such a person.” Her dark eyes held Wren’s. “We don’t have the name. He’d only give it face to face. But it’s there. It’s waiting. Someone meant it to be found.”
Lowri watched Wren take that in.
She watched it go into her like water into dry ground. A name, on the tin coast, waiting. Left there on purpose, by someone who had wanted to be findable. After two years of a face the sea had swallowed and no answer anywhere in the grey, here was a bearing at last, a single point of light on the long dark south. Lowri saw Wren’s hand move, without Wren seeming to know it, to the oilskin packet she had carried all day and now laid on the table before her, the letter and Ifor’s written leaf folded safe inside it, the whole of her loss wrapped in waxed cloth and set down on the scrubbed wood in the lamplight.
Wren looked at it a long moment. Then she lifted her head and looked down the table to where Pell sat, and there was a thing in her face that had not been there for two years, that Lowri had thought the sea had taken for good.
“Pell,” Wren said. “When you came in. What’s in your hold?”
“Salt, mostly,” Pell said. “Iron. Some wool. Why, what is it you’re wanting?”
Wren laid her flat hand on the oilskin. “Paper,” she said.
Pell looked at her, the ledger-mind working behind her eyes, reading the thing for what it was. “Paper,” she said.
“Good paper. Whatever you carry. I’ve charts to draw.” Wren’s voice was quiet and entirely steady, and her hand stayed flat on the packet on the wood, on the letter and Ifor’s page and the loss of it, and she said it like a woman laying a keel. “Before spring. I’ve charts to draw before spring.”
Chapter 23
The Atlas
The first hard frost came in the night and laid the town out white, and Wren woke before the bells to a thing she had never seen: the lagoon breathing.
She went down to the culvert mouth with her coat thrown over her sleep-warm clothes, her breath standing in front of her, and there it was. Where the freed gate let the sea in and out, the water steamed. A long slow exhalation rose off the surface in the cold and drifted across the basin and thinned to nothing against the far wall. The lagoon pulled the tide through the gut and pushed it back, and with every breath of it the white mist lifted and was gone and lifted again. Last winter this water had lain dead still under its skin of bloom, holding its breath until something in it rotted. Now it breathed. She stood and watched it breathe a long time, until her feet had gone past cold into a kind of distant ache, and still she wanted to stay.
That was the start of it. The winter.
The work came on with the cold. At the lowest neaps, when the lagoon drew down further than it ever had in living memory and the gut ran shallow and the mud lay bared and slick under the frost, Kestrel took Lowri down into it. They went in rebreathers and harness, with the pressure tools Kestrel had nursed through forty years of disuse, to cut the silt channel the engineer’s plan had asked for. Wren watched from the wall on the first morning. Two figures in the grey, waist-deep and then chest-deep in water that smoked with the cold, working a cutting head along a line strung between two staves. The channel they cut would carry the silt out on the ebb instead of letting it settle and choke the gut as it had been choking it, slow, for fifty years. It would buy the Lagan a generation. Kestrel had said so once, flatly, as Kestrel said everything, and a generation was the largest number anyone in the town had let themselves say aloud in Wren’s hearing.
Up in the machine room the sluice gear came apart and went back together. Kestrel had Lowri stripping bearings and re-cutting seats, packing glands, truing the long screw of the secondary gate by eye and by feel and by the small clean sounds a true thing made when you turned it. Wren came and went and brought them food and did not stay. It was not her work. But she saw it happen, the thing that happened, on a flat grey afternoon near the turning of the year.
Lowri had a bearing in the race. She set it, and seated it, and turned the shaft through by hand, head bent, listening. Kestrel stood behind her with both hands in coat pockets, watching, as Kestrel had watched her all winter, watching to check. And then Kestrel did not check. Kestrel looked at Lowri’s bent head and the sure small motions of her hands, and turned, and went to the other end of the room to see to the gate stops, and left the bearing entirely to Lowri.
That was all. No one said anything. Lowri did not look up. But Wren, in the doorway with a basket on her hip, saw it for what it was, the way you see a tide turn though nothing moves: the moment a thing is finished. Kestrel had stopped checking her work. The Lagan had an engineer.
The bloom went back over the winter as the work had said it would. Wren left off watching for it and so she only noticed it in pieces. The pens off the south wall, which had hung green and dying all the autumn, cleared from the bottom up until you could see the old stone of them again under the moving water. On the harbourmaster’s wall, in Cadog’s dry careful hand and then, when his hand began to fail him, in Lowri’s, the exchange-rate column climbed: what a basket of cleared shellfish would fetch against salt, against iron, against paper, the numbers going up entry by entry through the dark months as the lagoon came back to itself. A column of figures was a strange thing to call hope. But Wren had learned, this winter, that hope mostly looked like that. Small. Made of numbers and bearings and the breath off cold water.
