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      For the ones still learning the difference between being drawn somewhere and choosing it. You'll know it when the water goes still.
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      The mark woke me before the tide-clock did, a small steady wanting under my collarbone that pulled two directions at once — toward the deep, and toward the man who'd put it there and wouldn't touch me since.

      It was the fourth morning of waking that way, and I had begun, in the diver's way, to take readings on it. You can get used to anything if you measure it; that is the whole secret of my trade. So I lay in the keeper's room over Bramble's stock in the grey before dawn, the chandlery settling under me and the storm four days gone, and I took the morning's measurement the way I'd taught myself over those four days — flat on my back, perfectly still, the blanket pushed to my ribs and the cold air on the pale brine-trace at my throat — and I asked it what you ask a fault in a mechanism: where are you, and how bad, and which way.

      Where: under the collarbone, where the fine tips of him had set it, no bigger than the press of three fingers. How bad: not pain. I want that on the record, because everyone who's heard a fragment of this story since has assumed pain, and there was none. It was nearer to thirst, or to the held ache of a long note — a constant low wanting with no edge, that would not stop. And which way: that was the cruel part, the part I took longest over each morning, because the pull went two ways at once and I had not yet learned to tell them apart.

      One way ran down and out, past the basin and the harbor mouth, to the great cold deep that had never wanted me in fifteen years of diving its dark and wanted me now — a low steady summons turned up at me out of the open shelf. Come further. Come down. You're ours. I'd felt that one strengthen each of the four days, a fraction every day, building like a tide toward a spring. The deep was learning the taste of me, and it liked what it learned.

      The other way ran down too, but not out — down and along the seam of the harbor to the low roof of the office on the waterline, where a creature held his eight arms close and would not, since the storm, come within reach of me. That pull was quieter and it hurt worse, because the deep at least answered. He did not. The line he'd set in me ran straight to him and he sat at the far end of it like a man holding a rope he'd decided never to pull. And I could feel him there — that was the thing I couldn't get used to, the thing that woke me before the clock. I could feel Dorian Keale at the other end of the mark, present and aching and absolutely still, the way you feel someone awake in a dark house: breathing, near, not coming.

      So that was the morning's reading. Mark present. Pull steady, two ways. Deep strengthening, a fraction a day, building toward a spring. Man unmoved, present, aching, still as the held water before a flood. I logged it in my head where I log the things I can't write down, and I got up, and I made the bed, and I laid out my kit in the right order, the killing things first, because a woman has to do something with her hands while the rest of her decides not to fall apart.

      There was a stone on my windowsill where I could see it from the bed — one of his, a bottom-stone, smooth and dark and water-shaped, the one he'd left me after the storm, back when leaving each other things in the dark had been the simplest thing in the world. I'd kept it there since. It had become the thing I looked at while I took the measurement, the way you fix on one point to steady a count, and I'm not sure I'd admitted why — that a stone a lonely creature had chosen out of the dark and left on my sill was the nearest thing I had, those four mornings, to him reaching back. He wasn't reaching back. He was holding the line and not pulling; Bramble would say so to me within the hour, and she'd be right. But the stone was there, and I looked at it, and I did not let myself think too hard about a woman who'd come to Carrow Reach owning nothing she couldn't carry in two crates and now arranged her whole grey waking around a rock and a salt-trace and a tether running down into the dark.

      I had not, in four days, given Dorian a clean answer. I want to be honest about that before I tell you what I did instead, because what I did instead was the most Sable Marne thing I have ever done in my life, and I'm not entirely proud of it, and it was also, I've come to think, the only thing I was capable of.

      He'd laid the whole of it in front of me on the stone lip in the spent blue evening of the storm — clearly, completely, sparing himself nothing and me nothing. The half-mark. The two things that could become of it: left alone, it fades, slow and incomplete, over years, and in time I'd be as I was, free of the sea and of the line that ran to him; or completed, at slack water, eyes open, my whole free choice, and then never fading — a belonging instead of a leash, a thing that ran both ways. If I chose it. And the question he'd asked me to answer, the one I couldn't, was whether the wanting in me was mine or the mark's. Whether I'd complete it because I loved him, or because the sea was calling and I'd lost the way to tell the difference.

