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Chapter 1
The Landing
Tassel’s Landing came at you all at once: lantern-string and food-smoke, a thousand voices and ten thousand things for sale, and somewhere in the middle of it, though Roy did not know it yet, a small robot-shaped hole where a friend had been.
He brought The Marigold in slow. There was no other way to bring a ship into a place like the Landing, which had been built, as far as Roy could tell, by a great many people who each had a very good idea about where to put a walkway and none of them the same idea. Stalls leaned over walkways and walkways leaned over stalls; gantries crossed gantries; awnings hung off awnings until the whole station looked less like a place that had been made and more like a place that had simply accumulated, the way dust does in a corner nobody sweeps. It glittered with lamps strung on wires. It smelled, even from out here, of frying and of smoke and of a hundred things going slightly off in the warm.
Roy liked it at once, the way he liked most things, which was slowly and without making a fuss about it.
He nosed the barge up to a berth that a haulier was vacating with a great deal of swearing and not much skill, waited for the man to be gone, and set her down. The old ship sighed as she settled, a long ticking exhale of metal letting go of the day’s heat, and under that sound, the way you hear your own heart only when a room goes quiet, Roy heard the galley.
Hessa was cooking. She was always cooking, but she cooked harder coming into port, on the theory, never stated and never wrong, that a crew about to go ashore into temptation had best be fed first. Onions, he thought. Onions and something with a bone in it. The smell of it moved through the ship like weather, and The Marigold, faded and patched and much-mended as she was, became for a moment what she always became at supper, which was a small warm room with the whole cold sky pushed back outside the windows. Home was a place. The place moved. That was the only odd thing about it.
“We’re down,” he said, to the ship in general and the galley in particular.
A clatter answered him, then Pip, coming up the companionway two rungs at a time with her boots not properly on. She got to the viewport and pressed both hands flat to it and made a sound that did not have any words in it.
“Roy. Roy. Look at all of it. There’s, that’s, is that a whole street of just lamps? Who sells only lamps? How do you, where do you even start, I want to start now.” She was already half-turned to go and had not yet decided which way.
“Boots,” said Roy.
She looked down at her boots as if they belonged to someone careless. “Right. Boots. Then start.”
Behind her, unhurried, came Mungo, filling the companionway the way water fills a cup, all of him at once and gently. He was a big soft fellow, mossy-green and warm to be near, and he had come up not for the view but for the smell, which had reached him in his bunk and would not leave him alone. He stood beside Pip and looked out at the lantern-light and the smoke and the long bright tangle of the stalls, and his face did the slow thing it did when he was working a thought all the way to the end.
“There is a lot of food out there,” Mungo said.
“There is,” Roy agreed.
“More than a person could eat.”
“Likely so.”
Mungo considered this. It seemed to settle something large and untroubled inside him. “That’s all right,” he said. “I’ll only have some of it.”
“That’s the spirit,” said Roy, and did not say what he was thinking, which was that some was a word that had never once held Mungo back from anything, and that a station made entirely of food stalls was, for Mungo, less a marketplace than a tide he would be standing in up to the waist by nightfall. He filed the thought away to keep an eye on, the way he filed most things, and let it be.
Bart came up last. Bart always came up last, on the principle that there was rarely anything at the top of a companionway worth the climb, and that whatever it was would still be there to disappoint him when he arrived. He stood at the back of the little crowd at the viewport and surveyed Tassel’s Landing with the settled, courteous gloom of a machine who had seen ports before and had formed views.
“How nice,” Bart said. “Crowds. Noise. Open flame in close quarters. I imagine the medical facilities are excellent.”
“It’s busy, is all,” said Roy.
“Busy,” said Bart, “is what people call a thing right before it goes wrong. But I shall keep an open mind. I shall keep it open precisely as far as the evidence warrants, which is to say not very.” He paused. “Shall I bring the kit ashore?”
“Reckon we won’t need the kit tonight,” said Roy. “No job here. Just stopping for stores and a night’s quiet.”
“A night’s quiet,” Bart repeated, looking out at the ten thousand things for sale and the thousand voices selling them. “Yes. I can see we’ve come to the right place for that.”
Hessa’s voice came up from below before Roy could answer, dry and final, the last word arriving as it usually did from somewhere he wasn’t looking. “If you’re all going to stand about gawping, you can do it after you’ve eaten. It’s on the table. It won’t be in a minute.”
Nobody argued. Nobody ever argued with that.
They ate, and then they went ashore, and the Landing took them in the way a river takes in a stick: without ceremony, and entirely.
Roy had not gone four steps off the gangway before he had lost track of three of his crew and found two of them again. Pip was gone the way a struck match is gone, here and then a bright point somewhere off to the left, exclaiming at a stall of salvaged ship-parts to a vendor who had not asked for her opinion and was now getting a great deal of it. Mungo had drifted, with the slow certainty of a planet, toward the nearest place that was frying something, and stood over it breathing in like a man at a window in spring. Bart walked at Roy’s shoulder with his hands folded and his gaze moving over the crowd, missing nothing, expecting the worst of all of it, and finding, to his evident lack of surprise, a fair bit to work with.
It was a good crowd, though. Roy could tell that much standing still in the middle of it, which was a thing he was better at than most: standing still and letting a place tell him what it was. Tassel’s Landing was a careless place, but it was not an unkind one. People shouldered past you without seeing you and called you friend in the same breath. A hauler dropped a crate and four strangers stooped to help and three of them tried to sell him something while they did it. Money changed hands a thousand times a minute and nobody got rich and nobody seemed to mind. It was the kind of place, Roy thought, where you could be anybody for a night, and nobody, and both at once, and where nobody would be your business for longer than it took to make change.
Which was a fine thing, mostly. It was a fine thing right up until it wasn’t.
He felt the news before he had the shape of it. That was how it usually went. A station has a mood the way a fire has a draught, and the Landing’s mood had a small wrong note in it tonight, under the bustle, the way a single sour string will sit under a whole tuned instrument and spoil it for anyone with the ear to catch it. Roy had the ear. He slowed without meaning to, and listened, and let the talk come to him.
It came stall to stall, the way news travels in a place too busy to hold a thing for long: handed on, lightened with each handing, until it was less a piece of news than a phrase people said.
“…gone, that’s what I heard, just gone…”
A woman selling tea pressed a cup into his hands before he had agreed to buy it, and took his coin, and kept talking while she did, more to the cup than to him. “You’ll not have heard, you’ve the look of just-in. It’s our Woo. Gone.” She said it the way you’d say it had come on to rain. “Little fellow. You’d have seen him about if you’d been here a week. Everyone knew Woo.”
“Woo,” said Roy.
“The robot,” said a man at the next stall over, leaning in, glad of an audience. “Little old household unit. Yay high.” He held a hand out flat at about the height of a child. “Been about the Landing longer than half of us. Mended that many times there’s hardly two parts of him the same age.” He shook his head with what was, Roy noted, real feeling, and also the comfortable ease of a feeling that had already done most of its work. “Shame. Proper shame.”
“Whose was he?” Roy asked.
That stopped them, but only for a beat, and not the way he’d meant it. The tea-woman and the stall-man looked at each other.
“Whose?” the woman said. “Well. Everybody’s, I suppose.”
“Nobody’s,” said the man, at the same time, and they both seemed to feel they’d said the same thing, and in a way Roy supposed they had.
He drank a little of the tea. It was good tea. He’d have to tell Hessa, and Hessa would say she could do better, and would be right.
“Woo did for everyone, see,” the woman went on, warming to it now, because a story is easier than a loss and this had already turned, somewhere in the last day, from the one into the other. “Fetch this, mind that. Filled my urn of a morning when my back was bad, never asked. Fixed the latch on Petren’s shutter, oh, a dozen times, that latch. Just went about. You stopped seeing him, if I’m honest, the way you stop seeing a thing that’s always there.” She stopped. Something crossed her face, there and gone, the small uncomfortable knowledge of a person hearing what they had just said. “Well. You did. And now you do see, don’t you. The not-being-there of him.”
“What happened?” Roy asked.
She spread her hands. The man spread his. All down the row, Roy understood, the same hands were being spread, the same shoulders lifted, the question met not with an answer but with a kind of communal shrug that had already hardened into the truth.
“Taken, most like,” the man said. “Stripped for parts. Or sold on downwell, some chancer saw an old unit going spare and, well. You know how it is. Small old thing like that.” He said it gently. That was the worst of it, Roy thought, how gently he said it. “He’ll be long gone. They don’t, ah. They don’t turn up again, that sort. Not worth the looking.”
“Bless him,” said the tea-woman, and meant it, and turned away to serve someone, and that, Roy saw, was that. The grief was real. He did not doubt the grief for a moment. But it had been folded up small already and put away on a high shelf, the way you put away a thing you have decided you are finished with.
A third voice, then, from a stall hung with mended pots and odd small hardware, a man with a careful face and oil under his nails who had been listening and not joining in. He looked at Roy a moment, at the dust of just-in on him and the way he stood, and seemed to decide something.
“You’d be a wrangler,” the man said. It was not quite a question. “Robot man. I can always tell. You’ve got the look of someone who’s about to be patient at something.”
“Some days,” said Roy.
The man nodded slowly, and there was a thing in his face Roy had seen before, on other faces in other ports: the particular wary hope of a person who minds a gap and would rather be told plainly than go on not knowing. He glanced at the spot beside his own stall, an empty bracket on the wall where, Roy would have bet the tea-money, something small had used to sit.
“Then you’ll know,” the man said, not unkindly, the way you’d ask a passing doctor to put a name to a thing you’d already buried in your own mind. “Better than us. A little unit like that, gone a day and more. There’s no, there’s no coming back from that, is there. You’d say the same. Stripped or scrapped or sold. That’s the end of it.” He looked at Roy, and the hope in it was so worn and so resigned that it wasn’t really hope at all any more, only the wish to have the verdict spoken by someone whose business it was. “Go on. You’d say the same.”
Roy looked at the empty bracket. He looked at the careful, tired face. He turned the warm cup in his hands and did not, for a moment, say anything at all, because he was busy, in the quiet way he was always busy, taking it in: the gap on the wall, and the dozen people who had loved a thing and not one who had minded it, and the speed, the real wrongness of it, with which the whole bright careless station had reached for the saddest answer and put it away and moved along.
“I couldn’t say,” Roy said at last, mild as milk. “I’ve not met him.”
Bart had drifted up at his shoulder, soundless, the way he did. He had taken in the stall and the bracket and the talk with one unhurried sweep, and now he delivered his finding to the air between them, flat and courteous and certain.
“Small old units that vanish,” Bart said, “do not, in my considerable experience, come back. I say it so that no one need be disappointed later. It is, I’m afraid, almost always the worst, and the worst, having no hope in it, at least asks nothing of us.” He paused. “It is a great pity. He filled the lady’s urn.”
Off across the row, a bright point of trouble that was Pip had heard the word vanish and was already turning toward it, chin up, the fizz coming off her like heat off a stove, plainly two seconds from declaring that somebody ought to do something and that the somebody was her.
Roy let it all be, for now. He gave the man with the oil-stained hands a small nod that promised nothing and dismissed nothing, and he handed the tea-woman’s cup back empty, and he stood a moment longer in the middle of the noise with the lamplight strung over him and the food-smoke going up and the great careless river of the Landing pouring past on every side.
Woo is gone, they kept telling him, in the easy, finished way people say a thing they have already stopped thinking about. Roy had not even met Woo, and already he minded that nobody seemed to.
Chapter 2
Everyone Already Knows
Everyone on the Landing knew exactly what had happened to Woo, which was the first thing that made Roy doubt it.
He went on along the row the way he always went on, slowly, with his cup in his hand and no particular destination, which on a station like Tassel’s Landing was the only sensible way to get anywhere at all. The walkways ran in no order he could find. They climbed and doubled back and let other walkways through them like a fair-day crowd, and the lantern-string overhead made a low warm ceiling out of nothing, and everywhere there was the smell of food going on a griddle and the noise of a thousand people who had each come a long way and meant to be gone again by morning. It was a kindly sort of chaos. Roy rather liked it. He did not think it was a place that kept track of much.
He asked the next stallholder he came to, a wide woman shelling some small bright bean into a basin, whether she had known the little unit that had gone missing. Woo, he said. He tried the name out plain, the way you’d say it to someone who’d been waiting for it.
“Oh, Woo,” she said, and her hands stopped in the basin, and her face did a thing Roy had now watched it do on a dozen faces that morning. It went soft, and then it went sad, and then, very quickly, it went settled. “Stripped for parts, I shouldn’t wonder. There’s folk come through here’d take the copper out of a thing while it slept.” She started the beans going again. “Sorry to say it. But there it is.”
“You reckon stripped, then,” Roy said.
“Or scrapped. Or sold on downwell, which is the same as scrapped, only somebody got paid.” She said it without heat, the way you’d give a stranger directions to a place you were sure he didn’t want to go. “A little old unit like that. Mended more times than it was built. Nobody’d keep it that didn’t love it, and them as’d take it wouldn’t love it, so.” She shrugged, and the shrug finished the sentence for her.
Roy thanked her and moved on, and he found that he had been handed the whole verdict in under a minute, complete, with the workings shown.