And in the boat shed they were rebuilding the Searcher.
She had taken it, at first, for ordinary work. The boat had come in off the reef the autumn before half stove and barely floating, and a town that mended things mended boats, and so she had not thought much when Bryn and the shed crew lifted her out and got the old keel and stem up on horses and began to take the lines off her. She helped where she was let. She held timber and passed tools and learned the shed’s way of doing a thing, which was slower than her own and better. And all the dark of the winter she did not understand what they were building, because it was the one thing she had never had done for her and so the one thing she could not see.
She understood it on a still day in deep midwinter, with the new garboard going on. They had left her old keel and her old stem, the bones of her that had carried Wren up and down a drowned coast for seven years, and around those bones they were growing a new boat out of the Lagan’s own timber and the Lagan’s own work, plank by patient plank. Bryn was steaming a strake over the box, and Nona was boring for the fastenings, and Marged had brought down a pot of something hot and was standing watching with her arms folded, and none of them were looking at Wren. And Wren stood with her hand flat on the new wood, warm from the steam, and understood that they were building her a boat to leave in.
They were not keeping her. That was what she had been braced for, all her life, in every town that had been kind: the soft closing of the door, the slow making of you into someone who stayed. The Lagan was doing the opposite. The Lagan was building her leaving with its own hands and calling it a gift, because they had understood her better than she had understood herself, and they meant her to go out in the spring whole and seaworthy and able to come back. She took her hand off the wood. She did not say anything. Marged looked at her over the steam, and looked away, and that was kindness too.
So that left the winter itself, and the thing she had come to the Lagan not knowing she carried.
She had never wintered in one place. Not once, not in all her life. She had always moved with the year, south before the cold and north behind it, so that no winter had ever quite closed its hand on her. And now here she was, frosted in, the Searcher up on horses in the shed and the gut running shallow at the neaps, and the dark of the year came down on the town and on her and there was nowhere to go.
The fear arrived on schedule, as she had known it would. It came in the long black evenings around the solstice, when the light failed by mid-afternoon and the cold pressed the shutters and the town drew into itself, and she lay awake in the room they had given her over the chandlery and felt the old conviction rise in her: that to stay still was to be buried. That a person who stopped moving stopped being a person. That the year would close over her like water over a stone and she would never get out from under it again, would wake in the spring and find herself someone smaller, someone the town had made, someone who belonged to a place and so belonged to no one, least of all herself.
It was a true fear. She did not argue with it. She had carried it too long and too far to call it a lie. She lay with it through the worst nights of the year and let it be what it was.
And then the year turned, as it does, and she was still there, and she found that she was still herself.
That was the whole of it. There was no more to it than that, and she came to think later that this was why it had taken her so long to learn it: it was too plain to see coming. She did not become someone else. She woke each short grey morning the same Wren who had sailed in, with the same eyes for water and the same hands for line and the same restlessness banked in her like a fire under ash. The stillness did not put it out. The stillness held it. She had thought staying was the opposite of moving, and it was not. It was a different way of moving, slower and turned inward, a tide that ran in the dark where you could not see it run but which moved you all the same. The atlas grew out of exactly that. It could only have grown out of that. You could not draw the drowned world from the deck of a boat going past it. You had to stop, and stay, and let it come to you, harbour by harbour, in the voice of a dying man at a lamplit table through the longest nights of the year.
For that was the heart of the winter, and she came to know it as the heart of her whole long restless life: the evenings at Cadog’s table, drawing the atlas.
It began with the paper. Pell brought it up from the Marrow-Tide’s hold the week after she came in, a flat bundle of it wrapped in oiled cloth, good rag paper that would keep clean and white for a lifetime, the best stock she carried. “What’s it for,” Pell had asked, and Wren had not quite known how to answer, then. She knew now. It was for everything Cadog held and was losing.
She would come to the harbourmaster’s house after the evening meal, when the work was done, and Cadog would be in his chair by the lamp with the spread of Gull’s old charts on the table where he could reach them. Gull’s charts were the base. They were the only true survey of the coast that anyone had, drawn before the waters rose to where they stood now, and over the years the Lagan had kept them and corrected them in the margins as best it could. Wren laid Pell’s good paper over them and traced the bones of the coast through, the deep contours that held fast, the rock that stayed rock. And then she put the charts aside and turned to Cadog, and the real work began.
