
        
            
                
            
        

The Atlas of Salt
The Drowned Atlas - Book Two
August Mae
Copyright © 2026 August Mae
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The Atlas of Salt - The Drowned Atlas Book Two

First published 2026

www.augustmae.co.uk
For Bethany
Chapter 1
The Passage South
The first of the three points came up grey out of the morning, and the Searcher leaned into its tide-race like a horse leaning into a hill.
Wren felt the boat take the water in her hands before she saw it on the surface: the wheel of current under the headland, the sea folding back on itself in long ropes of pewter and white. She let the tiller answer it. The keel beneath her was the old keel, salvaged and trued, the same length of larch that had carried her up the coast a year ago and through every coast before that. Everything above it was new. New ribs of bent ash, new strakes the Lagan’s boatwrights had steamed and clenched while the winter rain hammered the shed roof, new caulking, new pitch black as a mussel shell. And on the bow, where the old name had been gouged away by the people who had taken the boat from her, the name again, in Lowri’s hand. Searcher. The girl had painted the letters thin and certain, the down-strokes a little heavier than the up, the way the Lagan’s young harbourmaster dressed wire and did everything else. A name on the bow that was also a promise kept.
The boat came round the point clean.
She had timed it for the slack, by Gull’s tables and not by wanting. That was a thing she had learned to do, finally, after a lifetime of leaving when the leaving was in her and trusting the sea to forgive it. The sea did not forgive; it only sometimes failed to notice. Gull, the old chart-master who had taught her at Havenswell, had said that to her once, on a Bristol quay, in the manner of a man stating the weather, and she had not understood him then. She understood him now. She had his charts in the locker under her knee, oilskin-wrapped, every tide of the three points written in his small hard hand and corrected in a second hand below it that was her own. Two hands on the same page now. There was a comfort in that she could not have named at twenty-five.
The passage south opened only with the fair weather, and the fair weather had opened today. There was no lee under any of the three points for the better part of a day’s sailing, no harbour to run for, no forgiveness if the wind backed and stood up against the tide. From the equinox to the spring the passage closed itself and the settlements of the Severn and the tin coast might as well have been on separate seas. She had waited at the Lagan, the tidal-barrage town on the Welsh shore where she had wintered, through the closing of it, through the long dark, through the dying of Cadog its old harbourmaster and the slow work after. And on the morning the year cracked open, she sailed.
She was not travelling light. That was the change in her she noticed most, going about the boat in the early grey.
She knew the cargo by touch, having stowed it herself and checked it twice. Forward, lashed against the mast step where the boat was driest, the Lagan’s letters, a thick packet of them sewn into oilskin and tarred at the seams: word for the communities south, sent now that there was a hand to carry it and a reason to trust the hand. Cadog had told her, near the end, which households had cousins down the coast, who had married out, who still owed a debt of grain or grief to whom. One letter was for the Nancarrows of Breanek, the tin-coast cousins of the Prosser girls, and Lowri had pressed it on her last of all and held Wren’s wrist a moment longer than a handing needed. Beside the letters, in a flat case Lowri’s father had made, the atlas’s first fair copies. Wren had drawn them herself through the winter, kneeling at Cadog’s cot while the old man’s breath went thin, taking down the coast as he remembered it and as she had seen it, the soundings, the safe waters, the pills and the guts and the drowned roads. The first true map of the changed sea, or the first that anyone had thought to make. Aft, in its barrel, the medicine chest Moss the Havenswell healer had set her up with, replenished now from Lagan stores: kelp-spirit and willowbark and the grey salve for the cold-cracks that came on hands in winter, packed in dry moss as Moss had taught her, the old woman’s voice still in it saying do it.
And in the breast of her coat, against her ribs, in its own square of oilskin worn soft as cloth, the letter she had carried seven years.
She did not need to take it out. She knew it the way she knew the keel. But she put her hand flat against her coat at the slack, with the first point sliding astern and the second a smudge ahead, as another person might touch a charm. Seven years she had carried it folded the same way, the creases gone furred and pale. Through the marriage of one harbour-keeper after another to her face and the wrong name to her question. Through the Underloft, and the year she had nearly stopped. Through Bristol and the storm and the Lagan and its great tide-gate, the one that had been taken from the town and won back over that long winter.
This winter the letter had grown by a page.
She had written the new page at the Lagan by kelp-oil light, and it had cost her more than the gate had, almost. Not the words. The words she had carried as long as the rest of it. What had cost her was the heading she put at the top of the fresh page, because for seven years the letter had been addressed to no one, a letter to the shape of a person, a letter to the dark. And now it had a name on it. The name had come out of a dead sluice-keeper’s note at the Lagan, set down in another hand for Wren to find; and word had come back along the trade, the same winter, that a harbour-keeper on the tin coast held that name still, left deliberately into her keeping, the way you leave a stone on a cairn so the next walker knows the path holds.
Rhea.
She wintered on the tin coast a year past. She left her name there on purpose, for me to find, so I would know the trail held. That was all Wren had. It was more than she had carried in seven years. It was warm. After seven years of cold stones, a warm one, and her whole body bent towards it as the boat bent towards the point.
She trimmed the sheet. The wind held fair off the land. Stay on the work, she told herself, in Gull’s voice, in Moss’s, in her own. The trail is warm. The trail will keep, if you do the work and round the points at the slack. She had learned, this last year, how to stay. She set her hand back on the tiller and let the second point grow.
The half-tide sound behind the second point was a curl of deep water inside a bar that uncovered at the ebb, and Wren brought the Searcher over the bar an hour before the bottom of the tide and anchored in the lee of a granite spur while the light went out of the sky. She had the sound from Gull’s chart and from her own correction below it: bar dries 2 hrs either side low, hold sand, room for one keel and a small one. By the time her anchor bit there was already a small one.
A fisher family, working a lugger no longer than the Searcher and a good deal broader, had come in over the bar ahead of her with their day’s catch still wet in the bottom boards. Wren marked them the way she marked everything, before she did anything else: a man at the tiller, grey at the temple, easy in his shoulders; a woman amidships, mending a net by feel in the failing light; two children, or a child and a half-grown one, doing the small endless work of a boat at anchor. She read no wariness in them. That was the thing that struck her, sitting in her own cockpit a cable off, watching them not watch her.
A year ago, two years, every harbour had read her sail before it read her face, and read it as a question. A single keel, sailing alone, a woman alone in it: that was a thing to be careful of, in a coast where careful was how you stayed alive. They would have let her water and let her go and told her nothing, or told her the safe nothing, the weather and the prices, and watched her over their shoulders until her sail was hull-down. She had grown a skin against it. She had stopped expecting otherwise.
The lugger’s grey-templed man cupped his hands and called across the darkening water, asking was she the boat with the maps.
The word had gone ahead of her. That was the change, and it took her a moment to fit herself to it. The Lagan had sent runners overland to the first settlements of the passage before the weather opened, and the runners had carried the news of her as news always travelled, with the trade and where the trust was: a searcher coming south on the first fair tide with the Lagan’s letters and the first true charts of the coast, and you could believe what she carried because the Lagan vouched for her, and the Lagan’s word was good as grain. She was not a question this season. She was a thing that had been promised, arriving.
“I’m the boat with the maps,” she called back.
They rafted up. The man brought his lugger alongside in the dark with two strokes of an oar and no fuss, and the woman passed a fender of woven withy and made fast fore and aft, and then they were two boats breathing on one anchor in the sound, as Wren had seen the Bridge Folk do it on the Severn, and as she had not done it herself in years, because there had been no one to raft to.
She did not trade them the maps for fish. She did the new thing instead, the thing she had worked out through the winter was the right thing, that Cadog had wanted. She took out a fair copy by the light of a kelp-oil lamp, and she read them their own coast.
She read the soundings of the sound they sat in, and the bar, and the granite spur. She read the next passage south, the third point and its slack, the safe water inside the outer rocks. The woman set down her net. The half-grown child came and crouched at the gunwale with its chin on its arms. And when Wren reached the run of coast past the third point, the grey-templed man stopped her with a hand and said, not the rocks, the rocks were wrong, there was a new rock since the last big tide three winters back, a single tooth that uncovered only at the springs, lying off the second of the outer islands a boat’s length to seaward of where the old water said it should be. He told her the bearing the way a man tells you his own name. She took out her pen and the small horn of ink and she put the rock on the map under his eye, and below it, in the second hand, per fisher of the half-tide sound, spring ’51, and she added his name when he gave it, and the woman’s, and she let the child watch the letters go down.
That was the way of it now. A page read aloud. A route corrected. A name added to the map and to the keeping. News for news, the new way, which built the thing instead of only spending it.
They shared a pot between the two boats, fish and the sea-greens the woman had off the rocks, and they talked the way people talk over food on the water, in no hurry, the dark holding them close. And it was in the talk, not in any asking, that the lean years showed themselves.
The pilchard had gone north of the sounds, the man said, three summers running now. His father’s father had taken them off this very bar in such numbers the boat sat low coming in. Now you worked the day for what would have been the first hour’s haul, and worked it further out, and came in across the bar in the dark because the fish kept you late. He said it without complaint, in the manner of a man stating the weather. The sea was not against them. The sea was never against you. The fish had only gone where the cold water went, north past the sounds, and a man followed his living or he changed it.
And on the tin coast, the woman said, mending again now, her fingers going in the lamplight without her eyes, they were diving deeper to make the trade up. Tin had always been the tin coast’s living, the old metal pulled out of the drowned engine houses by divers on a held breath, and with the fish thin they were diving the deeper houses now, the ones their grandfathers had let alone. There was good trade in it. There was a cost in it too. She did not say what the cost was. She tied off her mending and bit the twine and did not say it, and Wren, who knew when a thing was being left unsaid and had learned not to reach for it, let it stand.
She slept that night to the small sounds of the rafted boats, hull against fender, water under the bar, and she did not dream of the cold places. She woke once in the dead of the ebb, the Searcher and the lugger lying together on the falling water, and lay listening to the family breathe in their boat a hull’s breadth from her, strangers who had vouched for her without knowing they did, and she thought that the world was beginning, very slowly, to change shape around her. She did not know yet whether she liked it. She put her hand against the letter at her ribs and she went back to sleep.
The third point she rounded at the slack of the following afternoon, with Gull’s tables open on her knee and the new rock marked off the outer islands a boat’s length further to seaward than the old water said.
The wind had gone light and fair and the sea off the last headland lay almost still, a long swell with no anger in it, the granite of the point dropping sheer and black into water the colour of worn pewter. She brought the boat round close enough to count the limpets on the rock, because that was where the deep water was, and she trusted Gull’s hand and her own correction more than she trusted the look of it, and the boat came round the last of the three points into the open south and there was nothing more between her and the tin coast but a long fair reach and the falling of the light.
The light fell as she sailed. The swell ran gold and then bronze and then the deep grey-silver of a coast at dusk. And out of that silver, ahead and a little to the west, the Carns came up.
She had never seen them. She had the name from Gull’s chart and the shape of them from Cadog’s failing memory, but she had never stood off them in a boat at dusk, and nothing she had been told had readied her for the look of the thing. Where the chart said a coast there was no coast. There was an archipelago. Granite hilltops stood up out of the silver sea in a long scatter, each one an island now, the old valleys between them drowned, the old engine houses standing to their chimneys in the shallows or sunk past sight in the deeps. The sea had come up over a country and left only its high bones, and on the high bones, people. She could see that even at this distance, even in this light: the islands were inhabited. They held against the dusk like the backs of a herd come down to water.
And then, one by one, as the last of the light went, the lamps.
They came on across the water in no order she could read, a point of kelp-oil gold here and then there and then three together, low on the islands and high, scattered through the dark archipelago like the lights of a single drowned town hung back up in pieces across the sea. She stood at the tiller with the boat ghosting along on the last of the fair wind and she counted them as they lit, just as she had counted stars as a child off the back of her mother’s boat, learning the constellations one named light at a time. She did not know these lights. She did not know their names or which was a harbour and which a single household holding out on a single hill. She would have to learn them, one named light at a time, the whole drowned constellation of them.
Somewhere among those lamps was a harbour-keeper who held a name. Who had taken it from a woman a year past and kept it against the chance of a searcher coming south, a stone left on a cairn, deliberate, so the next walker would know the path held.
She had learned, this last year, how to stay. She had learned the slack and the tables and the new way of asking, and she had learned to do the work and let the trail keep. What she had not learned, what she did not yet know how to do, was this: how to be a searcher when the trail was warm and moving, when the one she sought was not a fixed point on a chart to be sailed to at the slack but a person, somewhere out there under the lamps or already gone north again on a rumour of her own.
She put her hand to her coat, to the letter, to the name on it.
The lamps came on across the water, gold against the falling dark, and she counted them like a constellation she was about to learn.
Chapter 2
The Carns
Wren came in on the morning tide with a town beneath her keel.
She had stood off the islands all the short summer night, anchored in the lee of the outermost carn with a riding light up and the swell working under her, listening to a sea that ran through drowned streets she could not see. At first grey she had the anchor up and the sail drawing, and she felt her way in along the line Gull’s chart had given her, sounding as she went. The water was the clear green of granite shallows, and through it, as she came on, the dead country rose to meet her.
She had seen ruins. The whole drowned world was ruins; she had spent a year sailing over the bones of it. But she had not seen this. Below the keel, twenty feet down and clear as a thing held in glass, stood an engine house. The roof was gone and the walls stood square, granite courses laid by hands three lifetimes under, and at the corner of it the chimney stack rose up through the green and the brown weed and broke the surface not a boat’s length off her bow, awash, a daymark with its top worn smooth and a shag standing on it with its wings hung out to dry. She passed it close enough to have touched it. She looked down past the gunwale and saw the doorway of the house go by beneath her, the lintel still on its jambs, a doorway with nothing behind it now but water and the slow green light, and she thought: a man walked in at that door of a morning to start the pump, and the pump kept the sea out of the workings, and now the sea is in the workings and over the house and over the door and up to the man’s chimney, and still the chimney stands.
The country had drowned and left its high stone standing, and the people had come down to the water’s edge of the stone and gone on living.
She read the harbour the way she read everything now: by what the work had made. It lay in the lee of the great carn, a hook of deeper water inside a tail of half-tide rocks, and every yard of it had been turned to use. There was a quay built out from the granite on old salvaged stone and newer dressed blocks, and along the quay stood frames she did not at first understand: heavy timber gallows, each with a great bell hung in it, bronze and green-streaked, the mouths of them turned down. Bell-frames. She knew the word before she knew the thing, and then she knew the thing: those bells went down on a line over a diver, an air-pocket carried to the bottom, a way to breathe in the dark of a drowned working. Beneath the frames were baskets, withy baskets heaped with metal: bronze gone the colour of the sea, dull lead, the red bloom of old copper, brass fittings still bright where a thumb had rubbed them. And strung from frame to frame, looped and hung to dry in the morning air, were the lines: long coils of tarred rope and oiled line, dark and dripping, hung the way her mother’s people had hung their nets, so that for a moment, coming in, she took them for nets and looked for the boats, and there were the boats too, low and broad and built for working over a wreck and not for the open sea, and there were no fishing boats among them to speak of, and she understood that here the sea was not fished. It was mined.
The harbour saw her come.
The moment of it caught and held, a stillness come down all at once over the quay. A lone sail standing in at first light, a stranger’s hull they did not know, a single figure at the tiller: the quay went still. A man straightened from a basket. Two women by the salt sheds stopped their talk and turned. Somewhere a dog set up and was hushed. For one breath the whole of Breanek looked at her the way any small place looks at a sail it cannot name, with the wariness of folk who have learned that the sea brings little they have not paid for.
Then a girl on the quay-edge, a child of seven or eight with her skirts kilted up and a basket of limpets at her feet, pointed. Not at the boat. At her hat.
Wren had forgotten it. She put her hand up and there it was where it always was, the grey gull feather tucked in the band, salt-stiff, the quill end frayed to threads. She had worn it a year. She had worn it longer than that. It was the thing folk remembered her by when they remembered nothing else, the mark a stranger leaves so that the next stranger may be matched to her: a woman with a gull’s feather in her hat, asking after another woman. She had set it there once for a plain reason and it had become a name she wore.
The child looked at the feather and then turned and ran. Not away. Up the quay and in among the sheds, calling out a word Wren could not catch, and the word went ahead of her like a stone skipped over still water, and Wren sat at her tiller in the suddenly-not-still harbour and understood, with a lift under her ribs that was very close to fear, that she had been expected.
Somebody here had been told a scout might come.
She brought the Searcher alongside a vacant length of quay, and there were hands to take her lines before she could throw them, and that too told her something. Strangers tied their own boats. She was made fast bow and stern by people who would not meet her eye for shyness and would not for the world have let her do it herself.
The Nancarrows kept a long house up the slope behind the salt sheds, granite under a turf roof, the door standing open onto a kitchen that ran the whole length of the place. By the time Wren had washed the salt off her hands at the door-stone and been put on a bench at the table with a cup of something hot pressed into her grip, there were nine or ten of them in the room and more in the doorway, and she had given up trying to count them or to hold their names, except for the woman at the head of the table, because the woman at the head of the table was reading the letter.
Her name was Morwen. She was past fifty, broad in the shoulder as a diver who had once dived, with reading spectacles that were plainly the only pair in the house, mended at the bridge with fine bronze wire. She held the letter at arm’s length under the good light of the door and she read it the second time aloud, because the first time she had read it to herself and gone very still, and then she had taken the spectacles off and wiped them on her apron and put them back on and said, I’ll read it out.
It was Lowri’s hand. Wren knew the look of it, the careful slow letters of a woman taught late; she had watched Lowri write it on the Lagan’s long table with the lamp guttering and her tongue between her teeth, and she had carried it south through every weather pressed in oilcloth against the boards, and she had not once thought, until this minute, of what it would be to be on the other end of it. Fifty years. The valley had drowned in the Unbinding and scattered its people, and the Prossers had gone east over a sea that swallowed every boat that tried it after, and that was the end of it, a branch of a family gone the way the old world had gone, mourned and let be. And here was Morwen Nancarrow reading out the names of the dead who had turned out not all to be dead.
She read it plainly. That was the thing that took Wren by the throat: she read it as you read a list of stores, the names, the marriages, the children, the ones gone now and the ones living, in a voice held flat and level all the way down because the level was the only thing holding it. Their grandmother was Cadog’s sister. She lived to ninety and she never stopped talking of the carns. She said the bells. She said you could hear the bells under the water on a still day and she never knew if it was true. Morwen stopped there. She did not look up. Around the table no one moved. Out on the quay, faint and clear up the slope, one of the bronze bells sounded once where a diver had come up, and into the open kitchen the sound came of the bells under the water that were not under the water at all but standing on the quay in the daylight, and the old woman dead these years had heard them true after all and never known it.
“Well,” said Morwen, after a while. She folded the letter along its old creases. “Well.”
It was the younger woman who broke it, and she broke it not with feeling but with a question.
“How long did it take you?” She was sitting across and one down, a woman of perhaps five-and-twenty, dark, square-handed, with the chapped knuckles and the deep slow breathing of a diver and a way of being entirely still that Wren had marked the moment she came in. She had not gone to the letter with the others. She had sat at the table the whole time with her cup between her two palms, listening, and now she set the cup down precisely on the ring it had already made.
“From the Lagan,” she said. “How long, the passage?”
“Tegen,” said Morwen, mild reproof.
“It’s a fair question.” Tegen did not look away from Wren. “She’s come over a sea our grandmother’s grandmother said couldn’t be crossed. I’d like to know how.”
“Twenty-six days,” Wren said. “But that’s not the time. The time’s the year before it, learning the way of the water enough to dare it. The crossing itself’s a fortnight if you get your weather. I didn’t, the back half.”
Tegen took this in. Wren watched her file it, somewhere, the way you put a tool back in its place. “What weather did you get.”
“A blow out of the south-west, three days, when I was past help and not yet in soundings. I ran before it under a scrap of sail and bailed.”
“Alone.”
“Alone.”
“And your boat carried it.” Not quite a question. A diver’s interest, hard and practical: the gear, what it would bear, what it would not. “What is she, four tonnes? Five? Decked forward?”
“Five, near enough. Decked forward, half-decked aft, a well I can bail standing.” Wren found, to her own surprise, that she was glad of it. A whole roomful had wept over the letter and she had sat among them a stranger at the edge of a grief she had carried but did not share; and here was one person at the table asking her about her boat, about lines and tonnage and weather, meeting her on the only ground they yet held in common, which was the work. “She’s sound. I’d not have started else.”
“No,” Tegen agreed, as if soundness were a virtue too plain to need saying. “You wouldn’t.”
A man laughed from the doorway, easy and unbothered. “Don’t mind Tegen,” he said, coming in and folding himself onto the end of the bench with a diver’s loose-jointed ease. He was young, fair where Tegen was dark, with a broad sunburnt face that looked made for laughing and a chipped front tooth that he showed when he did. “She’d ask the tide for its papers. She’s got a list, you understand. In her head. Everything’s on it. She’ll have had you down and tallied before you’d your boots off, gear and grain and how many days of biscuit you’d left.”
“Eleven days of biscuit,” said Tegen, not rising to it, “and the biscuit’s wet, by the look of her, so it’s less. Jowan, give over.”
“See?” Jowan spread his hands at Wren, delighted, as though Tegen had proved some long-standing point in his favour. “The list.”
“Somebody has to keep one,” Tegen said. “You’d dive a wheal you’d never sounded and wonder at the dark.”
“I’d have you to sound it first, wouldn’t I.” He said it lightly, the worn shape of an old joke between two people who had each saved the other’s breath a dozen times and made nothing of it, and Tegen’s mouth went, for the first time, towards a smile and stopped just short, and reached instead for her cup. There was nothing in it Wren could not read. A crew. Two people who worked the dark together and trusted each other entire and teased each other to say so without having to say so. The whole household sat thick around them, aunts and children and a grandfather mending withy in the corner with his blind man’s sureness, and a girl ladling fish-and-barley broth that was thin on the fish, and through the open door the quay and the bell-frames and the sea over the workings, the whole place alive and entire in the morning, going about the long ordinary business of staying.
Wren ate her broth. It was thin and it was hot and it had been given without a thought, to a stranger, on the strength of a feather and a letter. She let the warmth of it work into her and she let the talk go on over her head, the cross-talk of a full house, and she did not, for a while, say anything at all.
The light moved round the kitchen as the day went, and folk came and went to the work and back, and the letter sat folded at Morwen’s place where she touched it now and then with one finger as if to be sure of it. Towards evening the broad door framed a square of bronze sky, and the bells on the quay had gone quiet, and Wren sat on with a second cup and turned over the thing she could not stop turning over.
A year. On the Welsh shore it had taken her a year. Not to find a trail; there had been no trail. A year to become a person the Lagan would tell things to. She had come to them a stranger off the sea, as she had come here, and they had given her a stranger’s portion, which was courtesy and distance, and she had earned the rest of it a day at a time, mending what wanted mending, standing the night watches no one wanted, learning the slack and the asking, until one evening Lowri had sat down beside her without being asked and that had been the turn of it. A whole season, to buy with her hands what she could not buy any other way: a place close enough to a family that they would speak across it.
She had bought nothing here. She had arrived owing nothing and been given everything, broth and a bench and the run of a household’s open grief, in the space of a morning, on the strength of two things she had carried in oilcloth and a feather in her hat. The letter had done it. The letter and the map behind the letter, the fair copies of the atlas folded against the boards of the Searcher, the slow patient stitching-together of a sundered world one carried line at a time. She had thought of the atlas as her project. Her labour, her doing, the thing she had set herself in the place of the search when the search ran cold. And she saw now, sitting in a stranger’s kitchen that had taken her in without a question, that it had stopped being her project. It had become the weather. It was the thing the world was doing now, with her or without her, the news travelling with the trade and the trade following the maps and a child running up a quay with a name before the stranger’s lines were even ashore. She had not built the connected world. She had walked out one morning into the first weather of it.
“You’ll be asking after someone,” Tegen said.
Wren came back to the room. Tegen had risen; she was standing by the door with a coil of dried line over her shoulder, on her way to the boats by the look of her, pausing only because she had a thing to say and said her things plainly.
“The feather,” Tegen said. “The child knew it. There’s been talk up the coast a season or more, of a woman in a boat with a gull’s feather, asking after another woman. So you’ll be asking. I thought I’d save you the working-round to it.”
“I am,” Wren said. The lift was under her ribs again, the warm trail, the thing she had told the dark she did not yet know how to follow. “A woman. Younger than me. She’d have come through, a year back, maybe more. She had a way of leaving her name where it would keep.”
“Then it’s not us you want,” Tegen said, without unkindness, a diver eliminating the obvious before the deep work. “We keep little here that isn’t metal. You want Hedra.”
“Hedra.”
“Harbour-keeper. Down by the old cellars, the house with the green door.” Tegen shifted the coil on her shoulder. “She keeps everything anyone leaves. Names, debts, letters, who owes who a tide’s work and who’s owed one back, who came and who went and what they were called. Sixty years of it, in her head and in her boxes. If your woman left her name to keep, she left it with Hedra. There’s no one else she’d have left it with.”
“At first light,” Wren said. It came out of her like a thing decided, because it was. “I’ll go to her at first light.”
“She’s up before it,” Tegen said. “She’ll keep you no more waiting than you’ve kept already.” She got the door under her hand, and the bronze evening came in around her, and Wren thought she was gone; but she stopped, half out, with the easy afterthought of a person remembering a thing on a list.
“You’ll want to see us work, likely, before you go on. We’re for Wheal Patience inside the week.” She said it as she said everything, flat and exact, laying it down plain between them. “The deep run. The bronze that buys the winter’s grain. We’ll take you down the sound if the weather holds, and you’ll see what the carns are for.”
And she went out into the falling light, the coil on her shoulder, towards the boats and the bell-frames and the drowned town under the green water, and the green door closed behind her on the smell of the broth and the sea.
Chapter 3
The Held Name
The green door stood open to first light, and the keeping-room beyond it was a wall of small drawers, each one holding something somebody had trusted the harbour to keep.
Wren stopped on the threshold and read the room the way she read water. It took up the whole upper floor of the house above the old cellars, low under the slope of the roof, one long window looking out over the quay and the grey morning sea. The wall opposite the window was given over entirely to the drawers: oak gone soft and silver with handling, no two quite the same size, ranked and stacked from the floor to a height a tall woman could just reach, hundreds of them, each with a little card slotted into a brass frame and a word or two on the card in a hand that had grown crabbed and small across the years it had been writing. A name on this one. A name and a date on that. Penhale, owed a tide. Carbis, the green chest. To be called for. Sixty years, she thought, of what people put down and walked away from, trusting the harbour to hold it until they or theirs came back; and she understood, looking at it, that she had walked a long coast to stand in front of one of these drawers, and that she did not know which one it was.
“You’ll be the gull feather,” said the woman at the window. “Sit, then. You’ve come a way to stand.”
Hedra of Breanek was in her seventies and built like something the weather had finished rather than worn: spare, upright in a hard chair, her hands folded on a ledger that lay open on the table before her, the page half filled in that same small crabbed hand. She did not get up. She looked at Wren as the drawers looked at the room, taking the measure of a thing put down in front of her, and there was no haste in it at all.
“Wren,” Wren said, and took the chair across the table.
“I know what you’re called. The whole coast knows what you’re called, near enough, these three weeks. A scout off the Welsh shore with a feather in her hat, asking up the harbours after a woman she lost.” Hedra turned a page back, then forward, not reading it, only giving her hands a thing to do. “You’ll want a name kept. That’s why they send you to me. They’ve nothing else to send you to me for.”
“I was told you keep things.”
“I keep what’s left me.” The old woman’s mouth moved, dry, not quite a smile. “Names, debts, the green chest, who owes who a tide’s work, who came and who went and what they answered to. Folk leave a thing with the harbour the way they’d leave it with God, only the harbour’s nearer and keeps better accounts.” She closed the ledger over one finger. “Sixty years I’ve had this room. My mother had it before, and her father. People think it’s the boxes. It’s not the boxes. It’s that the same family’s been sat in the same window the whole sixty years, so the asking knows where to come. You leave a thing with a window that moves, you’ve lost it. You leave it here, it’s here.”
“And someone left a name.”
Hedra looked at her a long moment. “Someone left a name.”
She did not say it quickly, and she did not say it kindly, exactly; she said it the way Tegen said everything, flat and exact, a fact set down where it could be found. But she watched Wren’s face while she said it, and Wren felt herself watched, and held still under it as she would have held still for a wild thing deciding whether to come to the hand.
“An engineer,” Hedra said. “She wintered here. Not this winter past. The one before it. She came off a Scilly boat in the back end of the year with a roll of tools and not much else, and she put up over the Nancarrows’ boatshed, and she meant to be gone in a month and stopped the whole dark of the year instead, because the man-engine at the dry workings had thrown a rod the autumn and no soul on these islands could mend it and she could.”
Wren said nothing. The room had gone very far away and very near at once.
“She mended it,” Hedra said. “Took her the better part of three weeks and she did it with the cold coming through the shed wall and her hands going blue on the iron, and when it ran again she didn’t crow over it, which I marked, because the kind that can do a thing like that mostly crow. She taught two of the lads enough to keep it running. She stood watches she’d no need to stand. She earned her bench.” The old woman’s eyes did not leave Wren’s. “And in the spring, when she went, she came up here to this window, the last morning, and she gave me her name to keep. Not a debt. Not a chest. Her name, against anyone who might come asking after it with cause.” A pause, weighted, deliberate. “First thing she ever left anywhere, I’d say. You don’t keep a name sixty years in this trade without learning to tell the ones who scatter them from the ones who never put a thing down in their lives. She was the second kind. She put a name down on purpose, the once, here, and I’ve had the keeping of it since.”
“Rhea,” Wren said.
It was not a question, and Hedra did not answer it as one. She only inclined her head, a small grave movement, a key turning home in a long-cold ward; and the name that Wren had carried out of the Lagan in oilcloth and in her own mouth across the whole of the southern water came to rest against the name the harbour had been holding, and the two were the same name, and the trail that had been a rumour and a report and a dying woman’s wire-dressing became, in that low room over the quay, a true thing with a place and a season fixed to it. Not news. Wren had known the name before she came. What she had not known until this morning was that the name was real in the world the way a rock is real, a thing another person had stood beside and put their hand to and walked away from on a particular morning of a particular spring.
She had wanted this for seven years. She found she could not speak for a moment, and was glad Hedra was the kind of woman who let a silence stand.
“How long,” she said at last, “since the spring she went.”
“Year past. Spring before this one.” Hedra opened the ledger again, but only to have it open. “She didn’t go home, if home’s what you’re after. She went north. Up the far coast, harbour by harbour, as you’ve come up the near one. And she’s left her name in every one of them, by what comes back.”
“What comes back?”
“Trade comes back. The boats go up with salt and engine-brass and they come down with grain and word, and the word this spring has been a Welsh engineer working the northern harbours, mending what they can’t, leaving her name behind her like a —” the old woman paused, and chose the homelier word “— like a wake. So they’d know her if she came again. Or so someone would know to follow.” She let that sit. “She went on north not three weeks before you made my quay. You’ve a warm trail, scout. Warm as it’s been in seven years, I should think.”
Three weeks. Wren turned the figure over and felt the old shape of the problem in it, the one she had stood on the deck of the Searcher and named to herself off the first sight of these islands: that a fixed point you could sail to at the slack, but a person moving was weather, and you did not catch the weather by following where it had been. Three weeks north, harbour by harbour, and a fair wind for Rhea was a fair wind for Wren, so the gap would not close by sailing; it would only hold, the two of them moving up the same coast a fortnight apart, like ships passing, never in the same water at the same hour.
And yet.
A name left on purpose, in every harbour, so someone would know to follow.
“She wanted to be followed,” Wren said, very low, more to herself than to the woman across the table.
Hedra heard it. Of course she heard it; it was her trade to hear what was left in a room. Something moved in her face, a weighing, the careful arithmetic of a keeper who had spent sixty years deciding what to release and to whom, and her eyes went, for the space of a breath, to a drawer low in the wall to her left, a drawer no different from any of the hundreds of others, and her hand on the ledger did not move towards it. Then her eyes came back to Wren’s face and stayed there.
“Folk leave things with the harbour,” she said, slow, “and the harbour gives them back to whoever asks with cause. The keeper judges the cause. That’s the whole of the trade, when you boil it down. Sixty years and that’s the whole of it.” She closed the ledger fully now and laid both hands flat on the cover. “You’ve a name and a feather and a long way walked. That asks something. I’ll not say it doesn’t.”
Wren waited. She had learned, in a Lagan winter, the value of the silence you do not fill.
But Hedra had set both hands on the ledger and that was an ending, like a line drawn under a column when the sum is done for the day, and whatever she had not said she did not say. “Go and see what the carns are for,” she said instead, in another voice, the dry door-closing voice of a woman with a morning to be getting on with. “Tegen’s below, I shouldn’t wonder, kicking the cobbles. She’s no patience for a window. Let her walk you the coast. Then come back and we’ll talk again, you and I, when you’ve a sense of the place that holds the name.” The not-quite-smile again. “A name keeps. It’s the one thing I’ve learned for certain in this room. A name keeps as long as you want it to.”
Tegen was below, kicking the cobbles, exactly as foretold.
She fell into step without a greeting, which Wren was coming to understand was itself a kind of greeting from her, and took her along the quay and up off it onto the path that ran the working coast north of the harbour, and as they walked she named the place to Wren the way you’d hand someone the tools of a trade, one at a time, no flourish, the right name for each thing.
The kelp pans first: long shallow stone troughs cut into the rock above the tideline, the weed laid out in them blackening and drying in what sun there was, and the reek of it, iodine and rot and salt, riding the wind. “Burn it for the ash,” Tegen said. “Ash for the glass and the soap and a dozen things besides. It’s poor money but it’s money every tide, and poor money every tide is what keeps a winter off your throat.” Then the salt sheds, low and weathered grey, the brine creeping up the timbers in white feathered stains, the fires under the pans banked low and a girl turning the rakes through the crystallising pans with her sleeves pushed up against the steam. Salt was better money than ash. Salt travelled. Salt was half of what the northern grain was bought with, that and the metal.
And then the cellars.
They came on them around a shoulder of the cliff: a terrace of them dug back into the slope above a smaller cove, stone-fronted, each with its low arched door, and Wren knew before Tegen said a word that they were empty, because there is a particular silence to a working building with no work in it, a stillness that has gone slack, and the whole terrace of them stood in it.
“Pilchard cellars,” Tegen said, and stopped, and looked at them as you look at a thing you are tired of explaining. “You salt the fish down in those, layer and press, a whole autumn’s catch, barrels of it, oil pressed off the top and the fish packed for the year and for trade. My grandmother filled these. My mother filled these. The shoals came in past the point thick enough to walk on, by the telling, and the whole coast turned out, the seine boats and the children and the old women, and you worked till you dropped and counted yourself blessed to be dropping.”
“And now.”
“Three summers idle.” She said it flat, but it was not the flat of indifference; it was the flat of a thing said so often it had worn smooth. “The shoals went north of the sounds. Three summers running, now. They come up the deeps and they turn off where they never used to turn, and they don’t come into the bays, and the seine boats sit on the beach with their nets rotting because there’s no sense mending a net for fish that aren’t there. Some say it’s the warming of the water. Some say the fish know a thing we don’t. My grandmother would have said the sea gives and the sea takes and a wise woman doesn’t ask it why.” She turned away from the cellars. “But the sea’s taken the fish north, and a body still has to eat south of the sounds. So.”
“So the mines,” Wren said.
“So the mines.”
They had come up high enough now that the whole sound lay open below them, the water between Breanek and the chain of outer islands, the carns themselves: granite hilltops standing up out of a silver sea, scattered with the small dark shapes of lamps and roofs, the bones of hills that had been a country once, drowned and grown salt. And out in the middle of the sound, on a patch of water no different to the eye from any other, three tall frames of black timber stood up out of the sea, gaunt against the brightening sky, with a barge moored among them.
“Wheal Patience,” Tegen said, and there was something else in her voice now, something that was not the worn-smooth flat of the cellars: a plain working pride, the pride of a person naming the thing their hands actually did. “The bell-frames mark the shaft heads. The mine’s down under there, the bal, the whole of it, drowned when the rest drowned. Levels and adits and the great engine chamber, all of it under sixty feet of water now and rising. But the metal’s still in it. Tin and copper in the lodes and engine-brass in the workings, and metal doesn’t drown. Metal waits.”
“And you go down to it.”
“We go down to it. The bell goes down, the great iron bell, open at the bottom, and the air goes down trapped inside it, and a man goes down under the rim of it and works in the dark with the air the bell holds, in the levels, bringing up the kibbles of ore and the brass off the old machines, until his air’s foul and he comes up.” She said it as she said everything, as fact, the danger of it folded so completely into the ordinariness that you would have to listen hard to hear it at all. “It’s the deep run we’re for this week. Wheal Patience is the deepest of them and the richest, the bronze run that buys the grain year, the whole winter’s grain off one barge of metal up to the northern harbours. The shoals went north. The mines are the larder that’s left.” She nodded down at the frames in the sound. “That’s what the carns are for. The fish were the gift. The metal’s the work.”
Wren stood and looked at the sound, and did what her craft did with any water put in front of her, which was to read it; and she did not entirely like what she read.
It was clear water and cold, she could see that even from the height, the pale rock and weed running away down into the green-dark over the drowned workings. But the sound was a narrow water between hard land, and a narrow water between hard land does a thing with a tide that an open coast does not: it gathers it, and presses it, and runs it hard. She watched the set of the current threading between the outer carns, the small standing chop where it shoaled over something below, the way the whole body of it leaned and quickened, and she thought of the spring tides, the big ranges that would be on them within the fortnight by the look of the moon’s quarter, and what a spring range would do drawn twice a day through the mouths of drowned adits and the throats of old levels: how hard it would pull, how the water would not lie still down there at the springs as it might at the neaps, how a man under a bell in a dark level would feel the sea breathing through the workings around him with the whole weight of the ocean behind the breath.
She said none of it. It was not alarm. It was only the particular dislike a person of her craft has for water that runs harder than it shows, the dislike of a thing not because it is dangerous but because it is more than it is letting on. The Carns worked this sound every spring of their lives and had buried their dead and married their living off the back of it, and a scout three weeks landed did not walk a coast for a morning and then tell the people who owned it their business with their own sea. So she filed it where she filed such things, in the part of her that knew the right rope and the wrong slack and the rock a boat’s length to seaward off the second outer island, and she said only:
“It runs hard, the sound.”
“It runs hard,” Tegen agreed, with the pride of a woman whose people had made a living off a sea that ran hard, and they went on along the coast.
In the evening Wren sat on the quay with her back to a bollard and the green door behind her up the hill, and let the day settle, and weighed the two roads in front of her the way she had weighed the sound.
The trail was warm. That was the whole of the case for going. Three weeks north and a fair wind and a name in every harbour to follow, the warmest it had been in seven years, by the keeper’s own telling; and the old arithmetic, the one she had lived by for the better part of a decade, the one that said the search came first and last and always, the one that had walked her out of every winter and onto every fair passage with the single question of where Rhea was and how to get nearer to her — the old arithmetic said go. Tomorrow. On the morning tide. Do not let it cool.
