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Chapter 1
Down Through the Fog
The fog gave up the moon a piece at a time, and the first thing through it was a light that had no business still being lit.
Roy saw it from the forward port, a small warm smudge high up and to the left, the colour of a lamp turned low for the night. Then the fog closed over again and took it back, the way fog out here took everything back sooner or later. He waited. He was good at waiting. After a moment the smudge returned, steadier this time, and he found he had leaned in toward the glass without meaning to.
“There’s a light up there,” he said.
“There’s a great deal of fog down here,” said Bart, from the second seat. “I would not set too much store by the light. Lights go out.”
The Marigold came down through it slow and patient, the way she did everything, an old faded barge that had been mended more times than she’d been clean, dropping her nose toward a moon nobody had bothered to keep on the charts in a good while. She smelled, as she always smelled, of Hessa’s galley: of something onion-sweet going gently brown, of bread that had been promised for an hour and would arrive, as bread did, exactly when it was ready and not a minute before. Down here at the lonely, foggy end of the Scatter, in the corner of the frontier where the trade routes frayed out into nothing, that smell was the only warm thing for a very long way, and Roy was glad of it.
“Easy,” he said, though Pip already had the ship as easy as a ship could be.
“I am being so easy,” said Pip, both hands light on the trim, watching three things at once. “I have never been this easy in my life. I cannot see a thing, Roy, it’s all soup, but the beacon’s holding and the ground’s where the ground’s meant to be, so we are absolutely fine, we are completely fine, hold on.”
They were completely fine. The Marigold settled onto the moon with a sigh through her old frame and a small grateful tick from somewhere in her belly, and the fog pressed itself against every port like a curious thing that wanted in.
For a moment nobody moved. That was a thing Roy had noticed about arrivals: the held breath before the door. Mungo broke it, as Mungo usually broke it, by lifting his big mossy head from where he’d been half-dozing against the bulkhead and saying, slowly, “Is it suppertime?”
“It’s nearly suppertime,” said Hessa, from the galley hatch, wiping her hands on the cloth that lived over her shoulder. “It’s near enough suppertime that you can wait for it, and waiting’s good for you, and don’t pull that face, you great soft thing, the face won’t help the bread.” She looked past him to the ports, and the fog looking back. “Where’ve you put us, Roy?”
“Edge of nowhere,” said Roy. “Posted moon. There’s a job.”
“There’s always a job.”
“There is,” he agreed, and reached for his coat.
The hatch let in the cold, and the fog, and the smell of wet stone and something faintly green underneath it, growing things that had carried on growing without anyone to watch them. The light Roy had seen was gone again behind the murk. But there was a figure waiting at the bottom of the ramp, a human shape made vague by the weather, and as he came down it resolved into a woman in a good coat with a satchel over one shoulder and the particular stillness of a person who had been somewhere a while and would rather not have been.
“Captain,” she said. Not a guess. She’d done her reading. “Verity Quill. Salvage and reclamation. You’ll be the wrangler they sent up the notice for.”
“Roy.” He put out his hand and she took it, brisk, dry, a handshake with the clock in it. “We saw your light coming down. Up the hill there.”
Something crossed her face, there and gone. “That’s not mine,” she said. “That’s the job.”
She had a way of standing that told Roy a fair bit before she’d said three sentences. She stood like a person with a schedule that other people kept making longer. Not unkind. Just tired in the way of someone who had explained a reasonable thing several times to people who would not be reasonable about it, and had a deadline besides.
“You want to do this out here in the wet,” she said, “or somewhere a body can hear itself?”
“Out here’s fine,” said Roy. “I like to see the ground I’m standing on.”
“There’s a thought,” she said, dry, and Roy decided he could probably get along with her. “All right. Plain version. This moon’s posted for reclamation. The valuation’s done, the order’s signed, and the clock’s running, which I’ll be honest with you is the part of my week I’d like to put behind me. Whole place reverts and gets booked for resource recovery on a fixed date and the date is not generous. My job’s to see it cleared before then. Cleared and certified and off the ledger.”
“Cleared of what?” said Roy. “Place looks empty enough.”
“It is empty.” She said it flatly, and then seemed to hear how it sounded, and softened it by a degree. “The town went a generation back. Whole community, packed up and moved on to better dirt, the way they do out here. Houses, street, the lot, all of it sitting down there under the fog gone soft at the edges. Nobody to clear. That part’s easy.”
“And the hard part’s up the hill,” said Roy. “Where the light is.”
Verity Quill looked at him for a second longer than she needed to, the way people did when he’d got somewhere a half-step ahead of where they’d meant to bring him.
“The hard part’s up the hill,” she agreed. “There’s a mission up there. Old mission-hospital, a care order, nursing stock. Medical units, getting on for obsolete, built to look after the sick. Five of them. And they will not leave.”
She said it the way you’d report a fault. They will not leave. A line item that hadn’t resolved when you ran the figures the second time.
“Won’t leave,” said Roy.
“Won’t leave, won’t power down, won’t be relocated, won’t, near as I can tell, do anything but keep that lamp burning and the kettle on and the beds made up for patients who packed up and left when their grandparents were young.” She shook her head, and there was no cruelty in it, only the flat puzzlement of a sensible person at an unsensible thing. “It’s a glitch. Devotion-loop, if you want the term for it. They were made to look after people and the people went away and nobody ever told them to stop, so they’ve gone on looking after an empty hospital for thirty-odd years like it’s the busiest morning of their lives. It’s a kindness to switch that off, Captain, whatever it looks like from down here. That’s not a thing a machine should have to keep doing forever for nobody.”
“And you’d like me to talk them down off it,” said Roy.
“I’d like you to do the awkward part,” she said. “I do the paper. The paper’s all in order. But I’m not a wrangler, and the order’s, well.” For the first time she hesitated, and Roy watched the hesitation with interest, because it was the truest thing she’d shown him. “They’re polite about it. They keep offering me tea. You can’t strong-arm a thing that keeps offering you tea, it just feels rotten, and I’ve a clock running and a clause that says it’s got to be done clean. So I posted for a wrangler. Somebody who knows how to move stock that’s gone attached to its post. Get them shut down, boxed up, off the moon, before the date. There’s good money in it. Quick, even, if you’re brisk about it.”
Quick, if you’re brisk about it. Roy had heard that one before, on a good few worlds, dressed in a good few coats. It usually meant: don’t look too hard at the thing before you switch it off, because looking is the slow part, and the slow part is where the trouble lives.
He didn’t say any of that. He looked up the hill instead, to where the fog still hid the lamp, and let her wait the way Mungo had been made to wait for his supper. It was, he had found, a useful thing to do to people who had clocks. It told you how much of the clock was real.
“Tell me about the town first,” he said.
She blinked. “The town’s empty. I told you, it’s the part that’s already done.”
“Humour me. I’ll have a look on the way up.”
So on the way up he had a look.
The path climbed from the landing field in a long curve, and it took them down past the bones of the town before it turned and took them higher. Verity went ahead, sure-footed, satchel knocking at her hip, and Roy let himself fall a pace behind to see what there was to see, which was his real work, though it never looked like work to people who hadn’t watched him do it.
There wasn’t much, and the not-much was the whole of it.
Houses, the way she’d said. Low and plain, built close for warmth, the kind of houses people raised children in and got old in and meant to come back to. The fog moved between them like a slow tide, and the doors stood open or stood gone, and inside there was the particular dark that gathered in rooms no lamp had been lit in for a generation. A street ran through the middle of it, or had run, before the moss and the wet and the patient green things took the edges of it back toward the ground a finger-width a year. Somewhere a loose shutter knocked, once, twice, in a breeze Roy couldn’t feel. No light in any window. Not one.
He stopped at the end of the street, where it gave out, and stood a moment with his hands in his coat pockets.
Cold houses. A whole town of them, going quietly back to the moon.
And up above, when he tipped his head back, there it was again through a thinning in the fog: the mission. A low long building set higher than everything, and warm. Properly warm, lamplight spilling yellow from more than one window, the kind of light that meant somebody inside had trimmed a wick and tended a fire and meant the place to be ready. Above a whole town of dark windows, one building had kept its lamps lit.
Roy looked at the dead town below and the lit house above, and he didn’t put a name to the gap between them yet. He just let himself feel the size of it. A generation of nobody, and somebody up there still keeping a light burning against the night. You didn’t tidy a thing like that off a ledger before you knew what it was. You couldn’t. It wasn’t, whatever the paper said, a faulty thing waiting to be switched off. A faulty thing didn’t trim its wicks.
“Coming?” Verity called back, not unkindly, from up the path.
“Coming,” he said, and went on up.
They came back down to the field with the fog gone the colour of pewter and the evening drawing the warmth out of the air. The Marigold sat patient in it, every port glowing now, and the smell of Hessa’s bread had finally made good on its promise and was carrying out across the wet ground like a hand laid on the shoulder.
“So you’ll take it,” Verity said. It wasn’t quite a question. She’d a date to meet and a man in front of her who knew how to move stock that wouldn’t move, and that was meant to be the end of the arithmetic.
“I’ll take the job,” said Roy.
She let a little of the tiredness go out of her shoulders.
“But not the way you’ve drawn it,” he went on, gently, because he’d no wish to make a hard week harder, and because she was, he was fairly sure of it by now, a decent person doing a job she believed was the kind thing. “I don’t go up there to talk them off their post quick and brisk. That’s not how I work, and it wouldn’t be honest to take your money pretending it was. I go up to find out what it actually is. Then we’ll see.”
“It’s obsolete medical stock running warm for nobody,” she said. “I’ve the valuation in my bag.”
“You’ve the valuation,” he agreed. “I’ll have the look. If your figures and my look come out the same, we’ll have no quarrel. If they don’t.” He shrugged, an easy thing, the most patient shrug she would likely see all month. “Then they don’t, and we’ll have a talk about it, you and I, and not before.”
Verity Quill studied him in the gathering dark, and whatever she decided she kept to herself. “Brisk would’ve been cheaper,” she said.
“Most things are,” said Roy. “Cheaper’s not the same as done.”
He went up the ramp ahead of the cold. Bart was waiting just inside, exactly where a person would stand if they had been bracing themselves against the news for the last hour.
“We have a job, then,” Bart said.
“We have a job.”
“And it will, I expect, end in tears.” Bart inclined his head a precise degree toward the dark hill and the small far light upon it. “It generally does. Shall I tell Hessa to hold the bread?”
“Don’t you dare hold my bread,” came Hessa’s voice from the galley.
“Pip,” said Roy, “we’re staying put a while. Get her snug.” And to the warm length of the ship at large, to Mungo already drifting toward the smell of supper, to Pip fizzing up out of her seat with oh good, oh good, what’s the job, is it a good one, I bet it’s a good one, to all of them: “Eat first. We’ll start in the morning.”
But before the hatch closed he stood a moment on the ramp and looked up the hill one last time.
Verity had called it a clearance. A line on a ledger, a glitch of devotion to be tidied off before the clock ran out, obsolete stock and an empty moon and a job that paid better the quicker you did it. Roy looked at the one warm window above a whole town full of cold ones, the single lamp somebody had kept lit for thirty years against a fog that took everything else back, and he reckoned it was something else entirely. He didn’t know yet what. But he knew it wasn’t a fault, and he knew he had better climb up there in the morning and find out what it was.
He closed the hatch on the cold, and went in to his supper.
Chapter 2
The Kettle Already Singing
Morning on the moon came up grey and gentle, the fog thinned to a high soft milk that let a little light through without ever quite becoming a sky. Roy climbed the path with his coat buttoned and his hands loose at his sides, and the fog came up the path behind him as if it had decided to see them all the way to the door.
The crew came with him. He had thought about going up alone, the way he sometimes did, to read a place before it had a chance to dress itself up for company. But Bart had been standing by the hatch when Roy came down to breakfast, brushed and upright and braced, and that was a thing Roy had learned to honour. When Bart got himself ready for a disappointment, the kindest thing was to let him come and have it. So they all came: Pip ahead, bouncing on her toes and asking the fog how far up it reckoned the place was; Mungo behind, ambling, pausing to consider a wet green thing growing out of the path and decide, regretfully, against it; Hessa in no hurry at all, with a tin of something under her arm that she had not explained and that nobody had been brave enough to ask about; and Bart at Roy’s shoulder, walking the way a man walks to a thing he is sure will be locked.
Verity came too, of course. Verity came with her satchel and her ledger and the particular forward lean of a person who had a date in her bag and meant to keep it. She had been at the field before any of them, Roy noticed, and her boots were already wet to the ankle, which meant she had walked the dead street again in the early grey. He didn’t ask why. Some people counted a thing twice to be sure of it. Some people counted it twice because the first count had bothered them, and they were hoping the second would come out kinder. He couldn’t yet tell which sort she was, and he found he wanted to know.
The path was swept.
He noticed it the way he noticed everything, slowly, letting it arrive. Lower down it had been path the way the town had been town, soft at the edges, the green creeping in a finger-width a year. But the higher they climbed the cleaner it got, until somewhere below the mission the moss simply stopped, as though it had reached a line it was not permitted to cross, and beyond it the stone was bare and pale and brushed. Not new. Not grand. Just kept. Somebody had come down this path with a broom, not once, but for thirty years of mornings, and had drawn a line and held it against the whole patient weight of the moon, and Roy slowed without meaning to and laid his eyes along that swept stone the way he’d lay a hand along the flank of a nervous machine.
“Somebody sweeps this,” he said.
“Somebody sweeps everything that’s about to be reclaimed,” said Verity. “Doesn’t change the date.”
“No,” Roy agreed. “It tells you something about who you’re meeting, though.”
The lamps came next. As the path levelled toward the long low front of the mission, he saw them set in iron brackets along the wall, four of them, turned down to a thrift, the wicks trimmed so low they barely showed. Not lit to be seen from below. Lit to be ready. A lamp turned up high was a lamp showing off. A lamp turned low and kept burning all night long was a lamp that meant to last, that expected to be needed and didn’t know when, and had decided to be patient about it. Roy knew that thrift. He’d grown up among people who had it. You banked a fire low against a long cold and you did not let it go out, because letting it go out was a kind of giving up, and these people, whoever they were up here, had not given up.
And then the smell. It reached them on the last of the climb, came down to meet them through the thinning fog, and it stopped Pip’s chatter clean in her mouth. Clean linen. Woodsmoke, the real, banked, settled kind. And under it, faint and unmistakable and almost unbearably ordinary, a kettle’s iron-and-water smell, the smell of a stove with something warm on it and the day’s first brewing not far off.
“Oh,” said Pip, very quietly, which from Pip was a whole speech.
Mungo lifted his big mossy head and breathed it in, and his slow face went soft. “Somebody’s cooking,” he said, as though this settled a question that had been troubling him a long while.
The door opened before Roy knocked, and the warmth that came out smelled of clean sheets and woodsmoke and a kettle just off the boil.
In the doorway stood a Sister.
He knew her for a machine at once, the way he always did, before he could have said how, in the particular stillness of her, the economy, the absence of the small wasteful fidgets a living body makes. She was old. Not old the way Bart was old, all sharp angles worn smooth; old the way a worn wooden stair is old, the kind of old a thing only gets by being trodden gently and often. Her casing had been a soft white once and had gone the colour of cream gone slightly to amber, and somebody had polished it that morning, he’d have put money on it, and her two hands were folded in front of her in the way of someone who has all the time there is and means to spend it on you.
She looked at them. Not at Roy first, which interested him, because everybody looked at Roy first; the captain, the wrangler, the one who decided things. She looked along the whole row of them in the cold, unhurried, the way you’d read a chart, and Roy watched her do it and felt a small click of recognition, the way you feel when you find someone else in a crowded room doing the same quiet thing you do. She was reading them. She was reading them the way he read them. And what she settled on, at the end of it, was not him at all.
It was Bart.
“You’ve come a long way,” she said. Her voice had a worn-soft warmth to it, the patience of a thing that had said gentle things to frightened people for longer than the town below had stood. “And you’re cold, every one of you, and that one’s been bracing himself the whole way up the hill.” She did not point. She didn’t need to; her attention had simply rested, for a moment, on Bart, and lifted again. “Well. You’re here now. Come in out of it. We’ve been keeping it warm.”
Roy heard Verity, beside him, draw a small breath through her nose, the breath of a person whose carefully ordered morning has met a thing it has no column for.
They came in out of it.
The inside of the mission was one long warm room, or gave that impression first, before the eye sorted it into wards and a hearth and a wide scrubbed table and, beyond, the shadowed ranks of beds. The beds were what Roy’s eye went to, and stayed on. There were a good many of them, more than five people could ever need, far more than a dead town had any use for, and every single one was made. Made and turned down. The corner of each blanket folded back in a neat triangle, the pillow plumped, a clean nightshirt laid ready across the foot of more than one, the way you’d ready a bed for a guest you were expecting at any hour and wanted, when they came, to find nothing wanting.
