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The Vesper Line

Chapter One

The snow came in from the harbor first, in the fine early way it always did on the last night before a real winter, and I felt it on my face before I saw it settle on the platform, and I loved it the way you love a thing you have been waiting for.

Calmarey Terminus lay under its glass roof gone blue with dusk, and the Vesper stood on the frost-lit rails as she always stood, patient and lit from within, brass along her flanks worn soft by a hundred years of hands. Lamp gold poured out of every window and lay in long warm strips across the cold platform, and I walked the length of her on my last board check as I had walked it a thousand times, and it never once felt like a thing I had done before.

I know a platform the way some people know a face. The honeymooners give themselves away by carrying too much luggage and holding hands anyway, and the man traveling to a funeral gives himself away by carrying almost none. I see the widow before she reaches me. Tonight there was one already, small and upright by the second sleeper, a good grey coat and a case that had been mended at the corner, and she was looking at the train and not getting on, and I had marked her in the ledger I keep behind my eyes before I marked anything else. She would need the window seat facing forward and a pot of something hot and nobody asking why she traveled alone. I could arrange all of that. It was the easiest thing in the world to arrange.

Perrin came down the sleeper steps with a trolley and nearly took the corner off it, and I caught his eye and he slowed, because he is twenty nine and earnest to the bone and he still thinks speed is the same as care.

"The Ledwin party is running late off the coast road," he said. "Elin heard it on the wire."

"Then we hold their compartments and their nerves both," I said. "Put the warming pans in early, the little one gets cold hands and cries, and a child who cries the first hour cries the whole four nights."

He went, and I watched him go, and I loved him too, which is a thing I keep from porters.

The platform smelled of coal warmth and cold iron and, under it, the good smell drifting from the Gilded Car where Emlen was already at the ovens, bread and something with butter and thyme, the smell that turns a nervous traveler into a settled one before the wheels even move. Emlen would deny to my face that he cooked for anything but the food itself. He has fed more grief off this train with a plate than any doctor ever fed it with a bottle, and he would rather be caught doing almost anything than caught being kind.

Odette met me at the door of the Atrium with her silver head up and her list already half struck through, thirty years aboard in the set of her shoulders, and Ida at her hip with her nose pink from the cold.

"Full run, Coralind," Odette said. "Thirty one boarding, four joining at Braith. Mrs Calvert-Roe is in six and has already sent word that the water in her carafe last winter was insufficiently cold."

"Then this winter it will frighten her," I said. "Give her the compartment by the linen store, she likes to hear people working, it makes her feel attended even when no one is attending her."

Odette's mouth did the thing it does when she means not to smile and smiles anyway. Ida reached for my collar and I let her, because she is four and she has decided my brooch is hers, and one day I will simply give it to her and be done pretending it is a loan.

I love this train the way you love a person. I do not usually let myself say even that much, because it sounds foolish said plainly, but there it is. I came to the Vesper eleven winters ago with one case and no home behind me worth the word, and she took me in and never once threatened to leave, and the people inside her chose me back, which no place before her had ever done. So I keep her running smooth, the way you keep a person you love in good coat and good spirits. I know where every draft comes in and which window in the Lantern Car sticks and which lamp in the third corridor flickers when we take the long curve above Colderne Notch. I know all of it. It is the only thing I have ever been sure I was good at.

Elin waved me down from the Lantern Car door, her forty years aboard in the ease of her, a folded slip of paper in her raised hand and something in her face I liked not at all.

"Came over the wire for you," she said. "Head office marked it urgent, which head office does about the tea, so I would not fret before you read it."

But she does not hand me a slip on the platform for the tea. She would have tucked it under the bar and told me over the first nightcap. She handed it to me now, on the cold stone, before the doors, and that told me more than the paper would.

I read it under the nearest lamp.

The winter service is placed under survival review, effective this departure. This journey will be observed and reported against for viability. Hollowvale Capital will assess the Frost Run's continuance on the outcome. Advise no change to passenger presentation.