And against it: a satchel of oilcloth with the Lagan’s other letters in it, a half-dozen of them, names and words trusted to her by a grieving household to be carried down this very coast and put into the right hands. The fair copies of the atlas, that the harbours north and south were waiting on now, that had stopped being her project and become the weather. A week here would let her trade the atlas properly into the keeping-room, harbour to harbour, and deliver what she had been trusted with, and earn this place the way she had earned the Lagan, a tide’s work at a time, so that it would speak across itself to her as the Lagan had learned to.
A year ago — two — there would have been no weighing. The letters would have waited. Everything had always waited, for seven years, behind the one thing.
But she was not the woman who had walked out of the Lagan, quite, and the new self answered the old arithmetic differently. A name keeps, Hedra had said, the one thing she’d learned for certain in that room; and Rhea had left hers on purpose in every harbour, so that whoever followed would find it kept and waiting, which meant Rhea was not running and would not stop leaving it. The trail had waited seven years. It could wait a week more, for the sake of letters that could not wait, that were a dead man’s last words in another woman’s keeping, owed to the living. You did not put down the thing you had been trusted to carry in order to run faster after the thing you wanted. That was not the arithmetic. That had stopped being the arithmetic somewhere on the Welsh shore, the evening Lowri sat down beside her without being asked.
“The week,” she said aloud, to the harbour, to the dark water, to nobody. “I’ll give it the week.”
It came out of her like a thing decided, because it was.
She slept over the Nancarrows’ that night, in the boatshed loft where the engineer had lodged a year and more before her — Hedra had told her as much, and the knowledge sat quietly with her in the dark, neither warming nor stinging, only there, that she lay where Rhea had lain. The loft kept its own counsel. She found nothing of her in it, and did not look.
She woke in the grey hour before the dawn to the sound of the harbour going to work.
From the small window of the loft she could see the quay below and the sound beyond it, and on the quay in the first light the salvage crew was loading the bell-barge for Wheal Patience: the great iron bell swung out on its sheers and lowered onto the barge’s deck, dark and round and dripping, the coils of line, the kibbles stacked, the careful slow choreography of people who had done a dangerous thing so many times it had become a domestic one. Tegen was down among them, recognisable by her stride, coiling a line. And a stocky figure on the barge — Jowan, it would be, by the easy way Tegen called something across to him — lifted an arm and waved up at her, an ordinary wave, the wave of a man telling a friend he had seen her and all was as it should be, and Tegen lifted her own hand back.
The tide was making. The sound lay flat and pale under the coming light, no chop on it now at the turn, the standing water of the slack, gone gentle and gone kind, the bell-frames standing up out of it black and patient and the barge moving out among them on water as smooth as poured pewter.
Wren watched them go, and thought of a name kept in a drawer she had not been shown, and of a trail going north without her for a week, and found, a little to her own surprise, that she was at peace with both; and below her the sea was flat, and the morning was kind, and the barge slid out across the silver sound towards the drowned mine on the making tide.
Chapter 4
Wheal Patience
The winch wire ran cold through her hands, paying out, and the four of them went down into water so clear she could watch them dissolve.
She was Tegen Nancarrow, of Breanek, breath-diver and bell-diver, and she could read the going-down of people the way her mother read a column of figures: by the rate of it, by where it slowed and where it caught. So she held the wire loose in her square chapped hands and let it tell her. The bell sank ahead of them, dark and round, dragging its bright breath against the dimming green, and below it the four divers followed it down the stage-lines like beads slipping off a string, smaller and greyer and gone, until the sound closed over the last pale flicker of Sennen’s heels and there was only the wire, and the water, and the bell-frames standing up black around the barge, and Tegen, who should have been one of the beads.
The lot had benched her. That was the whole of it, and there was no arguing with it, and she had spent the row out telling herself so. The deep run was drawn by lot every time, the four who worked the bottom and the one who minded the bell-winch, the danger shared by chance and not handed down by rank, so that no man could ever say another had spent him cheap. Her name had been in the cap with the rest. The lot had drawn her to the winch. Lot was fair. She had said it to herself coiling line on the quay in the grey, and she said it again now with her palms full of wire, and it did not make her any less a woman left at the top of a hole while better water than this had been promised to her all season and given to four others.
She made her lists instead. It was what she did with a thing she could not move. The bell’s air would last so long at this depth: count the candles. The kibbles would come up so many to the hour if the run was rich, fewer if it was poor. The tide was making, slack three hours off, no chop on the sound, the standing kind water of the morning gone smooth as poured pewter and no weather in the west. Pasco at the stage to take the kibbles and tend the lines. Branok at the bottom, leading, as Branok always led, from the deepest level where the air ran thinnest. Jago and Sennen below with him on the bronze run. Jowan working the middle ground between the stage and the bottom, the speaking-line his to mind.
The first taps came up the winch wire under her fingers, and she let her breath go out slow, the way a breath-diver lets it go, all the way to the bottom of herself.
Branok’s signal. Three even knocks, a pause, two more, regular as a heart. All down, working. She felt them more than heard them, a small living tremor in the cold iron line, and she answered with the bar, two for understood, and the wire went still again, and she thought: that is what it is, then. To be the one who feels the heart and not the one whose heart it is.
The speaking-line crackled. It was a leather pipe more than a line, the old voice-tube run down beside the bell, and what came up it came thinned and bubbled and strange, but it was a voice, and it was Jowan’s.
“Tegen.” Her name first, the way he always started, to be sure she was there. “Tegen, how many sacks of barley does it take to winter a household of nine?”
“Depends on the household,” she said into the pipe.
“It’s your household. Nine of you, your mother counts the appetites of three on Gerren alone.” A wet swallowing pause while he breathed. “Go on. You did the sum on the way out, I watched you doing it on your fingers. You can’t help it.”
“Fourteen sacks,” she said, “if the cellar keeps dry, and your father’s not in it.”
A sound came up the pipe that might have been a laugh and might have been only the sea, and then, clear enough, his voice, broad and easy, the voice of a man with a chipped tooth grinning round it: “She did it on her fingers and she’s right. God love a woman who can count. Branok, did you—”
The line went quiet, the ordinary quiet of a man turning back to his work. The sound lay flat and pale around the barge. The bell-frames stood patient in the water. Nothing was wrong. Nothing was anywhere near to being wrong.
Then the sea breathed out.
She felt it before she heard it, in the deck under her boots and in the wire in her hands and in the long bones of her own legs: a grinding, a deep exhausted exhale, the sound of an enormous old thing letting go of a weight it had held too long. It came up through sixty feet of water and through the granite under the water and through the iron of the bell-frames and into the barge, and the barge shuddered with it, and the flat skin of the sound dimpled all over as if rain had fallen on it, though there was no rain.
The wire in her hands went slack.
Not the easy slack of a kibble set down. All of it at once, the whole weight gone, the line dead in her fists.
“Pasco.” She had it out of her mouth before she knew she’d spoken. She was already at the speaking-line. “Pasco. Branok. Talk to me.”
Nothing came up the pipe but water-noise and a long booming settle, far down, like a door shutting in a flooded house.
Then the lines began to come up wrong.
The stage-line jerked and ran in fast, too fast, no weight on it, and she and the deckhand hauled it hand over hand and there was Pasco coming up under it half out of the water before they had him, fouled in his own line and a kibble of brass tangled with him, his mouth wide and grey and pulling at the air like a thing pulled out of a net. They got him over the side. He went down on the deck on his hands and brought up seawater in a long retching string and could not speak for a while. He had come up early with the kibble. He had been on the stage, between the bottom and the top, and the run of muck and broken water had taken him going up and not down, and that was the whole of why he was on the deck breathing and not below.
“How many,” Tegen said to him, close, holding his face. “Pasco. How many down.”
“Three.” He got it out between heaves. “Branok. Jago. Sennen. On the bottom.” His eyes came round to find her and went past her to the place at the stage that should have had a fourth. “Jowan was coming up. Jowan was on the line behind me, coming up—”
She went over the side.
She did not decide to. She had her boots off and the breath going down into her, slow and deep and full, the breath she had been born knowing how to take, and then the cold of the sound closed over her head and she was in it, in the green going grey, going down the stage-line hand over hand into the dark of the workings.
The water was no longer clear. It had gone thick with a slow brown smoke of stirred-up ground, and she swam down into it blind, counting the line by feel, the cold pressing in on her ears and her chest the deeper she went. The bell loomed out of the murk below her, canted hard over against a shaft-frame, fouled, its bright breath spilled out and gone, a dead iron lung lying on its side. She felt past it. She found the shaft head and went into it, down, the brown smoke thicker here, the cold harder, her own pulse loud, the count of her air running in the back of her mind as it always ran, the one number that was never a list, that was only ever one number going down.
The shaft was choked.
She put her hands against it where the level should have opened, the one-eighty, where the way ran down to the bottom and the bronze run and the men, and there was no way. There was a face of fallen ground, rubble and broken timber and the long settled weight of the sea-floor come down, packed solid, immovable, the workings folded shut like a fist. She felt along it in the dark. She found an edge of timber, a broken cap-piece. She found, jammed in the rubble face where the fall had caught and crushed it, the iron cage of a handlamp, dented flat, its glass gone, the wick of it cold.
Jowan’s. She knew it by the patch he’d brazed on the cage himself, a clumsy seam she’d teased him for. She closed her hand round it. It did not come free. It was held in the ground, in the fall, in the place where the way had been, where a man had been coming up behind Pasco on the line, coming up, and had not.
Her air was a number now and the number was small.
She left the lamp. She left it because the ground would not give it up and because to stay was to spend the last of her breath on a man the sea had already taken, and she went up the stage-line into the lightening green with her chest screaming and broke the surface and was hauled streaming over the side to lie on the deck beside Pasco and pull the air back into herself in long shuddering draughts.
“The shaft’s choked,” she said, when she could. “Below the one-eighty. Solid.” She lay looking at the pale sky. “Jowan was in the fall.”
Nobody said anything. The deckhand made a small sound and stopped it. Pasco put his hand flat on the deck beside her hand, not on it, only beside it, and left it there.
There were three men alive somewhere under two hundred feet of ground and water, or there were not, and there was no way down to them, and there was a fourth who was not anywhere they could reach, whose lamp was crushed into the ground that had killed him, and the bell was fouled and dead on its side in the dark.
Tegen sat up. Above the sound the bell-frames stood black and patient as they had stood all the years of her life, marking the heads of shafts where her people went down into the larder of the Carns and came up again. The larder had taken its keepers. She looked at the flat kind water and began, without meaning to, to make the list of what came next.
They worked. That was the discipline of it, the only discipline the Carns had ever had against the sea, which was to put the grief down where it could be picked up later and do the work that was in front of the hands. By the time the barge came in there were boats out from Breanek already, drawn by the wrongness of it across the water as gulls are drawn, and the harbour had begun the slow terrible arithmetic that a coast does when its people do not all come home.
Morwen met the barge. Tegen’s mother did not run and did not wail. She stood on the quay with her arms folded into her shawl and she took the count off the deck with her eyes before anyone spoke it, four gone down, two come up, and her face did not break; it only set, the way mortar sets, into the thing it would now have to be. “Pasco to the fire,” she said. “Dry clothes on him and broth in him. Tegen.” Her eyes went over her daughter, wet and shaking and whole. “You’re not hurt.”
“No.”
“Then you’ll help with the boats.” It was love. Tegen knew it for love. It was her mother giving her a thing to do with her hands so that the rest of her would have somewhere to stand.
Hedra came down from the carn before the light went, with her great ledger under her arm, and sat at the harbour table with the lamp lit and opened it to the back, to the pages Tegen had never seen open, the disaster pages, and began to write in her small even hand the names and the date and the count, because the harbour-keeper kept everything anyone left, and four men had left a great deal that day, and someone had to be the one it was all left with.
The stranger came down too. The scout, the woman who had walked the coast with Tegen only the day before, who lodged over their own boatshed: Wren, with her gull’s feather and her seven years of asking after another woman, who had been watching from the loft window when the barge went out. She came down to the quay when the alarm spread through the harbour and she asked nothing and she got in among the lines where she was set and worked. She knew rope; Tegen saw that much, in the corner of an eye too full of other things, the easy true way the stranger’s hands went to a fouled coil and cleared it without being told. A useful pair of hands and a closed mouth, on a day that had no use for anything else. Tegen did not think about her past that. There was no room.
Dark came down on the harbour, and the boats came in, and there was nothing more the boats could do, and still nobody spoke the thing aloud, which was that there was no way down.
Then the carn began to knock.
It came up out of the granite itself. There was an iron rod driven deep into the rock on the carn’s flank, an old thing, older than anyone, set there by tinners who had gone down dry in the days before the water rose and who had known, as their people had always known, that rock carries a knock the way water carries a voice, that you could lay your hand on the world’s bones and feel a man tapping two hundred feet down in the dark. The old code. Letter-groups knocked on iron, slow for the cold and the failing air, the rates of it learned at this rod by children who hoped never to need them: the quick stutter for air, the long roll for water, the careful spelling-out of names.
Someone cried out that it was knocking and the whole harbour went still. They came to the rod in the dark, all of them, and laid hands on the granite, and Hedra came with her lamp, and Morwen, and the old men who knew the code best stood with their eyes shut and their fingers on the cold iron and listened, and read it out into the silence group by group as it came.
“Alive.” The old man’s voice cracked on it. “It says alive.”
It came again, the same, patient, slow.
“Alive. Alive.”
A long pause. The sea moved against the quay walls in the dark. Then the count, knocked out plain.
“Three.” A sound went through the crowd, not a cheer, nothing like a cheer, a single drawn breath taken by a hundred people at once. “Three of them. Three alive.”
Branok. Jago. Sennen. In a high gallery, then, above the choked shaft, on some dry ledge in the dark with a pocket of the bell’s spilled air or the workings’ own trapped breath, alive, knocking on the iron with whatever they had, telling the rock that they were not yet gone. Three. And not the fourth. The code did not say the fourth and would never say the fourth, and everyone at the rod knew why, and no one said it.
The knocking went on. The old man’s face changed as he read it, the brief hard joy of alive going out of it.
“Water.” His fingers pressed the iron as if he could press an answer back down it. “It says water. Water—” The long roll came again, and then a group after it, slow and deliberate and twice repeated, the way a man knocks a thing he most needs you to hear. “Rising. Water rising.”
Then nothing.
They waited at the rod a long while in the dark, hands on the stone, but nothing more came up it that night. The men below had spent what they had to spend and gone quiet to keep their air, or to keep their warmth, or only because there was no more to say that the rock had words for. Alive, alive, three, water rising. That was the whole of the message the granite carried up to Breanek, and the last of it, knocked twice, was water rising.
Tegen stood with her hand on the iron after the others began to draw away. Her palm was cold from the rod and her hair was still stiff with salt and she could feel, when she shut her eyes, the choked face of the fall under her hands and the crushed cage of the lamp held fast in the ground.
Her name had been in the cap. The lot had drawn her to the winch and not to the bottom, and so she stood here on the dry flank of the carn with the living water under her boots and the breath whole in her chest, and Jowan, who had asked her how many sacks of barley winter a household of nine, was in the fall, and Branok and Jago and Sennen were on a ledge in the dark with the water coming up to take what the ground had not.
She should have been down there. Her name had been on the lot.
The water was rising. She knew its rate as she knew everything about the sound, the springs swelling under the new moon, the ledge they were on shrinking by the hour, and she stood with her cold hand on the cold iron and, because it was the only thing her hands could do, she began to count the tides on her fingers.
Chapter 5
The Knocking
The child on the carn’s flank held up three fingers, and the harbour read them like a tide-mark.
She knelt where the morning had set her, on the grey shoulder of granite above the count-house roofs, one ear laid against the iron rod that went down into the rock. A girl of perhaps ten, with a salt-stiffened plait and Branok’s own jaw, though Wren would not learn whose she was until later. She had her eyes shut and her free hand splayed flat on the stone, and when the knocking came up through the granite she counted it on her fingers without thinking, the way another child might count out a skipping-rhyme, and then she lifted three of them towards the quay below so the watch there would know. Three. Still three. The men under the hill had not gone from three.
It was a clear morning, washed and ordinary, the kind that comes the day after, when the sea has forgotten its temper and the light lies long and gentle on the water and the gulls go about their business as though nothing in the world had changed under the ground. The springs were swelling. Wren could feel them the way she felt her own pulse, the new moon drawing the water up, and somewhere below the child’s cold rod three men were measuring the same swell against a ledge in the dark.
She had come down to the quay at first light and found Breanek already remade.
The harbour was a rescue-camp now. It had taken the shape overnight, without anyone seeming to design it, the way a flock turns: the long trestle from the salt sheds dragged out under the count-house eaves and laid with rope and candle and the dripping coils of the bell-frame lines; the kelp-oil lamps left burning into the day because no one had thought to put them out and no one would; the women of the cellars boiling a great pot of something over a driftwood fire and ladling it into whoever stood still long enough. There was no shouting. That was the thing Wren marked first, with a kind of recognition that went straight to the bone. A harbour that worked the deep mines for its bread knew disaster the way a sailor knew weather. They had a discipline for it. They kept their voices low and their hands busy and they did the next thing, and then the thing after that.
On the count-house door, in chalk, in a square hand, someone had set down the hard facts where everyone could read them and no rumour could grow in the gap:
3 ALIVE. THE GALLERY HOLDS AIR. THE WATER IN IT RISES WITH THE SPRINGS.
Three lines. No more than the granite had said and not one word of comfort added. Wren stood in front of it with her hands inside her sleeves and understood that whoever had chalked it had refused, deliberately, to write the thing the harbour wanted to read. Not we will have them out by week’s end. Not take heart. Only what was known, delivered without drama, a simple statement of fact. She thought of Gull, who would have approved, and the thought put a small cold ache under her breastbone that had nothing to do with the men below.
She moved through the camp where she was let and where there was a thing to be done, carrying line, holding a lantern for a man splicing, keeping out of the way of the divers. She had learned in her first week here that the Carns did not want a stranger’s grief and did not need a stranger’s hands telling theirs how to work. So she made herself a useful pair of hands and a closed mouth, and she watched, and she listened, and she let the harbour tell her what the harbour knew.
What it knew came up through the iron at mid-morning, letter by letter, before anyone on the quay had thought to ask the question.
A man named Pasco stood the watch at the rod by then, the diver who had been on the stage when the ground came down and had come up half-drowned with the kibble, the only one of the four to come back. He had slept three hours and would not sleep more. He knelt with his hand on the stone and his lips moving as he read, and a woman beside him chalked the letters on a slate as he called them, and the slate filled slowly, and then the woman went very still.
“He says,” Pasco said, and stopped, and started again. “Branok says. The shaft’s gone. The direct shaft. Choked solid below the one-eighty and it won’t be cleared, not in the time.” He listened. His thumb moved on the granite as though he could press the words out faster. “He says: long way only.”
The slate said it. DIRECT SHAFT GONE. LONG WAY ONLY.
The quay had gone quiet around the rod. Somewhere a rope-end slapped against a hull and no one reached to still it.
“The long way,” a man said, not quite a question.
“The old workings.” Pasco lifted his hand off the stone at last and sat back on his heels, and the grey morning showed every hour of the day before in his face. “The under-sea levels. From the seaward side, round through the drowned levels and up into the gallery from below.” He looked at the rod, and then at the slate, and then at no one. “It’s all water down there. It’s been water since before my grandfather. Nobody’s swum it. Nobody alive has ever swum it.”
No one answered him, because there was nothing to answer.
Wren stood where she was at the edge of the lamplight with a coil of line over her shoulder, and she understood, in the cold and complete way her craft understood things, exactly what had just been said. Not it cannot be done. Branok had not knocked up farewell. He had knocked up a route. A route through drowned ground that filled and emptied with the sea, that breathed in and out with every tide that ran in the sound above it. A route that could only be swum at the slack, in the held breath between the flood and the ebb, when the water in the old levels stopped its running long enough for a body to pass through.
And slack water in a drowned mine was not a thing you guessed at. It was not a thing you felt for in the dark with your life on it. It was a thing you read, off the tables and off the water, by the minute, days ahead, so that a diver going down knew before he wet his head how long the door would stand open and to the hour when it would shut.
That was the whole of her craft. That was the thing she had crossed a sea to be good at.
She did not look at the faces around the rod. But the faces, she felt, were arranging themselves not to look at her, in the particular way that is the loudest kind of looking. Tegen, across the trestle, with her survivor’s eyes and her hair still stiff with yesterday’s salt. The women at the pot. Pasco, who knew the levels, turning his head a slow degree towards the stranger with the gull feather in her hatband, and away again, because it was not his place to ask and it was not the hour to ask it.
Nobody asked. That was the mercy of them, and the weight of it.
Wren set down her coil of line.
She crossed the trodden ground to the count-house door, and she took the chalk from the ledge under the slate where someone had left it, and she stood a moment in front of the three square lines that told the harbour what was true.
This was the heartbeat. She knew it for what it was even as it happened, knew that another woman, a younger woman, the woman she had been the winter before last, would have needed a season for it. Would have walked the cliffs with it. Would have weighed and weighed and called the weighing honesty. She had done exactly that at the Lagan, with the gate seized and the year going by, and the weighing had nearly cost her everything she had crossed a country to keep.
The cost was real. She did not pretend it away. Every day she stood on this carn was a sea-mile of Rhea’s wake gone cold to the north. Three weeks ahead and working up the far coast harbour by harbour, leaving her name in each like a stone dropped on a path so someone would know to follow, and the someone was Wren, and the path was going colder by the day she did not sail it. Five weeks here, six, a season, and the names would still be there in the keeping-rooms up the coast but the warmth would be gone out of the trail and the woman who left them would be further than ever into a country Wren did not have charted. She felt the cost the way you feel cold water close over your boot. Exactly, and all at once, and without argument.
And she paid it standing up.
She lifted the chalk and wrote under the rescue’s three lines, in her own hand, smaller and quicker, the spring-tide dates from Gull’s tables that she carried behind her eyes the way other people carried prayers. The dates of the springs that were swelling now. The dates of the springs to come, the great new-moon and full-moon tides that would drive the water hardest through the drowned levels. And, set apart from them, the neaps. The slack, narrow tides between, when the sea drew its breath shallow and the water in the old workings would all but stand still.
She did not date the rescue. She did not promise it. She wrote down the sea, which was the one thing she had to give that this harbour did not already have, and she stepped back from the door.
No one thanked her. She would not have known what to do with thanks. But across the trestle Tegen straightened from where she had been bent over the lines, and looked at the door, and looked at Wren, and something moved behind the wound in her face that was not quite hope and was a near neighbour of it. Then she was gone, into the count-house, without a word.
She came back with the plans.
They were old paper, the working drawings of Wheal Patience, soft at the folds and brown at the edges and smelling of the dry upstairs room where they had been kept against exactly such a day as no one had wanted to come. Tegen laid them on the trestle and weighted the corners with two stones and a tin mug, and she did not say here and she did not say help us. She set the plans down in front of Wren and stood back, and that was the whole of the asking, and it was enough.
So Wren was inside the rescue. Not at its head, where the Carns were and would stay. At its slack-water. Where she belonged.
She drew Gull’s tables out of her coat and laid them down beside the plans, the fair sheets she had copied in her own hand on the long passage round the headlands, and she called Pasco over, and Tegen stayed, and the three of them bent their heads over the paper while the camp went on around them and the child kept her three fingers up against the bright morning sky.
“Walk it for me,” Wren said. “Not the tunnels. The water.”
Pasco looked at her.
“You know the levels,” she said. “You’ve been down them dry, before they let the sea in, your fathers did. I haven’t. I need to see them the way the water sees them.” She set her finger on the long descending line of the main shaft, the choked direct way that was no way now, and slid it down to where the levels ran off it east and west like the ribs off a spine. “Tell me where it goes. Tell me what’s high and what’s deep. Tell me where it can breathe.”
And he understood her, that was the thing. A diver who had spent his working life with the dark and the cold water on him understood, when she put it so, that the drowned mine was not a maze of stone with water unluckily in it. It was a body of water that happened to be held in stone. It had a shape and it had a behaviour and it answered, all of it, every adit and every winze and every flooded level, to the one master that ran the sound above.
He walked it for her. The seaward adit, the old mouth in the cliff below the tide, where the sea came in. The levels running back and down under the floor of the sound, the deep ones first and the shallower above them. The winzes, the steep little shafts that dropped from one level to the next, that the water filled like the tubes of an instrument. The man-engine ways and the stope-galleries and, far back and high, the dry gallery where three men sat on a ledge in the dark with the breath whole in their chests for now and the water coming up.
As he talked, Wren built it. She had Gull’s tables open under her hand and the plan under her eye and the sound at her back, and she put them together as she put everything together, and what rose in her mind was not a drawing. It was a tide-organ. A great drowned instrument of adits and winzes and levels, every pipe of it open to the sea, and twice a day the sea blew through it, the flood pressing in at the seaward mouth and driving the water up the levels and through the winzes and out, and then the ebb drawing it all back the other way, and between the two, for a held breath, the whole organ falling silent. The slack. The standing of the water. The window.
She found the levels with her finger and named their depths off the plan, and matched them against the range of the springs off Gull’s tables, and her craft did, quietly and without being asked, the thing her craft did. It told her the truth.
It told her two truths, and they sat uneasily together.
“The water that’s in the gallery now,” she said. She had her finger on the high dry chamber where the men were. “It rises with the springs. You’ve all said it and the granite says it. So.” She walked it back through the plan, level by level, the way the water would come, and she set the swelling springs against the height of the ledge, roughly, by eye, this first hard time. “The springs that are running now, and the ones after. They’ll put the water over their ledge in about five weeks. That’s a rough reading. I’ll know it better when I’ve watched the sound a tide or two and I’ll know it to the day before I’m done. But about five weeks. That’s the clock. That’s how long the gallery holds them.”
Tegen had her arms folded hard across herself. She did not speak.
“And the long way.” Wren moved her finger to the seaward levels, the deep flooded run that the rescue would have to thread. “It can only be swum at the slack. You knew that. And the slack in a run that deep and that long, wide enough to take a diver in and a diver back out alive, with margin, with the door not shutting on him halfway.” She looked at the tables, and looked at them again, and did not soften it. “That’s not a spring slack. The springs run too hard, the slack’s too short, it’s a knife-edge. That’s a neap slack. The neaps give you the still water and the time.”
She straightened, and the cold morning was bright on the plans, and she said the thing the craft had given her plainly, because there was no kindness in dressing it.
“So there’s two windows. The five weeks the air and the ledge give the men. And the neaps, that are the only slack wide enough to swim them out. And they’re set by two different tides.” She put one finger on the spring-dates she had chalked and one, in the air, where the neaps fell between. “And there’s no saying yet that they’ll fall kindly together. They may not. I’ll have to read it close. But you should know it from the first: we don’t only have to swim the long way. We have to swim it on a slack that lands inside the time the men have got. Two doors. And they have to open at once.”
For a long moment no one said anything at all. The fire ticked. Somewhere up the carn the child shifted at her rod and the three fingers wavered and held.
“Then you’ll read it close,” Tegen said.
It was not a question and it was not thanks. It was the partnership, set down between them on the trestle as plainly as the plans, a thing decided in four words. Wren met her eyes and gave her the only answer the work allowed, which was a small nod, and bent back to the paper.
She read the sound until the light went, and into the night by lamp, and the springs swelled under the new moon exactly as her tables said they would, indifferent and faithful, the one thing in all of it that would not lie to her.
She did not see who wrote the second line on the count-house door. It was there in the grey before the next dawn, under her dates, in a hand she did not know, set down by someone who had stood in the camp through the dark and had needed, before morning, to answer the only thing the harbour had left to answer.
The engineer would have stayed too.
Chapter 6
Striking Sail
The bell’s one window went green-dark as it sank past the drowned engine house chimney, and the daylight went with it.
Wren had ridden the bell down twice before, but never here, never into the seaward water below Breanek’s workings, and never with the granite this close on every side. Tegen sat across from her on the iron bench, knees almost touching hers in the cramped iron throat of the thing, a candle burning between them on the little ledge the Carns had welded back after the fall. The flame stood very straight. That was the air, trapped and held under the dome of the bell as it went down, the old salvager’s trick: a pocket of breath dragged underwater and kept there by nothing cleverer than the shape of the iron and the weight of it pressing the sea out. The flame told her the air was good. When the flame guttered, the air was going, and you signalled to be raised, and you did not argue with it.
She watched the chimney slide up past the window, its brick gone soft and furred with fifty years of weed, and then there was only the green, and then the green darkened to the colour of bottle-glass, and then to something nearer slate, and the cold came up through the soles of her boots and into the bones of her like a hand laid flat against her spine.
This was not a sea she understood. She understood her own sea, the Lagan’s tides and the long grey reaches of the Severn run, the way water moved over a known bottom. This was a buried sea, a sea that had come in through a broken country and made itself a roof of rock, and it kept its own counsel, and it did not care that she had come a hundred miles to read it.
“Sill in a moment,” Tegen said. Her voice came flat and close in the iron. “Pasco set a mark. White stone, lime-washed, you’ll see it.”
Wren saw it. A pale smear out of the dark, and then the bell’s rim grounded with a soft jar on a shelf of rock, and the candle jumped and held, and they had arrived at the mouth of the long way.
It was a door.
That was the thing she had not let herself picture, all the days of plans and tables: that the old sea-adit would have, at the end of it, an actual door. A mining door, iron-framed, set into the cliff below the tide on the seaward side of the workings, made in the old world by men who had wanted the sea kept out of their galleries and had built accordingly. Pasco had named it on the walk-through. The sea-adit. The long way’s mouth. He had said it the way you name a thing you have decided not to be frightened of, and she understood that now, looking at it.
The door had not opened in sixty years.
She leaned to the window, and Tegen tilted the lamp they had brought down behind it, and between them they gave the thing what light they had. The frame was rusted into the rock, the rust grown out from it in great soft scabs that had welded frame to cliff and door to frame, so that the three were one mass now, a single rusted scar where there had once been a working entrance. Above it, an arch had come down. Not the door’s arch: the rock above, the dressed stone the old men had set to carry the weight, fallen in a heap of squared blocks gone round-shouldered with weed, half-burying the sill. And the sill itself, and the apron of rock before it where a diver would have to stand and work, was silted deep, a slope of grey ooze that the changed sea had carried in and laid down, year on patient year, until it lapped a third of the way up the door.
She looked at it for a long time. The candle burned. Outside the iron the buried sea said nothing at all, and the nothing it said was the loudest thing in the bell. Half a century of the sea’s patient work, sitting there in front of her, all of it against them.
“Well,” Tegen said.
“Well,” Wren said.
She made herself read it as work, because work was the only way through a thing like this, and because reading was what they had come down for. The silt first: it would have to come off the sill and the apron, and it would have to come off without fouling the water so badly that no one could see to work, which meant lifting it, not stirring it, baskets and a steady hand and time. The fallen arch next: those blocks shifted one by one, slung and raised, and the void above made safe so it did not come down on a man’s back while he worked the door. And then the door. The door that would not open, that had rusted to a single iron weld with the cliff, that would have to be freed without bringing the whole sill in on top of the gallery beyond.
She knew, before she had finished the counting, what the counting came to.
“It’s weeks,” she said.
Tegen did not answer. She had her arms folded across herself again, the way she did, which Wren had come to read as the woman holding something private hard against her own ribs.
“Not days. I’d hoped days. Clear the mouth, stage a line, swim it on the next good slack.” She shook her head, slowly, in the small space. “No. The silt alone is a week, done right, and it has to be done right. The arch, the door. Then we stage it: lines run, air sorted, the run measured and marked the whole length so a swimmer knows where he is in the dark. Then we rehearse it, shallow, again and again, until it’s in the body and not just the head, because the day itself there’ll be no fixing a thing that goes wrong.” She looked at the door. “This isn’t a dash, Tegen. It’s a siege. We sit down in front of it and we take it apart, and it takes as long as it takes, and the only mercy is the men have got the time.”
“Have they,” Tegen said. Not quite a question.
“That’s the other thing I came down to learn.” Wren put her hand flat to the cold iron of the bell’s wall. “And now I have to go and say it on dry land, where it can be argued with.”
The flame leaned. Just a little, just enough.
“Air’s going,” Tegen said, and reached up, and gave the line the long pull and the two short that meant raise us, steady, and far above them in the daylight a windlass took the weight, and the bell came up off the sill of the drowned door and into the lightening green, and Wren watched the door fall away below her into the dark it had kept for sixty years, and would keep a while longer yet.
The count-house had a fire in it and the fire was a mercy after the bell, but it could not get the buried cold out of her, and she did not let it try. She stood at the trestle with the plans weighted flat and the tide tables beside them, and she waited until the Carns had gathered, Pasco and Hedra and the two crew-headmen whose names she had learned and the others crowding the door, and then she laid the two clocks side by side where every one of them could see, and she did not soften it, because there was no kindness in dressing it.
“You’ve heard the first reading,” she said. “The water in the gallery, where the men are. The springs put it over their ledge in about five weeks. I’ll know it nearer the day when I’ve watched the sound longer, but five weeks is the shape of it, and I’m not going to pretend it’s more. That’s the one clock. That’s the men’s time.”
She moved her hand to the tables.
“This is the other. The long way can only be swum at a slack, and not any slack: a neap slack, the still water that comes with the small tides, because the springs run too hard and too short to take a diver in and out alive. I told you that on the trestle and the bell hasn’t changed it. The mouth’s worse than I’d feared, that’s all. It’s weeks of work before there’s a swim to be had at any tide.”
The room was very quiet. The fire ticked, the way it had the first night.
“So.” She set one finger on the chalked spring-dates and held the other above the tables where the neaps fell between, and she made herself meet Pasco’s eyes and not the plans. “Weeks of clearing, and then a swim that can only happen on a neap, and that neap has to land inside the five weeks the men have got. There’s the late neap of this run.” She touched it. “And there’s nothing after it that lands in time. So I’ll say it plain, because you’ll plan better knowing it than not. It will be the late neap. Or it will be too late.”
No one moved. Hedra had a hand at her own throat. Pasco looked at the dates a long moment, and then at the door, and then at nothing.
“How long to get word to Branok,” he said at last. “He’ll want to know it. He’ll plan his own end by it. The air, the rationing.”
“Now,” Wren said. “If you’ll knock it through. He should have it from us before he reads it off the water himself.”
They went up the carn to the rod, all of them, into the high dry chamber where the boy sat his watch over the iron that ran two hundred feet down into the rock to the trapped men. Pasco knelt to it. He knocked the dates through slowly, the late neap and the five weeks, the two clocks rendered down to taps on a rod, dry through two hundred feet of granite, and then he sat back on his heels and they waited.
For a long time nothing came.
Then the rod spoke. Three taps, a pause, two. The boy’s lips moved, counting, and Pasco’s did, and Wren did not know the code but she watched their faces read it, and she saw the answer arrive in them before she heard it said.
“He says,” Pasco started, and stopped, and cleared his throat. “He says: we’ll keep.”
We’ll keep. Two words, knocked up through two hundred feet of rock by men rationing their air and their words alike, men sitting in a high dry dark with five weeks of failing water under them, and what they sent up was we’ll keep, the way an elder says a hard thing is nothing, in the manner the whole coast had of carrying a load and never once calling it a load.
“They’ll keep,” Hedra said quietly, to no one, and put her hand on the boy’s shoulder.
Wren wrote nothing down. There was nothing to write that the rod had not already said better.
She struck the Searcher’s sails the next morning, on a still grey tide, with the whole of Breanek’s small inner pool laid flat as a slate around her.
The boat was sound. That was the thing she held to, doing it: the Lagan had rebuilt her, plank and rib and rudder, and she was as sound as she had ever been, sounder. This was not a wreck being laid up. This was a working boat being put to rest because her work, for now, was a different work, and a longer one, and not one that needed sail.
She warped her in by hand, no canvas, just the lines and the slow heave of it, walking the Searcher off the open mooring and into the protected inner water where the Carns kept the boats that meant to stay. The pool took her gently. Then Wren went forward and brought the sails down, and that was the hard part, harder than the bell, harder than the count-house, because striking sail was a thing the body knew as leaving, and what she was doing here was the opposite of leaving. She struck them and she bagged them, mainsail and jib, folding the canvas the careful way, flaking it down, and she carried the bags below and stowed them dry, and when it was done the Searcher sat bare-masted on the still pool and the trail north went on without her.
She knew the number. She had known it would come to this from the count-house, from the trestle, from the bell. Three weeks north, leaving names. Every day she sat in front of the drowned door was a day the trail went colder and the gap between them grew, a day of sea-miles she would not now sail. She knew the count of them. She would not write it in any ledger, as Branok would not say heavy, as the whole coast carried what it carried. But she knew it.
She took her sea-chest up to the loft.
She had lodged in the Nancarrows’ loft since her third night at Breanek, and slept there well enough, and she had known from the first what Hedra had told her plainly, that the engineer who came before, the one called Rhea, had wintered here. Known it, and not looked. There was a difference between knowing a thing and going looking for the marks of it, and Wren had kept to the not-looking the way you keep to a discipline, because she had not been ready, and because looking was a thing you could not undo.
Now she was settling in for a siege. She set the chest down by the wall and opened it and began to put herself into the loft properly, the small belongings out, the spare gear hung, the lamp filled and lit against the early dark, making the place a home and not a lodging, because that was what the weeks ahead asked of her.
The lamplight gave it to her.
A shelf, low on the gable wall, the kind of plain pine shelf any loft has, and one of its brackets had pulled loose at some point and been mended. Mended with wire, a turn of salvaged wire bound round the joint and twisted off. Nothing in that. Half the brackets on the coast were mended with wire.
But the ends.
The wire ends had been dressed. Not just twisted and snapped, as anyone would, as Wren herself would. They had been brought round and tucked and laid flat against the wood, the sharp ends turned in so they could not catch a hand or a sleeve, finished the particular careful way that one particular person finished a thing, every time, without fail, because she could not abide a loose end left loose. Wren had watched those hands do it a hundred times. On rigging. On a lamp-bracket in a workshop a hundred miles south. On her own torn jacket once, the wire of a broken buckle dressed down so it would not scratch, there, that’s you, mind it doesn’t catch.
She knew that hand the way she knew handwriting.
She did not move for a while. The lamp burned. Below, the harbour was settling into its evening, the boats knocking soft at their moorings, the inner pool flat and dark, the bare mast of the Searcher somewhere out there in it.
Then she reached out and put her thumb to the dressed end of the wire, where Rhea’s hand had turned it in, and left it there, and did not write the day’s lost sea-miles in any ledger.
But she knew the number.
Chapter 7
What She Leaves
The windlass had been seized for a season at least, and nobody had asked her to free it.
Rhea knew this the way she knew most things about a harbour: by what it had given up on. The jetty here ran out crooked on its piles, and at the seaward end the old hauling-windlass sat rusted to a fist, its pawl jammed, its drum scabbed orange. A boat could still be worked up the slip by hand, by three backs where one machine would do. So they did it by three backs. They had stopped seeing the windlass as a thing that might turn.
She had seen it within an hour of tying up. That was the trouble with the manner she carried out of the Rooftops, the engineer’s habit of reading a place by its breakages: she could not put a harbour down once she had picked it up. Around forty now, and still she walked into a strange anchorage and felt the broken things lean towards her like plants towards a window.
So she had spent the afternoon on it, and most of the evening, and now she worked by the swung lamp.