      I'd had four days. I had no more answer than I'd had on the stone.

      And so I'd done the thing I do. I'd turned the unanswerable question into a manageable arrangement, and made it firm enough to live in.

      It went like this. I was not leaving — that much I knew the way I knew the tide; I'd said I'm staying before any of this, in plain words where he couldn't get them wrong, and a storm and a salt-trace did not unsay it. The wreck still wanted clearing: the Mereward's forward section had gone clean off the lip into the deep, but the after two-thirds still lay on the slope, and a half-cleared wreck is a worse hazard than a whole one, and I'd told a town I'd finish. The tide-clock still wanted truing; the part was on order from the mainland machinist. I had work in Carrow Reach to hold me through the season and past it, and I meant to do it. And the mark — the mark could wait. That was the arrangement's whole genius and its whole cowardice in one breath: a half-mark left alone fades over years; a half-mark completed wants slack water and open eyes and a clock that can call the slack, which mine couldn't, not yet. So there was no day on which I was obliged to decide. I'd simply work, and see. I'd study it the way I study a wreck — survey it, map it, take its readings every grey morning, learn its behavior before I committed a single pound of myself to any plan that involved it. I am very good at that. I have built a whole life on being very good at that.

      I told myself it was sensible, and it was. I told myself it wasn't running, and that part was a lie, and I knew it was a lie the way I knew the clock was broken — by feel, through my palms, a fault I could touch and would not look at straight. Because the arrangement was a way to not say no, and a way to not say yes, and to call the not-saying a method. A man who'd spent forty years certain everyone leaves had asked me whether I'd stay all the way down, and I'd answered I'll stay near, and we'll see, which is the answer you give a thing you mean to keep at arm's length.

      And we'll see was the worst possible answer to give Dorian Keale specifically. Bramble had told me. Hitch had told me. A man waiting his whole life for proof that the people who matter leave will read a we'll see as the leaving already begun. I knew it, and I built the arrangement anyway, because the alternative was to answer a question I genuinely could not answer, and I would rather build a wrong shelter than stand in the open with no roof at all. That's the flaw. The storm had come close to having proper words with me about it. Nobody else had, yet.
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        * * *

      

      I went down to the dock in the thin clean light of a harbor four days past a blow, and the town did the thing the town does, which is to be exactly itself, and it was the only thing that held me together those four days, so I'll tell it.

      The storm-wrack was mostly cleared — the streets swept, the gear restowed, the boats sorted back to their moorings — and Carrow Reach had gone about the business of being a working harbor again with the matter-of-fact competence of a place that had ridden out a hundred blows and meant to ride out a hundred more. The dock smelled the way it had smelled my first morning off the ferry, the smell that had gone into me like a key: brine and tar and engine-oil and fish, woodsmoke off the inn, and under all of it the green wet stone-smell of a tide just turned. Tam and his daughter had crab again, the pots stacked dripping on the quay. The cooperative crane swung a sling of salvaged spar across the gap between the float and the yard, the wire singing thin in the cold. Os was holding forth to anyone who'd stand still about how the north-channel buoys had fouled exactly as he'd predicted, which everyone agreed they had not, which he bore cheerfully. A gull stood guard on a bollard and screamed at the crab. The dog slept in the center of the road in its serene confidence and the whole street walked around it without breaking conversation. The smoke went up straight from the inn's chimneys, and somewhere behind a window someone was frying onions for the dock-lunch, and it was all so ordinary it made my throat tight — because four mornings of waking to a leash had taught me that ordinary was a thing you could lose, and that the people walking around a sleeping dog had no idea they were the warmest thing I owned.

