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If not now, then when? If not you, then who?

— Hillel the Elder
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ACT ONE

Hunger





1 — The Dimming

The Lamp began to fail an hour before it was supposed to, which was the only part of the evening anyone trusted.

Renna stood with the others in the high ward and watched the long light dim along the axis of the world, as it had dimmed on this same Watch for more Turnings than the Keeping bothered to count. Up the curve of the cylinder, where the far wards hung overhead in their haze, she could see the windows going gold and then amber and then the deep ember-red that gave the vigil its name, the color draining out of the world a deck at a time, rolling toward her like weather she would never see. It was beautiful. She had been told it was beautiful since before she could speak, and that telling had proved true, which was not something she could say about most of what she had been told.

Beside her, her mother took her hand. Not for comfort. For form. On the Dimming you held the hand of the one who stood your Second, so that when the dark came full you would not be alone in it, and her mother had stood her Second at every vigil of her life. Her mother’s hand was dry and certain and smelled faintly of the Green, of the work she did up near the Spindle, where the air came freshly out of the leaves. Up there it was easy to forget that air was a thing you could run short of.

Once—only once, the year she turned nine—that same hand had taken her the other way. Down, past the Green, deck by deck to where the corridor opened out into grey and the air stopped being nothing and started being something: thick on the tongue, warm, faintly sweet, like breath held too long in cupped hands. People had worked down there in it the way people work anywhere, and coughed in a way no one up top coughed. Renna had stood at the boundary and asked the only question the day seemed to want—if it was all the same air going around, why was it dirtier down here than up where they lived—and watched her mother’s face, which was afraid of nothing, close like a hatch. She had not understood it then. She had only learned, all at once and without words, never to ask it again.

“Soon,” her mother said.

Renna nodded. She knew soon. Everyone knew soon. That was the point of a calendar: to take the one event that ought to frighten you most—the light going out on a sealed ship in the dark between the stars—and make it a thing you could set your shifts by. The fear had been filed down over the generations into something you could hold a child’s hand through. She knew it as she knew the curve of the floor under her feet—a fact of having been born here. What she could not do, had never once been able to do, was feel what the rest of them felt.

The Lamp went to its last red. In the half-dark the ward drew a single breath together, three hundred people inhaling on the same beat, and began to sing.

We are lent the air.

The voices came up out of the dimness around her, low and unhurried, like singing a thing you had sung ten thousand times and would sing ten thousand more, and Renna sang with them. She had a good voice. She had worked at having a good voice as she worked at everything else, because the things other people were given she had learned early she would have to make. The clean breath pays the debt; the fouled breath does not. Her mother’s alto found the line beneath hers and held it, steady as a held breath, and for a moment the two of them were one sound, and Renna let herself believe that the moment meant what it was supposed to mean.

It didn’t. It never did. But she had become very good at the believing.

Mark the day. Keep the day.

Around her the others had their eyes closed. That was the tell she watched for, year on year, the thing she could never counterfeit no matter how clean her voice came out: the faces going soft and inward, the small unguarding that meant the song was doing to them what it was made to do. The man in front of her had tears standing in the red light and did not wipe them. A girl younger than Renna swayed on her feet with her face turned up, lost, held. They were all of them somewhere Renna could not follow, the same warm somewhere, together, and she stood in the middle of them with her eyes open and her voice perfect and her heart sitting in her chest like a tool she did not know how to use.

Cycle the amine. Vent. Confirm.

She came in on the last word a sour note.

It was nothing. No one heard. One voice bent flat, in a ward of three hundred, swallowed before it could carry—and still her face went hot in the dark, because she knew—she always did—that the sourness was not a mistake of the throat. Her throat knew the rite cold. The wrongness lived somewhere her throat couldn’t reach. She had felt it her whole life as a kind of distance, the one voice that wouldn’t blend, as though some part of her stood off to the side of every pure thing and watched the rest of her perform it. She did not know what that part wanted. She had never been able to ask it, because the asking was itself the wrong thing, and she had learned the difference between the questions that were welcome and the questions that marked you long ago, like the heat of a surface you learn once and never test twice.

Amen, the ward said, all together, and the word closed over the dark like a seal.

Amen, Renna said, true this time, dead on the note, and meant by it only: let me have gotten away with it.