The seizing was the slow patient ruin of salt and idleness, nothing dramatic. She had soaked the pawl-pin, driven it, freed the dog, scoured the drum-bearing back to grey, packed it with the last of her grease. The wire was the part that mattered. The old haul-wire had frayed at the eye where it took the strain, and she had cut it back and turned a fresh eye, and now she dressed the cut ends the way she dressed every cut end she had touched in seven years: the strands tucked under and back and worked smooth with the spike, each one laid where her thumb knew it should lie, until the whole had the closed, deliberate look of a sentence finished and read over.
For seven years that had been the only thing she left. A signature for a reader who never came.
She turned the last strand under and set her thumb to it and held it there a moment, the way you hold the last word of something you are not sure you should send.
Then she stood, and her knees told her the hour, and she went to find the keeper.
He was an old man with a chest like a cooper’s barrel, sat in the lit doorway of the harbour shed mending a withy pot by feel, the way the long-handed do when the light has gone. He had watched her work most of the day without comment, which she respected. He nodded at the dark shape of the windlass.
“You’ve made yourself a deal of trouble,” he said, “over a thing that was no trouble to us.”
“It’ll wind now,” she said. “One back instead of three. Pour a little oil on the pawl come autumn and it’ll see you out.”
“I’ve no doubt.” He set the pot down. “What do we owe, then.”
“Nothing. The grease was going off in the tin.” This part was easy; it had always been easy. The next part was the one that cost.
She made herself say it. “My name is Rhea.” A breath. “If anyone comes asking after an engineer who dresses her wire ends a particular way, you can give them that. Rhea. And that I went north.”
For seven years the instinct had run the other way, and ran the other way still, under everything, a current she had to set her course against each time: put nothing down. Be no trouble. Pass through and leave only the work, and let the work speak for you if it speaks at all. That had been the discipline of the lost. Pass through clean. Cost a place nothing it would remember.
This was the new discipline, the harder one, against the grain of the old: to put the word down. To be, a little, remembered. To leave a thread a hand might catch.
The keeper looked at her with the unhurried attention of a man who had kept a harbour’s worth of comings and goings in his head with no paper to help him.
“Rhea,” he said, fitting it away. “Northbound. And dresses her wire.” He almost smiled. “I’d not have needed telling the last of it. I’ll know your hand on that windlass till the day I die.”
The name, said back to her in a stranger’s mouth to be kept, tasted like the first word of a letter. The salt taste of the up-stroke. Dear — and then the whole long body of it still to come.
She had the rumour folded small and carried close, and she took it out now in the dark on the walk back to the boat, the way she took it out most nights to be sure it had not worn away.
It had reached her in early spring, in a southern harbour, off a trader who had it off another: a scout, a gull-feather by the old reckoning, who had wintered with the lagoon people on the far Welsh shore and freed the gate they’d had seized against them. And after that, letters. Letters moving on routes that had not existed a year ago, and a new atlas drawn fresh and copied by hand, the coasts being stitched back to one another a harbour at a time. The world thickening with news. She was past forty and she had never in her life known the world to thicken with news; all her life it had been thinning, going quiet, the lines between places fraying like an old haul-wire nobody dressed.
And the scout, they said, asked after an engineer. One who dressed her wire a particular way.
She did the arithmetic aloud, low, to the dark and the water, because spoken it was harder to flinch from. If the scout was who she let herself believe, then the scout was not merely asking. The scout was searching. And two people searching were not one person searching twice as fast; she knew that sum to the bone. Two people searching were ships passing in a drowned world, were near-misses, were seven years of a harbour left the morning before the other arrived. That was what searching earned, performed alone. She had the receipts.
But two people searching who each, now, left a name. Who each put a word down where it could be found and kept. That was a different sum. She did not let herself work it all the way out. She only carried it.
She cast off on the evening tide, the keeper a lessening shape in his lit doorway, and stood the boat out past the pier-heads into the run of the channel.
North lay her course: up the far coast of the long peninsula, harbour by harbour, the Channel-side shore with the open water on her right hand and the land’s whole stony width on her left. Somewhere across that width, a day’s hard sailing or a lifetime, depending how you reckoned distance in this country, the other coast ran north too — the tin coast, the near shore, where the rumour had started and where she had once, long ago, left her name for the very first time and not gone back to see if it was read.
She set the far-coast passage because the news ran this way, and you went where the news ran. It was the only reasoning she had.
She brought the boat round onto the bearing and let the tide take her, and behind her in the dark the freed windlass stood ready to turn for a hand that had not yet come, and her name lay in an old man’s keeping like the first word of a letter not yet finished, and a peninsula’s width to the west, on the other coast, in a harbour she had not chosen, the woman she was looking for was looking back.
Chapter 8
Tap-Code
Three knocks, a pause, three knocks: the men below saying goodnight, as they had begun to, to whoever held the rod.
Tegen had her bare palm flat to the iron when it came, and she felt it before she heard it, the way you felt a footstep on a stair through the floor of a house. Goodnight. Not a word the old tinners’ code had a group for, no rate filed for it on any of the slates the dry-workers had left, but the men had made it themselves down there in the dark, three and three, and there was no mistaking it for anything else. She knocked it back. Three, a breath, three. The granite carried her answer down through its whole sleeping weight of itself, and somewhere under her feet, under the sea-adit and the drowned levels and the cold, three men heard a hand they did not know was hers say goodnight to them in return.
The carn stood up out of the hillside above the harbour like a knuckled fist, a stack of weathered slabs the height of two men, and the rod was set into a seam of it where the old workings dropped away below. Dry-working tinners had driven it in before the water rose, generations back, when this was a hill of shafts and not an island of one drowned one, and nobody now living remembered the man who had done it. The rod was iron and the slabs were granite and between them ran every word that came up out of the ground. There was a slate hung on a leather thong beside it for the tallies, and a stub of chalk gone soft and round with handling, and a stool somebody had carried up the slope so the watch could sit. Tegen did not sit. She had taken the long night watch by choice, the watch nobody wanted, the watch that ran from the last grey of the evening through to the gulls, and she stood to it.
Below her the harbour held its few lights. Kelp-oil, most of them, the small steady flames of a coast that did not waste oil; and the bigger glow down at the adit clearing where they were working the silt by night as well as by day now, the windlass turning, the buckets coming up. She could see figures down there moving against the water, small as the chalk-marks on her slate. One of them would be the searcher, the woman who had walked up out of the sea-fret with her ropes and her odd quiet certainty, working the clearing as she worked everything, as if the rock owed her an answer. Tegen did not know her and did not, tonight, want to. She turned her back on the lights and put her hand to the iron and waited for the men to talk.
They talked in their own time. That was the first thing the code taught you, and the cruellest: it could not be hurried. You knocked your question down into the stone, and then you waited, because the question had to travel and the man below had to feel it and read it and gather his answer, and then his answer had to climb back up to you through the whole height of the carn, slower than thought, slower than fear. A child could not learn the patience of it. That was why they used the children only to run, not to read.
She knocked: all well. The quick three-and-one of it, the asking form.
Then the wait. She counted it without meaning to, the old habit, the counting that lived in her hands. Tidal coefficients, her father had taught her, the way the springs piled the water higher and the neaps let it fall, the great patient arithmetic of moon and water that ruled this coast as it ruled everything. She could not look at the sea without seeing the sum beneath it. She could not stand here without counting the wait.
The answer came up climbing.
All well, Branok said. Then, because he was Branok and would not leave a thing rounder than it was: ledge dry.
Two words. The ledge was dry. She wrote it on the slate. To anyone who did not know the men it was nothing, a scrap, but she knew the men, and she knew what ledge dry held folded inside it. It meant the water had not climbed in the night. It meant they had a place to lie that was not in the wet. It meant Sennen, who was the youngest and felt the cold worst, had spent the dark hours on stone and not in it. Ledge dry was a whole night’s mercy spelt in eight letters, and Branok had given it to her flat as a fact about weather, because that was the only way he knew to give a thing that mattered.
She asked the rest in their order, as the watch was kept. Water. The long roll of it, the rate that meant the rising. And the long roll came back, and then the careful tapping that told the inches: they marked the water on a pick-haft down there, a notch a day where the dark sea fingered up the level towards them, and Branok read the haft and knocked the figure up to her. Tonight it was the same as yesterday. The neap was easing it. She had known it would: she could have told him the figure before he sent it, from the moon alone, from the great sum. But you did not knock down I already know. You let the man tell you. The telling was the thing.
Candles, she asked.
A pause, and then the number. They counted their candles the way the household counted its barley, because light was time down there and time was everything, and Branok rationed it like a miser rationing bread. So many burned, so many kept. He did not say what the number meant. He did not have to. She did the sum on the slate and did not write the answer, only rubbed it out with her thumb, because the answer was a wall the candles would walk them to and there was no rate in the code for that.
She stayed with the rod until the eastern slabs of the carn went from black to the colour of slate, and then to the colour of a cold sky, and the first gull went over crying, and the day-watch came up the slope with a child behind him to take the slate down to the harbour. She knocked goodnight before she gave the rod over. Three, a breath, three. And the men, who could read the change of a hand the way you read a change of voice, who knew by now the particular weight and rhythm of every fist that came to the iron, knocked it back to her one last time before the new watch took her place.
She walked down to the house in the early light with her hands full of cold.
The household woke around her into its ordinary noise: the fire built up, the small ones underfoot, Gerren at the table already and eating like three men, as he always ate, the eldest tinner of the house, whose grandfather’s hands were in the oldest iron of Wheal Patience and whose appetite was the household’s standing joke. The table was the long board that had sat in the Nancarrow kitchen since before Tegen was born, and at the head of it her mother had spread the lists.
Morwen kept the household’s books, and the books were the other arithmetic, the one nobody made songs about. Tegen sat down across from her with a heel of bread she did not much want and watched her mother’s finger go down the column.
“Fourteen sacks,” Morwen said, not to her, to the slate. “If the cellar keeps dry.”
Fourteen sacks of barley would winter a household of nine. Tegen knew the sum because it had been Jowan’s joke, his and hers, fourteen for nine, and Gerren counts as two so that’s really fourteen for ten and we’ll all be eating our boots by Candlemas — and the memory of him saying it, grinning over the very board they were sitting at, came up so suddenly and so whole that she had to look at the bread in her hand and breathe through it. She did not say the joke. There was no one now to say the other half of it.
“It was the grain year,” Tegen said instead. Quietly. It was the thing she had been turning over in the watch and could not put down.
Her mother looked up.
“The run,” Tegen said. “The deep run. The metal Pasco brought up. That was the grain year, the whole of it. The tin and the bronze, that was going to the northern boats for the winter’s barley, and now it’s sitting in the kibble in the store and not a sack bought against it.” She heard her own voice going careful and flat, the way she went when a thing frightened her, the flatness she had learned from the men on the rod. “And every day we hold the watch and clear the adit, that’s a working week the coast isn’t kelping and isn’t salting and isn’t doing the hundred things that buy the rest of the year. We’re spending the winter to get them up. And we’re spending the winter either way. If we don’t get them up we’ve lost the run and the men both. If we do, we’ve lost the weeks it cost. There’s no sum where the winter doesn’t get smaller.”
Morwen set down her chalk.
“I know what the books say,” she said.
“I’m not saying stop.”
“I know you’re not.” Her mother’s voice had an edge on it now, the particular edge that was not anger, that Tegen had taken years to learn was the sound her mother made instead of weeping. “I sat up with these lists till the candle went, Tegen. I know to the half-sack what we have and what we’ll want and what the cousins might send if the cousins can send. You needn’t bring me the arithmetic of my own cellar at first light as though I’d never thought of it.”
“I wasn’t—”
“You were.” But she said it tiredly, the edge gone out of it as quick as it came, and she touched the letter that lay at her place.
The Prosser-cousins’ letter. Wren had carried it down to them, south the whole length of the coast, and put it into Morwen’s hands the day she made landfall, two weeks since now. It was written in another woman’s hand, Lowri’s, the careful copying-out of a household speaking together; it was the Lagan answering across fifty years of silence, family news and nothing thinner: the names of the living and the names of the dead, who had married whom, the grandmother who had spoken of the carns and the bells under the water to her last breath and never let the kinship lapse even when the sea had cut it. It said we are kin, and it said if it comes to it, and it did not say it the way a thin year says it, hedging, but the way a strong shoulder says it, offered. The Lagan was rebuilt and standing and connected again, and it had reached the whole length of the coast to find them. Morwen touched it as you touch a thing you cannot quite believe in but cannot stop reaching for. A talisman. Tegen had read it herself enough times to have it by heart, and she understood, watching her mother’s hand flatten the creases, that the letter was not really about grain at all. It was about there being someone, somewhere, who would answer if you knocked.
“I’ll do the kelp count after the watch,” Tegen said. It was the only apology she had. Love rendered as a task; she had learned that on the rod too.
Her mother nodded and picked up her chalk and went back down the column, and Gerren reached for more bread, and the small ones squabbled, and the morning went on being a morning, as mornings did, over the top of everything underneath them.
She came back to the carn in the last grey, and took the rod, and kept the long watch a second time because no one had thought to stop her, and somewhere in the deep middle of the night, with the harbour lights gone down to embers and the whole island asleep but for her and the three men under it, she knocked the thing she could not say in the daylight.
She knocked it the only way the code would carry it. Which was not at all.
The wound had no group. There was no rate for it, no quick stutter, no long roll, no careful spelling. Why him and not me. You could not send it down the iron. The code could carry air and water and names, it could carry candles and inches and goodnight, it could carry a whole night’s mercy in two flat words, but it could not carry the one thing she stood here every night to ask, because the men who set the rod had been clearing rock, not grief, and they had filed no rate for the question of why a lot falls as it falls.
Her name had been on the lot. That was the whole of it. Her name had been in with the rest for the deep run, and the lot had been drawn, and her name had not come, and so she had stood on the cliff in the morning with the dry-land work while Jowan went down with Branok and Jago and Sennen into the level that the sea came into. The lot had benched her. The lot had saved her. Jowan had gone in her stead, not because anyone chose it but because a lot is no one’s choosing, and the sea had come, and Jowan had not come up, and now she held the rod above the place where the men who lived knocked their names to say still here, and where one name was knocked every night and not answered.
So she asked it the only way left to her. She knocked names.
The careful asking, letter by letter, the rate that meant tell me who. It was not a thing you asked in the deep of the watch. You asked it at the changes, morning and night, the roll-call of the living, each man knocking his own name up so the harbour knew its three were three. To ask it now, in the dead middle, was to ask for nothing the watch needed. But she asked it.
And the wait.
And the answer climbed.
Branok gave her the names. Patient, exact, no question knocked back at her for the oddness of the hour, letter by careful letter up through the granite: jago. sennen. branok. The three of them. Still three. Still here.
She waited, with her palm on the cold iron, for the fourth.
It came. It always came. The name knocked and not answered, the deliberate gap where a man’s voice should have climbed and did not, the silence shaped exactly like him: jowan. Branok spelt it the way you would lay a stone on a cairn, no slower and no faster than the living names, and then the not-answering after it, the held space, the place in the count kept open for the dead so the dead stayed counted. They knocked his name among the others every night. They would not leave him out of the three to make it neat. He was four, and the four would not be rounded.
She did not write it on the slate. There are things you do not write down.
And then she did the thing she should not have done, the thing that was nothing the watch needed and everything she had come up the hill for. She knocked names again. A second time in one watch. The same careful asking, into the same patient stone.
The wait this time was longer. Long enough that she thought he might not answer, that she had asked a thing too plainly even for iron to bear. She stood with her hand on the rod and the sea below and the great sum of the moon hauling the water up its notches in the dark, and she waited, and she had her answer half-ready to be no answer at all.
Then Branok knocked.
Not the names. She knew it was not the names by the second letter, by the shape of it coming wrong for a roll-call. He read who held the rod by the hand on it, he always had, a fist on a door has a face; he knew it was her, he had known it for two nights, and he knocked down through the whole weight of the carn the thing she had not asked and he had answered anyway.
lot was fair.
A pause. The stone going quiet around it.
keep your breath.
She took her hand off the iron as though it had warmed.
He knew. Of course he knew; he was Branok, who left nothing rounder than it was, who had drawn the lot himself and watched her name not come, who lay now in the cold under the sea with a pick-haft notched against the dark and still had the economy to spend two phrases on the living. Lot was fair. It was. It was the fairest thing in the world, a lot, the one thing no grief could argue with. Keep your breath. Save yourself. Do not do the thing he could feel her thinking through her hand on his rod, the thing that lived in her now like a held breath of her own.
She would not keep it. That was the truth she stood up there with, alone, in the grey coming on. She heard him and she would not heed him. If a way down opened before the late neap, if the clearing broke through early, if there was a hole in the rock a swimmer could take with one good breath while the cautious men were still rigging their ropes, she meant to take it. She had not said it to her mother. She had not said it to anyone. There was no rate for it in any code, no group, no slate to write it on. But it was the sum under everything she did now, the arithmetic beneath her own surface, and she could no more not see it than she could look at the estuary and not see the tide.
The day-watch came up the slope into the gulls’ first crying. She gave over the rod. She knocked goodnight to the men and they knocked it back, three and three, the living three knowing her hand.
And then, when the new watch had taken the iron and turned to the slate and was not minding her, she put her own knuckles to the cold metal once more, low down, where the rod ran into the seam.
She knocked nothing the code knew. No air, no water, no names. No question, no answer, no goodnight. Just her knuckles on the iron, once and again and again, knocking nothing at all into the granite.
So the rock was not silent.
Chapter 9
The Engineer’s Winter
The man-engine took the morning shift down into the dry levels with a stroke as even as breathing, and Wren stood at the brace and listened to a stranger’s heartbeat kept alive in the rock.
It was the first machine she had loved without understanding. She understood it now, a little, by the time the second platform had risen into the lamplight and the men had stepped across to it in the old way, one foot, a beat, the other foot, riding the rod down to the working; but the loving had come first, before the understanding, as it always did with her and water. A long timber rod went up through the carn from somewhere far below, a single piece of the old world’s iron heart set turning at the top, and the rod rose and fell, rose and fell, a slow stroke the height of a man, and bolted to it at every man’s-height a little platform no wider than a hearthstone. A second set of platforms stood fixed in the shaft beside it. You stepped from the moving one to the fixed one at the top of the stroke and waited while the rod fell and offered you the next platform down, and you stepped again, and so a man rode himself into the earth on the patience of a single great breath. Up and down. Up and down. The carn breathing men into its own dark and breathing them out again at the shift’s end.
“She had it apart to the last pin,” Pasco said. He had a lamp up against the headframe and he was not looking at Wren but at the work, the way a man looks at a grave he tends. “Threw a rod the autumn before last. You don’t throw a rod on a man-engine, you understand. You throw a rod, men ride it down and the catch fails and the rod comes back up without them.” He let that sit. “Three weeks she gave it. In the cold. Slept up here some nights with the frost on the timbers because she didn’t trust the splice till she’d watched it work a hundred strokes empty.”
Wren put her hand flat to the great rod where it ran up past the brace, and felt the stroke come into her palm and leave it, come and leave, and she did not take her hand away.
She knew this. Not the engine: the hand on the engine. There was a way Rhea had of leaving a thing she had mended, and Wren had learned to read it across a whole winter at the Lagan with a dead man’s atlas growing under her own pencil, and here it was again, all through the dark dry levels of a carn she had never thought to come to, like hearing a known voice speaking in the next room. The splice on the thrown rod, when Pasco lifted the lamp to it: not the strongest splice a frightened bal would have made, all bulk and iron and prayer, but the right one, the lean one, dressed down so the rod ran true through its own guides and did not bind. The wire seizing on the catch-gear, the sharp ends turned in and laid flat the particular careful way, so a man riding past in the dark and reaching for the fixed platform would never lay his hand on a barb. The pump-rods further down the level, in the wet workings that gave onto the drowned country: those she had not mended for elegance. She had mended them for the air. It was a course laid on a chart by someone who feared the same rock she feared.
Because that was the thing the work told her, walking it level by level with Pasco’s lamp going ahead and the engine breathing behind. What Rhea had mended told her what Rhea had feared. She had fought for the pump-rods, fought for the air-ways, fought for the levels she thought worth keeping dry, and let the rest go down to the sea without a struggle, like a sail let go to save the mast. There was a whole map in it of one engineer’s reckoning of what could be held and what could not, set down not in ink but in iron and turned-in wire, and Wren read it the way she read water: not as a list of facts but as a temperament. A care that knew its own limits. A hand that left a thing better than honesty alone would have left it, because the next person to lay a hand on it would be in the dark and might be afraid.
“You knew her,” Pasco said. It was not quite a question.
“No,” Wren said. “I never met her.”
He looked at her then, the lamp throwing the long burn-scar of the day at the stage up the side of his face. “You walk this like you’re following her about.”
“I am.” She turned her palm again to the rod and let the stroke fill it. “She just went on ahead.”
They came up at the middle of the morning into the salt light off the harbour, and the engine went on breathing the day-shift down behind them, even and even and even, and Wren stood in the wind a moment and let the cold scour the dark off her. The siege was in its second week below the water and its first week of full belief on the quay, which was a different thing. Down at the adit the silt-clearing went on, basket by basket, the cleared spoil dark on the apron at low water; the first neaps had come and gone and the rise below had eased a hand’s-breadth with them, exactly as the tables said it would, and the men had felt it ease and knocked up that they had felt it, three and three, the living three. Four weeks, near enough, of air and ledge left in the reading. It hung over everything on the quay like weather you have not named yet but can taste.
“I’ll want the man-engine in the reckoning,” she said. “When the men come up the long way, they’ll be cold past swimming and there’ll be a winze and a gallery to lift them through, and that rod will carry them if it carries anything. I want to know it the way I know the water.”
“Then you’ll know it,” Pasco said. “She kept it down in writing, some of it. The splice and the strokes and what she trusted.” A pause she did not understand the shape of yet. “There’s a box.”
The box came down out of the loft eaves that same afternoon, and Wren had slept beneath it for two weeks and never known.
She had taken it for sailcloth and old netting, the bundle wedged back under the slope of the roof above her sea-chest, as every boatshed loft on every coast she had ever lodged in carried a generation of things too good to burn and too worn to use. It was Tegen who remembered. They were turning the loft over for somewhere to spread the workings’ plans, clearing the eaves, and Tegen had her hand on the bundle to shift it and stopped with her head on one side the way she did before a held breath, before the long swim down to the bell.
“The engineer’s things,” Tegen said. “Hedra said it once. When the rock fell. That the engineer left papers, and they’d be in the boatshed among her things, for whoever worked the bal next.” She looked at the slope of the roof as though seeing it new. “Nobody’s worked the bal next. Until now.” She dragged it out into the loft light. “Nobody had cause to want it. Now there’s nothing but cause.”
It was a salvage chest, willow-framed, the lid waxed cloth over a frame of split cane, the sort of thing that kept the wet out of a working drawing on a wet coast. Wren knelt to it on the loft boards with the harbour going about its noise below and did not open it at once. She knew what was in it the way she sometimes knew weather an hour off, by a pressure she could not have named. She put her thumb to the catch, wire, turned in, laid flat, and she had her answer before the lid was up.
Sections. The drowned levels of Wheal Patience, drawn in section, level on level going down into the black, the dry workings inked plain and the flooded ones inked with the soundings written along them in fathoms and feet, this deep at the springs, this deep at the neaps, the water’s two heights set down for every passage as though water were a thing with a temper you could come to know. Soundings nobody had asked her to take. Question-marks at the warped places, honest ones, a little hook of ink set down where the survey ran out of certainty and the diver had gone no further because going further was death and she had been too good a hand to lie about it on paper. Door fast — winze fouled below? — did not pass. A whole winter of it. A whole winter of dives nobody asked her to make, in the cold, when the bal was idle and the bronze run still a year off and there was no slate to mark the breath against and no group of share to be had, going down alone into the drowned country to find out what was true.
And among the sections, the long way drawn.
Wren went still over it. Adit to winze to the high gallery, the seaward door at the bottom and the men’s ledge at the top, the whole impossible route swum up out of the sea into the dark, drawn in the only hand she would have known in the world’s last lamplight. The same lean line. The same refusal to draw a thing surer than it was. The same honest little hooks of ink at the same kind of warped doors she would have feared herself, set exactly where Wren’s own breath had caught when she dived the bell and read a siege out of one rusted iron mouth. Sill safe at neap — bring no light, the silt lifts. Second turn long, swim it slow. She had been here. A year and more ago, in the cold, for no wage and no asking, this woman had gone down the long way as far as a living diver could go and come back up and drawn it true for whoever came after, and now the whoever was kneeling on the floor of her old loft with the drawing shaking very slightly in her two hands.
“She dived this,” Tegen said. She had come to look over Wren’s shoulder and her voice had gone strange. “Look at it. The whole of it. The under-sea levels nobody’s swum since before Pasco’s grandfather, and she went down and measured them.” She crouched. “There was no rescue then. No men below. No reason.” She turned her face to Wren and there was something close to anger in it, the anger of a person shown a thing too large. “She dived this for nothing?”
“No,” Wren said.
She laid the section flat on the boards and smoothed it with the side of her hand, as you smooth a chart that has wanted to curl back into the shape of its rolling.
“Not for nothing. For next.” She traced the long way down with one finger, adit to winze to gallery, and back up the way the men would have to come. “An engineer goes down a level and finds it black and dangerous and no good to anyone, and what does she do. She doesn’t shrug and climb out and let the dark keep its secret. She measures it. She draws it true. She sets her honest question-marks where she couldn’t be sure, so the next hand doesn’t drown finding out what she already half-knew.” Wren’s voice had gone very quiet, down into the register she kept for the dead and for Branok’s code. “It’s the only letter she had to leave. She didn’t know who’d come after her or when or why. She only knew someone would, someday, with a need she couldn’t guess at, and they’d come to the loft and find the bal’s drowned heart already mapped as far as one careful winter could map it.” She looked up. “That’s not nothing, Tegen. That’s the engineer’s way of saying I was here, and I thought of you.”
Tegen sat back on her heels and was quiet a long time, and the harbour worked below them, and the man-engine breathed away up in the carn behind it all.
“We thought it was the rescue that was impossible,” she said at last. “And she’d already done the impossible part. A year ago. For us, and she never knew our names.”
They cleared the long table in the count-house that evening and laid the survey over Wren’s tide model, and the rescue stopped being impossible and became merely terrible, which was the first kind word the work had said in a fortnight.
It went slowly and it went by lamplight and it went well. Wren had the flooded levels read as a tide-organ now, the winzes filling and emptying like the pipes of a great instrument as the sound breathed in and out below, and Gull’s tables giving her the breath of it days ahead, and against all that she now had the route itself, measured, fathom by fathom, by a hand she trusted as she trusted her own. She laid the sections down in order and walked the long way along them with two fingers while Tegen called the depths and Pasco, come up from the rod-watch grey and steady, said where a weakened man could rest and where he could not.
“The seaward door, here, at the late neap slack.” Wren’s finger on the sill. “Her note holds — safe at neap, the silt lifts if you bring a light, so they go in the dark. Then the first level, level and easy, here, they can find the wall and follow it.” Tegen called the depth and it matched the model and Wren made a small mark. “The winze. This is the bad one. She has it tight here, and a question-mark below, fouled? — so that’s the place we send a strong diver first to be sure, days before, at a neap, the way she’d have done it.” Pasco grunted that he’d go. “Up the winze and you’re into the high gallery, and the gallery’s where the men are, and the gallery’s where the springs put the water over the ledge in—” she set her finger on the model and read it off the tables without thinking, the way she could not look at an estuary and not see the tide “—and the neap slack and the going-over don’t quite fight each other. They nearly do. They’re two doors and they nearly shut on the same hour. But they don’t.” She sat back. “Her survey makes the route. My slack makes the window. They fit.”
“Fit,” Tegen said, like a person trying the word for soundness.
“They fit terribly,” Wren said. “Cold men, no light, a fouled winze we have to be sure of, one slack and no second one, and a sea that runs harder than it shows. But they fit. It’s not impossible any more. It’s only very hard, and very hard is a thing people do.”
Pasco looked at the sections a long moment and then at her. “You’d have got there without her,” he said. “Given time. You read the water true.”
“I’d have got there,” Wren said. “In time we don’t have, and at a cost in dives I daren’t pay.” She laid her hand flat on the long way drawn. “She gave us the winter. She did the dying-cold part a year ago so we wouldn’t have to do it in four weeks with the men’s lives on it. There’s no reading of it where she didn’t save them, and she’ll never know she did.”
It was full dark when they rolled the sections and banked the lamp. Tegen turned the last one over to roll it the right way, and stopped.
In the corner of it, where a maker sets her mark, there was no name. Wren had known there would be no name; the woman she was following had spent half her life unnamed and then left her name, once, with Hedra, on purpose, the first thing she ever left anywhere. So not a name here. Only two initials, and not inked plain but worked: the strokes of them dressed and turned the way she dressed a wire end, so that even her letters were the hand of someone who made a thing kinder than it needed to be for the one who’d find it in the dark. And beneath the initials, small, in the same lean ink:
for whoever comes asking with cause.
“That’s Hedra’s,” Tegen said softly. “Those are Hedra’s words. Word for word. It’s what she says about the drawers in the keeping-room — released to whoever asks with cause, the keeper judging the cause. The engineer must have heard her say it, that winter, and—” She stopped. “And made it her own. For the box.”
Wren looked at the worked initials and the small line under them for a long time, and did not touch them.
She had thought she was following a trail of facts up a cold coast, harbour to harbour, a name left here, a sail heading north there, a gap that would not close. And it was that. But it was also this, which was a different country entirely: a woman she had never met, a year ahead of her and a year too late, working the same problem from the other side. Rhea had drawn the route. Wren had read the slack. A year apart, never having met, never having spoken, and they were two hands on one rope, hauling the same men up out of the same dark, each doing the half the other could not. The survey under her own slack. The route under her own window. Her craft completing a stranger’s craft across a year and a coast, the way Rhea’s wire on the bracket completed the bal’s blunt iron, as one tide answers the next.
The search had never felt less like distance.
She knew what asks with cause meant. She knew where the green door was, by the old cellars; she had resolved on her first night to go to it at first light, a lifetime of weeks ago, before the rock fell and the world narrowed to one drowned heading. And she had cause now beyond any she had carried up the coast, cause Hedra would weigh and not find wanting, the very kind of cause the words were waiting for.
Wren rolled the last section closed over the worked initials and tied it, and went down the count-house stair into the cold.
The quay was black and the tide was making and the lamps were few. She walked back along it towards the boatshed and the loft and the box she would sleep beneath again tonight, knowing what it held this time, and she did not turn up the slope towards the cellars and the green door. Not yet. There was a thing to be done first that had no name in it, a route to clear and a winze to be sure of and three men keeping their breath in the cold under the sea who could not wait on a woman’s heart.
The men first. The name would keep. The room had kept names sixty years; it would keep this one four more weeks.
She walked on in the dark, and behind her, up in the carn, the man-engine breathed the night-watch down into the rock, even and even and even, a stranger’s heartbeat she now knew by hand, going on without her in the dark, keeping the air sweet in the levels somebody had thought worth keeping dry.
Chapter 10
The Tide Calendar
The count-house wall had been washed white in the night.
Wren found it so at first light, coming up the stair with Gull’s tide-tables under her arm and the cold still in her hands: the long inner wall, that had been grey limewash gone to soot above the hearth and pocked with the old hands’ tallies of ore weights and grain debts, scoured down to clean lime and dried hard, a pale field waiting. Someone had carried water and brush up here after the watch changed, and stood in the dark on a barrel to reach the top, and said nothing of it to anyone. There was no name on it. There never would be. The coast had simply decided the truth wanted somewhere to live and had made the place for it before she could ask, the way a harbour leaves a window unmoved sixty years so the asking knows where to come.
She stood a moment and looked at the white of it. Then she set the tables down on the chart-table and reached for the chalk.
She had drawn this in her head a dozen times in the loft, lying under the willow chest with the lamp out, the calendar assembling itself behind her eyes out of three different hands: Gull’s columns, and her own slack-readings off the survey, and the figures the rock itself sent up the iron in pick-haft taps. Now it wanted only to come out of her arm and onto the lime. She did the moon first, because the moon governed all the rest, and ruled a line across the wall at shoulder height and stepped the days along it, a tick for a day, a span of three days’ room between ticks, the whole run from the fall to the far end of the month laid flat where a body could walk along it and read it like a quay.
Above the line she marked the springs, where the moon was new and full and the tide pulled long and hard. Below it the neaps, the slack weak tides of the quarter-moon, when the water barely troubled itself to come and go. She marked the springs they were in now, the ones building under their feet this very morning. She marked the neap that came after, the small one, too soon. She marked the late neap. And she marked, past it, the late springs, and drew them heavy, the chalk pressed till it crumbled, because that was the wall the whole month ran into.
Pasco had come up by then, and Tegen, and three or four of the crew, and Hedra last of all with her keeping-ledger held against her chest as she carried it everywhere, and they ranged themselves along the cold room behind her and watched the wall fill without a word among them. They were a people who did not crowd a thing being made. She felt them at her back the way she felt weather, a pressure and a quality of attention, and she went on.
Under the springs they were in, she chalked the gallery’s water. The men had been notching it on a pick-haft from the first night, a stroke for the day’s rise against the dressed stone of their ledge, and reading the strokes down to the rod, and Tegen had read the rod and carried the count to her: so many inches gained this week of the springs, the rise slowing now as the neap came on, then the small neap’s mercy, then the gaining again. Wren drew the water as a climbing stair of numbers up the wall, the inches stacking, and where the stair reached the late springs she drew the ledge, a short hard line, and showed the water standing over it.
“That’s the ledge gone,” Pasco said. He did not make it a question.
“That’s the ledge gone,” Wren said.
Nobody spoke. She let the white hold it.
She drew the candle stores beside the water, because light was its own tide down there and ran out on its own clock. The men had carried so many candle-ends into the high gallery in their dinner-bags and their pockets the morning of the fall, and they were burning them by the rule Branok had set in the first dark hour, counting them as he counted everything, and the count came up the iron each night with the water’s inches: so many left, burning so many a day, the line of them sloping down towards a day with none. She drew that slope to meet the water’s stair, and the two of them aimed, near enough, at the same span of the wall.
Then she drew the slack.
This was the part she had carried up the coast in her own craft and could read where no one else here could. At the springs, when the moon pulled hardest, the tide in the open sea ran great and fast, and the slack between the flood and the ebb was a knife’s edge, a few breaths of still water and gone. You could not swim a long flooded level on a knife’s edge. But at the neaps, when the pull was weak, the whole machine slowed and dozed, and the slack spread wide and easy, a long lazy stillness in the drowned dark when the water forgot for a while which way it owed to go. The long way could only be swum in that stillness, read off the tables to the minute and laid down days ahead, the survey’s question-marked doors strung along it like beads on a line that had to be threaded in the one window the sea would hold open. She marked the slack at each neap with a span, a little measured gap she chalked under the day, and beside it the minutes, how wide the stillness ran.
The small neap’s slack she marked, and stood back from it, and did not need to say it. The mouth would not be cleared by then; the route would not be rehearsed; the men would have the air and the ledge still, but the door they had to come up through would not yet be a door. Too soon. She drew a line through it, lightly, a thing acknowledged and set aside.
And then the late neap. She drew its slack last and widest, the minutes of it written out plain, and she turned from the wall and put it once into the cold room, cleanly, the way a thing is said that is meant never to be said again.
“Here.” She laid the flat of the chalk under the late neap. “This is the slack we swim them out on. It is the last one wide enough. The mouth will be cleared by then and the legs rehearsed and the line laid, and the stillness runs long enough to thread the doors with men who have never swum it before and who have been three weeks in the cold.” She moved the chalk along to the heavy springs at the end. “And these are why. These springs put the water over the ledge. After them there is no neap that lands inside the air and the candles and the cold the men have left. The small neap is too soon and the late springs are too late, and between the two of them is the one window the sea will hold open for us.” She set the chalk down on the table’s edge. “So it is the late neap, read to the minute. Not a date we choose. A date the sea keeps. We are not racing the water. We are keeping an appointment with it.”
The room held that. She watched it go into them, not as fear, which was a thing the Carns did not spend on what could not be helped, but as a fact taken into the body to be lived from, as they took a barometer’s fall or a shoal gone north: weather, to be worked.
Hedra was the one who moved. She came to the table and opened the keeping-ledger, the great salt-stained book that had held sixty years of names and debts and things left, and she licked her thumb and turned to a clean page near the back, and she took her own stub of chalk-pencil from behind her ear. She did not ask Wren the date again. She had heard it once. She wrote it down as she wrote a sailing in the book, the plain hand of a woman entering a fact that the sea had agreed to: the day, the slack, the men’s three names. Then she closed the book over it.
“Then that’s a sailing,” Hedra said. “I’ve it down.”
“It’s down,” Tegen said, behind her, quiet.
And that was all the speech the calendar got. Pasco looked at it a while longer, his arms folded, reading the stair of the water up to the ledge as if he could read it down again, and then he turned and went to set the crews to the day, because the date was kept now and the keeping of it was work, and the work began in the shallows this morning.
The shallow levels were the easy legs, and they began there because you did not put green swimmers and cold-stiff gear into the deep flooded dark before they had laid line in water they could stand up in.
The first staged swims went off the apron of the cleared mouth, in the silted shallows where the drowned adit took the daylight for a little way before it bent down into the rock and the dark took it for good. Tegen led the water-work. She had the breath and the bell-diver’s slow heart and the household’s standing, and the crews went into the water under her hand without the fuss they might have made for a stranger; Wren kept the timings, which was her half of it, the watch in her hand and the tables open on a board across two barrels and the slack she had read off the calendar marked to the minute against the watch, so that every swim went down inside a window she had drawn and came up inside it, and the windows were tried this week in the shallows where the cost of being wrong was a cold ducking and not a man.
It was craft, and Wren loved it as she loved any honest gear working: the line-laying, the tinners’ light hemp dressed and waxed and run from a frame, knot and stake and knot, so that a swimmer in the black could thread the level by hand and never lose the way out. The air-stations planned at the survey’s question-marked doors, where Rhea had drawn a chamber and put a query against it because she could not be sure of its roof, and Tegen’s divers carried down the salvaged bell-glasses and the trapped air to hang ready at those doors, so that a long leg became two short ones with a breath between. The cold’s arithmetic, which Wren wrote in a column of its own and respected above all the rest: the water in the levels was the year-round cold of fifty fathoms under a granite hill, and a swimmer’s hands went stupid in it inside so many minutes, and stupid hands could not work a knot or hold a glass or close a man’s grip on a guide-line, and so every leg had to be cut to land inside the minutes of useful hands a diver had before the cold took them, with margin, with the candle-counts laid against it, with the gear adapted off the tinners’ bell-frames and the salvage and the kelp-oil store. Nothing in it was new craft. All of it was old crafts laid carefully against a new shape.
And door by door, Rhea’s hand proved true.
Wren had not expected to trust the survey as she came to trust it that week. It was one thing to overlay it on her tide model in the loft and see route and window fit; it was another to send a swimmer down on a marginal note and have the note be right. Where the survey said the first level ran clear for thirty feet and then the roof came down to a man’s height, the roof came down to a man’s height at thirty feet. Where Rhea had drawn a fallen stull half across a way and written under it passable left, low, it was passable left, and low. Where she had put a question-mark, the water held a real question, and not a needless one: she had queried only what truly wanted querying, and stood behind everything she had not. By the third day Wren found she was reading the next leg’s note before the swim and trusting it as she trusted her own slack, and laying the day’s work on it without the testing she would give any other stranger’s chart, because a woman who dressed a wire end the way Rhea dressed it did not draw a level she had not swum. The survey stopped being a found thing and became the foundation, the floor the whole plan stood on, and Wren went on it without looking down.