Because the charts were fifty years dead, and Cadog was not. Not quite, not yet. The charts knew where the rock was. Cadog knew where the people were. He was the sounding line of the whole drowned coast, the last man living who carried it entire, and his memory was going down the way a sounding line goes down, paying out, paying out, and she had come to him in time to read the marks before the line ran out.
“Penlan,” he would say, eyes half shut, the lamp gold on the side of his face. “North of the old river mouth. You’ll find them in the high town now, the low town’s all under. Forty souls when I last had word, less now. They’ve a deep well, sweet water, that’s their wealth, folk come to them dry in the bad summers. What they want is iron. Always iron, up there, they’ve nothing to make it from.” His hand would lift off the chair-arm and fall back. “Mair keeps the well. Kept. She’d be old now. Her daughter, then. They keep faith, Penlan. A promise to Penlan is kept both ways, mind that, write that down.”
And Wren wrote it down. Harbour by harbour, crossing by crossing, the safe water and the foul, the families and what they had and what they lacked and what they would trade and who among them kept their word and who did not. She drew the channels he remembered, the changed soundings, the new dangers the rising water had made of old safe ground. She drew it all on Pell’s good paper in a hand that grew surer as the winter went, and the loose sheets thickened into a stack, and the stack became a thing with a shape.
It was Cadog who named it. She had not, in all those evenings, called the work anything. It was just the work, just the table, just the lamp and the old man’s voice. But one night near the turning of the deep winter he stopped, with his finger resting on a stretch of coast he had been describing, and looked at the spread of pages, the tracings and the soundings and the close-written names, and he said, “Do you know what you’ve got there, love.”
“Charts,” she said.
“No.” He took his finger off the page. “It’s an atlas. An atlas of the drowned world.” He said it slowly, tasting it, an old harbourmaster weighing a true word against a thing. “First new one in fifty years. There’s not been a new map made since the water came up and drowned the old ones. Folk gave up making them. You can’t map a thing that’s still going under, they said.” He looked at her, and for that moment his eyes were entirely clear, the way they came clear sometimes now, come and go, like the lagoon breathing. “But it’s stopped going under, hereabouts. It’s holding. And a thing that holds can be mapped.” He sat back. “An atlas of the drowned world. There. Now it’s got a name. Mind you finish it.”
His failing was in the smallest things, and she did not look away from any of them. He grew smaller in the chair as the winter wore on, the big frame of him folding down into itself. There were evenings when the clearness did not come, when he called her by a name that was not hers and told her things that had happened to men dead before she was born, and she wrote those down too, gently, sorting the true from the wandering as best she could, because even the wandering had a coast under it somewhere. His hand shook on the chair-arm. He took less at the table and slept more in the day. Lowri had the keeping of the wall and the column of figures now, and came in the evenings to see to him before the night, and the two of them, Wren and Lowri, never once said to each other the thing they both knew, because it was not the Lagan’s way to say it, and because saying it would not have made it any truer or any easier to bear.
He died in the first calm of the new year.
The deep frosts had broken into a spell of still mild weather, the lagoon flat and breathing slow at the culvert mouth, the kind of weather a sailor learns to be glad of and not to trust. He died in the night, in his bed, with the latest pages still spread on the table in the next room where he had left them. Lowri found him in the morning. That was the Lagan way. You did not sit a death watch and crowd a dying man; you let him go in his own dark with his own quiet, and you found him in the morning and rang the bells, and the bells told the town before any voice could.
Wren heard them from the chandlery. She had learned the Lagan’s bells over the winter, the way you learn a place’s bells, the workaday peals for the tides and the gate and the change of the watch. This was none of those. This was single strokes, slow, spaced wide, one long note hanging out over the water and dying away before the next came. She stood at the window and counted them without meaning to, as the whole town was counting them. A stroke for every year of the life. They went on a long time. He had been a very old man. When the last stroke had hung and faded and no other came, the silence after it was the loudest thing she had ever heard.
They buried his memory in the wall. That was the Lagan custom, and she had not known it until that day: a man who had kept the harbour was given back to the harbour wall he had kept, his name cut into the stone of it among the names of all the keepers before him, down at the gate where the water came in and out. The whole town came down to the wall in the still mild weather. There was no great speaking. Marged said a few words, and Kestrel said fewer, and the mason cut the name while they stood, the small clean ring of the chisel carrying out over the flat water, and Cadog’s name went into the wall he had watched all his life, the wall he had given fifty years of his memory to keep whole. He would lie now where he could go on watching it. Wren found that this was exactly right, and that it was the saddest and the least sad thing she had ever seen, both at once, and she did not try to make it be only one of those.