I read it twice. The words stayed just as cold on the second reading. Survival review. As if the old girl were a patient and someone in a clean office far from any platform had decided to see whether she was worth the cost of keeping breathing. Assess her continuance. I have spent eleven years making trouble vanish before breakfast, and here was a trouble that had come aboard before we had even sealed the doors, and it carried no compartment number and wanted no warming pan, and no blanket or hot pot or kind word would fix it, and that was new, and I cared nothing for new.

Hollowvale bought the Line out of the debt two winters back and I had learned to say their name the way you say the name of weather that is coming whether you like it or not. They buy beautiful things that do not pay and they sell them for the parts. Everyone on this crew knows it and no one says it, because saying it makes it a real thing coming toward us and not just a shadow at the edge of the good lamplight.

Observed and reported against. Someone, then. This exact journey watched. I looked up the length of the platform, at the small upright widow and the late Ledwin party just now hurrying under the glass and a tall passenger in a very good dark coat standing apart from all of them near the first sleeper, a single case at his feet, buttoned to the collar, holding still while the cold pulled everyone else toward the lit doors. There is always the man who keeps his coat on because he is not staying. This one had the look of a man who had already decided how the night would end and had only come to confirm the figure.

"Bad?" Elin asked, low.

"Nothing four good nights cannot answer," I said, and folded the slip small and put it in the pocket over my heart where I keep the things I am not ready to hand to anyone, and I gave her the face I give the platform, and she took it, because we have an agreement about faces, Elin and I.

Advise no change to passenger presentation. There was the cruelty in it, small and clean. Whoever they had sent wanted to see the Frost Run exactly as she truly is, warm and unhurried and beautiful and unashamed of taking four nights to do a thing that could be done in one cold morning by air. They wanted the true article so they could weigh it and find it did not pay. Well. Then they would get the true article. If someone had come aboard to decide whether the most beautiful thing I knew deserved to go on existing, I would give them four nights of exactly why it did, and I would do it so well they would never feel it being done to them, which is the only kind of persuading I have ever trusted.

The station clock above the arch began its slow gather toward the hour. Eleven minutes.

I went back down the platform and did the work, because when I am afraid I do the work, it is the surest hands I own. I met the small widow and asked her nothing about traveling alone, I said only that the forward window in the second sleeper was hers if she wanted it and the dining car served a soup at nine that was better than it had any right to be, and something in her shoulders came down half an inch, and half an inch is where the whole four nights begins. I steadied the Ledwin child's mother up the step and palmed the little one a barley sweet from the tin I am never without. I told Mrs Calvert-Roe through her half-open door that her carafe this winter had been chilled against the outer glass and would frighten her teeth, and she said we shall see, which from her is delight.

And all the while the tall man in the good coat kept off the train.

He stood by the first sleeper with the snow starting to catch in the dark wool of his shoulders, and he watched the platform, not as a traveler watches, waiting to be told where to go. He watched it the way you watch a thing you have been sent to measure. His eyes went along the brass and up the lit windows and down the crew and softened nowhere they landed, and I have seen a great many kinds of passenger and this, I thought, was a new one on me. Cold people move toward warmth. This one stood in the cold on purpose and let it settle on him, as though warmth could be charged to his account and he meant to run up no such bill.

I could have left him to Perrin. It is not the concierge who takes tickets at the step. But a passenger I cannot read sits in me like a splinter, and this was no night to carry a splinter, so I went to him myself.

"Good evening," I said. "You are very welcome aboard the Vesper. You will be warmer inside than out, I promise you, and the coat can come off the moment you are through the door."

He looked at me then, straight on, and his eyes were a careful grey and they took the whole of me in one clean pass, the brooch and the ledger under my arm and the platform behind me, taking inventory, and I felt something rare to me on my own platform, which is looked at back.

"I doubt I will be here long enough to take it off," he said. His voice was low and level and every word set down separately like coins counted onto a counter. "It is a short kind of stay."

"It is four nights," I said, and I smiled the way I smile, easy, "which is the longest kind of short there is. People come aboard sure they will sleep straight through to Vireme and get off at the far end having changed their whole opinion of the world. I have seen it more times than I can tell you." I put out my hand for his ticket. "May I have your name for the ledger."