The light came back as it always did, not all at once—the Light did not forgive all at once—but deck by deck up the long curve, amber bleeding back into gold, the world returning to itself. People opened their eyes. They looked at one another with the particular tenderness the Dimming left behind, that softness of having gone down into the dark together and been brought up again, and they touched shoulders and murmured the small blessings, nominal, nominal, are you nominal, and meant are you well, are you here, did you come back up with me. Renna said it too. She was good at that part. She had a second self made of the parts she was good at, and it could carry a conversation across a returning ward while the true one stood behind it, taking notes it could not read.

Her mother was looking at her.

Renna arranged her face. It was the oldest reflex she had, older than memory, the instant smoothing-over, and she hated that it came before thought. But her mother was not looking at her like someone caught out. She was looking at her as you look at a thing you love and fret over, the worry worn so deep it had stopped being separate from the love, and that was worse, that was always worse.

“You sang well,” her mother said.

“I always sing well.”

“You do.” Her mother said it, without weighing it, and this was what Renna had never found the bottom of in her mother: she meant what she said, all of it, all the time. There was no second self in her mother. When she sang the rite, her eyes closed like the others’. When she told Renna the Dimming was beautiful, she was not managing a child; she was reporting the truth of her own heart, which also happened to be the truth of the world, because for her mother those had never once come apart. She had been born square with the Loop as Renna had been born off-nominal, and neither of them had chosen it, and only one of them knew there was a difference.

“Walk with me,” her mother said. “The light’s slow tonight. I want to be up before the wards crowd the lifts.”

They went up.

That was the shape of their life, going up—toward the Spindle, toward the thin bright air, toward the rooms where the Keepers kept the Watch over the things the rest of the Held were better off not carrying. Renna’s mother was a Keeper. Not of the inner kind, not one of the small number who held the deepest records and the gravest weight, but Marked, set apart, trusted with more of the sacrosanct machinery than most ever stood near. It meant they breathed clean. It meant that when Renna had been small and asked why the people down in the Lees coughed as they did, her mother had knelt and taken her face in both hands and told her, gently, that everyone breathed the air their lives had earned, and that the kindest thing Renna could do was keep her own breath clean so as not to add to anyone’s debt—and had said it with such love, such complete and aching love, that it had taken Renna years to understand it was the cruelest thing anyone had ever said to her. More years still to understand that her mother did not know that, would never know that, had handed her the knife, believing to the soles of her feet that it was bread.

They rode the lift in the comfortable quiet of people who did not need to fill silences. Through the cage Renna watched the wards fall away below, the amber coming up to full, three hundred souls dispersing back into their corridors carrying the soft warm thing the vigil had given them, the thing she had stood in the middle of and gone home without. She pressed her forehead to the cold of the cage and let the rising lift take the weight of her head.

“You’re tired,” her mother said.

“It’s late.”

“It’s more than late.” Her mother did not turn from the glass. “You’ve been somewhere else for half a Cycle. Since before the last Sum.” A pause, weighed and let go. “I’m not asking you to tell me where.”

And there it was—the door her mother left open every time, I’m not asking, the curiosity she had raised Renna inside of, look closely, ask why, the Loop gave us minds so we could keep it—the door that had only ever opened onto rooms her mother had already walked through. Her mother loved questions. Her mother had taught her to love questions. It had taken Renna a long and lonely time to map the exact shape of the room the questions were allowed in, and to learn that the one question that mattered—why am I the only one who feels nothing—stood outside the wall, in the dark, with the foulers and the Arrears and the things you did not say, and that to carry it toward the light was to watch her mother’s face do the one thing Renna could not bear, which was to go from worry to fear.

So she did what she had always done. She took the love that was offered and paid for it with the lie that she was well.

“I think I just want the Intake done,” Renna said, and was a little astonished, as she always was, at how true a thing could be made to serve a lie because she did. She wanted it done like a held breath. The Counting was coming—the season when the children of age were Taken In, entered onto the rotation, made counted, and her own crossing had been deferred a Turning for reasons no one had quite said aloud, and she had not let herself examine. She wanted to be on the other side of it. She had decided, somewhere in the half-dark of some earlier vigil, that the wall between her and the rest of them was a wall she had failed to climb, and that the Intake was the climbing, and that when she had crossed it, the sour note of distance would fall into tune and she would finally, simply, belong. She had decided this as the drowning decide the surface is up.

