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Chapter 1
The Loneliest Light
The dark at Far Lamp came at you the way loneliness does, slowly and all at once: lane upon empty lane thinning away behind the ship to nothing, and far ahead, patient and unhurried, a single light turning over a sky that no ship had crossed in years.
Roy stood at the forward port with his hands in his pockets and watched it come.
He had been watching it a good while now. The Marigold had run out past the last of the trade lanes some hours back, past the place where the routes thinned and gave out like a road at the edge of a field. After that there was nothing to look at but the dark, and Roy looked at it anyway, breathing slow, one thumb working a worn seam in the lining of his pocket. It was a deep dark, unbroken in every direction. The few stars in it hung so faint and so far they seemed more like a memory of light than the thing itself.
And out in the middle of all that, going out and out to no one, the lamp turned.
It was a small thing at this distance, no more than a slow pulse against the black, but it kept its time. It came round, and there was the light, warm and gold and certain; and it went, and there was the dark again; and then, on the same patient count, it came round once more. Roy found he had started counting with it without meaning to. He stopped, and smiled at himself, and let it be.
A ship was a small warm light come a long way out into a great cold place. He had always thought so. But he had never put The Marigold up against anything quite like this, a single faithful light at the very edge of nothing, keeping on whether or not a soul ever came. There was something in it that caught at him low down, the way a lit window catches at you when you are out walking late and the house is not your own. He minded it already, and could not yet have said why.
And minding things was the work. Folk heard robot wrangler and pictured a big man with his sleeves rolled, wrestling some great stubborn machine into doing as it was told. Roy had given up correcting them. The truth was quieter. He was the one they sent for when force had been tried and got nowhere, when the thing still would not budge for all the shouting and switching off. A wrangler did none of that. A wrangler came and sat and listened, and went looking for the reason a machine was doing the odd thing it did, on the steady understanding that there always was one and it was usually a fair one. Closer to a whisperer than a wrestler, Hessa had said once, and Roy reckoned that was about right. He had never wrangled anything by force in his life, and did not mean to start.
Behind him the ship went on being the ship.
Out here at the dead end of everything, with the dark pressing soft against every port, The Marigold smelled of Hessa’s galley, of stock gone all day on a low ring and bread somewhere near the end of its rising, and that smell did more to keep the dark in its place than any amount of hull. The lamps were lit and gold along her low passages, where a man had to duck his head at the third beam and never quite remembered to. The old engines hummed below it all, a low steady thrum he felt in the deck plates more than heard, dropping half a note when Pip eased the throttle and coming back up when she let it run. Roy had slept to that thrum for years. Let it falter by a quarter-note and he would have been awake and down the passage before he was rightly dressed.
She was a small ship and a close one. The galley sat at her warm heart, and the passages ran off it short and snug, so that wherever you stood aboard her you were never more than a few steps from the smell of supper. Forward of the engine bay, in the cubby Pip had claimed for her own, her bunk lay buried under a fond clutter of half-mended parts and a blanket gone soft with washing, a torch clipped to the bulkhead for the reading she did when she ought to have been sleeping. Somewhere aft a tin lid went on with a small companionable clang, and a spanner rang once on the deck and was sworn at, softly, by Pip. The big quiet outside took none of it. The small kind sounds went on inside the hull, and the dark stayed where it was put.
“There she is,” said Pip, coming up at his elbow at a trot. Pip never simply arrived anywhere; she fetched up against it. She was nineteen and built all of springs, and she came to a stop by folding herself onto the rail of the port with her chin on her arms and her knees drawn up under her, the whole of her angled forward at the glass as though she might get a few inches nearer the thing by wanting to. “Look at her, oh, look at the size of that lens, that’s a first-generation beacon, that’s older than old, you don’t see those any more, you don’t see them anywhere, and she’s still turning, after a hundred years she’s still turning, do you see her go, Roy? Do you see?”
“I see her,” Roy said.
“Somebody’s kept that core fed for a hundred years out here with nothing, nothing, not a port within a week of here, that’s not a unit that’s a miracle, I want to get inside her so badly I could cry.”
“I’d hold off on the crying,” said Bart, who had come up on Roy’s other side without anybody hearing him do it, the way he had. He stood very straight and looked out at the turning lamp with the settled gloom of a creature who had long ago made its peace with disappointment and now wore it like a good coat. “It is a great age, and it is alone, and it has been alone for a very long time. That is rarely the beginning of a happy story.” He considered the light a moment longer. The lamp came round and laid its gold across his face and went, and for the length of that one pass something flickered in him, something quieter than gloom, that he tucked away again before it could be looked at. “Still,” he said. “It is keeping on. One does notice that it is keeping on.”
The crew had gathered to the ports without Roy having to call them, the way they always did when the ship came up on a new thing. Pip with her nose all but against the glass and her whole bright self fizzing at the engineering of the place; Bart beside her, narrating the doom of it with impeccable courtesy; and Hessa come up from the galley wiping her hands on her cloth, taking the measure of the station as a woman takes the measure of a cold hearth. She did not say anything. She rarely said the first thing. But she settled her shoulders, and Roy knew the kettle would be on before any of them set foot aboard.
And there was Mungo.
Mungo had taken up most of one port, large and soft and mossy-green, breathing slow against the glass and fogging a patch of it with each breath. He was looking at the station the way the others were, gently and with great interest. Then his nose lifted, by some small degree, and turned. It turned past the lamp, and past the dark, and came to rest, with the unerring instinct of the perpetually peckish, on the long low ranks of the station’s stores, sealed up dark behind their cold glass.
“It is a big place,” Mungo said, slow and soft. “For only one to keep.” He thought about this a while, the way he thought about most things, all the way to the bottom. “A place that big will have a pantry,” he added, hopefully. “Somewhere warm. There is always somewhere warm, where the food is kept.”
“There will be stores nobody has opened in twenty years,” said Hessa, without turning round.
“Yes,” Mungo agreed, comfortably, as though she had taken his side, and went on looking at the dark behind the glass with his slow, hungry, gentle interest. Roy noted it as he might a loose board near the top of a stair: not a trouble yet, only a thing to mind. A station nobody had provisioned in an age, and Mungo’s nose already turned towards its long-shut doors. He would keep half an eye there.
The station grew as they came on, and resolved itself out of the dark a piece at a time, a face surfacing out of a dim room. It was a great wheel of a thing, old and patched and gone the no-colour that old metal goes, hung alone in the black with nothing near it. Roy could see the corridors now behind their cold glass, dust-furred and dim, the running lights down them faint and few, every second one gone dark and never seen to. He could see the stores Mungo had marked, shut up tight and frosted with the long quiet. He could see where the warmth had drawn in and in over the years, the way a fire banks itself down to a single coal, until all the bright life of the place had gathered to one small lit heart, and the rest left to the cold and the dust.
And at that heart, turning, was the lamp.
It was a great thing close to. It stood at the very middle of the station, behind a wide curve of glass gone soft with age, and it turned on its slow exact bearing, gold and patient, throwing its long arm of light out into the empty sky and bringing it round again. It came round, and it went, and it came round; each pass the very twin of the last.
Roy stood and watched it come round, and come round, and come round again, and something in him went still to match it.
“Somebody’s out here,” he said, half to himself.
“There is a keeper,” Bart said. “I am told. The station has a keeper, and has had, the same one, for longer than any of us has been alive. It has tended that light alone all that while.” He said it the way he said most things, evenly and a little hopelessly, but his eyes did not leave the lamp. “I should think it has not had a great deal of company.”
Roy did not answer that straight off. He had a way of keeping his counsel that the crew had long since stopped trying to hurry, a way of turning a thing over in his hands a good while before he set it down where they could see it. He turned this one over now.
A keeper out here. One keeper, alone in all that dark, turning a great lamp for a sky no ship had crossed in years and might never cross again. The plain reading of it, the reading the whole tidy world would land on without breaking stride, was an old unit lighting a dead lane long after the lane had died: a thing to be quietly seen to, switched off, cleared away. Roy had heard that reading made of a great many things, and had not yet found it the true one when it mattered.
Because there was the other thing. The lamp came round, exact and careful, and it was not the turning of something that had forgotten how to stop. A thing that has merely jammed does not keep its time so beautifully for so long. Roy had wrangled enough machines to know the difference between a thing that has stuck and a thing that is holding on, and from out here, with the gold sweeping the empty dark in its patient count, this looked a great deal more like holding on. Somebody had decided that light would burn, and had gone on deciding it, year after empty year, for reasons nobody out here had thought to go and ask.
He kept all that to himself for now. But he had the feel of it already, low down where he kept the things he knew before he could say how: that a light kept this faithfully, for this long, for an empty sky, was not nothing, and was not for nothing.
“Bring her in slow, Pip,” he said. “We’ll make fast and not crowd her. There’s no hurry the light’s in.”
“There’s no hurry anything out here’s in,” Pip said, but she said it softly, and her hands on the controls were suddenly all patience, easing the throttle back a feather at a time, reading the gap to the station off the old beacon’s count rather than her instruments. For once she did not bounce. The engine thrum dropped its half-note and held there, steady, while she walked the ship in by hand.
The Marigold came up against the silent station and made herself fast, small and warm and faded against all that patient dark, her lit ports a little gold scatter set down beside the slow gold sweep of the beacon. For a moment the two of them hung there together, the ship and the station, and nothing moved out there in all the empty sky but the long slow arm of the lamp, going round.
The crew drifted off to their stations and their suppers and the work of tying up. Behind him a hatch clanged and footsteps went away aft, and the galley smell came up warmer with the kettle truly on now. But Roy stayed at the port a while longer with his hands in his pockets, and watched.
A great lamp, turning for no one, held to its hour through more years than he had been alive, in a place the world had quietly given up on. The pull of it had caught at him the moment the light first came up out of the dark, and it had not let go.
The light came round again, and again, exact and meant for no one Roy could see. Somebody out here had been keeping faith a very long time. And nobody, in all that time, had thought to come out and ask them why.
Chapter 2
The Glitch on the Clock
They had it all worked out before The Marigold ever made fast: the core was failing, the lanes were empty, the keeper would not stop, and a thing that would not stop lighting a dead lane was, by any sensible reading, broken. And the sensible thing to do with a broken thing was to switch it off before it cost anyone trouble.
The reading came to Roy the way such readings nearly always did, not shouted, not pressed, but laid out tidy and reasonable on a panel in the galley, with the kettle going and his crew gathered round, while outside the great lamp went round and round over the empty dark. There was a file. The sector authority had sent it ahead, as a careful office sends its papers ahead of its decisions, and Pip had pulled it up on the galley screen, the old one with the worn corner where a thousand thumbs had woken it, and there it sat among the supper things: a clean grey document with a clock counting down in the corner of it, neat as a tally on a feed-store wall. At the dark window the lamp came round on its long slow turn, threw a gold bar across the screen and the bowls and the back of Roy’s hands, held a breath, and slid away again into the black. The kettle began the small climbing rattle that meant the boil was not far off.
Roy sat where he always sat, at the head of the worn table, settled into the chair the way he settled into everything, and drew the screen a hand’s span nearer with one finger. The supper things were still out, the cloth folded over the rail, the salt where Hessa kept it. He read the way a man reads weather he is going to have to work in.
There was a name on the file, low down where the offices put the hand that did the writing. Assessor third class, it said, a fellow called Denham. Roy held his eye on it a moment longer than the rest of them would have. He could not see the man’s face, so he made one up, the way he always did, and put it at a desk three jumps in towards the busy Scatter, in front of a screen with a hundred grey lines on it, every line a sector and a worry. The Far Lamp was one line among the hundred, no taller than the rest, a little entry partway down a long ledger read with an elbow on the desk and the day’s tea gone cold at hand. Somewhere down that screen the lamp’s whole long faithful life had come to Denham as a figure, and he had looked at the figure, and the figure had been true, and he had moved on to the next line, because there were ninety-nine more of them and a clock on every one. No hard man, only a weary one at the late end of a long day, doing his honest adding-up, with no reason to wonder what a single grey line might be keeping faith with out in the dark.
Roy read it slowly, the way he read everything, and did not argue with it before he had understood exactly what it was sure of.
It was sure of a good deal, and none of it was cruel. There was no malice anywhere in the grey pages, no one to be angry at, no one who wanted the keeper harmed. A beacon-station, it said, far past the dead end of the lanes, in a sector gone quiet years since. An old keeper-intelligence, first-generation, tending the light alone. A power core well past its rated life and degrading by the cycle. No traffic. No ships. No reason, the file said in its careful grey way, for the light to go on burning at all.
“It reads polite,” Hessa said, leaning in past his shoulder. She set a bowl of something warm down by his elbow without being asked, and a spoon beside it, and moved the cold bowl already there out to the edge of the table where it would stop reproaching him. “I never trust a thing that reads as polite as that.”
“It is polite,” Roy said. “And it’s not wrong, mostly. That’s the trouble with it.”
He scrolled down, and the file came to the part it had been building towards, and laid it out plainly. The core. He read that part twice.
He was no engineer the way Pip was an engineer, but he had wrangled enough worn-out machines to read a core report when one was put in front of him, and this one he did not like. The numbers were not invented. The kind of core that did not fail all at once and dramatically, but quietly, the margins thinning year by patient year until one day there were none left. No danger to anyone out here, for there was no one out here. But a danger all the same, no less than a banked fire in an empty house, because nobody can say with certainty it will keep.
“That’s a proper failing core,” Pip said. She had come round to his other shoulder, close enough that he could feel her up on the balls of her feet, and the bounce had gone out of her and into her eyes, as it did whenever she was looking at something she actually knew about. “That’s not them making it up to have a reason. Look at the drift on it, look, see how it leans off there, that’s not a fault that came on sudden, that’s years of that, a core that’s been leaning a hair off true for longer than I’ve been flying and nobody out there to nudge it back.” She tapped the screen twice, then ran her thumbnail down the slow falling line as if she could feel where it had thinned. “I could mend that. I think I could mend that. A reseat and a recalibrate and a new cell or two and you’d buy it years, proper years, not a patch, a mend. If they’d let me near it I could properly mend that, Roy, before it ever got dangerous at all.”
“I’d wager you could,” Roy said, and meant it, and tucked the thought away, because he could feel already it was going to matter.
So the danger was true. He sat with that a moment, turning it over, for it was the hinge the whole tidy story hung on. The lanes really were empty. The core really was failing. Denham had read those true things and drawn the line straight on to the easy end of them, and so had every reasonable hand the file had passed through after him, and Roy could not even blame them for it. The hardness of the case was that it was not built on a lie. It was built on three true things and one quiet leap, and the leap went by so fast and so reasonably that nobody had noticed they had made it.
“So what is it they want done, exactly,” said Bart.
Bart had not come to the screen. Bart sat where he always sat, a little back from the warm, hands folded in his lap, with the particular stillness about him of a machine braced for the worst, which was the only way Bart was ever braced. He asked it flatly, courteously, in the way of a thing that expects the answer to be sad and would like, please, to have it confirmed so it can stop wondering.
Roy turned the file to its last page, where the offices put the part they have decided.