      The chandlery had been my first room in Carrow Reach and was still the warmest — the ledger-and-ink smell of it, the rope and tar and brass, the cat asleep on a coil, the little brass bell over the door that announced you whether you wanted announcing or not, the window full of the harbor. I'd come in off the ferry my first morning a stranger with two crates and walked into that smell and felt something in me ease that hadn't eased in two years, though I'd have died before admitting it then. Bramble was at her counter with her ledger open and her silver hair coming loose, and she looked up when the bell went, once, long, ink-stained fingers spread on the wood, her face doing nothing complicated at all — which from Bramble was the loudest thing she could do. She'd gone the gray of old ash on the stone lip the evening of the storm, when she saw the mark and knew what it was, and she had not said one word about it since, and the not-saying had become a presence between us, a thing we both stepped around like the hole in the back of Dorian's office floor. She was the first person in fifteen years of moving coast to coast who had got under my guard without my deciding to let her, and she'd done it the way she did everything, by feeding me and not asking and leaving the heavy things where I'd have to walk past them, until one day I'd looked up and found I had a friend, a real one, the first since Tomas, and had not the faintest idea how to set about deserving her.

      "You eating?" she said.

      "I'm eating."

      "You're not." She came round the counter, which she did for almost no one, and put two fingers very lightly to the high collar I'd taken to wearing — a woman who'd never owned a scarf in her life, keeping the brine-trace covered against the harbor's eyes — and she didn't pull it down. She rested the two fingers there a second, over the place where the mark was, the way you'd lay a hand on a feverish forehead, and then took them away.

      "It's pulling," she said. Not a question.

      "It's pulling."

      "Worse than the first day, or the same."

      I looked at her. Nobody else in the harbor would have asked it like that — worse or the same — the question of a person who understood I was measuring it, who knew I'd have readings and respected them. "Worse," I said. "A little. Every day. The deep, mostly. Him —" I stopped. The him-pull wasn't a thing I could put a number on, and I wasn't going to try in the middle of the chandlery.

      "Mm." She went back round the counter and didn't push it; Bramble never pushed the heavy things, she just left them where you'd have to walk past them. "He's not coming up," she said, to her ledger. "Is he. Off the dock. To the lunch. Gone back to the edge of things and further than the edge. I've sold that man chart paper forty years and I've not laid eyes on him in days, and that's not cleanup, the cleanup's done." She licked a finger, turned a page, did not look at me. "He's holding the rope and not pulling. That's his notion of being gentle. He thinks if he sits far enough off, the thing he did won't keep on being a thing he's doing." She finally looked up, and her eyes were not unkind and not soft either. "It will, though. Won't it. That mark doesn't care how far off he sits."

      "No," I said. "It doesn't."

      "No." She bagged the shackle-pins I hadn't asked for and slid them across with an apple I hadn't asked for either, and which I took, because you take what Bramble gives you. "Eat the apple. Go do your dive. And Sable —" I was at the door — "whatever you've decided to call the thing you're doing, with the staying-near and the we'll-see and the high collar — I'll not tell you it's wrong. It might be the only thing you can do. But don't call it nothing. A man like Dorian can survive a great many things being done to him; he's had practice. The one thing he's never learned to survive is we'll see. That one he reads as already gone." She turned a page. "Eat your apple."

      I ate it on the dock in the thin light, leaning on a bollard where I could see the whole street of it — the chandlery and the inn and the fishmonger's slab, the cooperative yard with its crane, the dog asleep in the road, Tam's daughter sorting crab into the baskets and calling something to her father that made him laugh. A season ago I'd have looked at all of it and seen a contract and a clock and a place to pass through. I'd been so careful, that first week, to keep it at the right distance, to learn the names without letting the names matter, to be the diver who cleared the wreck and moved on the way I'd moved on from a dozen coasts. And somewhere across the season the town had reached up the way the sea had reached up, quiet, without my noticing, and got its hand on me — on the soft place I'd spent two years keeping covered, the place that wanted a town and a counter and a man who left me stones, the place I'd sworn after Tomas I'd never let anything near again. I had no answer for Bramble any more than I had one for him. The deep pulled under my high collar, low and steady, come down, you're ours, and the other pull ran quiet along the seam of the harbor to a creature who would not come up, and I stood between the two of them with an apple core in my hand and understood, not for the first time and not for the last, that I had walked into Carrow Reach to keep a whole town at a sensible arm's length and had ended with a town inside my chest where the loneliness used to be, and a leash to the sea, and a man at the other end of a line I couldn't read, and no clean way to set any of it down.