Her mother’s whole face changed.

It was not a large change. Her mother was not a large person, in her grief or her joy. But Renna had spent her life reading that face like the Marked read a gauge. She saw the worry go out of it—saw it go, all at once, the thing that had sat behind her mother’s eyes for half a Cycle simply lifting—and something came into its place that was almost too much to look at, because it was relief. The relief was for Renna, and it was built entirely on a thing that was not true.

“Oh,” her mother said softly. “Oh, I’m glad.” She reached and tucked a strand of hair behind Renna’s ear, the old gesture, from when Renna was small. “I’ve been so—I thought maybe you were pulling away from it. From us. I told myself I was imagining it.” She laughed, a little teary, at her own foolishness. “You were just waiting. You were ready and there was nowhere to put it yet.”

“That’s all,” Renna said. “I was just waiting.”

“My girl.” Her mother took her hand again, not for form this time, and held it the whole rest of the way up. Renna held it back and looked at the wards falling away gold below them, and she had just bought herself another season of being loved, and the price, as always, was that the person doing the loving would be loving someone who did not exist.

The lift came up into the bright. The air changed—Renna felt it as she always did crossing into the high reaches, the cleanness of it, the cool oxygen-bright nearness of the leaves, the first air of the world, owing you nothing because its debt had already been paid, far below, by someone you’d never meet. Below them somewhere it was still dim. Below them, far down the long throat of the world where the air arrived warm and used and heavy, the vigil would still be ending in the Lees, and the people there would be singing the same words she had sung, the clean breath pays the debt, in air that had crossed the whole world and every lung in it before it reached them.

Renna had never let herself think it before—not in those words, not as a sentence with a direction in it. It came up like the sour note, out of the same buried place, finishing a question she had set down at nine and never once picked back up. They breathe last, it said. We breathe first.

She put the thought down. She was good at putting things down. She had a whole life made of it.

But she noticed, as the lift doors opened on the clean and the bright and her mother’s hand warm in hers, that she had not been able to make the thought go. She had only been able to set it somewhere. And somewhere, she was beginning to learn, was not the same as away.

Tonight the light was coming back, and her mother loved her, and Renna walked up into the good air she had not earned and let herself, for one more night, be counted among the clean.





2 — Look Closely

The pump under the basin had been ticking for three days before her mother decided it was a lesson.

“Don’t fetch the Marked yet,” she said, kneeling on the floor of their quarters with her sleeves pushed back and the access plate already off, everything pushed back—sleeves, hair, the small fears of the day—when something was finally in front of her that she could fix. “Come down here. Look at it before anyone tells you what it is.”

Renna came down. This was the oldest game between them, older than the rite, older than anything Renna could name, and it was the one place in the world where the sour note of distance fell into tune on its own, without her having to work it true. Her mother did not want her to believe the pump. Her mother wanted her to look at it.

“It ticks on the draw,” Renna said, after a while. She had learned, over years of this, not to guess fast. Guessing fast was a way of asking to be told you were right, and her mother had no patience for it; she wanted the slow thing, the watched thing. “Not all the time. When the basin pulls.”

“So?”

“So it’s not the motor. The motor doesn’t know whether the basin’s pulling.” She put two fingers against the housing and felt for it. “It’s something downstream. Something that only moves when the water moves.”

Her mother’s face did the thing it did, the quiet lighting from inside, and Renna felt it land in her chest like warmth off the Green. “Keep going.”

They found it together—a clip gone soft, a length of line tapping the wall on every draw, nothing, a five-minute thing—but her mother made her find it, made her run her hand along the line until she felt the loose place herself. When Renna closed the clip and the ticking stopped, her mother sat back on her heels and looked at her with a pride so plain and so total that Renna had to look away from it.

“There,” her mother said. “You see? Nothing in this world is a mystery. It’s just a thing you haven’t looked at closely enough yet.” She wiped her hands on the rag at her hip. “People want it to be mysteries. It’s easier to kneel in front of a mystery than to get down on the floor and look. But the Loop isn’t a mystery, Renna. The Loop is a thing that wants to keep working, and it tells you what it needs if you’ll only pay attention.”

