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In the Veinlands, light flows from mountain fell catchments through nine great dams, filling rivers and lighting cities. The Concord has managed this system for three hundred years. But Sera Vann, a guild lamplighter maintaining ninety-two lamps on Andressa's Strand, feels something that should not be in the data: forty thousand inner lumens extinguishing at once, ninety miles away, as the city of Solyet freezes dark.

Following the feeling to its source, she finds Brenn Okale, a dismissed engineer whose eight years of cross-referenced data tell an impossible story. The dams' refinement coefficient is not three percent. It is eleven. And the light being processed is not mineral accumulation. It is the released lumen of the dead.

The Concord has been burning the dead for three hundred years. And the Ledger of Ashes sealed in the First Dam's foundation vault since the Concord's founding proves the founders knew it all along.

Joined by a truth-keeping priest, a Tidewright whose executed brother started what they must finish and pursued by a Registry Inquirer who cannot reconcile his assignment with what he discovers at the dam's railing, Sera and Brenn must reach the Lumenarch before the truth can be suppressed again. The fell catchments have twenty-six years. The world must know.

The Weight of Light is a literary fantasy novel about what light actually costs; about institutions that manage difficult truths until the management becomes catastrophe; and about a lamplighter who follows a feeling to its source and finds that naming the problem accurately, however late, is still the most important thing she has ever done.

Contents

Copyright Page

About This Book

Chapter One: The Night Without Lamps

Chapter Two: Forty Thousand Names

Chapter Three: The Official Story

Chapter Four: The Man With the Numbers

Chapter Five: The Drawing

Chapter Six: Inquirer Halde

Chapter Seven: The Riverkeepers' Room

Chapter Eight: North by Dark Water

Chapter Nine: Andressa Burning

Chapter Ten: What the Tidewrights Know

Chapter Eleven: The Mountain Road

Chapter Twelve: The City of the Dam

Chapter Thirteen: Sister Aule

Chapter Fourteen: Forty Years

Chapter Fifteen: Inquirer Halde in Vellun

Chapter Sixteen: The Lumenarch's Reply

Chapter Seventeen: Isault

Chapter Eighteen: Inside the Dam

Chapter Nineteen: The Ledger of Ashes

Chapter Twenty: Cassen Vey

Chapter Twenty-One: The Seven Routes

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Council of Weirs

Chapter Twenty-Three: Halde's File

Chapter Twenty-Four: What Ress Receives

Chapter Twenty-Five: The Guild Assembly

Chapter Twenty-Six: Isault Speaks

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Vey's Assembly

Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Commission's First Day

Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Consultation

Chapter Thirty: The Railing

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Night Without Lamps
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The lamps along the Strand held their light the way old men hold their tempers: with visible effort, and at some cost to everyone nearby.

Sera Vann had been a guild lamplighter for six years and she knew the Strand's ninety-two lamps the way she knew her own teeth, by feel and by the specific trouble each one gave. Number forty-one leaked at the seal; she had filed three requests to have it replaced and the requests had been noted and filed in return, which was the guild's way of doing nothing with great administrative care. Number sixty-three pulled its flame too high in cold air and needed its wick trimmed every second week. Number eighty, the tall pole lamp at the corner where the Strand met River Market, had been struck by a delivery cart two winters ago and now listed four degrees west, which was not enough to fall but enough to keep her awake when the wind came in off the Still Sea and she lay in her bunk imagining all the lamps she was responsible for and cataloguing their conditions with the focused anxiety of a person who finds it easier to worry about objects than people.

This was the third hour past sunset on the eleventh day of Coldsfall, and the Andressa riverglass market had long since shut its stalls and sent its buyers home to the merchant houses on the hill, where private light burned late into the night in rooms she had never entered. The Strand served as the informal boundary between the part of Andressa that was connected to the great riverglass trade and the part of Andressa that simply lived downstream of it. Above on the hill, the wholesale merchants maintained warehouses along the distribution canal where the Caellavar sent its northern branch through the city's heart: a wide, slow, luminous channel that the city had been built to contain, with stone banks three feet thick and distribution taps every forty yards from which the licensed depot operators drew their commercial supply. The market ran from the second hour of daylight to the sixth and moved several thousand flasks of processed riverglass daily. It smelled, in the mornings, of the mineral light so strongly that newcomers to the city often covered their faces. After a week in Andressa, you stopped noticing. After six years, Sera had started to associate the smell with the specific texture of being at work, which was not the same as contentment but was something more reliable.