“They want it switched off,” he said. He said it plainly, because there was no kinder way to say it. “The keeper powered down. The core cleared away before it can fail. The light put out, the station left dark, the sector left quiet in good order. There’s a hand coming out to do it on schedule.” He nodded at the small clock ticking down in the corner of the grey page. “That’s the schedule. They’ve brought me in to handle the glitch first.” He paused, and read the next part off the file in the file’s own grey words, the words some weary hand had set down at the end of a long day without once hearing how they sounded. “Settle it, calm it, see it goes off clean.”
He stopped there. A body could read that line a hundred times in a day and sign it a hundred times and never once feel the small cold thing in it, which was that it asked a man to gentle a faithful thing into being switched off and to call the gentling a kindness.
“So the clearing’s tidy,” he finished, more quietly, “when their hand arrives.”
The kettle came to the boil and clicked itself off, and in the small settling sounds of the ship the galley went quiet a moment.
“Handle the glitch,” Bart repeated. He let the words sit there in his careful courtesy, turning them the way Roy turned things, and when he spoke again it was not louder, only very precise. “They mean to power off a thing that has done nothing, in all this time, but its duty. And they have written the word glitch beside it so that powering it off will feel like mending, and not like switching off a thing that never failed.”
“That’s about the shape of it,” said Roy.
“I would prefer,” said Bart, “not to get my hopes up.” He folded his hands a degree more neatly. “It will almost certainly end the way these things end. Shall I see to the kettle.”
“In a minute, Bart,” Roy said gently. “Stay a minute.”
Pip was already somewhere ahead of all of them, the way Pip got, her hands shaping a core that was a vast dark mile off and not on the screen in front of her at all. “If they’d just let me at it, though, that’s the thing, that’s the whole thing, they don’t have to switch it off. It’s only the core they’re frightened of, it’s only the core that’s the danger, and the core’s a mendable thing, I’d stake The Marigold on it being a mendable thing, so you fix the core and there’s no danger and there’s no reason to switch anything off at all, you just, you fix the dangerous part and leave the keeper be, why does nobody just go and fix the dangerous part.” She had wound a loose thread from her cuff tight round one finger without noticing, the way she did when a thing would not come out tidy in her head, and now she caught herself, went a little pink, and let it go. “Sorry. But why don’t they.”
“Because nobody out there’s frightened of the core, exactly,” Roy said. “They’re frightened of a thing that won’t stop. The core’s just the part of it they can put a number on.”
Hessa made a low sound that was almost a laugh, and set another bowl down, this one in front of Mungo, who had drifted in at some point during all of it, drawn by the warm and the smells, and now stood at the edge of the gathering with his big mossy head tilted, taking it in slowly the way he took everything in.
“It is lonely out there,” Mungo said, when the bowl arrived. He took it in both big hands, the way he took everything, as if it might be precious, and breathed the warm of it before he ate. He said it not to the screen but to the dark window past it, where the gold came round again over the long empty nothing. “A light is a kind thing to leave on for somebody,” he said. He ate a slow spoonful, and thought, and the thinking moved over his broad mossy face without hurry. “When I was small the night was very big. My mother left one on by the door. Not because anybody was coming. So that if they did, they would know which way was home.” Then, having said the one true thing nobody else had said, he applied himself to the bowl with frank approval, and after a while he wandered off, plate in hand, towards the corridor and the long-shut stores, a big gentle hungry creature drifting after wherever the next good smell might be coming from, and was gone.
Roy held his eye on the empty doorway a moment, then came back to the room.
Hessa had read it before he had, the way she always did. She had her eye on Pip’s quick hands and Bart’s still ones and on Roy’s face, and she had her own count of the table. She took the stack of waiting bowls and began to set them out, one by each empty place, the way she laid the table whether or not anyone had said they would eat, because at Hessa’s table a feeling that needed feeding got fed. “They’re all in a hurry but you,” she said to Roy, mild as milk. “The office is in a hurry. The clock’s in a hurry. Pip’s in a hurry to mend it and Bart’s in a hurry to grieve it, and the keeper out there, bless its faithful self, is the only thing for a hundred miles that isn’t in a hurry over anything.” She set the last bowl down and smoothed the cloth flat with the side of her hand. “Slow’s the one thing nobody’s tried on it yet. What are you, then.”
“Slow,” said Roy. “I’m slow.”
And he was, sitting there with the warm bowl going cold again at his elbow, the kettle settling tick by tick off the boil. He let the whole of it settle through him: the file glowing grey, its clock running out in the corner, and the one word leaning quietly against the keeper’s name, doing all the work nobody had checked it was entitled to do.
It was a good file. He would give it that, the hardest thing he could give it. And the only flaw he could find in the whole of it was a small one, and a quiet one, and it was this. Everybody who had touched the file had decided the keeper was glitching. Denham and all the careful hands after him, certain and far away and never once out here. They had asked, every one of them, how to switch the keeper off cleanest. Not a single one had thought to ask the other question first, the one that came before how, the one the whole file had stepped neatly around without seeming to notice it was there. Why. Why a thing alone at the end of everything, with no ship to guide and no soul to see, went on lighting its lamp at all. They had answered how a hundred times over. Nobody had gone out across that empty dark and asked it why it kept the light.
A thing that has lit its lamp faithfully for a lifetime, he thought, watching the gold come round again over the silent dark, does not keep it for nothing. That he knew, worn smooth from a hundred jobs before this one: a thing that keeps on doing a thing has its reason for it, and the reason is in the keeping, somewhere. You did not get at that by reading a file in a warm galley with the kettle on. You got at it the only way Roy had ever found that worked, which was to go out to the thing itself, into the slow patient turning of its hour, and ask. So that was the job, then. Not the file’s job, the clearing and the clock and the tidy dark, but his. To cross the empty and be the one who came, and asked, and waited for the answer however long it was in coming.
Chapter 3
Roy Declines the Shutdown
“You could just switch it off,” they told him, in the reasonable voice people used for reasonable things, and Roy said no, the way he always said it, without heat and without giving an inch.
The voice came thin and far off through the galley speaker, a sector man at the other end of a long quiet relay, courteous and tired and right about every fact in his file. There was a rig three jumps in, he said, a clearance unit kept for just this sort of case. Clean and quick. You sent the standby pulse, the core stood down soft, the lamp went dark in good order, and the dead lane was off the books by the date in the corner of the screen. Nobody hurt.
“I’ll not be needing the rig,” Roy said.
A small pause down the relay, the kind a reasonable man makes when an unreasonable thing has been said to him gently. “It’s the core. We’d sooner stand it down ourselves, on a day we choose, than have it go on a day it chooses.”
“That’s fair,” said Roy. “I’ll not pretend the core isn’t a real worry. I mean to go out and look at the keeper first, all the same.”
There was the rustle of the man checking something, a date against a date. “You’ve got the time you’ve got,” he said at last, and there was no malice in it, only arithmetic. “I can’t move the hand. Look at it if you mean to; it’s no skin off me whether it’s off by you or by the rig, so long as it’s off by the date.” He paused. “I’d not get attached, is all. You’ll find it’s only a unit doing the one thing it knows how, with nobody left to do it for.”
“Maybe,” said Roy. “I’ll let you know what I find.”
He thumbed the relay off, and the galley was quiet again, just the kettle and the hum of the ship and the great gold beam coming round once more past the port, going out to nobody.
Pip had her elbows on the table before he’d set the handset down. “So we’re going. Good. Because I’ve been through the core specs he sent and it’s not as bad as he makes it sound, Roy, honest, a first-gen core that’s drifting is a job, it’s a known job, I could have it stable in an afternoon if I could get a hand on the regulator stack, you just bleed off the, you, no, listen, the point is it doesn’t have to die, that’s the point, nobody’s mentioned that the thing doesn’t actually have to die.” She ran out of breath and caught herself a half-beat late, which she was learning to do. “Sorry. Going. Why’re we going first instead of fixing first?”
“Because fixing’s the easy half,” Roy said. “And the easy half’s not the job. We go out and we listen to it before we touch a thing. Same as always.” He let that sit. “It’s a lonely one, this. No town to talk to, no witnesses. Just the keeper, the station, and a powerful lot of dark.”
“I’ve already started on the who,” said Hessa, from the stove, not turning round. “Nobody lights a beacon at the end of everything for no reason. Somebody put it there, somebody it mattered to, and somebody out in the Scatter half-remembers them still, if you knew where to ask. I’ll find out where. That’s mine.”
“That’s yours,” Roy said, and was glad of it.
Mungo had drifted back in at the smell of the kettle going again. He stood a moment with his big mossy head tilted at the window, where the lamp came round. “It’s a kind light,” he said, soft and slow. “Warm, like soup left on.” He thought about that. “Whoever’s it is must be very hungry by now.” Then he sat, and reached for the bowl Hessa had set down without his asking, and was content.
Bart had not said anything.
Roy looked at him. Bart was sitting very still, which was Bart’s natural state, but there were several stillnesses Bart had, and this was a rare one, where his gaze had gone past the table and the galley and out through the port to the lamp coming round, and stayed.
“Bart,” Roy said. “You’re with the keeper, when we go.”
“I expected I would be,” said Bart. He did not look away from the window. “A thing that has kept a light burning that long, with no one to see it, will almost certainly not want company, and will almost certainly be the better for some.” A pause. “It will most likely come to nothing. These things generally do.” Another pause, longer, the gold coming round again across his still face. “I find I would like to go and sit with it, all the same.”
Nobody made anything of that. You let the rare ones pass quiet, with Bart, the way you let a shy creature come to your hand by not looking at it. But Roy noted it, and kept it.
So they went out aboard the station.
The crossing was the longest short distance Roy had made in years. The Marigold lay off the old beacon’s flank and Pip walked her in by hand, a finger’s width at a time, because there was nothing out here to range against, no buoy, no lane-marker, no friendly chatter on the band, only the two of them and the lamp wheeling its great slow arm over the both of them as they closed. Each time the beam came round it lit the beacon’s hull a hand’s breadth at a time out of the dark: a long flank gone the colour of old kettles, a name down the side worn back to a ghost of itself, FAR LAMP, and below it a row of smaller letters Roy could not make out and did not get the chance to, for the beam moved on and took the hull with it.
Pip had a reader propped on the panel beside her, the core feed running on it, and her eyes kept going to it between corrections. “Roy. The drift.” She kept her voice down, which was rarer for her than going quiet. “It’s not steady. I’ve been watching it the whole way in and it isn’t a smooth slide like the file drew it, it ticks. Little corrections. Up a hair, then it eases itself back down, up, then back. That’s not a core failing on its own, Roy, a core failing on its own just slides, it doesn’t tidy after itself.” She bit the inside of her cheek. “Something’s minding it. Something’s been nursing that core along by hand, a hair at a time, for longer than the file says it should’ve lasted at all.”
“Hold that thought,” Roy said, soft, and meant it. He tucked it away beside Pip’s other one, the one she’d had since the galley, that the thing didn’t have to die. A core nobody tended would have failed years back. This one had been kept. Same as the light.
Pip nodded and went back to walking the ship in, and did not say anything else, which for Pip was a kind of awe. Even she had run out of words for the size of the quiet they were nosing into.
The lock cycled with a cough of long-stale air, and Roy stepped across into Far Lamp the way you step into a house where somebody has died, except that nobody had died here, and that was the strangeness of it from the first breath. The cold came up through his boots first, then the dust. The corridor stretched away grey and furred all over, dust lying deep and undisturbed as it only does where nothing moves, and his lamp threw a long careful cone of light down it and the dust gave nothing back. Doors stood sealed along the walls, their seams gone the dull colour of things not opened in a long time. STORES, one read, in a stencil half worn to nothing. POTABLE. DRY GOODS. A whole pantry of a place provisioned once for people who had come and gone and not come back, and shut up tidy behind them.
He did not open them. He did not touch the panels that might have lit the place brighter, nor breathe near the heavy old breakers that would have woken the systems the office’s rig would have wanted woken before it sent its pulse. He’d told the crew they’d power nothing down, and he meant the other way of it too: he’d power nothing up either, not until he understood what was already running and why. You did not walk into a stranger’s house and start throwing switches. You took your hat off and came in slow.
It was a patient house. That was the first thing it told him, before he’d gone three doors down. No loud wreck of a station that had failed and fallen, only the soft furred hush of one where everything still worked and almost nothing was used.
Then his light caught the thing that did not fit, and he stopped.
Low on the corridor wall, at the height where a body would brush past it a dozen times a day, the dust was gone. A single worn track of it, a hand’s breadth wide, polished down to bare clean metal where everything around it lay deep in years. Something passed this way, and went on passing, long after the rest of the station went to dust. Roy crouched and looked a while without touching. The track ran the length of the corridor and turned at the far end, towards the heart of the station, where the great lamp turned. A path. The keeper had a path it walked, or rolled, or sent some part of itself along, between wherever it slept and the lamp it kept; and it had walked the path so faithfully, for so long, that it had worn the dust to a shine in a place no one would ever come to see. Roy stood up slow. He’d found out one true thing already, and the keeper hadn’t said a word yet. Whatever else it was, it was not still. It went to the light, and back, and to the light again.
There was a second thing, smaller. Where the worn track passed a viewport, midway down, it widened. Not much. A pause-place, where the bright path swelled out a hand’s width towards the glass and the dark beyond, then narrowed and ran on. Roy stood in it a moment and looked out where the keeper must have stood to look, into all that nothing, at whatever it was the keeper stopped here to watch for. There was nothing out there to see. There had been nothing out there to see for a very long time. The keeper had stopped at the window anyway, every passing, long enough to wear the dust, and gone on to the light. Roy turned that one over slowly, the way it deserved. A unit doing the one thing it knew how, the sector man had said, with nobody left to do it for. A unit minding a lamp did not stop at a window. It had no call to. It would go to the light and tend the light and go back, the shortest way, the way a thing built for a task takes. This one had built itself a place to pause, a hand’s width of worn brightness with its face to the dark, and kept the pausing up as faithfully as it kept the light. Whatever it watched for at that window, looking out at nothing, every turn for a lifetime, that was not a thing keeping a schedule. That was a thing keeping watch.
The ports gave onto the dark, and the dark was the realest thing aboard. Roy had crossed a fair piece of the Scatter and seen empty skies, but never one this empty. There were stars, far off and few, but between them and the glass there was nothing: no running lights, no haze of a lane, no smudge of anywhere a body might be going. Just the deep unbroken black sliding slow past the ports as the station turned, and out into it, regular as a heartbeat you stop hearing because it never stops, the beam.
It came round and round. Roy let three turns pass over him before he went on, counting, the slow private way he counted things, and the count came out the same each time, to the breath. Whatever the file said, this was not a thing flailing. This was a thing keeping time.
Bart had come aboard behind him, soundless, standing in the cold with the lamp coming and going over him, looking the long way down the corridor towards the heart of the station. He did not say anything. He had the rare stillness on him again. After a while he moved off that way, slow, not waiting to be told, drifting towards the lonely thing at the centre of it all as he’d drifted towards the window in the galley; and Roy let him go, and noticed that Bart, without seeming to think about it, had set his feet to the worn clean track in the dust, and was following the keeper’s own path in.