The inheritance was already settled, in the dry way Cadog had settled everything. The harbourmaster’s keys went to Lowri. He had left word of it weeks before, flatly, as he left word of the weather: the keys, the wall, the column of figures, all to the girl who had earned the keeping of them. Lowri took them and said nothing and her face did not change, and Wren, who had come to read that face over the winter, knew what it cost her to keep it still.
And the atlas pages went to Wren. He had left word of that too, and only word, one line of it, in his own register, dry as a stone in the sun. The drawn pages to the searcher. She’ll know what they’re for.
The memory he had given away page by page, all winter, at the lamplit table, he had now given entirely.
The afternoon after the funeral she went back to his table alone.
The house was very quiet. Someone had banked the fire and someone had left the lamp trimmed, and Gull’s old charts were where they had always been, and the spread of pages lay where Cadog had left them on his last night, the ink long dry. She sat down in her own chair, the chair she had taken every evening of the winter, and she did not sit in his. She drew the lamp closer. Outside the window the lagoon breathed its slow mild breath at the culvert mouth, and the new name in the wall was down there in the dusk, freshly cut, and the Searcher was up on her horses in the shed three streets away with her new planking on, waiting for the spring.
This was the place. She knew it now, sitting there. This was the table and the room and the very chair where staying had stopped being the thing she feared, where the year had closed over her and she had come up out of it still herself, holding more than she had gone down with. She had wintered. She had stayed, in one place, through the dark, and she had not been buried; she had been given a coast.
She took up the pen, and she began to add to the atlas.
There was one entry she had never drawn. All winter, mapping every harbour up and down the drowned coast in Cadog’s voice, she had never once drawn the Lagan itself. She had told herself there was no need, that she knew it, that it was the place she stood and so lay already mapped in her. But that was not the reason, and she knew the reason now. She had not drawn it because she had not yet been able to say what it was. Now she could.
She traced the bones of it through from Gull’s chart, the gut and the gate and the long sheltering wall. She drew the lagoon, and beside the channel she marked the gate that breathed, freed now, and the silt channel cut at the neaps that would buy a generation. She wrote what they had: clearing water, a true engineer, a wall that held. She wrote what they wanted, which after this winter was little, and getting less. She wrote that a promise made to the Lagan was kept, both ways, and that she had it on the surest authority there was. She wrote it last of all the harbours of the world, because it was the one that had taught her how to read the rest.
And at the foot of the entry, where a mapmaker signs a thing finished, she did not write her name. She drew it instead. Seven years ago and a coast away, in a forge she had left and never quite stopped carrying, Rhea had signed her finished work not with letters but with a small dressed twist of wire worked into the metal, a maker’s mark you read with your fingers as much as your eyes. Wren had watched her do it a hundred times and had never made it herself, in all the years between, having no metal to sign and nothing finished enough to claim. She made it now, in ink, at the corner of the Lagan’s page: the little turned mark that meant made, and made well, and made by a hand that means to stand behind it. It was Rhea’s. She had borrowed it across seven years of distance, the way you borrow a thing from someone you have not stopped belonging to. She set it down, and she looked at it in the lamplight, and the entry was finished, and the first page of the drowned world was made.
Chapter 24
The Launching
The boat shed stood open to the spring light, and the light fell in along the rails and lay across the new planking like a hand laid flat on a back. Wren stood in the doorway a moment before she went in. The smell came out to meet her: fresh pitch, hot and dark and clean, and under it the cold mineral smell of the gut beyond the doors, and under that, faint and old and unkillable, the smell of the keel.
It was the old keel. It was the old stem. Everything else was the Lagan’s.
She had not believed it would be, through the worst of the winter, when the boat was a skeleton on the stocks and Cadog newly in the wall and her own hands too clumsy with grief to be much use. She had believed it less when the snow came and the work stopped and she lay awake counting all that the wreck had taken past recall. But the keel had come through the wreck. The stem had come through. Lowri had said, standing over the two black timbers laid out on trestles, that is enough. A boat is a spine and an intention. The rest is only the argument you make around it. And the Lagan had made the argument. Lagan oak for the frames, seasoned in the loft above the forge. Kestrel’s fittings, brought up from the Underloft, brass cleaned to the colour of a low sun. Cordage from the harvest crew, laid up in the long shed through the dark months while they sang the laying songs that were old before the water came. Lowri’s ironwork at every joint that mattered.
She walked down the length of the hull with one hand on the new wood. Better-found than the original. It was a strange thing to know, and a true one. The boat she had sailed out of Havenswell seven years ago had been patched and proud and always one gale from the bottom. This one would not be. They had built her to last past the builders, which is the only honest way to build anything.