He collected it again three stalls along, from a thin man mending a chair, who said sold downwell before Roy had got the question all the way out, as though he’d been saving it. He collected it from a girl minding a stack of folded cloth, who said somebody took it for the parts, that’s all, isn’t it and looked at Roy hopefully, wanting to be told she had it right. He collected it from an old fellow who sold nothing Roy could see and seemed to be there chiefly to have opinions, and who delivered the same three possibilities, stripped or scrapped or sold, in the tone of a man laying down the law of the land. Each of them was sorry. Roy did not doubt that for a moment; there was nothing put on about it. And each of them was finished. That was the part that sat in him wrong, like a stone in a boot you keep meaning to shake out. They had all reached the same sad ending, and not one of them had walked to the far side of it to see if it held.
It was, he thought, a remarkable thing to agree on so thoroughly without anybody having gone and checked.
He turned it over, mild as you like, and went looking for what they actually remembered, as opposed to what they had decided.
That was where it got fond, and got vague, and the two together told him more than the verdict had.
It went like that all the way down the row. The chair-mender said Woo had quietened a noisy hinge for him, a shutter that had grumbled away for as long as he could remember until one day it just stopped doing it, and when Roy asked when, the man’s brow folded and gave up, pleasantly: you don’t mark the day a noise stops, do you, you only notice it’s stopped. The cloth girl said Woo had carried her wares up the high walkway for her the time she’d turned her ankle, and could not say which week, only that it had been raining condensation off the upper deck, which it did most weeks. A man with a tea-urn, the same urn Bart had remarked on, said Woo filled it, had always filled it, was simply always there of a morning to fill it, until the morning it wasn’t, and he could no more tell Roy the date of that than tell him the date he’d stopped being young. A woman two rows over said Woo had sat with her cat when it was dying, the whole of a slow afternoon, so the poor creature wouldn’t go alone, and at this she had to look away and busy herself, and Roy let her, and did not ask the date, because some questions are not worth what they cost. He asked, gently, if she’d minded. She said no, she hadn’t minded, that was the queer thing of it, she hadn’t even known to be grateful at the time. You only worked out afterwards, she said, the once it was gone, that somebody had been doing the kind thing all along and asking nothing back for it.
A kindness in the shape of a small robot, here and there, doing this and that. That was what they had. A hinge that had stopped squeaking, a kettle always somehow filled, an afternoon given to a dying cat. Warm as anything, and soft at every edge, and not one of them able to say with any certainty when they had last laid eyes on Woo, or where, or about what. The love was real and the love was true. The looking, the ordinary attention that knows where a thing is and when it last moved, that had never once been there to lose.
Roy stood a moment in the middle of the press, the food-smoke and the lantern-light and the river of strangers going by, and did the arithmetic he had not wanted to do.
By the casual reckoning of a place like this, it came out plain enough, and that was the trouble with it. Thousands passed through Tassel’s Landing and nobody was anybody’s business for long, and into that careless, kindly current you could drop a small old household unit and it would simply be gone, the way a coin is gone the moment it leaves your hand in a crowd, not stolen exactly, just no longer anywhere you could put your hand on it. A vanished little robot, on that arithmetic, was a sad write-off and not a mystery. Not a thing worth a wrangler’s hours or anybody’s. Loved by a dozen and minded by none, and the instant Woo went, the same dozen had reached, all together and without one of them noticing they were doing it, for the cheapest answer in the box. Not because they were unkind. Because that was simply what a small old unit was reckoned to be worth, and you do not go searching for the worth of a thing you have already decided is small.
It was, Roy thought, the saddest sum he’d been handed in a while, and the people who’d done it would have been mortified to know they had.
He was still standing there with it when his own crew arrived to take the same news four different ways at once.
Pip got to him first, because Pip got everywhere first. She came skidding up out of the crowd with her whole self leaning forward, the way she did, already mid-sentence. “Roy, Roy, I’ve been listening, I’ve been all up the north walkways and back, and it’s a thief, it’s got to be a thief, there’s a hundred ways out of this place and somebody walked Woo down one of them, and if I just start at the dock manifests and work backward, I bet you I can have a name by tomorrow, two days at the outside, I’m quick at manifests, you know I’m quick, give me the docks and I’ll find the one that doesn’t add up, easy.” She bounced once on her toes, lit clean through. “Somebody took our Woo. I can catch somebody.”
“You could, I expect,” Roy said. “You’re quick at most things.” He turned his cup in his hands. “Hold on the docks a bit, though, would you. I’m not sure yet what it is we’re catching.”
Pip looked as though holding on anything was a personal injury, but she held, because she was loyal under the fizz, and she filed it away to argue with later. “Two days,” she said, mostly to herself, as a promise she meant to keep whether or not anyone had asked for it. “I could do it in two.”
Hessa came up at her own pace, which was unhurried, and she had heard enough of the row, Roy could tell, because she was looking at the stalls rather than at him, at all the soft sad settled faces, with an expression he knew. “Quick, weren’t they,” she said quietly, to nobody, to the row. “To put the lid on it.” She nodded slowly at the whole bright careless market. “I’ve seen folk take longer to give up on a lost spoon. Funny what a place will write off without a second look, when it’s decided beforehand what the answer’s allowed to be.” She did not say it as a scold. She said it the way she said most true things, sideways, while she was thinking about something else, and it landed all the harder for it.
Mungo arrived last, large and mossy-green and gently apologetic about the size of himself in a narrow walkway, with a skewer of something in one hand that he had clearly meant to ask permission for and then simply hadn’t. He looked round at them all, and at the row, and worked his way to the heart of it in his slow soft way.
“They keep saying he’s gone,” Mungo said. He chewed, and thought. “But they all liked him.” He seemed to find this hard to fit together, and held the two halves up where Roy could see them. “If they all liked him so much, somebody should be looking. Shouldn’t they? Somebody should be sad in a looking way, not a stopping way.” He took another thoughtful bite. “Nobody’s looking.”
Nobody said anything to that, because there was nothing to say to it except that he was right.
And then Bart, who had drifted up soundless at Roy’s shoulder while the rest of them talked, delivered his finding. He did it flat and formal and quite certain, the way he delivered all his findings, with the air of a creature determined to spare everyone a worse surprise later.
“He is, I am sorry to report, almost certainly gone for good,” Bart said. “Small old units that go missing do not, in my considerable experience, come back. I say it now, plainly, so that nobody need work themselves up to a hope and then be put down from it. It is the sort of thing that ends one way, and the way it ends is the worst one.” A precise, melancholy pause. “It is a great pity. He filled the lady’s urn.”
“You said,” Roy agreed gently.
“I did. It bears saying twice.” Bart stood very still.
And here was the thing Roy noticed, the small wrong-footed tell he was good at reading, because reading the small tells was the whole of his trade. Bart had said the worst, and said it twice, and tidied it all away as a thing already settled. But he had not, in all the saying of it, looked anywhere except at the empty bracket on the wall where, the man had told them yesterday, a little unit used to sit. Bart had announced the case shut, and was standing there looking, with his whole patient attention, at the one place that proved it open.
Roy chose not to remark on it. You did not, in his experience, get anywhere by naming a hope out loud to someone who had only just managed to bury it. You let it be, and you let the someone keep looking at the gap, and by and by you found out what the gap had to say.
He drank off the last of his cooling tea and looked round at the row one more time: the wide woman with her beans, the chair-mender, the cloth girl, the man and his faithfully filled urn, the woman who would not say the word cat twice. Every one of them sorry. Every one of them sure. Not a single one of them, in all the day and more that Woo had been gone, gone the few steps it would have taken to look.
They were all so sure, and all so sorry, and not one of them had gone to look. A thing everyone agreed on, Roy thought, was not the same as a thing anyone had checked.
Chapter 3
A Thing Nobody Has Checked
The station wanted Roy to confirm that Woo was gone. Roy intended to do something harder and far less popular, which was to find out whether it was true.
He set his empty cup down on the lady’s counter, beside the urn that Woo had filled, and he looked at the row of faces one more time. Decent faces, every one. Sorry, every one. They had given him the sad version with the ease of people who had already told it to each other a dozen times, smoothed it down between them until it sat the way a stone sits in a pocket, comfortable and certain and no longer thought about. He understood the comfort of it. A thing settled does not keep you up at night. A thing settled you do not have to go looking for in the dark places of a stacked-up warren of a station, where the lantern-string ran out and nobody much went.
“I’m not going to file it,” Roy said.
It was a quiet thing to say and it landed quietly, which was the way he liked things to land. The lady behind the counter blinked at him. Beside Roy, Pip went still in the particular way she went still just before she went very fast, like a kettle deciding.
“File what?” the lady asked.
“The loss. There’s a form for it. A small old unit goes missing, you put a date on a page, you mark it gone, and the station closes the matter and gets on with itself.” He turned the empty cup a quarter-turn on its saucer, considering it. “That’s the job they posted. Confirm the loss, sign the page, take the fee. I could have it done before supper and nobody would think the worse of me.”
“And you won’t,” Bart said. It was not a question. Bart had come round to the slow conclusion that Roy was going to be difficult about this, and was bracing for it the way he braced for weather. “I should say, for the record, that I am against hope on principle, and that the page is almost certainly correct. He is gone. It will end the way these things end.”
“You said.”
“I did. It bears saying a third time, I think, given the direction you appear to be travelling.” A pause, formal and grave. “But I notice you are travelling it regardless.”
“I am,” Roy agreed.
Mungo, who had been working steadily through a paper twist of fried somethings he had acquired two stalls back without anyone seeing him acquire it, swallowed and said, in his slow soft way, the thing nobody else had said. “But you don’t know it’s true.” He looked round at them all, mild and enormous and not at all bothered to be the one saying it. “Everybody keeps saying it like it’s true. Nobody went and looked, though. So we don’t know.”
“That’s it,” Roy said. “That’s exactly it.”
He let it sit a moment, because it was worth sitting on. Here was the whole shape of the thing, said plain by the gentlest member of the crew with grease on his chin. A dozen people agreed that Woo was gone for parts, scrapped or sold downwell, the ordinary sad fate of a worn-out little unit. And not one of them, in all the day and more that Woo had been missing, had gone the few steps it would have taken to find out. They had reached for the cheapest explanation the way a cold person reaches for a blanket, and they had pulled it up over the matter and gone to sleep. Roy did not blame them for it. But a thing everybody agreed on was not the same as a thing anybody had checked, and the gap between those two was where his whole trade lived.
“Here’s my difficulty, though,” Roy said, “and I’ll say it out loud, because it’s a real one and I’d rather we all knew the size of it.”
He came round from the counter so he was talking to the crew and not the row, and dropped his voice into the easy register he used when he was thinking on his feet and wanted company for it.
“My way of working, such as it is, is a simple one. I watch a thing, I ask after it, and then mostly I listen. You give a frightened machine long enough and quiet enough, and it’ll tell you what’s wrong, in its own time and its own fashion. That’s the whole of the method. Observe, ask, and listen.” He turned his hat in his hands. “The trouble with Woo is that there’s nobody to listen to. The subject of the listening has gone and taken himself off, and I can’t very well sit down across from an empty bracket on a wall and wait for it to confide in me.”
“You could,” Bart offered. “I have watched you wait at length on far less.”
A small dry laugh went round, even from the lady, which Roy was glad of. Laughter loosened a thing. It made room.
“So the rule stretches,” Roy went on. “If I can’t listen to Woo, I’ll do the next thing along, which is read what Woo left behind. Because here’s what I believe, and I believe it the way I believe the sun’ll trouble itself to come up. Nobody vanishes clean. A thing that’s loved doesn’t go without leaving a mark of its going, a why, a trace, some little wrongness in the shape of the day. Every behaviour’s got a reason under it, somewhere, even when the reason’s daft, even when it’s sad.” He looked at the empty bracket. “And an absence is a behaviour too. It’s the loudest one there is, if you’ll trouble yourself to hear it. A gap is a thing. It’s got edges. It’s got a shape. And a shape can be read.”
It went very quiet in the lady’s little stall. Out beyond the canvas the station went on being itself, the haulage rumble and the food-smoke and the endless soft roar of thousands of people being nobody’s business to each other, but in here it had gone still, and Roy let it stay still a breath longer than was comfortable, because the discomfort was the point. He wanted them to feel the gap. He wanted them, just for a moment, to stop being sure.
“That’s the hardest case there is for a method like mine,” he said, more gently now. “A thing you can’t ask, that won’t answer, that everyone’s already buried. But I’ll tell you something. It’s also the case the method was made for. Anybody can read a machine that’s sitting right in front of them telling you its troubles. Reading the one that isn’t there, that’s the work.”
Pip could hold still no longer. She came off the crate she’d been perched on with the whole of her at once. “So what do we do, where do we start, do we sweep the haulage docks, somebody must have seen something, I could have the whole lower walkway canvassed by, I don’t know, by second lamp, you just point me at it.” She was already half-turned toward the canvas flap, fizzing, fully loaded and looking for a barrel.
“We don’t sweep anything,” Roy said, kindly and immovably, and Pip rocked back on her heels, deflating about a quarter. “Hang about. We’re not hunting a culprit, Pip. There mightn’t be one. We’re gathering up the small things a busy station walked straight past, that’s all. Slow and careful. The way you’d lift a thing you didn’t want to break.”
“That sounds,” said Bart, “like a great deal of slowness.”