Down here on the Strand, the public lamps were Sera's province and the guild's obligation: one route, ninety-two lamps, each one filled from the carrying vessel she had loaded that morning at the Andressa distribution depot, each one inspected with the brass gauge she wore on a cord round her neck, each one noted in the slim paper record she carried in her coat's inside pocket. The Strand district was not wealthy. Its people could not afford private riverglass and they lived and worked and argued and cooked and put their children to sleep under the light the guild provided, which meant the guild's lamps were the difference between a neighbourhood that functioned and one that did not.

She stopped at number seventy-seven and uncapped her carrying vessel. The light inside was still fluid at this temperature, running slow and slightly viscous, and when she tilted the vessel to let it flow through the lamp's intake valve it moved like cream poured into dark water, spreading and brightening as it found the wick and settled into the low, steady pulse that she privately thought of as a lamp's contentment. She capped the vessel, made her note, and moved on. The street smelled of the river, of cooking from upper floors, of the faintly mineral smell that riverglass light gave off when it burned. Some people said it smelled like stone after rain. Others said it smelled like the inside of a coin. Her father had said it smelled like something burning that had not quite caught, and had made her promise, when she was nine years old and he was teaching her to draw, that she would never let anyone see her do what he was showing her, because a Concord inspector would take her away and she would never finish learning. He had died before she could ask what the inspector would have done with her. She had kept the promise for seventeen years.

The Strand was quiet at this hour. A couple walked arm in arm past number seventy-nine, giving her the polite half-nod that Andressa people gave to lamplighters, which meant something close to: we see you, we are glad the lights are on, we will not detain you. A man swept the step of a closed bakery in the slow rhythm of someone who is not really sweeping but thinking. A cat sat in the pool of light beneath number eighty-one with the focused, accusatory expression cats reserved for people who had not fed them recently. She checked the feed, trimmed the wick, and walked on.

She had been meaning to go home to Solyet for four months. Each time she had nearly arranged her leave, something had intervened: first a sickness in the roster that left three lamplighters short across two districts, then an equipment shortage that kept her repairing faulty valves for a fortnight, then her senior's request that she stay on through the festival week because she was the most reliable on the night circuits. She had agreed each time without making a fuss, because making a fuss was not how she was made and because she had told herself there would always be another month, another leave window. Her mother had written twice in that time. She had answered briefly and promised to visit before the cold season. The cold season had come. The promise was broken.

She had written to Dav in the third month. She had asked him whether their mother was well and whether the press works were still making a nuisance of themselves, his usual subject, and he had written back with a long and characteristically detailed account of a dispute between two of the press operators and a visiting inspector from the quality guild, which she had read twice because the way he told it was very funny and she had wanted to remember it. The letter was in her bunk box. She had not answered it yet. There had been, as there always was, something that needed doing first.

It was while she was filling number eighty-one that she first felt it.

Not pain. Pain was at least describable; it had location, intensity, the courtesy of announcing its cause. What she felt was more like reaching into a pocket and finding it empty when you were certain something had been there: a wrongness rather than a hurt, an absence where presence had been. Her hand went still on the lamp's intake valve. She stood in the middle of the Strand and pressed her other hand flat against her sternum, pressing in as though she could feel the thing she was looking for if she only pressed hard enough. The cat got up and walked into the dark between two buildings.

Drawers knew their inner lumen the way trained musicians knew their pitch: not as a concept but as a physical sensation, something lived below thought. Hers had always burned steadily and quietly, a small warmth behind her ribs that she had learned at nine not to speak of and at twelve had learned to hold absolutely still, like a candle flame carried through a wind. She had spent seventeen years monitoring it the way she monitored her lamps: noting its level, never drawing on it in front of anyone, taking care. What she felt now was that warmth dropping. Not extinguishing. Not guttering in the dramatic way the guild's medical pamphlets described lumen shock. It was quieter than that and therefore harder to name. Down from the comfortable middle range to something that felt worryingly close to the bottom.

She had felt something like it only once before, on the night her father died.