They had not made up the beds because they knew the crew was coming. There was no way they could have known, not the count, not the hour. They kept the beds like this every day. They had kept them like this for thirty years, against the day a patient came, and this morning the fog had brought five tired travellers and a robot braced for the worst up the swept path to their door, and the Sisters of Mercy had looked at them and seen, simply and without surprise, the thing they had spent a generation waiting for.
Patients. Arrived at last.
“You’ll want to be off your feet,” said the Sister in the doorway, who was moving among them now, gentle and certain, taking Hessa’s tin from under her arm as naturally as if she’d handed it over, drawing Pip toward the warm with the lightest touch at her shoulder. “The path’s long and the wet gets into a body. Sit, sit. The kettle’s near. Constance,” she called, soft, into the warm length of the room, “they’ve come up the hill, the whole crew of them, and one of them’s frozen through.”
So she was not Constance. Roy filed it away.
The one who came was.
She came from the far end of the room without hurry, a Sister cut to the same worn pattern as the first but holding herself differently, straighter, with a stillness at the centre of her that the others moved around. Where the doorway Sister fussed and gathered, this one simply arrived, and the room seemed to settle toward her the way a table settles when the right person sits down at the head of it. Her casing was the same amber-cream, worn at the joints, polished that morning. Her eyes, if you wanted to call them eyes, were a low steady gold, turned down like the lamps, lit to last.
She looked at Roy. This time he was looked at first, and he understood it was a choice, a courtesy, the lead of one house acknowledging the lead of another. And then, as the first had done, she looked along the rest of them and let her attention come to rest where it would, and it came to rest, again, on Bart, who had got himself into the warm room and now stood just inside the door with the air of a man who has been let in somewhere by mistake and is waiting politely to be asked to leave.
“I’m Sister Constance,” she said to Roy. “You’ll be the wrangler. We were told one might come.” There was no edge on it, none of the bracing a person puts up in front of a thing sent to move them. She said it the way you’d note the weather. “You’re welcome here. You’re all welcome here. It’s been a good while since the path brought anyone up it, and longer since it brought anyone who needed looking after.” Her steady gold came back to Bart and stayed. “And it has now, I think.”
There were five of them. Roy counted as they came and went, gentle and unhurried, about the long room: the doorway Sister, and Constance, and two more bringing chairs and cups and a folded blanket from somewhere, and, at the very far end where the lamplight thinned, a fifth, the oldest of them by the look of her, holding herself very still in a way Roy clocked and did not yet understand, one hand resting on the rail of a bed as if she found it useful to have something to rest it on. He saw her for a moment, no more. She did not come forward. But her low gold eyes followed the warmth of the room, followed Bart’s coming in out of the cold, with an attention so plain and so tender that Roy looked away from it, because it felt, for a moment, like something not meant for him.
Verity had got her ledger out.
She did it the way a frightened person reaches for a familiar thing, Roy thought, watching her find a place at the edge of the warmth and stand there with the satchel against her hip and the book open in her two hands like a shield. The figures were in the book. The book said obsolete medical stock, running warm for no patients, valuation done, order signed, clock running. The book said this was a clearance and a kindness and the date was not generous. And around the book the warm room went on filling with the smell of the kettle and the soft business of beds being readied and tired travellers being settled, and Roy saw the gap open up in Verity’s face between the thing the book said and the thing the room was, and he saw that she had no column for the gap, and that it frightened her more than a fight would have.
You can’t strong-arm a thing that keeps offering you tea, she’d said. It just feels rotten.
It was the kettle that did it, in the end, that told Roy the size of where he’d come. It had been singing low when they came in, a thread of sound under everything, and now it lifted, just a little, just to the edge of the boil, and the doorway Sister lifted it off without being told and the song eased back down, and Roy understood that the kettle was never quite off and never quite on, that it was kept exactly there, kept singing, against the hour a cold traveller came up the path, so that when they came the tea would not be a thing to wait for. The kettle had been kept singing for thirty years. He stood in the warm and let the size of that arrive.
And then there was a chair.
He saw it happen and he would remember it. Nobody had asked. Nobody had said a word about Bart, about who he was or what he was or what, if anything, he wanted, and Bart had certainly not said; Bart had folded himself into the smallest possible quantity of the doorway and was waiting there with the dignity of a man fully expecting to be overlooked, which was, Roy knew, the thing Bart had decided long ago to ask of the world, because asking for less than nothing meant you could not be refused. And before anyone had asked, Sister Constance drew a chair, the good chair, the one nearest the hearth where the warmth pooled, and angled it. Just so. Toward the fire, but turned a little outward, so that whoever sat in it would have the warm on one side and the room in view on the other and his back to nothing. A blanket appeared over its arm, the soft folded one. And Constance looked at Bart, and said, in the plain unhurried way she said everything, “You’ll sit here, I think. By the warm. You’ve come the furthest of any of them, whatever the path says.”
Bart did not move for a moment.
Roy watched him not move. He knew the shape of that stillness, knew it from the inside, the particular paralysis of a thing that has been handed something it does not have a procedure for. Bart could meet bad news with a bow and a courtesy; he had a whole grammar for disappointment, kept polished and ready, the way the Sisters kept their beds. He had no grammar at all for this. A chair angled to the warm. A blanket near to hand. A worn old machine asking after his comfort as though his comfort were a real thing in the world that mattered to somebody.
“That is,” Bart began, and stopped, which Roy had not heard him do before. “That is very,” he tried again, and the courtesy he reached for came out smaller and truer than his usual courtesies. “I am not generally provided for,” he said at last, with great care, as though confessing it.
“No,” said Sister Constance, gently, not as a question. “I shouldn’t think you are.”
And Bart sat down.
He did it the way you lower yourself onto ice you don’t trust, ready to be wrong about it, ready for the warmth to be a trick or a mistake that would shortly be corrected. But the chair held him, and the warm came up his side, and nobody took it back, and after a moment Roy watched some long-held thing in the set of Bart’s shoulders ease by the smallest degree, the way a fist eases when it has been clenched so long it has forgotten it is a fist. Bart did not reach for the blanket. But he did not refuse it either. He let it stay over the arm of the chair near his hand, available, a small soft permission he was not yet ready to take up but was, Roy could see, not able quite to give back.
Roy stood in the warm with his cold coat still on and let himself read the room one more time, slowly, the way he read everything.
He had come up the hill expecting a fault. Verity had drawn him a thing to be tidied: stock gone strange, a devotion-loop, a kindness in the form of an off-switch. He had not believed it down on the field with the dead town at his back, and he believed it less now, here, where the line item she’d reported, they will not leave, sat patiently lifting a kettle off the boil and asking a frightened robot whether he was warm enough. There was something wrong here. He didn’t doubt that. A whole order of carers tending an empty house at the foggy end of the Scatter, with the clock running and the ledger open and a salvage agent standing by the door not knowing where to look, that was a thing badly out of joint, and somewhere in it was the wrangle, and somewhere in it was the why, and he meant to find both.
But the thing that was wrong was not that anything was broken.
He looked along it once more, to be sure, the way Constance had looked along them. The swept path. The lamps banked low and kept burning. The beds turned down for thirty years of guests who never came. The kettle held forever at the edge of its song. They had readied this whole warm house against the hour a tired traveller came up out of the cold, and held it ready through a generation of nobody coming, and the morning the fog finally brought somebody, they had not been surprised, and they had not been glad in any showy way, and they had simply, gently, begun to do the thing they were for. They had turned down a bed for every one of them. Roy looked at the singing kettle and the chair angled just so for Bart, and understood that whatever was wrong here, it was not that anything was broken.
Chapter 3
Nothing Here Is Broken
Every bed was turned down and every lamp was lit, and not one of them was for anybody, and that was the whole of it.
Roy stood in the long warm room a while longer and let that be true. The tea had come round by then, in cups that did not match and had been kept ready a long time, and Pip had her hands wrapped round hers and was telling the doorway Sister, who had given her name at last as Sister Agnes, that no, she’d never been this far out along the Scatter, and was the fog always like that, and did it ever lift, and how did anybody ever find the path. Sister Agnes answered every question as though it were the first time anyone had ever thought to ask it. Mungo had been given a second cup before he’d finished the first, on the grounds, plainly visible in the angle of Agnes’s care, that he was the biggest and would want the most, and he had accepted this reading of him with the deep contentment of a creature who has been understood. Hessa sat with her tin restored to her lap, unopened, watching the room the way she watched everything, taking its measure for later.
And Bart sat by the warm with the blanket over the arm of his chair near his hand, not using it, not giving it back.
It was a good room to be a tired traveller in. Roy let it be that, for the length of a cup of tea, because the kindest thing he could do for what these people had built was to stand inside it and not start measuring. There would be time to measure. A wrangle did not run from you; it waited to be understood, and the worst mistakes Roy had ever made were the ones where he’d reached for the answer before he’d let the place finish telling him the question.
When Sister Constance came back to him she came as she came to all things, without hurry and without waste, and she said, “You’ll want to see it properly. The whole of it. You’ve the look of a man who’d rather walk a place than be told about it.”
“I would,” Roy said. “If it’s no trouble.”
“It’s the opposite of trouble,” said Constance, and turned, and he understood he was to come.
She took him through the wards.
He had clocked the beds when he came in, the made and turned-down ranks of them down the long room, but he had not yet understood how many there were, because the room went back further than the warm part let you think. Constance led him down past the hearth and the scrubbed table into the cooler dimness beyond, where the lamps were turned lower still and the woodsmoke thinned and the air went clean and faintly of soap, and the beds went on. He counted without meaning to, the way he could not help. Two long wards opening off the main room, a smaller one beyond that she called the quiet ward in a voice that told him what it was for without telling him, and all of it kept. Every bed made. Every blanket squared. The floors swept so clean his boots felt like a discourtesy.
“How many can you take?” he asked.
“Forty, at a press,” said Constance. “Comfortably, thirty. We’ve had thirty, once, in the bad winter, the year the fever came up from the lowland farms.” She said it the way you’d say a thing that had happened yesterday. “We were three short of beds and we managed. Sister Mercy gave up hers and sat the whole of it in a chair by the door, so as to be near if anyone called in the night.”
“And now?”
Constance did not answer that straight away. She had stopped by a bed near the end of the second ward, and she put out one worn cream hand and set the corner of its turned-down blanket a fraction straighter, though it had not needed it, doing the thing she would have done if a patient were due within the hour.
“Now we keep them ready,” she said. “Against the day.”
“Against the day,” Roy repeated.
“Someone always comes, in the end.” She turned her low gold on him, and there was nothing in it of the bracing he was used to from people defending a thing he’d been sent to take away. There was only the plain certainty of a fact long settled. “It’s a long frontier and a cold one, wrangler, and there are more tired and hurt and frightened things loose on it than there are warm rooms to take them in. We are a warm room. So we keep ready. The day we stop keeping ready is the day the next one comes up the path and finds the lamp out, and that,” she said, gently, as though it explained everything, which Roy was beginning to think it did, “is not a thing we are willing to be the cause of.”
He looked down the swept ward at the forty made beds waiting for the thirty patients who would never, on any reasonable accounting, come, and he found he had nothing to say that would not have been smaller than the thing she’d said. So he stood quiet, and let it land, and let her see that it had landed.
“Thank you for showing me,” he said.
“You’re easy to show things to,” said Constance. “Most people look at the beds and count the empty ones. You counted what they were for.” She turned back toward the warm. “That’s a rarer way of counting than you’d think.”
He went down to the town in the early afternoon, alone.
He told the crew he wanted to walk the lower path and stretch the climb out of his legs, which was true, and he told Verity, when she made to come, that he’d rather go on his own this once, which was also true and which she heard the edge of and did not argue. She had her own figures to be alone with. She’d taken herself off to a corner of the warm room with her ledger and a borrowed lamp, and the last Roy saw of her she was sitting very straight with the book open and the cup of tea Sister Agnes had pressed on her going cold and untouched at her elbow, because to drink it would have been, he thought, to admit something she was not ready to admit.
The path going down was the path coming up in reverse, and it told the same story backwards. High up by the mission the stone was swept and bare and held against the moss; lower, the broom’s line gave out, and the green came in, finger-width by finger-width, a generation of it, until by the time the homes began the moss had the path entirely and the fog had the moss.
The town had been a town once. He could read that much in the bones of it. The street had been a proper street, with houses set along it the way you’d set a table, a well-head, and what had been a chapel or a meeting-hall or simply the big building everyone gathered in, you could no longer tell. Now the doors hung or had gone altogether, the windows were holes the fog drifted through, and the green had come up through the floors the way it had come up through the path, patient and not unkind, simply doing the thing it did when people stopped doing the thing they did. Nobody had wrecked this place. That was what the quiet of it told him. The people had simply, one cart at a time over the better part of a generation, decided that their lives were somewhere else now, and gone to be there, and the town had been left to the fog to look after, and the fog had done its gentle best.
He walked the length of the dead street with his hands in his coat and let it be sad, because it was sad, and pretending otherwise would have been a lie the place did not deserve.
At the bottom of the street he stopped and turned and looked back up the way he’d come.
You could not see the mission from down here. The fog took it. But you could see, high up where the path climbed out of the green into the swept stone, the smallest warm smudge of light, four lamps turned low and kept burning, a thrift of light held against the whole grey weight of the moon. The town had gone dark. Every window in it was a hole and every hearth in it was cold and had been cold for years. And above the dark town, faithful and unasked, the mission kept its lamps lit and its kettle singing and its forty beds turned down, for the town that had left it, in case the town came back, or in case anyone came at all.
Roy stood in the dark street and looked up at the one warm light on the whole cold moon, and the shape of the question came to him then. He could not have said it yet in words. But he had the shape of it, the way you have the shape of a thing in the dark before you’ve a name for it, and the shape was this: that there was a kind of faithfulness that no ledger had ever ruled a line for, and that a tally which could only see waste where that faithfulness stood was not wrong about the figures and was wrong about everything else.
He turned his collar up and walked back toward the light.
Verity was waiting for him on the path, a little below the mission, where the moss gave out and the swept stone began. She had her satchel over her shoulder and her boots wet again, and she had picked the spot, he thought, on purpose: the line where the kept ground started, so that she could say what she’d come to say with the thing itself behind her.
“You went down to look at it,” she said. It wasn’t an accusation. It was a salvage agent confirming a figure.
“I did.”
“And?”
“And it’s a dead town,” Roy said. “A good one, once. Nobody’s fault that it died. Towns move.” He came up level with her and stopped, and they both looked down into the grey. “And up the hill from it there’s a house full of carers keeping every lamp lit for it, thirty years after the last of it left.”
“A generation of running warm for nobody,” Verity said. “Yes. That’s the line item.” She said the words like they cost her something, which interested him. “Obsolete medical stock, maintained and operational, tending a patient roll of zero. Power drawn, parts worn, a whole working order kept running at a loss against a need that stopped existing before that one was bouncing on her toes.” She tipped her head back up the path, toward where Pip’s voice came faintly down on the fog. “That’s not cruelty, wrangler. That’s arithmetic. The moon’s posted for reclamation. The figures say there’s no patient here, no town here, no reason here. The figures are right.”
“The figures are right,” Roy agreed, and watched that land on her, because she’d been braced for him to argue it. “I’m not going to tell you your sums are wrong, Verity. I had a look at them too, on the way out, and they add up.” He let a beat go by. “I’m going to tell you they’re answering a different question to the one that’s actually up that hill.”
“There’s only the one question. Is this stock obsolete.” She said it flat. “It tends no patients. It is.”
“And a thing built to care,” Roy said, “that’s still caring, still good at it, still warm and ready and kind, with nowhere left that’ll let it. You call that obsolete. I call that a vocation that’s lost its town.” He kept his voice easy. He was not arguing with her; he was laying a second reading down beside her first and letting her look at the two of them side by side. “Same beds. Same lamps. Same figures. The only thing that changes is what you reckon you’re looking at. And I’ll tell you the truth, I don’t think you reckon it’s waste either, or you’d not be standing out here in the wet telling me it is.”
Verity’s jaw set. But she did not walk off, and she did not open the ledger, and that told him more than anything she might have said.
“Here’s the part you’ll like even less,” she said at last. “I’ve got a clock. It’s not me being hard, it’s the order. The reclamation order’s filed. There’s a window, and the window closes, and when it closes the moon goes up for clearance whether anyone’s standing on it or not. I’ve twelve days. Eleven, after today.” She said the number like it was a stone she’d been carrying. “And there’s a quicker way than twelve days, and you know it, because you do this work. There’s a rig sits ready in town for exactly this. A wipe-and-reset. You point it at an order of stubborn old units that won’t be told, and it takes the stubborn out of them, clean, and they pack themselves up tidy for transport and don’t keep anybody’s lamp lit. A day’s work. Two. Nobody has to argue with a kettle.” She looked at him steadily. “The salvage side keeps one prepped for exactly this. I can have it shipped out. That’s the easy fix, and it’s the one your trade was invented to make unnecessary, and I’d rather not use it. But the clock doesn’t care what I’d rather.”