“It does. It is. Slowness is most of the job.” Roy settled his hat back on. “Right. Here’s the work, and it’s the cosy kind, so nobody need brace for heroics.”
He laid it out the way he always laid it out, which was less like giving orders and more like noticing aloud what each of them was best at and pointing it gently in a useful direction.
“Hessa.” He found her by the flap, where she’d been taking the measure of the lady’s little stove with the frank professional pity of a galley-keeper who had seen better. “There’ll be folk who knew Woo who won’t say a true word to me, because I’m a stranger with a notebook and that puts a person’s back up. They’ll talk to a kettle, though. Set up somewhere central, somewhere in the bustle where a tired body can sit down and feel looked after. Put a pot on. People tell a warm seat things they’d never tell a question.”
Hessa considered this, and considered the lady’s stove again, and her mouth went dry at one corner. “I’ll need a stove that works,” she said, “which this is not, bless it. But I’ll find a corner. People always talk more than they mean to over something hot. It’s a kind of leak.” Which was, Roy reflected, as near to enthusiasm as Hessa came, and a good deal more than most.
“Mungo.” The big alien looked up, hopeful, mid-twist. “You’re going to do what you always do, which is wander about and follow your nose and eat things. I’d not stop you if I could. Only this time, when your nose takes you somewhere odd, somewhere off the run where nobody goes, you tell me. That’s all. You go where the station forgets it has corners. You’re good at that.”
“I am good at that,” Mungo agreed, pleased, and went back to his twist with the air of a creature who had been given his ideal assignment, which he had.
“Pip.” She came to attention, vibrating. “You’re with me to start, where I can keep half an eye on all that go you’ve got, and we’ll find a place to point it shortly. Not yet. Soon. I promise you soon.” She took soon the way a dog takes a held biscuit, with quivering, provisional patience.
That left Bart, and Roy came to Bart last, on purpose, and he did it sideways, the way you came at a thing you didn’t want to look at head-on for fear of frightening it off.
“And you’ll do as you like, I expect,” Roy said, light as anything, settling against the counter beside him.
“I generally do.” Bart had not moved. Bart was standing precisely where he had been standing since he delivered his finding, which was to say he was standing with his whole patient attention fixed on the empty bracket on the wall, the one little square of nothing that proved the case was anything but shut. He had announced the matter closed three times now. He had not, in all of it, once stopped looking at the thing that proved it open. “I shall continue to expect the worst,” Bart said. “It is the only sensible posture. I merely intend to expect it from a variety of useful locations.”
“Course you do,” Roy said, and did not smile, and did not say the other thing, the kind thing, the thing about how a creature who had truly given a friend up for lost did not stand there memorising the gap where the friend used to be. You did not name a man’s hope back to him before he was ready to own it. You let him keep it the way he wanted to keep it, dressed up as gloom and called a useful posture, and you let him go and look, and by and by, somewhere down the line, he might let it be the thing it was. Roy had buried that sentence before, for Bart, more than once. He buried it now and felt no poorer for it.
They went out into the press of the Landing then, the crew peeling off to their tasks, and Roy did not go to a dock or a desk or anyone in authority. He walked the patch instead. He went the few minutes’ worth of crooked walkways and stacked-up stalls that made the small world Woo had been known in, and he walked it the way you’d walk a strip of ground rather than a crime scene, looking not for a clue but for the lie of the land.
He learned it slowly, the way he learned everything. He marked where the stalls clustered thickest and where they thinned, where the lantern-string was bright and where it gave out into the dim back-ways nobody bothered with. He marked which sellers nodded to one another across the walkway and which kept their eyes down on their own goods, because a place where folk knew each other was a place a small regular face would be missed, and a place where they didn’t was a place a small regular face could come and go like weather. He marked the awning of the noodle stall the lady had mentioned and the broken-handled water tap that someone had mended with a neat little splint of wire, and he stood a while at that and looked at the wire and at the smallness of the hands that would have wound it. It was good work, that splint. Patient work. Not the work of a thing breaking down and wandering off witless, whatever the page said, but the work of somebody who saw a tap that wanted mending and stopped and minded it, the way you’d mind anything you’d decided was yours to mind. He found the corner where a thin striped stray sat washing itself with the settled confidence of an animal that knew where its next meal came from, and he wondered, mildly, who it had come from, now that the small reliable thing that fed it had gone. He marked the places a person stood tall in and the places a person stood small in. He marked, above all, how easy it would be in a churn like this to be a little robot nobody looked at, going about, doing things, slipping along the edges of all that hurry, entirely unremarked.
That was the part he sat with longest, leaning in a doorway out of the flow with his arms folded, watching the river of strangers go by and nobody so much as glance at anybody. Easy not to be seen here. Easy as breathing. And a thing it was easy not to see was a thing that could go a great many places before anyone thought to wonder where.
He did not conclude anything. That was the discipline, and he held to it the way he meant to hold to it the whole way through: you read the ground, you did not write the story onto it. The story was Woo’s to have left, not Roy’s to invent. So he gathered the shapes and the edges and the small mended wire and the well-fed stray, and he carried them, and he kept his ending firmly unwritten.
You could not listen to a robot who had gone. But Woo had left a great deal behind, Roy was sure of it, and he meant to read every last bit of it before he let anyone tell him the story was over.
Chapter 4
The Mended Hinge
The crowd had remembered Woo as a kindness in the shape of a small robot, here and there, and never once thought to ask where here and there actually were.
That was the trouble with being loved by everyone, Roy decided, working his way back along the upper walkway toward the noodle stall the lady had named. You got remembered the way you remembered weather. Fondly, vaguely, and with no idea at all which afternoon it was you meant. A dozen people had told him, over the morning, that Woo was a dear little thing and a proper shame and gone now, poor mite, and not one of them had been able to say a single place Woo had ever stood. Loved, and minded by none. He had heard it said of the robot a half-dozen ways and not one of them as a complaint, which was, when you thought about it, the saddest part.
So he had stopped asking people to remember and started asking the station instead. The station remembered everything. It just did not know it was telling.
The noodle lady was called Sera, and she had a brisk way of not looking up from her steam while she talked, which suited Roy fine; people said more when they weren’t being watched saying it. He bought a bowl he did not especially want and asked, mild as anything, whether she’d known the little robot folk were on about.
“Woo.” She said the name the way you’d say a thing you were sorry about. “Course I knew Woo. Everyone knew Woo.” She tipped a ladle, considered. “Fixed my shutter, that one did. Hinge’d gone, see, used to shriek like a kettle every dawn when I rolled it up, drove the whole row spare. Then one morning it just… didn’t. Quiet as you like.” She shrugged, a small frontier shrug that put the whole thing tidily away. “Never asked. Woo just done it. That was Woo all over.”
“Mind if I have a look at it?”
She did look up then, briefly, the way folk did when you took an interest in a thing they had filed under finished. Then she waved her ladle at the shutter rolled up over her stall, and went back to her steam.
Roy went and had a look at it.
He took his time. There was no hurry in him, and a hurry would have made him see less. He found the hinge, low on the right where a shutter takes its weight, and he crouched and put his face close to it the way Bart put his attention close to a sulking engine, and he read it.
It was good work. That was the first thing, and it sat warm in his chest before his head had caught up to what it meant. The pin had been worn oval, the way pins go when a thing’s been swung ten thousand times, and somebody had not replaced it, because replacing it would have meant a part, and a part would have meant money, and a small robot doing a quiet good turn did not have money. So somebody had taken the old worn pin out, and turned it, and packed the slack with a little collar of wire wound so neat and so close it might have grown there. Patient work. The kind you only did if you’d decided the shrieking hinge was, for no reason anybody had asked you to, your business.
He knew that wire. He had stood and looked at its brother not an hour past, splinting a broken tap two walkways over. The same hand had wound both. The same small, sure, unhurried hand.
He stayed crouched a moment longer than he needed to. Not from sentiment, or not only. He was marking the thing the crowd had walked past every dawn for he didn’t know how long and never once seen, because a kindness, once it’s done, stops being visible. A squeaking hinge you notice. A hinge that has stopped squeaking is just the world being quiet. Woo had worked so patiently at being unnoticeable, one mended thing at a time, and the station had obliged by not noticing, and then the station had turned round and decided Woo had simply wandered off witless to be sold for parts, because that was the only story a thing that small was allowed to be in.
It was the first hard thing Roy had under his hand all day. Not a memory. Not a poor-mite. A fact, with a shape, that he could touch.
He pushed himself up from the crouch, slow and stiff, and he went to find the next one.
The stray was where the morning had left it, which was the first of the next lot of facts.
Roy had marked the thin striped thing earlier, washing itself in its corner with the settled confidence of an animal that knew where its meals came from. He came back to the corner now and stood off a way, not crowding it, and waited, and watched what the place had to tell him.
It told him plenty. There was a dish, for one. Not a saucer somebody had set down once and forgotten, but a proper shallow tin, wedged level into the gap between two crates so it couldn’t be kicked, in a spot a body would have to mean to reach. The tin was clean. Somebody had been emptying it and not just filling it. And the walkway-edge in front of it was worn pale and smooth in a patch about the size of two small feet set together, the way stone goes when the same small weight stands in the same small place, day on day on day, for longer than anyone’s been counting.
A trader two stalls down, a wide quiet man stacking dried fruit, told him without much prompting that the little robot used to come for the cat. Mornings, mostly. Sometimes evening. “Reliable as the lamps,” the man said, and then his face did something at the word, hearing it, because the lamps came on every night and the robot didn’t any more, and he hadn’t meant to say a thing that true.
Roy thanked him and crouched by the dish.
He was not, he reminded himself, sentimental about it. The cat was a fact. The worn stone was a fact. Reliable as the lamps was, in its way, the hardest fact of the three, because reliable meant a time, and a time meant a route. A creature that came for a cat at the same two ends of the day was a creature with a clock in it and a way it went. You did not feed a stray reliably by wandering. You fed it reliably by passing it, on your way to somewhere, every day, the way a person waters a plant on the windowsill they walk past. The cat was not where Woo had been. The cat was on the road Woo had taken.
He looked up from the dish, along the line the worn stone pointed, into the churn and lantern-string and food-smoke of the Landing, and for a moment, just a moment, he could almost see the shape of it. A small figure, going. Not lost. Going.
Then a haulage cart came through and the moment closed over like water, and he let it, because the discipline held even here: you read the ground, you did not write the story onto it. Not yet. But he had a direction now, where this morning he’d had only a fondness, and a direction was a thing you could follow.
The third one found him, in a manner of speaking, because he’d learned by now what kind of thing to ask.
He stopped asking, “Did you know Woo?” Everyone had known Woo, and it got him nothing but sorrow. He started asking, “Did Woo ever do anything for you?” and the difference was a door opening.
A spice-woman, an old woman with hands stained orange to the second knuckle, one of several along the spice row, told him that of course Woo did, Woo minded her stall. Whenever her hip went and she had to take herself off and sit, which was more days than she’d like, Woo would come and stand by her table and mind it. Take the coin, give the change, shoo the pinchers, fold the cloth back over the bowls so the dust stayed out. “Honest as the day,” she said, fierce about it, daring him to think otherwise of a robot. “Never a grain short when I come back. Better at it than my own boy, and don’t tell him.”
“How’d Woo know to come?” Roy asked. “When your hip went. How’d Woo know?”
The old woman opened her mouth, and shut it, and looked at him properly for the first time, the way you look at someone who’s just turned a thing you’d thought was simple a quarter-turn and shown you it had a back to it. “Well,” she said slowly. “I never… I suppose Woo just come by. When it was wanted.” She frowned. “But it was always wanted, weren’t it. That’s the queer thing. Now you say it. Always come by just when I’d want to sit.”
Roy nodded, and thanked her, and did not say the rest of it out loud, which was that “just come by when it was wanted” was not a thing that happened by chance to a person, day after day, at the bad moment. It was a thing that happened because somebody had learned her days. Had noticed which mornings her hip would have her, and walked her way to be there. A kindness that knew where to be was not a wandering. It was an errand. Woo had not scattered good turns about the station like a man flinging seed. Woo had carried them, to particular people, in particular places, the way you carry a thing you’re delivering. Each one had an address.
That was three. A hinge, a cat, a stall. A worn pin packed with wire, a tin wedged level in a gap, an old woman’s bad days minded better than her own boy could. He had them now the way you have stones in your hand, real and small and heavy, and he carried them back through the lantern-string toward the dock where The Marigold sat with the supper-smell already coming off her, and he turned them over the whole way, and he did not, would not, let himself finish the thought that wanted finishing. The stones were Woo’s. The story was Woo’s. His job was only to lay them out where the light was good and let them say what they were going to say.
Hessa’s table did that, as it did everything, by feeding them first.
There was a pot of something dark and patient that had been on since the morning, and bread, and the lamp pulled down low and warm over the boards, and the whole crew folded in around it the way iron filings fold round a magnet. Mungo had taken the corner where the pot was nearest and was being slow and happy about a second bowl. Pip was up on one knee on the bench, already too full of the day to sit on the whole of herself. Bart stood, because Bart preferred to stand, the better to be ready for whatever was about to go wrong.
Roy did not announce anything. He ate a little first, because Hessa would have had words otherwise, and because a thing laid out hungry never came out right. Then he cleared a space on the boards with the side of his hand, and he put the day down on the table, one piece at a time.