She crouched at the open garboard and looked in along the run of the keel, where the new frames came down to meet the old timber. You could see the join if you knew to look for it: the dark seasoned black of the spine, and the paler oak of the Lagan’s loft growing up out of it on either side like a hedge come up from an old root. Someone passing would not have seen two boats there. She did. She saw the boat that had failed her on the rocks at the gate and the boat that had been made out of its surviving bones, and she saw that they were the same boat the way she was the same woman who had run from Havenswell, which was to say: continued, not replaced. The break was inside, where the strength was. That was where breaks belonged.
At the bow, the name. Lowri had repainted it in her own hand two evenings past, white on the black, the letters squared and certain, with the small upward kick at the end of each that was Lowri’s and no one else’s.
Searcher.
They had not changed it. There had been a night, early on, when Wren had thought they might, when she had thought a new boat wanted a new name and a clean start, as she had once thought a new harbour wanted a clean start of her. But you did not get clean starts. You got continuations, if you were lucky, and the trick was to deserve the name you carried forward. She had decided to deserve it. The boat kept her name and Wren would keep hers, and they would both try to be worth it.
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The launching was set for the top of the morning ebb. By the time the sun was a hand above the eastern headland the whole of the Lagan had come down to the slip, which was not the crowd it would have been at Havenswell but was, she understood now, the same thing entirely: everyone who could be spared, and some who could not.
She had been on the other side of this once. She had stood on the quay at Havenswell and watched them send her off, Seren walking the hull three times with her palm flat against the planks the way you settled a nervous animal, Moss pressing the medicine chest into the cuddy with both hands, Gull rolling the charts and saying, south is south, but the coast lies about itself; trust the lead, not the land. She had taken it all as her due. She had been young enough to think a farewell was about the one leaving.
It was not. She knew that now. A farewell was the community telling itself what it was, out loud, in front of the one going away so that the going-away would carry the knowing with it. To be sent was to be made into a piece of the place that sent you, broken off and posted ahead. She had spent seven years not understanding why the sending had hurt so much, and the answer had been waiting here all along, in the cold spring light at the top of an ebb on a Welsh shore: it hurt because it was love doing the only thing love can do with distance, which is to fold itself small enough to be carried.
So she stood by the cradle and let them do it, and she did not take it as her due, and that was the difference.
The harvest crew had brought the cordage down coiled and they hung it on the new pins themselves, each line where it belonged, because they had laid it and they would not have it dressed by another hand the first time. The loft folk had come with the last of the frame oak, a spare futtock and a length of rail, in case. The children stood at the front, which was where the Lagan put its children for a launching, so that they would have it to remember when they were the ones being sent. Wren had not known that custom either, until this morning. She knew it now, and she looked at the small upturned faces and thought that one of them, in some year she would not see, would stand where she stood with someone’s love folded small in an oilskin against the chest, and would understand it all at once on a cold morning, the way she had.
[image: ]
They loaded her at the slip, and Wren itemised it as it went aboard, the way her mother had taught her, as she had once itemised a thinner cargo in a thinner boat in a thinner life: name it as it comes, and you will know what you have, and you will not lie to yourself about the weight.
The letters first. The Lagan’s letters, tied in oilcloth bundles by their bearing — the southern harbours, the eastern. Fifty years the Lagan had said nothing to the coast and the coast had said nothing back, each gate behind its own wall believing itself the last lit window in a drowned dark. The bundles were not heavy. Fifty years of silence weighed, in the end, about as much as a winter’s worth of paper and a great deal of nerve. Pell would carry the north and east on the Marrow-Tide when she sailed on her own spring run; the network ran through the Lagan now, in and out both ways, and the Lagan was not the end of any line any more. Wren took the south.
The atlas next. The first fair copies, two of them, the work of the dark months: every page she and Cadog had made, redrawn clean, the soundings and the safe waters and the names of the drowned places set down in an honest hand. One copy went under the chart-table clips. The other stayed. Lowri had it in the harbour office already, in the long flat drawer below the tide tables, because the Lagan was a node now and a node keeps its own map. The drowned world had a first page and a second copy of its first page, and that was how a thing stopped being one person’s grief and started being everyone’s chart.
Then the seed-stock for the tin coast, in waxed jars, with the bloom-lore written on slips and tucked between them: which would take in salt-poisoned ground, which wanted the lee of a wall, which would not flower the first year and must not be given up on. The tin coast had ground that nothing would grow in, by all the old report; but the Lagan had ground like that too, and had learned it, jar by jar and season by season, and the learning travelled even where it had not yet been proved. That was what she was carrying, under the wax: not flowers, which would not come for a year or more, but the patience that grew them. It weighed nothing and it was the heaviest thing aboard.