      Hitch found me there. He came down the dock at his foreman's unhurried roll, counting the restowed gear off the storm with little jabs of his chin, and he stopped beside me and counted me too, the way he counted everything — my collar, the apple core, the readings he couldn't see but plainly knew were running. He's old enough to remember the keeper before Dorian. He'd understood the mark faster than anyone in the spent storm, with his old counting eyes, and he didn't pretend not to now.

      "It's pulling you," he said. Not a question, the way Bramble's hadn't been. The old ones don't ask the things they already know; they lay them down for you to pick up.

      "It's pulling me."

      He weighed it a moment, the way he'd weigh a flawed shackle, turning it in his eyes for the hidden crack. "I mind the last one it pulled," he said, low, looking out past the harbor mouth where the open shelf went dark. "Before my time, near enough — I was a boy. But I mind the after of it. A keeper before Dorian, and a woman who wore his keeping and couldn't bide the land for it, and went off inland to be shut of the sea, and the sea wouldn't be shut of her." He turned his hat in his knotted hands. "I count things, girl. You've seen me count gear off a storm. Well, I counted that one too — the years she was gone and unhappy, the ships the channel took in the gap after the keeper before Dorian and before Dorian came, the calm blue days that ate good crews because nobody was minding the deep lane. I've got the whole of it up here." He tapped his temple, once, with a knotted finger. "The town tells that woman's story like a sad old tale. It weren't a tale. It were a thing done to a person who didn't choose it." He looked at me, his eyes perfectly clear. "Yours is half-done, they say. Not whole. That's the difference. Half-done, you've still got the choosing in your own hands. She never did. Whatever you do with it — and it's none of mine what you do with it — do it choosing. Don't let it get done to you. That's the only counsel an old man's got, and it's worth what you paid for it."

      And he put his hat back on, and counted the dock on his way down it, and was gone — leaving the truest thing anyone had said to me that week hanging in the clean air, and a thing besides, which I tucked under practical without yet knowing I'd want it: that Hitch Orvyn carried, in his counting head, the whole sunk history of what keepers were and what they were worth to this harbor, and that someday somebody was going to need it written down.
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        * * *

      

      Pell met me on the survey float, and Pell was the thing that nearly broke me that morning, because Pell hadn't come back whole from the storm either, and he was trying so hard not to let me see it.

      He was already kitted when I came down at first light, already finished checking his gear so he could check it again while I watched — all the old over-care, the laminated lists, the killing things laid out in the order I lay mine. But there was a new thing in him under the earnestness, and I knew its shape: he flinched at my bubbles. We'd dived twice since the storm, easy shallow work on the after holds, nothing remotely dangerous, and both times I'd surfaced to find him gripping the line a half-second too long after I'd signaled, his face the color of the underside of a fish, having lived in the gap between my signal and my surfacing some private re-run of the afternoon the line parted and the bubbles stopped and there was nothing he could do.

      "Ms. Marne." He stood too fast, the way he always did. "Tide's a little after slack of seven, like the harbormaster cleared, the basin mouth's calm, I've got the lines doubled and the —" He stopped. He looked at my collar — the whole town had learned to stop looking at my collar out of courtesy, and Pell hadn't yet — and he flushed. "Sorry. I'm — how are you? Is it — are you all right?"

      "I'm all right, Pell."

      "Because you don't have to dive. We're ahead on the after holds. I ran the numbers, we're four days ahead of the lift schedule, you could take a —"

      "Pell."

      "— take a day, is what I'm saying, and nobody would —"

      "Pell." I waited until he looked at me. "I'm diving. The work's good for me. The work is the only thing in four days that's been exactly what it says it is." That landed; his face went still and understanding, the way it did when he forgot to be anxious and just was with you. "And you're going to tend my line, and it's going to be a clean easy dive on a hold the harbormaster's already cleared, and my bubbles are not going to stop. You hear me? They're not going to stop. You're allowed to believe that. Run your exits."