She did not say any of this to Tegen, who was busy with the breath of it. She only thought, surfacing a swimmer dead on his window with the watch in her hand and the note proving true at the door below, that she and the woman she had never met were working closer together this week than most who shared a roof: Rhea’s drawn floor under Wren’s read window, the two of them threading the same dark from two sides of a year, and the work coming up true because both halves were true.
Tegen, for her part, took the calendar like a diver takes a held breath she would rather be spending. Wren read it off her without it being said, which was the only way Tegen let anything be read: the slight set of her when a swim was called up inside its window with the leg only half-laid because the window had closed; the careful question she asked twice about whether the deep legs might be tried sooner, on a diver’s own breath, without waiting on the staged build; the stillness that went a degree stiller when Wren said no, not yet, the calendar holds, we do it in order or we do it once and badly. It was not refusal. Tegen put her own impatience down with everything else and went back to the line. But it was there, banked behind the diver’s calm, the chafe of a fast hand held to a slow appointment, and Wren marked it as she marked weather and said nothing, because there was nothing yet to say. The date was a wall they all ran into together. Some ran into it harder.
In the evening she went up to the loft, and the man-engine breathed the night-watch down into the rock behind her, even and even and even, and she lit the lamp and took out the letter to add the day.
It was a habit now, grown on her at the Lagan and never since broken: at the day’s end, the old letter out of its oilcloth, the page found, the day set down. Seven years she had carried it, and it had grown by a page along the way, and the last page had an address on it now, one word, Rhea, written the night she let herself believe the trail was real. She did not read it. She never read it; reading it was for some other day that had not come. She only opened it to the day-line and meant to add the date, the way you mark a passage in a log whether or not anyone will ever read the log, so that the time should be accounted for and not simply lost.
But her hand did not write the day.
She found, when she looked, that she had drawn the calendar instead. On the inside of the oilcloth, in the soft pencil, without deciding to: the moon-line, the springs and the neaps stepped along it, the late neap circled. The whole wall from the count-house come up here into her own hand in the lamplight, small and private, the appointment drawn again where only she would see it, as if she could not put it down even at the day’s end, as if her hand wanted to be sure of it once more in the dark before it would let her sleep.
She looked at it. The late neap, circled. The men’s window, kept.
And then she watched her own hand do the other thing, the thing she had not meant and could not seem to stop, which was to write, beside the circled neap, in the same soft pencil, a second number. The sea-miles a boat made north on a fair June evening, and how many such evenings there were in a month, and the two multiplied, the way you reckon a passage you are not making. The distance the trail went cold while she kept the appointment. The water that ran north up the far coast, harbour by harbour, a name left in each, while she lay under a willow chest and read a drowned tide for three men she had never met until a fortnight past.
Two numbers, side by side on the inside of the oilcloth in the lamplight. The neap, circled. The miles, reckoned.
She could hold them both. That was what the Lagan had taught her, the winter the gate was seized and she learned that the man in front of you and the man down the coast were both real and you served the one without unmaking the other; that a person could carry the warm trail going cold and the men below keeping their breath at the same time in the same chest, and not have to choose which was true, because both were true, and the holding of both was simply what it cost to be a whole person in a connected world. She had paid that cost standing up, this time, in a heartbeat on the quay, where an earlier year of her life would have taken a season. She had grown that much.
What she had not yet grown to do, what the Lagan had not taught her and perhaps could not, was stop counting the second number.
She put the soft pencil down. She did not rub the miles out. She folded the oilcloth over both numbers, the neap and the distance together, the kept appointment and the going-cold trail, and she put the letter away with the day still not added to it, the first day she had ever missed, and she did not let herself mind that she had missed it.
Below her, the iron rod sounded.
It came up through the loft floor faint and clear, the tap-code through the granite, Branok’s hand on the rod two hundred feet down in the cold. Tegen would be at the carn’s flank reading it and would carry it to the count-house in the morning, but Wren knew the shape of it now, had learned the men’s few words by hand as she had learned the man-engine, and she lay still in the lamplight and read this one off the floor where it touched her.
They had knocked the date down to him. The whole calendar of it, the late neap and the slack and the springs behind, reduced to the dates a rod could carry, sent down into the dark that morning while she drew the wall: this is the day, hold to this.
And Branok knocked back his acknowledgement up the long iron, one group, no commentary, the way a man holds a great weight by refusing to name it heavy.
Late neap. Good. Send sums.
Chapter 11
One Breath
The first door of the route had cleaned itself in the night, and Tegen knew before the bell touched water that this was the morning she had been waiting for and ought to have feared.
She read it from the survey-bell as the winch lowered her, the deep slow breath going in and out of her on its own count while her eyes did the work. A hard spring tide had run the dark hours she slept, the biggest of the building run, and where for a fortnight the opening leg had shown the divers a silted throat half-shut with grey slump, the sill the survey had drawn as a question, there the springs had scoured it clean. The current had reached in and taken the slumped silt off the dressed stone the way a hand wipes a slate. The first door stood open in the green water below her, square and plain and swimmable, the granite jamb showing its old chisel-marks, the threshold clear to the rock.
Clean as an invitation. That was the phrase that came to her, hanging in the cold off the bell-frame, and she should have heard the warning folded inside it, because the sea does not send invitations.
She had it instead as a gift. The lot that had benched her had not known the springs would do this; the calendar had not known it; the staged build, the weeks of clearing, the rehearsal cut to a swimmer’s minutes: none of the patient machinery had reckoned on the tide doing in one night the work they had budgeted a week of bell-divers for. The first leg was open. She had partnered Wren down this water; she had laid the line in it herself, leading the crews, the waxed hemp run from station to station with her own square hands. She knew the leg. She knew it cold.
And the men were two inches over their promise.
She had read that off the rod at the carn’s flank before first light, kneeling in the wet with her ear to the iron while Branok knocked the night’s count up the granite. The water in the gallery, notched on the pick-haft, had risen two inches more than the calendar had drawn for this date. Two inches. A spring surge running above the tables, the sea outrunning the paper. She had carried the number down to the count-house and set it by Wren’s chalked calendar on the washed-white wall and watched it sit there, a small wrong number against all the careful right ones, and nobody had said the thing it meant, which was that the promise was a promise and the water was the water and the two were not the same.
Three weeks to the appointment. Three weeks of staging and rehearsing a swim while the men’s ledge took on inches faster than the wall said it would.
Tegen knelt in the bell with the survey-slate on her knee and built her arithmetic, and the terrible thing, the thing she would turn over for the rest of her life, was that the arithmetic was good. The first door was clean: true. She knew the leg: true. The water was ahead of the promise: true. A breath-diver did not need the bell and the staged stations and the line to fly one open leg and look at the door beyond it — to put eyes on the next question-mark, the one the survey had drawn, and bring up an answer that might pull a week off the build. One breath. One look. The fast hand to the slow appointment, just this once, to buy back what the springs had stolen from the men.
It was the survivor’s reckoning underneath, and she knew that too, in the place where you know things and do not let them up into the air. Her name had been on the lot. The lot had benched her to the winch and sent Jowan down, and Jowan’s brazed lamp lay crushed in the rubble face of the fall, and Branok had knocked up the granite, lot was fair, keep your breath, and she had meant from the first not to heed it. You cannot pay that with breath, a clearer Tegen might have told her. But the clearer Tegen was not in the bell that morning. The one in the bell timed the slack from the wanting.
She judged it slack. She looked at the door and at the easy lift of the water through it and she told herself the turn was slacking off, the in-going losing its push, the window opening — and she did not take out the tables, because the tables were the calendar’s and the calendar was three weeks slow, and because slack read from a bell-frame by a breath-diver who knows the leg is its own kind of table. She believed it the way you believe a thing you have already decided.
She signalled the winch-hand to hold the bell where it was. She filled herself the diver’s slow three times, the deep stillness coming down over her like cold water finding its level, and she went over the frame and down on her own lungs into the open first door, alone, at what she judged was slack.
The leg flew.
It flew the way she had known it would, clean and fast, the scoured door taking her through into the dark beyond, her hands finding the dressed stone she had laid line along a dozen times, the cold closing on her face and pressing the breath small in her chest as fifty fathoms presses. No line behind her. Lines were for bell-divers, for the staged swim, for the men who could not hold a breath; she had left it coiled on the frame. She flew the known leg on the knowledge in her hands and her counting breath, one, through the first door, two, along the floor Rhea had drawn, three, towards the second door, the one beyond the survey’s question-mark, the one she had come to put her eyes on.
She reached the question-mark and the sea answered it for her.
The door beyond was not slack. The turn she had read off the bell-frame as slacking had been the surface lying, the easy lift through the open first leg the springs’ own deceit; here in the throat of the second door the water still ran, the spring still pushing through the narrowed rock with a force that did not show from above, and at the door’s lip it folded back on itself into an eddy the tables would have named to her by the minute and the place — here, this door, this hour, do not — the eddy the calendar knew and she had not asked. It took her sideways into the jamb. Her shoulder met granite. The silt she had not laid line through bloomed up off the floor where her knee struck it, grey and instant and total, and the dark went from dark to nothing.
Four.
Blind. The water turning her in the throat of the door, the eddy working her against stone she could not see, and her hand reaching for the line that was not there because lines were for bell-divers. The granite did not care. That was the thing the depth taught in one breath that a season of bell-work had only said: the granite did not care, had never cared, would hold the men or hold her or hold neither with the same blank patience, and the wanting that had read the slack meant nothing to it at all.
Five. The breath gone small and hot in her chest.
She did not flail. The breath-diver’s stillness held even here, the marked stillness that was the only thing of hers the lot had not been able to bench, and she made her square hand stop reaching for the line and start reading the stone instead. Floor. Jamb. The fallen edge of the survey’s question-mark. She felt for the leg she had come in by and the eddy turned her from it; she felt again and the silt was everywhere, no up in it, no door, no count that mattered now but the one in her chest going down.
Six.
Her hand, going out for the rock to push from, found iron.
Not the rusted door, not the bell-frame, not anything the route had. A stake. A short stake of good iron set into the floor of the door, driven and squared and meant, the head of it worn but the set of it unmistakable — a hand had put this here on purpose, in this exact wrong-watered throat, to give a swimmer something to hold and something to steer by. Her fingers closed on it and the turning stopped. The stake held against the eddy that the rock would not, and from it, from the one fixed thing in the blind grey, she had a bearing: the stake faced the leg, as a survey-mark always faces the way you came. Rhea’s hand. The engineer’s winter, the unasked unpaid dives down this same dark, the careful habit that drove a guide-stake into a door that wanted one and drew its question-mark above it and left both for whoever worked the bal next. The survey’s care, made iron, made physical, catching what fell.
Seven. She did not think the name. She took the bearing.
She let the stake point her and she went, out of the bloom, back along the floor she knew, eight, the eddy losing her now she was clear of the throat, nine, the first door’s clean square coming up green and faint ahead as the silt thinned, ten, her chest one closed fist around the last of it, eleven, the open door, the leg flying backwards under her as it had flown forwards, the granite letting her go with the same indifference it had taken her, twelve, the adit mouth, the light.
She broke into the grey morning on the very floor of her breath, on nothing, on the held memory of air, and a hand closed on her diving-harness and lifted before she had taken the first whoop of it.
Wren’s hand.
Wren was in the water. Wren, who should have been on the barge keeping the timings, was over the side and in the cold to her chest at the adit mouth with her feet braced on the silted apron, and her grip on Tegen’s harness was the grip of someone who had not got there by chance — who had read it coming, had read the eddy off the barge in the lift of the water through the open leg, the same surface that had lied to Tegen telling Wren the truth from above, and had been off the side and into the cold before Tegen ever struck the door. She hauled, square and certain, the scout’s economy in it even here, and got Tegen’s head and shoulders onto the apron and held her while the breath came back in great tearing whoops that hurt worse than the going without had.
She did not say anything. She held on, in the cold, until the whooping eased, and her eyes went over Tegen the way they went over water before she spoke, reading her for the harm, and finding the harm survivable kept holding her anyway.
The crews came. Of course they came; they came as they had come for Pasco, without shouting, hands and a line and a board got under her, the bell-barge swinging in, Pasco’s voice low and flat giving the orders that needed giving and no others. They got her up out of the cold and onto the deck and a tarred blanket round her, and the work of the morning closed over the place where she had nearly died and went on, the clearing-crews resuming on the next leg, the silt-baskets going down, the day taking her up into itself like weather taking a fallen branch. No one stopped. The granite did not care and neither, in the end, did the work, and there was a mercy in that she would only understand later.
It was Pasco who gave her the line. He crouched by her at the rail while she shook under the blanket, and he did not raise his voice, and he did not lower it to a whisper either. He said it plain, the way an elder of the Carns says the worst thing.
“My mother’s brother drowned to the springs off this same coast,” he said. “Forty year back. He knew the leg too.” He looked out at the adit mouth, not at her. “Knowing the leg is how it gets you, girl. Not how it saves you.”
Then he stood, and put his hand once flat on her shoulder, and went back to the baskets, and that was all of it, and it was worse than any shouting she had ever taken in her life. It sat in her chest under the cold and would not leave.
Wren said nothing at all. Wren sat by her wet through, the gull feather in her dripping hatband, and kept watch on her breathing and on the work both, and did not say one word, and the not-saying was its own kind of telling.
The real talking came that evening, on the quay, when the light went long and gold off the water and the crews had gone up to their suppers and the two of them were left with the boats knocking at the wall.
Tegen had braced for it all day. For the reckoning, the sense of the council, the careful Carns’ accounting of what a diver costs the lot who throws herself away. It did not come. Wren sat on a bollard with her wrists on her knees and looked at the same long gold water Tegen looked at, and when she spoke it was not about Tegen at all.
“There was a culvert at the Lagan,” Wren said. “The winter I wintered there. A drowned road-culvert under the old gate, the way out of a flooded yard, and a window of my own closing: a trader leaving on the next fair slack, Pell’s coaster bound south, and on him my last chance that season to chase a warm trail — a woman I was looking for, gone ahead of me down the coast.” She said it the way you set tools out on a bench, one and then the next, in order. “I had a clock that wasn’t the sea’s clock. And the culvert wanted reading, and I read the slack off the wanting. Off the boat leaving. Off my own trail going cold if I missed it. Not off the tables.” She turned her hand over on her knee, the wire-dresser’s hand, looking at the palm of it. “I took Lowri down with me, two on one line, because I was sure of the slack. And the slack ended early, the way I’d told myself it wouldn’t, and Lowri’s line snagged on the gate-iron in the dark, and the water came back through that culvert like a fist.”
The water knocked the boats at the wall. Tegen did not say anything. She had not known any of this. She had known Wren as the coast knew her, the gull-feather scout who read water like handwriting, the timings-keeper who had drawn the calendar that held them all; she had not known there was a culvert.
“I got her out by feel and by being stronger than the water for about the length of time a person can be, which is not long,” Wren said. “By violence, mostly. Not by skill. The skill was the thing I’d thrown away the day before, when I decided I knew the leg.” She was quiet a moment. “Lowri lived. And when the equinox storm came, she chose the water again — went down that same culvert with me, the two of us, at a slack read off the tables this time and not off the wanting, and we freed the seized gate between us. She keeps the Lagan’s harbour now; she’s their engineer. And the town went very quiet around me after the accident, as your crews went quiet round you today, and that quiet was the worst day of my life, and it is the day I learned everything I am now.” She looked at Tegen then, for the first time. “I’m not telling you to make you feel it. You feel it. I’m telling you because I had to learn it from the inside of nearly drowning my friend, and you’ve just learned it from the inside of nearly drowning yourself, and that means I can hand you the rest of it as a map and you don’t have to swim it twice.”
It was not a sermon. It was a worst day, set down on the quay between them like a chart with the soundings marked, here is the shoal, here is where I struck it, you do not have to.
“The slack isn’t a rule,” Wren said. “It’s an instrument. It’s a promise the sea makes and keeps, exactly, if you ask it correctly — off the tables, off the place and the hour, never off what you want it to be. Read it right and it’ll hold the door open for you to the minute. Read it off your wanting and it’ll shut on you to the minute too. It kept its promise to me at the Lagan. I just asked it the wrong question.” She stood, and the talk was done, as her talks were done, on the thing itself and not a word past it. “There was a stake down there,” she said. “Iron. Set in the second door.”
“Yes,” Tegen said. Her voice came out scoured.
“Rhea’s,” Wren said. Not a question. She knew the hand. She looked once more at the long gold water where the adit mouth was, and something went across her face that Tegen could not read and did not try to. “She put a stake where the door would foul a swimmer and drew a question-mark over it and left it for whoever worked the bal next. That’s all of her, that is.” Then she went up the quay to the loft, and left Tegen with the boats and the gold water and the thing in her chest.
Tegen sat a long while.
The debt was still there. That was what she found, turning it over in the scoured quiet: she had spent her one breath against it and the debt had not moved. Her name had been on the lot and Jowan’s lamp was crushed in the fall and the men below kept their breath two inches ahead of the promise, and none of it was paid, none of it lighter, for what she had done in the water that morning. She had thought the breath was the currency. She had thought you could go down on your own lungs into the thing that took him and buy something back. But the granite did not care, and the work had closed over her near-drowning and gone on, and the debt sat exactly where it had sat, and she understood now only that it was not the kind of debt that breath could pay. What it took instead she did not know. Some other coin, not yet in her hand, not yet named. She would find out what it cost the way she found out everything, by the keeping of it, day on day, until the day it asked her plainly. But not in breath. The breath she had nearly spent had taught her at least that much: it was not the price.
Above her, on the carn’s flank in the last of the light, the iron rod began to sound.
She went up to it, because that was hers, the tap-watch hers by choice, and knelt in the cooling rock with her ear to the granite, and Branok knocked the evening up the long iron from two hundred feet down in the cold. The night’s count, the water’s inches, the candles. And then, where the count should have ended, where it ended every evening, Branok knocked on. He had not been briefed; nobody had sent down the morning, the solo dive, the eddy, the stake, the grip at the adit mouth. There was no code for any of it and no one to send it. And yet he knocked on, the rhythm of it certain, a man who could read who held the rod by the hand on it and could read, somehow, through two hundred feet of granite and a day he had not been told, the shape of what the day had been. The same hand that had knocked keep your breath and known she would not heed it. He knocked it slow and plain, no commentary, spending no more words on it than the rock would carry.
Calendar holds, the iron said, under her ear, in the dark. All of you.
She stayed kneeling with her hand flat on the rock long after the rod went still, and did not knock anything back, and let the granite carry the silence down to him whole.
Chapter 12
The Patience of the Slack
Dawn came to the sound without a wrinkle in it, and Wren stood at the barge’s rail with her watch rod in her hand and said, “Now watch what still water does.”
Tegen looked at the water. It was glass. It was a sheet of grey light laid flat from the carn’s shadow to the far point, not a ripple on it, not a breath of wind, the kind of stillness that to anyone who did not know the tables looked like the sea asleep. Tegen had risen before the light and come down to the barge with her hair wet from washing it in the rain-butt and her two hands square around a mug of nettle tea gone cold, and she had the look of a woman waiting to be told what to do with her hands.
“It’s doing nothing,” she said.
“Keep watching.”
So they watched. And the barge, which had lain quiet on her warps all the dark, began very slowly to swing. Not from any wind: there was no wind. The mooring lines came up out of their slack one after another, the bow line first, then the long spring, the hemp lifting from the water in a slow dark curve and going taut with a small creak of the cleat, and the whole heavy body of the barge came round on her ground tackle by a hand’s breadth, and then another, until her stem that had pointed up the sound at first light pointed a half-point off it. The glass had not so much as shivered. And under it the whole weight of the sea had turned over and started to run.
“There,” Wren said. “The slack’s gone. You’d not know it from the top.”
Tegen set her cold mug down on the thwart, precisely, and did not pick it up again.
This was the lesson she had asked for on the quay two evenings since, after the water had nearly kept her, after Wren had pulled her out of the eddy at the second door by the harness on her last breath and said almost nothing on the shore and then later, in the dark, had handed her the Lagan and Lowri and the snagged line like a chart unrolled. Teach me to read it, Tegen had said, not quite in those words, and Wren had said she would teach her as it had to be taught, which was not in an afternoon and not as rules. It would take a tide. So they had a tide. They had until the next slack to do it in, and Wren meant to use every minute of the run.
“Most divers I’ve known,” Wren said, “and you’ll be one of them now if you let yourself, think the slack is a thing the sea gives you. A gap. A gate that opens and shuts, and you go through quick before it bangs.” She crouched and laid Gull’s tables open on the deck between them, the oilcloth folded back, the old soft pages weighted at the corners with two stones and a marline spike. “It’s not a gate. A gate’s a thing somebody else built. The slack’s a promise. The sea makes it to you fresh every time, and it keeps it, every time, to the minute. But you have to ask it right. You ask it wrong and it keeps a different promise, one you didn’t hear it make.”
Tegen knelt to the tables. They were Gull’s hand, and over Gull’s hand was Wren’s, the two of them threaded together down the years of columns, a correction here, a margin note there, a second voice answering a first across the gutter of the page. Tegen had seen the tables before. She had not been shown how to read them with the water moving under her at the same time.
“Listen first,” Wren said. “Before any of it. Shut your eyes and tell me what the sound’s doing.”
Tegen shut her eyes. The breath-diver’s slow breathing came down on her, the long pull and the longer let, the stillness she carried under everything like ballast.
“It’s quiet,” she said. “There’s a —” She stopped. “There’s a kind of hum off the point. Low. It wasn’t there before the barge swung.”
“That’s the gut between the islands taking the flood. You’ll hear it lift and drop the whole run, and when it drops back to nothing, that’s your slack coming, and the tables’ll tell you the same thing the hum tells you, and when the two agree you can trust both. The sound’s the instrument. The drowned levels are its pipes. Every door and winze and gallery’s a different note, and the same flood that hums in the gut down here is folding through every one of them down there, an hour off, two hours off, you learn the lag of each pipe like you learn a voice. You don’t read the tables instead of the water. You read them so you know what the water’s going to say before it says it.”
They worked the flood through. Wren did not lecture it; she asked Tegen the water and made Tegen answer the page, back and forth, the hum off the point and the column on the page, until the two were one reading. When the barge had swung full and lay steady on her warps with the flood at its strength, Wren walked her through the lag of the long way door by door from the survey, the silted sill and its fouling apron, the second door and its eddy, the high gallery where the men kept their two inches of breath ahead of the climbing water, and made her say back the hour each note would sound at the next neap, and corrected her, and made her say it again.
And somewhere in the middle of the flood, the teaching turned, and began to run the other way.
It came at the second door. Wren had drawn the eddy off the survey as Rhea had drawn it, a question-mark and a curl of ink and a marginal note in the wire-dressed hand: fouls on the make, clears late, query the lag. Wren read it out and laid her own model under it, the lag she had reckoned from the tables, and said the eddy would slacken a quarter-hour after the door above, give or take.
“No,” Tegen said.
Wren looked up.
“Not a quarter-hour. Longer.” Tegen had her eyes shut again. “I was in it. It doesn’t slacken when the door above slackens. It holds. The whole leg above goes still and the surface comes up flat and quiet and you’d swear it’s slack and you can read it off the lift, off the top of the water, it lifts and steadies and says come — and the door below’s still turning over. That’s what took me. The top lied and the bottom hadn’t finished. It clears, but it clears late. Later than a quarter-hour. I had time to lay six feet of line in the still part before it came back.”
Wren said nothing for a moment. Then she took the spike out of the corner of the page and held it out, handle first.
“Show me where,” she said. “On the survey. Mark it.”
Tegen took the spike. She did not take it lightly. She held it a breath, looking at the page, at the two hands already on it, Gull’s and Wren’s, the years of them, the engineer’s wire-dressed query curled at the second door waiting for the answer it had asked the dark for and not got. Then she leaned down and dressed the page with a third hand. A short hard stroke under the query, and beside it, in a diver’s blunt print, holds late — body says +½ hr min — T.
“There,” Wren said, and there was something in her voice Tegen had not heard from her before, not on the shore, not on the quay. “Now the survey’s true. It wasn’t, before. She put the question-mark there because she couldn’t get the lag: she’d no body to read it off, she did it alone in the winter, she dived it cold and drew what she could see and was honest about what she couldn’t. That’s the best a survey can be, an honest question. And the question sat there a year and more with nobody able to answer it, and you went down and the water near kept you, and you came up with the answer in your hands.” She put her finger to the new line, light, the way a person touches a thing they are setting into a place it will stay. “The plan’s better than it was three days ago. It’s better because you nearly died in it. I’ll not pretend that’s a fair trade or a thing to be glad of. But I’ll not waste it either. The half-hour’s yours now. It goes in the staging. Nobody else has to learn it as you learnt it.”
Tegen looked at the three hands on the page. Hers was the freshest ink and the worst lettering and it was on the chart for good.
“She’d want it there,” Tegen said. It was half a question.
“She’d want it there,” Wren said. “She left it for whoever worked the bal next. That’s you, now. You worked it.”
The flood ran on. They read it down together, two crafts on one sound, the page and the water answering each other, until the hum off the point lifted and dropped and lifted and dropped and at last fell away to nothing, and the barge hung dead level on her warps for the space of three slow breaths, and Wren said, quiet, “There. Feel it. That’s the promise kept,” and then the lines came up out of the water on the other side and the ebb took the barge round the other way, and the slack was spent, and Tegen opened her eyes on a sea that had given them everything it had promised and asked nothing back but the asking.
The asking, Wren had said. You only have to ask it right.
The evening’s water-mark came up the rod and ended the lesson as the sea ends everything, without ceremony and without appeal.
Tegen read it herself, kneeling at the iron on the carn’s flank with her ear to the granite, because the tap-watch was hers now by choice and she would not give it up to anyone. Branok knocked the night’s count up from two hundred feet of cold: the inches on the pick-haft, the candles, the men. And the inches were wrong. Not wrong: high. Higher than the column said they should be at this stand of the building springs, higher than they had been at the same stand the run before, the water in the gallery standing two finger-widths above where the tables drew it and climbing on the same lie it had told all week.
She did not need Wren to tell her what it meant. That was the difference a tide had made. She knelt with her hand flat on the rock and read the water rising in the dark two hundred feet down and understood, in the body Wren had taught her to read with, that the springs were running higher than any tide in Gull’s tables, higher than the page had a number for, and that the gallery’s ledge, the dry stone the three men slept on and counted from, would go under sooner than the calendar on the count-house wall had promised. Not the appointment. The appointment was the late neap and the late neap stood. But the margin behind it, the thin grace between the swim and the drowning of the ledge, was thinner than the chalk said. The sea had moved the deadline closer while they slept.
She carried it up to Wren in four words, the way Wren had carried the first reading to her once. “The ledge’ll drown early.”
“Show me the count,” Wren said, and Tegen knocked it out for her on the table edge, finger and knuckle, the inches and the stand, and Wren read it and was quiet, and Wren’s quiet was not surprise. It was the quiet of a woman whose old reservation had now been proved twice, once on a body in an eddy and once on a pick-haft in the dark, and who had stopped hoping she was wrong.
“Then we do it on the wall,” Wren said. “In front of everyone. Tonight.”
She did it on the wall in front of everyone. That was the thing about Wren that Tegen had not understood until she saw it done: the steadiness was a fact and it was also a performance, and Wren knew it was both and used it as both. The count-house wall was washed white and the calendar drawn on it in chalk, and the coast came up the quay in the long evening to stand below it, the crews and Pasco and Hedra and Morwen with the grain-ledger under her arm, and Wren took the chalk and did the recalculation where every eye could watch her hand not shake.
She did not restate the arithmetic of the window. She did not draw the springs and the neaps and the whole reckoning again; that had been said once, cleanly, weeks since, and saying it again would have been a tremor and she would not give them a tremor. She referred to the calendar as the calendar. She put her finger on the late neap, the appointment, and left it where it was. “The date holds,” she said, loud enough and flat enough. “Hear me. The date does not move. The neap is the neap.” And then she drew, just below the ledge line, a second line, a finger’s breadth higher and earlier, and chalked the new count beside it, the springs running over the tables, the ledge drowning sooner after the swim than they had drawn. “What’s moved is the room after. The water comes for the ledge sooner than we’d hoped behind the same appointment. So.” She set the chalk down. “There’s no slip left in it. There never was much. Now there’s none. We hold the date to the minute or we lose them, and there’s nothing past the date to catch us if we’re late.”
The quay was very quiet. Somewhere a halyard tapped against a mast. Hedra, at the front, took out her own bit of chalk and made a small mark in the ledger she kept, as she would mark a sailing whose date had been confirmed, and that small dry motion did more to settle the coast than any speech could have, because Hedra had kept the harbour sixty years and Hedra was not afraid.
“Then something gives,” Pasco said. He said it gently, as he said the hardest things. “To hold it that close. You’ll have cut something on that wall before you turned round.”
“I have,” Wren said. She did not soften it and she did not hurry to it. “The second rehearsal of the deep leg. It’s gone. There’s not the tide for it and hold the date both. We get the deep leg once, the worst doors, the eddy and the gallery-foot, we get them once on the staged build and then we get them on the day for true.” She let that stand a moment, the cost of it plain on the white wall for anyone who could read a calendar. “The swim meets the worst of it having walked it once. That’s the price of the springs. I’ll not dress it up.”
She looked, when she said it, at Tegen. And Tegen understood that the cut leg was the one she would lead, the deep one, the worst doors, the eddy that had nearly kept her, and that she would now meet it for the second-ever time on the day with three lives on her back, and that Wren was telling her this in front of the whole coast because she would not tell her any other way, would not take her aside and soften it, because the slack does not take you aside and soften it either.
“Once is enough,” Tegen said. “If it’s read right.”
“If it’s read right,” Wren said, and there it was, the echo come back, the two of them on the same word, and the coast heard it and took something from it, the thing the coast had been coming up the quay every evening to take: that the two women who held the water held it together and held it steady.
The crews went back down the quay into the dark. The chalk dried on the wall.
They sat on after, the two of them, on the count-house step with the lamp turned low and the survey rolled in Tegen’s lap because she had asked to keep it by her that night, to learn the new line on it, the half-hour at the second door in her own bad print between Gull’s hand and Wren’s.
Tegen looked at the three hands a long time in the lamplight. Then she asked the thing she had carried since the quay two nights since, since the culvert, since Lowri and the snagged line, the thing she had not asked because Wren had been giving her a map and you do not interrupt a map to ask after the cartographer.
“Who taught you the slack?”
Wren did not answer straight off. She looked out at the sound, dark now, the slack long gone, the ebb running invisible under the unmoving glass of it as it had run at dawn, and Tegen waited, having learnt this much too, that Wren came to the hard things by water and not by road.
“The Lagan taught me the cost of reading it wrong,” Wren said. “Lowri taught me you don’t stop diving after. The culvert you’ve heard.” She turned the watch rod over in her hands, the iron of it. “But the reading itself, the instrument, the way to ask it right — I learnt the last of that from the woman whose hand’s on that page beside mine.” She nodded at the survey in Tegen’s lap. “The one who drew your door. The one who left the question you answered today.”
Tegen went still. Not the diver’s stillness, the working one; a different stillness.
“She wintered here,” Wren said. “Year before last. Mended your man-engine. Lodged over the boatshed, in the loft I sleep in now. Dived the drowned levels all that winter, alone, unasked, unpaid, and drew them honest with all their question-marks, and gave Hedra her name to keep on the way out — the first thing she ever left anywhere on purpose, so that someone coming after would know to come asking. She left the survey for whoever worked the bal next. She left her name with the keeper for whoever came asking with cause.” Wren’s voice did not break and did not rise; it was the voice she had used on the wall, steady as a fact and chosen as a performance, except that the performance now was only for one. “Her name’s Rhea. She’s the woman I’ve been crossing the coast after. The letters in the oilcloth are for her. The feather in my hat is the mark she knows me by. The engineer whose drawn floor we’re betting Branok and Jago and Sennen’s three lives on tonight — she’s the same woman I’ve been asking every harbour from the headlands north if anyone’s seen, leaving her name behind me the way she left hers ahead of me, the two of us threading one dark from opposite ends of a year and never yet in the same room.”
The lamp ticked. The sound lay flat and ran underneath.
Tegen had half-known. So little of her was surprised, looking at it now: the wire-dressed bracket, the keeping-words in the engineer’s hand, how Wren read the survey like handwriting, the way she had said she’d want it there at the second door as though she knew the woman’s wants. Half of Tegen had stitched it together days ago and the other half had waited, as you wait at the rod, for the knock that makes it real. This was the knock. Said plain, said aloud, the first time on this coast Wren had set the whole shape of it down where another could hear it: that the survey under the rescue and the search up the coast were one thing, that the hand they trusted three lives to and the heart she carried across the sea were the same hand, the same woman, drawn on the page between Gull and Tegen herself.
The size of it came on her slowly, the way the slack had come, with nothing showing on the top. What Wren had done at the count-house door, the day Branok’s code named the long way and the question hung over the quay of who could read its windows. She had stood up and chalked the dates and given the trail to the season. She had let the warm trail go cold north, harbour by fair-evening harbour, to stay and read the slack for three men she had never met, betting it all on the drawn floor of the very woman she was letting slip away by staying. The whole weight of that had turned over under the still surface of her. Tegen had stood on this coast through all of it and not seen the sea turn.
She did not say anything large. Wren had not given it to her to be answered large.
She looked down at the survey in her lap, at the three hands. Then she rolled it carefully and tied it, and she did not give it back. She reached instead and took up the watch rod from where Wren had set it on the step between them, the iron tap-rod, and held it across her knees, and Wren watched her do it and did not ask for it back either.
“I’ll take this with me,” Tegen said. “From now. Everywhere.”
“It’s only for the carn,” Wren said. “It only works on the carn.”
“I know what it’s for.” Tegen’s square hand closed round the cold iron. “I’ll carry it anyway.”
In the morning the calendar on the count-house wall stood rechalked, the date unmoved and the margin under it drawn thinner, the second line a finger’s breadth higher than the first, the cut rehearsal scored through where the chalk said it would have been. The coast read it going by, and held the date in their heads to the minute, and said nothing, because there was nothing in it to be said that the wall did not say better.
And under the new line, low, where the watch had knocked it in the dark and Tegen had carried it up at dawn and chalked it herself with the rod laid across her knees, stood Branok’s reply, relayed two hundred feet up the long iron from the cold, to the sums sent down and the springs running high and the second rehearsal lost: sums received. we’ll keep. teach her.
Chapter 13
Addressed to No One
The green door had a window in it the size of a hand, and the window did not move.
Wren had been in once, that first morning ashore, when the name was confirmed; and in the five weeks since she had walked past a dozen times and never gone back in, and each time her eye had gone to the glass the way a boat’s eye goes to a fixed light: not to look through it, but to know it was where it had always been. Hedra had told her so that first morning, in this room, that the keeping-room’s window had stood unmoved sixty years through her family, so the asking would know where to come. Wren had taken it then for a custom. This morning, with the staging proceeding well enough that she could be spared until the light failed, she came to it and understood it differently. A window that does not move is an address. It is a way of being findable to people who do not yet know they will come.
She lifted the latch and went in.
The keeping-room was deeper than the door promised, cool with the breath of stone, and the whole of one wall was given to drawers. Small drawers, the size to take a folded paper or a coil of thread or a single coin, hundreds of them, each with its wooden face worn pale where a thumb had drawn it and pushed it home, going up past the reach of a hand to where a stool stood ready. Kelp-oil lamps were not yet lit; the light came grey and level off the harbour through the unmoving glass. Hedra sat behind a plank table with a ledger open and a slate beside it, and she did not look up at once.
“Wren of the Lagan,” she said, when she did. “Back by the green door at last. I said come back when you’d a sense of the place. That was a month and more gone.”
“I had the rod to learn,” Wren said. “And the water.”
“So I hear.” Hedra closed the ledger over her thumb. “Sit, then, love. You’ve a look about you of someone come to ask, and the asking sits better than it stands.”
Wren sat. She had rehearsed nothing, which was its own kind of choice; she had decided on the walk down that she would say the true thing and let the true thing be small. The name was not what she had come for. The name would keep, as it had kept these five weeks while three men kept below the water. She had come for the men.
“The engineer,” she said. “The one who wintered here, the winter before last. Who mended the man-engine and lodged over the boatshed and left her survey in the eaves for whoever worked the bal next.”
Hedra’s eyes went to the wall.
It was a small movement, and Wren, who read rooms before she spoke in them, would have missed it in another woman; but the old woman’s gaze crossed the drawers and settled, for the space of a breath, on one of them, low and to the left, third from the floor, no different from its neighbours but for the thing it held. Then it came back, unhurried, to Wren’s face. The drawer stayed shut.
“You’ll mean Rhea,” Hedra said.
“I’ll mean what else she left,” Wren said. “Beyond the survey. The survey gives us the long way drawn whole, and we are staking three lives on it, but it bears her question-marks, and a question-mark is a place she was unsure. If she left anything that bears on those places: a note, a sounding she did not trust, a door she dived twice. The long way kills us if we trust the wrong line. I came to ask what the keeping-room holds that might bear on it.”
It was true. That was the thing about it Wren held onto, the way you hold a stay in a blow: it was true, every word, the survey did bear its honest question-marks and three men did hang on the answers, and she had come for them. And it was also, she understood as she said it, the other thing. It was the cause. She had not built it to be a cause. She had built it out of weeks at the count-house wall and the cold water and the rod, and it had become a cause the way the slack becomes the slack, with nothing showing on the top.
Hedra looked at her a while.
“Cause,” she said, as though weighing the word in the hand. “You’ll know how I keep, you’ve had it twice off me. A thing left here is released to whoever asks, and the keeper judges the asking. Sixty years I’ve judged it. You’d be surprised how few come with cause and how many come with want, and the room’s not for want.” She did not finish the thought. She turned her head as the door’s latch lifted.
A boy of perhaps ten came in sideways, breathless, with a slate held against his chest. “Pasco’s mother says the salt-shed barrels are forty, not thirty-eight, and would you make it right in the book before the share’s read.”
“Forty,” Hedra said, without rancour, drawing the ledger open and dipping a stub of pencil. “Tell her the book’s not the share, the book’s only what the book says, and the book said thirty-eight because thirty-eight came down on the slate at Lammas.” She wrote. “There. Forty. The two she found will want a name against them or they’ll grow legs by Michaelmas. Whose were they?”
“She didn’t say.”
“Then they’re the shed’s till someone owns them. Go on.” The boy went. Hedra blew on the wet line and did not look up. “Where was I.”
“Want and cause,” Wren said.
“Want and cause.” Hedra set the pencil down. “You came in here your second morning off your boat and asked me if I held the engineer’s name, and I told you I did, and I judged your cause then sufficient to be told it was hers and where she’d gone. That was the name. The name’s a small thing to give. Anyone might want a name.” She folded her hands. “What’s in the drawer is not the name.”
Wren said nothing. She had learned, from a year of the Lagan and five weeks of the Carns, that the thing to do with a silence an elder is filling is to leave it room.