Renna had heard some version of this for as long as she could remember. It was the truest thing her mother believed and the most beautiful thing she said, and Renna had spent years not understanding why it sat so badly in her, why a creed that was nothing but look closely, pay attention, nothing is beyond you should leave her feeling, every single time, like a door had been opened onto a room and then very gently closed before she could see how far back it went.

She understood it a little better now, though she would not have said so. It was because her mother believed in looking closely with her whole heart, and had never once, in all the years of saying it, turned and looked closely at the one thing.



Her mother worked the Green—was Marked for it, bore the Tag for it, spent her Watches up where the grow-fields curved toward the Lamp and the air came off the green unbreathed. It was honorable work and clean work and it had given them this: quarters in the Plenum, the good air at the door, a life two decks below the Spindle where the Keepers kept the Watch. Renna had grown up with the smell of the Green in her mother’s clothes and had believed, for most of her childhood, that the smell was her mother, as a child believes the weather of the house is the world.

There had been a day, when she was nine, that taught her the difference—the day her mother took her all the way down to the edge of the Lees, meant, like everything her mother gave her, as a gift. Renna did not let herself walk back into it now. She knew only what it had left in her: that there were two kinds of looking, and that the second kind—the kind that had once made her mother afraid—was the kind you learned never to do again. She had learned it at nine, in a single afternoon, and had been unlearning it ever since without knowing she still carried it.



“You’ve gone somewhere again,” her mother said.

They were eating. Renna came back to the table, to the small good meal, to the clean air and the lamp turned low for the Watch. Her mother was watching her over the rim of her cup with the old worry—but lighter now, Renna saw, lighter than it had been all Cycle, because of the lie Renna had told her in the lift. I just want the Intake done. Her mother had been carrying that lie like a warmth ever since.

“Thinking about the Counting,” Renna said, which was true, and which her mother would hear as the good kind of true.

“It’s soon.”

“I know it’s soon.”

Her mother set the cup down. She had a way of arriving at a thing sideways, of letting it sit on the table a moment before she touched it, and Renna braced without knowing yet for what. “The Foreman’s people asked after you,” her mother said. “At the last Sum. Whether you’d be crossing this season.” She said it lightly, like setting down something you’ve been carrying carefully so it won’t show how much it weighs. “They notice, Renna. A Keeper’s child who reads as well as you do, who thinks like you. There’s a place for that. Up the Spindle, with the records, with the Book—that’s not given to many, and it’s not given young, but they notice, and I—” She stopped. Started again, plainer. “I would be glad of it. I won’t pretend I wouldn’t. To have you near the inviolable work. To know you were kept.”

Kept. The word the rite was named for. The word that meant safe and meant held and meant, if you followed the line all the way down, as Renna had learned never to do, owned.

“I know,” Renna said.

Her mother reached across the table and tucked a strand of hair behind Renna’s ear, the old gesture, the gesture from the lift, the gesture from a thousand kneelings on the floor. Her hand smelled of the Green. And Renna sat very still under it and felt the two things at once, as she always did now: that she was loved, completely, by a woman who would walk her down the whole length of the world to teach her to see—and that the same woman, with the same hand, was the one who had taught her which parts of the world she was allowed to look at, and had been so afraid, that one time, when Renna looked past the fence.

Look closely, ask why, nothing is beyond you—and then, without ever once feeling the contradiction, but not at that. Never at that. Keep your breath clean. She had handed Renna a lamp and shown her exactly how far she was permitted to carry it, and had loved her the whole time, and meant every bit of it, and would die not knowing she had done anything but love.

“Finish your meal,” her mother said, and smiled, and Renna finished her meal, and across the small bright table the two of them were happy, and only one of them knew it was built on something that would not hold.

The Counting was soon. Renna had started, somewhere under all the lying, to make a decision—though she would not have called it that yet, would have called it nothing. The wall she stood behind, she had decided, was only a wall she had failed to climb: everyone else had gone over and she had not, and the failure was hers, and there was still a way up if she pushed hard enough.

And tonight there was only the lamp turned low, and her mother’s hand smelling of the leaves, and the soft unbearable weight of being loved as someone she was not.





3 — The Same Water

She was nine the day her mother took her down, and she would spend the rest of her life climbing back toward the bottom of it.