      He ran his exits, out loud, his voice steadying as it went, and I watched the color come back into him, and I thought what I thought every morning now: there's another one I have to mind, after. Another one the storm marked. The mark on Pell didn't show. It was in the half-second grip on the line, the flush, the you could take a day. He'd sworn he'd never be the tender on the float when the bubbles stopped, and the bubbles had stopped, and he'd lived it, and a boy doesn't come back from his worst nightmare coming true just because the diver came up. I added him to the list — the list of afters, which had a great many people on it now, and one creature, and the creature was the only name on it I couldn't reach.

      We dived. Dorian had cleared us a window — he still did that, every day, by some means I didn't witness; the slack times appeared in the tide-log in his small precise hand, the channel read and the windows opened, the harbor's safety tended from the dark by a creature who would do that for me without fail and would not come up to be seen doing it. That was the shape of his gentleness, exactly as Bramble had said. He'd read me clear water every day for the rest of my life and never once surface to be thanked for it.

      And the dive was the easy clean thing I'd promised Pell, and it was also the thing I hadn't told either of them about, the thing that frightened me worst, because it was the thing the arrangement could not schedule around.

      The mark read the water now.

      I'd felt it first the day after the storm and refused to believe it, and it had got plainer every dive since, until that morning in the cleared hold I could no longer pretend. The dive itself was the ordinary kind, the kind I'd done ten thousand of — the back-roll off the float into the cold shock of it, the bubbles streaming up past my mask, the long quiet drop down the shot-line into the gray-green with the surface light failing overhead and the cold coming up to meet me layer by layer. I cleared my ears at the stops out of habit, checked my gas, checked my time, ran the small constant arithmetic that is the floor of the trade and the reason I'm still alive to tell this. The after hold of the Mereward opened up below me out of the murk, the broken coaming and the silted cargo and the slings I'd rigged the day before still waiting, the honest patient work of taking a wreck apart a load at a time. I knew this water. I'd worked it a season. And as I went down through the cold layer into the gray-green the mark woke as I descended — not the surface-pull, the other thing, a reading, the channel arriving up into me through the new cold place at my collarbone the way the storm had arrived up into Dorian through his skin. I hung in the cleared hold with my hands on the slow work of the next sling, and I could feel the set of the slack, the small turn of the ebb beginning, the faint back-eddy off the channel's east wall — felt it the way he felt it, a sense I'd been born without and had now, given me in a half-second of saving my life, a thing I had not chosen and could not give back.

      It was extraordinary. I'll say that even now, even after everything: it was the most extraordinary thing that has ever happened to my body. For fifteen years I'd read the sea from outside, a careful guest, working by chart and instrument and the small cues my hands could catch — the drift of weed, the angle of silt, the press of cold against the suit, the long slow arithmetic of inference every diver learns and that is, however good you get, always a translation, always a guess about a language you don't speak. Now I read it from inside, the way it reads itself. No translation. The set of the slack arriving whole and immediate, the back-eddy off the east wall a pressure I felt the way I felt my own pulse, the cold rivers sliding down the slope known to me the instant they moved, before any instrument could have caught them, before my eyes could have found the silt-tell. The sea had stopped being a foreign country I visited carefully and become a thing I had the native tongue of. The cold did not feel like the deep's house anymore. It felt like a room in mine.

      And that was the horror folded inside the wonder, the thing I lay still over every grey morning and could not solve: a room in your own house is a thing you do not visit. A thing you do not leave. A thing you live in. I hung in the cleared hold reading the channel from the inside, and reading it was the purest professional joy I'd ever felt — and I could not tell whether the joy was mine, or whether the mark was teaching me to want the thing it had bound me to, the way a current teaches you to call its drift your own decision. Did I want to follow the read further down the channel, out toward the mouth, out past it to the open shelf, because a salvage diver's curiosity wanted the further water — or because a kept thing was being called home to a sea that knew its name now?

      I didn't know. I couldn't know. It was the exact question the storm had made unanswerable, and it had two faces, one the man and one the sea, and I could not tell, hanging in the cleared hold with the live channel reading up into me bright and strange and joyous, which face I was looking at.