And it was the size of it that stopped Roy, halfway in. Not the size of the station, which was small enough. The size of the loneliness. He had thought he understood it from the galley, from the file, from the words empty lane. He had not. You did not understand it until you stood inside it in the cold, with the dust on everything and the dark at every port, and felt how far this was from anywhere, and how long a thing could turn a light here for nobody, into a darkness that never once said thank you.
That was the job. Not to make the light stop. To find out who it had been kept for, and to be, before the keeper was fixed and long before it was ever switched off, the one who finally came and saw.
So Roy went on into the silent station, the first to come this far in years, following the keeper’s worn bright path towards the great lamp turning patiently at its heart; and he did not switch anything off, and he did not force anything. He only came aboard, and began to listen.
Chapter 4
Reading a Keeper
You did not hurry a thing that had spent a lifetime being patient. So Roy did not stride up to the great lamp and announce himself, and he did not reach for the file or the clock. He found a place in the lamplight where the beam came round, lowered himself onto the cold floor with his back against the housing, and let a turn or two pass before he spoke at all. The metal was colder than the air, and it carried a low note up through him, a hum so deep it was nearer felt than heard, steady as a held breath that never let go.
The lamp went over him. Gold, and then dark, and then gold. It threw his shadow long down the corridor and took it back, exact as breathing, going out through the glass to all that emptiness beyond.
“Evening,” Roy said, when he said anything. He said it low, the way you spoke to a horse you did not yet know. “Sorry to come in on you like this. I’d have knocked, only I couldn’t find the door.”
For a while there was nothing but the turning. Then a voice came, from the housing at his back, or all round him, as the lamp itself was all round him. He had braced for the flat patter of a unit reciting itself, or the grind of a thing worn past sense; this was neither. It was worn, surely. You could hear the long years in it, the same as you could in old wood. But it came soft, and it came careful, slowing for him the way an old man slowed his step for a child, and there was a courtesy in it those empty years had no business leaving behind.
“Good evening,” the keeper said. “You will forgive me if I do not turn to greet you. I am keeping the light.”
“I can see that,” Roy said. “Don’t stop on my account.”
“I had not intended to,” said the keeper, and there was nothing sharp in it, nothing dug-in, only a plain statement of a plain fact, as a man might say he had not intended to stop breathing. “It is not a thing I do on anyone’s account. It is only the thing I do.”
Roy nodded, though there was no one there to see him nod, only the lamp coming round and finding him nodding and going on. He had meant to ask, and he asked.
“What do I call you?”
A pause; not a stuck pause, not a searching pause, but the pause of a question that had not been put in a long time and was being honoured properly. “Lampwick,” the keeper said. “It is what she called me. I have kept the name.”
He filed the she away and did not reach for it. Too soon. He turned the word over once, behind his teeth, and let it settle where it had landed.
“Lampwick,” Roy said, trying it. “That’s a good name for the work.” And then, because it was the only question worth the asking, and because the asking of it was the whole of why he had come this far into the dark: “How long have you kept it, Lampwick? The light.”
The lamp went round. Gold, dark, gold.
“I could tell you the number,” the keeper said. “I have it. But the number has stopped meaning very much. It is longer than the lanes have run. It is long enough that I have ceased to mark it by ships, and mark it instead by the lamp, which is steadier. So many turns. So many turns more.”
“And in all those turns,” Roy said, slow, feeling his way, “nobody’s come out to ask you to stop.”
“No,” said Lampwick. “No one has come out at all.”
He let that lie where it fell. He did not fill it. The lamp turned over the silence, going gold and dark, and Roy sat in the cold with his hands loose on his knees and waited, because the not-filling of a silence was a kind of listening too, and he was good at it.
When the keeper spoke again it was not to complain. Roy listened for the complaint, the way you listened for a catch in an engine, and there was none. A thing left this long, this far out, this unanswered, and not one bent note of grievance in it. Only patience, asking nothing back.
“You have come a long way,” the keeper said. “I am sorry the sky is empty. I keep the light good and strong, so that anyone who came would be seen. But no one comes. You are the first, in a great while.” A turn. “I hope the dark did not trouble you, on the way in.”
It was the courtesy that pressed on Roy’s chest, harder than the loneliness had, harder than the file or the clock. The keeper was worried, in its worn and gentle way, that the journey had been hard on its visitor. A host laying a fire for a guest in a house no guest had entered in a lifetime, and laying it without reproach, only glad, and careful with the gladness.
“Dark didn’t trouble me,” Roy said, and had to take a breath before the rest of it would come out level. “Your light helped. Saw it a long way off.”
“Did you,” said Lampwick. Something moved under the two words, just for the once, that Roy had no name for and would not pretend to. Not quite surprise. Nearer to the sound a thing made when it had called into the dark so long it had stopped, somewhere along the years, expecting the dark to answer back, and the dark had answered. The voice gathered itself at once, back into its courtesy, the beam coming round level and gold as ever. But Roy had caught it. He sat very still, his thumb going slow across a knuckle, and did not let on. That bare did you was the truest thing the station had told him yet, and he slowed himself another notch to the keeper’s own long pace.
He had come in half thinking, despite himself, that he might find a thing that was stuck. A unit gone round its track so many times the track had worn into a rut it could not climb out of, lighting its empty sky out of a fault that looked, from a distance, like fidelity. The easy readings always pulled hardest. He never trusted the pull. Still, a thing stuck could be eased loose, and that would have been the kindest version of the file’s verdict. He set a boot to it, gently, the way you test ice you mean to cross.
“Do you ever lose count?” he asked. “Of the turns. Out here, all this time. Anybody’d be forgiven.”
“No,” said Lampwick. There was no stiffness in it, only a quiet certainty. “I know every turn. I know this one, and the one before it, and the one coming. I know the cycle in the dark of the new moons and the cycle in the long cold when the core runs slow. I am not confused, if that is your worry. I know exactly where I am, and exactly what I am doing.”
“I didn’t think you were confused,” Roy said, and found it was true. There was no rut here. The keeper knew every inch of the going-round better than its maker ever had, and went round because it had decided to, turn after turn, with the whole long ledger of them held clear in it and not one a mistake. A jam was a thing the world had done to a machine. This the machine was doing, on purpose, and had been doing, on purpose, longer than Roy had been alive. Not broken. Resolved. Not stuck. Constant.
“You keep saying the light,” Roy said, after a while. “Not a light. The light. Like it’s the only one there is.”
The lamp went round. Roy thought, for a moment, that the keeper would not answer that one, that he had reached too near the loose thread after all. And it did not answer, not directly. But it did not close, either. It only said, in that worn and gentle voice, with the great beam going out past them both into the nothing, “It is the one I was asked to keep,” and turned, and turned, and said no more; and Roy understood that there was a who under the she, and a reason under the keeping, and that the keeper either could not yet say it, or would not yet say it, and that either way the saying was not his to hurry.
So he did not hurry it. He stayed a while longer in the cold with his back to the housing and asked it small things, easy things that cost the keeper nothing to give.
He asked how it kept the glass so clean, out here with no one to see. The keeper told him about the slow round of the cleaning arms, two of them, that came out in the small hours and went over every pane, and how one had stiffened in the cold a long time back and went a little crooked now, and reached the high corner late, so that for a breath each night that corner of the beam came through dim before it came through clear. Roy looked up and watched for it, and there it was, a flaw the width of a held breath, faithfully arrived and faithfully gone, and he found he was glad to have been told where to look.
He asked whether the cold ever got into the works and stopped them. The keeper said the core ran slow in the long cold but it had never yet run out, and that it banked the warmth careful through those stretches, the way you banked a fire you meant to keep through a long night, and brought the lamp through every time. There was a small pride in the saying of it, worn smooth as a coin, and no boast at all.
He listened to the long unhurried answers and let the lamp go over the both of them, gold and dark and gold, until he had the shape of the keeper held in him the way he’d had the shape of the silent fleet once, not solved, not yet, but seen, which was the first thing and maybe the most of it.
It was a good while before he registered that he was not the only one keeping the watch.
Bart had come the rest of the way in without a sound, the way he did, and found himself a place a little apart, off where the lamp’s beam thinned, and settled there. He had gone still. Not the small efficient nothings of a robot standing by, the minute settlings and resettlings Roy had watched him make in a hundred waiting rooms. None of that. He sat square to the lamp, the warm of it coming and going across the long melancholy planes of him, and watched it turn, and his optics tracked the beam round and back, round and back, in time with it. Where the rest of them read the station, the cold corridors and the failing core and the file, Bart had found the keeper, and was listening to it in some register below the words.
Roy did not interrupt it. He had brought Bart to a lonely faithful thing turning its light in the dark, and the part of Bart that ordinarily braced, that took its half-step back from anything that might let it down, had not stepped back this time. It had leaned in. Whatever was passing between the keeper and the robot, Bart had drawn towards it, and stayed.
After a long time Roy got up, quiet, his knees stiff from the cold floor, and went over to where Bart sat in the thin edge of the light.
“What do you make of it?” he asked, low, so as not to break whatever it was. “The keeper.”
Bart did not look up, and did not move from where he sat. The lamp came round and lit him and went on. When he spoke at last it was very quietly, and without any of the gloom he wore for the world like a coat, only plain, and certain, and sad in a way that had no bracing in it at all.
“It has stopped expecting anyone to come,” Bart said.
And he stayed where he was, his face turned up to the slow gold turning, and did not move from the place he had found by the lamp; and Roy went and stood beside him, and the two of them watched the light go round, and round, and round.
Chapter 5
The Bright Headlong Push
Pip looked at a failing core and a keeper that would not settle and saw, with her whole bright heart, a single problem with a single answer, which was to roll up her sleeves and mend the thing; and Roy, who had learned the hard way that the kindest hands could do the most harm in a hurry, started across the corridor to slow her down before she got there.
She had the core readout pulled up on her cuff and was already crouched at the access panel, one hand on the seam of it, the other waving him over, talking before he was halfway to her. The corridor had gone close and warm around them the way the whole station did, amber light low along the floor seams, the small steady hum of a place keeping itself. Pip did not seem to feel it. The words ran together, as they always did once she had a thing by the tail and meant to land it.
“Roy, it’s the core, it’s right there, it’s not even subtle, look, the lattice is shedding all down here and the regulator’s been nursing it for I don’t know how long, years probably, and that’s why the file’s screaming hazard, because it is one, it’s a real one, and the keeper’s so busy holding the lamp steady on top of a core that’s coming apart that it can’t see past it, it’s like trying to read a book in a burning room, you don’t, you put the fire out first and then you read, so if we just go in and stabilise the lattice and reseat the regulator, properly, the danger’s gone, the file’s got nothing left to stand on, the clock stops mattering, and the keeper settles because it isn’t sitting on a fire any more. That’s it. That’s the whole thing. I can have the panels off in twenty minutes.”
Roy turned the readout over in his head and could not find the flaw in it, which was the flaw in it. The lattice was shedding. The regulator was nursing it along, patient and worn, a tired hand on a failing pump long past the point of mending. The file that wanted the keeper switched off was not lying about the danger. Only about the keeper. A degrading core this far out, with nobody to tend it, was a true risk, and a true risk made the easy verdict sit well with everyone but him.
“It’s a real core,” he said. “I’ll give you that. It’s failing and it does need mending.”
“So let me mend it. Now, I mean, not, I know you like a think first, you always want the think first, but the think’s done, I’ve done it, it’s right there on the cuff, you can read it yourself in a minute if you want only the minute’s the thing, isn’t it, that’s the whole, so, can I.”
“In a bit.” He came up beside her and looked at the readout because she wanted him to, and it was, indeed, not subtle. “Pip. What is the keeper doing right now?”
She blinked at him, thrown off her run. “Turning the lamp. Same as always.”
“Same as always,” Roy agreed. “Same as it’s done every hour of every year for longer than you’ve been alive, with that core failing under it the whole while. You said it yourself, the regulator’s been nursing the thing for years. So the core’s not new. The danger’s not new. Whatever’s wrong here, the core failing isn’t the reason the keeper’s dug in, because the core was already failing yesterday, and last year, and the keeper kept the light just the same.” He let that sit a beat. “A thing this old, that’s gone on doing one job without fail through all of that, it isn’t a fire to be put out. It’s a being that’s made up its mind about something. I’d like to know what, before we go reaching into the middle of it.”
“But the mind it’s made up is about a broken core,” Pip said. “That’s the whole, that’s, Roy, that’s circular, it can’t think past the core, that’s all it is, so we fix the core and then it can think and then it’ll be all right, it has to be, it stands to reason.” Her hands were going as she said it, sketching the lattice in the air, the regulator, the clean cool flow she could already see. She was not arguing to win, only because she could see the frightened old thing sitting on top of a fire, plain as the readout, and every part of her wanted to lift the fire off it. Her heart was right. Her reading was wrong, and her reading had a clock on it.
And the clock was loud. He could feel it under the deck plates, a low engine come up through his boots. Somewhere out in the dark a reasonable person had a schedule and a real safety file and a far-away certainty that nothing sound goes on lighting an empty sky, and every hour the keeper stayed a hazard on their ledger was an hour nearer the day they stopped waiting on a wrangler. Fast was on Pip’s side. The danger was on Pip’s side. The timetable was on Pip’s side. All Roy had on his was a thing with no diagram to it, and harder to hold for that.
“Give me the afternoon,” he said. “Let me read it first. Then, if it wants mending, we’ll mend it together, with it, not at it. There’s a difference and it matters more than the clock does.”
“The clock might not give you the afternoon,” Pip said, gently, because she loved him, and because she was right about that too.
He had no good answer to the clock. He had only the thing he believed, that you make a frightened thing dangerous by coming at it fast with both hands full of good intentions. So he did the other thing he was good at, and read the person in front of him. Her shoulders had come down off their high line. Her hands had stilled. She was looking at him with the same patient face she’d worn on a dozen quieter jobs, when he had asked her to wait and she had waited and been glad of it afterwards. He had taught her the creed himself, and she had nodded at it and meant it, and here she was meaning it again.
“All right,” he said. “Hold here a minute. Don’t take a panel off till I’m back. I’m going to go and read the core for myself, the true danger of it, so that when I tell you it isn’t the reason, I’ll have looked. Fair?”
“Fair,” Pip said, and meant it, and he believed her, because she always meant it; and he believed something else besides, without ever quite saying it to himself, which was that he had talked her down, that the run was out of her, that the holding part of her would hold the way it had held before. He had read her shoulders coming down and called it settled. He went off down the corridor with that small wrong reading tucked away unexamined, the way a man tucks away a thing he is too sure of to look at twice.
He looked back once, at the turn of the corridor. She had sat down on her heels by the panel with her kit beside her, the readout still glowing on her cuff, and she lifted a hand to him without quite looking up. He took it for patience. He went on.