She had been twelve years old and standing in a field outside Solyet, looking at stars, because her mother had sent her outside so that she would not be in the room when the fever took him. The sensation had arrived without announcement: a drop in the warmth she did not yet have the vocabulary to name, a small cold where there had been warmth. She had stood in the field with the grass cold under her boots and felt it and not known what it meant until she came back inside and saw her mother's face in the doorway. She had not thought about that night in years. She thought about it now, standing at lamp eighty-one with her carrying vessel in one hand and the cold Coldsfall air going down her throat, and something that was not quite thought arrived in her the way unwelcome things arrive: certain of itself and already there.

She finished number eighty-one. She filled number eighty-two. She noted both in her record, checked her gauge, and walked on, because she was on duty and the Strand did not care about the state of her inner warmth and the lamps did not fill themselves.

Her senior lamplighter was a man called Pols, fifty-three years old, large and quiet and competent, who had been filling Andressa lamps since before she was born. He had the lamplighter's characteristic stillness, an ability to stand in one place for a long time without fidgeting, which she had decided after some years of working with him was a trait that came from having genuinely made peace with the fact that most things in the world were out of your control and the lamps were not. He was good at the lamps. He was good at leaving people alone until they needed not to be left alone. She found him waiting at the River Market corner when she came round from the south extension, which was not the plan. He was leaning against lamp eighty with his record book closed under his arm and an expression that stopped her midstride.

"I have nine lamps left on the south extension."

"Leave your vessel." He said it the same way both times, not urgent but not moveable.

She set the vessel against the lamp post and looked at him. "What's happened."

"There's a runner from the south gate at the hall," he said. "News from the Marrec region." He paused, choosing the next words. "You have family in Solyet."

"Then you should hear it there. It'll be warmer."

The hall was warm. The guild's small hearth was burning well and the duty clerk sat at her desk with a fresh page open and the runner was a young man in a road-dusty coat who had the hollow look of someone who had ridden hard with news that did not improve with distance. She came in and stood in the middle of the room and Pols closed the door and she listened.

The Marrec River had gone dark at a point eight miles north of the town of Solyet at some time in the previous three days. The failure had been total and sudden: not the gradual dimming that had been observed in the lower Marrec tributaries over the past season and attributed by the Concord's regional engineers to weather patterns and seasonal variation, but a complete cessation. The river had simply gone dark, as though something had closed a valve upstream. Without the river's warmth, the temperature in the Solyet valley had dropped to levels not recorded in two centuries of Concord measurement. The town had no stored riverglass of any significance: it was an agricultural community of the kind that depended on the Concord's monthly distribution and kept no private reserves, because reserves cost money and the monthly distribution had always arrived. The first deaths had been confirmed by a Concord survey team that had reached Solyet that morning.

The duty clerk looked up from her page. "The survey team's preliminary figure is thirty thousand," she said. "They had completed only the western quarter when the runner left."

Thirty thousand. Western quarter only. Solyet's last Concord census figure was forty-two thousand, which her mother had said was an undercount; the press works had brought families in from the surrounding villages over the past decade and the census had not kept pace. Her mother, who had written in August about the new well the town had finally sunk, who had never once indicated any interest in leaving the town where she had been born and where she intended to be buried, though she had not intended it to be quite so soon and not by cold. Her brother Dav, who wrote letters that were primarily complaints about the press works, but which were funny complaints, the kind that made Sera laugh alone in her bunk and then feel vaguely guilty about laughing.

"When did the river fail," she heard herself say.

"The survey team's estimate is three nights ago," the runner said. "They cannot be certain without proper instruments."

Three nights ago she had been filling lamps on the Strand, smelling the mineral light and thinking about whether to write another letter home or whether to simply go. Three nights ago her mother had been alive and she had been ninety miles north, being reliable and useful and unable to make the time.

Pols put a hand on her shoulder, carefully, as you place something fragile on an uncertain surface. She was grateful for the care and furious at needing it and said nothing on either count.

"I have nine lamps on the south extension."

"Sera." His voice asked nothing from her. "You have nine lamps and the pre-dawn team will fill them. You should go."

She left. She retrieved her carrying vessel from beside lamp eighty. Before she went back to her bunk she stood at the hall's duty desk with the clerk's pen in her hand and began a leave notice, which she did not finish because she could not think what to write in the box asking for the reason for departure when the reason was so large it did not fit in the box. She left the form incomplete. She told herself she would finish it properly when she returned.