“I’ll tell you what I’ve watched,” Hedra said. “You’ll forgive an old woman watching; it’s most of what’s left to me, that and the book. You came asking after a person, which is the hardest asking there is, because a person won’t hold still to be sailed to. And then the man-engine fell and three of ours went down behind it, and you’d a fair boat in the pool and a warm trail going north and every reason to take the one and follow the other. And you stayed.” She let that sit. “You stood up at the count-house door, Branok’s grandson tells it, and chalked the spring dates under the rescue’s facts, and gave your warm trail to the season in front of the whole quay, for three men you’d never set eyes on. You washed my count-house wall is what you did not do; some other hand did that, and well; but you drew the calendar on it that the coast holds in its head to the minute. You went down in fifty-fathom cold behind Tegen when the surface lied. You taught my Tegen the slack as a thing with a temper, and she carries your iron rod everywhere now like it’ll keep her warm.” A dry sound, not quite a laugh. “That’s not want. I’ve seen want for sixty years and it does none of those things. Want would have sailed.”
She rose, then, with the slowness of seventy-odd years and none of its weakness, and she went to the wall, and she drew open the drawer her eyes had gone to.
“Cause enough,” Hedra said.
What she lifted out was a single folded paper, foxed a little at the creases, and she carried it back and laid it on the plank table in the grey light, square in the space between them, and took her hand off it.
“She left it the morning she sailed north,” Hedra said. “A year past, near enough. She’d left me the name the night before, on purpose, which I told you, the first thing she ever left anywhere. Then in the morning she came back with this, and she stood about where you came in, and she said to me: if anyone ever comes asking after me with a gull feather in her hatband, this is hers. Those were the words. A gull feather in her hatband. She didn’t say a name for who it was to. She didn’t write one on it. You’ll see when you open it, there’s no name on the front of it nor inside it, it’s addressed to no one at all.” Hedra sat back down. “I’ve kept it a year against a feather, and here’s the feather, come in off the boat five weeks and gone to school on the water before it came to the door.” She looked at Wren over the paper. “You took your time.”
Wren did not pick it up at once. She looked at the unmoving window, and at the wall of drawers, and at the folded paper foxed at its creases, kept a year by a woman who judged cause for a living, against the chance of a feather she had no reason to believe would ever come. She thought of Rhea standing where she had stood, deciding to be findable, and of the hundreds of drawers holding the leavings of people who had decided the same and were not yet found.
“How much do I owe the room,” Wren said, because her hands were not steady and her voice would carry better on a small true question.
“The room’s not paid in coin,” Hedra said. “You paid it at the count-house door. Take it up off my table, love. It’s yours; it’s been yours a year, it only wanted you to come and be the one it was for.”
Wren took it up.
The latch lifted again before she reached the door: a man this time, with a willow chest on his shoulder and the careful look of someone delivering a thing he would rather not be holding. “Old Treloar’s,” he said. “His daughter says to keep it till the cousins agree whose it is. She says you’ll know what’s in it.”
“I’ll know,” Hedra said, and to Wren, who had stopped with her hand on the latch and the paper held against her like a found thing she was afraid to set down: “Go on up the carn and read it where there’s no one. Some things aren’t for a room with a window in the door.” Then, to the man, already drawing the ledger open: “Set it down there. Treloar. Now whose daughter, the elder or the one off the kelp pans, because the room keeps for the chest, not the quarrel.”
Wren went out into the grey light with the door shutting behind her on the harbour’s ordinary business, and the paper warm now from her hand, addressed to no one, and walked up.
The carn stood above the harbour where the watch was kept, the granite worn smooth on top by sitting, the whole silver reach of the sounds opening out below it and the lamps of the other islands going off into the haze like a thing spilled and not gathered up. There was no one. The slack would not turn for hours, and the rehearsal turned without her, and she had until the light failed and an appointment she must be back for by evening, and between the now and the evening there was this: a flat stone, a grey sea, and a folded paper she had carried a year without knowing she carried it.
She sat. She opened it.
She had thought, on the walk up, that she would read it the way she read the survey, leaf by leaf, the craftswoman’s eye first, for what it bore on the long way. She did not get that far. She read three lines and understood that there was nothing in it for the long way, nothing for the map at all, and that she had not, in truth, come for the map; and then she stopped reading like a scout and read it like the person it was for.
I have surfaced, it began, with no greeting, with no name above it. I have surfaced and I do not know how to be a person who is looked for, so I am writing this to no one, the way you write a thing you cannot say.
The hand was Rhea’s. Wren had known the hand would be Rhea’s, had known it since Hedra’s eyes crossed the wall, but the knowing and the seeing were two doors set by different tides, and only now did both stand open at once. The downstrokes. The way she closed an a. The same hand that had drawn the long way whole over a winter of unpaid dives, here turned to the only thing harder than a flooded level, which was the inside of herself.
It was seven years.
It did not say seven years in a sum; it gave them the way a tide gives the beach, leaving the wrack of them up the page. Seven winters of harbours. Of arriving and asking, with a face she could not describe well enough, after a name she was not even sure was still the name. Wrong names in the mouths of kind people. The slow understanding that a person is not a fixed point you can sail to at the slack; that two people both in motion, both asking up and down a broken coast, are two ships on crossing courses, and that the sea is very wide.
So I mended things, Rhea had written. It was the only message I knew how to send. I would come into a harbour and I would mend the thing they had given up on, the seized gate, the drowned pump, the man-engine that no one left living knew the inside of, and I would dress the ends careful and turn them in and lay them flat, and I would think: if she comes through here, she will know my hand. A mend is a letter you leave nailed to the world. I have written it in fifty harbours. I have no way to know if it has been read.
Wren put her own hand flat on the warm granite.
She thought of the bracket in the loft eaves, the wire dressed and turned in and laid flat, that she had put her thumb to in the lamplight her sixth week here and known like handwriting. She thought of the guide-stake she had named without being told. I have written it in fifty harbours. She had read one of the letters. She had not known it was a letter.
The middle of the page was the hope.
It came and it died and it came again, the way the spring tide comes, higher and lower than the tables, lying on the surface and folding underneath. Some years I was sure, Rhea wrote. Some years I let it go, because to carry it and be wrong every harbour was a thing I could not keep doing and live. I would set it down. And then a kind person would say a wrong name in a way that was almost the right one, and it would all come back at once, the whole weight of it, with nothing showing on the top. Wren read that line twice. Nothing showing on the top. She had thought that thought, in those words, sitting on a step three nights ago while Tegen failed to see the sea turn. She had thought it as if it were her own.
And then I came here, the letter said.
This place taught me a thing. There is a woman keeps a room of everything anyone ever left, and the window in her door has not moved in sixty years, so that the asking will always know where to come. I had been seven years a moving thing, asking up and down a moving coast, and I sat in that grey room and understood what I had got wrong. You cannot find a moving thing by moving faster. Two in motion never meet; they only pass. One of you has to hold still. One of you has to become a place with a window that does not move, and trust the other to come to it.
So I am leaving my name here on purpose, the first thing I have ever left anywhere. And I am leaving this, addressed to no one, because I do not have the courage to address it to her in case she never comes and a stranger reads it. But it is hers. If she comes asking with a feather in her hat, it is hers. I am tired of being a ship. I want to be a harbour.
Below that, the letter went thin, as a person goes thin who has said the true thing and has only the leaving left.
I am going north a little while yet, to leave the name in a few more harbours, so the trail does not go cold all at once. But I am done chasing. After this run I mean to find a coast and hold still on it and mend its broken things and keep a light and be findable, and wait. It is the only way two people writing to no one ever read each other’s letters. One of them has to stop.
And then the signature.
It was not a name. It was the wire-dressed initials, worked in ink the way she worked them in metal, the sharp imagined ends turned in and laid flat: the same mark that stood at the foot of the survey, the same that Wren had read off the iron and the willow chest and known like a face. The mark of a woman who signed herself not with letters but with the proof of her hands.
Wren sat on the carn with the sea going silver and unmoving below her and held the paper and did not move for a long time.
They had been carrying the same letter.
That was the thing the page had done, quietly, the turn of it all underneath and the surface unbroken. Seven years up the coast, Rhea had written to someone who might never read it, setting down what she could not say aloud; and Wren had carried her own letter across a sea and grown it by a page and added the day to it every day, addressed to no one, to the same someone who might never read it. Two people, both in motion, both writing to a person they could not find because the person would not hold still, because neither of them would, because each was the other’s moving coast. Two ships on crossing courses, asking after each other in every harbour, passing in the haze, forever. They had been doing it to each other for seven years.
Ships passing. Forever.
And yet.
And yet here, in her hand, a year old, was Rhea having seen it first. Rhea having sat in the grey keeping-room and understood the arithmetic of it before Wren had: that you cannot find a moving thing by moving faster, that two in motion never meet, that one of them has to stop. Rhea had decided to become a harbour. Rhea had left her name on purpose and gone north to lay a last warm trail and then meant to find a coast and hold still on it and keep a light and be findable, and wait.
The whole of the chase Wren had run for seven years, across a country and a sea, harbour by fair-evening harbour, the thing she had given up north to stay for the men, the thing she had grieved letting go cold: she had been running it the wrong way the entire time. Not too slow. Not too late. The wrong way. You do not catch a searcher by searching harder. You stop, and you become a place, and you let her find you.
The light moved on the water. She let it.
She came down off the carn changed, and told no one.
The harbour was at its evening business when she crossed it, the rehearsal barge warping in and Tegen on it with the iron rod laid across the thwart where she could reach it, and Tegen lifted a hand and Wren lifted hers and said nothing, because there was nothing in it yet to be said that the saying would not spend before its time. She had an appointment to keep by evening and she would keep it. She went up to the loft over the boatshed, the loft Rhea had wintered in, and she lit the kelp-oil lamp.
She knelt at her sea-chest and lifted out the oilcloth packet, and unwrapped it, and took out her own letter. It had grown thick over a year, a page added and a page, the address written on it at the Lagan in a hand she had taught herself to keep steady, and the day added at the bottom every day until ten days ago when she had stopped, in this loft, drawing the calendar from memory inside the oilcloth instead and not letting herself mind. To Rhea, wherever the water has carried you. She had thought, writing that, that an address made it less of a letter to no one. She understood now that it had not. A letter to a moving thing is a letter to no one, however you head it. She had been writing to a ship.
She set her letter on the loft table. Then she set Rhea’s beside it, the foxed paper open, the wire-dressed initials at its foot turned up to the lamp.
Two letters, side by side on a plank table in the lamplight. One addressed to no one. One addressed at last, and wrong, to a coast that would not hold still.
She looked at the two of them a long while, and then she did the thing the page had taught her.
She took her pen and her ink from the chest, and she sat, and for the first time in seven years she did not write to the past, and she did not write to no one. She wrote to the world. She wrote to the coast she was on and the count-house wall and the iron rod laid across a thwart, to the keeping-room with its window that did not move, to Hedra and Tegen and the long way drawn whole by the very hand she had chased; to the atlas spreading southward harbour by harbour with her name worked into it; to every keeper of every drawer up every broken shore who held a name against an asking. She wrote the rest of it as instruction, not lament. Keep my name. The asking will come.
For seven years she had run after a moving light. She would stop now. She would do what Rhea had done a year before her in this same grey room, only she would not run north first to lay a last warm trail and then stop. She would stop here. She would become a place with a window that did not move. She would finish the rescue and finish the atlas and let her name stand in every drawer on this coast, kept against a feather, and she would hold still and keep a light and be findable, and hand the search to the world she had spent a year building, because that was the world a searcher walks back into when she finally stops being a ship.
She dipped the pen.
Chapter 14
The Relay
The candle had burned down to a bead of light in the socket, and the last page lay drying with the sand still on it, and out past the seaward window a guild sail came round the eastern carn dark against the paling sky, exactly on its tide.
She had been writing all night. She knew it the way she knew the turn of the water without a clock, by the cold that had come up through the loft floor and the particular grey that was not yet light but was no longer dark, the grey of the hour before the generator used to sing to her on another coast in another life. She tilted the page to the bead of flame and read the last lines once, and tipped the fine sea-sand off it onto the plank, and did not read them again.
It was finished.
She sat with that. A letter she had carried seven years, added to a page at a time across two coasts and a drowned country, a thing that had crossed the Underloft’s threshold in an oilcloth packet against her ribs, that had ridden out the equinox storm lashed inside the Searcher’s locker while the sea tried the boards, that had wintered at the Lagan in a sea-chest beside a freed gate and come south again round three headlands: finished. Sanded. Dry.
There was the address at the head of it, the one she had taught her hand to keep steady for, written now not to a moving thing but to a name and a place and a season. There was the date at the foot, no longer the day’s date added and added until the days became a calendar, but one date, set, a window that did not move. And between them there was the rest, what only seven years could write, what the original letter could never have held because the girl who began it had not yet learned the one thing the keeping-room had taught: that you cannot put your hand on a moving light by moving faster, that one of you has to stop.
She would not set down here what she had written between the address and the date. That was for one reader, kept against one asking. But she could let herself look, this last grey hour, at the shape of the thing she had done.
She had named a place.
For seven years she had been unable to promise anyone a place, because she had been a ship, and a ship’s promise is only the next harbour and the wind’s leave to make it. She could not promise Breanek forever. She had thought, in the loft last night with the pen dipped, that this was the flaw in the whole plan, the worm in the apple of stop here, become findable — because she would not stop here. When the men were up and the atlas drawn whole down this coast, the work went on; the charting went north and west to where the old maps gave out and the pages of the drowned atlas ran to blank, the Irish Sea crossings at summer’s end where nobody had run a fair line in fifty years. The atlas would carry her there as surely as the rescue held her here. She could not become a harbour. A harbour was a thing that stayed.
And yet.
She had turned it in the dark and the dark had given it back to her cleaner. She had been wrong about what a place meant. Rhea had not become a place either, not in the way of a stone that sits; Rhea had become a name in a drawer and a window that did not move, an arrangement, a promise that the asking would always find its mark in the same spot. The fixed point was not the carn. The fixed point could be a date and a sea-room: the crossings, at summer’s end, where the atlas ran out of pages. The one stretch of water her own course was bound to bring her to, and the one season it would bring her in, because that was where and when the work itself was going. Her course and her promise made one thing. Not a harbour. A rendezvous. A window that did not move in time, since she could not give one that did not move in place.
She could not be a harbour yet. The rescue and the atlas carried her, and she would let them. But she could do the thing Rhea could not, the thing seven years and a keeping-room had taught her how to do at last: she could name the place and name the season, and then she could be there. Standing on it. The one fixed point in all the moving water she could promise and keep.
She had written it into the letter without melodrama, the way you write a sailing into a ledger, because it was that: an appointment with the sea, like the other one chalked on the count-house wall, read off the only honest source there was. Here. Then. I will be standing on it.
The guild sail outside was hull-up now and standing in for the harbour, the colours showing as the light found them.
She got up, stiff from the night, and her hat was on the chest where she always set it, and she took it up to go down to the quay. The gull feather was in the band where it had been seven years. She held the hat a moment and looked at the feather in the strengthening grey.
It would have been an easy thing to put the feather in the letter. A token; a thing of her to travel with the words; this is mine, you will know it. Her hand had half thought of it in the night and her hand had been wrong. The feather was not hers to send. The feather was how Rhea asked after her. Up and down every coast where Wren had been, the asking had gone ahead — a scout, a woman with a gull feather in her hat — and the answer had come back along it, and that was the whole machine of being found: the mark stayed where the asking could reach it. Send the feather north and she sent away the very thing the relay’s askings were listening for. The feather stayed in the band. It belonged in the world, on her head, on the quay, in the drawers of every keeping-room down this coast where her name now stood against it, so that when the asking came, the asking would find the asked-for exactly where it had been told to look.
No feather went into the letter. She set the hat on her head and went down the loft stair into the cold and the harbour smell, the finished letter wrapped fresh in its oilcloth and held against her ribs the old way, one last time.
The coaster was warping in to the outer staithe as she came onto the quay, a broad-beamed, deep-laden boat in the guild’s plain weathered colours, the russet and grey that meant Bridge Folk to every harbour from here to the northern grain-coasts and back. She had never seen this boat, and she did not know the captain who stepped off it, a square steady woman of fifty with a coiled discretion to her that Wren had learned to read in Pell and in every guild hand since: people who carried things, and knew the difference between the things they carried and themselves.
The captain came up the staithe and looked at Wren, and at the hat, and something settled in her face that was not surprise.
“You’ll be the scout,” the captain said. “Off the Searcher.” She said it the way you read a thing you already had written down. “Wren. The Nancarrows’ guest, that drew the long coast. That the foraging party owes its winter to, two seasons back, by the Lagan tally — that’s a guild debt still open, and I’ll tell you the guild does not forget an open debt.” She paused. “And the one that’s been sending letters up the Lagan road two years. I’ve carried two of them myself.”
Three ways. The debt, the letters, the atlas. The connected world she had spent a year not building so much as walking into, naming her back to herself before she had said a word.
“That’s me,” Wren said.
“Pell speaks of you,” the captain said, and let that stand as the whole of an introduction, guild-formal, a name lent and no more. “We’re for the north on the ebb. What is it you want carried?”
Wren took the oilcloth packet from inside her coat. She held it a moment in both hands on the open quay in the grey morning, and the captain did not hurry her, because a Bridge Folk captain knows what it is to hand something over and waits the proper time for it.
“A letter,” Wren said. “North. By the relay, harbour to harbour, however far it has to go and however long. It’s to be given to an engineer. A woman who mends man-engines and pump-rods, who came up the coast some two years back working harbour by harbour and leaving her name in every keeping-room she passed.” Her voice held. She had thought it might not, and it held. “She leaves her name on purpose. She’s the one engineer on all this coast that leaves her name where the asking can find it. The askings will know her.”
“The engineer who leaves her name,” the captain said.
“The engineer who leaves her name,” Wren said. Her own words, said back to her in the captain’s plain voice, did something to her chest she did not let onto her face.
The captain took the packet. She did not put it away at once. She turned it over once in her square hands, reading the weight and the wrapping the way Wren read a current, and then she did a thing Wren had not expected and would not forget. She turned back along the staithe to where a boy held the boat’s ledger open on a barrel, a fat salt-stained book on a thong, and she took the stub of charcoal from behind the boy’s ear, and she wrote.
“Carried words go in the book,” the captain said, not looking up. “Always. So the relay can be asked at every keeping-room between here and wherever she’s got to. So if I go down off the Welsh coast in November, the next boat knows what’s owed and to whom, and carries it on. A thing carried by the guild is not lost because one hand lets go of it. That’s the whole of us. That’s the only thing we are.” She finished writing and blew the charcoal dust from the page and read it back aloud, flat, formal, the way a thing is made true by being said into a book:
“Taken at Breanek on the morning ebb. One letter, sealed. Consigned north by the relay, harbour to harbour, for the engineer who leaves her name. Carried with cause. From the scout Wren, off the Searcher.”
That was all. Seven years, and the Underloft threshold, and the storm, and the Lagan winter, and the year of pages, and the keeping-room and the carn-top and the white wall and the cold water and the long way swum a hand’s width at a time — all of it gone down into one line of manifest in a stranger’s salt-stained book.
And it was enough. That was the thing that undid her quietly, standing on the staithe with her empty hands. It was enough. The line did not have to hold the seven years. The line only had to hold the letter, and the boat to hold the line, and the next boat the boat’s word, harbour after harbour up a moving coast at the speed of trust, until an asking somewhere far north fell on a name in a drawer and the two halves of it touched. The seven years did not have to travel. Only the letter had to travel. The seven years could stay here, on this quay, in these hands, in the band of this hat, become a place at last.
The captain shut the book and put the packet away in a sea-chest by the mast, an ordinary chest with an ordinary brass hasp, and dropped the lid, and that was the sound of it: a small wooden knock, a hasp turned, the letter that had ridden against her ribs across two coasts and a drowned country gone into the dark of a stranger’s chest in a harbour she would not be in by evening.
Her hands, when she looked at them, were empty for the first time in seven years.
“It’ll go,” the captain said, reading her face and giving her the only comfort the guild gave, which was the truth. “Maybe slow. The north’s a long relay and a woman that moves is hard to land a letter on. But it’ll go, and it won’t be lost, and one day it’ll find a keeping-room she’s left her name in, and the keeper will hold it against her asking the way your name’s held against hers, all down this coast. That’s how the world carries what matters now.” She looked at Wren a beat longer. “You’ve built a deal of that yourself, by the sound. The long coast drawn whole. Names worked into it in every drawer. You’ll have made it easier for your own letter, in the end. The relay you helped lay carries you back.”
“I know,” Wren said. She did know. She had not known she would feel it like this, but she knew it.
The captain nodded once, the matter closed, as the guild closed a thing, and went to her boat. The harbour was waking around them, the green door of Hedra’s house away up by the old cellars showing its first thread of smoke, the gulls coming off the carns. On the same grey water, round the western point and standing in on the very tide that would carry the coaster out, came the rescue’s staging-barge under tow, broad and ungainly and stacked with the bell-frames and the hung glasses and the coiled waxed hemp, riding round to lie off the adit for the day’s work. Tegen was on the bow of it with a heaving-line coiled in her hand, and she lifted the line by way of a hail when she saw Wren on the quay, and Wren lifted a hand back. The same tide. The one going north with the seven years aboard; the one bringing the work round to the mouth of the long way. She had drawn that tide herself on a white wall, both of them, the same water doing both things at once.
She stood and watched the coaster cast off. They warped her out past the staithe and got the sail up the moment she had sea-room, the russet and grey filling and drawing, and the boat heeled and stood away to the north, out past the eastern carn she had rounded coming in, out towards the open sounds and the long coast beyond them and every harbour up it where a keeper held a window that did not move. She watched the sail until it was small, and then until it was a chip of colour on the grey, and then until the hull went down behind the swell and only the sail stood, and then the sail went hull-down after it, and the coaster was a single pale mark dropping over the edge of the seen world with seven years aboard.
She did not wait for it to vanish.
The barge had come round and Tegen was making fast off the adit, and the day’s slack was set for the forenoon and would not wait for her grief or her lightness either, the sea keeping its own appointments and indifferent to which she felt. Wren turned from the empty north and went down the quay the other way, towards the count-house and the tide-model and the wall, towards the work, without ceremony, because there was nothing left to do at the staithe and a great deal to do at the model, and the men below were counting candles by an appointment she had drawn.
It was the strangest lightness. She had thought, in the night, that to let the letter go would be to set down a weight, and she had braced for the lightness of a thing put down. This was not that. She was not less loaded. She was differently loaded. The seven years had not been lifted off her; they had only stopped being a thing she carried in her two arms and become a thing that travelled on its own, north, at the speed of trust, in a stranger’s chest, on water she had charted, towards a name she had spent a year teaching the world to keep. The search was no lighter for being given away. It was only no longer hers to carry alone. She had handed it to the connected world the way you hand a line to a second hand on a heavy lift, and the load was the same load, and it pulled the same, and it was not the same at all.
She came in under the count-house door where the white wall held the calendar she would never restate, the date and the appointment standing where she had set them. She did not look at the north window again. She put her hands flat on the tide-model, the long-glass channels and the little weighted gates of the drowned levels, the water of it standing at the morning’s reading, the late neap two weeks off and coming.
Tegen’s boots sounded on the quay outside, and then on the threshold.
“Slack’s at the forenoon,” Tegen said. “She came round clean. We can stage the deep leg today if your sums hold.”
“They hold,” Wren said. She moved a weighted gate a thumb’s width, read the run, set it back. The model breathed its small false tide under her hands, the rescue she had drawn out of two clocks and one survey, the other thing left to her in this loft by the very hand she had chased up two coasts — Rhea’s drawn floor under Wren’s read window, two hands on one rope across a year, the work that did not travel north because the work was here, and hers, and now.
“Then let’s get the men out,” Wren said, and bent to the survey, her hands already back on it, while away to the north a pale mark she did not turn to watch dropped under the edge of the sea.
Chapter 15
The Long Way
The long way had never been one thing until the morning Rhea’s sections went up in a line down the count-house wall, and then it was longer than the room.
Wren stood at the foot of it with the paste-pot going stiff in the cold and looked along the whole of it for the first time. They had pinned the survey leaf by leaf in sequence, head to seaward sill, the way the water ran it and not as a man would walk it on dry stone, and there was more of it than the wall could hold. The last three leaves turned the corner and ran on along the end gable above the slate sink, so that to read the swim from mouth to gallery you had to walk it, your eye going where the men’s lungs would go, door after door after door, and at the far end of the room the willow chest stood open and empty under the eaves window where the leaves had wintered, and you understood with your feet, walking it, that it was too far. That was the first thing the assembled wall said. Not the only thing. But the first.
The crews had come in out of the grey, a dozen of them and more, breath smoking, and they stood along the benches and against the dry side of the room and did not speak much, because the wall was speaking. Tegen had come in last and set herself at the table’s head where the working leaves were, the corrected ones, her own blunt print run in beside Gull’s and Wren’s pencil and the wire-dressed initials that signed the floor. Pasco stood by the iron rod in the corner where the rod-watch was kept, near enough the wall to touch it, not touching it.
“We’ll walk it once, end to end,” Wren said. “Then we’ll cut it into legs you can carry in your head, and we’ll hang the air and lay the line, and then we’ll know who stands where. Walk it slow. I want you tired of it before you’re wet in it.”
She started them at the mouth.
The mouth they all knew, because they had spent the weeks of the siege clearing it: the old sea-adit, its sill lifted of fifty winters’ silt, the fallen arch shifted and the void above made safe, the iron door freed of the cliff enough to swing but not yet drawn. From the mouth the route went in along the adit level on the line they had laid in waxed hemp, a long low flat passage, and that first leg she gave its survey name, which was Rhea’s name, which was a working name with no poetry in it at all. “The Letterbox,” she said, and a few of them almost smiled, because it was exactly that: a flat slot you posted yourself along, no headroom to spare and no eddy to fear, the kind, easy leg a tired man could be drawn along on a line without using himself up. She let them have the small ease of it. There would not be many.
Past the Letterbox the floor stepped and the route turned up into the levels proper, and here the names were the survey’s and the coast’s together. The Long Gallery, where the air hung in a held pocket against the back and you breathed standing before the next door. The Sump Door, where the leg dropped you down into the dark fill of a flooded winze and you went down into your own held breath with the line running out beside you. The Turn, which was the worst of them, the second door of the deep leg where the eddy lived: where the surface lift went flat and quiet and said come while the door below was still turning over and would foul a swimmer who believed the top of the water instead of the page. Tegen had marked that one in her own hand, the half-hour lag of it written in print as plain as a tally, and beside her print stood Rhea’s iron guide-stake drawn in with a query above it, the stake she had driven and squared in her winter survey and faced to point the way back, for whoever worked the bal next.
“That’s read close or not at all,” Tegen said, when Wren’s hand reached the Turn. “It holds late. Don’t trust the top of it.”
Wren nodded, and let the warning stand where Tegen had set it, and went on.
After the Turn the route climbed again and the names ran out of cleverness and went only to function: the Foot, the gallery-foot, where the levels gave onto the rising shaft of the high gallery the men were in; and then the gallery itself, drawn at the wall’s far end on the leaf that turned the corner, the cold ledge with the three small marks on it that were three men, and Jowan’s name written below the ledge and not on it, kept in the count and not rounded away.
That was the route. Mouth to ledge. Walked slow, by a roomful of people, it took a long time, and it was meant to.
When they had walked it she set the air against it. The air-stations were the salvaged bell-glasses, hung mouth-down at the survey’s question-marked doors, charged from the bell, each one a held breath a swimmer could put his head up into at the doors where the cold’s arithmetic ran out. She walked the line of them down the wall: one at the Long Gallery, one above the Sump Door, one past the Turn where a man would need it most and where it was hardest to keep one charged and steady in the moving water. The line-laying she set against the air, the waxed hemp run leg to leg and tied off short at every station so a hand could find it blind, the way Tegen had taught the crews in the shallow legs, the line a thing you read with your fingers when the silt bloomed and the granite stopped caring whether you could see.
And then, the air and the line plotted against the route, she set the crews against it, and here she did not read out a roster. She did it as the wall asked to be done, station by station, the right hand to the right door.
“Tegen leads the water-work,” she said. “All of it under the sea. The legs, the doors, the order down and the order back. What I draw, she swims, and where I’m wrong she’s the one who’ll know it first in her body and tell me. That’s set.”
It was the lot’s debt finding its currency, though she did not say so and would not. The lot had benched Tegen to the bell-winch and the bell-winch had felt the fall come up the wire as slack, and the debt of that could not be paid in breath; she had tried to pay it in breath once and the granite had closed over the trying unchanged. This was the coin instead, named in front of the crews: not her one breath spent against the dark, but her exactness laid across the whole of it, every breath in the water made to answer to her hand. Tegen took it the way she took everything she meant to keep. She set her square hands flat on the table and said, “Set,” and nothing else, and her stillness in the cold room was its own kind of yes.
Two of the bell-divers she gave to Tegen to support the water-work, the steadier pair, and they nodded and were content to be named lightly and stand where she put them. Pasco she gave the stage. “The stage is yours,” she said to him, and he looked at her a moment before he answered, because the stage was where the kibble had brought him up half-drowned on the day of the fall, the nearest witness to the worst of it, and to stand the stage again was a thing she was asking of more than his hands. “Mine,” he said, and that was that, the scar of the day worked back into the work, which was the only place the coast knew to put a scar.
And herself she set at the adit, in the bell, at the door, with the tables and the slack. “I run the timings from the bell at the mouth,” she said. “I don’t swim it. I read it. Every door opens on a minute I’ll have called before the water says it, and if the water says different from the page, you’ll hear it from me before you’re in it.” She did not say the rest, which was that she had spent a winter at the Lagan learning what it cost to read a slack off your own wanting instead of the page, and that she meant to never again be the one in the water when the reading was hers to make from outside. Tegen knew it. It had passed between them on the quay already, plainly, a map and not a sermon. It did not need saying twice.
So the route was walked and the air was hung and the line was laid and the hands were named, mouth to ledge, the whole of it standing on the wall longer than the room.
And it was wrong.
It was Pasco who said it, because it was his to say; he and Wren had built it together over the survey weeks back, the honest flaw in the floor of the plan, and they had carried it between them since, knowing the day would come to lay it in front of the crews. He left the rod and came down the wall to the far end where the gallery turned the corner, and he put his hand flat under the ledge with the three marks on it, and he said it without drama, as the coast said the things that could not be softened.
“They can’t swim it back.”
The room had been a working room, a room of careful low talk and the scrape of benches. It went still.
“Walk it the other way,” Pasco said. “Ledge to mouth. Down the Foot, through the Turn, the Sump, the Long Gallery, the Letterbox, out. That’s the swim we just walked, run backwards, in the cold, with the doors fouling on the ebb instead of slacking on the flood. We could swim it. Tegen could swim it. A man who’s eaten and slept and dived all his life could swim it.” He took his hand off the ledge. “Branok’s been four weeks on a wet stone in the dark. Jago. Sennen. They’ve been counting candles and notching inches on a pick-haft and sleeping in turns to stay warm enough to wake. By the day we reach them they’ll have had five. They can be brought up the Foot on lines, slow. They can be rested in the gallery and given the air. They cannot be put into fifty-fathom cold and asked to read the Turn on their own held breath and not foul it.” He looked at Wren. “We can get to them. We worked the whole winter, the lot of us, working out how to get to them. We never worked out how to bring them home, because the way we got in is a way they can’t come out.”
Nobody filled the silence. Wren let it stand, because it was true, and a true silence was worth more than anything she could put into it.
“There’s a shorter way back,” she said at last. “There’s only one.”
She walked back up the wall to the mouth, to the first leaf, the Letterbox, and to the thing at the head of it she had not named when she walked them through it the first time, because she had wanted them to have the route whole in their minds before they had the price of it. The iron door. Drawn in at the mouth of the Letterbox, the old sea-door of the adit, freed in the siege enough to swing but standing yet in its frame, shut, holding the sea where the sea had been held for sixty years.
“We swim in as we drew it,” she said. “That doesn’t change. We go in at the slack, through the cleared passage, up the levels and the winzes to the gallery, the long way, as rehearsed. That’s how we reach them.” She set her hand on the door where it was drawn. “But we don’t bring them back up the levels. We bring them down. Down the Foot, into the adit level, along the Letterbox to the mouth, and out through the door. Out into the sea on lines, a short assisted passage, weak men handled and not asked to swim. That’s the way home. It’s the only way home that three spent men can take.”
“The door’s shut,” one of the bell-divers said.
“Yes,” Wren said. “We’d open it.”
She did not say it as you announce a thing. She said it the way you read a sounding, a number off the lead, flat and unhurried with no weight put on it that the words did not already carry, because that was the only honest way to say it, and because Gerren was in the room.
He was the oldest of them, the elder tinner of the Nancarrow household, and he had stood all morning at the dry end of the bench and said nothing, as the old ones did, weathered down to listening. His grandfather had driven the seal on that door. His grandfather had cut the frame to the cliff and rusted the iron home and given the dry galleries of Wheal Patience to the men who came after, and the bronze in them, by keeping the sea on the right side of an iron door. Wren had known the geometry of the door for weeks. She had not, until she said the word open into a room with Gerren in it, fully known the weight of it, and she saw the weight of it land on him and she did not look away from it, because he would not have wanted her to.
She made herself say the price plainly. The room had a right to it whole.
“The door was built to keep the sea out of the galleries,” she said. “Freed to swing, it can still be shut again; we’ve kept that much. But to bring the men out through it on lines we don’t swing it. We draw it. Frame cut, door drawn, the mouth opened wide enough to handle weak men out into the water without fouling them on the sill. And a door drawn like that can’t be set again. Not with anything the Carns have, not in any tide, not ever. When we draw that door, the sea comes in behind the men, and it doesn’t stop at the adit level. It takes the levels. It takes the dry heart of the bal, the man-engine’s air-ways, the pump-rods, every level the pumps and the engine have kept dry since before any of us. It takes the bronze run. It takes the metal that buys the grain years.” She held it level. “We get three men back, and we give Wheal Patience to the sea. Entire. Finished. For good.”
She had thought, saying it, that there would be argument. There was none. There was the room taking it in, which was a heavier thing than argument, and Gerren’s stillness at the end of the bench, which was heavier than that; and she saw the room turn to it without a word, the eldest tinner’s quiet weighed by people who had known all their lives whose grandfather drove that door. She registered it and let it be, because his case was his own and its hour was not this one.
“We don’t decide it here,” Wren said. “It isn’t ours to decide, the four of us with our hands on the line. The whole bal owns that door. It’s the grain and the winter and the children’s winters. That goes to the council.” She let a breath go. “But we’ll ask the men. They’ve a vote in their own price, if any do.”
Pasco was already at the rod.
It was the plainest thing the tap-code could carry, and even plain it took a long time to knock down, because the code had no words for what she was asking, only groups, and you had to build the question out of the groups the men had agreed before the fall ever happened, never meaning to need them for this. Pasco knocked it slow. Way out. Door. Open. Sea takes bal. Yes. Your word. He left a space and knocked the men’s three names. Then he sat back on his heels at the rod with his hand resting on the cold iron, and the room waited.
The lag was the longest of the whole siege. Longer than the night they had first knocked the date down and waited on we’ll keep. The crews stood and the paste went hard in the pot and the slate sink dripped and nobody knocked anything else on the iron, because Tegen had taught them not to leave the rock silent and now the rock had to be left to the men. Wren counted the lag without meaning to, as she counted everything, and lost the count, and let it go.
Then the iron spoke under Pasco’s hand, and he read it up into the room, group by group, flat, the way you read what is given and do not add to it.
Ask the carns, the granite said. Not us.
A space.
We’re spent coin either way.
Pasco took his hand off the rod. He did not say it again. Nobody asked him to.
They went to the water in the afternoon, because the calendar allowed them one run at the deep leg and no more, the second rehearsal cut weeks ago to hold the date, and the slack would not wait on the weight in the room any more than it had ever waited on grief. The barge came round off the mouth and the bell went down and Tegen took the water-work down the deep leg on the one allowance the calendar gave, the worst doors met in earnest at last.
They met the worst of them. The Sump Door dropped them blind into the fill and the line ran out true under their fingers and they read it home. They came to the Turn at the minute Wren called it from the bell, not the minute the surface lift offered, and the lift lied to them exactly as it had lied to Tegen on the day it nearly kept her, flat and quiet and saying come while the door below still turned over; and because the page said wait and the body had learned to believe the page over the water, they waited, the half-hour Tegen had written in her own hand, and the Turn opened to them clean. There was one near-foul at the Foot, a snag and a bloom of silt and a held breath gone long, and it could have become panic and it did not, because the line was there to be read by feel and the next station’s air was where it was drawn to be, and what could have been a man flailing in the dark became instead a procedure: hand to line, line to door, head into the held breath, on. They came up the legs in order and broke surface at the mouth one after another into the grey, and Tegen last, blowing the deep slow breath of a breath-diver who has spent herself exactly to the line she meant to spend and not past it.
She came up the stage to where Wren waited at the bell with the watch in her hand, and she pulled the slack hemp off her shoulder and coiled it down on the deck, square and even, and she looked at the wall of the count-house she could not see through the cliff, the whole long way of it that she had now swum to the ledge and back in her body and not only on the leaf.
“Well?” Wren said, though she knew. She wanted it said by the hand that had been in it.
“It holds,” Tegen said. “The doors are where she drew them. The Turn reads late, like I marked it. The Foot wants a second hand on the line and it’ll get one.” She set the last of the coil down square. “The swim is possible.”
The swim is possible. Earned, and flat, and the end of the chapter’s work, because everything that remained after it was not work. It was the price, and it was the date.
That evening Wren stood alone in the count-house under the wall, the long way of it pinned out in the lamplight, the route walked and the air hung and the line laid and the hands named, and the door drawn at the mouth of the Letterbox with the sea behind it. She had the slate calendar on the white wall above her, the date and the appointment standing where she had set them, the late neap and its slack read to the minute, ten days off and coming.
She took up the chalk.
She did not touch the calendar. She had stated the window once and she would never restate it; the date held, and the date was not the question now. She stood under it instead, in the empty white below the dates, where there was room, and she wrote two words there, small, in her own hand, the only two the day had left her to write.
The adit.
And after them she left the white wall white, and did not write the question mark her hand wanted to make, because the question was not hers to ask of the wall. It belonged to the room that would fill in the morning, and to Gerren, and to the bal, and to the grain. She set the chalk down on the sill, square, the way Tegen would have set it, and she looked at the two words standing alone under the unmoved date, and she let them stand.
Chapter 16
The Men Over the Metal
The bell-line hung still down the centre of the net-loft, a plain length of tarred hemp with a small bronze bell spliced to its end at shoulder height, and the whole coast was crowded in around it and not one hand had taken it yet.
Tegen stood with her back to the gable where the drying-frames were stacked, and she watched the line not move. She knew the loft in her body the way she knew the bell-frames over the drowned shafts: the smell of it, salt and tar and old cordage, the long room above the salt sheds where the nets came in winter to be mended and where the Carns gathered when there was a thing to be gathered for. She had stood in it for fish-counts and for funerals. She had not stood in it for this. The line hung from the king-post and ended in the bell, and the bell did not ring, because no one had yet held the line and spoken, and the room was waiting for the first hand as the sea waits between a wave drawn back and the wave that follows, full and held and about to.
Hedra stood under the line. She did not take it. The harbour-keeper had a way of standing that made a room go quiet without her asking it to, an old stillness, hands folded, the keeping-book shut under her arm. She let the quiet come all the way down. Then she put the question, and she put it plainly, as she put everything.