It was meant as a gift. That was the part she could never get past, after—that it had been a good day, the best kind of day, the kind her mother gave her instead of the kind other mothers gave their children. Her mother did not give her sweets or songs. Her mother gave her the world with its plate off, and stood back, and let her look.

“All the way today,” her mother had said that morning, pushing her sleeves back, that light coming up in her as it did when a thing was finally in front of her to be understood. “Not just the Green. I want you to see the whole of it. You can’t love a thing you’ve only seen the top of.”

So they went down.

They went down the long throat of the world deck by deck, her mother naming everything, and Renna held her hand and felt the naming go into her like warmth off the Lamp. That’s the reclamation draw. That’s where the water comes back to be made clean. Her mother crouched her down at a grating and made her watch the grey water sheet past underneath, going somewhere to be mended. “It’s the same water, Renna. The water you drank this morning, the water in the Green, the water down here—it’s all the same water, it has always been the same water, it just goes around and around the world forever being made clean again. Isn’t that a wonder?”

And it was. Renna had felt the wonder of it like a hand on the back of her neck. The same water. Around and around. Nothing lost, nothing new, the world drinking itself forever and keeping itself alive by paying attention. She had wanted, at nine, to put her hands in it.

The air changed as they went. She noticed it as she noticed everything, without yet knowing that noticing was a thing she would be punished for. Up where they lived the air reached you first, before anyone, cool and bright and near, and you forgot it was a thing at all. Deck by deck going down it got—more. Heavier. Warmer. It stopped being nothing and started being something, started having a weight on the tongue and a faint used sweetness to it, like breath held too long in cupped hands. By the time the Lamp’s light had gone from gold to a kind of ordinary grey, the air was a thing she could feel herself moving through, and she said so, because she said everything then.

“The air’s gotten thick.”

“It’s older here,” her mother said, easily, naming it like the rest. “It’s been breathed more. It does more work down here, the same air, before it gets sent up to be made clean again. That’s all.” And she said it the same as she said everything, with her whole heart, meaning it, and Renna took it as she took everything her mother said, as simply the shape of the world.

They stopped at the edge of the Lees, because her mother would not take her in.

Renna remembered the heat of it for the rest of her life. The way the corridor opened out and down into a wider, dimmer place, lit grey, hung with lines and ducts, loud with the low working sound of the bottom of the world. And the people. People working in it as people work anywhere, except that they wore the reclamation crews’ grey at their cuffs, and they breathed the thick used sweet-heavy air just as Renna breathed the clean—without choosing it, without noticing it, because it was the only air there was and you did not notice the only thing there was. They coughed, some of them, low, in a way the people up top did not cough. Renna noticed that too.

And she noticed the marks.

They were everywhere, down here, once she saw the first one—stamped into the metal of the bulkheads and the housings and the great sealed hatches, rows of small hard shapes pressed into the world by some hand a long time gone. Up top there were marks too, on the inviolable things, on the Book, but up top the marks were sacrosanct, kept behind glass, bowed to. Down here they were just—on things. On a hatch a man was leaning against to eat. Stamped into a housing somebody had set a tool-bag on top of. The same kind of shapes, she was almost sure, as the untouchable ones, but no one down here was bowing to them. No one down here was even looking at them.

“What do the marks say?” Renna asked, pointing at a row of them pressed deep into the great hatch nearest them.

Her mother glanced at it. “Old marks,” she said. “Maker’s marks. No one’s read those in lifetimes, love. There’s no one left who knows how—they’re from the first world, from before. They’re just on everything down here.” She said it without weight, no more than if she were calling a wall grey. “Pretty, aren’t they.”

No one’s read those in lifetimes. Renna looked at the rows of small hard shapes that someone had pressed so carefully into the metal, so deep, so evenly, like a thing pressed by someone who badly wanted a later person to find it—and felt, at nine, a small cold confusion she had no words for and put down at once: that someone had gone to so much trouble to say a thing, on every hatch, in every bay, all down the bottom of the world, and that the whole world had simply stopped being able to hear it, and that nobody seemed to think this was strange but her.

She put it down. She was already good at that, at nine.

But she did not put down the other thing, because the other thing she did not see coming, not even as it came up out of her.