He gave me the ticket. Our fingers stayed clear of each other, he saw to that, a small precise not-touching, and I noted it and said nothing.

"Veyle," he said. "Caspar Veyle. Traveling for work."

"Traveling for work," I said, and wrote it, and kept back what my eyes told me, which was that a man does not travel for work in a coat cut that well and carry a case that light unless the work is the kind that leaves nothing behind it and takes nothing home. "Well, Mr Veyle. Whatever the work is, it can wait until after supper. Nobody has ever done their best figuring hungry."

Something crossed his face, quick, there and gone, and I could not name it, which almost never happens to me, and it was the second thing that night I could neither fix nor read, and my whole trade is reading and fixing, and I felt the ground of my own good ship shift a quarter turn under me.

Above the arch the clock let go the hour. The great bell over Calmarey Terminus rang out into the snow, once, twice, and down the length of the platform Perrin and Odette began to swing the doors, and the warm lamp light narrowed toward sealing, and I heard Emeric's whistle answer from the head, two short notes, the old girl clearing her throat.

Four nights. The doors coming shut. Somewhere aboard, a watcher I had not found yet, sent to price the thing I loved and mark it dead. And here at the step a passenger I could not read, stepping up now past me into the gold. He paused on the top step and looked back as a man looks at a platform he does not expect to see again, one long backward glance at the cold stone and the snow and the terminus falling behind, and then his level voice came down to me quieter than before, almost caught. "Four nights," he said, as if he were pricing them too. Close enough that the snow on his shoulder brushed my sleeve, close enough that I felt the cold come off his coat and knew, as I always know, exactly which blanket he would need before the night was out, and knew too, for the first time in eleven winters, that I had not the first idea how to reach the man wearing it.

The last door swung. The lamps sealed us in warm. And the Vesper, with all her trouble aboard and one more than I had counted on, leaned into the dark and began, very slowly, to move.


Chapter Two

The standby queue moved the way slow money moves, in reluctant increments, and I stood at the end of it with my coat done up to the last button and my case held in front of me by the handle. Calmarey Terminus was loud the way all old stations are loud, glass overhead trapping the noise and giving it back, but I heard the arithmetic under it. Forty souls to a sleeper carriage. Six carriages let out to passengers on a run like this, call it two hundred and change at capacity, and this queue said they were nowhere near capacity. I had watched the ticketed passengers board ahead of us. I had counted them. The number was already writing itself on the first line of a page I would have given a great deal to leave blank.

I gave my name to the clerk when it was my turn. Veyle. It came out clean and unremarkable, a name for a man traveling on business, and the clerk found it on his list and made a small mark and waved me toward the platform with the last of the standby names, which meant I would board last. That suited me. A man who boards last is a man nobody watches board.

The platform was colder than the concourse, as platforms always are, the cold coming up off the rails and in through the open end where the weather started. Snow had begun somewhere out past the glass roof and was thinking about coming in. And there she was, the train, and I made myself look at it as a ledger looks at a thing.

I had been told my whole life what this train was. My grandfather had built it, and my father had spent thirty years explaining to me exactly what building it had cost. Not in money, though there had been money, more money than sense, my father said, an old man emptying a fortune into brass fittings and monogrammed napkins because he could not bear the idea of arriving anywhere on time. In the other coin. The house sold. The name spent. The son who waited to be chosen over the train and was passed over for it. I grew up on those stories the way some children grow up on a country they have never visited, and I had come to think of the Vesper as a place that had done my family a specific harm, a beautiful expensive place, and beautiful expensive places can be closed.

So I looked at it. Dark green under the platform lamps, the paint deep and cared for by somebody who had to be paid for the caring, which was itself a line item. Brass at every window frame, polished to hold the light. A crew in dark coats moving along its length, unhurried, certain, the walk of people to whom a thing belongs. The name was lettered in gold along the side, and I read it and felt nothing, which was the plan. I had come to write the number that ended it. Four nights. That was the schedule, and I have always kept to a schedule.