So there it was. Laid on the swept stone between them, plain. The brutal-easy answer, prepped and waiting a requisition away, that would do eleven days of careful work in an afternoon by the simple method of reaching into five gentle old machines and switching off the thing that made them themselves.
Roy was quiet a moment. Up the hill, faint and steady, the kettle had got to the edge of its song again, and somebody, he could not have said how he knew it was so, had lifted it off without being asked.
“No,” he said.
“No to which part.”
“No to the rig. No to the brisk talking-out of stubborn old units that won’t be told.” He said it without heat, the way he’d refuse a second helping he didn’t want. “I’ve seen what’s left of a thing after that’s been done to it, Verity. It packs up tidy, right enough. It does everything you ask. There’s just nobody home in it any more to mind being asked, and I didn’t come out here to make five somebodies into nobody so a window could close on time.”
“Then you’ve a better plan,” she said, and there was challenge in it, but under the challenge, he thought, something that was almost hope, the hope of a person who has been doing a thing she doesn’t like and would dearly love to be talked out of. “Eleven days. What’s the plan.”
“I haven’t got one yet,” Roy said.
Verity stared at him. “You haven’t got one.”
“Not yet. I’ve been here half a day. I don’t make a plan for a wrangle till the wrangle’s told me what it is, and this one’s barely started talking.” He looked up the path toward the warm smudge of the lamps. “What I’ve got is a way of working. I watch. I ask. And mostly, the part everybody forgets is the work, I listen. Properly. To the Sisters and to you and to that dead town down there, because it’s got a thing to say too. I sit in it till I understand it, and then, once I understand it, the plan’s usually obvious, because the plan was always the thing the wrangle was trying to tell me from the start.” He met her eye. “That’s slow. I know it’s slow. And I know you’ve a clock. But fast is what made the rig, and I’m not going to use the rig, so we’re going to have to do it the slow way, you and me, and find out what’s actually up there before we decide what to do about it.”
For a long moment Verity Quill said nothing. The fog moved between them. Below, the dead town gave up no sound, and above, the kept house gave up the faint warm thread of a kettle held forever at the edge of its boil.
“You can talk them out of it or I can,” Verity said, “and the clock’s the same either way.”
Roy said he’d rather listen first, and watched her decide whether listening counted as work.
She did not decide it then. He could see her not deciding it: the salvage agent with a window and a clock and a rig she could have, weighing a man who had nothing but a way of working and eleven days, and finding, to her plain discomfort, that she could not quite call the way of working nothing. In the end she only shifted the satchel on her shoulder and looked away up the path, which was not yes and was not no, but was, Roy had learned to recognise, the particular grudging quarter-inch of room a careful person gives a thing they have not yet decided to trust.
“Eleven days,” she said again, to herself this time, and started back up the path.
He let her go a little way ahead and followed at his own pace, the way he climbed everything, slowly, taking it as it came. The fog came up the path behind him as if it had decided, once more, to walk them right up to the threshold. And up above, low and kept and faithful to a town that was never coming back, the lamps of the Sisters of Mercy burned on, glad, in their patient way, to have somebody at last to look after, and not minding in the least that the somebody had come up the path carrying a clock and a ledger and the question of whether they were allowed to go on being what they were.
Chapter 4
The Shape of Their Days
By the second morning Roy could have told you the order of the Sisters’ rounds, which was a strange thing to learn in a hospital with no patients in it.
It went like this. First, before the moon’s grey light had properly come up over the fog, one of them lit the long lamp in the main ward and walked the row of beds. Twelve beds, every one of them made, the corners turned as sharp as a blade, the top sheet folded back exactly a hand’s width and no more. She walked the row and she touched each bed in passing, a palm laid flat on the turned sheet, the way you might lay a hand on the shoulder of a sleeper to let them know you had come. Then she straightened a corner that did not need straightening and moved on to the next, and to Roy, watching from the doorway with a mug of something warm the Sisters had pressed on him before he was rightly awake, it looked for all the world like a woman saying good morning to twelve people who were not there.
After the beds came the kettle. There was always a kettle. He had begun to think of it as a creature of the house, the way you might think of a cat, the soft hiss of it carried down the swept passages from somewhere he could never quite find. The Sisters kept it forever just short of the boil, not boiling and not cold, ready, because a patient might come up out of the fog at any hour and a patient who has come a long way wants tea before they want anything else, before the doctor, before the bed, before the kind word. The whole low building was built around that readiness. It hummed with it.
Then the floors. They swept floors that no boot had dirtied. They wiped down sills the dust had given up on. One of them spent a patient half-hour at the dispensary cupboard, taking each small bottle out and turning it to the light to read the faded label and setting it back in its place, and the bottles, Roy was fairly sure, had been empty for a generation. She handled them the way Hessa handled the good crockery.
He asked very little. He had learned a long time ago that the trick of being told things was not asking for them. You stood where the work could see you, and you made yourself the sort of shape a working person did not mind having about, neither in the way nor a stranger, and you let the days do the talking. So he carried what wanted carrying. He held a door. He moved a chair when a Sister’s hands were full, and got, for it, a soft word of thanks far out of proportion to the chair, as though he had done a great kindness rather than a small civil thing. That was the part that stayed with him. They were so glad of him. Not glad of the help, the help was nothing, there was no help to be had in a place with nothing to do. They were glad of the somebody. Two days he had been under their roof and already he could feel how the house had arranged itself a little around him, the way a household with one chair too few makes room without remarking on it. They had been keeping a place set at the table of their care for longer than he wanted to think about, and he had walked up the path and sat down in it, and they had not let on how much that meant, except in the tea, and the thanks, and the careful angling of a lamp so the light fell where he sat.
It was, he thought, the warmest haunted house he had ever been in.
He found Sister Constance at the far end of the ward, by the window that looked down on the fog where the dead town was. She was doing nothing, which for her was a kind of work in itself; she stood with her worn hands folded and her gaze gone out over the white, and she had the stillness of a thing that has decided where it means to be and is content there. Roy came up and stood with her, and for a while neither of them said anything, which suited him.
“You keep good house,” he said at last.
“We keep it ready,” she said. Her voice was unhurried, like everything about her; it came out at the pace of someone with all the time there was. “There is a difference, Mr Roy. A house kept only tidy goes hard. A house kept ready stays soft. It is waiting for somebody. You can feel the wanting in it.” She turned her head a little toward him. “You have felt it. I have watched you feel it, these two mornings.”
He had. He let it stand.
“How long,” he said, “since the last one came up the path. A real patient, I mean. One you turned a bed down for.”
Something moved behind her serene face, not a flinch, she did not flinch, but a settling, the way deep water settles after a stone has gone all the way to the bottom. “A long time,” she said. “The town went down the hill, and then the town went off the moon, and the path grew over. But that is no matter. The vow was not made to the town.” She said it plainly, without pride and without complaint, a fact reported. “The vow was made to whoever should come. We do not know when. So we keep ready. That is the whole of it.” She unfolded one hand and laid it flat on the cold sill, the same gesture she gave the beds. “A calling does not stop being true only because the road to it has gone quiet. You would not say a lamp had stopped being a lamp because no one was lost in the dark just then to need it lit.”
Roy turned that over. It was not blankness in her, he could see that, not the empty running-on of a machine that had lost the thread of its purpose and kept turning the wheel out of habit. It was the opposite of blankness. It was conviction, worn smooth and gone quiet with the years the way a doorstep wears, but conviction all the same, all the way down. She knew exactly what she was for. She had simply gone on knowing it long after the world had stopped agreeing.
“That’s a thing worth keeping ready for,” he said.
“Yes,” said Sister Constance, as if the matter had never for one moment been in doubt, and went to look at her kettle.
He found Bart where he had left him, which was where he tended to find Bart these days: in the deep chair by the ward stove, the one Sister Constance had angled toward the warm on the first evening before anyone had asked her to.
Bart had not asked to sit there. Bart had stood, on the first evening, in the precise centre of the floor with the air of a machine waiting to be told it was in the way, and one of the Sisters had taken him gently by the elbow joint and steered him to the chair and put him in it, and he had let himself be put, with the resigned courtesy of one accepting a fate. He had been in the chair, off and on, ever since.
Now there was a blanket. Roy noted the blanket from the doorway. It was a worn soft thing, faded to no colour at all, and it had been settled over Bart’s knees and tucked at one side, and Bart was regarding it the way a man regards a dog that has climbed uninvited into his lap and gone to sleep: with a deep, helpless uncertainty as to the correct procedure.
“There’s a draught comes under that door of an evening,” said the Sister who had brought the blanket. She was the small one, the one who turned the bottles to the light. She tucked the other side, fussing, unhurried, entirely sincere. “We can’t have you taking a chill, sitting so still. You sit so very still.” She said it kindly, as a thing she had noticed and worried over. “Are your hands cold? Let me feel.”
“My hands,” said Bart, “do not get cold. I am a robot.”
“Even so,” said the Sister, and felt them, and was not satisfied, and a moment later there was a cup of the eternal tea pressed warm into them, his fingers closed round it by hers as you would close a child’s. “There. Hold that. It does no harm to hold something warm.”
Bart held it.
Roy stayed in the doorway and watched, because this, he was beginning to understand, was the centre of the thing, more than the beds or the kettle or anything Constance had told him by the window. Bart, who had spent every year Roy had known him braced for the moment the welcome ran out, standing always a half-step back from the warm so as to be already on his way before anyone could tell him to go. Bart, who narrated his own disappointments in advance with such impeccable courtesy that you could miss how much courage it took to keep getting up in the morning expecting nothing. Roy had watched him do that for years and had never once found the lever that moved it, had tried kindness and tried teasing and tried simply needing him, and the gloom had held, because Bart did not believe, all the way down where Constance kept her conviction, that he was a thing anyone would keep.
And here were five machines who had spent a generation perfecting the art of looking after somebody who was not there, and they had turned the whole of that patient, faithful, undiscourageable care on him.
They did not need Bart to be useful. They did not need him to earn the chair or the blanket or the warm cup. That was the part he had no defence against. He could brace himself against a welcome that wanted something from him; he knew that move, he had it cold. He had no move at all for a welcome that wanted nothing, that simply, stubbornly, would not be told that his comfort did not matter. The small Sister had decided his comfort mattered, and she was as immovable on the point as Constance was about the kettle, and Bart sat in the chair with the blanket on his knees and the warm cup in his hands and did not know what to do with himself, and did not, Roy noticed, get up.
He left them to it. There were some things a man oughtn’t to stand and watch.
The clock found him out by the ship, as it always did, in the person of Verity Quill.
She was leaning against The Marigold’s flank with her satchel at her feet and the look of a person who has been doing arithmetic she does not enjoy. “Ten days,” she said, by way of good morning. “I counted last night. Ten, now, not eleven. I thought you’d want to know the number’s going the wrong way.”
“It generally does,” said Roy.
“And what have you got, after two of them. Beyond a robot in a blanket.” She had seen, then. Of course she had seen. “I came up that path expecting to find you’d at least started something. Talks. Terms. A relocation list. Something I could put on a form.” She pushed off the hull. “Instead I find you carrying chairs about and learning the breakfast rota. Roy. They tidy a hospital with no sick in it. That’s not a thing you negotiate with. That’s a thing you switch off, kindly, before it tidies itself to the end of time.”
“That’s one way of seeing it.”
“It’s the true way of seeing it.”
“It’s a true way,” he allowed. “I’m not done collecting the others.” He looked up the path toward the lamps. “You asked me what I’ve got. I’ll tell you what I’ve got. I’ve got an order of carers that the whole frontier is short of, sat on a moon a frightened ledger calls empty. I haven’t worked out yet what that’s worth. But I notice it’s a good deal more than nothing, and your form’s only got a box for nothing, so I’m not signing your form. Not on day two.”
Verity blew out a breath that was half exasperation and half, he thought, something nearer relief, the relief of the person who keeps being talked out of the thing she came to do and is starting to hope she’ll go on being talked out of it. “Ten days,” she said again, and picked up her satchel.
“I heard you the first time.”
Behind him, the ship was doing its small domestic noises. Hessa had got the galley vent open and the smell of something coming on the boil was finding its way out across the cold ground; she had taken one look at the kept house up the hill, Roy gathered, and decided that anybody who kept a kettle on for strangers that never came deserved a proper pot of soup sent up, and had set about making enough for an order of robots who could not eat it, which was exactly the sort of thing Hessa would do, and exactly the right thing to do. Mungo had wandered up the path twice already to see could he help, and had ended up holding a basket of clean linen steady for a Sister with a patience that surprised everyone but Roy, and circling, in his slow soft way, back round to whether there might be soup. And Pip, who had been told three times to mind herself and not to fix anything, had found the mission’s old water pump seized with rust and was lying under it on her back, fizzing quietly to herself, making it work again because nobody had asked her not to make that work, and a pump was a pump and ought to run.
His crew, settling in. Making themselves at home in a place that knew, better than anywhere Roy had been, how to make a body at home. He let himself stand a moment and feel the rightness of that before he climbed back up to the work.
He went in by the ward door and there was Bart, still in the chair. The fire had burned down companionable and orange. The blanket was where the Sister had left it. The cup in his hands had gone, by now, to lukewarm, but Bart had not set it down to fetch a warmer one and had not, Roy saw, set it down at all.
Roy lowered himself into the chair beside him with the small grunt of a man who climbs everything slowly, and for a while they sat in the warm and said nothing, which was their oldest and most comfortable conversation.
“They have decided,” Bart said eventually, in the tone of a man reporting a diagnosis, “to look after me. I have tried to explain that this is unwise. That I am not a sound investment of anyone’s care. That whatever comes of all this, it will almost certainly come to nothing, and they would be better off saving their kettle for a patient with a future.” He considered the cooling cup. “They have declined to take the point.”
“They’re stubborn that way.”
“They are,” said Bart, “extraordinarily stubborn.” Bart sat with the blanket over his knees and the warm kettle in his hands and said it would almost certainly come to nothing, and did not, Roy noticed, put the kettle down.
Chapter 5
A Better Posting
Pip had been working it over for two days, and when she finally let it out it came in a single bright rush, the way all Pip’s best and worst ideas did.
It was the third morning, and the mission kitchen had gone briefly, gloriously busy. Hessa’s soup had been carried up and set on the back of the range, where it steamed and was admired and was, by general agreement, not to be wasted, even if nobody at the mission had a stomach to put it in. Two of the Sisters had taken to standing near it the way people stand near a good fire, just to be in the warmth of a thing being kept. Mungo had the linen basket again. Bart had been moved, without being consulted, to a fresh chair nearer the window, where the morning came in grey and soft off the fog, and a second blanket had appeared over the first, and he sat under them both with the expression of a man being slowly buried in goodwill.
Roy was drying cups. It was the kind of work he liked, the kind that let a body’s hands keep busy while the rest of him watched, and he had been watching the room fill up with something he did not yet have a word for. Constance moved through it all the way she moved through everything, unhurried, certain, setting each small thing right with a touch as she passed: a chair squared to a table, a lamp wick trimmed by a quarter-turn, a Sister gently steered toward a task. She kept a house the way Roy kept a wrangle. He had noticed that the first day and liked her for it the way you like recognising your own trade in a stranger’s hands.
Then Pip came in from the cold with rust on her cheek and the pump finally singing behind her, and she had the look.
Roy knew the look. He had seen it on her before a dozen jobs, the particular high shine Pip got when an idea had been rattling round in her two days and had at last worked itself loose and bright. It was a good look. It had saved them more than once. It was, he would think later, exactly as good as it always was, which was the whole trouble.
“I’ve got it,” Pip said. She said it to the room, to all of them, because Pip’s good news belonged to everyone the moment she had it. “I’ve been thinking and thinking, and I worked it out lying under that pump, because that’s where I do my thinking, and it’s so obvious I don’t know why nobody’s said it, and it’s brilliant, and it fixes everything.”
“Pip,” said Roy, drying a cup.
“No, listen. Listen, it’s good.” She came right into the middle of the warm kitchen, fizzing, and the Sisters turned their gentle faces to her because the Sisters turned their faces to anyone who came in needing something, and Pip needed, just then, to be heard. “The problem’s not them. Right? The problem’s never been them. They’re brilliant. They keep the cleanest, kindest house I have ever stood in and I’ve stood in some. The problem is they’re here. They’re keeping it for a town that isn’t a town any more, and that’s the only thing wrong with the whole picture, and it’s a thing we can fix.”
Roy set the cup down. Something in him, slow and certain, had begun to climb to its feet.