      So I did the thing. I surveyed it. I noted the new sense the way I'd note a new instrument — mark reads current, range increasing, accuracy high, source uncertain — and I filed it, and gave it a place in the day's log beside the slings and the bottom-time, and told myself I was studying it. Studying is the thing I do instead of feeling. I have a whole drawer for it. I put the reading-sense in there with the staying-near and the we'll-see and the high collar, and called the drawer a method, and went on with the dive.

      I came up clean. Pell counted me up, his hands steady enough this time, and logged my bottom time twice, and I gave him a thumbs-up that asked nothing because nothing had gone wrong, and the deep let go of me reluctantly as I broke the surface, the reading-sense fading back to the low steady pull as I came into the air.

      And off the bow of the float, for the first time in four days, the water moved.

      Not a fish-ripple. A displacement. Something large rising, smooth and unhurried — and my whole body knew it before my eyes caught up, the mark leaping under my collarbone like a struck line, the quiet pull along the seam of the harbor gone suddenly taut and bright and here — and Dorian broke the surface off the bow, lifted to the chest, the water sheeting off the brown of his shoulders, eight arms spread loose in the gray-green below, and looked at me.

      He'd surfaced to count me up. After four days of reading me clear channels from the dark and never being seen, he'd come up off the bow to watch my head clear the water with his own eyes — and he held himself at his careful distance, arm's length plus a foot and a great deal more now, a careful country between us. The mark in me pulled at him so hard I had to grip the rail not to reach across the water, and he looked at me with the ruined steady eyes I hadn't seen in four days, and neither of us said a word, and the not-saying was so loud I could hear it over the gulls.

      "All right?" he said. The same two words from the first morning. Low, even, no waste.

      "All right," I said.

      And the mark sang in me, both ways at once, toward him and toward the deep, and I could not tell which — and he watched me not be able to tell. I think he could feel it through the mark, the pull and the confusion of it, the way I could feel him at the far end being still. Something went over his face that I had no name for and would, soon, have a name for, because I was about to be given the one thing Book One had kept from me: I was about to be let inside his voice.

      He sank back into the channel without another word, smooth and final, the black surface closing over his shoulders, and the pull along the seam went quiet again, the rope let out, the man at the far end holding it and not pulling. And I stood on the float in the thin clean light with the apple core still in my pocket and the deep murmuring under my collarbone and a whole town inside my chest and an answer I hadn't given and couldn't, and I thought, with the cold clarity I usually save for the bottom of a hold: I've spent a season reading this man wrong from the outside. I cannot afford to read him wrong now.

      I didn't know yet that I was about to read him from the inside — or that the thing I'd wanted all season, to hear the voice under the bearings and the warnings, would turn out to be the worst gift the sea ever handed me.

      The water lay still over the place where he'd gone down. The clock stood silent on its headland, unable to call the slack. The mark cooled and pulled under my high collar, two ways, and would not tell me which.

      But that is his to tell now. The sea has given me his voice, at last, and I find I am afraid of it. Listen.
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            A LINE SHE DIDN'T CHOOSE

          

          
            DORIAN

          

        

      

    

    
      There is the deep, and there is the cold layer above it, and there is the warm layer above that, and there is, now, a fourth thing. A line.

      He reads the harbor the way he always has. The flood comes and the salt goes thick. The ebb hauls and the salt thins. The cold layer sits where it should sit and the warm rides over it and the gulls quarrel on the headland and the swell breathes its slow spent breath off the shelf, nine counts to the heave, the storm four days gone. All of it arrives in his skin at once, the whole harbor held entire in the dark of his chamber, the way it has arrived in him for longer than the town has had a name. He does not have to go and look. He has never had to go and look.

      But the fourth thing he did not used to read, and now he reads it always, and it is the loudest.

      The line runs up out of the deep. It runs from the cold place under his arms — from the fine tips, the needle-fine ones, the ones that did the thing — up through the warm layer and the cold and out of the water and along the seam of the harbor and up, up, to a room over the chandlery where she sleeps. He can find her with it shut-eyed. He could find her shut-eyed across the whole ocean. She is a
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