In my case, folded under a shirt I would not need, was the brief. There was no need to open it. I had read it enough times to recite it, and reciting it now steadied me the way a railing steadies you on a stair. Price the sleeper to the sleeper. Find every reason the overnight service cannot pay its way and set them down plainly, the empty berths, the crew a hotel carries at a fraction of the cost, the fuel to drag beds over a mountain when the fast roads cross the same distance before breakfast. Ride the winter run, the one they are proudest of, the one they will fight for, and cost it out cold. Hollowvale buys beautiful unprofitable things and sells them for their parts, and my part in that was to be the man who confirms, in a column that does not argue, that the beautiful thing is unprofitable. I was the axe. I had kept the word off my own tongue until now. Standing on the platform I used it once, privately, to see if it moved me. It sat there flat and cold. I told myself it sat there flat and cold.

The queue delivered me at last to the carriage they called the Atrium, the entrance car, warm air rolling out of its open door and meeting the cold on the step so that a thin fog stood in the doorway. And she was in it.

I knew her at once, though we had traded perhaps twenty words at the boarding step and I had spent them looking anywhere but at her. The concierge. She stood just inside the warm, a woman about my own age in the dark uniform of the Line, and where the rest of the crew moved she was still, and the stillness was the most competent thing on the platform. She was watching the queue come in. Not the way a guard watches. She took people in the way a reader takes a page, quick and entire. I saw her measure the widow ahead of me, the small grey-coated woman with the cheap gloves, and I saw something cross her face and settle, a decision made about that woman before the woman had said a word, and then the widow was past her and up the corridor with a porter carrying a bag she had never thought to hand him.

Then it was my turn on the step, and she looked at me, and I could not do it.

I have sat across tables from men who were about to lose things and told them the number to their faces without a flicker. It is a thing I am good at, the flat unmoved delivery, the courtesy of not pretending it is anything other than what it is. I had told myself that was what these four nights would be, a long flat delivery. But she looked up at me on the step, warm and unhurried, still reading, and I found my eyes would not hold hers, and they went instead to the brass rail beside the door, to my own gloved hand reaching for it, to the fog standing between the cold and the warm.

Welcome back to the Vesper, Mr Veyle, she said, as though I had ever been aboard, as though the whole enterprise were a house I was returning to rather than a house I had come to condemn. There is coffee in the Gilded Car until we clear the yards, if the cold got into you on the platform.

The cold has, I said. I meant it to be nothing, a passenger's small remark, and it came out truer than I would have chosen, because the cold had got into me, it had been in me since Calmarey and before Calmarey, and a stranger had named it in a sentence about coffee.

Then we will see to that, she said, and stepped back to let me in, and she kept her hand to herself and I was glad of it, because at the boarding step I had made a point of not taking it and I had no wish to spend the courage twice.

I went up the step into the warm.

I will say what the warm was, because I had prepared myself against everything except the warm. It was not the temperature, though the carriage was mild and the platform had been bitter. It was the smell of the place, coffee and something baking further along, bread I thought, and under that the smell of old velvet and polish and a train that has carried people for a long time and kept the good of it. It was the light, lamps at intervals down the corridor throwing a gold that the dark windows gave back doubled. It was how the floor met my feet, solid, cared for, a carpet worn in a narrow track down its middle by years of the same footsteps. My grandfather had walked this carpet. The thought arrived unbidden and I set it down where it could not reach me, on the far side of the column, with the fittings and the napkins.

A porter appeared at my elbow, young, earnest, too honest a face for the work of separating a man from his luggage without seeming to. Kesk, the small brass pin said. I will take your case to your compartment, sir, he said, number four, it is a good one, the window faces the pass.

I would prefer to keep it, I said, and I heard how it sounded, a man who does not trust the crew with his bag, and I let it sound that way because the brief was in the case and the brief could not be handled by a porter with an honest face. The boy took no offense, or hid it well, only nodded and said the compartment was the third door along whenever I wished it, and went to help the widow, who had stopped in the corridor and was studying the numbers on the doors as though they might rearrange themselves.