“Hinge,” he said, and set down nothing, only the word and a tap of his finger on the wood. “Mended. Up on the high walkway, Sera’s noodle stall. Worn pin, turned and packed with wire. Done some good while back, never asked for, never thanked beyond a shrug.” Tap. “Cat. A stray, fed reliable, morning and evening, a tin wedged level so it’d not tip, the stone worn where small feet stood. Down off the south row.” Tap. “Stall. The spice-woman, two over from the cat. Minded whenever her hip went bad. Coin taken, change given, never a grain short. And here’s the thing of it.” He looked up. “Woo always knew when to come.”
For a moment the table was quiet, the good kind, the kind where everyone’s thinking.
Then Pip was off the bench. “So somebody took Woo right out the middle of all that,” she said, fast, hands already moving. “Right? You don’t fix folk’s hinges and mind their stalls and then just wander off, that’s not a wanderer, that’s, that’s a worker, that’s somebody with stuff to do, so somebody must’ve grabbed Woo, and if we work out who’s been hanging about the south row, who’s new, who’s got a reason to want a little unit nobody’d chase after, then we just, we follow that, we follow the who and we’ve got Woo back by…”
“Pip,” said Roy. Gently. He did not raise his voice; he never did. He just set her name down on the table beside the rest, and she landed.
“…sorry,” she said, and sat, on the whole of herself this time. “Got ahead.”
“You got ahead,” he agreed, “to the part where somebody took Woo. Which is a good honest leap, and might even be right. But look at what’s on the table.” He moved his hand over the three taps, the hinge, the cat, the stall, the way you’d show a hand of cards. “If you read all this as a list of nice things a lost helper used to do, then aye, it’s a sad little inventory of a robot we’ll not see again, and your who is the only door left and we go kicking at it.” He let that sit. “But that’s reading them as an ending. I don’t think they’re an ending.”
Bart spoke for the first time. He had been looking at the cleared boards the whole while, in that still, measuring way he had, the way he looked at a machine to feel what it was feeling. “They are not random,” he said. The voice was as flat and courteous as ever, and underneath it something had gone very careful. “I have been considering the geometry. The hinge is high north. The cat and the stall are low south, close together. If one were to mark them, and the tap two walkways from the hinge, and the others your fondness-folk half-recall… they are not scattered, Roy. Scattered things make a smear. These make a line.” A small, dry pause. “I would prefer not to find that interesting. I find it interesting.”
“Don’t get your hopes up,” Roy offered, because somebody had to, and it was practically a kindness to say it for him.
“I never do,” said Bart. “I am simply mapping. The map happens to lead somewhere. That is the map’s affair, not mine.” But he did not look away from the boards, and he did not say the thing he always said, which was that it would almost certainly end in tears. He let it alone. He left the smallest possible room, on the table, for it not to.
Roy noticed that, and kept it, and said nothing about it, because some things you don’t help by naming.
Mungo set down his spoon. The whole table waited, the way it had learned to, because Mungo was slow but Mungo got there, and where he got was usually the place everyone else had walked round.
“If Woo was going somewhere,” Mungo said, soft and certain, “then Woo isn’t lost.” He blinked his slow green blink, pleased to have it sorted. “Lost is when you don’t know where you are. Woo knew. Woo had a hinge to do, and a cat, and the lady’s stall, all in a row, every day, same as I’d go from the pot to the bread.” He picked his spoon back up. “You can’t lose somebody who knows exactly where they’re going. You can only not have followed them yet.”
Nobody said anything for a moment, because there wasn’t anything to add to it.
Roy looked down at the boards, at the three taps and the line his finger had not quite let itself draw between them, and he saw it the way Mungo had said it, plain as the lamp. Laid out on Hessa’s table, the small kindnesses stopped looking like a list of a lost friend’s good turns and started looking like something he had not expected at all: a route.
Chapter 5
Chasing a Thief
Pip had it worked out by breakfast: somebody had taken Woo, and Pip was going to find them, and the only thing wrong with the plan was every single part of it.
She came into the galley already talking, which was how you knew she had been awake a while and thinking, and Roy had learned over the months that Pip thinking in the dark was a thing to be met gently, the way you met a kettle just before it sang. She had her sleeves pushed up and a smear of grease above one eyebrow, which meant she had been down in the engine bay since before light, and she had the look of someone who had solved it and was now only waiting for everyone else to catch up.
“Right,” she said, dropping onto the bench across from him and reaching for the bread without quite seeing it. “I’ve been at it half the night and it’s obvious, Roy, it’s properly obvious, I don’t know why we didn’t say it out loud yesterday. A thing doesn’t vanish. You said that. You said a loved robot doesn’t just go without leaving something behind to be read, and you were right, only the something isn’t a clue about where Woo went, it’s a clue about who, because somebody moved Woo, and if somebody moved Woo then there’s a somebody, and a somebody is a thing you can find.”
Hessa set a bowl down in front of her without being asked, which was Hessa’s way of saying eat, and slow down, both at once. Pip ate two spoonfuls at speed and went on.
“Think about it. Little unit, much-mended, parts worth a bit downwell to the right buyer, nobody minding it close. That’s not a mystery, that’s a shopping trip. Somebody saw a thing lying about that nobody owned hard enough to chase, and they took it. So we stop wandering round asking who liked Woo and we start asking who’s new, who’s hungry, who turned up the day Woo didn’t. We find the thief, we find the parts, we find Woo. I could have a list by noon.”
Roy turned his mug a quarter-turn on the table and did not answer straight off. He was aware of Bart at the far end of the bench, very still, the way Bart went still when a conversation was heading somewhere he had already privately arrived at and did not enjoy. He was aware of Mungo, who had stopped chewing.
The trouble was that almost everything Pip had said was made of his own words, handed back to him polished and pointed the wrong way. That was the part that caught him a beat too slow. She had listened. She had listened well. She had taken the true thing he gave the crew, that an absence is a behaviour with a reason, and she had read the reason as a person to be caught instead of a trail to be followed, and the two looked so nearly alike from the outside that he very nearly let it go by.
“It might be that,” he said at last. “A thief’s a thing that happens.”
“It is that.” Pip was up off the bench already, brushing crumbs. “Come on, before the morning rush thins out and they all forget who they saw.”
And there it was, the small wrong turn, taken before he had finished feeling it was a turn. He should have sat her down. He thought, afterward, that he had known to and had not, because she was bright and willing and loved Woo without ever having met Woo, and there is a particular danger in a good heart in a hurry that a careful man can mistake, for one fatal minute, for help.
“Pip,” he said.
“I’ll be gentle,” she said, which was true, and which was not the thing he was worried about, and she was through the hatch before he could find the words for what was.
By the time Roy caught her up she was three stalls in and already getting it wrong, kindly.
Tassel’s Landing in the morning was a tide. The walkways stacked away above and below in their cheerful jumble, lantern-string still lit against the station’s permanent dusk, the food-smoke going up in threads from a hundred griddles, and through it all the press of people who passed and bought and were gone, nobody anybody’s business for long. Yesterday Roy had moved through it slowly, the way he moved through everything, and the slowness had been the tool. He had stood at the cloth-seller’s and let her arrive at the memory in her own time, and she had given it to him soft and unsure, the way you offer a thing you are not certain is worth offering: that the little robot used to come by of a morning and right the bolt of grey that always slid, and she had stopped noticing it was righted, and now it slid, and she missed that more than she could rightly explain.
That was the trail. Faint, fond, half-remembered. It held together only because the people holding it felt safe enough to keep holding.
Pip was at the spice stall now, and she was being lovely, and she was undoing it.
“You’d have seen Woo about, then,” she was saying to the spice-seller, a thin nervous man with quick hands. “Small unit, this high, panels patched up grey and green. Regular through here?” The man nodded, careful. “Right, and the morning Woo stopped coming, you remember it? Anyone hanging about who shouldn’t have been? Anybody new to the row, asking after the small machines, what they’re worth, where they get fixed?”
Roy watched the man’s hands go still on his jars.
It was such a small change, and he saw the whole of it. The spice-seller had a thing he had been carrying, the same kind of soft useless tender thing the cloth-seller had carried, a glimpse of Woo doing something or being somewhere, and a moment ago he had been within a breath of setting it down on the counter between them like a coin he wasn’t sure was real. And now a bright young person was asking him who had been hanging about, who was new, who shouldn’t have been there, and the man understood, the way a careful frontier soul always understands, that he had just been moved without warning from a person who saw something kind to a person who might have seen something wrong. From witness to witness against. And he did the thing anybody does. He shut the till of himself.
“Couldn’t say,” he said. “Busy here. Don’t watch the machines.” And he turned to a customer who had not yet asked for anything.
“Worth a try,” Pip said brightly, already two stalls on, and Roy stood a moment in the man’s wake and felt the door of him close, quietly, all the way.
He went after her then, properly, but a sweep once started has a momentum of its own, and the crew had heard it was a thief now, and Mungo and Bart had come down into the Landing to help in the way you help when you love someone and they have decided on a thing, and so for the better part of an hour the four of them did harm together, gently, all over the row.
It was Pip’s energy that carried it, but it was not only Pip. Mungo, drifting and well-meant, asked a woman at the fruit barrels whether anyone had been “creeping about Woo”, which was the kindest possible way to say a terrible thing, and the woman’s smile went out like a snuffed lamp. Even Bart, who knew better and said so under his breath, found himself standing behind Pip’s questions, a tall grave machine looming gloomily over a counter, and a tall grave machine looming over your counter while a young person asks who you suspect is not a thing that makes a frightened person feel less frightened, whatever the machine’s actual opinion of his hopes.
Roy started trying to mend it as they went, a sentence behind, always a sentence behind. “She doesn’t mean it like it sounds,” he would say. “Nobody’s accusing anybody. We’re only trying to find the little fellow, that’s all.” And the people would nod and say of course, of course, and they would not give him the soft thing any more, because the soft thing only comes out when nobody is keeping score, and the row had begun, stall by stall, to keep score.
He could feel it travelling ahead of them. That was the worst part, and the part he had not braced for. Tassel’s Landing was a place where thousands passed through and nobody was anybody’s business, but that was the surface of it; underneath, the rows talked, the way all close-packed working people talk, and a thing moved along the counters faster than any four people could walk. Word ran ahead that there was a crew come about the little robot, and they reckoned it was thieving, and they were asking folk who they suspected. And by the time Roy reached a stall, the shutter of the person behind it was already three-quarters down, set there by a neighbour’s murmured warning before he ever opened his mouth.
The noodle woman two walkways from the hinge, who yesterday had told him without his even asking that Woo used to bring her cat in out of the cold mornings and she’d grown that fond of the cat she forgot it wasn’t hers, today wiped her counter that did not need wiping and said she’d nothing to tell anyone, thank you, and would they mind, she had a queue. There was no queue.
“I think,” Bart said, to nobody, in the small hard voice he used when a thing was going exactly as badly as he had foreseen and he was taking no satisfaction in it whatever, “that we are unteaching the entire row, in order.”
They stopped because they ran out of people who would talk to them, which is a quiet way to fail and somehow worse for it.
It happened without anyone calling a halt. Pip asked her question at a tinker’s stall, the same bright clean question she had been asking all morning, and the tinker looked at her, and then past her at Roy, and then he simply did not answer, did not even shut himself in words, just looked, and let the not-answering sit there in the food-smoke until Pip’s voice ran down. And Roy watched her hear it, finally, in the silence. He watched the certainty go out of her shoulders, which had carried it all morning, light and sure as a sail.
“He didn’t even say no,” she said, when they had pulled back into a gap between rows where the lantern-string sagged low and a stack of empty crates gave them a wall to stand against. “He used to. The first few, they’d say no, sorry, can’t help. Now they don’t even.” She wasn’t fizzing now. The grease was still above her eyebrow and she looked very young under it. “They’re scared of us. Roy, they’re scared of us, and we came to help.”
“I know it,” Roy said.
“I made them scared.”
“We did,” he said, and put the we down between them carefully, because it was true and because she was about to take the whole of it onto herself and the whole of it was not hers to carry. “I let it run. I saw it at the spice stall, first thing, and I let it run anyway because you were trying so hard and I didn’t want to be the one to pull the rug.”
Mungo had folded himself down onto a crate, which put his big mossy face about level with everyone else’s, and he was quiet a while in the way that meant something was assembling. “When the small ones came to me, back where I’m from,” he said at last, slow, “and they’d broke a thing, and they thought you were cross, they’d go ever so still and tell you nothing. Not because they were bad. Because being asked sharp feels the same as being blamed, when you’re little, even when nobody means it sharp.” He looked round at them mildly. “These folk aren’t little. But it’s the same shape of being asked, I think. We asked them like they’d done it.”
“They half-saw a friend,” Roy said. “That’s all any of them had. A bolt righted. A cat let in. A worry eased they never quite noticed being eased. You can’t ask a person that gently fond a hard question, because the answer they’ve got isn’t an answer to a hard question. It’s a small kind thing they were keeping. And the minute it sounds like you want it for evidence, they put it away, and who’d blame them.”