She went back to her bunk and sat on the edge of it with her coat still on and looked at Dav's letter on top of the bunk box. She did not open the box. She sat with the lamp above her casting its steady, patient light across the small room. Then she put the letter in her bag, unopened, because she did not want to read it tonight and she was not going to leave it behind.

Before dawn she stood for a moment on the Strand with lamp eighty-one's light falling across her hands, the carrying vessel still two-thirds full. Nine lamps' worth of light: measured, signed for, her responsibility. She had spent six years learning to tend this light, to move it without waste, to understand the difference between a lamp that was properly settled and one about to go out. She had been good at it. She had told herself she was good at it because it was important, because light was what stood between ordinary people and the cold.

It had also been a way of staying away from home. She had known that too, and she had chosen to know it lightly, which was its own kind of waste, and she was only thinking about it now because now was when the weight of it had arrived.

She could not feel the lamp's warmth on her hand. She put her palm near number eighty-one's glass panel, close enough that she should have felt heat, and she felt nothing. Not the outer warmth and not her own. Just the cold coming down, and the sound of the river she could not see, and somewhere south of her, already existing, the fact of the frozen town.

She left the vessel with the night clerk and walked back to her bunk and began to pack for the road.

She packed systematically: two changes of clothing, her waterproof outer layer, her guild charter documentation, the guild medical certificate she had never needed, Dav's letter, her father's small tool set for lamp repair that she had been carrying in her bag since she was guilded and which she had never left behind anywhere. She added her copy of the regional distribution figures, the last twelve months, which she had abstracted from the guild's records three weeks ago on the off chance they would be useful and which were, it turned out, the most useful thing she had.
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Chapter Two: Forty Thousand Names
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The post-cart south left Andressa at the fourth hour, before the city had properly decided it was morning, while the streets still held the particular silence of places caught between one day and the next. Sera had a bag on her back and a ticket in her hand and sat on the outside bench because the inside was full: a cloth merchant with three bolts of sample fabric strapped to his lap, two sisters from the religious houses at Queln who were going home from a convocation, and an elderly man who had fallen asleep before the cart had left the depot and gave every sign of intending to sleep all the way to Solyet and possibly beyond.

She sat outside. The cold was significant but she had her guild coat, which was heavier than it looked, and the roads south of Andressa ran along the Marrec tributary for the first twenty miles, where the river still held some light and the air off it was a degree or two warmer than it had any right to be this late in the year. She watched the light on the water and tried not to think about what it meant that this light was still running when the Marrec proper had gone dark.

The Marrec was not the largest lightrriver in the Veinlands. That distinction belonged to the Caellavar, which ran from the Nine Dams' confluence to the sea at Pellun in the north, and which was so wide at its mouth that you could not see the far bank from the near one. The Marrec was a modest river by comparison, a southern tributary that fed two farming valleys and the town of Solyet and half a dozen smaller settlements, and whose light was pale and cool and not of the quality that the Concord priced highly. The Concord's monthly distribution to Solyet had always been the bottom tier: enough to keep public lamps burning and to give every household a quarter-flask per week for cooking and heating, which was adequate in temperate weather and barely so in cold, and which the Concord had not increased in fifteen years despite the fact that the press works had brought several hundred more mouths to the valley.

She knew this because her mother had told her, in one of the letters, though her mother had not said it as a complaint. Her mother did not complain. She stated facts with a directness that sometimes felt like accusation, though Sera had eventually understood, during the years she had been away from home long enough to see her mother clearly, that it was not accusation but simply the way she had learned to talk about things she could not change. There was no point wasting breath on what could not be altered; you named it, you accounted for it, you worked around it. It was the same practical intelligence Sera had inherited and had spent her adult life pretending was a different kind of quality than the one her mother had.

The distribution system that served Solyet was, by Concord standards, a simple one: a monthly supply run from the Queln regional depot, which collected its allocation from the Eighth Dam's distribution output for the southern valley cluster, and which arrived by cart on the third day of every month with sealed vessels of processed riverglass in grades appropriate for domestic and public-lamp use. The allocation per household was calculated using a formula that had not been revised since Sera was a child, a formula that produced a per-person figure adequate for the average household of the baseline census year and which had not been adjusted to reflect the growth in Solyet's population, because the formula was the formula and adjusting it required a formal petition to the regional allocation committee, which met twice yearly. Her mother had filed one such petition when Sera was perhaps fourteen. The petition had been received. A committee had convened. The per-household allocation had increased by a figure equivalent to approximately three small lamps per week, which her mother had described as better than nothing.