Then Moss’s chest. Her own chest still, though Moss had been seven years gone from her keeping of it; she had carried it empty-handed half a winter and the Lagan had filled it from their own stores without her asking, willow-bark and clean linen and the small brown bottles, replenished and stoppered and stowed. Some inheritances you carried until you could pass them on full.
And then the letter.
She did not stow it with the cargo. It went where it had always gone, in the oilskin against her chest, and she stood a moment at the rail with her hand over it before she stepped aboard. Seven years of it now, and the leaf Ifor had given her pressed flat in the fold, dry as a held breath. And the new page. She had written it in Cadog’s room in the deep of the winter, by the lamp, after the atlas entry was made and the maker’s-mark set down. Not an apology. She had spent six years writing apologies in her head and unmaking each one before it reached the page, and she was done with that. The new page was an account. This is who I have become, it said, more or less; it said it in the saying of it, in the steadiness of the hand. And at the foot of it, for the first time in seven years, an address that was real. Not somewhere. Not if this finds you. She had written: the Lagan, on the Welsh shore, where your gate breathes.
A place a letter could come back to. That was the whole of it. She had spent seven years being unfindable so that no one could fail to find her, and she had written, at last, an address.
She had read it over once, in Cadog’s room, and not changed a word, which was new for her. She had always changed the words. She had filed and pared and softened until the saying had no edges left to catch on, and then she had not sent it, because a letter with no edges has nothing to hold. The new page had edges. It named the running and it named the staying and it did not ask to be forgiven for either. If it was ever read, it would be read by someone who would know exactly who had written it, because she had stopped pretending to be anyone else. That, she had decided, was the thing she had come to the Lagan to learn, though she had not known it when she came: not how to be found, but how to be the kind of person it was possible to find.
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They said their farewells in the old way, which was also the Lagan’s way, which turned out to be the only way there was. Each in turn, and a gift in each, and few words, because the Underloft had taught her that few words said under load are worth more than many said cheap.
Kestrel came first, because Kestrel did not like to wait and would not pretend otherwise. She had a spare gudgeon in her fist, brass, twin to the ones already hung, and she put it in Wren’s hand without ceremony. “It’ll fail at the worst time,” she said. “They always do. Now you’ll have the other.” That was all. Wren had asked her, a week back, whether she would go north with Pell when the run resumed, and Kestrel had thought about it for the length of a pipe and said she’d stay through the channel work; there was iron in the gate-races wanted seeing to, and she trusted that to her own hands and no other. So she would be here. Wren found she was glad past the size of the thing. She closed her hand on the gudgeon and said thank you and Kestrel had already turned away, which was Kestrel saying you’re welcome.
Pell next, broad and salt-cured and grinning, with a flask of the dark spirit they made on the Marrow-Tide that could strip paint or hearten a dying man depending on the hour. “South and back,” she said. “We’ll cross somewhere off the tin coast come autumn, see if we don’t. Mind you’ve a story by then. I’ll not have you arriving with nothing to trade but charts.” She gripped Wren’s forearm, sailor to sailor, and let go.
Then Lowri.
Lowri came last and stood a moment, and the harbour keys were at her belt that had been Cadog’s keys, and her hands were black at the knuckle as they would always be now, the engineer’s mark that did not wash out. She did not have a tool. She had a feather.
The gull feather. Grey and white and a little ragged at the vane, the one Wren had carried up out of the Underloft and given into Lowri’s keeping in the dark of the autumn, when Lowri had said bring it back up; it has somewhere to be in spring. Lowri held it out now, and Wren took it, and for want of anywhere better, for the rightness of it, she set it in the band of her hat where the old one had ridden seven years.
“It has somewhere to be,” Lowri said.
“It has somewhere to be,” Wren said.
And that was the whole of the exchange, and it was enough, and it was an echo of something neither of them named because the naming would have spent it.
Wren looked, then, past Lowri’s shoulder, to the wall at the gate where the water held. The names were cut into the stone there, the Lagan’s dead, kept where the work was kept. Cadog’s name was among them now, fresh-cut, the edges still sharp, in the run of letters that went back before any of them. She did not go to it. She had said her saying to it through the winter, page by page, mark by mark, and the atlas was his answer and her own going was his answer. She only looked, and let the looking be a word, and turned back to the boat.
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They ran her down the slip on the ebb.