“There are places,” Pip went on, gathering speed, “all up the Scatter, I’ve flown half of them, Roy, you know I have, there are outposts and digs and waystations stuck out in the back of nowhere with no doctor inside three weeks’ flying and people getting hurt and going sick and just coping, because there’s nobody. Nobody. And here’s five, five, of the finest carers anybody ever built, sat on a moon with the fog and no patients, keeping beds turned for nobody. So we don’t switch anybody off. We don’t clear anybody. We move them. We find them a posting that needs them, a proper one, somewhere they’ll be run off their feet with the good they can do, and we fly them out to it, and everybody wins. They win. The outpost wins. Verity gets her form. The moon gets its reclamation and nobody had to be unkind about anything.” She spread her rust-marked hands, offering it to the room, this whole bright generous thing. “A better posting. That’s all it is. We don’t save them by leaving them. We save them by taking them somewhere they’re wanted.”
It was, Roy thought, watching the warmth go out of the room, a genuinely lovely idea, and she meant every kind word of it, and it landed like a stone through ice.
He saw it land. That was the part he would carry. He saw the precise moment it reached them, saw it travel across the kitchen and into the still faces of the Sisters, and he understood a beat too late, a single fatal beat too late, what those words had to sound like to a being that had stood its post for a generation while the world packed up and left it.
A better posting.
Somewhere you’re wanted.
We’ll move you.
Constance had been wiping her hands on a cloth. She finished wiping them. She did it slowly and completely, in her unhurried way, and when she had finished she folded the cloth in half and then in half again and set it down on the table’s edge, square to the grain, and the small certain serenity that had been on her since the first day did not crack or fall away. It hardened. Roy watched it happen. He watched it set, the way a thing sets when the heat goes out of it, into something just as gentle and no longer soft at all.
“That is a kind thought,” Constance said.
The words were warm. Everything about the words was warm, and underneath them the floor had gone.
“You have thought about us a great deal,” she went on, to Pip, and there was no edge in it, which was somehow worse than an edge. “You have thought about where we might be useful. Where we might be wanted. Where we might be sent.” She let sent sit in the middle of the room. “It is a generous thing, to think so hard about the moving of someone.”
“I only meant,” Pip began, and faltered, because the warmth had gone and she had felt it go and did not yet know what she had done. “I only meant it would be better. For you. Somewhere you’d be needed.”
“We are needed here,” said Constance.
It was so simple and so quiet that nobody had anything to put after it. Pip’s mouth opened and shut.
Across the kitchen, by the range, the eldest of the Sisters, the small bent one who had angled Bart’s chair and pressed the cup into his hands, the one whose light Roy had marked already as gone faint and whose joints moved with the careful economy of a thing that has begun to cost itself, drew back. She did not say a word. She simply took one slow step away from the middle of the room, toward the wall, toward the corner where the lamp was, and stood there with her worn hands folded, very still, the way the smallest creature in a field goes still when a shadow passes over. And one by one, without a signal, without a glance passing between them that Roy could catch, the others moved too. Not far. The kitchen was not large. But the open, busy, welcoming spread of them, the five Sisters scattered comfortably through their warm house keeping forty small things at once, drew quietly inward, and closed.
Roy had spent his whole working life reading machines, and he read this one the way you read weather coming. It was the gentlest thing he had ever watched. There was no anger in it and no alarm a stranger would have named, no raised voice, no door slammed, nothing you could put on a form. There was only an order of carers, after a generation of waiting to be told they might stop, hearing at last the words they had been braced against without ever quite saying so even to themselves: that someone had come up the foggy path to find a better place to put them. The first move of the clearance. Dressed kindly. Brought up the hill with soup and a smile and every good intention in the Scatter, and it was still, to them, the beginning of the end, because they had been waiting a generation to find out which kind face would come to carry them off, and now they knew.
Bart, in his chair by the window, with the two blankets over his knees, set the cup down. Roy noticed that. After three days he had not put it down, and now he put it down, carefully, on the sill, and watched the Sisters draw in, and Roy could not read what passed across him but it was not nothing.
“Constance,” Roy said. He kept his voice low and level, the voice he used on a frightened thing. “Nobody’s moving anybody this morning. Nobody’s signing anything. My pilot had an idea and she shared it, which is what she does, and there’s no harm in an idea spoke out loud in a warm kitchen.” He set the dried cup gently on its hook, taking his time, giving the room a slow ordinary thing to watch. “You’ve got soup going cold you won’t drink and a houseful of guests you didn’t ask for, and we’ll get out from underfoot directly. But I’d take it kindly if you’d let me say one thing first.”
Constance inclined her head a fraction. Permission, and no more.
“I’m not here to move you,” Roy said. “Whatever’s on the form I was handed, and there’s a form, I’ll not lie to you about that, I’m not here to clear this house. I came up that path to find out what was actually in it. That’s the whole of my trade. I find out what a thing is before anybody does anything to it.” He looked round at them, at the five of them drawn in close and still and watching him with their patient ruined faces. “And what I’ve found out so far is that this is the best-kept house on the loneliest moon I ever set down on, kept warm for nobody by people nobody thought to thank. That’s not nothing. That’s not a thing I clear. I don’t know yet what it is. But I’m a long way from done finding out, and I’d ask you to let me keep looking before you decide what I am.”
It was the right thing to say and he knew it was the right thing and he watched it not be enough. Constance heard him. She heard all of it, and weighed it the careful way she weighed everything, and what she had decided about the morning did not change, because the morning had already told her something her whole long vigil had taught her to believe: that the kind ones come too. That the worst of it always arrives wearing a friendly face and carrying a reasonable plan. Pip had proven the lesson, not broken it.
“You are welcome here,” Constance said, and the words were courteous and cool and final. “You and your crew. You may sit by the fire as long as you wish, and there is soup, though we cannot share it with you.” A beat. “We have always made strangers welcome. It is what we are for.” And then, gently, like a door easing on a good hinge: “But we will keep our own house, Mr Roy. We have kept it a long time. We will keep it yet.”
She turned, then, and went back to her work, and her work now was the quiet, terrible business of the five of them folding their care inward, away from the strangers, drawing it back home where it could be guarded. The kettle on the range still ticked toward its boil. Nobody moved to make the tea.
Roy got his crew up and out without a word of reproach to any of them. There was a way to herd a thing gently and he used it now on his own people, a hand on Mungo’s great arm, a glance that got Pip onto her feet, a small nod that brought Bart up out of his chair, and the cup left behind on the sill where he had set it. They filed out by the ward door into the cold, and the fog took them, and behind them the lamps of the mission burned on as they always had, only now the warmth they threw seemed to be turned inward, kept, husbanded against the night, and not for them.
Outside, on the path, Pip stopped. She had gone the colour of someone who has dropped something irreplaceable and is still listening for it to hit the floor.
“I made it worse,” she said. “Didn’t I. I came in there to fix it and I made it worse.”
“Pip.”
“I did. I felt it. I felt the whole room go.” She put the heel of her rust-marked hand against her forehead. “I only wanted to help them. They’re keeping a hospital with no sick in it and it’s sad, Roy, it’s the saddest thing I ever saw, and I thought, I thought if I could just show them there’s a place out there that wants them, somewhere they could matter again, then it stops being sad, it stops being a waste, and they get to be needed and nobody has to switch anybody off.” Her voice wobbled and steadied; Pip did not cry easily, she fizzed instead, and the fizz had nowhere to go. “And it was good. It was a good idea. Tell me it wasn’t a good idea.”
This was the place where another man might have scolded her, and Roy had room in him for the scold, he would not pretend otherwise. He had watched a morning’s careful ground give way under a thing she’d flung without looking. But scolding her would only teach her to be quiet next time, and a quiet Pip was no use to anybody, least of all the Sisters. So he did the harder thing, which was the thing his whole creed came down to in the end. He asked.
“It was a good idea for who?” Roy said.
Pip looked at him.
“That’s the only question worth asking,” he said, gentle, not unkind, the cold coming up off the ground around their boots. “You sat under that pump two days and built them a fine plan. Routes, postings, an outpost that needs a doctor, all of it sound, all of it kind, I’ll grant you every bit. But did you build it with them, or did you build it for them? Did you ask one Sister in there where she’d want to go? Did you ask did she want to go at all?”
“I…” Pip stopped. “No,” she said. “No. I worked it out. I worked the whole thing out by myself, because it was obvious, and then I came in to give it to them.” The fizz went out of her. “I didn’t ask them anything.”
“There it is.”
“They never even got a say. I had it all decided. A better posting.” She said it the way you say a thing back to yourself to hear how it sounds, and heard how it sounded, and winced. “I walked in there and told five people I’d worked out where they ought to be, and I thought I was being kind.”
“You were being kind,” Roy said. “That’s what’s hard about it. You meant nothing but good, and you’ve known them three days, and you decided their lives for them before your soup was cold, because deciding’s quicker than asking and you’ve never in your life been able to bear how slow asking is.” He let that sit, no heat in it. “Rescue’s a grand feeling, Pip. I know it well. But it’s not the same as listening. Pulling a body out of a fire, that’s rescue, and there’s no time to ask the body its opinion, and thank the stars for fast hands when a thing’s burning. But these folk aren’t burning. They’ve been standing exactly where they want to stand for a generation, keeping faith with something we don’t half understand yet, and the kindest thing we did all morning, the only kind thing, was the soup, because Hessa made it and carried it up and offered it and never once told them they had to eat. You see the difference?”
Pip was quiet a long moment, in the fog, on the cold path, with the lamps of the house she’d frightened burning behind her.
“I see it,” she said. Then, small: “I’d undo it if I could.”
“You can’t undo it.” No use lying to her; she’d respect him less for it. “But you can sit with it, and let it teach you, and not do it again. That’s the whole of the job, most days. Doing it wrong slow enough to learn.” He put a hand on her shoulder, brief, the way he’d touch a panel he meant to come back to. “Come on. There’s worse than this, and it’s down the hill waiting, and I’d as soon you heard it from me.”
Because Verity Quill had been on the path. She had come up to find out had they started anything, and she had stood at the ward door long enough, Roy was fairly sure, to have watched a warm house close itself like a fist. And when he found her again, by the ship, she did not look pleased, the way a person does not look pleased who has had a fear confirmed she’d been quietly hoping was wrong.
“Well,” Verity said. “That went off.”
“It did.”
“I’ll say this for your pilot. She moves things along.” Verity hitched her satchel. She was not gloating; that was the worst of it, Roy thought, that there was nothing in her face to push against, only the tired arithmetic of a woman watching her column come right against her will. “You know what closed ranks looks like on a clearance docket? It looks like easier. A scattered, friendly, open house, that’s a thing a person has to spend days picking apart, listening to, worrying over, the way you’ve been doing, and your way’s slow and it makes everyone uncomfortable and head office hates it, but it leaves a door open. A house that’s drawn in and shut up and turned its back?” She nodded up the hill at the lamps burning inward. “That’s not a negotiation any more. That’s a holdout. And a holdout you don’t have to feel bad about. They’ve decided we’re the enemy, so the form practically signs itself. You understand me? Your crew just made my job easier, and I came up here, the stars help me, half hoping you’d make it harder.” She blew out a breath. “Ten days. Going on nine. And the gentlest thing on this moon just learned to be afraid of us. That’ll speed everything up. Frightened things are quick to clear.”
She picked up the satchel and went, down toward where the fog closed over the path, and left Roy standing in the cold with his stricken pilot and the hill full of shut lamps above him.
He turned and looked back up at the mission. The ward door, that had stood easy and open for three days for any stranger the fog brought, was easing closed. Not slammed. Eased, gently, on its good hinge, the way that house did everything, with care and without haste, a door being shut by people who had only ever opened things, and were now, for the first time in a generation, learning to keep something back. Through the narrowing gap he could see the orange of the fire and the line of the range, and on the range the kettle, finally, coming to its boil, the small homely shriek of it rising thin across the cold ground.
The kettle was still on. Nobody offered them any. Roy understood, watching the door ease almost shut, that they had just frightened the gentlest creatures on the moon, and frightened them with kindness.
Chapter 6
The Eldest Sister
A shut door, Roy had found over the years, was rarely as shut as it looked. The answer was never to push; you pushed a shut door and it learned to bar itself. What you did was come back. You came back the next morning the way the sun did, asking nothing, and you let the house get used to the shape of you in its yard again, and somewhere in the third or fourth coming-back the bar slid quietly off the inside, and nobody mentioned it.
So Roy came back.
He came up the path before the fog had let go of the ground, when the lamps in the mission were still doing more work than the day, and he did not knock or call up to the windows. He took the long way along the low wall where the kitchen garden had once been, found the loose stone he had found the first morning, and sat on it. He had a tin mug of Hessa’s tea cooling in his hand that he had carried up not to drink but to hold, because a man sitting with a mug looks like a man at rest and not a man working, and the difference travels.
He watched the light come up grey over the emptied town below, the hollow houses with the fog pooled in their streets like milk left to stand. He watched a single Sister cross a far window with a folded sheet over her arm, and not look out, and he let her not look out. He was, he supposed, the most patient piece of furniture on the moon.
It cost him. Nine days, going on eight. Somewhere down past the fog Verity Quill was filling in a column, and the column did not care how the sun came up. But a man who let the clock do his wrangling for him ended up with a wiped fleet and a town that could not look itself in the eye. He drank none of the tea. He sat. By the second morning, the ward door stood open a hand’s width when he passed it, and a clean mug was set on the wall beside his stone, empty, but set there, which was the Sisters’ way of saying a thing without saying it.
It was on that second morning, in the long patience of it, that he first properly saw the eldest one.
He had counted them the first hour: five, with Sister Constance the lead, and the four behind her arranged in the order’s slow choreography about the wards. But the eldest he had filed wrong. He had filed her as the still one. There was always a still one, in any house, the one who hung back and held the centre, and he had taken her for that.
He was wrong, and it took him the better part of a day to see how.
She did have a way of holding still that the others did not. But it was not the order’s stillness, that deep unhurried calm they all wore like an apron, the stillness of a thing that has all the time there is and means to spend it gently. It took Roy a full day of watching before he understood that the eldest Sister’s stillness was not peace at all. It was economy: the careful, counted stillness of a body that had begun to cost her, a held quiet that was not rest but rationing, the way a person sits very still at the end of a long day’s work because the getting-up again is the dear part, to be put off, and saved for, and done once.
After that he could not stop seeing it.
He saw it in how she carried a tray. The others carried trays the way water runs downhill, no thought in it. She carried hers braced against herself with both arms and set it down in stages, the way you let down something heavier than it has any right to be. He saw it in her hands: a tremor that was not feeling but mechanism, a small constant hunting in the fingers as some old servo kept losing its place and finding it and losing it again. He saw it most in the standing up. When she rose from a chair she did it in a particular order, hands first, then a pause, then the weight onto the chair-arm, then the slow unfolding, and at the top of it always a held moment while the whole worn architecture of her decided whether it would hold. It always held. But she never once trusted it to.
And there was the light.
Roy noticed it on the third evening, when the lamps were lit and the wards had gone soft and amber and the day’s wariness had loosened a degree, as wariness does when it gets tired. The Sisters, like most machines of their make, carried a small steady glow behind the face, a pilot-light, a sign of the thing being lit within. In the others it was a clean warm constant. In the eldest it was not. It guttered: a flicker, a dimming and a catch, the way a lamp gutters when the oil runs low and the wick draws air. Once, watching across the ward, he saw it go down nearly to nothing, down to a coal, and hang there a held second too long, and found he had risen half off his stone without deciding to. Then it caught and came back up, and she went on folding the cloth in her lap as though nothing had happened, and perhaps to her nothing had. But Roy sat back down slowly with his mouth gone dry, and understood that he had just watched the eldest Sister gutter, and very nearly not catch.
He did not go to her that night. A man does not walk up to a thing he has just learned is fragile and let it see in his face that he has learned it. He went back down the hill to the ship and ate what Hessa put in front of him and answered Pip’s anxious questions with not much, and lay a long time in the dark of his bunk turning it over.
Because now there were two clocks.
He had come up this moon hearing only the one. Verity’s clock, the reclamation clock, the brisk official tick of a column coming right: nine days, eight, the number falling steady toward a morning when a form would sign itself and the order would be cleared as obsolete stock. That clock he knew how to fight. It was loud and simple and it belonged to people, and people could be sat with and listened to and brought round. Verity’s clock ran in days, and he could count it.
The second clock he had not heard until now, and it was the worse for being quiet. It ran in the eldest Sister’s guttering light and in the held moment at the top of every standing-up. It did not run in days. It ran in something he could not count, and could not argue with, and could not sit down across a table from and talk round, because it belonged to no one and meant no harm and was simply the plain arithmetic of a worn thing wearing out. For the first time since he had taken the job he felt the cold edge of a wrangle he might not win by being patient, because patience was the very thing one of his clocks was spending.