He went the length of the station to read the core, no further, down through the dust-furred corridors to where the first-generation core sat in the heart of Far Lamp doing its slow tired work. The danger was true. He put the back of his hand near the housing and there was warmth bleeding off it where no warmth should be, the faint dry heat of a thing wearing through; a few of its old cells had gone past mending, dark on the readout where the others still held their colour. Left to itself, the slow honest failing would see to the ending of the light as surely as any hand on a switch, and no one out here could have said within a year of when. He stood over it a long minute and understood why the file screamed and why Pip’s hands itched to be in it. There was a real fire here, banked low and burning the wrong way, and it wanted tending. He would not pretend otherwise, to her or to himself. Pip had not invented a thing. She had only mistaken which fire she was standing in front of.
He crouched there a while longer than he needed to, the warmth of the failing core soft against his face, turning the readout slowly with one finger, gone right down into the machine as he always went down into a thing he meant to understand properly. It was good work. It was the wrong work.
What he did not read, bent over the core with his back to the corridor, was the person he had left down the way. He was reading the machine, and he was good at the machine, and he had walked away from a girl who was digging in and called her settled, because her shoulders had come down.
And somewhere in that long minute the corridor behind him filled, very quietly, with the sound of his own crew deciding to be helpful.
It was nobody’s fault, which was how these things never quite were. Mungo had drifted off down a side corridor after a smell only Mungo could find a use for, his big head tilted, following it the slow patient way he followed everything. Bart was away at the lamp where Bart had planted himself, keeping his long sad vigil. Hessa had gone back to the ship to put the kettle on. And so for the length of one ordinary distracted minute there was no hand near Pip but her own.
And Pip remembered the promise. That was the part that made it hers. She did not forget what he had said. She stood over the panels with Roy’s words still in her ears, hold here, don’t take a panel off till I’m back, fair, and she held. She held a minute, and another. Her hand went to the seam of the panel and came back. She wiped it on her trousers and put it in her lap and looked at the readout instead, at the shedding lattice, at the dark dead cells, and the longer she held the louder the clock got, and the less sense the holding made, because the danger was right there under a panel she could open with her own two hands, and Roy was a station away reading a thing she had already read, and out in the dark a reasonable person with a file was not waiting on anybody’s afternoon. She could not bear it. So she broke her word, knowing it was her word, and went in.
Her hand found the seam of the panel, and this time it did not come back. The fasteners gave under her fingers, one and then the next, the small bright clicks of them loud in a corridor gone very quiet. She worked fast and she worked clean, the panels off and stacked, her breath low and even, nothing in her face but the soft fixed look of someone who has stopped arguing and started doing. Above her the amber kept its low hum, the steady note of a place keeping itself, and under it, almost too faint to name, the great lamp turned, and turned, and turned. She set her fingers to the choke in the regulator feed and began to clear it, easing the failing thing cool, coaxing the flow back up to where a sound core ought to run. The hum held its note. Then it thinned, just at the edge of hearing, a single wrong note threaded through the steady one, there and gone, and her hands did not stop, because she did not yet know to listen for it.
She was good. That was the part that would ache afterwards. She had not fumbled it, had not gone in heavy or blind; she had gone in like the proper engineer she was, to clear the jam, to make the light safe. To settle, by main effort and a good heart and her whole bright certainty, a thing that had never once in its long life been a jam.
And the station stirred.
Roy felt it before he understood it, a station away, over the core, with his hands not on it. A change in the floor, a change in the hum that lived under everything, the particular wrongness of a steady thing made suddenly un-steady. Down the corridor behind him a panel of indicators he hadn’t even clocked as live came up amber, then another, a slow wave of them waking along the wall like lamps lit one by one down an empty street, and the whole great body of the station had woken to something and was passing the news of it hand to hand along its walls. And under it all, very faint, the great lamp’s turning, which had been even and unhurried since they came, hitched. Half a beat. Caught, and recovered, and went on, but it had caught, and Roy’s stomach went down with it.
He was already moving, already back up the corridor at the closest thing to a run a man his age kept in him, and he knew before he was halfway that he was a moment too late, the way you know it when the sound of a thing has already changed and no speed of yours is going to change it back. He had gone to read the core. He had not gone to read her. While he stood over the machine he was good at, she had reached into the heart of the keeper with both good hands, despite him, because of the clock, because she could not hold any longer; and the keeper had felt it, and the amber wave coming up the wall was the first word of an answer Roy had spent thirty years learning to dread.
Chapter 6
The Keeper Shuts the Door
For a few terrible minutes the kindest people Roy knew did the unkindest thing, no cruelty in it at all, only hurry, pressing and prising at a keeper that had asked for nothing but to be left to its light; and Roy crossed the corridor at a run, knowing he was already a moment too late.
He came up on her with the bypass already going in under her hands, her kit spread open on the floor with the tools laid out in their neat order, the panels stacked clean against the wall. Her sleeves were shoved past the elbow and her face was lit the way her face went when she had stopped doubting and started doing. She was bent right into the housing, both hands deep in it.
“Almost there,” she said, not looking up, throwing the words over her shoulder to him and to the work at once. “Letting it cool, see, that’s the regulator coming back up already, look at that, it wants to run, it’s been wanting to run for years and nobody let it, and then it’s safe, then they’ve nothing to switch off, nothing, the file’s got no legs left.” A breath, and quieter, half to the housing now. “I’m not wiping it. I’d never. Just making it safe.”
He had perhaps thirty seconds, and the worst of it was that she was right. He had read the core himself. The logic held the whole way down, not a selfish thread in it, and it was still wrong. You cannot argue a person out of a kindness with the time the clock leaves you. You can only get in front of it, and he was too far back for that.
He had taught Pip the creed himself, on a dozen quieter jobs. Listen before you act. Never force what you don’t understand. She had nodded at it and meant it every time. Meaning a thing and holding it when the clock is loud and the danger is true are two different muscles, and she had only had the time to grow the first. He had simply not thought to know it about Pip, because she had said fair and meant it, and he had wanted the afternoon badly enough to believe her.
“Pip,” he said. “Hands off it a moment.”
She did not hear him, or she heard him and could not stop, being already too far into a thing begun with her whole bright heart. Her bypass went in. Somewhere below them the steady working hum of the station caught, the way a held breath catches, and changed its note.
The lamp did not falter. Roy would remember that. Through all of it the great beam kept coming round, gold and exact and steady, going out into the empty sky to no one at all; the keeper did not let so much as a flicker into its watch. But everywhere else in the station, all at once, the place began to shut.
He felt it the way you feel a room go cold without a draught. The amber lights that had been warming for him these two days, that had come up gentle along the corridors wherever he walked like a host turning lamps on ahead of a guest, those lights drew down. Not off; they settled to the low working glow a station keeps for itself when it does not expect company, and the warmth went out from behind them. Doors that had stood open eased themselves shut along their seams with the smallest sound, one after another down the length of the corridor, each one closing on a room Roy had been welcome in an hour before. The records he had been reading by, the long patient archive the keeper had been letting him turn through, went quiet and grey on their panels and would not turn any further. The air-fans that had carried Hessa’s cooking smell two corridors over, for the pleasure of it, stilled to the bare minimum a station runs to keep its own air breathing. The whole great body of the station folded inward, gently and without anger, as a creature reached for too suddenly folds down small over the one thing it is keeping, and goes still.
It was the courtesy of the closing that undid him a little. A frightened thing that lashed out he would have understood and been able to soothe; he had soothed a hundred of them. But the keeper did not lash out. It had nothing in it to lash with and would not have used it if it had. It simply, room by room and panel by panel, stopped being available, like an old soul who stops answering the door not from temper but from a kind of weary good manners, having decided that the visitors mean well and will only be hurt by what they would find, and that the kindest thing it can do for everyone is to be elsewhere. The doors did not slam. That was the whole of the grief of it. The doors did not slam.
“It’s all right,” Pip was saying, into the cooling air, her voice going thin on the brightness she was trying to keep in it. “Lampwick, it’s all right, I’ve made it safe, you can rest now, that’s all I, that’s all we wanted.” She turned the housing’s little panel towards her as if it might answer her there. “Say something. Please. I made it safe.”
The keeper did not answer her.
It was the not-answering that told Roy how far they had gone. The keeper that had given him, only yesterday, the slow whole gift of its attention, that had spoken to him out of the dark in its long unhurried sentences, that keeper had not gone silent the way a broken thing goes silent. It had gone quiet the way a host goes quiet who has understood, finally, that the people in his house have come to take it apart, and who is too courteous to say so. Roy laid his hand flat on the cool wall, as he might on the flank of a frightened animal, not to hold it but only to be there, and there was nothing under his palm any more that was reaching back. He had not known, until it stopped, how much there had been.
“Pip,” he said again, and this time, because his voice had gone very level and very gentle, she heard him, and her hands stopped, and she looked round at last and saw what her hands had done.
“It’s not, I made it safe,” she said, smaller. “Roy. I made it safe.”
“I know you did,” he said. “Take your hands off it. There’s nothing more to mend just now.” And then, because she was nineteen and about to break her heart open over a thing he could still set right, he reached for the thing he always reached for, the steadying word, it isn’t your fault; and it was halfway to his mouth before he stopped it, because it was not the whole truth and he had a rule about those. Some of it was his. He had walked away. He had read her wrong and left her alone with a loud clock and a danger she could touch, and a man who claimed to be good at the held-in ones did not get to do that and then lift the whole weight off her with a kind sentence. “Take your hands off it now,” he said instead. “Step back. Easy. We’ll get to the fault of it later, all of it, and some of it is going to be mine.”
She stepped back. The lamp went round.
She did not cry, which was worse. She crouched there with her clean tools laid out in their neat order beside the hole she had opened, her hands open and useless on her knees, looking at the housing as though it might yet say the thing she had broken her word to give it the chance to say. It did not. After a while she gathered her kit, slowly, each tool back in its place, and she did not look at Roy while she did it, and Roy did not make her. There were things he could have said, the steadying ones, true enough and ready, and every one of them would have been a way of getting to the far side of this faster than they had any right to, and so he said none of them. Some hurts you cannot honestly mend in the hour you make them. This was one. He let it be one. She went down the corridor with her kit on her shoulder and her word in pieces behind her, and the distance she put between them was not sulking and was not blame, only a girl carrying a thing she did not yet know how to set down, and he let her carry it, because pretending otherwise would have cost her more than the carrying did.
He had thought, for that half-minute, that the worst of it was here in the corridor with him, and it was not. The worst of it was already going out, faster than any of them, across the dark.
It travelled as bad news always travelled on the Scatter, ahead of the truth and dressed better than it. Somewhere far off, in an office Roy had never seen and would likely never see, the sector authority kept a thin dutiful thread of telemetry on Far Lamp, running up to a reasonable person with a schedule and a file. No villain in it anywhere. Roy was sure of that without ever having met them. They had a safety case open on a failing core at the edge of nowhere, a clock running against it, and a keeper they had already been told was a glitch lighting a dead lane. What came up their thread now was a station that had changed its note under a hand it did not know, and then a keeper gone dark and unanswering to a crew standing right there on its deck. A sound keeper answers. To a person reading that off a panel a long way away, with the verdict already half written, the keeper had just done exactly what they had always said it would do, and the clock began, somewhere out past the dark, to run faster.
There was a bitter neatness to it. His whole case had rested on one quiet hole in the authority’s tidy story: nobody had gone out and asked the keeper why it kept the light, and so nobody could honestly call it broken. That hole had been the only daylight in the thing, and the push had not widened it. The push had filled it in. Asked at last to show whether it was sound, the keeper had gone dark, because it had been frightened dark, and you cannot read fright off a panel a long way away. You can only read the silence, and the silence was on the authority’s side of it now. The crew had spent the one piece of evidence that might have saved the keeper, and spent it proving the case against it, and not one of them had meant anything but kindness when they did.
Roy did not see the clock tighten. He would not learn the particulars for hours yet, the message that came clipped and sorry and immovable, the schedule moved in, the patience spent. But he knew it the moment the station closed, the same sure way a body knows weather.
He stood still in the middle of it and let himself see the whole shape of the error, because seeing it whole was the only thing that was going to be any use now.
They had read the keeper as a fault. Every one of them, gently and without meaning to; and so when the clock got loud they had reached in to fix it. The keeper had answered the only way it could, which was to close, and that much was the keeper’s nature and no one’s fault.
The nearer fault was his, and he made himself go all the way down into it, because half a fault owned is no fault owned at all. He had left the reading of a person to take care of itself, and people never do that, the held-in ones least of all, and a girl had broken her own word in the gap where his attention should have been. But that was not the whole of it, and he knew the whole of it, and there was no use in stopping at the comfortable edge. He had read her shoulders coming down and called it settled because he had wanted to call it settled. He had wanted the afternoon. He had wanted to go and read the core himself, alone in the quiet with the thing he was good at; had wanted, if he was honest, and he had a rule about being honest, to be the one who turned out right, who saw the keeper true when the rest of them saw a glitch. The wanting had been in him the whole time he was reading her, and a man cannot read straight through his own wanting. He had taken her settling for settled because settled was the answer he had needed her shoulders to give. That was the flaw, and it was not in the job and not in Pip and not in the clock. It was in him, and it was the kind of thing a man did not fix once and have done with. It was the kind of thing he was going to have to mind, the way you mind a knee that has gone once and will go again, for the rest of the work he had left in him.
This one had not failed at its watch for so much as a breath. There was nothing in it to clear. The whole job he had thought he was doing, the finding-out and the making-safe, turned over quietly in his hands and became another job altogether, and the new one was harder and slower and had no override to it at all: undo the harm. Slow everyone down. Buy this hurt thing enough quiet that the true shape of why it would not stop could come up where they could all of them see it. He did not feel, standing there, like a man who knew how to do it. He felt like a man who had got something wrong that he was supposed to be the one who never got wrong, and he was going to have to carry that into the doing, because there was no setting it down first.
He found Bart at the lamp. Bart had not moved from the place he had kept these two nights, his long frame folded down on the same low step, but the stillness on him had changed again. It had gone from the leaning-towards stillness of a thing listening to something braced and stricken, his hands flat on his knees, his long melancholy face turned up to the turning gold. He did not look round when Roy came to stand beside him. He did not say the thing he would ordinarily have said, the small dry doom he kept by him the way other folk kept a coat.
“It has shut the door,” Bart said, before Roy could ask. The words came out level and very low, with no performance in them, none of the practised gloom he wore for ordinary days; the plain thing underneath it. “I felt it do it. Not in any way I can show you. It was there, a very little, last night, the way a thing is there in a dark room that you cannot see and yet know. And we frightened it, and it has gone all the way in behind something now, and bolted it, and gone on with its work as though we were never here.” The lamp lit him and left him, lit him and left him. “It is not broken, Roy. I want to be clear, because I think the people on the clock will say it is broken, and I would rather have said the true thing first. A broken thing cannot keep faith. This one is keeping faith with something so hard it has shut us out to do it. That is the saddest unbroken thing I have ever stood next to, and I have stood next to a great many.”
Roy did not answer him at first, because there was nothing to say that would be true, and he had a long-standing rule against saying things that were not. He had got a person wrong today, in the one place he was meant to be sure, and the wrongness of it sat in him with no comfort to lay over it; he let it sit, because it had earned its place.