Pip pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. “So I haven’t just not found Woo,” she said, working it through out loud, fast even in misery. “I’ve gone and shut up all the people who knew where to start looking. The cloth lady and the cat lady and, stars, the whole row, they were the trail, weren’t they, they were the trail and I, I went down the row and switched them all off.”
“Pip,” Roy said.
“You should be furious,” she said. “Say something furious.”
And here was the place he had been walking toward all morning without letting himself name it, the place where it would have been easiest in all the world to be tired and short and to make her feel the weight of it, because the weight was real and the clock was real and somewhere in the careless kindly press a small robot was further out of reach than it had been at dawn. He had the furious thing right there. It would even have been fair.
He did not pick it up.
“What did the spice-seller do,” he asked instead, “with his hands, when you asked him who was new?”
Pip blinked at him. “He, what?”
“His hands. When the question turned. What did they do.”
She thought. He watched her think, watched her go back into the morning and look at it instead of bleeding over it. “They stopped,” she said slowly. “He was sorting jars and he just, he went still. Both hands flat on the counter.”
“That’s the whole of it,” Roy said. “That’s the lesson and there’s no other one. Chasing a thief, you watch for the guilty thing. The lie, the quick eye, the hand that goes to a pocket. But there was no thief, Pip, so the only thing your questions ever turned up was frightened, and frightened goes still and flat and quiet, same as guilty does, near enough that you can’t tell them apart unless you already know which one you’re standing in front of.” He turned his mug-less hand over, empty, on his knee. “We were never reading a thief. We were reading a trail. A trail’s not a thing you catch. It’s a thing you follow, slow, while the folk who hold the pieces of it feel safe enough to keep holding. We went charging up it like it’d run if we didn’t, and the only thing that ran was them.”
It was a long speech for him, and he heard himself overrun the edge of his own habit, and stopped.
Bart had been standing apart, hands behind his back, regarding the lantern-string with the air of a machine attending a funeral he had personally predicted. “I should note,” he said, “for the record, and because somebody ought to, that this was always going to end in tears.” A pause, perfectly measured. “I find I take no comfort in it. I had assumed I would. It is most irregular.”
“It’s not ended,” Roy said.
“No,” Bart agreed, and something in the flat voice shifted, barely, the way a needle shifts. He did not look at any of them. “It is not ended. I would point out, since we are accounting honestly, that a thing being made harder is not the same as a thing being made impossible. The trail is fainter. It is not gone. Faint is a worse place to stand than where we stood yesterday.” He let that sit, gloomy and exact, and then, almost grudging, almost as if he resented being the one to say it: “But Woo did not become less findable this morning. Only less easy. There is a difference. I dislike it, but there is.”
Nobody answered that for a moment, because it was, in Bart’s bone-dry way, the closest thing to hope anyone had offered all day, and offered by the last one of them you would expect it from, and Roy had the sense, not for the first time, of a thing in Bart that the gloom was built to guard rather than to mean.
“So what do we do,” Pip said. “We can’t un-ask it.”
“No,” Roy said. He looked back down the row, at the closed shutters of people, at the noodle woman wiping her cat-warm counter, at the spice-seller serving customers who hadn’t come. “We don’t un-ask it. We make it so being asked about Woo stops meaning being blamed for Woo. And that’s slower than this morning was fast, and it’ll cost us the day we just spent and likely the next, and there’s no help for that.” He stood, and put a hand briefly on the top of Pip’s bent head, the way you’d settle a thing that had got into a state. “First, though, supper. You can’t mend a frightened row on an empty stomach, and neither can they.”
“That’s the spirit,” said Mungo, brightening at the one word he had been waiting all afternoon to hear.
They went back up toward The Marigold the long way round, through the dimming lantern-string, and behind them the rows talked among themselves about the crew who had come asking who’d stolen the little robot, and somewhere in that talk the station’s tidy sad certainty, the one that said a worn-out unit gets taken for parts and that’s the end of it, found itself handed a fresh armful of fuel. See, the rows murmured to one another, closing up for the night. See. A crew come all this way, and even they reckon it was thieving. Must be true, then. Must be.
By evening the stalls that had spoken to Roy so freely had gone quiet, and the trail of small kindnesses, faint to begin with, was fainter still, because the crew had gone looking for a thief in a place where there had never been one.
Chapter 6
Slowing Everyone Down
The first thing to do, Roy knew, was the slowest: he had to give back to the Landing the very thing the crew had taken from it, which was the feeling that being asked about Woo was not the same as being blamed.
He went back down the row in the morning light alone, which was its own kind of apology, and he went with his hands empty and his pace wrong on purpose, slower than the station moved, slow enough that a stallholder watching him come had time to decide for herself that he was not in a hurry to accuse anyone of anything. He stopped at the first shut shutter, the one belonging to the woman who sold the dried fruit, who had spoken to him so easily two days ago and not at all yesterday. He did not knock. He stood near it the way you stand near a skittish animal, close enough to be company and far enough to be no threat, and he said, to the shutter, “I owe you a sorry.”
Nothing happened for a while. The lantern-string overhead had been switched off for the day and hung pale and useless against the great smoky brightness of the station roof. Somewhere a long way off a hauler was being argued with.
“We came in asking the wrong question,” Roy said, still to the shutter, conversational, as if he had all the time the Scatter had ever made. “We came in asking who took Woo. And a question like that, the way we put it, it lands on a person like a finger pointed. I’ve thought about it, and I don’t blame a single soul on this row for shutting up. I’d have shut up too.” He turned his hat in his hands once and stopped himself, because fidgeting was its own sort of pressure. “We were never hunting a thief. I want you to hear that plain. We don’t think you took Woo, and we don’t think your neighbour did, and we don’t think anybody did. We think Woo’s somewhere, that’s all, and we’d dearly like to find out where, and we can’t do that without you, because you’re the ones who actually saw.”
The shutter eased up, a hand’s width, then a little more. The dried-fruit woman looked out at him from the dark of her stall with the particular wariness of someone braced to be made a fool of for being kind.
“You’re not writing anybody down,” she said. It was not quite a question.
“I’m not writing anybody down. I haven’t got a list and I’m not making one.” He let that sit. “I only want to know what Woo was like. Where Woo went. The small things. The things you’d not even think to call clues, because they’re just Tuesday.”
She studied him a moment longer, weighing his slowness against yesterday’s quickness, and Roy held still under it and let her win. Then she reached back into the stall and brought out a stool, an old three-legged thing, and set it down outside her shutter in the walkway, and that was the whole of her answer, and it was a generous one. He sat. He was lower than her now, looking up, which was where he wanted to be.
“Woo mended my hinge,” she said. “Top shutter. It’d dropped so I couldn’t lift it one-armed, and Woo did it one teatime without a word, didn’t even stop for thanks, just went on. I never asked. That’s the thing of it. I never once asked Woo for anything, and Woo did it anyway.” Her mouth worked. “And then yesterday a crew comes shouting did somebody steal the little robot, and I thought, well, here it is, this is what comes of it, somebody’s worked out Woo was worth something after all and helped themselves.” She looked at him, and there was a hurt under the wariness that had been there all along. “I didn’t want to be the one as said his name to people come to blame him.”
“No,” Roy said gently. “Course you didn’t.”
It was a long morning, and a slow one, and that was the point of it. Word that the slow man with the empty hands was sitting on people’s stools and not writing anybody down moved up the row faster than Roy did, the way good news and bad news both travelled in a place where nobody was anybody’s business for long. By the time he had worked his way to the chandler and the noodle stall and the old fellow who sharpened knives, the shutters were lifting ahead of him without his having to ask, and the row had stopped being a wall and started being a row again.
He did not push any of them. He sat, and he listened, and where a memory came up shy and half-formed he let it stay half-formed, and did not reach for the shape of it, though his hands itched to.
He need not have worried about the squeezing, in the end, because Hessa took the witnesses off his hands by doing what Hessa did.
She had come down from The Marigold while he worked the row, and she had not asked anyone a single thing about Woo. She had simply set up. Roy came round the end of the walkway and there she was in the wide spot where two ways crossed, with the small folding table from the galley and the big kettle already on and steam off it, and a bowl, and a second bowl, and a chair turned out toward the bustle at exactly the angle that said sit. She was ladling something brothy and good-smelling into the first bowl as if she had been doing it on that corner her whole life and the corner had simply been waiting for her to arrive.
“You’ll undo nothing standing up,” she told him, not looking round, and put a bowl in his hands before he had decided whether he was hungry. He was. He sat.
He had seen Hessa do this before, on three worlds and a dozen stations, and it never stopped being a small marvel to watch. She did not call anyone over. She did not coax. She put out warmth and let it work, and the oldest magic there was did the rest, because a frightened person could refuse a question all day long and could not, for the life of them, refuse a bowl of something hot held out by an old woman who plainly expected nothing back.
They came one and two at a time. The dried-fruit woman first, then the chandler, then a haulage lad who had not spoken to Roy at all, drawn off the walkway by the steam and the empty chair and the sense, which Hessa gave off like heat, that here was somewhere it was all right to sit down. She fed them and asked them about themselves, which was not the same as asking them about Woo, and somewhere in the eating and the being asked about themselves the thing that had clamped shut in them yesterday came quietly unclamped, and Woo’s name began to come up on its own, the way a name comes up among people who are easy with one another.
Pip was not at the table. Roy found her, when he looked for her, three stalls down at the spice end, and what she was doing there made him set his bowl on his knee and go still to watch it. She had fetched herself a crate to sit on, and she had set it low and a little off to one side, out of the man’s path, the way Roy sat himself when he wanted to be no taller than the person he was with. The spice-seller, the thin nervous one with the quick hands, the one she had frightened worst yesterday, was sorting his jars and pretending he had not seen her. She let him pretend. She asked him nothing. She did not have her list, and she did not have that bright running question of hers either; she only sat, low and quiet, and after a while she leaned and steadied a jar that had been about to roll, and set it back square, and said something Roy was too far off to catch that needed no answer, and went on sitting. The man’s hands, Roy saw, had not gone still and flat the way they had yesterday. They kept moving. That was the whole of it, and it was a great deal. She had gone back and sat down beside the harm she had done and made herself small enough for the man to come out from behind, and nobody had told her to. She had taken nothing from Roy’s mouth this time. She had taken it from his hands.
“Woo used to fill my water of an evening,” the haulage lad said, to his bowl, surprised to be saying it. “Never asked. I’d come back off a run and the butt’d be full.”
“Minded my stall the whole of market-day once when my girl took poorly,” said someone else. “Didn’t sell a thing wrong. Knew my prices better’n I do.”
“Fed that grey stray under the chandlery. Every day. That cat’s been crying its head off since.”
Roy ate his broth and said almost nothing, and watched the small half-remembered glimpses come back up out of people and settle, freely given now, no longer dragged. Hessa caught his eye once over the kettle, dry as a stick, and he understood the look perfectly: she read people the way he read machines, by going slow and waiting for the tell, and she was telling him, without a word, that this was how you mended a frightened row, and that he had been right to come down and sit on stools, and also that his broth was getting cold. He drank his broth.
It was over the second bowl, with the corner warm and busy and the trail quietly stitching itself back together strand by strand, that Roy noticed Bart.
Bart was not at the table. Bart was working the edges of the crossing, slowly, methodically, in the patient stooping way of a man who has lost a thing of no great value and means to find it anyway. He looked under the lip of a shuttered stall. He moved along to the next gap and looked under that. He went down on the careful articulated mechanism of his knee joints, which he did not enjoy, and examined the dark beneath a stacked run of empty crates, and then he got up, with the small dignified effort it cost him, and went on to the next dark place.
“Bart,” Roy said.
“Captain.” Bart did not stop. He had found a grille, low in the wall where the warm air came up, and he was crouched at it, peering through the slats into whatever lay behind.
“Anything?”
“No,” Bart said. “There is never anything. That is the nature of the thing.” He stood. His voice had the courteous flatness it always had, the tone of a machine reading out a forecast of rain on a day already wet. “Woo is gone, Captain. I want to be clear that I have not changed my opinion on the matter. A small unit of that age and condition, vanished from a station of this size, with thousands passing through who are nobody’s business for long. The honest figure is that Woo is downwell by now in pieces, or running in some hauler’s hold under a new name, or simply switched off in a skip. Those are the outcomes. There are no others worth the hoping for.”
“That’s a gloomy account,” Roy said mildly.
“It is an accurate one.” Bart moved to the next gap and bent to it.
Roy set down his bowl. He had heard Bart give a hundred gloomy accounts, of weather and of repairs and of the odds of a kind thing turning out kindly, and he knew the shape of them, and he knew that the shape of this one was wrong. A gloomy account, given by Bart, was a thing Bart gave once, with great finality, and then sat down beside, satisfied, having got his disappointment in early where it could not surprise him. That was the whole of Bart’s gloom: it was a roof he built over things he loved, to keep the rain of the worst off them before it could fall. He expected the worst so that the worst, when it came, would find him already braced and would not be able to hurt him so much.
And here he was, having said the worst, plainly and twice, and not sitting down beside it at all. Here he was going on his knees in the warm-air grit to look under another crate.
You did not build the roof and then stand out in the rain. Not unless the roof would not hold.
Roy left the table and went over, and crouched beside him by the grille, two of them peering into a dark that held nothing but warm air and dust, and for a while he did not say anything, because Bart was easier to read when nobody was watching him be read.