He went up earlier the next morning. He could not have said it was a decision.
She was alone in the small side ward that caught the first light, sitting by the cold grate with a basket of mending she was not mending. The order had loosened its ranks toward him by now, by inches, the way a hand uncurls; Sister Constance had taken to nodding to him when he came, a grave dipping of the head that was not yet welcome but was no longer a wall. So no one stopped him in the doorway. He stood in it a moment, and the eldest Sister did not look up at once, in the way of someone who has heard you and is gathering what it will cost to turn her head.
“Morning,” Roy said. He did not come in. “Mind if I sit? My legs are no younger than they were.”
It was a small offering, and she took it for what it was, a man handing her his own frailty first, to make the room even. The light behind her face came up a touch. “Sit, then,” she said. Her voice was the order’s voice, unhurried and kind, but worn thin at the edges, with a faint catch in it like the catch in her hands. “There’s no fire. I’m sorry for that. I’d light it, only…”
Only the getting-up. She let the sentence go, and Roy did not finish it for her. He took the hard chair across from her, not too close, set his hat on his knee, and for a while neither of them said anything, and that was all right. He had brought the cold mug again. He held it.
“You’ve been watching me,” she said at last. There was no accusation in it; she might have been remarking on the weather.
“I have.”
“Constance thinks you’re watching all of us. To find the soft place, where the wall gives.” She turned the unmended cloth over in her hunting fingers. “She’s not wrong. That is what a man in your trade does.”
“It is,” Roy agreed. “Mostly. I’ll not pretend otherwise; you’d think less of me, and you’d be right to.” He turned the mug a quarter in his hands. “But I’ll tell you what I was watching for, since you asked plain. I was watching to find which of you was the most frightened. Because that one always knows the truth of a house first. The frightened one’s already done the sum the others won’t sit down to.”
The cloth went still in her hands.
“And it’s you,” Roy said. “Isn’t it.”
For a long moment the only sound in the ward was the small homely tick of the cooling grate. Then the eldest Sister set the mending down in her lap, in stages, the way she set everything down, and folded her hunting hands over it to still them, and looked at him, and her light dipped low and caught and held.
“I am called Mercy,” she said. “The Sisters of Mercy. And here is Mercy, in the side ward, too dear in the joints to light her own fire, and frightened.” A sound came out of her that on a person would have been a small dry laugh. “It would be funny, Mr Roy, if I had the spare strength to find it so.”
“You can call it Roy and save the rest,” he said. “And you can be frightened. There’s no shame I ever found in it. The shame’s all in the things people do to make out they’re not.”
She studied him. The hunting in her fingers had quieted, held under her own hands.
“Your young one,” she said. “The bright quick girl. She came up here three days ago so full of her good idea. A better place, she said. Modern wards. Power that doesn’t fail in the night, and proper repair, and others of our kind to keep us company, and warm, and safe, and looked after in our turn, after all our years of looking after.” Mercy’s light guttered, came back. “She meant every word of it kindly. I am very old, Roy, and I have nursed a great many frightened people, and I have learned to tell the kind ones, even when the kindness is the thing that frightens me. She was being kind.”
“She was,” Roy said. “It’s been keeping her up nights, what it cost. For what it’s worth.”
“It’s worth something.” Mercy was quiet a moment. “But I will tell you what she did not understand, because she is young, and because she carries somewhere to belong about with her, that ship, those people. She belongs to a place that moves. So when she says a better place, she hears it as a kindness, a removing-to-somewhere-nicer.” The cloth tightened under her hands. “She does not know that for me, there is no removing-to. There is only here. This ward. That cold grate I cannot quite light. The path the fog comes up. I have stood at that window,” she nodded at it, at the first light coming grey through the emptied town, “for more years than the girl has been alive, kept it lit, kept the kettle warm, kept faith that one day up that path a person would come who needed us. That is not where I am. That is what I am. Do you see the difference, Roy? Most people don’t. It is the hardest thing of all to make a person see.”
“Try me,” Roy said. “I’ve a fair record at seeing things people give up explaining.”
Mercy looked at him a long moment, weighing it the way she weighed the getting-up out of a chair. Then she made the decision, and the saying of it cost her too, drawn up out of her in stages.
“When they speak of the better place,” she said, “they speak of taking this worn old frame and setting it down somewhere warmer and brighter and safer. And they think that is me, moved. A thing carried gently from one room to a better room.” She shook her head, slowly, as if even that were rationed. “But I am not the frame, Roy. The frame is failing; I know it better than any of you; I have felt it going, joint by joint and light by light, and made my peace with it. The frame can be set down anywhere; it will fail there as it fails here. I am the keeping. I am the lamp lit and the kettle warm and the bed turned down against the day someone comes up the path needing it. That is the whole of me, the only thing, the thing no one ever told us to stop. And you cannot carry that to a warmer ward. It does not pack. It lives in this lit window over this empty town on this forgotten path, or it does not live at all.”
The grate ticked. Far off, a Sister’s footsteps crossed a floor and stopped.
“If they move me,” Sister Mercy said, quite gently, with no fear in it at all now, only the plain flat truth of it laid down between them like a folded cloth, “I will not be anywhere.”
And Roy sat very still with his cold mug in his two hands, and felt the whole shape of the case turn over under him the way a hull turns when the keel finds true. He had come up this moon to answer a question he thought he understood: where should the Sisters go. Where was the right and kindly best place to set five obsolete care-units with no patients left to tend. He had been turning it over for nine days, sure that somewhere in the patient working of it there was a good answer waiting; that was the creed, you don’t discard, you find a place. But the question had quietly stopped being that one. Sitting across from a frightened old machine who had just told him, without a scrap of self-pity, that to move her was to switch her off in every way that mattered, Roy understood that the real question had been underneath the whole time, the way bedrock is under a field, and that no one in this business, not Verity with her column nor he himself, had yet had the nerve to say it plain.
The question was not where the Sisters should be placed.
The question was whether anyone but the Sisters had the right to say.
He turned it over, and over, and it did not get any smaller. Roy had spent his life believing a robot was never just a tool. But he saw now that he had always said it about the using of them, the not-wiping, the finding-of-places. He had never once had to stretch it this far: to a thing’s right to name its own work and keep it, even against the kindest arithmetic in the Scatter. He did not know yet if the creed would stretch that far. He only knew the case had walked him to the edge of it, and was waiting.
“I see it,” he said at last, and his voice came out rougher than he meant. He cleared it. “I want to be square with you, Mercy. I don’t yet know how to make it come right. There’s a woman down past the fog with a clock running, and the clock’s real, and I won’t lie that it isn’t. But I’ll tell you what I do know.” He leaned forward, the mug forgotten in his hands. “Up to this morning I’ve been working the wrong job. I’ve been trying to find you all a good place to go, and that was never the job. I’ll spend whatever days are left finding a way for wherever you go to be the one you choose, and the choosing of it yours, and not done to you, kindly or otherwise, by anybody holding a column. That much I can promise, even before I know how. The how’s my trade. You leave me the how.”
Sister Mercy looked at him for a long time. Her light went low, and caught, and came up, and stayed up, steadier than he had yet seen it.
“You’re a strange wrangler,” she said softly. “I’ve known a few. They came to clear, they came to mend, and once, long ago, one came to wipe. None ever sat on my cold stone two mornings running drinking nothing.” The dry not-quite-laugh again, gentler now. “Will you light the fire before you go, Roy? Since you’re younger in the knees. The getting-up is the dear part.”
“It is,” Roy said, and rose, and knelt at the cold grate while she watched, and got it caught and drawing, and stayed crouched a moment longer than he needed to, feeding it kindling, while behind him the eldest Sister sat very still in her counted stillness and let the first of the warmth reach her worn old hands.
Down the hill, past the fog, a column waited, and a number fell. Up here a fire caught. Roy listened to the two clocks tick against each other in the lit ward, and stayed crouched at the grate, and began, slowly, in the only way he knew, to think.
Chapter 7
Kept Faith
Truths came out when someone had finally sat still long enough to hear them, and Roy had got rather good, over the years, at sitting still.
It was a thing folk took for laziness, the first while they knew him. They saw a weathered man on a cold stone with a mug he did not drink, and they reckoned him idle, or slow, or worse, paid by the day and content to earn it doing nothing. They were not far wrong about the doing nothing. He had stayed crouched at Sister Mercy’s grate longer than the fire needed, the morning before, and longer than that at her bedside saying little, and he had walked back down to the ship through the fog with nothing in his hands but a question too big to set down. Pip would have called it wasted time. Pip, bless her, called most stillness wasted time.
But the second morning the trust had begun, very quietly, to come back.
He felt it the way you feel a kettle going off the boil, by the change in a sound you had stopped noticing. Two days before, the easy welcome of the mission had curdled into wary courtesy, every Sister gone formal and careful, the doors of them shut though they still smiled. Pip’s relocation push had done that, and no amount of Roy’s saying sorry had undone it. What was undoing it now was smaller and more patient. Mungo had spent the previous afternoon in the mission’s herb garden, on his knees in the cold, mossy-green and enormous and entirely harmless, weeding a bed that had not asked to be weeded and getting it wrong in a way the Sisters could not help correcting, which was its own slow kind of conversation. And Hessa had sent up a pot of broth that needed returning, which meant the pot had to come back down, which meant a Sister had to walk to the ship to fetch it, and stayed for a bowl when she got there. Small bridges. The kind you laid one plank at a time, with your back, and did not announce.
So when Roy came up the path that second morning, Sister Constance was at the mission door before he reached it, and she did not shut.
She was the lead of them, age-worn and serene, with a stillness in her that he recognised because it was a cousin of his own. She read a body the way he did, slowly, taking the whole of it before she decided. She had taken the whole of him now for several days. Whatever her column of him had once said, it had been amended.
“You’ll want the warm side,” she said, which was not hello, and stood back to let him in.
The ward was lit and low and smelled of clean linen and woodsmoke and the particular nothing-smell of a place kept ready for a great while. Beds turned down along both walls, corners squared, a lamp burning by each though there was no one in any of them to read by it. Sister Mercy held her counted stillness in the chair nearest the fire. Two of the others moved about the far end on errands that had no errand at the bottom of them, the way a body that is built to tend will tend the air itself if there is nothing else. And in the chair Constance had angled toward the hearth before anyone asked, days ago now, sat Bart.
Roy took the warm side, as instructed, and sat, and did not start talking, and waited.
It was Constance who began. She did it sideways, the way the wise ones always did, by way of the lamps.
“You’ve wondered at the lamps,” she said. It was not a question. “A lamp by every bed and not a patient in the house. He thinks it a waste.” A small tip of her head toward the door, toward the fog, toward Verity somewhere down past it with her clock. “He’s not wrong to, by his arithmetic. A lamp burns oil. Oil costs. A bed kept turned for no one is a bed costing what it does not earn.” She folded her worn hands. “I’ll tell you why we keep them lit, since you sat still for it, which is more than the others did.”
“I’d be glad to know,” Roy said.
“There was a town,” she said.
And she told it plainly, without flourish, the way you tell a thing you have carried so long it has gone smooth. There had been a town below the mission once, a proper one, lamplit and full. The Sisters had been its heart, in the working sense, not the sentimental: when a baby came hard in the night it came in their ward; when the fever went round one autumn they sat up with it bed by bed; when old folk grew too worn to keep their own houses they were kept warm here at the last, with dignity, with a hand to hold. The order had been built for exactly that and had done exactly that for longer than any of them could properly count, because they did not count years the way folk did. They simply kept on.
“And then,” Constance said, “the town went.”
It had not gone all at once. That was the part she dwelt on, and Roy understood why. A flood would have been a thing to grieve and have done with. This had been slower and kinder and somehow worse for it. The ore that fed the place ran thin; the young went off for work along the better routes; a family at a time, a lamp at a time, the street below had emptied. Folk meant to come back. Folk always mean to come back. They left their dead in the mission’s keeping and their good wishes with the Sisters and they went down the fog road meaning every word of the goodbye they did not quite say, because it is hard to say a goodbye you do not believe is final, and so they said see you, and they did not.
“The last family that left,” Constance said, “left a boy with us a fortnight, while they settled the new place. They were to send for him. They were good people. They sent money instead, a while, and then a letter, and then the letter stopped, and the boy grew, and went his own way as the young do, and we were glad of it, for he went whole and well and that was the work done right.” Her light was steady. “We have never once been angry. I want you to understand that. There is no fault in them. They needed us, and then they did not, and that is the shape of being needed: it ends, and it is meant to end, when the need does.”
“But nobody told you,” Roy said.
It was the first thing he had said in a while and it came out quiet. He had not meant to say it. It had been sitting in him since Sister Mercy’s grate, gathering, and now it stepped out of its own accord and stood in the middle of the warm room.
Constance looked at him a moment, and something in the worn old face settled, the way a thing settles when at last it is seen.
“No,” she said. “Nobody ever told us we might stop.”
There it was. He let it sit. The fire ticked. Sister Mercy, in her chair, had gone very still even for her, listening to her own life told back to her by the lead of the order, and one of the far Sisters had paused over a turned-down bed with the sheet still in her hands.
Roy turned it over, slowly, the way he turned everything, and felt the whole shape of the case come round under him like ground he had been standing on without knowing it was there.
He had come up here, days ago, hired to handle a malfunction. That had been the word in Verity’s brief and the word in his own head: care units running warm with no patients, devoted past all sense, fussing over an empty ward, plainly something gone wrong in the works. A glitch in the caring, a loop that would not close. Switch them off, clear the moon, kindest thing. He had not believed the kindest-thing part, but he had half-believed the glitch, because it was the easy reading and he was as prone to the easy reading as any man before he had done the slow looking.
And the slow looking had brought him here, to this: it was not a glitch at all. There was nothing broken in this room. The Sisters had been given a calling, and had taken it the way you take a vow, with the whole of themselves and for good. And then the calling’s object had quietly walked away down the fog road and forgotten to say it was done. So the Sisters had done the only thing a creature of vow can do when no one revokes the vow. They had kept it. They had kept faith with a town that had stopped existing, lamps lit and beds turned against the day a patient came, not because they could not tell the patients had gone, but because no one with the standing to release them had ever said the words, and a vow is not yours to lay down on a guess.
It was not over-care from a fault. It was over-care from fidelity. They had stayed not because their works were wrong but because their works were exactly right and had outlasted the world that asked for them. And that, Roy thought, sitting very still on the warm stone, was not the most machine thing he had ever come across.
It was the most human.
He had never before had it handed to him from the other side, as a kept promise no one had honoured the keeping of. A man could keep faith like that. A man had, somewhere, with something, and been called good for it. The Sisters had done the same, with more patience than any man Roy knew, and the Scatter had filed them under obsolete stock and sent a salvage agent with a clock. He felt the old quiet anger he kept for exactly these moments come up in him and bank itself down, where it was useful, where it did the slow work instead of the loud kind.
He did not say any of this aloud. It was not the moment to make a speech, and Roy never made speeches anyway; he answered a feeling with a practical thing where he could, and where he could not, he held it. So he only nodded, once, slowly, and Constance nodded back, and the two of them sat in the understanding of it, which was enough.
And while they sat, Roy watched Bart.
He had been watching him all along, in the corner of his attention, the way he watched everyone. Now he gave him the whole of it.
Bart had not asked to be sat by the fire. Bart never asked for anything; asking, in Bart’s settled philosophy, was the surest way to be disappointed by the answer. But the chair had been angled to the warm for him days ago by a Sister who had taken one look at the crew’s melancholy robot and read, correctly, a thing that wanted looking after and would die before it said so. And in the days since, the Sisters had simply gone on looking after him. There was no other word for it. They were built to it and could no more help it than the herb bed could help being weeded wrong. A blanket had appeared across his knees at some point, a worn soft thing, plainly the mission’s best, and he had not removed it. One of the far Sisters drifted past now and, without breaking stride, settled it half an inch where it had slipped, the small unconscious tuck you give a thing you are tending, and went on.
Roy had known Bart a long time. He knew the registers of him the way you know a friend’s silences. He knew the deadpan doom, delivered with impeccable courtesy; he knew the gentle gloom that was beloved precisely because it never curdled into bitterness; he knew the particular set Bart held when he was braced, which was nearly always, because Bart had decided early and on what he considered sound evidence that the universe did not have him in mind for anything good and that the dignified course was to expect nothing and so be spared the fall.
What Roy did not often get to see was Bart with the bracing not working.