One of the crew—a woman not much older than her mother, grey at her cuffs, a hard kind face—had stopped her work and was looking at them. At the two of them, standing at the boundary in their clean light clothes with their clean unhurried lungs, the Keeper’s girl and the Keeper’s daughter come down to look. She did not say anything. She looked at them like weather you can’t do anything about, and then she went back to her work. But she had looked, and the looking had done something to Renna, had turned her own looking around like a mirror turning a light—and Renna stood at the edge of the Lees full to the top with the wonder her mother had poured into her all morning, the same water, around and around, isn’t it a wonder, and she followed it. She followed her own looking as her mother had taught her, hand along the line until you find the loose place. She did not decide to. No part of her marked it as a transgression—it was only where the looking went next.

She looked up at her mother and she said:

“If it’s the same air going around, and it gets dirty going around—then everybody’s breath dirties it the same. So why is it dirtier down here than up where we live?”

She was not accusing anyone. She was nine. She had followed the line.

And her mother’s face —

That was all of it, in the end. Not the heat, not the marks, not the woman, not even the question. Her mother’s face, which Renna had been reading since before she could speak, did a thing Renna had never once seen it do. It went still. Then it went careful. And then—for just a moment, one moment, before she could pack it away—it closed, closed like a hatch, the morning’s warmth folding itself shut and disappearing somewhere Renna could not follow, and a new thing came up over it that Renna would spend years learning the name of.

Fear. Her mother, who was afraid of nothing, who got down on the floor and took the plate off the thing that frightened other people, had looked at her own curious child standing at the edge of the Lees and been, for one moment, afraid of her.

It lasted a moment. Then her mother knelt—the same kneeling, the pump-kneeling, the come-down-and-look kneeling, except that this time there was nothing she wanted Renna to see—and took Renna’s face in both hands, and her hands smelled of the Green, and she said, gently, so gently it took Renna years to feel the edge folded inside it:

“Everyone breathes the air their life has earned, love. That’s all. The kindest thing you can ever do—the very kindest—is keep your own breath clean. So you don’t add to anyone’s debt. Will you do that for me? Will you keep your breath clean?”

And Renna, nine, with her face in her mother’s hands and her mother’s fear still cooling in the air between them, said yes. Of course she said yes. Anyone would have said yes too, to that face, with those hands on you, in that voice.

Then her mother stood, and took her hand, and walked her back up.

She named everything on the way, the same as coming down, the reclamation draw and the water that was always the same water, and by the time they came up into the clean bright air of the Plenum the morning had been mended, sealed, made nominal again, and her mother was her mother again, light and certain and full of love, and the moment at the boundary had been folded so small and put so far away that for a long time Renna almost believed it had not happened.

But she had felt the two kinds of looking, that day, even if she could not yet name them. There was the looking her mother loved—the pump, the line, the loose clip, the same water going around, the looking that ended in a thing understood and a child held close. And there was the other looking. The looking that had made her mother afraid. And she had learned, without one word being said, in the wordless way a child learns the temperature of a room, that the first kind made you her mother’s daughter, and the second kind made you something her mother had to be afraid of—and that she had better, for the rest of her life, do only the first kind, and never, ever, the second.

She put the second kind of looking away so thoroughly, so young, that for years she did not know she had done it. She only knew that her voice came out sour against everyone else’s at the rites, the one note that would not blend, and that she did not know why, and that she hated herself for it, and that the hating was the safest thing she owned, because the hating kept the question pointed inward, at herself, where it could not get her marked.

Because there had been a second question, that day. She had felt it form, at the very edge of the first one, in the moment before her mother’s face closed—and she had not asked it, had not even let herself shape it, had buried it so deep and so fast that it would take her the better part of her life and the whole length of the world to dig it back up. It was not why is the air dirtier down here. That one she had asked, and learned never to ask again. The second one stood just behind it, in the dark, where the foulers were and the Arrears were and the things you did not say. It was small, and patient, and it had her mother’s fear wrapped all the way around it like a seal.

It was: and what if there’s nothing wrong with me for asking.

She was nine. She could not hold it yet. She put it down with everything else, and breathed the good clean air all the way home and did not pay for it, and held her mother’s hand, and kept her breath clean, and did not know that she had just been handed, in the gentlest voice she would ever hear, the exact shape of the wall she would spend her whole life learning she had not failed to climb—that no one had. That it had been built.
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