“You’ve looked under every stall on this side,” Roy said at last, not unkindly. “I’ve been watching. You’ve been at it since before Hessa lit the kettle.”
“I am thorough,” Bart said. “Thoroughness costs nothing and proves nothing. I should hate for it to be said, afterward, that the matter was not looked into properly.” He paused, his head tilted at the grille. “I do not expect to find anything. I want that understood. I would prefer not to get my hopes up.”
“I know you would,” Roy said.
There was a quiet between them, full of the corner’s warmth and the clatter of Hessa’s ladle and somebody three stalls down laughing at something, the row remembering how to be a row.
“Tell me this, then,” Roy said, careful, the way you’d ease a panel off without forcing the clip. “You’ve worked machines all your life. You are a machine. If a small unit like Woo were going to go, just go, of a Tuesday, with nobody minding it. What would that look like, to you? From the inside.”
Bart was still a long moment. When he spoke it was slower than his forecasts, and with none of their performance, as if he had set the courteous gloom down somewhere to free up his hands.
“A unit does not simply stop, Captain,” he said. “That is the part the crowd has wrong. They speak as though Woo ran down and ended, like a clock nobody wound. But a small robot, even a much-mended one, even an old one, does not merely cease in the middle of a Tuesday. There is always a reason. We are made of reasons; it is most of what we are.” He looked at the grille, and past it. “If Woo went, Woo went somewhere. For something. A reason a machine would understand, even if a station full of people, who think a small old unit cannot have reasons, would not think to look for it.” He paused. “Where Woo went I cannot tell you. That it was somewhere, and not nowhere, that I can tell you. It is the one thing I am certain of, and it is the one thing I have been most carefully not saying, because it is also a thing that, if I let myself hold it, would feel a very great deal like hope.”
Roy filed it, the whole of it, set quietly down where his best clues lived, and did not say so, and did not say any of the other things he might have said, because Bart had given him more in that one careful speech than he had given anyone in a year, and the kindest thing to do with it was to let it stand and not make a fuss.
“All right,” Roy said. He got up. He gave Bart’s shoulder a brief, easy clap, once, the way you’d steady a thing that had got into a state, and let his hand fall again before either of them had to make anything of it. “Carry on, then. You’re better at the under-the-crates than I am.”
“Woo is certainly gone,” Bart said, and went straight on looking, into every shadow and under every stall, and Roy understood at last that Bart was not searching despite believing it hopeless. He was searching because, for once, he could not bear to be right.
Chapter 7
The Trail Loops Inward
Everyone had pictured Woo being carried away. Off the station, down a gangway, into the hold of some hauler that never came back, and gone. That was how losing a thing was supposed to look. A thing went out the way water went out, toward the drain, away from you, never to be seen again. Nobody had thought to ask which way the trail actually pointed, because nobody had thought there was a trail at all, only an empty space where a small old robot used to be.
Roy spread the kindnesses out on the chart-table in The Marigold’s galley and looked at them the way he would look at a herd that had drifted: not at any one of them, but at the shape they made together.
He had the lot of it now. Bart had gone back round the Landing once the witnesses settled, and the stallholders Hessa had coaxed back to their seats had given up their small memories without flinching this time, freely, the way you tell a thing to someone who is not blaming you for it. A mended hinge on the spice-seller’s shutter. A stray cat fed for three weeks running behind the noodle stall, until it had grown plump and stopped expecting to be chased. A baby minded for an hour while its mother chased a runaway crate. A kettle filled. A worry eased. Two dozen of them, written out in Pip’s quick hand on slips of flimsy and weighted down with whatever was nearest, a spanner, a salt-jar, Hessa’s reading glasses.
“It is a great deal of kindness,” Bart said, “for a unit nobody could afterward describe.”
“It is.” Roy moved the slips around with one finger. He was not reading the kindnesses now. He had read those days ago, and they had told him their first thing, which was that Woo had not been a tool wearing out but a being going somewhere. Somewhere along the reading of them he had stopped thinking of Woo as an it, the way you stop, without deciding to, once you have understood a creature well enough to mind about it; and so it was a she now, in his head, and would stay one. That much he had. What he wanted now was the second thing, the one underneath: not what Woo had done, but where Woo had been when she did it.
He started laying them out by place instead of by deed.
It was slow work, and the galley was warm, and Hessa fed him tea he forgot to drink while he did it. The Landing was a warren, stalls and walkways stacked every which way with no plan anyone had ever drawn, and the stallholders gave directions the way people do who have never once needed a map of the place they live: down past the rope-man, mind the step, you’ll smell the dye-works before you see it. Roy took each muddle of directions and set the slip where it wanted to go, and bit by bit the chart-table stopped being a list and started being a station.
And the station had a grain to it he had not expected.
He had been assuming, the whole while, the same thing the rest of them assumed without noticing they assumed it: that whatever Woo’s last errands had been, they would lead him outward. Toward the docks, the gangways, the open mouths of the station where a thing leaves. That was where you looked for something gone. He had caught himself laying the early slips that way, drifting them toward the edge of the table as though the edge were where the answer lived.
But the kindnesses would not go to the edge. He moved them honestly, by where the stallholders put them, and they would not go.
They clustered. They repeated. The same quiet runs, walked again and again, and not one of them pointed at a dock. The mended hinge was inward of the spice-row. The fed cat was inward of that. The minded baby, the filled kettle, the eased worry, each a little deeper than the last, none of them out toward where the haulers loaded, all of them turned the other way, in, toward the close-packed middle of the Landing where the walkways narrowed and the lantern-string thinned and a busy station kept the parts of itself it had stopped using.
Roy sat back. The tea had gone cold under his hand.
“Bart,” he said. “Come and look at this, and tell me I’m seeing it.”
Bart came and looked at it for a long moment, with the stillness he kept for things he was not going to pretend he hadn’t understood.
“You are not wrong, Captain,” he said. “I had wondered why my own searching kept wanting to turn me round. I put it down to the gloom, which usually has me going in circles. It appears I was going in a spiral.” He paused. “Which is worse, mathematically, and rather better, otherwise.”
It was about then that they lost Mungo.
This was not, in itself, an emergency. Mungo got lost the way rivers got to the sea, gently and by following the lie of the land, and he always turned up again somewhere downhill of food. In a station built of food stalls, food-smoke threading every walkway and a hundred suppers cooking at once, Mungo wandering off was less an event than a weather. Hessa had stopped sounding the alarm about it weeks ago. “He’ll be back when he’s eaten the thing he can smell,” she said, “and not one minute before. You can no more hurry that boy toward a thing than away from it.”
What had happened, as near as Roy pieced it together afterward, was that Mungo had caught a particular smell.
Not the big, easy smells, the griddle-smoke and the frying and the sweet hot rope of the candy-man, which Mungo loved without trouble and could find with his eyes shut. This was a small, stubborn, faraway smell, the kind that gets into a soft mossy nose and will not leave it be, and Mungo had gone after it the only way Mungo ever went after anything: slowly, with his whole heart, and with no thought whatsoever of where it was leading him.
It led him off the bright runs. Down past the rope-man and the dye-works, into a gap between two stalls so narrow he had to go sideways and apologise to both of them, and out the far side into a stub of walkway that simply stopped, the way walkways did in the Landing where someone had built a thing and lost interest before they built the next thing. The lantern-string did not reach here. The food-smoke did not reach here. It was the kind of corner a busy station forgets it has, easy to miss, easier to ignore, the sort of place that exists only because nobody has yet found a use for the space.
And there, with his nose against the thing that smelled and his stomach beginning, against considerable odds, to feel discouraged, Mungo found Woo.
Not Woo. Roy would have to be careful, later, saying it, because for one bright awful second the word Mungo used made the whole galley go quiet. But not Woo. The traces of Woo. The signs that Woo had been here, and not once, and not dragged.
Mungo came back to fetch them, which was its own small wonder, because Mungo coming back to fetch anyone before he had eaten was a thing Roy had never once witnessed.
He filled the galley hatch the way he filled most things, by being gently larger than they were built for, and he did not say what he had found so much as carry the shape of it in on his face, and what was on his face was not hunger.
“There is a place,” he said, in the slow soft way he said everything, “that nobody goes.” He thought about it. “That is why I went. I was following a smell, and the smell was very small, and it was hiding where the big smells could not push it out of the way.” He looked at Roy, and then at Bart, and the looking lasted longer than Mungo’s looking usually did. “The smell was old food. Kept food. Crumbs swept careful into a corner, and a tin with the lid put back on, the way you put a lid back on when you mean to come again. Somebody has been eating their supper there. Many suppers. A little one.” He paused, and the next part came out of him plain and certain and without any idea of how much it weighed, the way Mungo always said the true thing nobody else would. “And there are marks. Down low. Where a small one comes and goes, and comes and goes, and has worn the dust into a path with going.”
Bart had gone very still indeed.
“Show us,” Roy said.
The corner was exactly as Mungo had described it and somehow more, the way a place is always more when you stand in it knowing what it means.
Roy crouched at the mouth of the stub-walkway and let his eyes do the slow thing they did, and the slow thing they did told him a story he could not at first make himself believe, and then could not make himself stop believing.
The dust. That was the first of it and the largest. Everywhere else in the Landing the dust was kicked into nothing by ten thousand passing feet, but here, where no feet came, it had been allowed to lie, and lying, it had been written on. A path. Low and narrow and clear, the unmistakable worn line of a small thing coming this way often, on its own small business, treading the same few steps so many times it had pressed them into a track. Roy had read paths like it across a hundred dusty worlds, sheep-tracks, cattle-runs, the line a working animal wears toward water without anyone telling it to. This was that, scaled down to the height of a robot built no taller than his knee. Coming. Going. Coming again.
Not the wide drag of a thing hauled off. Not the scuffle of a struggle. A path that only one set of small deliberate steps could have made, and made by choosing to, over and over, when nobody was watching and nobody would have cared if they were.
“She came here,” Roy said quietly. He found he was saying it to the dust. “She kept coming here.”
The rest of it was small and tender and added up the way the kindnesses had added up. The tin, with its lid set back square. The crumbs swept into a careful little drift against the wall, not dropped but tidied, by someone who minded a mess even where no one would ever see it. A coil of salvaged wire, looped neat. A shutter-hinge, the spice-seller’s twin to the one Woo had mended a row over, set aside here as if to study how it was made. Things gathered. Things kept. The patient stockpile of someone with a job in hand and the intention to finish it.
A thing carried off, Roy thought, leaves a trail that runs out. You find the marks of it going away from you, getting farther, until they reach an edge and stop, and the stopping is the bad news. A thing that left on its own two feet leaves the opposite. It leaves a trail that runs in. Toward. Deeper, the way you go deeper into a thing you mean to do, until you arrive at the doing of it. He had spent days looking for the place where Woo went out, and there was no such place, because Woo had never gone out. Woo had gone in. The errands the Landing was too busy to follow had not scattered away from the station and over its edge; they had spiralled down into the one part of it nobody could be bothered with, again, and again, and again, on purpose, for a reason, with somewhere to be.
He did not yet know the reason. He could feel the shape of it sitting just past the edge of the lamplight, the way you feel the rest of a word you have nearly remembered, and he knew better than to grab. The reason would keep. The reason was a thing for tomorrow, and for the careful following of this track to wherever it led, which was somewhere, because a track that goes in always goes to.
But he knew the one thing now that turned the whole case over in his hands like a stone you flip to find the colour underneath. He knew it the way you know the floor is there before you put your weight on it.
Woo had not been taken anywhere at all.
He came up out of the crouch slowly, stiff from holding it so long, and he looked at Bart, who had said nothing the whole while, which from Bart was a kind of shout.
Bart was looking at the worn low path in the dust the way a man looks at a letter in handwriting he knows. He read a missing machine the way Roy read a missing person, from the inside, by what a machine would do and would not do, and he had been the one to say it first, days ago in another corner of this same station: a unit does not simply stop; if Woo went, Woo went somewhere, for something, for a reason a machine would understand.
He had been right. He had been carefully, dreadfully, hopefully right, and here in the dust was the proof of it, and Roy watched him decide what to do with being right about this, of all the things he had ever been right about.
“Captain,” Bart said at last. He did not take his eyes off the path. He used the fewest words, the way he always did when the thing was too large for the courteous long ones. “Nobody took her.” A pause, exact as a measured length of wire. “She walked.”
And then, because he was Bart, and because the gloom had to be allowed its small ceremony or it would feel slighted, he added, in the level tone of a man reporting weather he did not arrange: “I should say at once that walking somewhere is no guarantee of arriving, and that a great many things may have befallen a small unit between here and wherever here was going, and that I have not the slightest intention of getting my hopes up.” He stopped. He looked at the track a moment longer, the worn-in, gone-and-come-again, made-on-purpose track of a small robot with somewhere to be. “I find, however,” he said, very quietly, “that they appear to be getting up on their own, and I am not certain I can reach them to bring them down.”
Roy did not say anything to that. He had learned, with Bart, that the kindest thing you could do with a flicker like that was to let it stand and not make a fuss, the way you do not turn round suddenly toward a bird that has come close. He put a hand on the cool worn metal of Bart’s shoulder, once, and took it away again before Bart could decide to mind, and the two of them stood together at the mouth of the corner nobody bothered with, looking down the little path that Mungo, peckish and patient and following his nose past every reason to stop, had blundered into out of the dark.