The post road turned away from the river tributary at the twenty-mile stone and climbed through hill country that had no river to warm it. The temperature dropped sharply. The driver, a weathered woman named Gels who had been running the Andressa-to-Queln route for so long that she had opinions about every pothole, pulled a blanket from under her seat and offered it across without looking.

"Going all the way south?" Gels said.

The driver was quiet for a moment. "I heard about Solyet. On the relay this morning. Thirty-four thousand now, they said."

Thirty-four thousand. The figure had climbed four thousand since last night. The survey team had finished more quarters.

"Are you from there?" Gels said.

The driver said nothing after that, which was the right thing to do, and Sera sat with the blanket over her legs and watched the hills pass and let the cold be cold and the road be the road and did not look at the two dead in her mind any more than she had to.

She had been away from Solyet for six years. She had left at twenty, newly guilded, carrying a certificate of competence and a small amount of money her mother had given her in an envelope with a note that said only: For the first month. Come back when you know something worth telling us. She had not intended to make it six years. She had intended to make it two, perhaps three, to get her city hours in and see the big rivers, and then she had meant to come home. Home had been a plan that kept receding like the lights of a city seen from a moving cart, never quite arriving, perpetually promising to arrive.

The cloth merchant stuck his head out of the cart window at the thirty-mile stone. "Dreadful business," he said, meaning Solyet. "The Concord will have to do something, surely."

"The Concord will have a report," Sera said, "and a committee, and a provisional assessment pending further review."

The merchant blinked. "Well, yes, but there must be some emergency provision. It's an unprecedented event."

It was not, entirely. She had been reading the guild's distribution reports for six years, which was a thing most lamplighters did not do because the distribution reports were long and dull and full of numbers. She had read them because her father had taught her that the numbers were where the truth lived, before the truth was dressed up and made presentable. In six years of reading distribution reports she had noticed a pattern: the bottom-tier distributions to the southern valleys had been recalculated twice in three years. Not cut, not officially. Recalculated, which produced a smaller number by a method the reports described as accounting for revised seasonal throughput projections. The Marrec tributary had been on a declining throughput curve for longer than Solyet had known about it. Someone, somewhere in the Concord's machinery, had known.

She did not say this to the cloth merchant.

She had instead been reading the guild's distribution reports for six years and thinking, privately, about what they meant. The reports were published quarterly and ran to fifty pages of tables, charts, and official commentary, and they were available to any guild member who requested them from the regional archive, and almost no guild members did. The information they contained was dry and technical and required a working knowledge of the Concord's allocation formulae to interpret, and the guild's training programme had not included those formulae since a curricular revision twelve years ago, which had removed the policy section in favour of an expanded unit on lamp maintenance and fuel-handling. She had learned the formulae from her father, who had believed that understanding the system that provided your light was as important as understanding how to fill the lamp that held it.  The distribution reports for the past six years showed a consistent pattern in the southern valleys. The gross light-fall from the fell catchments had declined in each of the past six measurement years, measured at the standard assessment points, with corrections applied for seasonal variation. The corrections had grown larger each year, which was interesting: either the seasonal variation was itself growing, which would be an unprecedented climatic shift and would presumably have attracted significant scientific attention, or the corrections were being applied more aggressively to bring the reported numbers within the parameters the Concord described as normal. She did not know which of these was the case. She suspected she was going to find out.

By midday they were descending into the Marrec valley proper, and the change was visible before the smell arrived: the hills ahead were grey-white where they should have been the pale gold that the reflected river gave the valley stone. The goldsider hills ahead were grey. The colour of stone with no light in it. The colour of winter in a place that had not had winter in living memory.

The smell came next: cold and something under the cold that she identified after a moment as smoke. Not the good smoke of hearths but the acrid smoke of things being burned that were not meant to be burned, furniture and shutters and anything else that would make heat, because when you have no riverglass and no fuel stores and the temperature has dropped to a level the valley had not seen in two centuries, you burn what you have and you do it in a blind panic and sometimes you burn your house down along with it, and then you have neither warmth nor shelter.