“The men in the bal have the air the calendar gives them and no more,” Hedra said. “Wren has drawn the long way and the long way reaches them. It reaches them. It does not bring them home. To bring them home the old sea-adit is opened, and the door his grandfather drove” — she did not look at Gerren; she did not need to, and the whole loft looked at him for her — “is drawn and not set again, and the sea has Wheal Patience for good and all.” She let that stand a moment. “That is the one road. The other is to wait. To wait on a second neap the tables do not promise, and hope the springs run kinder than they read, and the ledge holds past its hour, and the choked shaft clears after all when no clearing has come in three months of trying. Those are not plans. I will not dress them as plans. They are hopes, and you may weigh hopes if you choose to weigh them.” She folded her hands again. “That is the question. The adit, or the wait. The line is there.”
For a moment no one moved towards it, and the bell hung still, and Tegen understood that this was the hardest part, the going first, and that someone would have to spend that and they all knew who it ought to be, and so they were leaving it for him.
Gerren took the line.
He came up from the dry end of the bench where the elders sat, an old man with a tinner’s hands, the knuckles gone to knots, and he took the hemp in his fist and the bell stirred against his wrist and did not ring, because he held it still while he found his words. He was a long time finding them. No one hurried him. That was the loft’s manner and it was his too.
“My grandfather drove that seal,” Gerren said. “I’ll start where I’m owed to start. He drove it the year the sea came up over the eighty and they thought to lose the whole bal, before ever the waters rose over the land, mind, in his working days, when the workings already ran out under the seabed and the sea first found the eighty, and he and four men cut the door into the live rock at the adit mouth and set the iron in it and packed the seal, and they kept the sea off the dry galleries, and the bronze run went on. Sixty years it has held. The metal under Wheal Patience is sixty years of winters that were got through because that door held.”
He shifted the line in his hand.
“I am not going to stand here and make the mine into a thing it isn’t. It is a hole in the ground that has killed men, and one of them was a boy this spring, and I’ll not pretend otherwise to any face in this room.” His eye went, very briefly, to Morwen, and came back. “But I’ll have you know what it is before you spend it. The bal is the larder. It is not the fish, that turned north and have not come back in three summers, and it is not the kelp ash and it is not the salt; those keep us thin. The bronze keeps us through. The bronze run is the grain year. When the harvest fails on the Carns, and it fails, it is the metal that goes south and the grain that comes north against it, and the children eat. The bal is the children’s trade besides — it is what a Breanek child is raised into knowing, as the Lagan girls are raised to the boats. Close it for good and you have not closed a hole in the ground. You have closed a trade, and a larder, and the thing the next lean year is got through on. And there will be a next lean year. There is always a next lean year.”
He looked at the line in his fist, the bell hanging.
“Coasts have died of less than this. I have heard of coasts that gave up their hard work in a soft season and were not there a generation on.” His voice did not rise. It was an old man saying a true thing he was tired of being the only one to remember. “I am not asking the room to weigh the metal against the men and choose the metal. I know what I’m asking against. I am asking that whatever the room chooses, it choose it knowing the size of what it spends. That is all. That the cost be looked at full in the face and not let go cheap because it sits below us and we cannot see it.” He held the line a moment more. “I’ll help draw the door either way. My hands go where the room sends them. I only wanted it said.”
He let the line go. The bell swung and settled and did not ring.
It was honestly said and it had weight, real weight, and Tegen felt it land in the loft and felt the room take it and hold it as it had held the silence. No one murmured against it. There was no villain in it to murmur against. It was a true accounting of one true thing, and it deserved the stillness it got.
Then the slate came round.
It came from the back, passed hand to hand, the tap-watch slate off the iron rod at the carn, and Tegen knew it before it reached her by how the hands went quiet taking it. It was the morning’s watch chalked up in Pasco’s blunt fist: the groups read off the rod, the men’s own knocks set down in the keeper’s shorthand the watch had agreed. Alive, three. Ledge wet to the second notch. Candles — eleven. And under that, knocked up the night before and written out plain because the watch had not been able to leave it unwritten, the thing the men had sent when the dates were carried down to them and the choice named below:
ask the carns. not us. we’re spent coin either way.
The slate went round the whole loft. It did not need a hand on the bell-line. It said itself, passed palm to palm, the men putting their own three lives down on the table and stepping back from the weighing of them, refusing to plead, leaving it to the room. Tegen watched the slate reach the elders and watched Gerren read it, the man who had just spoken for the metal, and watched him read spent coin either way and not change his face and pass it on with his old hands careful at the edges of it, the way you handle a thing that is somebody’s.
The slate came to Tegen last, or near last, and she held it, the chalk gone faint where thumbs had crossed it, and she looked at the line of it and at the still bell, and she had not planned to speak.
She had not planned to speak. She had come to stand against the gable and let the room move and carry what it decided, because the door was the Carns’ to decide and she was a hand, not a voice; she did her work below the water where words did not go. Wren had said as much without saying it, standing now over by the loft door, deliberately quiet, her hands in her pockets, not near the bell-line at all, because the stranger had drawn the road but the road was not hers to spend and she knew it to the bone.
But the slate was in Tegen’s hands. Spent coin either way. And she found she had crossed the loft to the line before she had decided to, and she had it in her fist, and the bell stirred.
She did not let it ring. She held it still as Gerren had.
“I’ll do this the only way I know how,” Tegen said. “I’ll do the sum.”
The loft was quiet for her. She did not raise her voice. She had never raised her voice in her life. She did the thing she did, which was to make a list, plain, item set down after item the way she set down a coil of line, square, each thing in its place.
“What the mine has given,” she said. “The grain in the lean years. Sixty winters got through. The bronze south and the meal north and the children fed on it. Gerren has it right and I’ll not take a word of it back. The trade a child is raised to. The work my own house has lived by. Set that down. It’s a long list and it’s a true one and I’d not have it shortened by a single line.”
She moved the line a little in her hand.
“Now what the mine has taken.” Her voice did not change. That was the thing. It went on flat and exact, and that was what made the loft go still under it, stiller than it had been for Gerren, because there was no rise in it to brace against, only the count. “My grandmother’s two brothers, in the eighty, the year the seal was driven. Old Trevisa’s lungs, that he carried out of the deep and coughed away over four winters in the chair by his door. Pasco’s hand, the two fingers, this very spring, on the winch when the fall came up the wire. Morwen’s man, eleven years gone, in the ninety, that the bal kept and did not give back. The Penrose boy. The two in the cellar fall before I was born that the old ones still knock for.” She set each one down and left it down. The room did not breathe. “And the fall this spring. Branok, that is on the slate you have all just held in your hands, alive in a high gallery with the water at the second notch and eleven candles between him and the dark. Jago. Sennen.” A pause, exact, the length of a held breath measured out. “And Jowan.”
She let his name stand alone as it had to stand.
“Jowan, that the bal took and has not given back and will not, that we knock for nightly among the living and that the rod does not answer, the boy whose lamp I found crushed flat in the rubble face of the fall at the one-eighty, brazed where he’d patched it himself, that I held in my own hand in the dark.” She did not look at anyone. She looked at the bell. “Set him down. He’s the last line on that list and he’s the longest one.”
She stopped. She let both lists stand in the loft together, the long true one and the long true one, the larder and the dead, and then she did the thing she had stood up to do, which was the sum.
“So I’ll do it aloud, because that’s the only thing I’m fit to do in a room. On the one side, the metal. The grain and the trade and the sixty winters, all of it, every line of it true. On the other side, three men alive this morning that we can reach. That Wren has drawn a road to. That are spent coin either way, by their own knocking, and would rather we kept the metal and let them lie than plead for themselves, which is exactly why we shan’t.” She held the line still. “And I find, when I do the sum, that the mine is the larder. And the men are the men.” She let it sit one beat. “And I’ll not put the men under the metal. I’ll not, and I don’t believe this room will either. We’re not the coast that does that. We’ve got too long a list of our own dead to start setting the living below the rock to save the digging of it.”
The men over the metal.
She had not meant it as a phrase. She had meant it as the bottom line of a sum, the place the figures came down to when you did them honestly and stopped, and that was how she said it, flat, the way you read the answer off a slate: not the men or the metal, the men over the metal, the one set above the other because that was where the count put them. It was arithmetic. It only sounded like the other thing because the room was the kind of room that could hear it both ways and chose, for once, to hear it as the truth it was.
Underneath, where it did not reach the air, Tegen knew the thing she had been circling since the near-drowning, since the granite had closed over her spent breath unchanged and Wren had told her on the quay that the lot’s debt could not be paid in the coin she kept trying to pay it in. The debt did not take her breath. She had offered it her breath and the rock had not cared. This was the coin. This, the thing she was doing now with the bell still in her fist and the loft holding for her: her voice, in the one room where it counted, spent on the side of the men. Not her lungs against the granite. Her sum, said aloud, where it could move the door. She had been looking for the currency in the wrong sea entirely. It had been in her mouth the whole while, and she had never thought to spend it, because she had never thought she had it to spend.
She let the bell-line go. It swung and did not ring.
And the room moved.
That was how the Carns did it, and Tegen had seen it her whole life and never until now from the inside of the thing being decided. There was no vote. No one called for hands, no one counted aloud, there was no gavel because there had never been a gavel. The room simply moved. It was a thing you felt before you could name it, a settling, a turning of bodies, a slow loosening all down the loft at once, the way a shoal turns, the way the water at the slack stops being one thing and becomes another with no line you could point to between them. The elders at the dry end shifted and were of a piece with the rest. Morwen’s chin came up. Somewhere a man said aye under his breath, not to be counted, only because it had risen in him, and three or four near him made the same low sound, and that was not the deciding either; the deciding was the whole room come round to one shape, and you could no more have counted it than you could count where one wave ended.
Hedra read the room. She read it the way she read a barrel-count, with no expression and no doubt, and she opened the keeping-book on the flat of her forearm and took the stub of chalk-pencil from behind her ear, and she wrote.
She did not write much. She never did. One line.
Then she read it back, dry, in the voice that had read out sixty years of namings and debts and held letters, so that the loft should hear what it had chosen set into the book and made true.
“Adit to be opened,” Hedra read. “Patience to the sea. The men home.”
And the date beside it. She read that too, the figures plain, and there was no second one to read, because there was only the one, the late neap and its slack, the appointment standing where Wren had drawn it on the white wall and never restated; Hedra set it down beside the line and read it off and that was all the calendar the loft would hear, the one date, because there had only ever been the one.
The book shut.
And then Gerren stood.
He came up off the bench again, the old tinner who had lost, who had made the mine’s case in full and seen the room move against it, and the loft turned to him not knowing what an old man does in the minute after the thing he spoke for is spent for good. Tegen turned with the rest. She did not know either.
“My boat’s the soundest of the inshore lot for the adit ground,” Gerren said. He did not take the bell-line. He did not need it now; the deciding was done and this was after. “Shallow draught, and I know the set of the water off that mouth better than any man living, my grandfather having taught me it at the same time he taught me the door. You’ll want her first on the work. I’ll have her there at the morning tide.” He looked round the loft once, unhurried. “I said my hands go where the room sends them. The room’s sent them. That’s the end of my disagreeing and the start of my digging.” A dry old beat, almost the harbour-keeper’s own. “Somebody fetch the cutting bars. We’ve nine days and a door to draw.”
And that was the thing, Tegen thought, that was the whole of what the Carns were and what the lean years had not taken out of them: that the man who had stood against the choice with the truest case in the room was the first hand to the work the choice made, and gave his boat to the drawing of the very door his grandfather had set, and called it digging and not grief, though it was both. The disagreement honoured, and then honoured again, turned all the way over into labour. No one thanked him for it. You did not thank a man for that on the Carns. You only noted it, the way you noted a clean splice, and went and fetched the cutting bars.
They came down from the net-loft in the dusk.
The light had gone grey-gold over the salt sheds and the tide was making in the gut below, and the coast went down the loft stairs and out along the path above the sheds in twos and threes, quiet, not the quiet of grief and not the quiet of triumph, the quiet of a thing decided that could not be undecided. Tegen came down among them with Wren at her shoulder, who had never gone near the bell-line and did not speak now either, only walked, having got what she came the length of a coast for and knowing better than to say a word over it.
And under their feet, all the way down, was the carn. The dark mass of it under the thin path, the granite flank where the iron rod stood that the men knocked on, and below that the levels, the dry galleries and the bronze run and the long flooded way and the gallery where three men sat with the water at the second notch and eleven candles and did not yet know the room had moved. The whole of Wheal Patience was down there under the walking feet of the people who had just given it to the sea, sixty years of winters and all its dead, and it was strange past saying, Tegen thought, how it already felt below them in a way it never had before. Not the working bal under the working coast. Something already let go of. The mine under their feet in the dusk, and the people walking down over it, and the thing itself already, somehow, past tense.
Chapter 17
Silence in the Stone
The carn path held the morning light the way old granite always did, grudging at first and then all at once, and Wren saw the child come down it before she heard a word from anyone, and saw that the small hands were empty.
That was wrong before it was anything else. The tap-watch children came down the path with slates, the night’s groups chalked in their careful uneven letters for whoever kept the count-book on the quay: alive, three, ledge dry, the small mercies passed up the rock and along the path and into the book like coin counted into a tin. The child came down now with no slate and no chalk and nothing in either hand, only running, the way a child runs who has been told to run and not why, and that emptiness was the whole of the message and Wren read it from the quay across two hundred yards of cold morning air.
The dawn groups had gone unanswered.
She did not move at once. She stood by the bollard with the count-book open under her thumb and let the reading settle, because the first reading of any water was the one you most wanted to be true and therefore the one you trusted least. Empty hands could be a tired child, a dropped slate, a watch-keeper gone to sleep at the rod and missed the knock. She held those readings up and let them go, one by one, the way she let go a depth that the lead would not confirm. The child reached the foot of the path and Morwen met her there, and bent, and listened, and straightened, and looked up the quay to Wren, and did not call out. Morwen of all of them would not call a thing across open water until it was sure.
It was sure.
Wren closed the count-book.
What happened next happened the way the Carns did everything, which was to say it happened as work. Nobody on the quay cried out. Pasco went up the path at a steady climb, not a run, because a man who ran up the carn arrived at the rod with no breath to knock with, and that economy was itself a kind of grief held in the body and spent as motion. They changed the rod first. The iron stood in its socket on the carn’s flank where it had stood sixty years, and the men drew it and sounded the new one in and seated it true, because the simplest fault was the likeliest and you ruled it out before you let yourself believe the rock. Wren came up behind Pasco and watched them do it and said nothing, because this was their craft and their stone and she had learned in five weeks where her hands belonged and where they did not.
Then they knocked.
Pasco took the new rod and knocked the dawn group, alive, three slow and three quick, the open hand of the code, the question that was barely a question because for thirty-one mornings it had been answered before the last beat had stopped ringing in the iron. He knocked it and lifted his palm from the rod and they all stood in the cold and listened down through two hundred feet of granite into the dark where three men sat with the water at the second notch, and the rock gave them back nothing. Not a deadness. Not a wrongness in the iron, no flat refusal in the rod that would have told a diver the rod itself was the fault. The knock went down clean and true the way it always had, and where the answer should have come there was only the rock being rock, the long patient silence of stone that has been silent for the whole of its existence and is silent still, and into which men had for thirty-one days knocked a small human noise and got a smaller human noise back, and now did not.
Pasco knocked it again. Doubled the watch on the rod, two men where there had been one, so that no failing of a single tired hand could be the cause. Knocked the emergency call, the long string the code kept for exactly this, answer, answer, are you, and let it ring, and they listened, and the carn held its silence as it held the morning light, grudgingly and then completely.
“We knock it at intervals,” Pasco said. He did not say through what. “Top of every hour and the half. Two on the rod, fresh hands every watch.” He looked at the iron and then out at the gut where the tide was making. “We don’t crowd it.”
That was the harbour’s whole method, and Wren, who had crossed a coast and wintered at the Lagan and thought she knew what discipline cost, watched it work and understood she had been shown only the shallow end of it before. The Carns did not gather at the rod and weep into the stone. They knocked, and listened, and went back to the salt sheds and the kelp pans and the staging-barge and the day’s hundred tasks, and the harbour closed over the silence and went on, not because the silence was small but because it was too large to be carried any way but obliquely, at the corner of the eye, while the hands did something they could finish. They worked, quietly, around a hole in the air where for a month a small knocking had been.
She made herself name the readings, because a thing unnamed grew teeth in the dark and a thing named could be held in the hand and measured. There were three.
The water had come over the ledge early. The springs had been running above the tables for a fortnight, two inches over the calendar’s promise on the worst morning, and a sea that ran above the page could run further above it than anyone had drawn, and the second notch was the second notch only until the water did not care about notches. That was one reading and it was the cleanest and the coldest and she made herself hold it the longest because it was the one she was the surest of and the one she could least bear.
Or the air had gone foul. Three men breathing a gallery sealed by water, the candles eating what the men needed, a month and more of it now, and air that thickened slowly gave no warning a tap-code could carry: a man grew slow and then sleepy and then did not wake, and the rod heard nothing of it because there was nothing to hear. That was the second reading.
Or, and she set this one down last and held it the most carefully, because hope was a reading too and wanted the same suspicion as fear: the men were sleeping in the cold to spend less of both. Branok was a careful man. He had counted candles and notched water on a pick-haft and rationed light to the bone, and a man who would do that would also, with the appointment four days off and the cold a thing you could die of as surely as the water, lay his men down close in the dark and tell them to stop spending breath on the rod and stop spending warmth on sitting up, and wait. Spend nothing. Keep. We’ll keep, he had knocked, once, at the start of all this. A man keeping would go quiet.
It was the kindest reading. It cost the men nothing and gave them everything, four days of held breath and banked warmth and three living hands at the slack. And it was unprovable. There was no group in the code for we have chosen silence to live, and if there had been, knocking it would have spent the very thing it claimed to be saving. The kindest reading and the one she could never confirm, and so she could not lean a single ounce of the rescue’s weight upon it, however much she wanted to, because the Lagan had taught her once and for all what it cost to read the water from your wanting.
She held all three, and chose none, and went down to the count-house, because the silence was already in the harbour ahead of her and she knew what it would do to the room.
It had done it. They were waiting for her by the time the forenoon was half gone, half the council and more, come up from the boats and down from the sheds, and Wren stood at the white wall under the calendar she had drawn on it and read the room as she read a making tide, the set of it, the run beneath the still surface. The thing beneath the surface was grief, and grief did the oldest arithmetic there was, the arithmetic of haste, the sum that said if there is less time than we thought then we must go sooner, which felt like courage and was very often the last mistake a drowned man ever made.
Pasco said it first, because he was the one with the standing to and the one who least wanted to. “There’s a slack on the eighth.” He did not look at the calendar when he said it. “A spring-side slack. It’s not the date. But it’s three days nearer, and if the water’s over the ledge already, then the date’s no use to dead men, and a slack’s a slack.”
“It isn’t,” Wren said.
She said it plainly and into the quiet and let it sit a moment before she gave them the rest, because a flat no into a grieving room was a wall and walls were thrown down, and she did not want a wall. She wanted them to do the sum with her and reach the answer themselves, as she had reached it, hating it.
“A spring-side slack is too short,” she said. “I’ve read it. It’s there, and it’s real, and it shuts before a swimmer is halfway up the long way staged. The slack on the date is a neap slack, set by a different tide, and it’s the only one wide enough to swim the legs the way we’ve laid them, with the air-stations and the line and the minutes cut for the cold. The eighth gives you a window that closes on the swimmers in the levels with the doors still turning over.” She looked round them, every face. “It drowns the people we send and it does not reach the people we’re sending them for. It saves no one. It spends four lives to feel as though we tried, and the men below are no better and the divers are dead, and the sea has them all.”
Nobody spoke. The tide made in the gut, audible through the count-house wall, the only voice in the room.
“The neap is the men’s best odds,” she said, and here was the sentence, the one she had been walking towards since the empty hands came down the path, and she made herself say it without softening because softening it would have been a lie and they deserved the unsoftened thing. “It is their best odds even if the silence is the worst answer. If the water is already over the ledge, then the date will be too late, and I will have to live with having held it. But if there is any chance left in this at all, it is at the slack on the date and at no other hour, and going early throws that chance after the divers into the same water. I am asking you to do the hardest thing there is, which is to wait when waiting feels like abandoning them. The calendar is not cruelty. It is the only door that opens.”
It was the hardest professional sentence she had ever said, harder than the count-house door five weeks gone when she had given the warm trail to the season, because that cost had been hers alone and this one she was asking grieving people to pay, and she knew exactly how it felt to sit on the other side of that table, wanting to go now, hating the cold calm voice that held the calendar against your need. She had been that wanting once, in a drowned culvert under a seized gate, reading the slack off her own desperation instead of the page, and the water had come back like a fist and a girl’s line had snagged on the gate-iron and the whole of who Wren was now had been made in the minutes it took to get Lowri out by feel and violence. She knew this room from the inside. That was the only reason she had any right to hold the line against it.
It was Tegen who held it with her.
She had been at the back, by the door, where she had taken to standing since the council, and she came forward now with the lists in her hands, the staging sheets and the timing tables and the cold-minutes she carried everywhere, and she set them on the table in front of Pasco precisely, square to the edge. “The eighth,” she said. “I worked it after the morning count, in case.” She turned a sheet. “Eleven minutes of true slack at the gallery foot on the spring side. The Turn alone wants nine, and the eddy at the second door holds late, half an hour late, I’ve had it on my own body, it’s marked here in my own hand.” Her square diver’s finger found the line. “You’d put a swimmer into the Sump Door with the slack already spent above and the eddy still turning below. That’s not a swim. That’s the thing that nearly kept me down in May, sold to four people at once.”
She had been the one, in May, asking to go early on her own breath against the slow calendar. Wren watched her stand at the table now and refuse the room the very thing she herself had once reached for, and there it was, the discipline learned the costly way in the cold of two months, returned at the single moment it had to hold. The fast hand banked. The student holding the line.
“The neap,” Tegen said. “Read right, it’s nine minutes longer than the men’s lives need and four minutes longer than the swim. The eighth is shorter than the swim. There’s no reading that makes it otherwise. I’ve tried. I wanted it to.” She straightened and set her hand flat on her own lists, square-knuckled and chapped and still. “I want to go now more than anyone in this room. That’s exactly why you shouldn’t let me.”
The tide made in the gut. Hedra had not spoken the whole of it. She stood by the window she had kept sixty years, the green-door keeper who let nothing be lost, and when she had heard the last of it she looked once at the calendar on the white wall and once at the two women at the table, and she said the thing that closed it, the way she closed everything, with the fewest words it could be closed in.
“The date stands.”
And the room, having grieved and argued and done the old arithmetic of haste and been held, took the weight up and turned back to the work, because that was the only place the Carns knew to put it.
The adit work did not stop for any of it. It had not stopped for the silence and it did not stop for the council, and that was its own kind of answer, Wren thought, walking down to the staging in the long blue dusk: the road home being built towards a silence, the door being drawn for men who had gone quiet, faith made into labour by hands that would not name it faith. They had lamps out on the water now, kelp-oil lamps slung on the staging-barge and on Gerren’s boat made fast first on the work as he had said it would be, the light pooling gold on the black tide and the wet cliff above the drowned mouth where the old sea-door stood rusted into the rock, waiting to be cut. Gerren’s grandfather had set that door. Gerren’s boat was first on the drawing of it. Nobody had thanked him for that and nobody would; you only noted it, like a clean splice, and went on.
She and Tegen kept the late watch at the rod themselves.
They climbed the carn after midnight, the two of them, past the doubled hour-watch coming down, and took the iron in turn as they had taken everything in turn for five weeks, and knocked the evening names down into the dark. Alive. Knocked. Listened. The rock gave back the rock. Three. Knocked. The silence. They knocked Jowan’s name as Tegen had knocked it every night since the fall, the dead man kept in the count, the four not rounded to three, and got the answer they had always got for Jowan, which was none, except that now it was the answer they got for all of them, and the difference between the old silence and the new one was the whole of the difference between a man held in memory and three men held in question.
Below them, far down through the headland, the lamps moved on the water where the road home was being cut towards them. Above them the stars came out cold over the Carns, lamp by lamp across the drowned country, the scattered fires of all the islands standing out of the silver dark.
Wren took the rod for the last group.
She thought, with her hand on the cold iron and the knock waiting in it, that she had handed a letter to strangers and put it on a tide to find a woman it might never reach, logged in a boat’s book and read back aloud and given to the water to carry north at the speed of trust. And she had drawn a date on a white wall and given it to the sea, an appointment with a slack she could read to the minute but could not make the sea keep. And the men below, if they were below, if they were anything now but cold and quiet in the dark, had handed their lives to that same calendar, knocked it through the rock and answered we’ll keep and then gone silent against it, trusting the page over their heads as she trusted the page under her hand. All of it was faith. The letter and the date and the silence and the lamps cutting the door, all of it the same act, lives laid on things that had been built and might hold, and not one ounce of it certainty. You built the thing as true as you could build it, and you read the water as close as it could be read, and then you knocked, and you waited, and the rock decided what the rock decided.
She knocked the last group anyway.
Alive. Three slow, three quick, the open hand of the question, down into two hundred feet of stone. She lifted her palm from the iron, and beside her Tegen stood with the watch-list in her hand and her breath going slow and deep and even, and the two of them listened down into the dark.
And deep in the last of the watch, once, faint, so faint it was under the threshold of a thing you could swear to, came something up the rock. A group, or near enough the shape of one. Or the carn settling on its own great weight the way granite had settled since before there were hands to knock on it, a stone turning a fraction in two hundred feet of dark and sending its small sound up the iron to two people who wanted past bearing to hear a different sound.
Wren looked at Tegen. Tegen looked at Wren.
Neither of them said it aloud.
Chapter 18
Before the Neap
The gear lay on the scrubbed planking of the barge in the order the tinners had laid out before every dive their grandfathers could remember, and the order was a kind of liturgy.
Wren walked the length of it in the last grey hour before evening, reading it the way she read water. Helmets first, the salvaged bell-glasses cut down and re-rimmed, their leathers oiled and turned mouth-down so no dew sat in them overnight. Then the harnesses, coiled each on its own line so a snatched hand in the dark would find the strap and not a snarl. Then the lamps, the waxed-hemp running line flaked in fakes that would pay out clean, the slates and the marking-chalk, the spare leathers, the candle-counts in their tins. Each thing in its place, and each place a sentence in a language older than any of them, said over and over down the centuries until it had stopped being instruction and become prayer: this, then this, then this, and you come home.
There was a gap in the line.
It sat between Tegen’s gear and the second bell-diver’s, the width of one man’s kit laid out, and nothing laid in it. Jowan’s place. They had set it the way they set the others, the planking scrubbed to the same pale grain, the same arm’s length cleared, and then they had put nothing there, because there was nothing of his to put and because to close the gap would have been to round the four down to three on the planking the way they refused to round it down at the rod. So the place stayed open. Gear to its left, gear to its right, and between them a hand’s-breadth of clean wood holding the shape of a man who was not coming to the barge to take up his kit.
Wren stopped at the gap. She did not touch it. After a moment she went on down the line.
The adit’s outer door stood open to its sill.
She could see it from the barge, low in the cliff-foot across the cut, the drowned mouth they had spent the long siege of weeks freeing: the silt lifted without fouling the water, the fallen blocks shifted and the void above made safe, the rusted iron at last cut from the frame and drawn. Open now, the dressed-stone throat of it dark and the apron swept, the sea standing patient an arm’s reach below the sill. Only one thing held the ocean out of the workings, and it was a timber gate.
They had built it for the purpose: a squared frame set true in the cut stone, planked and caulked and braced against the sea’s whole weight, with its drawing-line led out along the cliff-foot and down to the bell’s station so it could be pulled from below at the bottom of the swim. Once that line was drawn, the gate would come away and the sea would own the mine entire, the dry levels and the man-engine’s air-ways and the pump-rods and the deep bronze run, all of it given to the water in the one minute it took the men to be brought out under it. The council had said yes to that with open eyes. The gate was the last word held back, the held breath between the mine and the ocean, and it would be let go at first light on the dive’s first minute and not before.
And under two hundred feet of granite, past the choked shaft and up in the high gallery where the road home was being cut towards them from two sides, the men were silent.
They had been silent since the morning the tap-watch child came down the carn path with empty hands. Four days, near five. The rod re-seated true, the watch doubled, the knock going down clean into the iron with no deadness in it and the rock not answering. Wren had stopped reaching for reasons. She had three readings and leaned the rescue’s weight on none of them, and the silence sat over the whole harbour like weather that would not break.
So this was the truth of the eve, and she made herself hold it plainly: they would dive tomorrow to an appointment, not to an answer. The date stood. They would put the bell in the water at the slack’s first minute and swim the long way up into the dark on the strength of a calendar and a survey and a tide-table, and they did not know what they would find at the top of it. They had built the thing as true as it could be built. Tomorrow they knocked, and waited, and the rock decided.
Far off to the south-west, the points were smoking.
She had been watching them all afternoon without watching, the way you keep a weather-eye while your hands do other work, and now she gave them her whole attention. A grey haze stood off the outer points where there had been clean horizon at noon, and the swell coming into the cut had changed its mind: a longer set under the short chop, a deeper push that had not been there yesterday, the period stretching the way it stretched when something was making up a long way out and sending its first word ahead of itself. A south-westerly, building off the points. The book’s last card, turned over on the eve.
She climbed the cliff-path to the count-house with Gull’s tables under her arm.
The wall held the calendar, washed white that one night weeks ago by an unnamed hand and drawn over by hers: the springs and the neaps, the gallery’s climbing inches, the candle-stores, the late neap circled and the date set against it. She did not look at the arithmetic. It had been stated once and it was not hers to state again; the wall held it and the wall could keep it. She turned instead to the working sheet pinned beside it, the slack-timings for the morning, and she sat with the tables and the day’s counts and the swell she had read in the cut, and she began to rule on the blow.
This was the part of the craft no one could share. They could fetch her the plans and hold the rod and lay the line; they could not stand inside the numbers with her. She laid Gull’s tables open and read the neap against them, the small tide, the slow tide, the easy water that made the long way swimmable at all. She set the new swell’s period against the run of the points. She went to the door and read the sky once more, the colour of it, the shape of the haze, the set of the high cloud against the lower; she watched the gulls work the cut and how they sat the wind, which way they turned and how high. She came back and did the sum.
The blow would brush the points and miss the sound.
She could see it: a south-westerly making up to seaward, swinging up the coast and breaking its weight on the outer points the way the points had taken weather off the sound for ten thousand years, that being what they were for. It would put a sea on the open coast and a wind through the gut and it would not reach down into the drowned levels with force enough to matter. The slack would hold. Not whole; the swell would push a little into the cut and steepen the run at the door, and the slack would come a few minutes shorter at each turn than the clean tables drew it. A little narrowed. But it would hold, and there was margin enough in the legs, if no one wasted any, for a slack a little narrowed.
She read it three ways and got the same answer three ways, and then she wrote the timings out fair on the working sheet: the slack’s first minute against the calendar’s promise, the called minutes for each turn, the narrowed window noted plain so no swimmer trusted a clean number. And under it she put her name.
She sat a moment with the pen.
The last person who had trusted her slack-reading this completely had nearly drowned of it. A winter at the Lagan, a drowned road-culvert under a seized gate, a clock that was not the sea’s; she had read the slack off her own wanting and not the tables, taken Lowri down two-on-one line, and the water had come back like a fist while a woman’s line snagged on the gate-iron. She had got Lowri out by feel and violence. Lowri had lived, and kept the Lagan’s harbour now, and that was the worst day Wren owned, the one that had taught her everything she was. She had given that day to Tegen plainly on the quay, a map and not a sermon. And now five people would put their lives on a number she had written on a sheet and signed, and she would not be in the water with them; she would be in the bell at the adit, calling the minutes she had ruled.
She checked the sums once more. The neap against Gull’s tables, the swell’s push, the legs and their margins, the narrowing held inside what the legs could bear. The same answer. She checked nothing after that, because she knew the shape of the wanting to check again and again until the page told you a thing it could not tell you, which was certainty, and she made herself set the pen down. You built the thing as true as you could build it. Then you stopped building it. She left the timings on the wall, signed, and went down to the quay in the falling light.
The Carns kept no speeches on the eve of work.
She had learned that the first week, watching them go down to the bell-frames in the grey: there were no words said over a dive, because words said over a thing were words spent, and the Carns spent nothing they did not have to. What they kept instead was supper carried to the crews. As the light went, they came down the carn-paths and along the quay with it, the women and the old men and the children, baskets and crocks and the kelp-ash bread still warm, and they carried it out to the barge and the count-house steps and put it into the divers’ hands without ceremony, the way you would feed your own at the end of a day. Morwen brought a pot of fish stewed with samphire and would not be thanked for it. Gerren, who had made the mine’s hardest case to the council and lost it and then volunteered the first boat, came with bread under his arm and ate his share among the crews and said nothing about the door his grandfather had sealed. There was no edge in him. The bal was the bal; the choice was made; he had brought bread.
When the food had gone round, Pasco took the tap-rod for the evening names.
They did it every night, the round of names knocked into the rock, the living men’s and then the dead’s, the answered and the unanswered kept in the one count. Pasco knocked them slow into the silence the rock had kept now five days: Branok, and waited; Jago, and waited; Sennen, and waited; and the iron gave back nothing each time but the small settling of granite under its own great weight. Then he knocked Jowan, the four not rounded to three, the dead kept in the count with the living because the difference between a man held in memory and three held in question was the whole of the difference and they would not blur it on the eve. Jowan, and the silence answered him as it answered the others, and that was right; that was the count kept honest. Pasco lifted the rod and the harbour stood a moment in the dark with the names gone down into the rock, and then they went back to the supper, because the names were knocked and that was the saying of it, and there was nothing more to say.
Wren found Tegen at the barge with the survey’s last section across her knees.
She had it spread to the foot of the long swim, Rhea’s hand and Gull’s and Wren’s own and Tegen’s blunt print all laid over one another now, four hands on one dark across more than a year: the route drawn and read and corrected and read again, the worst doors walked, the Turn and the Sump Door and the gallery-foot annotated to the minute. Tegen sat over it the way she sat over everything, precise, still, the deep slow breathing of her going even in the cold.
“The slack holds,” Wren said. She crouched beside her. “A little short. The blow brushes the points and misses us. I’ve signed the timings; they’re on the wall.”
“I read the swell in the cut,” Tegen said. She did not look up from the section. “I thought it would miss.” A diver’s flat confidence in her own water, and under it the question she would not insult either of them by asking aloud, which was whether Wren had read it the same.
“It misses.”
Tegen nodded once and folded the section closed along its old creases, square and exact. She put her hand flat on it for a moment.
“Her route,” she said. “Your slack.”
The whole of it, in three words: the drawn floor under the read window, the woman who had wintered over the boatshed mending air-ways she feared the mine would lose, and the woman who had crossed the coast after her and stayed for three strangers instead, the two of them threading the same fifty-fathom dark from two sides of a year and never having met. Rhea’s route. Wren’s slack.
“Your breath,” Wren said.
Because that was the third hand, and it was the one that would be in the water. Whatever the route and the timings were worth, it was Tegen’s lungs that would carry them up the long way at the called minute, take the Turn on the page and not the lying surface, feel the eddy hold late and not believe the flat water saying come; it was Tegen’s body that would breach the gallery and find what the silence had not said. Her route, your slack, your breath. The three-handed rescue named as itself, each holding the half the others could not, and the naming was all the saying it wanted.
Tegen’s hand stayed on the folded section. Then she set it on the planking with the rest of the gear, in its place, and her breath went on slow and even in the dark.
The harbour thinned. The crews bedded down where they could, and the food-baskets went back up the paths, and the lamps along the quay burned low. Wren did not sleep. She sat the barge through the short night with the tables shut beside her, not reading them, only there, and watched the points smoke grey in the dark and felt the swell come and not grow, the blow making up to seaward exactly as she had ruled and breaking its weight where the points took it, missing the sound.
The grey came on the sound first, before any light showed in the east: a paling of the water from black to slate, the long swell silvering under it, the cliff-foot resolving and the open adit a darker dark in the grey rock. The bell hung from its davits over the cut, charged and ready, its great iron mouth turned down. Along the cliff-foot the timber gate stood true in the cut frame, the sea standing patient an arm’s reach below the sill, and the gate’s drawing-line ran out from it down to the bell’s station and lay coiled there in a clean fake, waiting for the bottom of the swim, coiled like a held breath that the whole coast had been holding for five weeks of siege and would let go in one minute when the men were under it.
The light grew. The slack came on towards its first minute, exactly where the calendar had promised it, where she had drawn it weeks ago on a white wall and given it to a sea she could read to the minute and could not make keep its word, except that this once the word was being kept, the tide easing to its turn on the page’s own hour.
Tegen took her place at the bell. Pasco at the stage, his hand on the line. The crews to their stations in the grey, no word said, the liturgy laid out and the names knocked and the slack come on time.
Wren called the minute.
The bell came off its davits and went down the falling light, and at the slack’s first minute, on the calendar’s promise, on the appointment kept from the surface side, its iron lip touched the water of the sound.
Chapter 19
What She Hears
The keeper’s pen came down to take her name, and stopped halfway through the first letter of it.
She had given it a hundred times this summer, harbour by harbour up the cold far side of the peninsula, and a hundred times the pen had gone on without pause, R into the column of the season’s victualling — a few barrels of fresh water, a measure of meal, the right to lie at the wall a tide — and on to the next traveller. Rhea watched the nib hover, the small black bead of ink gathering at its tip, and read the keeper before he spoke, the way she had always read a thing by what had stalled in it. Something had caught. The way a windlass caught when a pawl had dropped where it should not.
He was an old man with salt in the creases of him and a ledger he kept too carefully for the size of the harbour. He looked up from the half-made letter to her hands, and then to her face.
“You’d be the engineer,” he said. Not a question. “The one that dresses her wire.”
The cold came up through the soles of her boots, off the stone, off seven years.
“There was an asking,” he said. “This season, mouth to mouth, ahead of any parcel. A scout came down the relay looking for a travelling engineer who finishes a repair a particular way. Turns the wire ends back on themselves, twice, so it lies flat and won’t snag a hand.” He set the pen down. “I keep a careful book. I remembered it because of the wire. Not many ask after a person by the way they tidy a job.”
She had dressed those ends ten thousand times. On windlasses and sluice gates and the broken hinges of doors that were not hers, every harbour she had ever worked, the two turns flat against the bight, a thing nobody noticed and one person might. A signature written for a reader who never came. She had gone on writing it long after she had stopped believing in the reader, the way you keep a habit warm against the day it is wanted.
It had been read.
“Where,” she said. Her voice did not do what she expected of it.
“Last word had the scout on the tin coast. South of you, by the season’s reckoning, though askings outrun the people who set them moving.” He turned the ledger a degree, an old courtesy, so she could see the column waiting. “Carries a gull feather. Wintered with the lagoon people, the way the talk has it. Freed their gate.”
She knew all of that. She had carried it north herself, the rumour wrapped tight, taking it out at night the way a child takes out a stone it has decided is precious and turns it to the lamp. The gull feather. The freed gate. The letters moving now on routes that had not existed a year past. She had built her whole northbound summer on it. But she had built it on a who she let herself believe, a shape she did not dare give edges to, in case the edges were wrong.
“Did the asking come with a name,” she said.