Mungo himself was at the corner’s edge, having found, with the relief of a long search ended, the source of the small stubborn smell at last. It was the tin. He had it open and was regarding the few old crumbs in it with the grave courtesy of a creature who would never dream of eating another being’s kept supper, no matter how long the day had been or how far the walk.
“Mungo,” Roy said. “You did a fine thing.”
Mungo considered this, and the tin, and the worn low path, and the two of them standing over it.
“I was only hungry,” he said, as though that settled the matter, and in the way Mungo meant it, it did.
He had only been after a particular smell. What he had found, in a corner of the Landing nobody else could be bothered with, was the place a small robot had come back to again and again, on purpose, with crumbs swept careful and a lid put back to come again; and the certainty settled in Roy then like a held breath finally let go, easy and complete, that Woo had not been stolen, and Woo had not been scrapped, and Woo had not been sold downwell for the price of her parts. Woo had walked, in, on her own, toward something she meant to do. And whatever it was, and wherever it had taken her, she had left a path to follow her by, the way you leave a path only for the ones you mean to come home to.
Chapter 8
Reading the Absence
A runaway, Roy had learned long ago, is almost always running toward something, not away, and once he let himself read Woo’s leaving that way, every small kindness on the table stopped being a thing Woo had lost the chance to finish and became a thing Woo had set out, deliberately, to do.
He had learned it on other worlds, with other lost things, and it had never once let him down. A man who walked off a claim in the night was not, mostly, fleeing the claim; he was walking toward a woman, or a debt come due, or a memory he could not sit still beside any longer. A child who vanished from a homestead was nearly always found at the one place the homestead did not think to look, because it was the one place the child had wanted to be. The leaving looked like the whole story, because the leaving was the part you noticed. But the leaving was only the door. The thing worth knowing was always on the other side of it, and it had a shape, and a name, and a reason.
There was a tidy way to tell the two apart, too, and Roy had built a fair bit of his trade on it. A thing that gets carried off leaves a trail that runs out. Out toward a gate, a dock, a buyer, and then nothing, because past the edge of the place the thing is gone and the trail with it; you follow it to the boundary and there it stops, and the stopping is the proof of the taking. But a thing that goes on its own leaves a trail that runs in. Deeper. Toward the middle of wherever it already was, toward the one spot it had picked out for itself, and the trail does not stop at any edge, because the thing was never trying to leave. It was only trying to arrive.
The path under his feet ran inward. It had been running inward the whole time, and he had spent the better part of a week reading it as a thing that ran away.
He stood a while longer at the mouth of the corner nobody bothered with, with the worn low path running away into the dark and Bart at his shoulder and Mungo settling the tin’s lid back the way he had found it, and he let the thought come all the way up into the light where he could look at it square.
“We’ve been reading it backwards,” he said.
Bart considered this with the gravity he brought to most announcements of catastrophe. “We frequently are,” he said. “Was there a particular instance you had in mind, or shall I assume the general case?”
“This one.” Roy crouched, and laid two fingers flat against the smooth dip in the floor where a small body had passed and passed again. “The whole Landing’s been reading Woo’s going as a thing that happened to her. Snatched. Scrapped. Sold. Every story they’ve got starts with somebody else doing something, and Woo just the thing it got done to.” He looked up the path. “But nobody carries a thing back to its own kept supper. Nobody steals something and then leaves a tin of crumbs for it to come home to.”
“No,” Bart agreed. “That would be poor form, even by the standards of this station.”
Roy almost smiled. He stood, and brushed the dust from his knees, and there was, under the easy way he did it, a steadiness that had not been there for days. The case had been a fog and a dread and a clock, and now, all at once, it was a thing with edges.
He set off back the way they had come, toward the lit press of the Landing and the patch of warmth the crew had made for themselves among the stalls, and Bart went with him, and Mungo came behind, and somewhere ahead of them all Pip was very probably about to do something at speed.
She was, in fact, halfway up a stack of crates when they found her, with Hessa watching from a stool below in the particular way that meant she had decided not to say anything yet.
“Roy,” Pip said, twisting round, “I’ve been thinking, right, what if we did the whole east run of stalls in a grid, one of us each, and we just ask everybody, properly fast this time, because if somebody saw a hauler with a crate the wrong shape going dockward we’d have him in an hour, we would, I’ve worked out the routes and everything.” She had a scrap of board with the routes on it. She held it up like a flag.
“Come down off there first,” Roy said, mild as ever, and she came down, because for all the fizz of her she generally did what Roy asked, eventually and with editorial commentary.
He found a crate to sit on, and he did not snatch the board out of her hands, because that was not how you turned Pip; you turned her the way you turned a fast current, by putting something in front of it she would rather flow toward. Hessa put a mug of something hot into his fist without being asked. Mungo arranged himself on the floor with the contented heaviness of a creature who had done the one useful thing the day required and now intended to enjoy it.
“Pip,” Roy said. “Tell me what you’re hunting.”
She blinked. “A thief. The thief. Whoever took her.”
“Right.” He turned the mug in his hands. “Now tell me what we found just now, the three of us, in the corner past the cooper’s.”
“The corner,” she said, slower. “Mungo found the tin.”
“The tin Woo kept. Crumbs swept up careful. Lid put back so it’d keep till next time.” He let that next time sit in the air a moment. “Pip, when you take a thing, do you leave it a tidy little larder to come back to?”
She opened her mouth. Shut it. Looked, for a heartbeat, like a girl watching a sum she had been certain of come apart in her own working.
“There’s two ways to read what’s in front of us,” Roy said. He set the mug down and laid his two hands flat on his knees, palms up, like a man weighing. “Here’s the one the whole Landing reached for the first hour Woo was missing.” He lifted the left. “A worn-out little robot. Old. Much-mended. Loved a bit, by a lot of people, and looked after by none of them. So one day she’s gone, and everybody’s sorry, and everybody knows in their bones that a small old unit gets stolen for the metal in her, or scrapped because she stopped earning, or sold downwell for the price of her parts. That story’s easy. It fits what folk already think a thing like Woo is worth, which is to say, not very much, and not worth the bother of looking.” He let the hand fall. “And it explains nothing. Not the tin. Not the path worn smooth. Not a single careful thing she left behind.”
Nobody said anything. Even Pip’s board had gone still in her lap.
“Here’s the other.” He lifted the right hand. “A small, particular being who paid attention. Who went about this station noticing what wanted doing, the way some folk do and most don’t, and did it, quietly, where nobody was minding. And who, one day, noticed a thing that needed doing in a corner nobody else would ever bother to walk to, a kindness only she had seen the want of, and slipped off to do it. On purpose. Meaning to finish, and meaning to come home.” He turned the open hand a little, toward the dark beyond the lanterns. “That story’s harder. It asks more of us, because it asks us to think a little old robot might have a reason. But it fits every single thing we’ve found, and it leaves nothing over.”
“It is, of course,” Bart observed, from where he had folded himself onto an upturned barrel with the air of a man attending his own wake, “entirely possible that both of you are wrong, and Woo is simply somewhere unfortunate, having a thoroughly bad time.”
“It is,” Roy agreed.
“I only mention it,” Bart said, “so that nobody is taken by surprise later. I would hate for hope to do anything sudden.” But he did not get up, and he did not go, and he had been the one, these last days, who would not let the looking stop even while he announced at every turn that it was sure to come to nothing. Roy had noticed that. He noticed it now, and let it stand, the way you let a bird stand that has come close.
“Bart,” he said instead. “Help me with the why of it. Not why she went. Why she went like that. Quiet. Unseen. Telling nobody.”
Bart was quiet a moment, and when he spoke he was speaking, Roy understood, partly machine to machine, from inside a thing a crowd would never feel.
“A small robot does not simply stop,” Bart said. “If Woo went, Woo went somewhere, and for something. That much I would stake what little I have.” He turned his head toward the dark corner-ward end of the Landing. “As to the manner of it. Consider what she is. Old. Little. Mended past the point most owners would mend a thing. The sort of unit a station like this one looks straight through. Nobody on these walkways could tell you the colour of her, though a dozen of them would weep to hear she was gone.”
“They would,” Roy said. “They have.”
“Then think what that means for a being who wished to go and do something without a fuss,” Bart said. “Anyone larger would be followed. Anyone newer would be noticed. Anyone who mattered, in the way this place reckons mattering, could not have crossed the Landing twice without some hand reaching out to ask where they were bound.” He let the courtesy of it settle, dry and exact. “But Woo could cross it a hundred times. Has, by the look of that path. Because the very thing the Landing held against her, that she was small, and worn, and beneath looking for, is precisely the thing that let her go and do what she meant to do, unseen, and come back, and go again.”
The lanterns hissed. Somewhere off in the press a hawker called the last of his fish. Roy sat with it, turning it over, and found it true all the way down, and found, too, a small ache in the truth of it that he did not try to put away. There was a hard fairness in it, the sort the frontier dealt out without meaning anything by it. The Landing had spent years not seeing Woo, and the not-seeing had been a kind of unkindness, the cheapest kind, the kind that costs the giver nothing and the getter everything. And then the day had come when that same not-seeing was the only tool in the whole station that could do the job Woo had set herself, and she had taken it up and used it, the way a good worker uses whatever’s to hand. She had made a gift of the thing they had given her as a slight. That was so like the little of her he had pieced together that it settled the last of his doubt better than any clue could have.
“She went unseen,” he said slowly, “because being unseen was the one thing she had that nobody else could use. The thing that needed doing in that corner could only get done by someone nobody would follow. And there was exactly one of those on the whole of Tassel’s Landing.”
“There was,” Bart said. “And the Landing made her one. It does not get to be surprised, now, that she was.”
Pip had gone very still on her crate, the board forgotten. “So she’s not lost,” she said. “She’s busy.”
“That’d be my reading,” Roy said.
“Then I’ve been hunting the wrong thing the whole time.” She said it flat, the way she said true things she did not enjoy. “I’ve been after a man with a crate. There isn’t any man. There isn’t any crate.” She looked down at her routes, all those careful dockward lines running outward, away, toward a thief who had never existed. “I drew it all going the wrong way.”
“You drew it going out,” Roy said, gently. He nudged the board with one finger so it turned in her lap, the lines now pointing inward toward the dark heart of the Landing’s forgotten places. “Your routes aren’t wrong, Pip. They’re just pointed at the wrong horizon. Turn them round, and that fast head of yours is exactly what we need.”
Something kindled behind Pip’s eyes that Roy knew well and was glad to see, the fizz finding, at last, a true line to run along.
Hessa had been listening the whole while in the way she listened, which was to say she had been feeding people and missing nothing. She set a fresh bowl down by Mungo’s elbow now, and one by Bart’s, though Bart did not eat, because a bowl set by Bart was Hessa’s way of saying a thing she would not have said aloud.
“So,” she said, in the dry, final way she had, the way that closed a subject and opened the next one in a single breath. “It was never a theft.” She looked round at the lot of them, weary and dust-streaked and lit up. “All this fright, and all this hunting, and the poor mite was off doing somebody a good turn the whole time.”
“Looks that way,” Roy said.
“Then the job’s changed under us.” Hessa wiped her hands on her apron. “It’s not a thing to be got back. It’s a soul to be understood.” She said it plain, and let it be plain, and reached to push the lamp a little closer to the middle of them all. “I’ll not pretend that’s not the better job.”
“It’s the harder one,” Roy said.
“Aye. They generally go together.” She sat back down on her stool. “Well. Tell us how we do it.”
He looked at them, the whole small crew of them gathered close in their patch of warmth at the edge of a station that had given Woo up for lost. Mungo, who had walked his nose into the one corner that mattered and never known he was clever for it. Pip, all her speed at last aimed down the true road. Bart, who had refused, every single day, to let the looking stop. Hessa, who had named the new shape of the work before he could.
“We don’t go to catch anybody,” Roy said. “There’s nobody to catch. We don’t go to recover a thing. She isn’t a thing, and she isn’t lost.” He stood, slow, and the dark mouth of the corner was somewhere out past the lanterns, waiting, with its worn smooth path running inward. “We go to follow the kindnesses. Every one she left, in order, the way you’d follow a trail of bread, all the way down to wherever they end. And at the end of them we’ll find two things, the way you always find two things at the end of a true trail. We’ll find Woo. And we’ll find what she went to do.”
“And then?” Pip asked.
Roy picked up his hat and turned it once in his hands.
“And then,” he said, “we find out whether she could use a hand finishing it.”
Nobody had taken Woo. Woo had gone, small and unseen and entirely on purpose, to do a kindness only she had noticed needed doing, and the only thing left to solve was the gentlest question Roy had ever chased: not who, and not how, but what Woo had gone to do, and whether they could help finish it.
Chapter 9
Following the Kindnesses
With the trail pointed the right way at last, the very thing that had nearly lost them Woo became the thing that found her. Pip’s speed, turned from chasing a thief to chasing a trail, ran true.
She had cleared Hessa’s table of cups by the time Roy looked again, and laid out across it a long strip of butcher’s paper she had begged off a meat-stall, the kind cheap enough that nobody minded if you scribbled on it. She was on her knees on the bench above it, hair pushed back, a stub of charcoal in her teeth and another in her hand, and she was talking to herself in the low fast murmur of a pilot running numbers.