The concierge came up the corridor behind me. I felt her before I heard her, the way you feel a change in the weather of a room. She stopped beside the widow and said something too low for me to catch, and the widow's shoulders came down from around her ears, and the two of them went along to a door together and the widow went in and the concierge stood a moment in the corridor afterward with her hand flat on the closed door, not knocking, just resting there, before she took it away. Miss Coralind, the porter Kesk called softly from the far end, holding up a key she had forgotten, and she lifted a hand to say she had heard him without turning, still watching the shut door a beat longer.

I watched all of it. Watching is my trade, and I had come aboard to watch, and here was a woman doing to a frightened widow the exact thing I had come to prove was too expensive to keep. Someone paid for that hand on the door. That was the truth of it, cold and clean. A hotel would leave the woman to find her own door. The fast way would hurry her through it. The reason the overnight service could not pay its way was standing in the corridor with her hand coming away from a stranger's door, and I had four nights to write her down as a cost.

She turned and caught me watching. My eyes stayed a half-beat too long on her. For a moment we simply stood, the length of the swaying corridor between us, and the train under us gave its first long shudder and began, very slowly, to move.

Something in her face changed when the train took, some private easing, as though the movement answered a question she asked every night and always dreaded the answer to. Then she looked at me again, and the attention came back into her, sharper now, and I understood that she had more of my measure to take and disliked being caught short of it, and I understood a second thing beneath that I had no column for at all.

We are away, Mr Veyle, she said. Four nights to Vireme. Whatever you came aboard carrying, we will have looked after it before the pass.

She meant it kindly. She meant a tired man and a heavy case and the small human freight everyone brings onto a train. She could not have known she had described the brief exactly, the thing I carried, the thing I meant to do before the pass, and I felt the coincidence of it go through me like cold water down a collar. She was promising to look after the very weapon aimed at her train. And she was smiling when she said it, warm and eleven winters certain, a woman who in eleven winters had never once lost a passenger's trouble overnight and had no plan to start with me.

Thank you, I said, because there was nothing else a man could say, and I meant it to close the exchange, and instead it opened something, because I found I did mean it, and meaning it was not in the brief.

She nodded, satisfied, and went off up the corridor toward the sound of the coffee and the bread, competent and unhurried, a woman walking through the one home that had ever chosen her, with no notion that the last man she had welcomed aboard had come to take it apart and sell it for the brass.

I stood a while in the corridor with my case in my hand and the snow beginning to move sideways past the black glass, and I made myself open the ledger in my head and write the first true line of it. Not the empty berths. Not the fuel. The first line was her hand coming away from the widow's door, and against it, in the column that does not argue, I could not for the life of me set a number down.

Braith by morning. The pass by the fourth night. I had until Vireme to learn how to price a thing like that, or to fail at it, and I had never in my working life failed to price a thing, and standing there in the gold light with the cold still in me and the warm getting in past it, I could not have told you which of the two outcomes frightened me more.


Chapter Three

The coast let go of us by inches. I stood at the head of the sleeper corridor with my ledger under my arm and watched the last of Calmarey slide away in the black glass, the harbor lamps stringing out like a hem coming loose, and then even those were gone and there was only the snow coming sideways and the long steady rock of the carriage taking hold of my feet the way it always does, that first sure roll that tells me we are underway and the whole floating world of the Vesper is mine to keep for four nights.

There is an order to the first hour, and I love it the way other people love a song they have known since they were small. You settle the frightened ones first, then the loud ones, then the ones who think they need nothing, because those are the ones who need the most and will punish you if you come to them last.

So I went to Compartment Two, where a young man named Torvin had boarded gripping his ticket like it might bolt. First run, first sleeper, first time so far from wherever home was that the word had gone thin in his mouth. I knocked and let myself in on his yes, and I did not ask if he was nervous, because a nervous person asked if he is nervous will lie and then feel worse for lying. I asked if he had eaten. He had not. I told him the Gilded Car served late on the first night, that the chef made a barley soup that could talk a stone down off a wall, and that if he came at nine there would be a lamp already lit at a table by the window and I would have Perrin set an extra roll beside it because a person always eats better with more bread than he needs. He laughed, small and surprised, and some of the grip came out of his hands. I clocked the coat still buttoned and thought, that one wants to belong somewhere and does not know he is allowed to ask, and I wrote in the ledger, Two, barley, extra roll, keep an eye. Then I left him the little brass reading lamp on and went on.