The Searcher took the water as the old one never had, settling level and easy, finding her line without arguing, and Wren felt it come up through the soles of her feet, the moment a boat stops being a thing you have made and becomes a thing that carries you. She made sail in the gut, and the canvas filled, and the Lagan slid astern, the slip and the office and the long shed and the small fierce crowd of them with their hands up, not waving so much as holding the air, the way you hold a door for someone you mean to see again.
The gate was open on the ebb. She took the Searcher through it on the falling water, and behind her the wall began its note, the deep held-water boom that was the Lagan’s own voice, the sound she had heard her first night and not understood and understood now to the marrow: the gate breathing, in and out, the drowned world kept at bay and let through both at once. The note rolled out over the water after her and did not stop. It would not stop. It was the sound the place made whether anyone was leaving or not; it had only ever sounded like a farewell because she had been listening as one who left.
She set her course south, for the headlands that stood open again with the spring, for the passage that the winter had shut and the year had reopened. She did it as Gull had taught her and as the atlas now taught anyone who carried it: trust the lead, not the land. She would sound her way down the coast that lied about itself, and where the coast lied she would have the truer word of the soundings under the chart-table clips, written in her own hand and Cadog’s, the drowned world made answerable at last. The atlas was aboard. The letter rode against her chest, one page heavier than it had been, with a leaf in the fold and an address at the foot. The gull feather sat in her hatband where it had somewhere to be.
She had left a place once with a full boat and an empty bearing, running from a name she could not face into a sea that did not care. She left now with a fuller boat and a bearing that was true, sailing towards a name she had left on purpose, into a sea she had spent a winter learning to read. The same act, almost exactly, on almost the same falling tide. Everything it had lacked the first time, it had now: a community that was hers, that had built the hull under her feet out of its own loft and its own forge and its own willing hands, and a course that went somewhere a letter could follow.
Beyond the headlands was the tin coast, and on it, somewhere, a harbour-keeper who had taken in a travelling engineer one season and kept the name she left, kept it on purpose, the way you keep a thing for someone you believe will come back for it. Wren did not know the harbour. She knew only that it was south, and that it was real, and that it was reachable on this falling water and this risen wind.
The Lagan grew small behind her, and the note of the wall went with her over the grey water, and ahead, past the open headlands, on a coast she had spent seven years not daring to sail towards, her own name lay waiting in a stranger’s keeping.
Chapter 25
Northward
The harbour pump took its priming in the first proper light of the year, and Rhea felt it take before she heard it: the small reluctant suck along the leather, then the give, then the clean cold pull of water rising where for a fortnight no water had risen. She kept her hand on the throw of it a moment longer than the work required, the way you hold a wrist for a pulse rather than a clasp. Sound. The harbour-keeper, a square woman weathered to the grain of a fence post, made a noise that was almost approval.
“There,” Rhea said. “You’ll want to dress the wire there, where it chafes the bracket. Tallow, not grease. Grease holds the wet.”
She was reaching for the spool to show the woman how when the trader spoke from the quay above them, to no one in particular, unloading news with the rest of the cargo.
“—gull feather in her hatband,” he was saying. “Wintered over with the lagoon people, the Welsh shore, all the cold months. Asking after some engineer. A travelling one.”
Rhea did not look up. Her hands went on with the wire because her hands knew the work and the rest of her had gone very still, the way the sea goes still before it does not stay still. She dressed the strand. She tucked the end.
“What engineer,” she said, and was glad her voice came level.
The trader was pleased to be asked. They always were. A woman, he said, or a girl grown, and he had it third-hand, he allowed, from a man who had it from the gate-keepers themselves: a woman who had got a tidal gate moving that had been seized fast for years, rusted shut, the whole upper pill silted behind it, and she had freed it. Walked in off the water with a boat full of tools and freed it. And asked, all autumn, harbour to harbour, after a travelling engineer, no name to it he could give, only the asking.
“And now,” he said, “they say she’s coming south with the spring. Carrying letters. Stopping every harbour down the coast.”
Rhea weighed it as she had once watched the work weighed for her, by someone careful. Third-hand was nothing; third-hand was how a true thing and a tall thing arrived wearing the same coat. A freed gate could be any tinker’s boast. A gull feather was a gull feather; half the coast wore one. She turned each piece over and found, under the garble, the one thing that did not garble: someone was asking. All autumn. After her trade and no one else’s. Asking as you ask when you have a name worn smooth from carrying and dare not say it aloud in case it is wrong.
It was the shape of it. The shape was enough. The shape was a child who had once stood at her shoulder while a generator came back to life, learning the order of a thing before she had the words for it.
Seven years. She had laid that number down so many times she had stopped feeling its weight, as you stop feeling a tool you have carried since morning. Now she felt it. It did not lift. It simply turned, in her chest, and pointed.