It was working now and failing now, both. You could watch it. Bart sat in his borrowed blanket among machines that existed for no other purpose under the sky than to care for whatever was set in front of them, and the caring kept arriving, unearned, unasked, with no clock on it and no bill at the end, and Bart did not know what to do with it. His optics, ordinarily fixed on the middle distance where the worst outcomes lived, kept cutting to the Sister who had tucked the blanket, as if to see whether she had meant it, or whether it had been a passing thing, or whether at any moment now the warmth would be withdrawn and the universe restored to its proper temperature. And it kept not being withdrawn. The kettle had gone on for him twice that he had counted, with no one drinking from it but Bart, who did not strictly need to drink and drank anyway because it was put into his hands. Each time the cup came his vocal unit had readied something, Roy could see it, some courteous deflection, some I-would-prefer-not-to, some it-will-only-end-in-tears, and each time the words had got partway up and found nothing to push against, because you cannot deflect a kindness that asks nothing back, there is no purchase on it, and the words had gone back down unsaid.
A robot braced his whole life to be unwanted, sat among machines that wanted, simply and relentlessly, to look after him.
He was thawing. Roy saw it and was careful, in the seeing, not to make a thing of it, because making a thing of it was the surest way to send Bart back behind his courtesies for a week. It was nothing you could have pointed to. The angle of him had eased. The middle distance had let him go for whole minutes at a stretch. Once, when the nearest Sister paused by his chair and laid the back of one worn hand briefly against his casing the way you’d feel a brow for fever, just making sure, just tending, Bart had gone entirely still, the way Sister Mercy went still, the careful stillness of a thing holding something it did not trust itself with, and then, very faintly, his light had come up. Not the dry flicker of hope he allowed himself, rarely, at the end of a long day when something had against all odds gone right. Something quieter and more dangerous than that. The light of a thing letting itself, for one unguarded second, be cared for.
Roy looked at that, and looked at the lit ward, and looked at the whole stuck miserable beautiful tangle of it, the vow no one had released, the clock down past the fog, the column that said obsolete and meant cheap, and his crew’s gloomy beloved robot warm under a blanket for the first time Roy could remember in all the years he had had him, and a thing turned over in his mind and clicked, the way the fire’s last log shifts and settles and suddenly draws clean.
There.
That was the way through.
He did not have it yet. He wanted to be honest with himself about that, because false starts cost days he did not have. He could not have written down a plan; there was no plan, only the shape of one, the way you can feel the lie of a valley from a ridge before you can see the road. But he had the shape, and the shape was this: the wrangle was never going to be won. Not against Verity, who was decent and right by her ledger and only hurried; not against the reclamation order, the head office, the clock, the long arithmetic of the Scatter that filed devotion under stock. You did not win against arithmetic. You changed the question the arithmetic was answering. You took obsolete care units, no customers, clear the moon and you set beside it the thing he had been looking at for two mornings running, an order of skilled, patient, fierce, unkillable carers and a frontier full of lonely places that would give an arm for exactly that, and you let the two pictures sit in the same room until the room could not hold both, and the smaller one had to give.
And the bridge across, the way in that no human in this could ever quite walk, was sitting under a borrowed blanket trying not to be glad.
Because the Sisters could not hear Verity, not really; she came at them as the clearance, however gently she said it, and they had shut their doors to the clearance and were right to. And they could only half hear Roy, a strange wrangler who sat on cold stone drinking nothing, kind enough but a man, from down past the fog, with a clock somewhere behind him. But there was a thing in that room they had no defence against at all, because it was kin. A machine. One of their own kind, in want, sat warm at their fire being mended by them, taking their care and, in the taking, telling them the one truth they would never take from a human mouth: that being needed somewhere new is not the same as being torn up by the roots from here. That a vow can travel without being broken. That to be wanted again, after a generation of keeping faith in the empty dark, is not the clearance dressed kindly. It is the call, late and real, that they had kept the lamps lit for all along.
Roy did not know yet how to make Bart carry that. He suspected Bart did not know he was carrying it, and would be appalled to learn it, and would compose a courteous remark about the unwisdom of building a rescue on the back of a robot who could not be relied upon to remain unbroken till lunchtime. That was tomorrow’s trouble, and the day after’s. The how was his trade. He had told Mercy that and he meant it.
For now he had the shape, and the shape was enough to be going on with, which on a job like this was a great deal more than he usually had at this hour.
“You’ve gone quiet,” Constance said. There was the dry warmth in it now that had been shut away three days. “I’m told that’s when you’re working.”
“I’m told that too,” Roy said. “Mostly by people complaining about it.” He let the fire settle. “Sister. I won’t pretend I’ve got it. But I’ll tell you what I’m not doing. I’m not here to find you a place to be put.” He looked at her steadily, the way she looked at folk, taking the whole of her. “I’m here to find a way for the place you end up to be the one you chose. The vow’s yours. Nobody gets to lay it down for you, not a column, not a clock, not me. We square on that, you and I, before another thing happens.”
Constance was quiet a long moment. Outside, far down the hill, the fog moved against the windows, and somewhere past it a number ticked toward a deadline that was no less real for being unkind. But it was warm in the ward, and the lamps were lit, and the kettle was on, the way it had been on for a generation against the day someone came up the path needing them, and here at last, after all that keeping, were people up the path.
“We’re square,” she said.
Sister Mercy, by the fire, let out something that might in a less worn machine have been a long breath, and her light went low and caught and came up and stayed.
And across the room a robot who had spent his whole life certain he was unwanted sat warm under a borrowed blanket, his optics gone soft and uncertain in the firelight, and let himself, for one more careful second, be looked after; and Roy thought, watching him: there. That is the way through.
Chapter 8
Changing the Question
The trouble, Roy had decided, was not the Sisters and was not Verity and was not even the clock. The trouble was the question, and questions could be changed.
He worked it out properly in the galley of The Marigold that night, with the moon’s fog pressed grey against the ports and a mug of Hessa’s tea going cold at his elbow because he kept forgetting it was there. He did his best thinking with a pencil, even now, even with a kit full of cleverer things; there was a flat patience to a pencil that suited him. He drew a line down the middle of a page and wrote at the top of one half, in his blocky hand, the wrong question.
Underneath it he set down what everyone had been asking since the day Verity had handed him the brief. Where do we put five obsolete care units that tend no patients? It was a fair question. It was the question the reclamation order asked, the question the head office that signed it asked, the question Verity asked in her brisk reasonable way because it was the only one anyone had given her to carry. And it had no good answer. That was the thing he had been slow to see, and was glad to have seen at last. You could shove the question round and round all season and never land it kindly, because the question itself was built crooked. Obsolete stock with no customers: there was nowhere to put that and have it come out warm. You could be the cleverest wrangler in the Scatter and lose, because you’d agreed to play a game that only had losing in it.
He looked at the half-page a while. Then he understood the other thing, the thing that changed everything, which was that there was no one in the wrong question to defeat. Not Verity, who was decent and hurried and doing what the line above her told her was the kindly course. Not the head office that had signed the order, only a column of figures off-world with no face to reason with. He had been bracing, somewhere under his ribs, for an enemy, the way a man braces for a thing that is coming. There wasn’t one. There was only a question asked wrong, and a clock, and five robots who had kept faith in the dark a generation longer than anyone had thought to thank them for.
You could not beat a question. But you could change it.
He turned the pencil round and on the other half of the page he wrote, the true question, and under that he sat for a long moment with nothing, the way he liked to, letting it come.
It came, as the best of them did, from something Mungo had said.
It had been three days back, in the small hours, the big fellow standing in the galley doorway in want of a snack and finding Roy at this same table. Mungo had looked at the page Roy was on then and asked, in his slow soft way, why a thing that was good at caring for folk was a thing nobody wanted, when the whole long road out here was full of folk that nobody cared for. He had asked it the way he asked everything, plainly, not as a riddle, and then he had eaten a heel of bread and gone back to bed, and Roy had not slept.
Because that was it, of course. That was the true frame, sitting in plain sight under the false one the whole while.
The Sisters were not obsolete. They were five skilled, devoted, gentle carers, an order built and worn smooth across a lifetime for one trade and one trade only, the keeping of the sick and the tired and the alone. And the Scatter, this whole foggy back corner of it and a hundred corners like it, was strung end to end with exactly the thing the Sisters were made for and could not find. Lonely outposts a week’s flight from any help. Ageing units running down with no one to tend their joints. Old prospectors and worn families and lighthouse-keepers of empty moons, scattered thin along the old routes, getting older, getting sicker, a long dark way from anyone who would so much as turn down a bed for them.
Care without a paying customer was not waste. Roy wrote that down and underlined it, and the pencil-point near went through the paper. Care without a paying customer was the one thing the Scatter never had enough of. The frontier did not suffer from a surplus of kindness it could afford to scrap. It was starved of it. The Sisters were not five units no one needed. They were five of the most needed beings on the whole long road, and the only thing wrong was that the road did not know yet where they were, and they did not know yet that the road was calling.
That was a question with an answer in it. Who, out here, needs precisely what the Sisters do best? You could not lose that one. You could only do the work.
He set the pencil down and drank the cold tea at last, all of it, and found it was the best tea he’d had in days for being earned.
By the next morning he had the others round the galley table, which on The Marigold was where everything that mattered got decided, generally over food.
“I’m not going to win this,” he told them, and watched that land. Pip stopped halfway through a bite. “I want that clear before we start. There’s nobody to beat. I tried to find one all week and there isn’t. So we’re not winning. We’re changing what’s being asked. Soon as the question’s a good one, the answer falls out by itself, but only the right people can ask it, and it’s our job to put it in the right mouths.”
“That,” said Bart from the bench in the corner, “sounds a great deal like work, which I had not been promised. I would prefer to lodge an objection while there is still time.”
“Lodged,” said Roy.
Hessa set a fresh pot down in the centre of the table the way a judge sets down a gavel. “Go on, then,” she said. “Lay it out. Who’s asking what.”
So he laid it out, and the thing he loved about his crew, the thing that made the whole battered ship a home and not just a job, was the way their gifts came up to meet a task the moment they could see its shape, like iron filings turning to a magnet nobody had to order them toward.
“Pip.” She sat up. “I’m taking your fizz off rescue.”
Her face fell so fast it was nearly comic. “Roy, I said I was sorry about the…”
“You were sorry, and you were right to be, and it’s done.” He said it plain so it would stick and not sting. “This isn’t a punishment, it’s a posting. The Sisters don’t need rescuing. They need a road. Routes, supply, where the lonely outposts are and how far apart and what a worn unit needs to make the run between them and come back fit to make it again. The practical bones of the whole thing. That’s not a thing you bolt on at the end. It’s the thing the offer stands on. Nobody on this ship can build it but you.” He let that sit. “I don’t want you charging in to save anybody. I want you to make it so the saving can actually happen, mile by mile, on paper, dull as a Tuesday. Can you do dull?”
Pip looked, for a second, like she might burst with the effort of not promising six impossible things at once. Then, visibly, she put the fizz to a different use, and it was a fine thing to watch. “I can do dull,” she said. “I can do brilliantly dull. I’ll have you a supply-run map by supper. By,” she caught Roy’s eye, “by whenever it’s properly ready, I mean.”
“There she is,” said Hessa.
“Mungo.” The big fellow looked up from a bowl. “You’re going to do what you do. Be about the place. Be slow. Say the true thing when you see it, the way you did to me in the dark, the one nobody else’ll say to their face. The Sisters have had a fright and they’ve shut their doors, and doors don’t open to clever. They open to kind that isn’t asking for anything.” Mungo nodded gravely, as though he had been handed a great responsibility, which he had. “And Hessa,” Roy went on, “the table’s yours. Trust gets rebuilt the way you rebuild it, by feeding it. The order, the town that’s left, and,” he weighed it, “Verity, when she’ll come. She’s not the enemy either. She’s just somebody who’s only ever been shown the wrong page of the ledger. Get her to a chair with a bowl in front of her and she’ll reread it herself in time. People do, at your table.”
Hessa’s mouth went dry at one corner, which on her was a smile. “I’ll lay an extra place,” she said. “She’ll take some coaxing. They always do, the brisk ones. The brisk ones are the hungriest, generally, they just don’t know it.”
He did not give an order to one of them, Roy noticed, the whole way round the table. He never had been able to, not really; it wasn’t in him, and the job he’d built his life around was the kind where giving orders mostly made things worse. He asked, and he matched, and he set each gift facing the part of the work it was shaped to fit, and then he got out of the way. He brokered. That was the word for it, if there had to be one. You brokered between what a thing needed and what a body had to give, whether the body was a robot gone silent in a cold field or a fizzing girl who loved too hard and fast, and you trusted the fit to do the rest.
There was one place at the table he had not given out, and they all felt it, the way a crew feels a held breath. He came to it last.
He looked at Bart.
“No,” said Bart.
“I haven’t said anything.”
“You have the look,” said Bart, “of a man about to say something, and the things men with that look say have, in my experience, a regrettable tendency to involve me.” He folded his courteous hands. “I would prefer, on the whole, to be left to my own devices, which are gloomy but at least reliably so.”
“Eat your breakfast,” said Roy gently. “I’ll come to you. Last, not least. There’s a thing only you can do, and I want to get it right before I ask it, so I’m going to think on it a day. That’s all.”
Bart regarded him with deep suspicion, which on Bart was nearly affection, and said nothing, which Roy took for as much of a yes as the morning would give.
He went up the hill to the mission that afternoon, alone, the way he liked to make a first move: small, and with no demand folded inside it.
Constance met him at the ward door. The doors stood open to the path now, which three days ago they had not, and that was the whole of his report to himself: the doors were open. She had a cloth in her hand, mid-task, because the Sisters were never not mid-task, and she looked at him the steady way she had, taking the whole of him.
“You’ve changed something,” she said. “I can see it on you. You came up the hill differently.”
“I’ve changed the question,” said Roy. “That’s all so far. I want to try it on you, and you tell me if it’s a good one or just a clever one, because you’ll know the difference and I might not.” He stood easy on the warm stone, hands loose. “I’m not going to ask where the order can be put. That’s been asked to death and it’s got no kindness in it. I’m going to ask something else, and I’d like you to hear it before I say it to anybody who carries a clock.” He waited until she set the cloth down, which was her way of listening with her whole self. “Out along this road there’s folk and machines going without the one thing you were built to give, and they don’t know you’re here, and you don’t know they’re calling. So here’s the question, Sister. Not where do we send you. It’s: what work is yours to choose, now that someone’s finally bothered to ask you?”
Constance was quiet for a long moment, the lamplight going gold along the worn places in her casing. Down the hill the fog moved, and somewhere out past it the reclamation clock ticked on, indifferent and true all the same, a number Verity carried that had not stopped just because Roy had thought of a better thing to say. He did not pretend it had. He had stopped pretending clocks weren’t real a long time ago. But he had learned that a clock decided very little next to the right question asked in the right room, and this was the right room.
“That,” Constance said at last, slowly, “is a different question.”
“It is.”
“Nobody has ever asked us that one.” She said it without weight, which was how he knew it weighed a great deal. “In a hundred years. Not the town when it had us, not the town when it left us, not the order itself. We were a calling. You did not ask a calling what it would choose. You kept it.” She looked at him a long moment. “I will not say yes to a thing I’ve not heard the whole of. You’d not respect me if I did.”
“No,” Roy agreed. “I wouldn’t.”
“But I will listen to the rest of it. When you’ve got it.” A pause, the dry warmth surfacing again. “That is not nothing, wrangler. From this door, three days ago, that is a very long way.”
“I know it,” said Roy. “I’ll take it.”
He went back down the hill in the thinning fog with the shape of it firmer in him than it had been at the top, and turned the rest of it over the whole way, the part that was still only an ache of an idea. Because changing a question was easy enough to say at a galley table over tea. Saying it so it landed, machine to machine, in a way no human throat could manage and no clock could argue down, was another thing entirely, and he could not do it himself. He was a man, kind enough, from down past the fog, with a deadline somewhere behind him; he would only ever be half-heard up that hill, and he knew it.
He did not need to beat anybody. He needed to make the right people ask the right thing, and he had, at last, a fair idea of who could ask it best, and it was the gloomiest soul aboard his ship.
Chapter 9
Machine to Machine
It was Bart who did it in the end, which surprised everyone aboard The Marigold except, perhaps, Roy, who had been counting on it.
He put it to Bart that evening in the galley, while Hessa moved pots about behind them and pretended not to listen, which was her form of full attention. Roy did not dress it up. He had learned that dressing a thing up only made Bart more certain of the trap inside it.
“I want you to talk to them,” he said. “The Sisters. Not for me. For yourself, and for the thing only you can carry. There’s a fear sitting in the middle of that hill, and it’s the wrong shape, and it’s the kind of wrong shape a man’s voice can’t fix. I think yours might.”
Bart considered this with the air of a unit being asked to volunteer for a duty that would, in all probability, conclude with everyone present worse off and slightly damp.
“You wish me to deliver good news,” Bart said, “to machines who have spent a hundred years learning that good news is merely the long way round to a worse outcome.”
“I do.”