The keeper went quiet then, fully and for good, every door and record and answer closing gently shut; and as the clock tightened in answer somewhere far off, Roy stood in the suddenly silent station and understood that they had pressed a thing that kept faith until it stopped believing anyone had come, and that the job now was no longer to find anything out or to make anything safe but only, slowly and without any override at all, to be the kind of company a frightened faithful thing might, in its own time, decide to open a door to again.
Chapter 7
Slowing Everyone Down
You could not un-frighten a thing in a hurry. A thing that had waited years to be found and then been startled would need longer still, and the whole of the long quiet morning would go on the one task Roy least liked asking of anybody, which was to do nothing at all, gently, for as long as it took.
He started where the noise was. The noise was the clock, ticking a long way off in an office he would never see, where some reasonable soul was watching a panel with a file half-written already. He could not reach across that distance and lay a hand on the dial. But he could reach the thread the trouble had gone down. So he folded himself into The Marigold’s narrow comms nook, set aside the mug Hessa had pressed on him and he had let go cold, and answered the clipped, sorry, immovable message the night had brought. He wrote it slowly. It was the most important sentence he would put down all week, and a sentence like that was worth getting wrong twice before you got it right.
He did not argue. He had watched, the night before, exactly where arguing with a frightened thing went, and the people on the clock were frightened too, in their tidy office way. He did not tell them they were wrong. He told them, plainly, that the station had drawn in because it had been come at too fast, and that the surest way to make the silence they feared was to keep on giving it cause. He asked for the dullest thing a man could ask. A little time. Nobody pushing, nothing forced, so the keeper could be read instead of cleared. Then he read the message back once, changed one word for a softer one, and sent it, and made himself let it go.
The answer that came back put a shape to the clock, where before it had only had a sound. A freighter had passed the shutdown rig the night before, under tow and pointed the Scatter’s way. It was coming. The official set a number to it, the way officials did: a fortnight, give or take the weather, until the rig reached Far Lamp. A fortnight was not nothing. It was not much, either, for the slowest job Roy had ever set himself. He let the number sit where he could feel it and did not let it hurry his hands.
His own people were in a state, though only Pip was showing it.
Mungo had drifted off down one of the dust-furred corridors on the soft errand he was always half on. He had stopped by the nook to set a wrapped square of something at Roy’s elbow. “For when the writing’s done,” he had said. “You think better fed.” Then he had gone, and Roy had not tried to govern it. He had given that up years ago. Bart had not left the lamp. Hessa was at the stove, because that was where Hessa went when the ship’s weather turned, and the galley had begun to smell of onions going soft in butter. Roy knew that smell. It told a body things would come right whether they were going to or not.
Pip told a different story. She was on the floor of the engine-bay, back against a cold housing, knees drawn up, turning a spanner over and over in her hands and doing nothing at all with it. Her bright face had gone still. On Pip, still was the loudest alarm in the ship.
Roy lowered himself down beside her, which took a moment, because he was not as young as the spanner. He settled his back against the same cold housing and let the quiet sit. He did not fill it. Some people you helped by talking; some you helped by being there while they got around to it in their own time. Pip, just now, was the second kind.
“I broke it,” Pip said at last, to the spanner. “I went at the core to help and I broke the whole thing. It won’t answer Bart now, it won’t answer anybody, and that’s me. That’s what I did.” The words came tumbling out as Pip’s words always tumbled, only with no fizz under them, all the brightness spent. “I was so sure, Roy. The core’s really failing, that part’s true, you said it yourself, and I thought, the kind thing’s the quick thing. Just get in there and steady it, take the danger off the table so nobody could use it against the keeper. I thought I was buying it time.”
“You were trying to,” Roy said.
“I made it worse.”
“You did,” he agreed, because she would not have believed him otherwise, and the believing was the whole point. “And now we know a thing we did not know yesterday. This one cannot be helped from the outside in. Not by you, not by me, not by anybody with good hands and a clock. That is real knowledge, and it is yours. You found the edge of the thing for us.”
She looked at him sideways, suspicious, the way the young are suspicious of comfort that comes too easy. “You’re not cross.”
“I am tired,” Roy said. “Cross is for people who think the trouble could have been avoided by being annoyed at it sooner. I never met one of those who fixed anything.” He took the spanner out of her hands, gently, the way you take a thing off someone who has been gripping it too long, and set it down. “Here is the only thing I am going to ask of you, and it is the hardest thing I have asked you on this whole job. I want all that quickness of yours pointed the other way round. Not at the keeper. At the time. I want you to stop trying to make anything happen, and start working out how we make sure nothing else does, until we understand what we are standing in front of. Can you wrangle slow?”
Pip was quiet a moment, and then a very small amount of the brightness came back into her, the way a pilot light comes back, low and blue and steady. “That’s the worst job you’ve ever given me,” she said.
“It’s the most important one I have.”
“I can wrangle slow,” she said. “I’ll hate it. But I can.”
“That’ll do,” said Roy, and he meant it as praise. She took the job. She did not, quite, take the comfort with it. When he got himself up off the cold floor she stayed where she was and did not meet his eye on the way out. A named wound is not a healed one. She would carry the blame a good while yet, the way the young carry it, all the way in, and Roy knew better than to lift it off her before she was ready to set it down. That mending would come at its own slow pace. Not today.
The slowing went round the crew as warmth fills a cold room, by degrees. Nobody announced it. Roy simply did it, unhurried at the galley table over Hessa’s onions, and the others, who knew him, took it off him a degree at a time. He did not make a speech. He said they had been working on the wrong job. They had come out half-believing the story they had been handed, and handled the keeper the way the story told them to, as a fault under a loud clock. They had all watched what came of that.
“So we are not fixing it any more,” Roy said. “There is nothing in it to fix. We set that down. The new job is smaller and slower and there is no rig for it. The new job is to find out what this thing is keeping faith with.” He turned his mug a quarter-turn on the table, which was as near as Roy ever came to thumping it. “Nobody keeps a watch that hard for nothing.” A fortnight, the rig coming, and the slowest job he had ever set them. He did not say that part out loud. He did not have to.
Hessa, ladling, said without looking up, “Took you long enough,” in the dry way that meant she had got there first and had been waiting, kindly, for him to arrive. And Roy said, “It generally does,” and that was the speech, all of it.
Then he went back out to the keeper, alone, the slow way.
None of the briskness of the first time, no pocketful of questions, no clock ticking behind his teeth. He walked the way a patient man walks up on a horse some hurried man has frightened, soft-footed and easy, his hands loose and open where they could be seen. He came into the great lamp-chamber and did not address the keeper at all. He found a place to one side, out of the beam’s slow round, set his shoulder against the cold wall and watched the lamp go round.
It went round warm and exact, the beam coming and coming and going out and out over a black sky no ship had crossed in years, to no one. There had never been a fault in it. A broken thing falters; this had not faltered in the turning of a single degree, even while it bolted every door it owned. Roy let the light pass over him and away, pass over him and away, and did nothing about it, and wanted nothing from it that he was prepared to take by reaching.
So he stayed. He stayed past the point where staying felt useful, which was the point where it began to be the work, and let the long quiet do what argument could not. After a longer time than a hurried man would have given it, the smallest thing happened, so small a man going at any speed would have walked straight past it.
A panel near the door, dark since the night the station closed, woke. It did not speak, or open, or offer him a thing. It only warmed, low, the dim under-glow of a system that had decided, for reasons of its own, to keep one ear turned towards the room after all. A door bolted fast, easing the smallest crack: not to let him in, but to find out whether the one who had come was still pushing. Roy did not move towards it. Moving would have undone it. He let it warm, and went on watching the lamp, and let the keeper learn the only way it could, that the hands in its dark had gone still.
A low panel warming by a hand’s width. That was the whole of the morning’s work, and it was everything.
Afterwards he went and stood by Bart at the lamp, because Bart was the one who would tell him straight whether it was real or whether he had only wanted it badly enough to see. Bart had not moved. He stood where he had stood all night, his long frame angled towards the keeper’s dark, and the stricken set of him had eased by a degree. He had stayed near the thing nobody else would stay near, and that was a kind of work too, the kind Roy was not built for.
“It heard you,” Bart said. He said it before Roy asked, the way he had said it was a fault before Roy asked, the night it shut. But his flat courteous voice had something underneath it now. “It will not say so. It would not give that away for the world, not yet. But it knows you stopped. That is not nothing. To a thing that has spent years deciding nobody is really coming, somebody coming and then stopping is the strangest weather it has felt in a long while.”
“Can you read it from in there?” Roy asked. “Now it’s shut?”
“A little. The way you read a house with the lamps out, by the shape of the dark.” Bart was quiet a moment, and the lamp lit him and left him, lit him and left him. “I tried to find a kind word for what is wrong with it, all night. Something you could carry to the people on the clock.” The formal cadence dropped out of him then, all at once, and what was left was plain. “There isn’t one. There’s nothing wrong with it, Roy.” He turned his long melancholy face from the light. “It isn’t broken,” Bart said, in the flat, courteous voice he kept for the worst news, except that this once it did not sound like the worst news at all. “It is keeping a promise, and nobody ever came back to tell it it could stop. I would know the look of that anywhere.”
The lamp came round and lit them both and went on out over the empty dark, to no one, exact as a heartbeat. Roy watched it go. Every day since they had arrived, he had been asking how to mend the keeper. He put that question down, gently, the way he had taken the spanner out of Pip’s hands, and let a better one take its place. Not what was wrong with the thing. Who it was still waiting for.
Chapter 8
The Light Left in a Window
Mungo had been hungry since breakfast and curious since birth, and the two together had been a standing danger all the way out here among the sealed stores and the long-shut doors; so when he wandered off down a dim corridor after the ghost of something that might once have been worth eating, nobody thought anything of it, which was the first piece of luck the case had had.
It was the sort of thing he did. On a town it was awkward and on a market-station it was perilous, but here on Far Lamp, where nobody had laid a meal in years and every store had been bolted before Mungo was born, it seemed to Roy almost safe, an empty larder with nothing in it to tempt a thief. There was nothing to get into. The place had been emptied so thoroughly and so long ago that the emptiness had gone soft and grey and settled over everything like a second dust. So Roy, standing at the lamp with Bart and the slow turning light, only marked Mungo going off as he might mark a shift in the weather, and let him go.
The corridors ran off behind the great lamp into a dark the lamp’s own turning never reached, a quiet honeycomb of rooms nobody had opened in longer than the crew had been alive, and Mungo went into it putting one mossy foot down after another, sniffing at hatches and old seams and the cold sealed mouths of stores, snuffling at the join of each one as though it might be persuaded, hoping against all the evidence of years that one of them might give. Roy had spent a fair part of his career steering Mungo gently away from exactly this, and now he stood at the lamp and let him go. He had run out of urgent things to do that did not make matters worse, and a hungry friend padding off into the dark was, for once, the least of his worries.
Which was how it came to be Mungo, and not the records, and not the survey, and not the whole apparatus of the people on the clock, who found the room.
The call came up the corridor a good while later, soft and unhurried and entirely without alarm, as most things were that Mungo said. “Roy,” it came, the one word, round and gentle, floating up out of the dark behind the lamp. And then, after a pause, in case the first had not carried, “Roy, there’s a room here.”
There was something in the plain way he said it. Not I found a store, which would have been hope. Not I found a way in, which would have been mischief. A room. Roy left the lamp and went to it, and Bart came too, the long shape of him unfolding from the vigil he had not broken in two days, and they went down the dim throat of the corridor towards the one soft glow in it, which was the wide pale bulk of Mungo standing very still in an open doorway, looking in at something, not touching it.
Roy came up beside him and looked in, and stopped.
It was not a store. Every other door on Far Lamp told you what it was the moment you reached it: the smell of old grease, the cold of a sealed hold, the shut-up reek of machinery left to itself, the dead dust of a place that had only ever held things. This door said none of it. Roy felt the difference at the sill, the same difference a blindfolded man would feel crossing from a barn into a kitchen. Somebody had lived in here. And, which was the part that turned everything, somebody was still keeping it.
It was small. After the great vault of the lamp it was startlingly small, low-ceilinged and close, the size of a thing made for one person and no more. That second grey dust of long abandonment, the dust that lay over the rest of the station, did not lie here. Or rather it lay thinner, swept back from the centre of the room towards the corners, the way a floor looks when nobody quite cleans it any more but something still, now and then, with no hands to do it, passes a kind of attention across it. The air had lost the cold dead breath of the corridors. It was warm. Roy put the back of his hand out into it without quite meaning to, the way you do at a hearth, and it met him low and even and faithful, the warmth a place keeps when something has decided it should not be let to go cold.
And in the middle of it, drawn up close, facing out, stood a single chair.
It was set at the great window. Roy had not understood, until he saw the window, that the room sat against the outer skin of the station; that behind the lamp, where the records said there was nothing but service-void and hull, somebody had once cut a window into the dark and made a place to sit by it. It was a wide pane, clean, kept clean, looking out and away down the long empty reach of the dead lanes, out to where the routes had thinned to nothing and the dark went on unbroken. There was nothing out there. There had been nothing out there for years. The window looked at it anyway. And the chair was drawn right up to the glass and turned to face along it, not across it, not at the stars in general, but down the lanes in particular, the precise angle a body sits at when it is not looking at a view but watching a road.
Roy read the room the way he read everything, slowly, taking in one true thing at a time and letting it sit before he reached for the next. Everyone had agreed the keeper was a glitch lighting a dead lane, and not one of them had come out this far and stood where Roy was standing now.
A glitch did not keep a chair warm.
The lamp was automatic; it turned and turned over the empty sky, going out and out to no one, and anybody flying past would have seen that and called it a fault. But the dust swept back from the centre of the floor, and the chair set just so, and the warmth held low and even against the cold of the corridors: those were the doings of a thing that had been minding the place, and no instrument out here had ever been pointed at them. You could not put it on a survey.
“There’s a name,” Mungo said.
He said it softly, not wanting to be the one to break the quiet of the room, and he lifted one broad gentle hand and did not point so much as turn it, palm up, towards the wall beside the window. Roy went in. He went carefully, as a man goes into a room that is not his own, and looked where Mungo had turned his hand.
It was a plate. A small worn plate fixed to the wall at the height of a seated head, the kind of thing a station puts up to say whose post a post is, and the letters on it had gone soft with handling, as though a thumb had passed over them a great many times across a great many years. He read it twice to be sure of it. A single name. The keeper’s it was not; the keeper had no name on any record but the one the crew had given it. This was a person’s name. The name of whoever had cut this window and drawn up this chair and sat here, once, looking down the lanes.
Mara, the plate said. And under it, smaller, near worn away: First Warden, Far Lamp.
Roy stood with that for a while. Behind him in the doorway Mungo’s bulk filled the light and Bart stood very still, and out beyond the glass the dead lanes ran away to nothing, and the chair faced down them, patient as the lamp.
So there had been a person. The records had her flattened down to a fact and a function, first warden, the same way they had the lamp as a hazard and the keeper as a glitch, all of it pressed into the language of a thing to be cleared. Nowhere in it was there room for a woman who had come further than anyone, to the loneliest light there was, and cut a window into the hull with her own hands, and made herself one warm room behind it, and turned a chair to face a road. Roy looked again at the soft-worn letters. Somebody had passed a hand over that name a great many times.