Six was a different weather entirely.

Mrs Calvert-Roe had rung the bell three times before I reached her, and when I opened the door she was standing in the middle of her compartment in a travelling costume the color of a bruise, holding a folded card at arm's length as though it had insulted her family.

The berth is too near the wheels, she informed me. I can feel every joint in the rail. I did not pay for a room that shudders.

She had paid, in point of fact, for the quietest cabin on the car, which Six is, but I have learned that when a woman like Mrs Calvert-Roe complains about the wheels she is rarely complaining about the wheels. I stepped in. I did not argue the fact of the berth, because you never win a passenger by being right at them.

You feel the joints because you are a woman who notices things, I said, and turned down the lamp a quarter so the compartment softened. Most people sleep through the whole pass and miss it. I can bring you a second pillow for under the small of your back, which takes the rail straight out of your bones, and a pot of the linden tisane that the head steward swears by, and if you would rather move I have Compartment Ten which sits over the truck instead of the axle and rides differently, though I will tell you plainly it is a smaller window.

She looked at me then, properly, as they do when they realize you have not flinched. She kept Six. She always meant to keep Six. She wanted, under the costume and the bell rung three times, to be certain that someone aboard this train would come when she called, that she had not spent her money to be forgotten. That I could give her. I wrote, Six, second pillow, linden, ring answered inside four minutes always, and I meant the always.

That is the thing about the ledger. People think it is a list of what they asked for. It is really a list of what they meant.

Farther down, in Eleven, the honeymooners had not rung for anything and never would, and those are their own particular art. They were newly enough married that they had gone shy of the crew, sitting very upright and holding hands across the little folding table with the look of two people who have yet to work out that the whole car leaves them be and is glad to. So I let them be too. I had Perrin leave a plate of the almond wafers on the sill with the compliments of the Line and no knock, so the sweetness would simply be there when they turned, arrived like weather, nobody to thank, nothing owed. That is a honeymoon done right on the Vesper. You give them the thing and you make it look like the train itself was fond of them. I noted it and went on, and the snow ran past the corridor windows, and the old girl found her long stride under us, and Braith lay somewhere ahead in the dark of the first morning, and behind all of it the pass waited, three nights off, the way a held breath waits.

I might have called the manifest settled then. Torvin fed, Mrs Calvert-Roe answered, the honeymooners cosseted, the Ledwin child asleep with her boot still on and her mother past minding, the grey widow taking a little broth in the Lantern Car with Elin talking gentle nonsense at her elbow. Eleven winters have taught me the shape of a settled car, the particular hush of it, every want folded down small and put to bed.

And then there was Four.

I stood outside Four longer than I stand outside any door, and told myself it was because the manifest had him down as travelling for work and men travelling for work want the least of anyone and are gone before you learn their coffee. That was a lie and I knew it while I was telling it. I had not been able to read him on the step at Calmarey, and I had spent the whole first hour telling myself I would read him now.

I knocked.

He said come, one word, flat and even, and I opened the door on the quiet man in the good coat, Mr Veyle, sitting with the window to his left and the pass out there in the dark, and his case on the seat beside him, unopened, one hand resting on it as though it might be taken. He had not turned the reading lamp on. He had been sitting in the dark with the snow, watching it, and when the corridor light fell across him he held still, no start in him, none of the blink of a man surprised in something.

Good evening, I said. I wanted to see you had everything you needed before the car goes quiet.

I have everything I need, he said.

Now, I will tell you what I saw, because seeing is the trade. The coat was still on. Not like Torvin's, a boy hugging himself. Veyle's coat was on the way a man keeps a coat on when he has decided in advance that he is not staying, that whatever this place turns out to be he will not let it in past the buttons. His shoes were good and lately shined and set square. His case had corners on it that had never been knocked, a case that had been places but never once been set down and forgotten. And his face gave me nothing. Not coldness. Nothing. A held ledger of a face, everything in it counted and the total locked away, and I stood in the doorway with my whole eleven years of the trade and could not find the one loose thread that every single passenger has, the thing they are missing that they will not name.