Gels slowed the cart at the valley lip. Below, Solyet was still visible: its streets, its buildings, the squat stone tower of the old Riverkeepers' hall that predated the Concord by two centuries, the press works chimney stack on the eastern edge. Nothing was visibly destroyed. It looked, from up here, like a town in winter, dormant and cold and waiting. It did not look like a town of forty thousand people. There was no movement. No smoke from the chimneys. No one on the main road.

"I'll not go down there," Gels said. "The road will be ice below the fold and I'll not risk the cart and the passengers. I'll take you to the upper road junction."

She climbed off the cart at the junction, took her bag, and stood watching the cart turn back toward the hill country. She turned and looked at the road descending into the valley.

It was iced over. Not the thin glaze ice of a cold night but deep, structural ice, the kind that formed when temperature dropped far enough and fast enough that the moisture in the ground itself froze and expanded and cracked the road surface. She walked carefully, testing each step.

The Concord's survey team had left markers along the main road into Solyet: orange flags on metal stakes, placed at intervals, with numbers that she assumed meant something to the surveyors and nothing to her. She walked between them.

The first body she saw was in the doorway of the baker's she had gone to as a child. She stopped. She noted the fact in the same flat, reporting part of her mind that had been noting facts since the guild hall in Andressa. A man, old, frozen where he had fallen in the doorway; he had not made it inside. His coat was inadequate for the cold that had come. Most coats in Solyet would have been inadequate for the cold that had come, because you did not dress for cold you had no reason to expect.

She had been at guild halls during difficult events before. The great fog of the Caellavar shipping season four years ago had kept the guild's Andressa hall running through a week of black nights when neither the river light nor the stored supply was adequate. The guild had managed it because that was what the guild did. The founding oath said: no street goes dark while I stand in it. The oath was not aspirational language. It was the literal job, which was why she had stayed on through the festival week and the roster sickness and the equipment shortage, because the guild ran on reliable people doing predictable things.

She stood outside the guild hall door for a moment before going in, looking at the line of light underneath it. One lamp maintained in the frozen town. The guild had come where the dark was worst.

Inside, a woman she did not recognise sat at the single desk with a lit lamp and a stack of paper. Middle-aged, dark-coated, with the look of someone who had been sitting in that chair for a very long time. "Guilded?" the woman said.

"Andressa circuit. I'm from here originally. I came to find my family."

The woman looked at her with the expression of someone who had heard this sentence many times in the past three days and had not yet found a version of the response that made it easier to give. "I'm the guild's regional liaison. I'm keeping the lists. Give me the names."

Sera gave her the names. The woman looked through her lists and found them both, and that was how Sera learned what she had known since lamp eighty-one on the Strand: that she was too late by three days and ninety miles and four months of choosing to be reliable instead of present.

She sat down on the chair across the desk. The woman poured two cups of something warm from a flask on the floor and set one in front of Sera without comment. They sat in the lit hall while outside the frozen town held its cold and its quiet, and Sera looked at the lamp on the desk and thought, with the concentrated grief of a person trying to put a very large thing in a very small box, that at least the lamp was on. Someone had kept it on. The guild had come and put up a light, and that was something, and it was not enough, and it was something.

She drank the warm thing and put the cup down and asked the first of what would turn out to be a very long list of questions. "The Concord inspector. The official assessment of what caused the river to fail. Where can I find it?"

The liaison blinked. "There's a preliminary report. The inspector will have it. He arrived yesterday. He's staying at the Holdfast inn on the east road."

"Good," Sera said. "Thank you."

She picked up her bag and went out again into the cold, because sitting in the warm hall was something she could do and reading the Concord's report was something she needed to do, and she had always been better at things she needed to do than things she could simply do without reason. The frozen town was quiet around her. The forty thousand names were everywhere and nowhere, in the doors she could not bring herself to open and the windows she did not look through. She walked the road she had walked as a child, under a sky the colour of stone without light in it.

The night clerk, Palce, was still at the desk when Sera went back past on her way to her bunk. Palce did not try to say anything useful. She had been running the night desk long enough to know that there were situations in which useful things could be said and situations in which they could not, and this was the second kind. She put a lamp on the corner of Sera's desk as Sera went past, which was a small and entirely practical gesture, and Sera registered it in the way you register small practical gestures when you are moving through something large: imperfectly, and with more gratitude than you manage to express.