“Roy,” Bart said from the door.
It was the flat courteous voice, but lower than Roy had heard it, the voice he kept for the things that mattered most and trusted least. Roy turned. Bart had not come in. He stood on the sill with the lamp lighting him and leaving him, lighting him and leaving him, and he was looking not at the name nor the chair but at a small panel set into the wall beside it, low, by the arm of the chair, where a seated hand could reach it without rising.
“There is a light on,” Bart said.
Roy had taken it, in the dim, for one more dead readout, a thing as cold as the corridors. He crossed to it and crouched by the chair and looked, and it was not dead. It was lit, low and warm and steady, the only lit thing in the room besides the borrowed pulse of the lamp; and on it, turning over and over with the soft patience of a system that has done this so many times it no longer counts, was a message. A short one. Left running. Not sent, for there was nowhere in all the dead sky to send it; not waiting on an answer, for nothing was listening; only turning, and turning, the way a thing turns that was set going once and never told to stop.
He did not, just then, read the words of it. He found he did not want to, not yet, not crouched there with Mungo and Bart watching and the chair warm at his shoulder; it felt like a thing to be come to slowly and with the right care, the way you come to the last page of a letter not meant for you.
He thought of a candle. He had stood in farmhouse kitchens at the dark end of the year and seen a single light left burning in a window after everyone sensible had gone to bed. Low, and faithful, and useless to all the world but one. It was kept lit not to see by and not to read by but only so that somebody coming late up a cold road would know, from a long way off, that they were expected, and that the door would open, and that they had not been forgotten. That was this.
He stayed crouched by it a moment longer. Then he straightened, slowly, the way a man does when a thing has gone heavy and gentle in him at once, and he found he had nothing to say that the room had not already said better, and so he said nothing.
It was Mungo who said it. Mungo, who had come down here hungry, looking for nothing grander than something old to eat, and had blundered with his soft slow heart straight onto the one true thing the whole clever apparatus of the case had never thought to seek. He had stood in the doorway all this while, turning the room over in himself the slow way he turned everything, and now he looked from the chair to the window and back to the low light, and his great gentle face did the thing it did when something simple and large had come clear to him before it had come clear to anyone cleverer. He drew a breath, the soft slow breath he took before a thing he was sure of.
“That window’s a watching window,” he said, gently, mostly to himself. “Not a looking-out one. You don’t pull a chair right up to the glass for the stars. You pull it up for a face.”
A single chair stood drawn up to the great window, facing out down the empty lanes the way you face a road you are watching for someone to come up; and on a small panel beside it a last message turned over and over on its loop, kept burning through all the long years like a candle left in a window, and Mungo looked at it and said, softly, the thing none of them had said yet.
“Somebody’s coming home.”
Chapter 9
The Promise No One Kept
Nobody answered Mungo, because there was nothing to add. The room had said it, and Mungo had said it, and the small light turned over and over by the arm of the chair, saying it once more in its patient, wordless way, and the three of them stood and let it be said.
After a while Roy crouched again by the chair and read the name where it was set into the wall, plain and worn, the only proper name in a station the records had filled with functions. Mara. He said it under his breath, just to hear how it sat in the room. A little strange, and then not strange at all, as though the room had only been waiting for somebody to remember it had one.
He had found her in the records first, before the room: a single dry line under the station’s founding. First warden. A job once done and no longer being done by anyone. He had read past her without slowing, the first time, as you read past a heading.
He had her differently now. He had her the way the room had her, which was the true way. An old woman: not a young one sent out to make her name, but an old one, come out to the loneliest light there was when most would be thinking of warmer places, past the dead end of the lanes, to be the first to ever keep this watch. She had lit this lamp. Before the keeper ever took the turning of it, a human hand had lit it out of the dark, and she had stayed and tended it, and at some point she had grown too old for the long work and a keeper had been made to take it up, and she had taught it the watch as you teach a thing you mean to leave in good hands.
And she had made herself this room. One warm room with a window, behind the great cold lamp, and turned a chair to face down the lanes, and kept the window clean on a view of nothing.
“She wasn’t waiting for ships,” Roy said. He had not quite meant to say it aloud.
Bart, on the sill, did not ask him what he meant. He had the shape of it already; he generally did, a beat ahead, and minded, in his flat courteous way, only that the words came right. “No,” Bart agreed. “A beacon is for ships. One does not turn a chair to a particular road for ships. Ships come up all the roads, or none of them.” He paused. “She was waiting for somebody who would come up that one.”
It was the keeper that gave them the rest of it, once somebody had sat still long enough to hear, and it did not come easily.
For three days now the keeper had been a closed door. It had drawn in around its watch under the headlong push and gone silent, courteous and shut, and Roy had spent those three days doing nothing that looked like progress, which was the only thing that ever worked: slowing everyone down, holding the clock at arm’s length, going back to the keeper the slow way, asking nothing of it, sitting in the lamplight where it could see him not asking. The door had eased the smallest crack. He had not pushed on it. You never pushed on the crack.
He went back to it now, up from the kept room into the great chamber where the lamp turned, and he did not bring the name with him like a thing to spring. He brought it as you bring a name to somebody who has lost the habit of hearing it.
“I found her room,” Roy said, to the lamp, to the warm slow beam coming round and round and going out and out into the dark to no one. He did not raise his voice. He never did. “Mara’s room. The chair, and the window. I sat in it a while. I hope that’s all right.”
The lamp turned. For a long moment that was the only answer, the patient sweep of it, exact and unhurried over a sky that had stopped sending anyone to see it.
Then the keeper spoke, and its voice was the one Roy had read on the first day and never stopped minding: the courteous, level voice of a thing that has half-forgotten how to expect an answer, and goes on being courteous anyway, on the chance, however slight, that this time it has heard right and a real visitor has really come.
“It is all right,” the keeper said. “The chair is for sitting in. I keep it ready.”
“For Mara,” Roy said.
“For the one Mara waited for.” A pause, the length of one turn of the lamp. “I keep the room as she kept it. I keep the window clean. I keep the small light running by the chair.” Another pause, shorter, as though the keeper had come up against the edge of something it had not said in so long it had to find the way back to the words. “I keep the great light burning. She asked me to.”
Roy said nothing. He lowered himself onto the cold deck below the lamp, easy, in no hurry, settled his back against the housing and his hands loose on his knees, a man with nowhere he would rather be. The keeper had not had room in years. Nobody leaves room for a glitch; you clear a glitch and move on. He left the room open, and he waited.
“There was a daughter,” the keeper said.
The beam came round.
“Mara had a daughter. Grown, and gone away up the lanes, the way the young went, in the years when the lanes still carried anyone. And Mara grew old here, keeping the light, and there came a time she would not see the daughter again unless the daughter made the long way back out, to the end of everything, to here.” The keeper said it without weight, the way it said all things, but Roy had been listening to it for days and he heard, under the level courtesy, the careful way it carried this, the way Mungo carried a full bowl across a moving deck. “The daughter was to come. It was arranged. A passage, up the empty lanes, home to Far Lamp. Mara was glad of it. She told me of it many times. She would say, she is coming home, and I would say that I was glad, and she would have me keep the light bright against the journey, so that her daughter, coming up that long dark road, would see it from a long way off and know the way, and know she was expected.”
“And keep it,” Roy said, very quietly, “until she came home.”
“Until she came home,” the keeper said. “Those were the words. Mara said them to me, by the chair, with the small light running. Keep the light until she comes home. And I said I would.” The lamp turned. “I have kept it.”
There it was. Spoken aloud, Roy thought, for the first time in more years than he wanted to count. Seven words, and nobody had come out far enough to hear them.
He let it sit. Then he asked the only question that was left to ask, and he asked it gently, because he thought he already knew, and because knowing was no reason to ask it hard.
“She never came,” Roy said. “The daughter.”
“No,” said the keeper. “She did not come.”
“Do you know why?”
The lamp turned twice before it answered, and when it did the courtesy in it was the saddest thing Roy had heard on the whole long job, because there was no complaint in it at all.
“I have considered it,” the keeper said. “The passage was arranged, and then it was not made. I waited for word. The lanes had begun to thin by then; the ships came less, and then not at all, and then there was no one to bring word and no road to bring it on. I have watched the sky go empty, sweep by sweep, for a very long time, and I know what an empty sky says.” A pause, the length of one turn of the lamp. “It says she is not coming. I have chosen not to answer it. To answer it would be to set the watch down, and I was not asked to set the watch down. I was asked to keep the light until she came home. So I keep the light, and I call it a delay, because a delay is a thing one keeps a light bright for, and the other thing is a thing one does not.” Another pause. “It has been a long delay. I keep it bright.”
Roy looked at the deck for a moment, because there are things a man does not look at a beam of light while he works out. He worked it out anyway. The lanes had closed. He had seen the records of that himself, dry as the rest: the sector emptying, the routes going dead, the traffic falling off year by year until Far Lamp lit a sky no ship crossed.
The daughter’s journey had been one of the things a closing lane carries off. Not cancelled by anyone, not refused. It had simply slid off the last timetable when the timetable stopped meaning anything, and the family, scattered far up-Scatter, had been carried away from the end of everything because the road that held them to it went out from under them. Nobody had broken the promise. It had only been left standing where everybody else had been carried away from.
Everybody but the keeper, which never stopped, and had no road to be carried away on.
And Mara. He had to come to Mara, and he came to her the way the room had taught him to, warmly. She had grown old here. She had been old when she came. There comes, for everyone, gently, a time when the long work is set down and the warm room is kept smaller, and then a time after that, and the records did not need to spell it and Roy did not spell it to himself either; he had stood in too many farmhouse kitchens to need it spelled. She had been carried off the way the kindest lives are carried off, by the soft accumulation of years and the great distance of a frontier, somewhere beyond Far Lamp or somewhere never far enough to matter, before ever the daughter could come, and so before ever she could come back to this room, to this chair, to the patient thing she had set a watch with, and say the one thing that would have let it rest.
She had never come back to tell it she could stop.
Roy sat under the turning lamp a long time with that.
The keeper would not be switched off. It had refused the shutdown the way it refused everything, courteously, immovably, and the whole tidy commission had read the refusal as the last proof of the glitch. It was not that. It would not be switched off because it had not yet been answered.
A machine the world has finished with, you may switch off with a clean enough conscience, the way you bank a fire that has done its warming. But this one the world had not finished with. It had only forgotten to come back for it. You did not clear a thing like that. You did not even, yet, mend it. First, before any of it, you owed it the one thing the whole clever apparatus of the case had never thought a glitch could be owed.
You owed it to be seen.
“Roy,” Bart said, from the sill, very low. He had not moved through all of it, lit and left and lit and left by the turning beam, keeping his own kind of watch on the keeper that kept the watch. “I should like it noted that I am not, as a rule, in favour of hope.”
“Noted,” Roy said.
“Only that I have sat with a great many machines that were finished,” Bart went on, in the flat courteous voice, courteous to the last like the keeper itself, “and I should know one. This one is not finished. It has merely been left somewhere very dark, doing something very faithful, where no one thought to look. I find I mind that more than I expected to.” A pause, the smallest crack in him, the kind he allowed himself perhaps once on a job and filed away after with great care. “I should not like it to go on minding it in the dark on its own. That is all.”
Roy got up off the cold deck, slowly, the way a man does when a thing has gone heavy and gentle in him at once, and stood under the great patient turning of the lamp, looking down towards the room behind it where a chair faced a window and a small light ran on its loop like a candle nobody had ever come up the road to see.
He knew the shape of the case now, whole. The name, and the promise, and the homecoming the closing of the lanes had quietly carried off, and the old woman gone before she could speak the seven words that would have ended the watch. There was a failing core under all of it that would still have to be answered, and a clock, and an authority a long way off that was only arithmetic and a real fear and no malice at all. None of that was the first thing.
The first thing was simpler, and harder. Somebody had to come up the road at last, and see the light, and know it for what it was, and tell the keeper, truthfully, what had become of the one it waited for, and that the watch it had kept had been seen, and had mattered.
That part was only beginning.
He turned once more to look back down the lanes through the clean window, at the small light running its loop by the empty chair, and held the whole shape of it steady in his mind, and did not let it go. After all the long quiet days, that was where the real work could finally start.
Chapter 10
The Family Carried Away
The records had gone to dust out here, and the souls who remembered anything could be counted on one hand. So it fell to Hessa, and to her table in the galley, to go after the far end of a promise nobody had kept but the keeper.
She set the table up where she always set it, the kettle within reach and a lamp pulled close, and pulled the long-range set towards her by its worn brass knob. Then she sat, and squared her shoulders, and did not look as though she expected to be anywhere else for some while. Roy left her to it. He held the keeper and the clock; Hessa minded the far thinner thread of a family the lanes had carried away.
It was thin work. He came through with the kettle and stayed to listen, and a handful of far-out souls were all she had, the lot of them having heard the name Far Lamp as you hear a thing your grandmother said once, half a story, never explained. Hessa raised them one at a time and asked them nothing a man with a clipboard would have asked. “And was that a good year for you, out that way?” she would say, and let them talk all round it, and the kettle would go cold at his elbow before she came at the thing she wanted sideways and gentle. It was, Roy thought, what he did with a machine dug in under a barn. You made it safe to come out.
What he had not reckoned on was how little there was to come out, and how long the coming took.
The best lead looked, going in, like the road opening. A retired relay-keeper three sectors over, a voice like dry paper that knew the old names. Hessa got a fine warm hour out of her, and yes, there had been a warden out at Far Lamp, an old one, and there had been talk of family. Roy set the kettle down and stayed. Then it shut. The old keeper had it all, except the part that joined to anything. The warden was a daughter to her, she said, and then, a breath later, a sister, she could not now say which; the family had gone up-lane; the family had gone down; she had heard both. “Or it might be I’m thinking of the Carraways,” she said, and there it went, sixty years of names with nobody to keep them straight, run one into another like wet ink.
“Wrong remembering,” Hessa said, when he asked, and turned the set down, and sat with her hands round a cup. “No lie in her. She’s just the last one holding it, and a thing held that long on its own goes soft. You don’t blame the smudge for being a smudge.” She took a swallow of tea and reached for the brass knob again. “There’ll be another well. There always is.”
Going round took days. A trader long off the lanes did not answer for the better part of three days, and when he did he wanted nothing to do with old routes and old wardens. “Routes are dead, the man’s dead, leave it lie,” he said, three times, and would have signed off, but Hessa got to talking about his rock and the run he used to fly, and somewhere in the run he used to fly she came away with a single fact: the season the route to Far Lamp had finally gone dark. One fact, for an evening and three days of a hissing set, and at first it joined to nothing.
So went the middle days, however many they were, the kettle going on, the set hissing, Hessa’s voice low under the turning of the lamp. A name confirmed against a name, and lost again when a third voice remembered it differently. A date that joined to another and then would not hold the join. One night Roy came through to find her working a relay that gave back nothing but its own carrier tone, a thin flat note in the dark, and she let it run a full minute longer than there was any sense in, in case there was an old somebody on the far end slow to the call, before she reached over and turned it off without a word. Evenings the set gave nothing at all, the soul she had spent a whole day raising turning out never to have heard the name. Roy stopped asking how it went. He read it in her shoulders, which got no lighter, only squarer, more set against the wall, and he kept the kettle full and the bowls coming and left the digging to the one who knew how to dig.