The keeper looked at her with the plain kindness of a man who did not know what he held. “The scout’s own? Aye. Goes by Wren.”
Wren.
Seven years since anyone had said it to her face. She had said it to herself, in the grey hours, in the breath before sleep, a word worn smooth as sea-glass from the turning of it. To hear it now in another mouth, over a ledger, in a harbour whose name she had not bothered to learn, was to have a thing she had carried as her own private weight set suddenly down on the open stone in front of her, where anyone might see it had a shape after all, and the shape was true.
She put her hand flat on the cold wall to have something under it.
“You’re all right, love?” the keeper said.
“I’m all right.” And then, because it was true and because she had not said it aloud in years: “I’ve been looking for her a long time.”
He nodded slowly, and did not ask. That was the kindness of the coast: it let a thing stand. He took up the pen again and waited, patient as a tide, for the name he had not yet finished writing.
She did not give it to him at once.
She had her chart in the satchel at her hip, and she did not need to take it out to see it: any system gone live in front of her showed her its lines, its loads, the place where the force wanted to go. South-about, back down the way the asking had come, toward — towards, she corrected herself, the old word, her mother’s word — towards the tin coast where the scout had last been known. To walk back into the rumour at the point it had passed and try to overtake a moving thing. The old futility, two in motion chasing each other’s heat and never landing in the same water.
Or north. Hold north, for the Lagan: the lagoon people, the freed gate, the letters and the atlas, the loom on which all of this was being woven. Every thread of the asking came from there. It was where the network knew her name now; it was where it would carry the answer.
An engineer did not chase the load. An engineer found the fixed point and stood at it and let the structure come to rest against it. You did not run after a thing that was already running towards you. You stopped circling. You went where you were known, and you stood still in the light, and you let yourself be found.
She did not know, could not have known, that on the same far shore a woman with a gull feather had reasoned her way to the very same arithmetic and called it the same plain thing. Stop circling. The two of them, a sea apart, arriving at the one conclusion without a word between them, the way two engineers given the same true problem will draw the same true line.
“North,” she said. “I’m holding north.”
The keeper dipped the pen and finished the letter he had stopped on, and the rest of it, and there her name sat in the season’s column at last. Rhea. Plain ink on a careful book.
And then, for the first time in seven years of leaving only a signature, she asked him to write a second line.
“Beneath it,” she said. “If you’ll keep it.”
“I keep a careful book.”
“Then write: if a scout called Wren asks — northbound, for the Lagan.”
He wrote it. She watched the words go down, slow and even, under her name. Not a mark left in passing, not the flat-dressed wire of a job done and walked away from. Not a signature any longer.
An address.
Two lines in a harbour book where seven years had left none.
Chapter 20
The Bell
The bell’s one window went past the drowned chimney and into the dark below it, and the grey square of the sound shrank against the glass to the size of a coin, then to nothing, and that was the last light there would ever be at the top of a descent into Wheal Patience.
Wren knelt at the bell’s mouth with the slate on her knee and the lead pencil tied to her wrist, and she watched the depth-marks come up the line into the lamp’s small reach. Each mark was a knot whipped in tarred hemp at a fathom’s spacing, the deep ones double-whipped, and she read them off as they rose past the iron rim with the slow water beading on them and falling. The chimney-stack of the old engine house stood out of the slope below as the bell sank past it, a square tower of dressed granite gone soft with weed, its top broken, the place where men had once stood in air now fifty fathoms under a tide that did not know it. She had surveyed it weeks ago from this same bell. She did not look at it long.
The bell touched the adit sill and rocked once and stood. Pasco’s signal came down the line from the stage above, two bells and a pause and one, the lower-and-set, and she answered it with the cord at her hand, two and one, and felt the line go slack as the davits took the weight off. The iron was at rest on the rock. The lamp threw its yellow up the rough vault of the outer level, the cut stone of the old miners gone to a smear of growth, and ahead in the dark the inner door stood as the survey had drawn it, a black mouth in the blacker rock with the laid line running into it.
The sea was coming in.
She heard it before she could have put a name to it, a thing under the lamp’s small noises, a long soft drawing at the foot of the level where the gate had been drawn. The timber gate had gone off its line at the dive’s first minute, when she called the slack at first light: drawn down the cliff-foot from the bell’s station on its clean fake of rope, the held breath of five weeks let go in one minute with the men under it. Now the sea stood an arm’s reach over the sill where the gate had stopped it, and at the slack’s low differential it came on without violence, a slow grey weight feeling its way into the outer workings, finding the floor, finding the walls, taking possession of what had been kept from it for sixty years. Gentle, this hour. The differential was nothing at the turn. The drowning of the deep levels would come over the following tides, the springs behind this neap doing the real flooding when the rescue was done or undone; but here, now, the sea only entered, patient as a tenant come at last into a house left to him in a will. Wheal Patience was being given away, almost without a sound, and Wren knelt in the one dry pocket of it and wrote the minute on the slate.
Slack, first min. Gate away. Bell at sill. All stations stood.
Tegen was at the inner door.
She came past the lamp in her dive-rig, the bell-glass and the line-drum and the lead at her belt, and she paused at the black mouth the way a swimmer pauses at the head of a long dive, and against her chest, lashed flat in oilskin under the harness, was the survey’s last section, Rhea’s drawn floor of the levels above, the part of the route that no rehearsal had ever swum entire. Wren saw the oilskin and looked away from it, because she had carried a folded thing against a chest into dark water once, in another country, on a worse day, and she did not let the memory stand. One clause of it and gone. Tegen’s hand went once to the oilskin, the way it had on the planking the night before, and then to the line, and she looked back across the lamp at Wren.
Wren raised the slate so the figure showed. The minute. The budget under it. She tapped the line once, the swimmer-away, are-you-ready, and Tegen tapped it once in return, ready, and then she was through the inner door and gone into the route, and the line ran out after her off the drum, hand over hand, into the dark.
The two bell-divers went after her at their marks, the first at a count of forty, the second at eighty, each with his leg of the line and his stations to mind, and the lamp gave them up one after another to the black mouth until there was only the line going out and Wren alone in the bell with the slate, the pencil, and the sea coming in at her feet.
She wrote the away-times in a column. Three figures, clean.
Then she began to count.
The bell became a place of waiting, and the waiting was made of arithmetic.
She had the plan’s minutes by heart, every leg cut to a swimmer’s useful hands in fifty-fathom cold, every station a knock she would hear come back up the line. She had drawn the budget on the white wall weeks ago and would not draw it here; here it lived only as the running sum on the slate, the slack’s spend laid out signal by signal, and her work was to hold the column true and to let the sea take its share of the minutes and not let wanting take any.
The first station came on the plan’s minute. Two short bells up the line, the Letterbox passed, the line laid clean behind them, and Wren answered with the cord and wrote the time and laid it against the plan and found it true. She did not let herself feel the trueness. She wrote the next due-time under it and counted towards it.
The silence between the signals was the longest thing she had ever measured.
It was not empty silence. The sea came in at her feet, climbing the outer level a slow inch at a time, and the lamp ticked in its kelp-oil, and far off, felt more than heard, the iron of the levels passed the slow water from chamber to chamber. But of the swimmers there was nothing, only the line going out, only the drum turning slow on its spindle as the leg paid off, and between the laying of one figure and the waiting for the next there opened a space of dark with no edge to it, and into that space crept every reading of the silence she had named to the council and refused to lean on. The water over the men’s ledge early. The air gone foul. The men sleeping close in the cold against the appointment. She had said all three at the count-house and weighted none of them, and now in the dark each came back and asked again to be weighed, and she gave them the same answer she had given the room: she did not know, and the not-knowing changed no minute on the slate, and so it could carry no weight here either. She counted.
The Long Gallery came up the line three short bells, on its minute and a little under, and she wrote it under the Letterbox and ruled it against the plan and took the swimmers’ spent minutes off the cold’s arithmetic at the foot of the slate. That was the other column, the one that frightened her if she let it, and so she did not let it frighten her, only held it: the divers’ useful hands in fifty-fathom cold, the count of warmth a body kept before the dark took its hands and its judgement, written out in the loft against candle-stubs and the rehearsal’s findings and signed with margin. Every leg laid was a leg of warmth spent. The Long Gallery had cost what the plan had said it would cost, near enough, and she took it down and looked at what was left in the men of warmth and air against what the swim still wanted, and held the two columns side by side the way she had held the men’s clock and the trail’s clock once, without choosing, only keeping both true.
Far above her, on the stage-line, Pasco was a hand she could not see. The signals came down from him through the iron and the water as cleanly as if he stood at her shoulder, the lower-and-set, the all-stations-stood, the small grammar of the surface kept faithful while the depth ate the world between them; and she read in them, without his telling, the whole of the coast she could not reach. The barge crowded with the gathered Carns in the grey, no word said. The tap-watch child who had come down the carn path five mornings running with empty hands. Hedra at the cliff-head, who would be as still as the count-house wall, the stillness that was her whole keeping of the men and the door and the date. None of it came down the line; the line carried only the stage’s work. But Wren knew the coast was up there in the cold above the cold, holding the surface for her the way she held the budget for the swimmers, and the knowing was the only company the bell allowed.
The second station off the Sump Door came up the line nine seconds early. She wrote it true and did not round it. There was a discipline in not rounding that she had taught Tegen on the quay and had to teach herself fresh now: the slack did not care what she hoped, and a figure carried generous was a figure carried false, and a false figure in this column would put a swimmer in a turning door on the strength of a number that had flattered her. So she wrote the nine seconds exactly, and the next due-time exactly, and let the saved nine seconds sit in the budget where they belonged and not where she wanted them.
The window was narrowing.
She knew it on the slate before she could have felt it in the water. The blow she had ruled the day before was making up to seaward exactly as she had drawn it, brushing the outer points and missing the sound, and its weight came onto the slack at each turn as a few minutes shaved from the margin, the neap holding but holding tighter, the budget she had drawn with hands to spare now spending closer to the bone. She had signed the timings with the narrowing noted plain. She had it in the column now as a falling number at the foot, the margin, and at each station she took it down by the minutes the blow had cost and looked at what was left and found it still inside the legs, still inside the cold’s arithmetic, still — barely, narrowly, truly — enough.
The Turn came next, and the Turn was the one she had drilled hardest into Tegen and most distrusted in herself. There was a half-hour correction laid against it on the plan, a known lie in the water there: the surface lift through the scoured leg would say come early, and the page said wait, and the eddy at the door beyond would foul anyone who believed the water over the page. She had it written in her own hand on the slate’s margin, hold the Turn to the minute, not the lift. The signal came up the line at the corrected minute, not the lifting one, two short bells and a pause and two: the Turn taken on the page and not the lying surface, opened clean. Tegen had taken it where she had been taught to take it. Wren wrote the time and felt, for one breath she did not let stand, the whole of the year between herself and the woman whose drawn floor that section was, the lie in the water known by one of them a winter before and corrected now by the other on her own called minute. Then she ruled it against the plan and counted on.
The third station was late.
She had the due-time written and the pencil ready and she counted to it and it did not come. She counted past it. Ten seconds. Twenty. The drum had stopped turning. Thirty seconds, and the dark gave her nothing, and the sea came on at her feet, and the margin at the foot of the slate did not care that her chest had gone tight. Forty seconds. Fifty.
This was the thing she had not been able to drill, because it could not be drilled: the moment when the number she held for four lives went quiet, and the whole of her wanted to do something, anything, to reach down the line and pull, to send the recall, to spend the budget she was supposed to be keeping. She knew that wanting. She had met it before, in a culvert, with a line snagged and a friend on the end of it and a slack she had misread because she could not bear to wait, and she had spent what she should have kept and learned the price of it in the only currency that taught. Sixty seconds. A minute late.
She held.
She held because the plan had margin built into this leg for exactly this, a station that ran long where the route turned and the swimmer felt her way; because the line had not gone dead, only still, and a dead line and a still line were not the same line and the difference was a swimmer’s life; because the recall spent at sixty seconds would foul the very leg it meant to save and put two divers into a door that was already turning over. She held, and she wrote nothing, because there was nothing yet to write, and the not-writing was the hardest figure in the column. Seventy seconds. Eighty.
The drum turned.
Three short bells came up the line, the station passed, the Foot reached and the line laid true, and Wren let the breath she had been holding go out slow and even the way Tegen’s had gone in the dark on the planking, and she wrote the time — ninety seconds late, exactly, not rounded — and laid it against the plan and took the late minute and a half off the margin at the foot, and looked at what was left.
Enough. Narrowly. She underlined it once and counted on.
The slack was coming to its end.
She felt the turn of the water before the figures forced it, the long slow easing of the sea’s weight that meant the tide was finding its bottom and would begin, soon, to make the other way; the ingress at her feet had slowed to nothing, the outer level standing full and still, the differential gone flat at the very bottom of the turn. This was the hinge of the whole appointment, the few minutes she had drawn weeks ago on a white wall and given to a sea she could read to the minute and could not make keep its word, and this once the word was being kept, the slack standing open on the page’s own hour. The return budget began here. She drew a line across the slate under the away-column and wrote, at the head of the new column, the turn, and the minute, and the margin carried down from the foot of the first, narrowed by the blow, narrowed by the late station, holding.
The swimmers would be at the top of the route now. At the Foot, at the gallery’s breach, where the silence was. Where the survey’s question-marks ended and Rhea’s last drawn section against Tegen’s chest became the only map there was. She had brought them to the door of the thing and could bring them no further; the route was Rhea’s and the slack was hers and the breath was Tegen’s, and each held the half the others could not, and now the half that was hers was spent down to its margin and there was nothing in her hands but the count and the line.
A signal came up the line.
She had it under the pencil before her mind had named the group, the hand quicker than the knowing, and she counted the bells as they came and felt the count go wrong in her chest before it went right on the slate, because this was not a station-group, not the clean two-or-three of a leg passed, this was the group they had chosen at the count-house weeks ago for the one thing that could not be allowed to be mistaken for the rock settling on its own weight in the dark.
Three short bells. And one long.
Gallery breached.
She wrote it. The hand did its work while the rest of her stood still. Three short and one long, the group built so the long bell at its tail could be nothing but a hand on a line, the rock’s own knocks all of a length and this one not, the difference between an answer and an accident drawn into the very shape of the signal. Gallery breached. Tegen was through. The survey’s last section had read true to the top; the long way had been swum entire for the first time in the world; the swimmers were in the high gallery where the men’s silence lived, and in a moment, in the next handful of minutes, the silence would be answered one way or the other, and Wren would learn from the surface side what five weeks of held appointment had bought.
She answered the signal up the line, the breach-acknowledged, and she wrote the minute against it and took it off the return budget and found the margin still holding, narrowly, the blow’s shaved minutes and the late station’s ninety seconds all carried true and the column still inside the legs. She drew the return-window open on the slate, the minutes she had budgeted for the burden to come back down the Foot and down the levels to the bell, the assisted passage of spent men on lines through the now-open mouth. She set the pencil at the head of it. She counted.
The sea began to stir at her feet.
It was the smallest thing, the first faint making of the tide the other way, the turn taking and the differential beginning, far down in the figures, to grow. She wrote it. The slack was spending its last minutes exactly where the page had set them, and the return was opening into a sea that would not stand still much longer, and every figure she held now held four lives moving the wrong way against a clock that had begun, gently, to close.
A shape came at the inner door.
The lamp found it before she did, a paleness in the black mouth where the line ran in, the first of them back, the line drawing up off the drum hand over hand now and the dark giving up a swimmer to the small yellow reach. And behind the first shape, on the line, slow, came a second thing that was not a swimmer’s clean weight, a burden moving towards the bell through the turning water, the spent thing the whole coast had laid its winters down for, coming now out of the silence and into the lamp.
Wren did not look up from the slate to see what it was. Not yet. Her eyes were on the line and her hand was on the pencil and the count went on, steady, the minutes of the return laid down one against the next as the burden came towards the iron in the dark.
The line came up off the drum. And then, on the line, weight.
Chapter 21
The Long Swim
The inner door took her lamp-beam whole and gave nothing back.
Tegen hung at its lip with the line live in her left hand and the dark standing in the doorway like water that had forgotten how to be water, and into that nothing she set Rhea’s first section, drawn a year ago for whoever worked the bal next, luminous behind her eyes as if the drawing were the door and the door only its copy. The route exists. Swim it. She breathed the bell’s air down to the floor of her lungs, the slow diver’s breath her body had owned before it owned her name, and went in.
The Letterbox first. The line drew her along it on a flat haul, easy as the survey had promised, the squared sides of the old man-way close at her shoulders and the rope running true through her fist. Count the pulls. One. Two. Cold arithmetic, the only kind that swam. The leg was forty feet and the survey said forty feet and her hands said forty feet, and the three of them agreed, and where the page and the water and the body all said the same thing she let herself be carried by it.
Through, and up into the Long Gallery, and there the held air was waiting where Rhea had marked it: a black room with a roof of silver, the trapped pocket the old workings kept against the flood, and she stood in it to the chest and breathed real air that tasted of granite and a hundred drowned years. Two breaths. No more. She gave herself two. The slate at her hip held the budget and the budget held no third breath here, and she had learned in the cold the difference between a breath the page allowed and a breath the body wanted, and she took the page’s two and left the body’s third in the dark.
Then down.
The Sump Door went down through the flooded winze on the breath she carried out of the gallery, a long held drop into a throat of rock, the line paying through her hand and the pressure stacking on her ears, and she swallowed it down and kept going, the way the calendar went, not the way the wanting went. The winze let her out below into the cross-cut, and her chest was beginning its slow burn, and she counted the burn as she counted the pulls, a thing with a number on it and not a thing with a voice.
The Turn next.
She came to it on Wren’s called minute and not a second of her own. She knew the minute before it arrived because she had read the page until the page was in her hands, and when the small change came in the water at the Turn it came exactly where the figures had set it: not the surface lift that lied, not the flat quiet top saying come while the door below still folded over, but the true thing, lower down, later, the eddy at last letting go its grip the half-hour late it always held. Her own correction. Her own blunt hand on the chart beside the others. It read true. She took the Turn on the slack the page had promised and the water kept, and Rhea’s iron guide-stake stood squared in the second door as she passed, faced to point the way back, and she touched it once going by and let it stand.
Up the Foot.
And here the rehearsed near-foul came, on schedule, the one bad place she had walked once and flagged: the line wanting a second hand at the turn up the Foot, the rope trying to take the lazy lead across the broken ground, to lie itself flat against the wrong wall and foul where the floor had fallen in. She had said it in the shallow legs, that this turn would not lead itself, that it wanted a hand off the drum and a hand on the rock, both, together, or it would cost a minute it did not have to give. So she gave it both. She came off the line with her right and set her right to the granite and let her left feed the rope clear of the fallen wall, hand over hand over hand, the cold making the work slow and the discipline making the slow work exact, and the ninety seconds she had flagged in rehearsal came due and she paid them, ninety seconds bought and spent at the one place she had known they would be wanted, and not one second more. That was the late station the surface would read off her. That was her ninety seconds. Not panic. Not a fault. The cost named in advance and met as procedure, the discipline holding precisely where the page had said the discipline would be all there was.
Through the foul. Up the Foot.
And the route ran now along the choked workings above the one-eighty, the upper face of the fall close on her right hand, the rubble that had taken the bottom of the bal and sealed three men in the high gallery and one man nowhere. The survey skirted it by a body’s length, the broken ground reaching almost into the man-way, and her lamp swept the face once, only once, because she was working and the working did not stop.
And found him.
Jowan, where the rock had taken him. At the rubble face the route skirted, caught in the broken edge of the fall, the granite closed over the bottom of him and the rest of him given back to the water, held in the cold these five weeks exactly as the deep held everything, spending nothing, changing nothing. His name had been knocked nightly among the living and not answered. The four not rounded to three. And here was the four.
She did not stop. She did not speak; there was nothing under the water to speak with and nothing the speaking would buy. She took her slate and she marked him: the leg, the face, the reach, the bearing back to the line, in her own blunt diver’s print, set down precisely the way she set everything down, so that on the return the burden train coming down the Foot with the spent men on lines would pass within reach of him and the reach would already be measured. For the return. She made the small tinners’ gesture over the mark with two fingers, the one the boats made over a name that went into the count and stayed there, the gesture that was not a speech and was instead the whole of what could be said, and she put the slate back at her hip and she swam.
Grief was a thing with a date on it now, like everything else. Its date was the return.
The high gallery’s mouth came up in the lamp.
She broke into air a second time and this air was different: it was breathed air, used air, the close stale warmth of men who had been living in it, and she knew before the lamp found anything that the room was not empty, the way you know a house is lived in from the doorstep.
Three short bells and one long, she sent up the line, the breach made, the group built so the long bell at its tail could be nothing but a hand, the rock’s own knocks all of a length and this one not. Gallery breached. Then she lifted the lamp.
They were there.
Three shapes against the back wall of a high black room, on a ledge above the standing water, drawn close together for the warmth of one another, and the lamp going over them slow. Branok in the middle. Jago to the one side with an arm held wrong against his chest. Sennen the youngest to the other, smallest, drawn down deepest into himself, the cold sat hardest on the youngest, as it always sat hardest on the least flesh. Weeks-weak, all three, the flesh gone off them and the eyes too large, the candle-stub between them burned down to nothing, husbanded to its last quarter-inch against the dark. Spending nothing. Three men who had spent nothing for days.
And against the wall by Branok’s hand stood the tap-rod, and on the floor below it, drowned, the anvil-stone.
That was the silence. There it was, in one thing the lamp could hold. The flat stone they had set the rod’s foot against to make the knock carry through the granite, to give the iron something hard to ring off so the code would travel the carn’s whole flank to the rod on the surface, drowned days ago when the water made another inch and another, taken under, so that for days the men had gone on knocking the rod against a stone the water had swallowed, knocking into a floor gone soft with flood, the answer not failing to be sent but failing to be heard, the code knocked faithfully every night into a sea that ate it. They had not stopped. They had never stopped. They had been answering the whole time, into rock that no longer rang.
Branok’s eyes found her lamp and held it.
His lips were cracked white and he wet them once and he said, dry as his code, dry as the rod, his voice a thing brought up from the bottom of a well: “Took your time.”
A beat. Then, the economy held even here, the thing she would carry the rest of her life: “Knew you’d come on the date. So we kept to it.”
Not collapse. Not weeping, not the broken thing she had braced for. Account-keeping. They had kept to the date from their side as exactly as she had kept to it from hers, two halves of one appointment honoured down the length of five weeks of dark, and he had spent his first words above the water on telling her the books balanced.
“We kept the candle for the count,” he said. “Not the dark. The count.” Sleeping in turns, the dark left to itself, the flame only for the knock and the notch and the named hour. Candle-discipline held to the floor of it.
“Jago’s arm’s no good,” he said. “Came off the ledge in the second week, the wet. Sennen’s the cold. I’m walking.” A salvage-master’s survey of his own wreck, the damage logged in the order it would matter to the work ahead. He did not say the long way back was beyond them. He did not need to; he had known the shape of the rescue before she had, had knocked it up through the granite before anyone asked, the direct shaft gone from below and the long way the only road. The men could not swim themselves out. They had never been going to swim themselves out. That was the whole of why the coast had laid its winters down: not for a dash but for a carry, the spent men brought out on lines through a mouth opened for the purpose, exactly as planned for, exactly as paid for.
“The mine,” Sennen said, the first word out of the youngest, small and cracked. “Did they—”
“It’s bought,” Tegen said. “Don’t spend breath on it.”
The boy’s eyes closed. Branok’s did not move off her.
There was no time to give them and she gave them none beyond what the work required, and the work required this: that they understand before they moved that the moving was the whole of the danger now, that they had survived the keeping and must not be lost in the carrying. She told it to them flat. Hand over hand. Stop where she stopped. Breathe where she put their hands to air and nowhere else. The line would do the holding; their part was only to be held, and to not fight the dark, and to spend nothing, the same discipline that had kept them now to carry them.
The second diver came up at the gallery mouth behind her, and the third, the burden-line paid down off the drum, the staging she had laid in the shallow legs and built through five weeks of patience arriving now exactly as drawn. Slings to the men. The bad arm bound to the body so it could not be torn in the doors. Sennen first, the worst of the cold, lashed warm against the strongest of them. The air-bag charged from the gallery pocket. The slates passing the count between them in the dark, hand to hand.
And under her feet, while they worked, the sea began to come in.
It came gently. That was the worst mercy of it and the truest, the thing she would not have believed until she stood in it: no fist, no fury, only the slow making of the tide the other way, the differential growing down in the figures exactly where the page had set it, the slack spending its last minutes precisely where she had budgeted them. The water rose at the ledge an inch and then it found the low door at the gallery’s foot and went through, soft, and she heard it go, a small swallowing in the dark, the sea coming into its new property quietly, claiming what was now its own and making no announcement of it. Room by room. It was taking the levels back the way it had given them, the deep coming home into the bal the Carns had held against it for a hundred years, and there was no malice in it at all, which was somehow harder to stand in than malice would have been.
She got them moving on the last of the slack.
Down the Foot, the burden train, the spent men on the lines and the lines on the divers and the divers on the rock. Slower than the swim in, far slower, the men dead weight in the cold water and the cold water beginning, far down, to want them back. She read the want off the doors as they came to them, each door clearing or fouling on its own lag off the same flood, the sound an instrument and the drowned levels its pipes, and she put the train through each note on the note’s own minute, the Foot’s late half-hour now spent, the Turn taken backwards on the bearing off Rhea’s stake, the stake faced to point the way back and pointing it.
At the foot of the workings the route came again within a body’s length of the rubble face, and there she stopped the train, and there she paid the deferred date.
Jowan came onto the line. They brought him off the broken edge gently, the way the slate had measured, and they wrapped him in the burden-sling the same as the living, no different, no less, the Carns’ own way over their own, and they carried him out among the saved. The four not rounded to three. He had been kept in the count five weeks of nightly knocking, his name knocked and unanswered into the swallowing dark, and the count did not drop him at the end of it. The Carns did not leave their people in the dark. They carried him into the lamp with the rest.
The air-stations breathed them leg by leg. At the Sump Door she put their hands to the held pocket and gave them the page’s breath and not the body’s, and they took it and went down through the winze on it, the burden going where she sent it. The Long Gallery’s silver roof, two breaths, no more. The Letterbox, the flat haul, the line running true. And all the while behind them the sea came on, gently, room by room, filling the rooms they had emptied, taking back the road as they used the last of it, the slack honoured to its last minute and the last minute sufficient, the page and the water agreeing to the very end on what the end would be.
The line came up off the drum. And then, on the line, weight.
The inner door gave them back to the bell’s small yellow reach, the burden first, then the men, then the divers, the dark giving up what it had taken and what it had kept and what it had only borrowed. And then the bell, and the long staged rise up the bell-line with the count audible the whole way in line-bells, Wren’s count, the minutes laid down one against the next, the figures bringing them up through the dark as exactly as the figures had taken them down into it.
They broke the surface into morning.
Into light and lamps and hands, hands reaching down off the barge and the stage, Pasco’s among them and a dozen others, the whole coast’s hands come down to the water for this, and the men handed up out of the sea into blankets and broth and the bound arm and the warmth they had spent five weeks without, no celebration in it, no shouting, only the work and the quiet, the relief taken the Carns’ way, in tasks. Jago’s arm bound. Sennen wrapped to the throat and not let go of. Branok up under his own power, near enough, a salvage-master walking off his own wreck. And Jowan brought up last and laid down apart and covered, kept, home.
Wren spoke the count’s last number, the figure that closed the budget, and set the pencil down across the slate, and did not say anything that was not a number, because the numbers were the whole of what she had to give and she had given all of them and they had all come true.
Tegen sat in the bottom of the boat with the water running off her and the cold in her to the bone, and she did not feel the thing the page had no column for and she did not name it. The lot. The debt. The discipline. All of it converted, the whole long winter of it, into exactness, and the exactness had carried four lives up out of the dark on the date it had promised. She had dived the calendar’s way and the calendar had held her. The debt’s last instalment, paid not in breath and not in defiance but in ninety seconds met where she had said they would be wanted. She set her slate down precisely on the thwart, the way she set everything down. The mark for Jowan was struck through now. The return was made.
That evening the tide stood full over Wheal Patience.
The men were ashore and warming, the broth and the blankets and the harbour wall’s rites still to come, and Tegen went down to the quay where the barge lay against the wall with Branok on its planking, wrapped, looking out. The sound lay flat in the dusk, the colour of old pewter, taking the last light off the west without a wrinkle on it. Somewhere under it, by now, the sea had finished coming into its new property, room by room, gallery by gallery, the bronze run and the deep levels and the man-ways all given back, the hundred years of work the Carns had held against the water folded under the smooth top as if nothing under it had ever been dry.
Branok looked back at it once. The whole of his life’s work, drowned, the bal his grandfather’s seal had sat on, the larder and the grain years and the children’s trade all under that unmarked water now, paid out for three lives and a fourth carried home.
He looked at it once.
And he said nothing at all.
Chapter 22
The Name in the Wall
Broth-steam stood in the lamplight, and three men slept in one long room.
Wren came in out of the dark with an armful of dried furze for the fire and stopped just inside the door, the way she had learned to stop in rooms that were not hers, reading it before she crossed it. The Nancarrows’ keeping-room had been given over to the mending. They had carried the three trestle-cots down from the lofts and set them along the seaward wall where the warmth pooled, and the broth-pot hung on its crook over the low fire, breathing a thin steam up into the rafters, and the men slept under it, all three, in the unguarded way of people who had run out of any reason to wake.
By the door, on the two pegs that had held it sixty years, the iron tap-rod was hung up.
She had not put it there. Pasco had, that first evening, when the rod’s work was done and there was no longer anything to knock for: lifted it down off the carn’s flank and brought it home and hung it where a man hangs a tool he is finished with. It looked smaller indoors. A length of barked iron with a foot worn bright where it had rung against the granite three months running, and a head worn brighter where the hands had knocked. A retired tool. She had stood under it for a while the first night and not known what she felt, only that the rock had answered it at the last, and that the answer had come true.
She fed the furze in carefully, a stick at a time, and the fire took it without a flare.
Jago lay nearest the fire because the cold had got deepest into him. His arm was set and bound, the bad break above the wrist that Morwen had drawn straight while he bit on a folded strap and made no sound (she had heard that, two rooms off, the not-sounding), and the arm rode now in a sling of salvaged sail-canvas across his chest, the fingers gone the colour of the underside of a fish but warming, day on day, back towards a hand. Sennen beyond him was wrapped to the throat and had been since they brought him up, the blankets changed for hot ones off the warming-rail and never let go of, and even sleeping his jaw worked sometimes on the cold that was taking weeks to come out of his bones. They warmed from the outside in, Morwen said. A man could be ashore and breathing and not yet, in the deep of him, be all the way out of the water.
And Branok, at the end of the row, awake.
She had thought him asleep. He lay still as the others, on his back, his hands folded on the blanket, looking up into the rafters where the steam went; but his eyes were open, and when she settled the last stick he turned his head on the bolster, unhurried, and looked at her across the sleeping length of his two men.
“You’re the slack,” he said.
It was not a question. His voice came rough off five weeks of cold and dark and rationed air, a worn-down version of itself, but it was steady, and it was dry in the manner she had learned the Carns’ voices were dry when they were carrying something. She had heard it only through granite until now, the lag-shapes of it knocked up the rod, we’ll keep, ask the carns, not us, and it was strange to put the rough true sound to the iron echoes she had been reading off the loft floor for three months.
“I read the tables,” she said. “Tegen swam them.”
“Aye.” He let that sit. “Her route. Your reckoning. Her lungs.” His folded hands did not move. “I had a deal of time to think about whose road I was waiting on.”
She drew the low stool over and sat by the fire’s end of his cot, not too near, leaving him the room a man needs. She did not ask him how he was. You did not ask a salvage-master how he was; you would get a count back, the same one he had given above water, Jago’s arm, Sennen’s cold, myself walking, and it would tell you nothing he had not already filed. She waited instead, which she had also learned here.
After a while he said, to the rafters, “Five weeks reading the water from the wrong side of it.”
“The wrong side.”
“From in it.” A breath that might, in a man with more breath to spare, have been something near a laugh. “All my working life I’ve stood on the top of the sound and sent men down into it, and read what came back up: the kibble’s weight, the line’s feel, the ore. The water was the thing in the way. The thing you went through to get to the metal.” His eyes moved along the rafters as though the levels were drawn up there. “Down there you stop being a man who works near water. You’re a man the water’s working. It came up the gallery an inch a night and I learned it the way you’d learn a neighbour. When it was going to lean, which way, what the cold did to a sound.” He was quiet a moment. “What the deep taught us, in the end, was the water itself. Not the metal in it. The water.”
It was the most words she had heard a Carn elder string at once, and she understood that he was not telling her a feeling. He was filing a finding. Laying down, in the only register he had, a thing he had brought up out of the dark that might be worth something, the way you bring up a sample and set it on the bench to be assayed later, when there is light. She did not answer it large. She filed it too.
“Worth selling, a thing like that,” she said.
His eyes came off the rafters and found her, and something in the worn face settled, the look of a man who has handed a tool to someone who knew what it was for.
“Aye,” Branok said. “It might be.”
And then he closed his eyes, spent, the speaking having cost him; and she sat on by the fire while the broth breathed and the three men slept, and did not knock and did not count, because for the first time in three months there was nothing the iron by the door was wanted for.
The ledger of it she did not keep on the slate, but she kept it.
It kept itself, in fact, all over the harbour, in how the place set itself to rights. The gear came back off the staging-barge over those days and was washed and stowed: the waxed hemp lines coiled and hung, the bell-glasses that had been air-stations carried back up to the loft and ranked on their shelf, the bell itself hauled out at last on the great winch and swung up onto the quay to dry, the iron lip that had touched the water on the calendar’s promise now standing dull and dripping in the daylight, an enormous retired thing. The working coast putting itself away after the longest job of its life. And as it went away she could read in it, plainly, without anyone saying it, what the job had cost.
The bronze sat unsold in the count-house. The deep run that bought the grain year, the kibbles brought up before the fall, the brass and the ore, the whole point of going down: it sat in its barrels in the cool of the keeping-room, and now there would be no more, because the bal it came out of was at the bottom of the sound with the sea in every gallery of it. The grain year was gone. The larder was gone with it: not in the sense that the shelves were bare tonight, but in the sense that the thing that filled them every winter would not fill them again. She heard Morwen and Tegen do the figure once over the salt-shed barrels, low, in the household way that love does logistics in lean places, and there was no softening in it and no despair either, only the count: so many barrels, so many mouths, so many weeks before the question would have to have an answer.
Nobody called it a bargain. That was the thing she came to understand, standing at the edge of it, the outsider learning the grain of the place. Nobody stood on the quay and said it had been worth it, three men home for a drowned mine; nobody balanced the columns aloud and pronounced the balance good. Because to call it a bargain would be to admit a world in which the men might have been left for the metal, and that was a world the Carns declined to have stood in. They had not made a trade. They had spent everything they had, on purpose, with their eyes open, as Gerren had spent his grandfather’s seal and the men below had spent the candles down to the named hour, and then they had put the gear away and started, quietly, on the matter of what came next.
Three men and a body home. The grain year gone. Both true, both in the count, neither cancelling the other. The wall would hold the body’s name and the larder would hold the loss and the coast would go on between the two of them, which was, she was learning, the only thing it had ever done.
The mine they gave to the sea on the water, on a still grey forenoon, in boats.
It was Hedra’s doing, the shape of it, as the keeping of things was always Hedra’s doing. She had the long-boats put out at the slack over the drowned workings (Wren read the slack for them, one last time, off the tables she would not need again for Wheal Patience), and they lay off in a loose ring above the unmarked water, oars shipped, the harbour’s elders and the household and the crews, and the bronze barrels not aboard because the bronze was the coast’s now and had nothing to do with the mine’s ending. Above fifty fathoms of sea where the bal had been, Hedra opened the keeping-room’s oldest book.
She did not eulogise it. She read its working life out of the ledgers, which was a different thing, and a colder one, and somehow the better for it.
“Wheal Patience,” she said, in the unhurried voice that had told sixty years of harbour their accounts. “First bronze raised in the year the long quay was built. Worked the back levels forty years to the eighty, then the sea came up over the eighty and the door was driven and she went deeper still, the bronze run opened below it. Deepest level, the one-ninety. Names she fed.” And then she read the names, not the dead, but the fed, which was the litany the Carns kept: the households the mine had carried, generation on generation, the lean winters got through on her metal, the Tregears and the Pascos and the Nancarrows, the salt-sheds she paid for, the grain she bought up the coast in the years the fish went north, a long compressed roll of ordinary names and ordinary survivals, read flat and quick, the whole of what a mine is for, which is not the metal but the keeping-alive. She read to the end of the entries. She read the last line, which was the rescue, set down in the same hand and the same ink as all the rest: given to the sea, this neap, for three men brought up and one carried home.
Then she closed the book, and did not throw it in the water (the book was kept, the book was always kept) but laid it shut on the thwart, the account complete. Accounted, not mourned. The Carns’ way of ending a thing was to get the sum right and write paid under it.
Into the silence after the book shut, Gerren stood up in his boat.
He had argued for her. He had stood at the dry end of the count-house bench and made the case for the mine, his grandfather’s seal and the larder and the grain years and the children’s trade, honestly and with the full weight of it, and the room had moved against him and he had been the first to put his boat to the drawing of the very door his grandfather drove. Now he had something small and iron in his hand. Wren knew what it was before he raised it, because she had heard its story by then: the key to the old sea-adit door, the door his grandfather sealed in the year the sea came over the eighty, kept by his family the sixty years since: a key to a door no living hand had opened, held against the day it might be wanted, as the Carns held everything against a day. It would never be wanted now. The door it fit was cut from its frame and drawn and lying open to the sound fifty fathoms down, and the levels it had kept dry were full to the roof.
He held it up so the grey light caught it, the long shank and the worn ward, and he looked at it the way Branok had looked at the water, once, the whole of a thing in a single look. Then he leaned out over the gunwale and let it fall.
It went in without a splash worth the name, a small dark drop, and the rings ran out and smoothed, and the key went down to the door it had outlived, sixty years of keeping let go in the one moment it became certain there was nothing left to keep. He sat back down. He said nothing. The disagreement was honoured all the way to the end: argued in full, lost in full, and now closed by the hand that had lost it, with the key cast after the seal, so that no part of it should be left unsaid or unspent.
The boats lay a while longer over the flat water, and then they took up their oars and went in.
They cut Jowan’s name into the harbour wall the next day, and the mason’s chisel kept the time of it.
The wall ran along the inner quay above the high-water mark, a face of dressed granite the colour of weathered bone, and it was old, older than the long quay, and it was covered in names. Wren had walked past it a hundred times in three months and read it the way you read a thing you do not yet have the key to: a face of cut letters, some sharp and some worn near to smooth, ranked in no order she could see. She understood it now. It was the coast’s account of its drowned: every one the sea had taken and not given back, and every one it had taken and given back to be kept, cut here in the granite where the salt could not lift it and the weather could not wear it inside a hundred years. The names of the lost and the names of the brought-home, side by side, because the wall did not sort them. The wall only kept them.
The tinners came in their working clothes, which was the rite (no black, the Carns had no black, they came in the canvas and the salt-stained wool they had pulled men out of the dark in), and they stood along the quay while the mason worked. He had laid out the letters in charcoal first and now he cut them, and the chisel-strokes were the only ceremony: the tap of the iron on the stone, the soft fall of the dust, again, and again, a slow and patient metronome that was, Wren thought, exactly the rhythm of the rod that had hung itself up by the door: a hand knocking on granite, asking, and the granite this time keeping what it was given.