She had been told, by the guild liaison's list, that her mother had been found in the kitchen of her house. This was the detail she could not set aside. Not the bedroom, where a person might die in sleep. The kitchen, where a person would be if they were trying to do something useful. Her mother would have been making the soup, or stoking the range with whatever fuel remained, or filling the lamps from what was left of the household store. She would have been doing the last practical thing available to her, and it would have run out before she did, and then the cold would have been faster than she was.  Sera had inherited this from her too: the reflex toward the practical task when there was nothing else to do. She was grateful for it now, walking through the frozen streets with the orange survey flags on either side of the road. The practical task was: find the Concord inspector's report. The practical task after that was: understand what it said and what it concealed. The practical task after that was: figure out what to do about what it concealed. The grief was there, and large, and it could wait, because grief, in her experience, was the one thing that was always still there when you came back to it.
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Chapter Three: The Official Story
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The Holdfast inn was open in the way that places are open during disasters: the door was unlocked, the fire was burning, and the person behind the bar was there because there was nowhere better to be and because being useful was preferable to not being useful, regardless of whether usefulness was going to be compensated. His name was Tomm and he had run the Holdfast for eleven years and he had, he told her while pouring a measure of something that smelled more medicinal than drinkable, lost his mother-in-law and his two kitchen staff in the freeze. He had told this to enough people in the past three days that he could say it without his face doing anything particular, which was either resilience or the first stage of something that would catch him later.

"Concord inspector," she said. "I was told he's staying here."

"Room four. Second floor. He's been up there most of today with his papers."

She went upstairs. She knocked on the door of room four and a man of perhaps forty-five opened it, shorter than she had expected, with a face that carried the quality of someone who has spent a professional lifetime delivering unwelcome official conclusions and has learned to keep the quality of his conclusions separate from the quality of his manner. He wore the grey coat of a Concord inspector with the silver weir badge on the left breast that indicated a regional appointment. His name was Inspector Lorn. He invited her in.

The room smelled of cold and candle-tallow and paper. He had requisitioned a small table and covered it with documents, maps, and measurement sheets. A large map of the Marrec valley was pinned to the wall with the river course marked in blue and a number of points along it marked in red.

She identified herself as a guild lamplighter, gave her Andressa posting, gave her family names and the regional liaison's confirmation of their deaths. She said she wanted to see the preliminary report. Inspector Lorn looked at her with an expression that was not quite wariness but was adjacent to it.

"The report is a working document. I'm not authorised to share working documents with members of the public."

"I'm not a member of the public. I'm a guild lamplighter. The guild has a statutory right to access Concord event assessments that affect public light provision."

This was true. It was also something most lamplighters did not know, because most lamplighters did not read the guild's founding charter all the way to the seventh section, which was where the statutory access provision was written in language the founding generation had apparently chosen with deliberate care.

Inspector Lorn considered her. "You've read Section Seven," he said.

"I've read all of it," she said.

It was fourteen pages, densely written in the official style that the Concord used for all its formal assessments, which was a style designed less to convey information than to manage how much of it the reader absorbed and in what order. The language was precise and the reasoning was visible and the conclusion, printed on the final page in marginally larger font, was: catastrophic structural failure of the primary Marrec channel bed resulting from extended subsurface erosion, consistent with observed patterns of geological instability in the southern valley region. The failure had been sudden and complete. The Concord's engineers had been unable to predict it. The losses were deeply regrettable.

She read the conclusion twice. Then she went back to page seven, where the measurements were.

"What was the river's light level at the measurement point eight miles north of Solyet in the week before the failure?" she said.

He looked at his papers. "Declining. But within seasonal variation parameters."

"What was it the month before?"

"Lower than the prior year's figure, but again within seasonal parameters."

"Your report cites the historical records on page eleven," she said. "The trend in the Marrec main channel for the three years prior to this event was a sequential decline of eight percent, six percent, and eleven percent in average light volume, measured at the same point." She had memorised this while reading, because numbers were one of the things her mind did with great efficiency when everything else was in chaos. "That is not within seasonal variation. That is a directional trend."

Inspector Lorn looked at his papers and then at her. He had the expression of a man who was deciding how much of knowing something was his obligation to share. "The trend was noted," he said carefully. "It was assessed as consistent with known geological processes and the general dimming that has been observed across several southern tributary systems."