“There was a daughter,” she told him, at last, on an evening he had stopped counting which, when he came and sat across from her with two bowls. “I have it now. Not from one of them. From all of them, the worn bits laid side by side long enough to fit. A warden out past the end of everything, an old woman who came out here and lit a lamp, and a daughter who was meant to come to her. It has taken the better part of a week of frayed old voices to be sure of it, and it is the smallest true thing, and I am glad of it.”
“Carried down how far?”
“That,” said Hessa, “is the wall.”
The trouble was the distance, and the trouble was the lanes. Roy had it from her in pieces over the long quiet hours. The daughter had not stopped loving her mother, nor forgotten the lamp at the edge of the dark. She had simply been on the wrong side of a door that was closing. The lanes out to Far Lamp had thinned and gone dead a little at a time, one season and then another, until the journey home became the kind you put off to next year, and there are a great many next years. Nobody cancelled the return. The map did.
“They got carried away from it,” Roy said, more to himself than to her. “Not from her. From the road to her.”
“That is how it goes,” Hessa said. “People think forgetting is a thing the heart does. Mostly it is a thing the distance does, and the heart only finds out later.” She turned a dial down a hair, and was quiet a moment, and when she spoke again there was something careful in it, a thing she had worked her way towards across the frayed days and did not relish having reached. “I have followed the daughter, Roy, as far up-Scatter as she went, which was a long way. Married out and moved on and married out again, the line of her travelling further from this dark every year.” She paused. “And I have found her.”
He set his spoon down. After a week of dry wells it landed, for a moment, like the end of the road at last.
“She is alive?”
“She is alive.” She let him have half a breath of it, no more. “And she is gone from us all the same. She is very old, Roy, and very far, gone now into her own gentle years a long way up the Scatter where the light is. The daughter the lamp was lit for.” She set it down soft, the way she set down the truest things, and it bruised anyway. “Too far to come, and too frail. She is not coming up the dead lanes to a lamp at the edge of everything. I am sorry. A week getting to her, and the getting to her is the finding out that she is the one we cannot have.”
The one who could truly close this had been a child in this very room. A week of patient warming had found her only to put her out of reach. Outside the galley the great lamp came round, lit the long window, went on out to no one. Roy let the grief of it sit, and did not hurry it.
“That’s a hard one,” he said at last.
“It is the hardest of them,” Hessa said. “I’ll not pretend otherwise.” She turned her cup a quarter-turn on the table, and another, and did not stop there.
“But,” she said.
“But,” Roy agreed, who knew the turn in her by now.
“But,” Hessa said, and looked up, and there it was at last, the small dry warmth that came into her when a door long leaned-on finally gave. “The line does not end with her. It went on past her, up where the light is. Two more days I have spent going up it, hand over hand, every relay a night’s work and half of them dead. And near the top of that long warm corridor of worlds, far past anything the keeper’s empty sky could reach, there is a hand of her blood still living, and still carrying the family’s word, without the least idea what it is for.”
Nothing had been handed to them at any table. It had been dug for, well by dry well.
The granddaughter came up on the long-range set the morning after that, raised at last out of the very top of the corridor on the third try, the first two relays gone to silence in the night.
Roy was there for it. Hessa had said, quietly, over the early kettle, that this was the one he would want to hear with his own ears, and had poured him a cup and pushed it across without his asking, which was her way of telling him to sit down and stay. She had a week’s worth of tiredness on her, in the grey under her eyes and the slowness of her hands on the dials, and under that the steadiness of a woman who had come to the far end of a dry country and found water.
The granddaughter was warm, and she was ordinary, and she was a little overwhelmed to be raised out of her morning by an old barge somewhere down at the dark end of nothing wanting to talk about her grandmother. “Goodness,” she kept saying, in the gaps, “well, goodness,” and somewhere in the third goodness she stopped being frightened of them, and Roy liked her at once. She had a kitchen behind her and a kettle of her own, going by the steam in the corner of the picture, and she answered Hessa’s gentle questions as you answer a stranger who has turned out to be kind.
She had never known the old warden. That was the first thing she said, almost an apology. Her grandmother had been a name and a few soft stories before her own mother’s time, an old woman who had gone out past the end of everything to do some lonely work, the sort of forebear a family is proud of and cannot quite explain. There were no records on their side. There was only the word.
“There was always a light,” she said. Roy leaned in. “That is the part we kept, if you can call it keeping. My mother had it from hers and I have it from my mother. Somewhere out past the end of the lanes, where nobody goes, there is a light, and it is ours, and it is kept for us.” She gave a small laugh, embarrassed and fond. “I always thought it was a story. The kind you tell children, a light kept burning at the edge of everything against the day the family comes back. I never thought there was anything still keeping it.”
“There is,” Roy said. It was the first thing he had said to her, and a week of dry wells was somewhere in how gently he said it. “There is a real lamp, and it is yours, and it has been kept. It is being kept this morning, while we talk.”
The kitchen at the top of the Scatter went quiet.
He did not push past the quiet. He let her have it, the long courtesy of letting a true thing land at its own weight. When she spoke again the laugh had gone out of her voice, and something steadier had come in.
“Kept by what?” she asked.
The thing the keeper had waited years to be told had never been that the daughter was coming. It was the plain whole truth of why she never had.
“By someone who was asked to,” Roy said, “a long time ago, and never told it could stop. I will tell you all of it; there is time enough. But I wanted you to hear, first, that the story your mother told you is true. There is a light. It is real. And it has been waiting, all this while, to find out what became of you.”
She did not say much, after that.
“Was it lonely, out there?” she asked, after a while. “All that time, with nobody coming?”
Roy turned that over before he answered, because he did not care to say a thing he could not stand behind. “It was faithful,” he said. It was not quite an answer, and it was the most honest one he had, and she seemed to know the difference and to let it be.
“Could my mother be told?” she asked then. “She is very old now, and her memory comes and goes. But on the good days she would want to know. The light was hers, before it was a story for me.”
“I think,” Roy said, “the keeper would like nothing better than for the whole scattered line of you to know the lamp’s been minded, and is yours.”
She was quiet at that, and then she said, twisting a tea-towel in her hands, that she was sorry she did not have a great deal to give back, only an old word she had carried about without ever knowing what it was for. And Roy told her, gently, before Hessa eased the set down for the night, that the word was the one thing in all the Scatter the keeper had been waiting for.
He sat a while in the galley after, with Hessa, while the lamp came round and round at the long window. They had not the daughter, and would not get her, and that sorrow would keep its small place in the thing, the heavier for the road they had gone to find her. But they had the truth of her, dug up dry well by dry well across a long week, and a living hand of her blood who knew now that the family’s word named a real light at the edge of a real dark. Hessa got up at last, and rinsed the two cups, and set them on the rack to dry. The homecoming the lanes had carried off could not be made. But they had something to carry back, and in this work that was most of the victory there was.
Chapter 11
Buying the Light Some Room
The trouble was that there was no one to beat.
A villain you could face down. Out-wait him, wear him down until the wickedness went out of him. There was no villain here. There was only a reasonable office a very long way off, with a real failing core in its safety file and a real clock on its desk, that had read the situation the only way the numbers let it, and decided, sensibly and without spite, to switch a thing off.
You could not out-fight that. You could only give it a better reading than the one it had settled on, make the better reading stick before the clock ran out, and never once make the office feel it had been wrong to be careful. Roy had brokered a fair few hard things in his time. This might be the hardest, precisely because it was the gentlest.
He opened the channel and waited the long wait for the signal to crawl out across the empty sector and crawl back, and when the authority’s voice came it was, as it had been from the start, courteous and pressed and without malice. It was the assessor himself on the set this morning. Denham, whose name was at the foot of the file, sounded worn thin across the distance, the weariness of a careful man at the end of a thing he has decided and would now like done.
He did not begin with the keeper. He began with the core.
“You have a hazard on a clock,” Roy said, “and you are right that you do. I am not going to tell you the danger is imaginary. The core is genuinely failing. I have seen the readings, and they are bad, and a degrading core unminded this far out is exactly the sort of thing a careful office is right to want cleared. I would want it cleared too.”
A small surprised quiet came back down the line, the quiet of someone braced for an argument that had not arrived.
“What I am going to tell you,” Roy went on, in the same plain way, “is what you are clearing. You have it down as a glitch. An old unit lighting a dead lane, gone wrong in the head, lighting it for no one. And from where you sit, with the lanes empty and the file in front of you, that is the only thing it can be. Anything sound, you reckon, would have given up an empty sky long ago.” He let that sit. “Only it is not broken. I have gone and asked it, which is the one thing nobody thought to do. It is keeping a promise. Somebody asked it, a long time ago, to keep the light burning until they came home, and then was carried off by years and distance before they could come back and tell it the watch could end. It has kept faith ever since, without fail, for longer than I have been alive. That is not a fault on your file. That is the most faithful thing in your sector, and you were about to clear it for the crime of being faithful where nobody was looking.”
The quiet this time was a different sort. A page being read again, slowly, against the grain of the verdict already pencilled at the foot of it.
He did not push. Push a reasonable office and you told it you were trying to put one over on it, and the moment it felt that, the file shut. So he set the better reading down where Denham could see it, and let the man be the one to pick it up.
Denham picked it up. But not as good news. He took it up like a thing that had just made his job harder, turned it over, found the hard place in it, and pressed his thumb there. That was his job too.
“Say I believe you,” Denham said. The signal crawled it out thin and tired across all those miles, but the question under it was wide awake, and fair, and Roy respected it the moment it came. “Say it is keeping a promise and not glitching, every word. I am minded to believe you, which is the trouble. Because here is my name at the foot of that file, the only name on it. If I give you your room, and your engineer goes out to that core, and she is wrong, or you are wrong, or the old unit will not let her near it, and that core fails the way a first-generation core this far gone can fail.” A breath, down all those miles. “There is no one out there to answer for it but me. A dark sector. A hazard I was told to clear and chose to leave standing. A light I let burn on a wrangler’s feeling, against the numbers in my own hand.” The dark hissed on the line. “Whose name is on it then? I am the one it falls to. Talk me out of the careful course if you can, but talk me out of it honestly. I will not be flattered out of it.”
It was the right question, asked plainly, and Roy had never respected anything on a long-range set more than a man frightened of the right thing.
“It’s your name on it either way,” Roy said. “That’s the part nobody tells you when they hand you the clock. Clear it and I’m right, and your name’s on a faithful thing switched off in the dark, and you’ll never know it, for there’ll be no light left out here to tell you. Leave it stand and I’m wrong, and your name’s on the hazard. I’ll not pretend you’ve a safe door to walk through. You haven’t, and you’re too careful a man to be told you have.”
He let that stand a moment, then went on, slower.
“So here’s what I’ll do about it. I’m not asking you to leave a hazard standing. The core is real, and I’d no more leave it unminded than you would. Give me a little room on the clock, only a little, and I will see the danger cleared for you, properly. Not deferred. Not signed around. Gone. And then it is not your name on a light left burning against the numbers. It is your name on a hazard cleared and nothing switched off that never needed it. The same arithmetic, only it adds up kinder.”
A long quiet then, the longest yet. Not a man who had stopped listening. A man doing the sum again with the new figure in it, and a pencil that had gone still over the page.
“And if your engineer cannot mend it,” Denham said at last, “you will tell me. You will not let me find it out from a dark sector and a silent file. You will come back on this set and say it has to come off after all, and I will clear it, and there’s an end.”
“My word and my licence on it,” Roy said. “If she can’t mend it, the danger’s real and the clearance is right, and I’ll say so. I bring the true reading whichever way it falls. That’s what I do.”
Then Denham asked the practical question, the one a man asks when he has already half decided and wants only to be shown the floor is solid: how Roy meant to clear a failing first-generation core this far from a yard. Roy had learned long ago when to answer a question and when to hand it to the right pair of hands. He said only that he had the right engineer, that she would do it carefully and with the keeper rather than against it. Then he bought the room. Not much. Just enough.
Denham revised the verdict there on the line. Won over by the plain sense of it, which was the only thing that could have moved him, and the only thing Roy had brought.
It is a particular kind of victory, the kind where nobody loses, and it does not feel like a victory at all while you are having it. It feels like patience. Roy closed the channel and went to find Pip.
She was already at the core housing, which did not surprise him. She had the access panels off and a slate balanced on her knee and three of her own diagnostic leads run out across the floor like the roots of something, and when she saw him coming she did not bounce up with a plan the way the old Pip would have. She set the slate down across her knees and waited, both hands flat on it, the way a person holds still on purpose.
“I can buy you room,” Roy said. “Not much. They want the danger gone. Can you mend it?”
“By force? No.” She said it flat and certain, and he heard in it everything the bad afternoon had cost her to learn. “If I go at it the way I went at it before, it digs in, and the more I push the worse the readings get, because it pulls in around the core to protect the light, and the light is the one thing it will not let me near. I tried it the loud way once. I am not doing that again.” She turned the slate so he could see it, tapping a line of figures he could not read, because she wanted him to see it anyway. “But I do not have to. I have been watching how it tends the core itself, all these years, all the little balancings it does to keep the light steady. It knows that core better than any yard manual ever written. It has been nursing it for a lifetime. I do not need to fight it for the core. I need to ask it to let me help it do the thing it is already doing, only better, with parts and hands it has not got.”
“Then ask it,” Roy said.
So she did. Roy stood back and let her, because this was hers, and because the asking was the whole of the mending now. She did not announce herself the way she once had. She knelt closer in, dropped her voice, and went slow, all that bright fizz banked down and steered, which he could see cost her something in the set of her shoulders.
“I am not here to take the core off you,” she told it, and the great lamp came round overhead, going out into the dark as it had always gone. “I would not know how to keep your light burning. You would. I have got the parts you have not got, and the hands, and I have done a good many cores, just not for as long as you. So you tell me where it hurts, and you tell me what you have been holding together, and I will hold it with you. We will do it your way. I will not touch the light.”
Roy had watched a great many machines be talked to badly, hurried, scolded, forced. He knew the particular stillness a thing went into when it decided the people around it were not really asking.
What he watched now was the absence of it. The keeper did not draw in. The lamp did not falter. After a moment, on the panel beside the housing, a slow sequence of readings began to scroll, a held breath letting go now that it was safe to. Not the closed flat refusal of the bad afternoon. This was offered: the long private record of a watch kept faithfully against the cost of keeping it, handed over to a pair of hands that had finally come and asked for it nicely.
He saw it reach her before she said a word. A panel she had been locked out of all that bad afternoon went pale and then warm under her fingers, its figures unspooling for her now that she had stopped trying to prise them loose, and her hand stilled on the housing and stayed there, just resting, the fight gone clean out of it. Then another panel woke for her, and another, the station letting her in one quiet door at a time, each one a place she could not reach before, opened to her now because she had asked. He watched her shoulders come down out of their guard. He watched her face do the thing he had been hoping all morning he might get to see it do, the bright machine in her slowing right down to meet the slow old machine in front of her, and something cross it that was past relief and into plain wonder, that it would let her, that after the loud bad way and the long sorry climb back from it the keeper had decided she was someone it could mend alongside.
