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The books went first from the highest shelves, where the lamplight was oldest.

Gustoff watched the first one go. A blue volume loosened at its edges and rose from the shelf like breath off glass. It came apart upward into glittering grain, and the grain drifted toward the viewport, where the planet turned below them, patient and uninterested.

He wrote the entry in his working ledger. Time, shelf, cause unknown. The quill did not hurry.

“That is the sixth,” he said.

“Seventh,” said SamWise. He stood at the brass panel, lantern hooked in his good hand, the other hand, all rods and small gears, flat against a long lever. “You missed the one behind the clock.”

None of the books belonged to the ship. They had been carried up from the world below, a dying people’s stories, voices, laws and songs, and entrusted to Jenny’s ship for the crossing to a new world. If the shelves emptied, nothing would remain to go back for.

Jenny stood with one hand lifted toward the shelves. Where her fingertips came near a spine, it stayed solid a moment longer. Then it went too.

“Twelve hundred years,” she said. “Every story anyone ever told to get through the dark.”

“Forty thousand nine hundred and eighty-six,” said SamWise.

“Thank you, SamWise. That helps enormously.”

“It’s the number.”

Gustoff closed the ledger, and when his voice came it was louder than either of them had ever heard it. It did not shake.

“SamWise. The lever. Pull it.”

“Do something,” said Jenny. “Quickly. Please.”

SamWise threw his weight against the lever. Steam breathed from the pipes, the lamps flared white, and for one held second every book on every shelf stood still.

“It’s not working,” he said.

Gustoff was already at the cradle. “The lattice tried to take the whole archive and failed. It will bear one load before it burns out. One.”

Three things lay within its reach: a crystal no larger than a hen’s egg, holding the living voice of The Ninth Bell; the master catalogue, open on the reading table; the maker engine’s heart.

“If the tale goes,” Jenny said, “the people who loved it lose the room it made inside them. A catalogue can be rebuilt from the people who remember. The room cannot.”

SamWise laid his hand on the catalogue, its oldest ink already paling. “This says who wrote what, and what truly happened. Save a story without it, and in fifty years no one will know whether we rescued the original or a beautiful mistake.”

“The engine,” said Gustoff, “is the only one of the three that can make more. New copies. New voices. New bindings. Not a remnant. A future.”

Above them, the shelves went on emptying into light. The cradle opened its bright, empty bay and waited.
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“NOTHING GOES INTO THE cradle unverified,” SamWise said.

Jenny looked at the shelves still thinning into light. “The archive will not wait for your checking.”

“No. I will need the length of one entry.”

Gustoff did not lift his eyes from the ledger. “SamWise is right. A load we have not named is a load we cannot trust. Check it.”

Jenny set the crystal on the reading table. It was warm from her hands. She gave it up as captains give up things: completely, and watching. “Then hear what you are checking.”

She turned it to the eighth verse. The crystal woke like a held breath let go. First came a rope creaking, then an old woman’s laugh, low in her throat, the laugh of a singer who has sung to one room for fifty years. Then the voice itself, unhurried:

“Eight bells for the harbor, eight for the shore,
eight for the ships coming home once more.”
The voice stopped. The silence after it had a shape, like a step that expects a stair. Gustoff’s quill, which had not rested for any loss yet, rested now.

“She stops after the eighth,” Jenny said. “She always stops after the eighth.”

“Why?” SamWise asked.

“No one living knows. Every Ostrel child learns the ninth verse. She never sang it.”

Above them, grain rose from the Cartographers’ Wall. A tide table came apart in threads, and one page, slower than the rest, drifted down whole. Jenny reached for it. Gustoff caught it against his sleeve before it could thin and set it into the engine’s heart.

The heart took the page as a press takes paper. What came back was whole: the columns straight, the coast drawn clean. SamWise leaned over it with his lantern.

“You have given us a street that does not exist.”

Gustoff turned the page so the lamplight caught a small mark beside the name. “It marks what it guesses. It has never hidden its hand.”

“And the rest?”

“Nine names in ten were sound before it touched them. The tenth wears the mark.”

“Then I will verify the nine.” SamWise carried the page to the reading table, uncapped the red pen from his satchel, and checked the coast names against the catalogue’s index, ticking each as he went. Nine stood in the record exactly as the engine had set them. At the tenth, the catalogue’s line faded out in the middle of a word, the old ink gone pale as breath on glass, and nothing after it could be read at all. The pen hung over it and did not tick.

“Then it stands as marked,” said Gustoff.

“It stands as a guess. Yours admits it. Mine cannot answer.”

SamWise capped the pen and kept his finger on the faded word. “A voice that stops,” he said. “A text that does not.”

He turned the pages to the entry for The Ninth Bell. It ran to three pages of close ink: provenance, and the chain of hands the words had passed through. He read the last line aloud.

“Text confirmed complete. Year 1016.”

Then he lifted the tag from the crystal’s chain and held it to the lantern in the hand of rods and small gears. The brass was worn smooth at the edges. The engraving was clear.

ILSE MARREN, HARBOR TELLER OF THE REACH. DIED YEAR 1014.

Behind him, Gustoff’s quill moved once, unhurried. “Forty thousand nine hundred and seventy-one,” he said.

SamWise did not look up. He held the tag in the lantern light a moment longer than he needed to, and did not put it down.
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SAMWISE SET THE TAG down at last, gently, as one sets down a cup carried too far. Then he turned back to the first page of the entry and read it again from the beginning, every line.

“SamWise,” Jenny said.

“There is a hand missing,” he said. “The chain names every hand the words passed through. Hers is not in it. Ilse Marren sang eight verses into the crystal and died, and two years later this book calls the text complete. Someone finished it. The chain should say who.”

He worked down the entry’s margins, where the cross-references lived in smaller ink. Halfway down the third page he stopped. A reference mark stood alone beside the chain, pointing to no page in the book.

“The annex,” Gustoff said. “Loose sheets, kept at the back. The catalogue keeps what it cannot bind.”

The annex was a pocket of grey cloth sewn inside the back cover. SamWise drew out a single sheet, thin as a moth’s wing, and laid it under the lantern. The ink on it had gone the color of weak tea. At its head, pressed into the paper by the engine’s own stamp, stood the mark he had seen beside a street name on the tide table.

He read it aloud, because a thing read aloud cannot be unread.

“Verse nine wanting. The teller dead before it. Supplied from the memories of three witnesses, which do not agree. The first gives eleven lines and swears the verse is a welcome. The second gives nine and swears it is a warning. The third remembers the tune and only the last line. Set down as sung, from the three together.”

Below the note, in a clerk’s hand, one word had been pressed into the page hard enough to bruise the paper: DISPUTED.

“And under the dispute,” SamWise said, “some clerk, some year, wrote the summary line I read you. Text confirmed complete.”

His voice stayed level. The hand of rods and small gears closed on the edge of the table.

“The catalogue did not lie,” he said. “It kept the doubt, in writing, at the back of the book. For two hundred years no one read this far. I have carried this book up from a dying world, and I never read this far.”

Gustoff looked at the mark at the head of the sheet for a long moment.

“The engine marked its work,” he
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