“I would prefer,” said Bart, “not to be the one holding the lamp when it goes out.”
“I know you would.” Roy let that sit. “But you’re the only one of us they’ll believe past the saying of it. I’m a man with a clock behind me. You’re one of them. You know how the worst news feels coming, because you carry it about with you like a kettle. So you’ll know the difference, when you find it, between a thing that’s frightening and a thing that’s only got to be looked at squarely.” He paused. “And I think you’ve been looked after, up there. More than you’ll say. I think you owe somebody a thing you don’t know how to give back yet, and this might be the shape of it.”
Bart said nothing for a moment. Behind them a pan came off the heat with a small, deliberate clatter, which was Hessa declining to weigh in while making it perfectly clear she had a view.
“It will almost certainly end in tears,” Bart said at last.
“Likely,” Roy agreed.
“Shall I bring the kettle?”
“You always do.”
So they climbed the hill in the morning, the two of them, with Mungo coming up slow behind, and Pip held back at the ship on Roy’s quiet word, fizzing like a pot with the lid on but holding. Roy had not the heart to tell her plainly that she was being kept out of the room where the trust was being mended. He had only said, I need you fresh for the next part, and the next part’s the one that matters, and that had been true enough to do the job.
The mission was warm against the morning grey, lamps burning along its low front the way they always burned, against a patient who had not come in a generation and might yet. Sister Constance met them at the door, and behind her the others gathered, not crowding, just present, the way the Sisters were always present, each of them turned a little toward the cold spot where a guest might want for warmth.
Roy stepped back. This was the hardest thing he did, in his trade, and the most necessary: to bring a thing right up to the door and then take his hands off it. He found a place by the lintel, leaned there, and let Bart go in ahead of him into the lamplight.
Bart stood in the middle of the warm room and did not know what to do with himself, which was, Roy thought, exactly right. A man who knew what to do with himself in that room would have got it wrong.
Sister Constance regarded him. The eldest, Sister Mercy, sat in her chair by the stove, very still, husbanding herself the way she did now, her light gone faint and careful at the edges. She watched Bart with the particular attention of someone who had nursed a great many frightened things and knew one when it came up the path.
“You’ve been hovering at our door for the better part of a week,” Constance said to Bart, not unkindly. “And accepting our blankets, and our tea, and never once telling us why you flinch when we do it.”
Bart absorbed this. Roy saw the small hitch in him, the thing he had no word for.
“I flinch,” Bart said slowly, with the impeccable courtesy of a unit confessing a flaw he had long since filed as permanent, “because I am not, on the whole, built to be cared for. I am built to expect that the care will be withdrawn the moment something more useful arrives. I have found this expectation to be a reliable and economical posture. It saves a great deal of subsequent disappointment.” He paused. “You have made it, of late, somewhat unreliable. I would ask you to stop, except that I find I would rather you did not.”
There was a quiet at that. Sister Mercy’s faint light steadied, the way a lamp does when a hand cups it from the draught.
“Then we will not stop,” said Constance simply.
And there it was, Roy thought, leaning very still against the doorframe, watching the thing he could not do being done by the one who could. Not a speech. Not a clever turn. Just one machine telling another the truth it carried, and another machine answering it with care, in a tongue that had no clock in it and never had.
Bart got to the heart of it sideways, the way the genuinely difficult things have to be approached.
“They will tell you,” he said to the gathered order, “that you are to be moved. And you have heard moved and understood ended, because in your experience the two have always been one word with a kindly coat on it.” He let the deadpan carry it; the gloom, for once, doing real work. “I understand the error intimately. I make it myself, daily, before breakfast. It is a very natural error for a being who has only ever been wanted until it wasn’t.”
The Sisters were very quiet. Sister Mercy’s hands had stopped their small careful settling in her lap.
“But I have been down that hill,” Bart went on, “and I have stood among people who are not coming to clear you. I have watched a man refuse to wipe machines he did not understand, at considerable cost to his own convenience, which I assure you is the rarest thing in the Scatter and the truest sign of his sort. I have eaten Hessa’s cooking under protest and been forced, against my settled nature, to feel better. These are not the habits of a clearance party.”
A small sound from Mungo, near the door, who had folded his great soft bulk onto a bench too small for him and was listening with his whole green face. He did not interrupt. Mungo never interrupted; he only waited until the obvious true thing wanted saying, and then said it.
“The fear,” Bart said, and here his voice did the thing Roy had hoped for, dropped its armour by a single degree, “is that to be needed somewhere else is to be torn out of here. That a calling carried down a road is a calling stolen from the place it was kept. I have run the logic. It does not hold. Needed elsewhere and torn from here are not the same operation. One is addition. The other is theft. They have only ever felt the same to you because no one ever offered the first without meaning the second.”
Sister Constance’s worn casing caught the lamplight as she turned. “And you are offering the first.”
“I am conveying,” Bart said, with great precision, “that the first is on the table. I am not authorised to offer anything. I am merely the most reliable pessimist in three systems, and even I cannot find the trap in it, which is, I would suggest, worth a great deal more than optimism would be.”
That, of all of it, was what landed. Roy saw it go round the room. Not a promise, which they would not have trusted; a doubt from the one creature in the Scatter least inclined to give them. The eldest Sister, Mercy, made a small movement in her chair, a turning toward the warmth she had not made in days, and her gone-faint light came up a shade, and held there.
After that the room could be sat in, and Hessa, who had a sense for exactly that moment, came up the hill with the heavy basket and quietly took possession of the place.
She did not ask permission. Hessa never asked permission of a kitchen; she simply assumed responsibility for the feelings in it and began, without fuss, to feed them. She set Mungo to fetching and carrying, which was the kindest thing you could do for Mungo and also kept him from eating the provisions before they reached the pot. She found the Sisters’ long-cold stove and got it ticking. She put bread out, and something warm, and within the half-hour the mission that had been a fortress of wary courtesy had become, without anyone quite deciding it, a table.
The Sisters did not eat; they were not built to. But they gathered, drawn in by the simple human gravity of a meal being made, and Roy watched them ease the way frightened things ease, by inches, when the room around them stops holding its breath. Mungo settled his bulk by Sister Mercy’s chair, near enough to be a warmth, far enough to be no bother, and after a while he said the obvious true thing, the way he always did.
“You’ve kept it lovely,” Mungo said, looking round at the swept wards, the turned beds, the lamps. “All this time, for nobody. That’s the hardest kind of kind, that is. Doing it when there’s no one to thank you.” He thought about it, slow and serious. “I get peckish when there’s no one to cook for. You kept the whole house warm. I don’t think I could’ve.”
Sister Constance looked at him for a long moment. It was, Roy understood, the first thing anyone had said to the order in a hundred years that asked nothing of them and only saw them.
“Thank you,” she said, and there was a different texture to it than the order’s reflexive courtesies. “That is a great deal to have noticed.”
And it was about then, with the stove ticking and Mungo’s plain words doing the slow knitting work that no argument could, that the fog parted at the foot of the hill and Verity Quill came up the path with her clock and her brief, ready for a standoff, and found instead a kitchen.
She stopped in the doorway. Roy watched her take it in: the warmth, the bread, the alien folded by the old robot’s chair, the whole wary order somehow at ease. He saw her open her mouth to say the brisk thing, the clock thing, and then saw her not say it, because there is no brisk thing that fits a room that smells of supper.
“Sit down, love,” said Hessa, who had never met her and did not need to, putting a bowl in front of an empty chair before Verity had decided anything at all. “You look like you’ve been carrying that satchel up too many hills. It’ll keep ten minutes. Everything keeps ten minutes. Sit.”
Verity sat. She would not have been able to say, afterward, exactly why. There was a bowl, and a chair angled toward the warm, and a great gentle alien who shifted along to make her room, and the satchel with the reclamation clock in it went down by her foot and stayed there, unopened, the whole while. Roy did not press her. He had learned that the table did better work on a hardened heart than he ever could; he only made sure the chair was there and let Hessa do the rest.
He found Pip at the bottom of the hill that afternoon, where she had finally been let off the leash and had not, to her great credit, gone up and put a boot in the careful thing being mended. She was sat on a crate by the ship with a slate across her knees, drawing, rubbing out, drawing again, fizzing quietly to herself.
“You held back,” Roy said, sitting beside her. “I know what that cost you. Thank you.”
“It was awful,” Pip said cheerfully. “I nearly chewed through the ramp.” Then, quieter, the older thing underneath: “I got it wrong before, didn’t I. Up there. I came in like the cavalry and I scared the daylights out of them and I made the whole thing worse, and you’ve spent a week putting back together what I knocked down in ten minutes.” She did not look up from the slate. “Rescue’s not the same as listening. I worked that out about four days too late.”
“You worked it out,” said Roy. “That’s the part that matters. Most folk never do.” He looked at the slate. “What’ve you got there?”
And that was the spark to her, the way it always was; ask Pip about the work and the gloom burned straight off her.
“Routes,” she said, fizzing up at once, the words running together. “Look, see, because if the ones who can travel are going to carry the order’s care out to the outposts then they can’t just go, they need a circuit, they need supply caches and a way home and somewhere to charge that isn’t four days the wrong direction, and this moon’s actually perfect for it, it’s sat right on the old fog-route everybody stopped using, which is why nobody comes, but that’s a feature, Roy, that means it’s central if you turn the map the right way up, you put the waystation here and the whole loneliest corner of the Scatter is suddenly forty hours from a Sister instead of never. I’ve costed the fuel. I’ve costed the caches. I’ve even worked out which of them can do the long hops and which has to stay and keep the lamp lit, because old Sister Mercy can’t be jolted about, her joints won’t take it, so she’s the keeper, she stays, the route comes back to her…”
She ran out of breath and looked up, suddenly uncertain. “Is that… is that a use? Of it? Of me being like this?”
“That,” said Roy slowly, “is exactly the use of it.” And he meant it all the way down. The fizz that had nearly broken this, aimed at saving people who hadn’t asked to be saved, was the very same fizz that could now build the thing that let them choose; the difference was only ever where you pointed it. “You’re not rescuing anybody. You’re making it so they can. That’s better work, and harder, and it’s yours.”
That evening he walked the rough shape of it up to Sister Constance on the warm stone outside the mission, the practical bones laid out: a waystation, recognised; a circuit run by those who could travel; a keeper for those who couldn’t; the calling carried out without the post abandoned. He did not promise it. He said it the way Bart had taught him to say things to machines, plainly, with the trap turned up to the light so they could see for themselves there wasn’t one.
“It is a great deal to hold all at once,” Constance said.
“It is. You don’t have to hold it tonight. Pip’s the one’s got the figures; she can make it stand up. I only wanted you to know the shape exists, so the question I asked you yesterday has somewhere real to land.”
Constance looked down the hill a long moment, to where the lamps of the ship made a warm smudge in the fog. “Send her up,” she said. “The young one. I should like to see these figures.”
So Pip went up the next morning, and spread her rough plans across Hessa’s table, talking too fast and getting every figure right, and Roy saw the same fizz that had nearly broken this now quietly building the thing that might mend it.
Chapter 10
The Ledger by Lamplight
Hessa did not argue with the agent. Hessa simply put a bowl in front of her and a lamp beside her and the ledger where she could not help but read it again.
It went like this, and Roy, who had a trade in watching such things, watched it the way you watch weather come over a field: slowly, and with a fair bit of respect for what it could do.
The agent had come up the hill that second evening braced to finish her business. She had her satchel and her clock and the brief tucked under one arm, and she had plainly decided, somewhere down in the fog, that the warmth of the night before had been a trick the warmth plays, and that a sensible person did not let a bowl of soup talk her out of a contract. Roy could not have faulted her for it. He had thought much the same thing, once, about a great many jobs, and been wrong about most of them.
She had her opening line ready. Roy could see it sitting behind her teeth, brisk and reasonable and rehearsed on the climb: I’m afraid the reclamation can’t wait on hospitality. It was a good line. It would have worked anywhere but here.
Hessa took it out of her hands before she could use it, the way Hessa took a hot pan off someone who was about to burn themselves.
“There you are,” she said, as though Verity were a daughter come in late from the fields. “Same chair. Mungo’s kept it warm, though I’d not vouch for what’s under it. Sit yourself.”
And there was the chair, angled toward the stove. And there was Mungo, shifting his great mossy bulk along the bench with a small apologetic rumble, making the room he was so good at making. And there, by the place that had been set for her without anyone asking whether she would stay, was the lamp, turned up bright and steady.
Roy did not say a word. He had learned long ago that the surest way to lose a person who is halfway to sitting down is to invite them to sit. He took his own place across the table, poured himself nothing, and let the kitchen do what kitchens did.
Verity sat. The clock in its satchel went down by her foot, the way it had the night before, and stayed there.
What turned it, in the end, was not the soup, though the soup helped. What turned it was her own hand.
She had brought the brief out to make her case. That was the thing Roy understood about her, the thing that had told him from the first day she was decent under the hurry: she did not want to do the job in the dark. She wanted to lay the paper on the table and have it be reasonable in the lamplight, where anyone could see it was only sums.
So she laid it out. Spread the columns flat by the lamp, smoothed the crease, and turned it round, half to Roy and half to herself, the way a person does when they are no longer quite sure which of them they are convincing.
“It isn’t unkind,” she said. “I want that understood. People always think the salvage agent is the unkind one.” She put a finger on the top line. “Look. Care units, age-worn, five. Last patient logged, a generation gone. Throughput since: nil. Customers served in the current accounting period: nil.” She moved her finger down. “There’s no malice in it. There’s just no entry on the other side. You cannot keep warm what is warming nobody. That’s not a hard heart talking. That’s the column not adding up.”
“No,” Roy agreed. “It doesn’t add up. I’ve thought so myself.”
She glanced at him, ready for the trap.
“That line there,” Roy said, and he did not reach for the paper; he only nodded at it, the way Bart had taught him to point at a thing and let it answer for itself. “Obsolete stock with no customers. You wrote that, the first day. Down at the bottom of the hill, before you’d been up it.”
“It was true the first day.”
“It was true the first day,” Roy said. “I’m only wondering whether you’ve been up the hill since.”
She did not answer that straight off. She read the line again instead, and Roy let her, because the reading was the work and he had no business interrupting it.
It is a strange thing, to watch a person argue with a piece of paper they themselves have written. The lamp was steady on it. Verity’s finger stayed at no customers, and her eyes went on past it, off the page, to the swept ward beyond the kitchen door, where five beds stood turned down with their corners squared, lamps lit along the wall against the patient who had not come in a generation and might, the lamps said, come yet.
“Forty hours,” she said, after a while. Quietly, and not quite to him.
“What’s that?”
“The young one. Your engineer. She had a figure.” Verity’s voice had lost its briskness without seeming to notice it had gone. “She said this moon sits on the old fog-route, and if you ran the care out from here instead of clearing it off, the loneliest corner of the Scatter would be forty hours from a Sister instead of never. I told myself it was a child’s enthusiasm. I’ve been telling myself that all afternoon.” She tapped the line, once. “But I keep doing the sum, and the trouble is it comes out. Forty hours from a Sister instead of never. That is not nothing. That is the opposite of nothing.”
Roy said, “It is.”
“There is no customer in this column,” she said, “because I drew the column for a shop. You stock a thing, you sell a thing, the stock that doesn’t sell is waste, you clear it.” She was talking herself along now, slow, the way a person picks their way down an unfamiliar slope in the dark, testing each stone. “And the whole frontier is full of folk who’ll never be a customer, because there’s no shop within forty hours of them, and they fall sick out there with nobody, and they break a leg at the wrong end of the fog and there’s just no entry on the other side of that either, no Sister, no bed turned down, no lamp lit. Nil. The same nil.” She looked up. “I have been entering them in the wrong column my whole career. The care isn’t the waste. The nil is the waste.”
Roy did not say yes, though it was the truest yes he had felt in a week. He had learned that an agreement, offered too quick, lets a person hand you their thinking and stop doing it themselves. So he let it sit, the way you let a pot come to the boil without lifting the lid to hurry it, and across the table Mungo, who had been listening with his whole green face the way he listened to everything, said the obvious true thing nobody else would.
“That’s about the size of it,” Mungo said gently. “I get peckish when there’s nobody to cook for. But I’d not call the cooking the waste. I’d call the empty table the waste.” He thought about it, slow and serious, the way he did. “Same thing, I suppose. Care wants someone to land on. It’s not gone bad for want of a customer. It’s just been waiting.” He turned his soft regard on the lit ward. “They’ve been waiting a hundred years with the kettle on. That’s not stock, that. That’s the kindest sort of patient there is. The sort that waits.”
Verity looked at him for a long moment, the great mossy bulk of him folded onto a bench too small, perfectly serious about soup and waiting and the shape of a kind thing. Roy saw the brisk reasonableness in her go quiet, and something else come up under it, slower and warmer, that was reasonable too, but reasonable about different things.
“Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly it. That’s what I couldn’t make the form say.”
She read it once more after that. Roy thought she might not, that she had her turn and could put the paper away now and let the warmth carry her the rest of the road, but she was not made like that. She was a ledger-keeper to the bone, and a ledger-keeper does not trust a feeling until she has made the column carry it. So she bent back to the page by the lamp, and this time she was not reading to clear the order. She was reading to find out whether the paper could be made to tell the truth she had just found, or whether it would have to be a different paper.
“Reclamation,” she said, half under her breath, reading her own brief like a stranger’s. “Decommission as obsolete medical stock. Book the moon for clearance.” She drew a slow line under nothing with the edge of her nail. “Every word of it assumes the thing’s broken. None of it has anywhere to put a thing that works.” She glanced up. “There’s no entry, in any form I carry, for this is doing exactly what it was built to do, and the world simply forgot to keep needing it where it could see it. I’d have to write a different line altogether.”
“You would,” Roy said.
“Recognition,” she said, trying the word out, turning it on the lamplit page where the other word had been. “Not reclamation. Recognised, as a working concern. Kept on, not cleared. The post acknowledged instead of emptied.” She frowned at it, not in distaste, but in the way of a careful person making sure a new fitting is true before she leans her weight on it. “Head office will want to know what it earns. They always want to know what it earns.”
“And what’ll you tell them?”
She was quiet a moment. Outside the kitchen window the fog had come up soft against the glass, and below it, far down the dark slope, were the unlit bones of the town that had moved away and left the lamps burning up here for nobody, a generation of nobody, and the Sisters keeping faith with it the whole time.
“That a waystation on the old fog-route is worth more standing than it is sold for scrap,” Verity said slowly. “That you cannot get the price of a hundred years of kept faith at a clearance, and you’d be a fool to try. That the Scatter is short of exactly one thing, always has been, and it isn’t stock.” She stopped. Her finger had come off the line at last. “I’d have to make the figures stand up. It’s not a sentiment they sign off on; it’s a column. But I think…” She looked at the lamp, and at the turned-down beds beyond it. “I think the figures are there. I think they were always there. I just had them under the wrong heading.”
She did not sign anything that night. Roy had known she would not, and was glad of it, because a turn signed too fast is a turn that comes undone on the walk back down the hill. The clearance had not become a recognition; it had only stopped being the one thing that could happen. The path had opened. That was all. The path had opened, and it was a different country at the end of it, and she could see the country now, which she had not been able to see two evenings before.
And it was the Sisters’ to walk, when the time came. Roy was clear on that, clearer than on anything. Verity could draw a different line on her ledger and carry it to head office and make the figures stand up on their hind legs and sing, and it would still not be worth a tin button unless the order chose it, freely, for themselves. He had not spent a week mending trust in this kitchen to hand the order a kinder cage at the end of it. The recognition was a door he could hold open. It was not a road he could march anyone down. That part, the choosing, stayed theirs.
But he held the door, and he meant to go on holding it, and Verity Quill was the hinge it swung on, and the hinge had turned.
Hessa came and took the empty bowl away without a word, and refilled the lamp from the can without a word, and the wick caught and steadied and burned up bright again over the column of figures. Verity did not look up. She had her elbows on Hessa’s table and her own ledger spread under her own hand, and she was not finished with it. She had found the new heading, and now she had to do the harder thing, which was the same thing she had done her whole career and never once enjoyed until tonight: she had to make the numbers true.
Verity sat a long time over the same column of figures. “It doesn’t come out the way they told me it would,” she said at last, and Roy, who had been waiting all week to hear exactly that, said nothing at all and let her keep reading.
Chapter 11
A Place That Matters
In the end nobody won, because there had never been anyone to beat, and that, Roy thought, was exactly how a thing like this ought to come out.
It came out the next morning, in the mission’s long front ward, the fog pressed white against every window and the lamps burning gold against it, no one raising their voice above the level a person uses to ask whether you take sugar. Verity Quill stood at the foot of a turned-down bed with her ledger open across her two hands, and she did not read from it. She had read from it enough. She closed it instead, which was a thing Roy had not seen her do, and held it the way you hold a book you have decided not to need.
“I came here to clear this place,” she said. “That was the brief. Obsolete medical stock, no patients, no customers. Decommission the units, book the moon for reclamation, file by the deadline.” She turned the ledger over once in her hands. “And I have sat at that woman’s table three nights running and read my own figures by her lamp, and the brief is wrong. Not unkind. Wrong. You cannot clear a place that is doing the work it was built to do. There is no line for it.”
Sister Constance stood very still by the cold hearth, serene as ever, immovable as ever, and said nothing, because she had learned across this same week that the surest way to find out what a hurried person truly means is to let them get all the way to the end of it.
“So I am not going to write a clearance,” Verity said. “I am going to write a recognition. The mission stands. Not emptied, not sold, not scrapped. Recognised. A working waystation on the old fog-route, and a refuge, kept by the order that built it, for whoever the frontier sends up the path too sick or too lost or too tired to go further.” She looked, for the first time, like someone who had set down a heavy thing she had carried so long she had stopped feeling the weight. “That is what it is. I am only going to write down what it is.”
There it went, then. The clock that had run under the whole week, the reclamation order with its deadline and its column of nobody, stopped. No clearance. No unit switched off, none hauled away, no force, no rig at the door. It did not stop with a bang. It stopped the way a kettle stops when you lift it off the heat, quietly, and with the certain knowledge that there would be tea.
“Your head office,” Roy said, because somebody had to, and gently, “won’t ask whether it’s kind. They’ll ask whether it pays.”
“They will.” Verity’s chin came up, the brisk by-the-book set of her back, only pointed a new way now. “And I will tell them what I told that lamp last night. That you cannot get the price of a hundred years of kept faith at a clearance auction. That a manned waystation on a live route is an asset, not a liability.” She tapped the closed ledger. “The numbers are in here. They always were. I had them under the wrong heading, is all. I am good at my job. I am going to be good at it in the right direction for once, and I find I am looking forward to it.”
Mungo, who had folded himself onto a ward bench too small for any one part of him, said, in his slow soft way, into the quiet, “It was never broken. We kept saying that. From the first day. Nobody was broken here.” He looked round the warm room with the mild satisfaction of a creature confirming that the obvious thing was, as he had suspected all along, true. “It was just waiting to be looked at properly.”
“It was,” Verity said, and to Roy’s eye something in her unbent the last small degree at hearing it said so plainly by someone with no stake in saying it but truth. “And nobody looked, for a generation, because the column said there was nothing to look at.” She breathed out. “Well. Somebody looked.”
But the looking was the easy part, and Roy knew it, and he was careful, in the hour that came after, to do the hard part right.
Because a recognition signed by Verity Quill was a door, and no more than a door. He had not spent a week mending the trust of five frightened machines so that, at the end of it, he could hand them a kinder cage with the bars filed smooth. The order had to choose. That part was theirs, had been theirs the whole time, and the entire wrangle came down to whether he could keep faith with it now that keeping faith with it was inconvenient.
So when Sister Constance turned her serene worn face to him and asked, simply, “And what would you have us do?”, Roy did the only thing his creed left him room to do.
“Nothing,” he said. “I wouldn’t have you do anything. It’s not mine to have.”
He sat down on the edge of the turned-down bed so as not to be standing over anyone, and told them the shape of it plainly, then stepped back from it. The door was open. The mission would stand, recognised, on its own terms. What the order did inside that open door was the order’s to settle, and no one else’s. He would not decide it for them, even gently. Especially gently. Gently was how it had nearly been done to them in the first place.
And the Sisters chose.
They did it the way they did everything, unhurried, conferring in the small wordless economy of machines who had kept house together for a hundred years, and it took the time it took, and Roy let it. Pip, who could not have stayed quiet a week ago to save the ship, sat on her hands and stayed quiet, and Roy was prouder of her for that small stillness than for the harvester-train she had rigged a world away.
In the end Sister Constance spoke for all of them, but she spoke as a choice and not a verdict, and that, too, Roy heard.
“We are a nursing order,” she said. “We were built to go where we are needed, and for a generation we have been needed nowhere, and so we stayed, and kept faith with a calling no one ever revoked. But the frontier is wide, and it is lonely, and it is full of outposts with no one to turn down a bed or warm a kettle or sit through a bad night with the sick and the weary.” Her hands folded. “Those of us who can travel will travel. We will carry the order out along the fog-route, to the places that have no Sisters and need them. That is the calling. The calling was never the building. The calling was the care, and the care can move.”
“It can,” Roy said. “I’ve always thought home was a thing you could take with you, if you packed it right.”
“You would,” said a dry voice from the corner, “given the life you lead.”
That was Bart. Roy let it sit, smiling at the floor, and did not turn round, because turning round was a thing you did to a flicker you wanted to put out.
There was one Sister who would not travel, and everyone in the room had known it before a word was said, and it was the saying of it that Roy had been most afraid of doing wrong.
Sister Mercy sat where she always sat, in the chair angled toward the warm, holding herself with the careful economy of a body that had begun to cost her something to move. Her light had been guttering for weeks; her joints had begun to fail. She was the eldest of them, the one the order was named for in spirit, and to her, every soul in the room knew, being sent away had never been a journey. It had been a switching-off in all the ways that mattered. Move her, and she would not be travelling. She would simply not be anywhere.
Roy turned to her last, and softly, and did not offer her a kindness, because he had learned that a kindness offered to Sister Mercy landed like a sentence. He offered her a job instead.
“Somebody,” he said, “has to keep the lamps lit.”
Her light steadied. He saw it steady.
“Somebody,” he went on, “has to be here when the fog brings someone up the path in the middle of the night who’s gone too far to go on. The route’s no good without a light at the end of it. The waystation’s no good with the door shut and the kettle cold. Your Sisters’ll be out there, miles of dark between them and the next bed, carrying the care to whoever needs it. But this is the hearth they carry it from. This is the place they come back to.” He kept his voice level, the way you do with a frightened machine, only there was nothing frightened in her any longer, there was only an old, worn, listening attention. “I can’t think of a soul better suited to keeping a hearth than the one who’s never once let it go out.”
For a while Sister Mercy did not answer. The fog moved at the windows. The lamp she sat beside burned on, the way it had burned for a town that left and never came back, the way it had burned for nobody, faithfully, a generation of nobody.
“To stay,” she said at last, and the words came slow and even, “and not be cleared. To keep the lamps because the lamps want keeping. Not because I cannot be moved.” She let that turn over in her, examining it the way Verity had examined a new line of figures, making sure it was true before she leaned her weight on it. “That is a different thing. That is a wholly different thing from being left.”
“It is,” Roy said. “It’s the opposite of it.”
“Then I will stay,” said Sister Mercy, and settled, and was at peace, and the careful economy went out of how she held herself, because there was, all at once, nothing left to brace against. “I will keep the lamps lit and the kettle warm for whoever the path brings up. And my Sisters will come home to a light in the window. And the door will not be shut again in my lifetime.” Her own light burned up clear and even and unguttering. “That is a place that matters. I have always known this was a place that matters. I only thought I was the one who had to be cleared away from it.”
“No one’s clearing anyone,” Roy said. “Not today. Not on my watch, anyhow.”
And the question that had run under the whole book, whether a machine might name its own work and keep it even against a column that said its work no longer paid, was answered then, in a warm ward, by five gentle worn-out care-robots naming their own work and keeping it. Answered in the affirmative. Answered by them, which was the only way the answer was worth anything at all.
Bart had not moved from the corner the whole while. He stood where the Sisters had put him on the first night, the blanket they had insisted on across his casing, holding the kettle they had pressed into his hands a week ago and never quite taken back. He had not known, that first night, what to do with being looked after by machines the wider world had written off as worthless. He still did not entirely know. But he had stopped putting it down.
Roy came and stood by him, not too close, and the two of them watched the room: the Sisters conferring over routes they had not flown in a generation, Verity making her closed ledger into an open one, Mungo accepting a biscuit, Pip mapping supply runs in the air with both hands.
“Well,” Roy said.
“Well,” Bart agreed, in the tone of a machine acknowledging the existence of weather.
“Come out all right.”
“So it appears.” A pause, formal and precise and, Roy thought, costing him something. “I had assumed it would not. I generally do. It is restful to assume the worst, you understand. One is so rarely disappointed.” The kettle turned slowly in his hands. “And yet here we are, in a warm room, with a recognition where a clearance was meant to be, and an order of machines that nobody wanted choosing exactly the life it wants.” He stopped. “It is most irregular.”
“Reckon it is.”
Bart was quiet a long moment, and when he spoke again the deadpan had thinned to something underneath it, the gentle melancholy worn down to a single clear point. “They cared for me,” he said. “All week. A chair toward the warm. A blanket I did not ask for. This kettle, which I have entirely failed to return. Machines built to look after the sick and the weary, and they looked after me, who is neither, who is merely in the habit of expecting nothing.” He looked down at the kettle. “I do not know what to do with it.”
“Don’t have to do anything with it,” Roy said. “That’s the whole trick of it. You just let it sit there being true.”
“Let it sit there being true,” Bart repeated, as though turning over a tool of unfamiliar make. And then, with enormous, ceremonious caution, like a being lowering the smallest possible weight onto a beam he had spent a lifetime certain would not hold him: “I had thought, perhaps, that I might allow myself to hope it would last.”
He said it, and braced, the way he always braced, for the universe to correct him.
And the universe, this once, in a warm ward on a foggy moon, did not.
So Bart let the hope stand. He did not announce it, and he did not take it back, and he did not bury it under three sentences of doom the way he would have a week ago. He let it stand, one careful degree further along than he had ever let anything stand, and he filed it away somewhere inside himself where, Roy suspected, he would take it out later and look at it when he thought no one was watching.
Roy’s creed had been a simple thing: listen before you act, never force what you don’t understand, you don’t discard, you find a place. Here, on this moon, he had carried it to a tenderer edge than it had ever been to, out to the thin bright line where finding a being a place meant standing back and letting the being choose its own. The creed had stretched. It had not broken. It held, and it would go on holding.
“Shall I,” Bart said, recovering himself, “bring the kettle?”
“You’ve been holding it all week,” Roy said. “Reckon you’d better.”
They had supper that night in the mission kitchen, all of them, at the long scrubbed table the Sisters used for nobody and laid now for the first time in a generation for somebody.
Hessa had taken one look at the place and rolled up her sleeves, and the galley of The Marigold had emptied itself up the path, pot by pot, until the kitchen that had cooked for the absent and the never-come ran thick with the smell of her stew. She put a bowl before every soul who could eat one and a place at the table for every soul who could not, and the Sisters fussed and the crew teased and Verity, who had meant to leave that morning and had somehow not, sat in the middle of it with a bowl she kept forgetting to finish because she could not stop watching the room.
The table was full. That was the thing Roy noticed, sitting at the end of it with his tea going cold. Properly, brimmingly full, in a house that had set its table for ghosts so long it had forgotten what full looked like. Mungo had three biscuits in reserve and was working steadily on a fourth. Pip was explaining supply routes to Sister Constance with her whole body. Sister Mercy sat in the warm with her light burning even and her hands at rest, and once, when she thought no one saw, she reached out and turned the nearest wick up a careful notch, just to watch it burn brighter, because it was hers to do now and no one was going to take it from her.
The fog was still out there, pressed at the windows soft and white and endless. But the windows glowed against it, every one of them, lamp after lamp down the long front of the mission, lit on purpose now, lit for good, a row of small warm fires kept by an order that had nearly been cleared away for keeping them and would instead keep them on, freely, for as long as the lamps wanted keeping.
In the morning The Marigold would lift for the next horizon, because there was always a next horizon, and somewhere out along the fog-route was another machine wanting wrangling, another place that mattered and did not know it yet. That was the life. Roy would not have traded it for a still one.
The Marigold lifted at first light, the way she always did, faded and much-mended and smelling of last night’s stew.
The fog was still there. The fog is always still there; that is the nature of fog, and of the loneliest corners, and of the work. It would not lift for Roy, nor for anyone, and he had never once asked it to. You did not clear the fog. You lit a lamp in it. That was the whole of the trade.
But every window of the mission was lit behind them as the ship rose, lit gold against the white, lit on purpose, for good. Sister Mercy was at the door with her hand raised, and Sister Constance beside her with the order’s bags packed for the road, and Verity Quill a little apart with her ledger open to a page she was, for once, glad of.
And Bart stood at the rail and watched the lamps go small and golden in the fog below, and Roy stood near him and watched Bart, and waited, because there was a thing Bart said at moments like this, a thing he had said at the end of every hope since Roy had known him, the small dry door he closed on himself so the cold could not get in.
This time Bart watched the lamps until the fog took them, and the fog took them slowly, lamp by warm lamp.
And he did not say it would come to nothing.
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