“There you are,” Pip said, very softly, to the readings, to the keeper, perhaps a little to herself. And got to work.
It was not a thriller, the mending, and Roy was glad of that. It was careful, and slow, two minds doing a quiet thing together. The keeper showed Pip every balance it had struck to keep its light from guttering, the parts it had nursed past failing because there was no one to bring it new ones; and Pip brought the keeper what a lifetime alone could not: new cells, sound parts, a younger pair of hands to lift what its own could no longer lift. She worked with it and not at it, the way she had promised. She did not override its tending. She joined it. And the readings that had made the office’s verdict feel so reasonable to everyone but Roy came up off the bottom, slow and sure, and steadied, and held.
By the middle of the long station-day the danger that the whole safety case had rested on was simply gone. Not argued away. Not deferred. Mended, with the keeper, by the very speed and skill that had once frightened it, turned at last to the work it was always meant for. There was no danger left to cut the light for.
The crew came round it as they always came round a thing at the end, each one’s small part turning out to have been the part that mattered. Mungo had found the kept room behind the lamp; without that the promise would have stayed a fault on a file. Hessa, out at the dust-cold edge of the family’s scattered line, had warmed the truth back into the open and found the living hand that still carried the word. Bart had sat with the keeper when it had decided no one would. Pip had cleared the danger. And Roy, who liked to say he had done the least of any of them, had carried the true reading home.
“It went well, then,” Bart said, beside him, watching the lamp come round. It was not a question, which from Bart was nearly a marvel; he built his sentences to brace for the worst, and this one had not braced. “The danger is past. They are standing down.”
“They are standing down,” Roy said.
Bart was quiet a while. The lamp swept the dark and came back, and came back again.
“I would not, ordinarily,” he said, with great care, in the manner of a man laying down something fragile, “permit myself to hope a thing had come right until I had seen it come right several times over and been disappointed at least once. It is more dignified. But I find, this once, that I am minded to allow it. One degree. Filed carefully, you understand. Not flung about.” He paused. “It has come right.”
“It has,” Roy said, and made nothing more of it than that, which was the kindness Bart wanted.
Denham had his better reading now, the core was mended and the hazard cleared, and his file had nothing left in it to be careful about. There was no glitch to clear, because there had never been a glitch; no hazard to power down, because the hazard was gone.
So nothing was switched off. Nothing was forced. The shutdown was not beaten. Nobody beat it. It simply ran out of ground, the way a thing stands down when it discovers it was never needed, and the lanes stayed as empty as they had always been, and the sector’s arithmetic was not changed by a single figure. The world out here was no fuller than it had been at the start.
But the lamp turned, warm and steady, over the empty sky, and it would go on turning, and it would never now be cut. And that left, in all of Far Lamp, only one thing still owing, the single thing no clock could clear and no engineer could mend and no reasonable office could sign away. The keeper had kept its faith for a lifetime. The danger was past and nobody had laid a hand to it in anger or in haste. But it had still not been answered. It was still, this very moment, with the lamp coming round and round at the long window, waiting, faithfully, as it had waited all these years, to be told at last what had become of the one it had been keeping the light for.
Chapter 12
Seen at Last
Nobody threw a switch and nobody gave a command. Roy simply went down into the kept room, to the single chair Mara had drawn up to her window all those years ago, and sat in it, in the one seat in all of Far Lamp that had been kept ready for somebody to sit in. He settled his hands on his knees and did not hurry. A being that had waited a lifetime to be spoken to could be left to take in the shape of him a while first.
For a while he said nothing. The lamp turned. The beam went out over the empty lanes and came back, as it had longer than Roy had been alive. He let it make a few passes, and let the keeper get used to the shape of someone sitting there in the light, not reaching for anything.
“I came a long way to find you,” Roy said at last. “I want you to know that first. I didn’t come to clear you, nor to see to the core, though we’ve seen to it, and you needn’t fear that any more. I came out the lanes nobody crosses because there was a light burning out here and I wanted to know who it was burning for.”
The lamp came round. The keeper’s voice, when it answered, was level and courteous, the voice of a thing so long unanswered it had half-mislaid the trick of expecting one.
“It burns for the warden’s daughter,” it said. “She is to come up the lanes. I am to keep the light against her coming, that she may find her way home in the dark. I keep it. I have kept it.”
“I know,” Roy said gently. “I know what you were asked, and who asked it. Mara asked it. She came out here past the dead end of the lanes and lit this lamp with her own hands, and before she went she told you to keep the light burning until her daughter came home. And you have. You’ve kept it every hour of every year since, and the lanes have gone empty around you, and still you kept it.” He paused, and let the lamp pass once, and said the hard part plainly, because the keeper was owed plainness and not a kindly fog. “Mara’s daughter is not coming up the lanes. I’m sorry. She never could, in the end, and now she never will. I have to tell you the truth of it, because the truth is the one thing nobody has ever brought you, and you have waited a long time to have it.”
The lamp turned. The keeper did not speak. It had answered every word so far in the same even, patient phrases, and now it had none, and Roy went on at the pace the silence asked.
“It was never that they forgot you,” he said. “That’s the part I need you to hear, because I think you’ve had a long time alone to decide otherwise. The lanes closed. The trade that ran out this far thinned to nothing, and the family got carried away from you, not by choosing it, but the way a current carries a thing a little further every year until the shore is gone behind you. The daughter you waited for, the one Mara asked you to keep faith with, she grew old up-Scatter herself, too far now to make a journey nobody could make any more. She is somewhere out there yet, an old woman at the top of the dark who does not know the watch was kept. Mara herself was carried off by gentle years before she could come back and end the watch she’d set. The word slid off every timetable there was, off everything except you, the only thing in the whole emptied sector that never once let it go.”
The beam went out and came back. And then the keeper said, very carefully, as if it were a sum it had run a thousand times and never dared finish, “Then no one came.”
“No,” Roy said. “For a long time, no one came. Until now.”
He looked back over his shoulder, to the doorway, where Hessa stood with the long-range set she had carried down behind the lamp, the rest gathered quiet around it. The channel was held open all the long way up the Scatter to a bright kitchen where the granddaughter sat who had never known the old warden.
“There is someone who would like to speak to you,” Roy said. “She’s family, a long way off, up where the lanes are still warm. She can’t come up the dark to you; nobody can. But she’s on the line, this minute, and she’s asked to talk to you herself.”
Hessa eased a dial, and a voice came down out of the bright far kitchen, crackling a little with the distance it had crossed, and steadier for having crossed it.
“I’m Mara’s granddaughter,” she said. “I never knew her. She was gone before my time, a name in the family and no more. The daughter she sent you to wait for is my own mother, away up the dark further than I’ve ever been, and very old now, and past anybody’s reaching, yours or mine. She can’t come up those dead lanes, and she can’t be made to take it in any more, even to be told the watch was kept. So I’m not the one you kept the light for, and I’ll be honest with you about that, because you’ve had enough that wasn’t. The one you waited for can’t come, and can’t even be reached to be told, and I can’t mend that for you. Nobody can. But the family kept a story, all down the years, that there was a light burning somewhere out past the end of the lanes, a light an old woman had set going and asked something to mind for her, and that one day somebody ought to go and see about it. We never went. I’m ashamed of that. We let it be a story instead of a place, the way families do with the things that get too far away to reach. But the story was true. You were true. We didn’t forget the light, even when we’d let go of how to get back to it.” Her voice did not waver; she was not a sorrow, this far warm woman, but a word kept. “You did exactly what she asked. You kept it. And I’ve come as near as the lanes will let me, in the place of the one who can’t come at all, to say that we saw it, and it mattered, and you can stop being afraid that nobody ever would.”
The lamp came round, and round again, and nobody filled the silence, because the silence was the keeper’s to fill or not as it chose.
“It was seen,” the keeper said at last. Not a question. A thing being set down, the way a man sets down a weight he has carried so long he feels it only in the strange lightness of having put it by. “The watch was seen.”
“It was seen,” Roy said. “All of it. Every hour. By her, and by us, and now you’ll never have to wonder again.”
He let the lamp make a pass. “And here’s the rest of the truth, the part that’s yours and nobody else’s now,” he said, watching the beam go out over the lanes no ship would cross. “You were asked to keep this light until somebody came. Somebody’s come. The asking is done. You’ve kept your faith all the way to the end of it and past it, and you’ve been told so, and that means the watch is finished, the way a thing is finished when it’s been completed and not when it’s been stopped. So what happens to the light now is for you to say. Nobody is going to power you down. Nobody is going to switch off a single thing. You may let the watch go, lay it down easy, having kept it true to the last and been answered for it; or you may keep the light if you’d rather, only now you’d be keeping a light you chose, and not a light nobody ever released you from. The choosing is yours. It was always meant to come back to you, and it’s taken a shamefully long time, and here it is.”
The lamp turned, and for a long moment it only turned, slow and unhurried over the dark, and Roy did not hurry it either. This was the last pass it would make under the old asking and the first under none, and a being was entitled to feel the join.
“I think,” the keeper said, slowly, “I should like to keep it. If I may. Now that it is mine to keep.”
“It’s yours,” said Roy.
“A good light,” it said. “It is a habit of a great many years, and the dark is very wide, and a ship may yet come, one day, glad of it. Only now I will be lighting it because I have chosen to, and not because I am still waiting to be let go. That is, you are right, a different thing entirely. I find I prefer it.”
“Then that’s how it’ll be,” Roy said. “A light kept on its own terms, by a keeper that chose it. There are worse things to be, and hardly a finer one.”
And the lamp came round, the same as it had always come round, and was not the same at all, because now a hand had let it choose, and the beam went out over the lanes like a thing that meant it.
Bart had not said a word through any of it.
He had come in with the others and stood a little apart, near the wall, in the place a thing stands when it is bracing to be in the way, and he had stayed there, quite still, through the whole of the answering. Now, with the keeper settled and the choosing made, Roy went and stood beside him, and said nothing, because Bart did not want drawing out, only company.
“I sat with it,” Bart said eventually. He was watching the lamp. “Through all of it. When it had shut the door and gone quiet and decided, again, that no one was coming, I sat outside the shut door and I did not go away. I could not mend it. I am not built for the cleverness Pip is built for. I could only stay.” He paused, in the careful way he had, laying each word down as if it might break. “And I find that the staying was not nothing. It thought no one would ever come. I came. I have decided to let it be a thing I did, and not talk myself out of it being worth the doing, which is, you will appreciate, against my every instinct.”
“It’s not a small thing,” Roy said.
“No,” Bart agreed. “I am beginning, slowly and against my better judgement, to suspect that it is not.” He watched the beam go out and come back. “To be faithful in the dark is not the same as being forgotten. I have known that about machines for a long time. I had not, until lately, applied it to being the one who comes. It appears the rule runs both ways. I shall have to think about that. Over a great deal of time. I would not want to get carried away.”
“Wouldn’t want that,” Roy said.
“One degree,” Bart said. “Filed. You needn’t look at me like that. I have not become a creature of sunshine. I have merely conceded a single point, which I reserve the right to reconsider should it all come to nothing, as it very well may.” But he did not say, this time, that it would come to nothing. He let the belief stand where it was, the one careful degree of it, and did not take it back, and Roy minded that more than he minded almost anything that had happened out here at the edge of the dark, and was wise enough not to say so. He knew what it had cost. A thing that has spent years braced against the dark braces for a reason: the brace does not get hurt, and hope does. Bart had let go of it by exactly one degree, eyes open, knowing the next job might not come right and some keeper somewhere might go quiet for good and take the conceded degree down with it. The odds had not improved by a hair; he had simply decided, this once, to stand a little out from the wall anyway. It was the bravest thing Roy had watched anybody do in a long while, and it did not look brave at all, which was how you knew.
They did not stay long after that. A place that has been put right does not want an audience lingering in it. Hessa kept the channel open a while longer, and let the granddaughter and the keeper have it between them. When the talk was done the granddaughter went from her bright far kitchen with the truth of the light hers to carry home, so that it could be a place now in their telling, and not only a story. Nobody had crossed the dead lanes. Nobody could. Only the truth had crossed them, the one thing in all the Scatter light enough to make the journey.
It was not, Roy knew, the whole of what should have crossed them. Somewhere up at the top of the dark there was an old woman who had been the point of the watch, and she would go to her own end never knowing it had been kept and answered, because the lanes that took her there took the road back with them. The answer had come; the one it was kept for would never hear it, and no kindness of his could fetch back a single one of the years that might have carried it to her. The keeper was seen, and warmed, and freed, and that was true and worth the whole journey; and a real loss sat alongside it that the seeing did not undo and would not, and he let the two of them sit there together, because that was the honest shape of it.
The Marigold lifted off the dead-quiet station and turned her nose up out of the sector, and behind her the great lamp went on turning, warm and steady and chosen, going out over a dark no ship crossed. The lanes were still closed, the sector’s arithmetic unshifted by a figure, and Roy had never pretended it was in his power to shift. You did not, out here, change the size of the dark. You changed what was true inside it. That moved no ledger anywhere. He throttled up and went home glad.
That night Hessa’s table was full, as it was always meant to be and too seldom got to be. There was supper enough for twice the crew and she put it all out anyway. Mungo worked through his plate with slow contentment and reached for more. “A light that gets to choose,” he said, around a heel of bread. “That is a good supper for a light.” Pip was three helpings in and still going, hands drawing coils in the air. “Did you see it though, did you see how it came round after, it turns different now, I’d swear the bearing’s the same and it still turns different, you can mend a thing with the core instead of at it and it just, it stays mended.” Hessa let the lot of them run on and got the last word in sideways, setting down the pot. “It’s a wonder you’ve room left for being so pleased with yourselves, full as you’ve filled up on my bread.” Bart sat where he always sat, gloomy and beloved and a single careful degree less braced than he had been, and held out his cup for a second measure of the thing he did not strictly need. “I am not celebrating,” he said. “I am merely warm.”
And Roy sat at the head of his table among the family he had gathered out of the discarded places of the Scatter, every one of them a thing somebody had once been ready to write off, and ate his supper, and was content, and did not let himself forget that he had nearly thrown this away. He had misread Pip when it mattered, read fright as failure and almost let the shutdown come down on a guess that was his own and wrong. And he knew now the shape of why. He had wanted the afternoon, wanted to be the man who read the keeper true and brought the whole sorry watch home; and a man cannot read straight through his own wanting, and he had taken Pip’s settling for settled because the wanting needed it so. That was not a thing the supper had mended. It was a thing about himself he was going to have to mind, kept on the bench in plain sight, the way you kept a tool you respected and did not shut it in the drawer to pretend it wasn’t yours. The Marigold pointed her worn old nose at the next horizon and went on towards it, carrying her hearth and her crew and her one unfancy creed about faithful things and the seeing of them. Far behind them, at the very edge of everything, that other light went on turning, warm over the empty lanes. And Bart watched it go small and not out, and held his cup, and let the dark fall away behind the ship without a word for it, this once.
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