Some tea before you sleep, I said. We keep a linden that helps a first night on the rails, or a black if you mean to work.

No, thank you.

A hot bottle for the berth. The pass side runs cold against the glass by the small hours.

I run warm, he said. Thank you.

I will bring the breakfast card by. The chef does a soft egg and a brown bread that.

I take coffee, he said. Black. Nothing with it. That is all.

And there it was, the smallest crack, so small another concierge would have walked past it. Not the coffee. The nothing with it. He had said it too quick and too complete, black, nothing with it, that is all, the way a man closes a door not because he minds the draught but because he has decided nobody comes in. Most people, offered warm bread on a cold train on a first night, take the bread. It is bread. Refusing it costs something, and he was paying that cost on purpose, and a man who pays to want nothing wants something so badly he has locked it in a case and set his hand on the lid.

Of course, I said, easy as anything, and did not push, because you never crack a locked thing by leaning on it. I stepped back into the corridor. Then I stopped with my hand on the frame, resting it there as I had rested it on the widow's door, and I looked back at him, and I let him see that I had seen nothing, which is a harder trick than it sounds.

We are glad to have you aboard, Mr Veyle, I said. Ring if the night turns and you find you want a thing after all. It happens to everyone by Braith.

Something moved behind the counted face then, quick, gone before it finished. Not a smile. The place a smile would go if he let it. Thank you, he said, and this time the two words came out a half-note slower, as though they had cost him more than the others, and he looked back at the snow, and I closed the door soft on the both of us on the right side of it.

I stood in the corridor a moment with my ledger against my chest and the carriage rocking under me and I did a thing I have not done in years. I opened to his page, Four, Veyle, and I found I had nothing to write. No barley, no second pillow, no lamp left burning. A blank line under a man's name where every other line on the run was full, and it sat there and looked at me and I liked it not at all.

I do not give up on a passenger. Not this one. A stranger can walk aboard at Calmarey with grief in his throat or a debt at his back or a marriage coming apart in his luggage, and by Colderne Notch I will know the one true thing he needs and I will have set it quietly in front of him and made the Vesper look fond of him for it, because that is what I am for, that is the whole of what I am for. And here was a man in a good coat who had refused the bread, and the tea, and the bottle, and the warmth, refused all of it clean and complete, and left me standing outside his door with a blank line and a feeling I could not name, some pull with a wrongness in it, like a note played just off the true one so you cannot rest until it lands.

Fine, I thought. Fine, Mr Veyle.

I would find it. Whatever the one thing was that he had locked in that case with his hand on the lid, I would find it before Vireme, and I would set it in front of him some grey morning when he was not braced for it, and I would watch the counted face come undone for a half a second, and then I could write his line and sleep. Four nights. Four nights was a long time on a train with nowhere to get off, and I had softened harder men in less.

I went back up the corridor toward the Atrium, past Two with its lamp still burning and Torvin no doubt lying awake being brave, past Six gone quiet with its second pillow, past Eleven where the wafers would have been found by now, and Odette caught me at the top by the swaying join between the cars, Ida already asleep against her shoulder with one shoe off, and she looked at my face the way she has looked at it for years.

Trouble, she said. Not a question.

Comment cards, I said, because it was true and because it was the trouble I could say aloud. She told me at the platform. Head office means to weigh this whole run on what the passengers write on those little cards. Every one of them. Delcour's people counting our worth in ticks in boxes.

Odette's mouth went thin. Then we had best be worth counting, she said, and shifted Ida higher, and I felt the old cold hand at the back of my neck, the one that had been resting there since spring, since the letters started coming with the Hollowvale name in the corner. Four nights to prove a beautiful thing deserves to keep running. Four nights and a stack of little cards and whoever it is they will send to ride it and judge it and write the number.

Whoever it is, I thought, and did not think it long enough, and the thought slid off the way the coast had slid off, into the dark and the snow behind us.

But I looked back down the corridor once before I went, toward Four and its dark window and the man in the good coat watching the pass come, and I told myself it was only that I hate a blank line.