J. O. W. A. N. The strokes counted it out.
When the name was nearly cut, Tegen spoke the eulogy. Wren had wondered, in the days before, what she would say, this careful, list-making woman who asked her questions about gear and weather before anything else and set every slate down square; whether the breath that had swum four lives up out of the dark would find words for the one it had not. And what Tegen did, standing at the wall in her diving wool with her square hands open at her sides, was make a list. It was the best thing the book of her would ever let her say, and she said it as she said everything, plainly, item by item, an account drawn straight.
“Jowan Tregear,” she said. “What he gave.”
The chisel went on behind her, the mason not stopping, because the cutting was part of the saying.
“A brazed patch on a cracked handlamp, so it lit one more season. Forty-one fathoms read off a kibble-line, the deepest reckoning any of us made, twice. The lot, when it came to him, taken without a word. Three jokes a day, by my count, two of them poor. A breath shared off his own bell-glass to Sennen at the hundred level, the time Sennen’s air ran short, neither of them speaking of it after. Every sum I ever set him to, checked back, and the two times I’d carried a one wrong, found.” Her voice did not break and did not rise; it ran level, as she read a count, and the levelness was the thing that made it nearly unbearable. “A hand on the winch in weather. A loose end always dressed. The last of his water, by the notch on the pick-haft, given to the count and not to himself.”
The chisel struck, and struck, and stopped.
“And his name knocked nightly,” Tegen said, “and never answered, and never dropped from the four to the three.” She let the last of the list down gently, the way she set things down. “That’s what he gave. We’ll keep it.”
The mason cut the final stroke of the N, and the dust fell, and it was done.
Wren had stood through it at the foot of the wall, and now, in the quiet after, she crouched to the lowest courses where the oldest names were, the ones worn nearly to the stone, and ran her thumb along them the way she had run her thumb along Rhea’s wire-dressed bracket in the loft, a year of weather and a hundred years of weather under the one gesture. She could not read most of them. That was not the point of them. They were here, and they had been kept here, cut into the one thing on the whole drowned coast the sea could not take a second time, and somewhere in the long roll of them there would be the first one ever cut, the oldest brought-home, the beginning of the keeping.
It was an atlas. Crouched at its foot with the dust still settling above her, she read it whole. The Carns’ first atlas, cut before any chart of theirs, older than any soundings: not a map of where the water was, but of who the water owed and who it had given back and who, by being named here, was kept home for good. Who is owed. Who is kept. Who is home. The same three columns she drew up the coast in ink on willow-paper, drawn here in granite by people who had never seen her atlas and had been keeping their own a hundred years before she came.
She thought of the letter, then, once, lightly: the one gone north on the ebb, entered in a boat’s ledger and read aloud, travelling now at the speed of trust towards a woman who left her name to be kept. A name set down so the asking would find it. The same act as this wall, exactly: salt-proof, weather-proof, a thing cut into the world so a person would not be lost out of it.
Because that was the whole of it, she thought, crouched there. Salt preserved. It was the first lesson of this coast and the last: salt kept the fish through the lean months in the cellars, and salt could not lift a name out of granite, and the same air that cured the one held the other. What the world had lost under the water it could not have back. But what it cut into stone, and what it wrote into paper, and what it left in a keeping-room against a day, that the salt held. That was how the drowned world kept its people: not by refusing the loss, which it could not, but by cutting the name where the sea could not reach, and reading it back, and never dropping the four to the three.
She stood. The tinners were turning away to their suppers, the rite kept, the account closed, the grief filed where grief was filed here, in the granite and in the count.
The mason laid his thumb to the last stroke once, brushing the dust from the cut, and gathered his tools.
The wall stood one name longer.
And down the open run of the harbour’s sightline, past the quay and the inner pool and the bell standing dull on the stones to dry, the sound lay flat and grey and unmarked over Wheal Patience, the colour of old pewter, taking the evening off the west without a wrinkle on it, the way it had lain the night they brought the men home, and would lie now over everything that had been spent to fill the long room with sleeping and the wall with one more kept name.
Chapter 23
The Salt Roads
The count-house wall was white again, washed back to nothing in the high-summer light, and Wren stood at it with the chalk and drew not a calendar this time but a coast.
She had not meant the morning to begin a thing. She had come to the count-house for the tide-tables and found Tegen already there ahead of her, scrubbing the last grey ghost of the rescue’s figures off the lime with a wet rag, the way the wall had been washed white for her once before by a hand that never named itself. So Wren took up the chalk that was lying in the sill and, because the wall was clean and her hand knew the shape, she began to lay the Carns down on it: the run of the outer islands south of Breanek, the three points, the sounds between them threaded grey and tricky where she had read them on the way in. Not the drowned levels. The living water. The coast above the water, drawn as a stranger sees it the first time and never quite stops seeing it.
By the time the count-house filled she had the whole reach of it on the wall, harbour to harbour, and the room had gone quiet behind her as rooms went quiet here, not waiting to be told but waiting to do the arithmetic for themselves.
It was Morwen who said it first, from the bench by the ledger-shelf. “That’s not a sounding chart.”
“No,” Wren said. She set the chalk down. “It’s a road.”
She turned and read them their own position aloud, the way she had once read them their tides off this same wall: flatly, in their own arithmetic, the cost named and not softened, because that was the only register this coast trusted and the only one she had ever wanted to use with it. The fish had turned north of the sounds three summers running and showed no sign of turning back; the cellars stood empty; that much they knew in their bones and did not need a stranger to chalk up. Wheal Patience was gone to the sea, the bronze run with it, and that they knew too, written one line under the sum in Hedra’s oldest book. So she did not begin with the loss. She began with what the loss had not touched.
“You’re sitting on the whole of it,” she said, “and you’ve been looking past it because it was never the work. Look where you are.” She laid the flat of her hand against the wall, over the sounds. “Everything that moves between the Severn settlements and everything south of here moves through this water. The grain from the east. The salt. The Lagan’s tin going up. Every boat that carries anything from one end of this coast to the other comes through your sounds, and there is not one of them, not one, that can read this water as you read it. You’ve been digging your trade out of the dark fifty fathoms down because the fish stopped giving it. The trade was never under the water. It was on it. The coast that can’t dig its living any more can carry it.”
She let that sit. The room did the sum.
It was Tegen who turned it into a list, which was how Tegen turned everything that mattered into a thing you could trust. She came up off the wall where she had been folding the wet rag and she counted it off on her chapped fingers, plainly, the way she had walked Wren the working coast that first week (kelp pans, salt sheds, the idle cellars), except that this time the list ran forward instead of down.
“Pilot work,” she said. “Every convoy that wants the sounds and can’t read them. We can read them. That’s wages on the water for hands that worked the bell.” One finger. “The salt. We’ve sheds and pans standing and the curing’s the one thing we never stopped knowing. Salt keeps. Salt sells, north and south both, to anyone victualling a passage.” Two. “And the cellars.” She paused on that one, and the room knew which cellars, the long stone rooms that had cured the pilchards before the shoals turned, that had stood empty three summers smelling of old fish and damp. “Empty’s not the same as useless. A relay wants stores down its length: somewhere to victual a boat, lay up against weather, hold a cargo over. We’ve the deepest, driest, coldest cellars on the coast standing empty between the Severn and the south. They’re not dead rooms. They’re the relay’s southern stores, if we’ll use them so.”
Three fingers held up, and she stopped, because three was where the case rested and Tegen did not pad a sum that stood on its own.
Pasco said, slow, as he said everything since the rescue: “Pilots need charts.”
“Pilots need charts,” Wren agreed, and that was the wall’s other half, the half she had drawn before she knew she was drawing it.
There was a long working quiet, the room turning it over as it turned everything over, looking for the place it didn’t hold. And then Branok stood up.
He had been on the back bench since the start, mending still, the five weeks below worn into him in a way the eye could see: slower, drier even than before, a man who had come up out of the dark into a world that no longer had the shaft he had spent his life going down. He had said almost nothing in the count-house since they brought him home. He stood now with both hands flat on the bench in front of him for a moment before he straightened off them, an old salvage-master finding his feet on a deck that had changed under him, and the room gave him the quiet it gave the eldest.
“The crews,” he said, “won’t dive again. There’s nothing left under the sound worth the breath, and there’s no one here’ll send a man down to prove it.” He looked at the wall, at the grey threaded sounds. “But I’ve a dozen hands that know more about the water than any boat that comes through these sounds will ever learn topside. Knew it before the fall. Know it different now.” A dry pause. “Down in it, a man stops working near the water and starts being a thing the water works. You learn its lean. Its lag. You learn it the way you learn a neighbour you’ve to live alongside whether you like the man or not.” He turned from the wall back to the room. “The deep taught us the water. We’ll sell the lesson.”
That was the whole of his speech, and it was enough, because it was the salvage-master himself standing up in the count-house and putting the diving crews to pilotage, and after that no one in the room argued the shape of the thing. They argued the particulars, which was how this coast said yes (who would pilot which reach, what the salt would fetch, whose cellar held what), and Wren stood at the wall while it went on around her and felt the coast take the drawing off the wall and into its own hands, as it had taken the calendar.
She picked up the chalk once more before she left. Under the sounds, small, in the corner, she wrote nothing. There was nothing left to write. The wall held a coast now, and the coast would carry its trade, and that was a sentence that did not need a question-mark from her.
After that the summer turned into work, and the work was the kind Wren had not done since the Lagan: not a rescue read to the minute against death, but the long warm patient charting of a coast that meant to live.
They took the Searcher out on the fair mornings (Wren and Tegen and whichever hands could be spared) and they sounded the sounds. It was old craft and slow, and Wren loved it as she loved few things, the lead going down on its marked line and coming up with the bottom told in its tallow cup, sand or shell or the clean grey scour of rock; the leading-marks taken off the land, a chimney brought onto a headland, a white house kept open of a point, the lines a pilot could hold in his eye and steer by when the chart was below and the water close. They worked the flood and they worked the ebb and they read the difference, because a sound that gave you four feet at the top of the tide could give you a keel on the stones at the bottom of it, and a chart that did not say so was a lie that drowned people.
The atlas’s southern pages came up out of that work one fair day at a time. Wren drew them in the loft of an evening, the willow-paper squared on the table, the soundings entered in their small honest figures, the leading-marks sketched in the margins with the land’s true profile beside them. And where she did not know, where the lead had not gone, where the rock might lie and might not, she drew the question-mark, the atlas’s whole discipline in a single curl of ink: this we do not yet know; do not steer your life by it until someone has.
She did not draw them alone.
She had set out to teach Tegen the slack, that spring, for the rescue, and she had taught it: the sound as an instrument, the levels as its pipes, the page read so you knew what the water would say before it said it. But that had been the deep, the dark, the killing arithmetic. This was the daylight of the same craft, and Tegen took to it the way a breath-diver takes to anything that can be reduced to a list and checked back. She learned the lead. She learned the leading-marks, which was the harder thing, because a pilot’s marks live in the eye and not the figures, and Tegen’s eye was a diver’s, trained to read what was under the water rather than how to keep off it. But she had the bottom in her body better than Wren ever would, the feel of the sounds from below, the doors and the lags of them, and that went onto the chart too, a soundings-table in her own blunt print, the eddies noted where the surface lied, the third hand on the work it had been on the survey: Gull’s and Wren’s and Rhea’s wire-dressed query, and now Tegen’s, plainly set down so no one need relearn it the costly way.
She learned the question-marks last and best. That was the thing Wren watched her come to: not the knowing, which Tegen had, but the not-knowing, the discipline of writing down the gap instead of guessing across it. The first time Tegen drew one herself, on the second reach, at a passage they had not had time to sound right, she did it slowly, and looked at it a moment, and then nodded once, as if she had set down a thing that cost her and was the right cost.
“It’s honester than the rest of the chart,” Wren said, watching her.
“It’s the part that keeps people alive,” Tegen said, and drew the next one without pausing.
They went down the coast harbour by harbour as the charting ran south, and at each one Wren delivered a letter. The Lagan’s letters: she had carried them the whole length of the coast, the bundle thinned now to a few, the Nancarrows’ long since given over. There was one for a salt-shed family at the third harbour who had a daughter married up the Severn, and the woman read it standing in her own doorway with the sea-light on the page and put her hand over her mouth and said nothing for a while, fifty years of no family news across that water answered in one folded sheet. There was one further south for an old man who could not read it himself and had his grandson read it to him on the quay, the boy stumbling over the Lagan hands and the old man correcting him from memory of a voice he had not heard in a lifetime. Wren stood off a little each time and let the letter be the coast’s and not hers, as she was learning to let everything be the coast’s, and then she took up the lead again and they sounded south.
The first paying proof came in the seventh week, on a grain convoy out of the east.
It was three deep coasters wanting the sounds, the eastern grain that the Carns had bought up the coast every lean year of living memory, except that this year the Carns had no metal to buy it with and the convoy had no one to read it through. So a Carns boat went out (Branok’s own hands, two bell-divers and Pasco at the helm, the new chart aboard in its oilcloth and Tegen’s leading-marks ringed on it) and brought the three of them through the sounds at the top of the flood, slow and right, keel and rock kept apart by water a pilot had measured and put on a page. They came in to Breanek on the evening tide, the grain-boats and the pilot-boat together, and the coast came down to the quay to see it as it came down for everything.
The convoy-master paid in coin, because grain came east in a world that still ran on coin in places, and he counted it out on the quay into Pasco’s hand, and Pasco carried it up to the count-house and laid it on Hedra’s ledger without a word. The first earned coin of the new living. Hedra looked at it on the open book a moment, and then she entered it, the pen unhurried, the line read back dry: so much, for pilotage of three bottoms through the sounds, the salt roads’ first wage. She did not say anything large over it. None of them did. But the room was full, and it stayed full a while after the entry was made, as a room stays full when something has been proved that needed proving.
It was an evening near summer’s end that they lodged the pages.
Wren had drawn the southern section fair: the whole reach of it, Breanek to the last sounded harbour, the soundings and the leading-marks and the honest question-marks, the title in the corner in her own hand. It was the largest single section the atlas had ever grown at once, the work of a whole summer, and it was finished, and a finished thing that mattered did not stay in a sea-chest in a loft on this coast. It went to the keeping-room.
They came to the green door in the long light, Wren and Tegen, and Hedra let them in among the held things: the drawers and the shelves and the sixty years of names and debts and letters, the window unmoved so the asking knew where to come. Wren laid the pages on the keeping-room table where Rhea’s letter had lain.
“It wants keeping,” she said. “Past me. The atlas goes north with me at summer’s end, and the southern pages oughtn’t to go with it. They belong to the coast that’s in them.”
Hedra looked at the pages a long moment, the harbour-keeper’s measuring look, sixty years of telling want from cause and a kept thing from a left one. “And what would I keep them as,” she said. “A letter? A name? A debt?”
“A chart,” Wren said. “Open. Not shut in a drawer against an asking. These are made to be used. Anyone wants a fair copy to carry, a pilot, a convoy, a boat going south that’s never read the sounds, they’re to have one.”
“Copied to any who asks,” Hedra said.
“With cause,” Wren said, and then, because she had learned this coast’s keeping by now: “and the cause is the asking. A chart’s whole reason is to be copied. The cause is built in.”
Something that was nearly a smile moved in the old woman’s face and did not quite arrive there. “Kept like a name, then,” she said. “Open like a road.” She drew a drawer (a wide shallow one, chart-deep, that Wren had not known the keeping-room had until she opened it, as if it had been waiting) and she laid the southern section into it flat and square, and that was the lodging: the atlas given a drawer in the institution that kept the coast’s whole memory, no longer a stranger’s cargo but a thing the coast itself kept and copied and carried.
“It wants a keeper,” Hedra said, when the drawer was shut. “I keep it. I don’t read it. The reading’s another craft.”
“It has one,” Wren said, and looked at Tegen.
Tegen had been standing very still by the table, in the way she went still when a thing was about to be set down that could not be unsaid. She looked at Wren, and then at the drawer, and then at Wren again.
“Me,” she said. Not a question, quite. Naming the weight of it to be sure of carrying it.
“You,” Wren said. “You sounded half of it. You’ve corrected the survey it grew out of in your own hand. You know the doors of these sounds from below better than I’ll ever know them from above, and you know now to write the question-mark instead of guessing across it, which is the only thing that matters and the hardest to learn.” She put it plainly, because Tegen did not trust a thing said large. “From bell-diver to chart-keeper. The pages stay with Hedra. The reading of them stays with you. When I’m gone north, the atlas’s southern keeper is you. The first keeper of these pages outside my own sea-chest.”
For a moment Tegen said nothing at all. She had a way of receiving the things that mattered most by not answering them in their own size; she had taken the whole of the search said aloud that way once, on the barge, with a hand on a watch rod. Now she reached out and laid her square diver’s hand flat on the shut drawer, square and certain, and she left it there a moment, and then she took it back.
“There’s a passage off the fourth point,” she said, “we never sounded. The day the blow came up. I marked it open.”
“I know,” Wren said.
“I’ll sound it before the autumn closes the season,” Tegen said. “And then I’ll fill it in true.” She paused. “And if I can’t get to it, it stays a question-mark, and the next keeper sounds it, or the one after. That’s how it’s kept.”
“That’s how it’s kept,” Wren said, the partnership of the whole hard summer reduced to four words and finished in them.
Hedra brought the keeper’s pen and the keeper’s corner (a worn place at the foot of the keeping-room’s working book where every keeping was signed, sixty years of hands) and she opened the southern section’s first fair copy on the table, the one a pilot would carry, and she set the pen by it. “It’s signed by the one who keeps it,” she said. “Always has been. So the asking knows whose word it stands on.”
Tegen took the pen. She signed it in the keeper’s corner, her name in her own blunt plain hand, the same hand that had corrected the survey at the second door and counted Jowan’s givings off at the wall. And then she did not set the pen down.
She held it a moment over the chart, over a reach of the fourth point where the sounding ran out and the rock might lie and might not. And beside her new-signed name, at the passage she had not yet swum, she drew an honest question-mark, small, deliberate, the atlas’s whole discipline in one curl of ink, exactly as her teachers would have: Wren, and Gull before her, and the engineer whose wire-dressed query had taught them both without ever meeting either, the woman gone north a year ahead of the letter that chased her.
Wren watched her draw it and thought, once, lightly, of a dying man in a loft up the coast a year and a season ago who had looked at her first ragged pages and given the thing its name, and then named it and let it go. She did not dwell on it. He would not have wanted her to.
Tegen blew on the wet ink to set it, and shut the fair copy, and laid it square on the others, the pages no longer one woman’s cargo but a thing the coast itself would copy and carry south for whoever came after; and beside her name, where the chart admitted what it did not yet know, the small mark stood like a door left open on purpose, like Hedra’s window, like a name left to be asked after.
Chapter 24
Findable
The keeper’s ledger lay open on the trestle, and Wren held the pen above it and could not, for a moment, make the first stroke.
It was a small book, oilcloth-bound, the pages soft with handling and ruled in a hand sixty years dead. Polgenna kept it on a shelf by the harbour steps where the light came in low off the water, and the keeper here was a man called Treveth, broad and slow, who had taken her atlas copy and turned it over twice and said only that it was a fair piece of work and where would she have him put it. In the drawers, she had told him. With the rest of the keeping. So whoever asks can find it. And he had nodded as though she had said the obvious thing, which she had, and brought down the ledger and set the pen beside it and waited.
She had given names to harbours all her life. Other people’s. Kestrel’s, when the boy ran her errands up the tin-coast. Rhea’s, asked after in forty drawers from the Severn to the sounds, a gull-feather scout looks for an engineer who leaves her name. She had spent seven years putting other people into other people’s keeping and had never once put down her own.
She wrote it now.
Wren, scout. Northwest for the crossings. The Carns hold my pages.
The ink stood wet and plain. No flourish to it, no asking in it. Plain as a sounding entered in its column: here is who I am, here is where I am bound, here is who knows the rest. Treveth read it upside down across the trestle and grunted, satisfied, and turned the book back to its shelf, and that was all. A name kept. The thing she had crossed a country to do to a stranger, done at last to herself, in a harbour she would not see again, by a keeper she had met an hour ago.
She did not say what it cost her. There was no one to say it to, and the saying would have spoiled it. She took her hat from the bench and went down to the boat.
It was the last of the coastal runs, the long slow giving-away of the season’s copies down the sounds before she turned the bow for open water, and she made it as the coast made everything: harbour by harbour, in their different keepings.
At Polgenna it had been the ledger. At the next island down, a place of three roofs and a chapel-cell whose keeper was a woman with salt-cracked hands, it was a board. The board hung in the chapel porch where the fishing families had chalked their dead and their debts and their comings-and-goings since before anyone could read, and the keeper took the chalk from its string and looked at Wren and waited, and Wren said it again, slower, watching the chalk move. Wren. Scout. Northwest, the crossings. The woman wrote it in a column under three other names, two of them weathered nearly to ghosts, and did not ask her to spell it, and hung the chalk back on its string. The rain would have it off the board by the equinox. It did not matter. It had been written. The asking, if it came, would have come and found it fresh, and that was the whole of what a name was for.
At the third harbour, the last one, the keeping was a line.
She had not seen it done this way before and stood in the man’s net-loft a while learning it, because that was the other half of the work and always had been: the coast taught her its keepings the way it had taught her its waters, one strange door at a time. He kept his account on a tally-line, a fathom of small cord strung from a beam, and into it he tied his knots — a turn for a barrel taken in, a different turn for a debt, a loop run through for a thing kept against an asking. He listened to her, and took the free end of the line, and made her a knot she did not know: a single hard turn with the tail tucked back through itself and drawn flat.
“That’s a name kept,” he said. “Won’t shake out. You can feel it in the dark, end of the line, last knot tied. Whoever runs the line for the asking, they come to you last and newest.” He drew it tight and turned the tail in and laid it flat, the way you finish a thing so the sea cannot pick it loose, and Wren looked at the small hard knot at the end of the line and felt something go very still in her, because she had seen an end tucked in and drawn flat like that before. On a bracket in a loft up the coast. On every loose wire Rhea had ever dressed in her life.
She did not say it. She had spent the summer learning what was hers to say and what the coast would only thank her for keeping. She thanked the man instead, and asked him to put a copy of the southern pages by the line for whoever piloted through after her, and he said he would, and they shook on it.
She had thought, climbing down to the boat, that there ought to be a word for what she was doing, going down the coast leaving herself in the keepings as she had spent seven years going down the coast looking for someone who had done exactly this, a season ahead of her, harbour by harbour, leaving her name so that someone might follow. There was no word for it. There did not need to be one. The thing was its own name. She cast off and worked back up the sound on the last of the flood, and behind her, in three keepings, in a book and on a board and at the end of a line, she was findable for the first time in her life.
She came back to Breanek on the morning of her last day, and the harbour let her go as it did everything, plainly, with its hands full of work.
Morwen had the chandlery account squared and read it to her off the slate without ceremony, what she owed and what was owed her, the open guild debt from the Lagan tally that had vouched her in carried now the other way, against the charting summer’s work, so that she left the Carns square. Pasco brought down a coil of waxed hemp she had not asked for and would need, and a second smaller coil, and said the second was Jowan’s lay, finer than the bal’s, that nobody else had the patience to work, and that it ought to go north with someone who knew what it was. Gerren came to the quay last and stood a moment, the man whose grandfather had driven the door’s seal and whose silence she had registered in the count-house all those weeks ago, and he did not say anything she would carry away in words. He put his hand out, and she took it, and he held it a beat longer than a handshake needs, and that was the council’s grief and the council’s thanks both, paid in the only coin the Carns minted, which was the doing of a thing and not the saying of it.
Branok she found on the harbour wall, mending, his lungs still short a year of breath he would never quite get back. He did not get up. He looked at the Searcher in the inner pool, re-rigged, her sails bent on and her sea-chest aboard, and he looked at Wren, and he put his hand out from where he sat.
“You read the water true,” he said. It was not praise. It was an assay, the salvage-master’s word, weighed and stamped and handed over, the highest thing he had to give and the plainest. Then, because he was Branok and because he had spent five weeks learning it in the dark: “It’ll be deeper north. Read it truer.”
“I’ll try,” she said.
“Don’t try.” He turned back to his net. “Read it. Trying’s for them as can’t.”
She laughed, which was what he had wanted, and left him to his mending, the elder’s whole benediction delivered without a wasted word and without a wasted feeling, a man telling her to come home alive by telling her to do her work.
Hedra was in the keeping-room with the green door standing open and the window unmoved where it had stood for sixty years, so the asking would know where to come.
She had the working book out, the big one, the corner of it worn pale where every keeping was signed. She did not look up when Wren came in. She turned a page, and found the place she wanted, and dipped the keeper’s pen, and waited, and only then said, “Bearing.”
“Northwest. The crossings, by the Irish Sea. Summer’s end.” Wren said it as she had said it down the sounds, plainly, a fact for the finding. “Where the atlas runs out of pages.”
Hedra wrote. Her hand was slow and certain and did not waver, the hand that had told want from cause for sixty years, and Wren watched her own name go into the great book of the coast’s keepings, Wren, scout, the gull-feather one, gone northwest for the crossings at summer’s end, and under it, in the same dry unhurried hand, a line that was not a fact but an instruction to the future:
So the asking finds you.
Hedra blew on the ink to set it, the way she had taught Tegen to do, and shut the book on it.
“There,” she said. “You were a long time learning that one.”
“I had a poor teacher,” Wren said. “She kept everything to herself.”
The old woman’s mouth moved, which was as near as Hedra came to a laugh. “She left her name once,” she said. “First thing she ever left anywhere. You followed it the length of a country.” She set the pen in the keeper’s corner and laid her dry old hand flat on the cover of the book a moment, as you settle a thing you have decided is finished. “Now there’s a line in my book that says where you are. And a line in her keeping, a year older, that started you. Two names in one room, and neither of you ever stood in it together.” She looked up at last. “That’s how it’s kept, scout. That’s all keeping ever was. A name set down so the next one finds it. You’ve made yourself into one now. Go and be it.”
Wren stood in the unmoved light a moment and could not find anything to put against that, so she did what the coast did, and gave her the only thing that answered it, which was nothing — a nod, and her hand taken, and the green door left open behind her exactly as it had stood, so the asking would know where to come.
Tegen was at the quay with the southern pages under her arm.
She had them rolled in oilcloth, the fair copies and the working copy both, the chart she now kept, and she stood at the head of the steps with them held against her like a thing she was responsible for, because she was. The student of the spring rehearsals, the lungs that had swum the long way home: a keeper now, with a chart of her own and a coast to grow it on.
“You’ll want to sound the fourth point again come autumn,” Wren said. “The bar shifts after the equinox gales. Don’t trust the spring soundings on it.”
“I know.” A flicker of something that was very nearly offence, the colleague’s reflex now, not the student’s. “I drew the question-mark, didn’t I.”
“You did.” And there it was between them, said and not said: the two of them no longer teacher and taught but two hands keeping one road, the way she and a woman gone north had been two hands on one rope across a year. “You did. Keep drawing them. The day you stop is the day it stops being true.”
Tegen shifted the pages on her hip. Then she reached up to her own hat — she had taken to wearing one, a scout’s habit caught off Wren without either of them naming it — and touched the brim, where there was no feather, and looked at Wren’s, where there was one.
“You kept it,” she said.
“It’s how she asks after me.” Wren put her fingers to the brim. The gull feather was worn soft now, a year and a half of weather in it, the mark the askings listened for. “Send it north and I take the very thing the asking’s built to find. It stays where it can be reached.”
“I know that.” Tegen’s chin came up, and she said the thing she had brought down to the quay to say, the second meaning she had found in the small object, turning it over the way Wren had taught her to turn over a sounding until it gave up what it really meant. “I’m not asking for the feather. I’m telling you what the keepings are now.” She nodded back up the steps, at the green door, at the harbour, at the whole strung coast behind it. “Time was, the feather was the only thing carrying the asking. One feather, one woman, up and down a moving coast. Now there’s a book with your bearing in it, and a board, and a tally-line, and a chart in every keeping from here to the Severn with your name signed where the road runs out.” She drew a breath. “Anything comes asking for the gull-feather scout, it doesn’t have to find you. It finds a keeping. And the keeping flies it north. The coast’ll carry your asking as it carries the salt now. You only ever had the one wing. We’re a thousand.”
Wren looked at her, this blunt plain young woman who had been correcting her survey at the second door a season ago and was now standing on the quay teaching her what her own summer had built, and felt the thing the whole season had been making turn over once and settle, complete.
“A thousand wings,” she said.
“A thousand wings.” Tegen gave the words back to her, the partnership of the hard summer settled into four words in this same harbour as it had settled into four words weeks ago. She held out the rolled pages, not to give them but to show they were held. “Go on, then. Before the tide makes its mind up without you.”
She warped the Searcher out of the inner pool on the last of the afternoon and bent to the work of leaving, and the work was a mercy, because it left no room to make a ceremony of it.
There was a moment, stowing the sea-chest down, when she felt the lightness. The chest sat differently in its chocks than it had a year ago. A letter lighter. A whole grown year of pages and an address and a fixed date, gone north on the morning ebb a season since by a captain who knew her three ways, entered in a boat’s ledger and read aloud and let go. She had carried that weight so long she had stopped feeling it as weight, as you stop feeling a thing you have always carried, and now it was gone and the chest rode lighter and she felt the absence of it once, cleanly, like a held breath let down.
It did not grieve her. That was the whole point, and she let herself have it once and then went on with the stowing. The search was out there travelling on its own now, at the speed of trust, harbour to harbour, a logged word that could not be lost when one hand let go. She had handed it to the world. The world was carrying it. The chest could ride light.
She took the Searcher down the sound on the evening tide.
The light went long and level off the water, as it did at summer’s end, and the carns stood up out of the silver sea on either hand as she threaded them, the granite hilltops of a drowned country with the sea running quiet in the streets below. She knew them now. Every one. She had sounded the gaps between them and named the rocks that uncovered at the springs and learned which lamp belonged to which roof, and she took the boat out through them on the made tide with the unthinking certainty of a pilot in her own water, which she was, which she had become without noticing the day it happened.
She cleared the last of the carns into open water as the dusk came down, and put the helm up, and brought the bow round to the northwest, and steadied her there, on the bearing she had left in a book and on a board and at the end of a line: the crossings, at summer’s end, where her course and her promise made one thing.
And she let herself think it, once, lightly, the new geometry of her life.
Somewhere north of her, on the sea-roads between the harbours, a letter was travelling towards an engineer. She did not know how far it had got. She did not know if it had reached her, or would; it might be three drawers up the coast or three hundred miles, logged and read aloud and carried on, or it might be in a hand at this very hour, being read. She had no way to know and she had made her peace with the not-knowing, which was its own kind of country to learn to live in. And somewhere on a summer coast, that same engineer was doing what Wren had spent her whole season learning to do: stopping, becoming a place, leaving addresses, so that the asking could find her. Two of them, at last, each leaving a fixed point in the world and sailing towards it.
And at the edge of the atlas’s pages, at the place the soundings ran out and the open crossings began, at summer’s end, there was a point on the chart with her name on it. A window that did not move. She would be standing on it.
That was all the hope she let herself have, and it was enough, and she did not make more of it than the sea would bear.
She looked back once.
The carns were going dark behind her against the last of the light, and one by one their lamps were coming on — a kelp-oil flame in a window here, a riding-light at a quay there, the chapel-cell’s small fire on its rock — scattered across the islands the way they had been the first evening she ever raised the Carns, a year and a season ago, when they had been an unreadable constellation and somewhere among them, unfound, a harbour held a name. She had counted them an impossible thing, that first night. A sky of strangers’ lamps, any one of which might be the one she wanted.
She had counted them all now. She knew which lamp was Polgenna and which was the chapel-cell and which was Breanek with its green door standing open. She knew whose hand lit each one and what was kept behind it. The constellation she had not been able to read on the first night she read by heart now, going away from it in the dark, the way you finally read the water you have lived in long enough.
She turned forward.
Ahead the sea opened out grey and level and empty under the falling dark, the way the next page of a chart is empty, the white of it waiting. The crossings. The blank pages where the atlas ran out and the drawing had to begin. She had behind her the last fair page she would draw of this coast, copied now into a dozen keepings and travelling south for whoever came after; and ahead of her, plain as the open water, the first page that had nothing on it yet, no soundings, no question-marks, not even the honest mark for the things she did not know, because she did not yet know enough even to mark her ignorance.
She set the bow on the northwest and held it there, and the made tide took her, and behind her the named lamps of the counted coast came on one after another into the dark, and ahead of her the empty page lay open on the water, waiting to be drawn.
Chapter 25
The Address
The freed gate passed under her keel on the flood, and Rhea felt the boat lift to it the way you feel a held breath let go.
She knew the water before she knew anything else: the long smooth pull of a tide that had somewhere proper to go, the hull rising sweet and unhindered where two years ago there had been only the dead slack of a lagoon strangled at its throat. She had stood on that throat one winter and sketched what it wanted to be. Now it was breathing. The barrage took the flood and gave it back through a gate that swung as easily as her winter self had promised it would, the way she had drawn it swinging on a board by lamplight, with another woman’s name unspoken in every line. She had not finished it. Her hands had drawn the want of it, and other hands had finished the doing, and here it was, doing — moving as sweetly under her as if she had stayed.
She had left this place a strangling. She came back into a harbour.
There were boats where there had been none, a quay re-decked in salvaged oak and willow, a relay-mark chalked on the slip for the askings to read. A world had grown up out of one winter’s want of a thing. She brought the bow round on the slack and let the lagoon take her in, and a figure came down the new quay to meet her — young, younger than the ring of keys Rhea carried slung at her own hip, moving with the particular care of someone who had nearly drowned once and chosen the water anyway.
The young woman looked at her, and then looked at her hands, and stopped.
“You dress your wire two turns flat against the bight,” she said. Not a question. “I have one of yours in the turbine hall. I keep it where I can see it.”
“Lowri,” Rhea said. She had heard the name on the rumour-road, Ifor’s girl, the diver, the one Kestrel had trained up over the winter to mind the gate. “You finished it.”
“We finished it.” Lowri took the bow-line without being asked and made it fast with a hitch Rhea herself might have thrown. “You’d best see.”
So she was shown, not told. That was the Lagan’s gratitude, and Rhea, who read every place she came to by what was broken in it, understood at once that nothing here was. Lowri walked her the length of the impoundment and let the work speak: the sluice-gear greased and turning, the windlass she had once condemned now strong, the turbine singing a clean note under the floor. In the turbine hall, on the wall above the bench, a length of pump-pipe hung where another keeping might have hung a saint — the wire dressed at its mend two turns flat against the bight, a hand’s old habit kept like scripture by a hand that had learned to read it.
Seven years she had dressed her wire that way for a reader who never came. Here it hung, read.
“I know your whole story,” Lowri said, looking at the mend and not at her. “The scout who wintered here told it. She freed this with me, in the equinox storm, in the dark, under the water. Then she sailed south in the spring to look for an engineer who dresses her wire a particular way.” A pause, careful as the rest of her. “We had your name before we had your face. Ifor’s note. We’ve been keeping it.”
“Keeping it,” Rhea said.
“Keeping it.” Lowri turned from the wall. “And something came north for you, on the relay. Ahead of you. It knew where you were bound before you arrived.” She wiped her hands. “Wait here.”
What she brought back was a packet wrapped in oilcloth against the coast’s weather, salt-stained at the corners where a dozen hands had carried it leg by leg up a chain of harbours that had not existed a year before. The relay’s last leg, made by hand, across a turbine hall. Lowri put it into Rhea’s hands and stepped back to give her the room.
The outermost page was an address, in a hand Rhea did not know and knew at once.
To the engineer who leaves her name.
She read it where she stood, by the light off the water. Seven years of pages, and she did not read them all, could not; she read them the way you read a depth you have just realised is under you. I wrote to no one for so long that the no one became a habit. A page further on, in a newer ink: And then there was someone to write to, and I did not stop writing. I only changed the address. Fragments, turning under her thumb. A bearing. A season. The Irish Sea crossings, at summer’s end. A point on a chart and a window that did not move.
And the address again, set apart, the freighted line of the whole of it: not to no one.
To her.
She had written her own letters across the same seven years, to nobody, and folded them into the linings of her name in every harbour from the tin coast north. Two letters, written for seven years to no one. Each now in the hand of the one the other had been written to.
She stood in the turbine hall with her own signature hung on the wall above her and the other woman’s seven years open in her hands, and for a long moment she did not trust herself to move.
“It’s good news,” Lowri said, not asking, leaving her the choice of answering.
“It’s an address,” Rhea said.
In the evening she sat on the impoundment wall with the chart spread across her knees and the gate breathing below her on the ebb. The Lagan would victual her north; Lowri had said so without being asked, the way she did everything, and had already gone to chalk the askings that would carry word of her passing along the relay’s new roads.
She did not set her course the way she had set every course for seven years, on a rumour, on the chance of a wake. She set it on a bearing in another woman’s hand. The crossings. Summer’s end. An appointment, and a place, and a name on the chart that was her own to keep.
She brought the harbour book down the wall to Lowri and watched her write the entry in her careful, late-taught hand: Rhea. The engineer. Northbound, for the crossings. And beside the name, the bearing, copied true.
Then she weighted the chart open on the wall to the open crossings, where the soundings ran out and the drawing began, and laid the letter’s last page along the course-line she had drawn.
The bearing in Wren’s hand lay against her own pencilled course like a parallel rule set down on a chart: two lines, the same line.
Seven years, and the first time the two of them had drawn it together.
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The Crossing
The Drowned Atlas - Book Three
Wren has spent her life learning to read water, and she has never needed the skill more than now.

She crossed an ocean to keep an appointment. After years of circling the drowned coasts of Britain, she and Rhea, the engineer she loved and lost to the deep, finally did the one thing two people in motion can do: they named a fixed point. The Irish Sea crossings, at summer's end, where the great flotilla gathers. Wren consigned the promise north along the relay, made herself findable, and sailed to be there.

She finds the meeting place cut loose and gone.

The Knot is a nation that has never owned a harbour. Its people, the Bound, lash their boats into one floating town and unbind to fish, following the shoals down a lifetime of seasons. But the shoals have gone north and not come back, three summers running, and now the Knot must do the hardest thing it knows: hold together and cross the deep to grounds beyond the edge of the old charts, or cut the lashings and scatter to the land for good. Into that foundering nation, days before Wren, came Rhea, who reads a community by what is broken in it. She mended what she could, and she did not wait. She threw her keel in with a fleeing people and sailed on with them.

So Wren has a choice, and it is the cruellest one the search has handed her yet. She can crowd on sail and run a warm trail down alone, the way she always has. Or she can give her craft to the Knot, pilot a whole moving town across a sea that has stopped feeding it, and follow the only people who hold the thread of where Rhea has gone. The trail is the warmest it has been in years. The season is closing. And the sea, which keeps every appointment it makes, is making one now that no one aboard is ready for.

A story in the world of the Tides of Tomorrow, and the third novel of The Drowned Atlas, The Crossing is hopepunk for readers of Becky Chambers, Emily St. John Mandel, and Lily Brooks-Dalton: warm, sea-deep, and built on the conviction that the way to find one person in a broken world is to help mend the whole of it, one community at a time.
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