"The general dimming," she said. "What is that?"

"Inspector." She kept her voice even. Her mother's technique: the question in the tone of someone who is merely clarifying, which made it very difficult for the person being asked to treat the question as anything other than innocent. "What is the general dimming that has been observed across several southern tributary systems?"

"It's a phenomenon under assessment for some years," he said. "A gradual reduction in throughput across certain categories of secondary lightrriver. The Concord's technical office has it under review."

A long pause. "I believe the first formal assessment was commissioned some twelve years ago."

He sat down then. He had the manner of a man who had expected, from the moment she walked in, that this conversation was not going to go as conversations usually went, and who had made an internal adjustment. She respected the adjustment; it was harder to maintain than it looked.

"Your report's conclusion," she said. "Channel bed subsurface erosion resulting in catastrophic failure. How long does that type of failure take to develop?"

"Over geological time," he said. "Decades to centuries at minimum."

"And yet it produced a complete failure in days, following a three-year trend of declining throughput."

"If channel bed erosion was the cause," she said, "wouldn't that type of structural failure produce a gradual reduction rather than a sudden cessation?"

"The geological processes are complex," he said. "A sudden structural failure is not impossible."

"But it is not what subsurface erosion usually produces."

"No," he said, quietly. "It is not."

She put the report down. "Thank you for being honest about that," she said. "I know you are constrained by the report as filed."

He looked at her. "I am constrained by the report as filed," he agreed. He said it in the tone of a man who had placed something on the table between them and was watching to see whether she would pick it up. "The preliminary conclusions were drafted before I arrived. By the regional engineering office."

She noted this in her small notebook. "Thank you, Inspector."

She stayed another few minutes, not because she had more questions but because she was thinking about something. Inspector Lorn had sat back down after his admission, looking at the map on the wall with the expression of a man who has said more than he was supposed to say and is calculating whether the amount he said was more or less than what was required. It was the expression of someone with a principled objection to lying who has found a way to tell something technically accurate without making it actionable.

"The survey team," she said. "That completed the preliminary count. They came from Queln. Who dispatched them?"

"The Concord's regional emergency protocol," he said. "When a light event triggers the emergency threshold, the regional engineering office dispatches automatically."

"So the Queln engineering office knew there was an event before the count was finished."

"They knew there had been a significant failure on the Marrec system. Yes."

"Yes," he said carefully. "The preliminary report was drafted by the regional office, as I said. On the basis of the information available at that time."

She understood what he was not saying. The regional engineering office in Queln had drafted a report on an event they had been informed about before the body count was complete. They had chosen their conclusion before the evidence was fully available. This was either very poor practice or very deliberate practice, and Inspector Lorn, who had arrived after the preliminary report was already filed, was letting her see the shape of it without handing her anything she could directly quote. She wrote in her notebook: Queln office. Preliminary conclusion. Before count complete.

"Thank you, Inspector," she said again, and this time she meant the whole of what had been said.

She found her mother's house by going there directly, which she had been avoiding. The street was one she had walked every day of her childhood, and it looked exactly as it always had except for the ice on the cobbles and the cold that had got into the stone. The front door was locked. She went round to the back, where the kitchen door could be convinced to open by lifting the handle at an angle while pushing at the top corner, and it still could.

The kitchen was cold. Everything in it was cold in the deep, bone-through way that the rest of the house was cold, and she stood inside the door while her eyes adjusted, because the kitchen window faced north and the oil lamp on the shelf above the range ran on riverglass and there was no riverglass left in it.

She found her mother's lamp on the table, which was where her mother had always kept it: a small brass instrument, old-fashioned, with a glass reservoir that was almost clear with age and a wick of the heavy braided type they had not made in twenty years. Her mother had had that lamp since before Sera was born. She had kept it filled and burning every evening and had told Sera, when she was very small, that it had been lit every night of her father's courtship and on the nights of Sera's birth and Dav's birth and her husband's death and every ordinary night between, because a lamp that was kept burning was a kind of promise.

The lamp was not empty. There was a thimble of light left in the reservoir: not enough to sustain a useful flame, but enough that when she held it up to the north window light she could see the faint luminescence in the glass. Her mother had been filling lamps until the end. She had not
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