It was not only that. I knew it even then. I just did not yet know his name.


Chapter Four

I had come aboard with a spreadsheet and a schedule, and I meant to keep to both.

The berth in Four was made for a different kind of man than me. I sat at the fold-down desk with my case open at last, my papers and my folding rule and the cold ruled columns laid over walnut so dark it drank the lamplight, and I could not stop the room from working on me. The lamp was brass, worn to gold at the switch where thousands of thumbs had turned it. The window held the night and the snow moving sideways past the glass, and my own face in it, thinner than I remembered, a man in a good coat he had not taken off. The velvet at my elbow had gone the soft matte of old velvet, and someone, years ago, had monogrammed the linen on the berth with a small V and left it to be laundered and pressed a thousand times since.

He built this. The thought came like a draft, in under a door I had shut.

I turned the ledger a degree so the walnut left my sightline and there was only the page. That was better. On the page the Vesper was not a room that smelled of brass polish and someone's warm bread from four cars up. On the page it was a cost center. Load factor. Berths sold against berths run. The staff head-count, which was obscene, a crew of nine and a cat for a train that carried forty. Fuel over the pass, which I would have real figures for by morning. Depreciation on rolling stock that should have been scrapped a generation ago and had instead been lovingly, expensively kept, every hour of that keeping a line item I would find and total. I had built the model on the platform at Calmarey while the porters loaded trunks. It wanted only the true numbers to fill it, and then it would say the thing I had been sent to make it say.

The message from Marise Delcour had come through as the train cleared the yard lights and found the dark.

Veyle. Board minutes moved up. Delivery, need your working figures by the second morning, not the fourth. A rough closes the file faster than a clean one. Do not fall in love with the crockery.

I read it twice. The second morning. That was Braith behind us and Colderne Notch ahead, and it gutted the schedule I had built. Four nights had been generous. Four nights was time to ride the run once, honestly, to see the thing whole before I priced it, because Marise had taught me herself that a number you cannot defend in a room is a number that gets you fired. Two nights was time to guess. Two nights was a rough, and a rough was what she wanted, because a rough had less in it to argue with when the family lawyers came, and there would be family lawyers, though she did not know the half of why.

Do not fall in love with the crockery. She meant it kindly, in her way. She had watched better men than me go soft on a beautiful failing thing and lose the stomach to close it. She thought she was arming me.

I wrote back, Understood. Rough by the second morning. And I set the page straight again and pulled the fuel assumptions I could pull without the driver's log, and I worked, and it was fine, it was clean, it was the thing I was good at.

The knock came at the third page.

Two raps, low on the door, not the sharp official knock of a steward but something friendlier, an offer rather than a demand. I knew whose it was before the voice came, and I hated that I knew.

"Mr Veyle." Warm through the walnut. "It is only me. I have brought nothing you have to want."

I sat with my pen loose in my hand. On the page the fuel curve waited for me. Outside, Alveraine went past in the dark, a pale field, a smudge of a farmhouse with one lit window, gone.

"I am working," I said. It came out truer and colder than I meant.

"I know you are." No apology in it. "I saw the light under your door and I thought, there is a man who did not eat and means to work through the night, and that is his business. So I have left a covered plate on the sill outside, and a pot that will keep hot for an hour, and I am going away now to Six, where Mrs Calvert-Roe has decided the heating is a personal insult." A pause, and I could hear the small smile in it, though I had no business hearing that through an inch of wood. "You do not have to open the door while I am here. That was rather the point."

Then the soft going-away of her, her steps taking up the sway of the car as only a person does who has walked a moving floor for years, unthinking, at home in the tilt. Gone up toward Six and the woman who found the warmth insulting.

I did not open the door.

I looked at the fuel curve for a while and saw nothing of it. I saw instead how she had said my name at the platform, Mr Veyle, welcome aboard the Vesper, with the smallest lift under it, as though the name were a coat she was helping me into and had noticed did not quite fit across the shoulders. She had a way of setting a word down so it landed exactly where a person could pick it up. I had spent a career learning to say numbers so they could not be argued with, and here was a woman who said an ordinary name so that a man wanted to correct
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