She finished the bracket. She wiped the tallow from her fingers on the rag at her hip, and she rolled the tools into their cloth in their order, smallest to longest, the wire-spool last, and tied the roll, and that was the whole of the deciding. There was nothing to decide. You do not decide which way water runs downhill.
“What do I owe,” the keeper said.
“The dressing on that wire, when it dries out. That’s all.” Rhea stood, and her knees told her she was no longer a girl either. “And a thing carried, if a thing comes asking.”
The keeper waited.
“If anyone comes through here after a travelling engineer,” Rhea said, “tell them her name is Rhea. Tell them she’s gone north.”
She heard herself say it and heard, under it, the autumn before, the tin-coast keeper, the same words laid down like a stone on a cairn you do not expect anyone to read. She had said it then into the dark, a name flung after no one. She said it now into the light, and the difference was the whole of it: there was someone to read the cairn. She had spent seven years leaving no trail at all, a woman who passed through harbours like weather. She was leaving one now. On purpose. A line of small stones down a coast, each one her name, so that a searcher coming the other way would cross them and know.
Two of them findable at last. Both of them looking. The thing she had not let herself want, made suddenly only a matter of distance.
She took her boat out on the turn of the tide, north, into a morning the colour of the inside of a shell. The harbour fell away. The pump went on lifting water behind her, a small kept sound she would not hear again. Ahead the coast unrolled its headlands one behind another, grey on grey, each one hiding the next, and behind the last of them, where she could not see and did not need to, she let herself believe the rumour all the way down: a sail coming south. Someone she could not see yet, on the same water, under the same shell-coloured sky, her bow pointed towards the very stones Rhea was setting down.
She could not see the other sail. She would not, today. But she knew it the way you know weather standing off the land before the first grey edge of it shows: a certainty in the body before the eye has anything to hold. Somewhere past the headlands a wake was being cut southward through the morning, and here, north of it, her own wake was opening behind her white on the grey, and the two of them were drawing the same sea closed between them, a hand’s breadth at a time, by both their speeds at once.
The horizon between them was a measured thing now. It had a length, and the length was shrinking, and it was shrinking from both ends.
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The drowned atlas - Book 2
The sea took a country. The people came down to its high stone and went on living.

A year after she mended a Welsh lagoon and earned her way into a closed community a tide's work at a time, Wren rounds the three southern headlands on the first fair weather of the year. In her sea-chest: the first fair copies of the Drowned Atlas, the hand-drawn charts that are stitching a sundered coast back together. Against her ribs, in oilskin worn soft as cloth: the letter she has carried seven years, and that, this winter, grew a page with a real address at last. Rhea.

The trail has never been warmer. Rhea, the engineer Wren loved and lost, wintered on the tin coast a year ago and did the one thing she had never done in seven years of searching: she left her name behind, on purpose, with a harbour-keeper who has kept sixty years of what people trust the harbour to hold. A name left like a stone on a cairn, so the next walker knows the path holds.

The Carns are a country of atolls: granite hilltops become islands above drowned valleys and sunken engine houses, where bell-divers and breath-divers bring up the tin and bronze that buy the winter's grain. The pilchard have gone north three summers running, so the tinners dive deeper, into the old workings their grandfathers let alone. And days after Wren's landfall, the sea collects the debt: a fall of ground in Wheal Patience kills one diver and seals three more alive in a high gallery that still holds air, with the spring tides flooding it by inches and roughly five weeks of breath between them and the dark.

The direct shaft is choked. The only other way in is the long way, through the flooded levels under the seabed, a route no living diver has swum. But one diver surveyed those levels a winter past, in a hand Wren has learned to read the way other people read weather: culvert-true, question-marked, wire-signed. The rescue will need Gull's charts, a scout's tide-craft, and the patience of the slack. It will need exactly what Wren carries.

And every day that buys the trapped men air carries Rhea another sea-mile north into the spreading world.

Wren does not wrestle the choice for a season this time. She strikes her sails in a heartbeat, and feels every day of the cost. Because in a low room over the quay, a harbour-keeper is weighing a cause; and in a drawer no different from a hundred others waits a letter kept a year, addressed to no one at all.

The Atlas of Salt is the second novel of The Drowned Atlas, a series set in the world of Tides of Tomorrow: a story of community, craft, courage in cold water, and a love crossing a drowned ocean by the only message that survives distance, the wake we leave in other people. For readers of Becky Chambers, Station Eleven, and The Light Pirate. No villains. No despair. Hope, here, is a mended pump, a drawn chart, a name kept against the day someone comes asking.
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