“All right,” she said. “All right, all right. So it’s not a who, it’s a where. It’s a route. And a route I can do, a route’s just a problem with a shape.”
“Go on,” Roy said.
“It’s a delivery run.” She said it the way another person might say something holy. “That’s all it is, that’s all it ever was. You’ve got a load of little jobs scattered all over the station, and you’ve got one small runner doing them, and you want to work out the order she did them in, because the order is the road.” She tapped the paper, leaving a smudge. “Same as plotting a milk round. Same as routing a cargo lighter through a yard. You don’t ask who took the freight. You ask where the freight wanted to go, and you draw the line that gets it there cheapest.”
“And the kindnesses are the freight.”
“The kindnesses are the stops.” She was already marking them, quick black crosses dropped onto the paper in a constellation Roy half recognised, the mended hinge here, the fed stray there, the minded stall, the kettle filled, the worry eased, every small good turn they had spent a week gathering, set down now not as a list but as a map. “Look. Just look. I was running it as a manhunt, and a manhunt’s all about the last place anybody saw the thief, and that’s nowhere, that’s everywhere, that’s no use. But a delivery run isn’t about where she was seen. It’s about the gaps.”
Roy leaned in. He was not a quick man, by his own cheerful admission, but he had spent a lifetime learning to recognise the moment somebody else got quick in the right direction, and to get out of its way.
“The gaps,” he said.
“The times nobody saw her.” Pip jabbed two crosses, then the empty paper between them. “She does the hinge at the cooper’s, fine, half a dozen folk remember that. Then she’s gone. Then she turns up two walkways over doing the stray. Nobody sees her in between. And everybody just shrugged at that, because she’s little and she’s quiet and you don’t watch the small old robot cross a busy floor. But she didn’t fly, did she. She walked. Every one of those gaps is a stretch of station she crossed, and there’s only so many ways across, and the cheap ones, the quiet ones, the ones a thing that didn’t want to be in your way would take, there’s hardly any of those at all.”
“So the dark bits of the map,” Roy said slowly, “are the bits that tell you the most.”
“The dark bits are the road.” She was grinning now, fierce and delighted, all that fizz of hers running for once down a channel that wanted it. “I can route this. Give me the stops and the times and I can route this so tight you could set your supper by it. I’m good at this, Roy. This is the actual thing I’m good at. I just kept pointing it at the wrong end.”
“You did,” Roy agreed, gently, because it was true and because she had said it first and that was the only way to say it kindly. “And now you’ve turned it round.”
She ducked her head over the paper and did not answer, but the back of her neck went pink, and her charcoal moved faster.
Roy left her to it and went to fill the kettle, which was the most useful thing he could think to do, and stood at the little tap watching her out of the corner of his eye while it ran. She had been carrying the theft-hunt about with her for the better part of a week, the way a body carries a thing it is ashamed of, hunched a little around it. He had watched her go quiet when the talk turned to the stalls, watched her volunteer for the dull jobs nobody wanted because the dull jobs did not require anyone to trust her judgement. It had cost her. He had not pushed it, because pushing was the one thing certain to make it worse, and a wrangler who cannot wrangle his own crew has no business charging anyone for the service. He had only waited, and given her the trail to point at, and trusted that the same speed that had sent her crashing through the stalls would, aimed right, carry her further and faster than any of the rest of them could manage.
It was carrying her now. She had three lines of working going at once, muttering ratios under her breath, and where an hour past there had been a frightened girl there was, instead, the best young route-engineer in this corner of the Scatter doing the thing she was made to do. The fizz had never been the trouble. The fizz had only ever needed somewhere true to run.
It was Hessa who fetched the rest of the road in, the way she fetched in everything, by feeding people until they remembered they were not in trouble.
She had spent the better part of three days at it. A kettle had gone out into the bustle on a little folding stand, and a bench beside it, and a pot of something that smelled of home in a place that mostly smelled of frying, and one by one the stallholders who had bolted from Pip’s brisk questions like cats from a hose had drifted back to sit. Hessa did not question them. Roy had watched her not do it, which was its own kind of education. She put a bowl in front of a body and sat down across from them and talked about nothing, the price of lamp-oil, the way the upper walkways swayed in a docking, whose marrows had taken the rosette at the last fair, until the body forgot it had a guard up, and somewhere in the warmth of being fed and not blamed, it remembered.
“She mended my awning rope,” said a woman who sold dried fruit, turning her bowl in her hands. “Months back. I never asked her. I came down one morning and it was spliced neat as you like, and I thought, well, that’s Woo, and I gave her a fig, and that was that.” She frowned, not at Roy, at the memory, working at it. “She’d have come from the spice end, that morning. I remember the smell on her. Cardamom. She’d been somewhere with cardamom before she came to me.”
“Spice end’s down the east stair,” Pip said, not looking up, her charcoal already moving. “That’s a stop. That’s a time. Keep going.”
They kept going. The very people the sweep had nearly cost them gave it all back now, freely, in scraps: a glimpse of Woo at the foot of a particular ladder always around the lamp-lighting hour; a recollection that she came past the net-mender’s twice a week and never on a Tand; the way she always carried her little kit-satchel high on the left shoulder, the way a body does when the right hand is meant for something more careful. None of it would have stood up as evidence of anything. All of it, dropped onto Pip’s paper, was another cross, another time, another stretch of dark road suddenly lit.
“They knew,” Roy said quietly, watching a man describe with his hands the exact stoop of a small robot ducking under a low beam. “All of it. They knew it all along.”
“They knew bits,” Hessa said. She set another bowl down. “A bit each. Nobody had the whole of her because nobody was looking at the whole of her. That’s the loneliest part of it, if you want my opinion, which you don’t, but you’ll have it. A dozen people loved her a bit, and not one of them loved her enough to keep the whole shape of her in their head.” She straightened, hands going to the small of her back. “So we’ll do it for them. We’ll keep the whole shape.”
It was, Roy thought, the difference between Pip’s first sweep and this. The same people, the same memories. Pip had come at them fast and certain, a stranger with hard questions, and a frightened body with half a memory and no notion whether it was about to be blamed for something will give you nothing, because the safest thing it owns is silence. Hessa came at them with a bowl. She asked for nothing and offered warmth, and a body that is being looked after, that is not for one moment in any danger of being a suspect, will hand you the whole contents of its heart and not notice it has done it. The witnesses the sweep had nearly lost them were not stubborn and were not stupid. They had only ever needed to be asked by someone who plainly was not hunting them. That was the wrangler’s creed in a bowl of soup, and Hessa had been living it at her table longer than Roy had been alive.
The trouble was that the shape ran out.
Pip got the road drawn, beautiful and tight, a black thread looping the station, every stop a kindness and every kindness a stop, and it ran inward, all of it, just as Bart had said it would, away from the busy bright skin of the Landing and down toward the older, dimmer guts of the place. And then, two turnings short of where Mungo had blundered onto the forgotten corner, it simply stopped. The last cross sat alone with grey paper all around it, and no witness, however gently fed, could carry it any further.
“Nobody goes down there,” the dried-fruit woman said, when Hessa asked. “Nobody’s reason to. It’s all dead frontage and old plant. You’d not follow anybody down there. You’d not think to.”
Which was, Roy understood, precisely the point.
“Bart,” he said.
Bart had been standing where he always stood, a courteous half-step outside the warmth, holding the spare charcoal Pip had thrust at him three hours ago and forgotten, as though it might at any moment be needed and he would not be the cause of further disappointment by having mislaid it. He came forward now and considered the paper for a long, formal moment.
“I should say at the outset,” Bart said, “that the likeliest reading remains that she is gone, and that we are about to follow a charcoal line to a cold and empty corner and stand in it feeling foolish. I would not want anyone’s hopes to outrun the evidence.”
“Noted,” said Roy.
“Having said which.” Bart leaned in. It was a small motion and Roy had learned, over a great many years, to weigh Bart’s small motions carefully, because Bart spent them like a man down to his last coins. “You have all been reading this as people. You read where a person would have been seen, and where a person would have hidden, and where a person would have gone to do a thing. It is very good. It is the wrong species.”
“Tell us the right one,” Roy said.
“A small unit of Woo’s make does not think about being seen,” Bart said. “It is incapable of caring whether it is seen, in the way you mean it. What it minds, what it is built to mind down in the part of it that does not have words, is being in the way. Drawing power that something else might want. Taking up a walkway a haulage rig needs. Standing where a working thing has to stand.” He moved his long finger along the dead grey end of Pip’s thread, past her last cross, and out into the empty paper, drawing a line that no witness had given him and that nonetheless looked, the moment it was there, entirely inevitable. “Where would you go, if your deepest rule was not to be a nuisance? Not to the bright places. Not to the warm ones. You would go to the one part of a crowded station where nobody needs anything of you, because nobody comes. You would go to the corner everyone has forgotten they own.”
The line ran straight through Mungo’s corner. And out the far side of it, and on.
“She didn’t go to the corner,” Pip breathed. “The corner’s on the way. She went through it.”
“Repeatedly,” Bart said. “And tidily, I expect. Putting nothing out of place. Leaving so little behind that an entire station decided she had left nothing behind at all, and from there decided she had been nothing at all, and from there decided she was not worth the looking for.” He straightened. His voice did not change; it never did. But he held the charcoal out to Pip very carefully, and his next words came out a shade more quietly than the rest, which from Bart was a flag run up a mast. “I find I dislike that reading of her rather a lot. I should like to go and disprove it.”
Roy looked at him for a moment, and did not say any of the things he might have said, because Bart would not have thanked him for them and because the saying would have spoiled it.
“Then we’ll go disprove it,” he said.
Mungo had been quiet through all of it, taking up most of one side of the galley and a worrying amount of the bread, but when they rose he rose with them, and at the mouth of the corridor that ran inward he put out one big soft hand and stopped Pip, who was already three paces ahead and accelerating.
“Slow,” Mungo said.
Pip looked back, all that recovered fizz banked behind her eyes, ready to be let loose. “We’ve got the road, Mungo. We’ve actually got it. We could be there in a…”
“I know.” Mungo nodded, slow and certain. “That’s why slow.” He thought about it, the way he thought about everything, as though the words were somewhere on a high shelf and he was reaching them down one at a time and dusting each before he handed it over. “She went quiet so nobody’d fuss. If we come round the corner all in a rush, fast and loud and lots of us, then we’re a fuss. We’re the thing she went small to keep away from.” He looked down the dim corridor, where the lantern-string thinned and the noise of the Landing fell behind them like a tide going out. “We’re not chasing her. There’s nobody to chase. We’re just going to walk up gentle and see if she could use a hand. You don’t run up on a body you’re trying to be kind to.”
Nobody answered for a moment. Then Hessa, behind them, said, “He’s right, of course,” in the tone she kept for when one of hers had said something wiser than the rest of them had managed all day, and that settled it.
So they went in slow. Roy led, but only just; Bart came at his shoulder, reading the dark the way another man might read a familiar face, murmuring left here, the floor falls away on the right, she would not have used that gantry, it groans, before any of them could so much as see the things he named. Pip kept her charcoal road folded in one hand and her feet, with visible effort, to a walk. Mungo brought up the rear, vast and warm and patient, herding them all with his presence into something kinder than a search party.
And it worked the way Roy had hoped it would work, back at the table, when he had said the gentlest thing first: one small kindness led to the next, and that one to the next, the way a row of lamps leads you home in the dark, until the crew stood together at the end of the trail, in the threshold of the last forgotten place, certain now that the next thing they found would be Woo.
Chapter 10
What Only Woo Knew
They found Woo exactly where the trail had said she would be: not lost, not broken, not gone, but small and busy and entirely in the middle of something, the way you find anyone who left because they had work to do.
The forgotten corner was the sort of place a station builds by accident and then never thinks about again. A walkway had been laid one way, and then a stairwell another, and somewhere along the years the two had stopped agreeing, and what was left between them was a low triangular nook that nobody had a use for, screened off behind a stack of crates so old the labels had gone to dust. You would walk past it a thousand times. Tassel’s Landing was made of places like this, the cracks between everybody’s business, and a small thing moving unremarked could pass through them the way water passes through gravel.
There was a lamp going in there. Not the lantern-string of the main ways, but one small steady glow, set on a crate, angled down at the work.
And there, under the lamp, with her much-mended back to them and her dented little hands moving, was Woo.
Roy put out a hand without looking, and the crew stopped behind him as if they had practised it. Nobody said her name. Nobody rushed. They stood in the dim at the mouth of the nook and they let themselves simply see her: the small, square, patient shape of her, the careful tilt of her head, the soft tick and whirr of an old machine concentrating. She had not heard them. Or she had, the way you hear a draught, and had decided it was nothing that needed turning round for.
Beside Roy, Bart had gone very still. Roy did not look at him. Some things a man leaves a friend to have on his own.
“Well,” Mungo said, ever so softly, the way you might say it to a settling bird. “There she is.”
Woo turned round then.
She did not startle, which told Roy a fair bit. A frightened thing flinches; a thing in the middle of a job that has nothing to be ashamed of only looks up, and considers, and goes on. Her face-plate was a worn oval with two soft lights for eyes, and the lights found each of them in turn, Roy and Bart and Mungo and Pip and Hessa filling the little doorway, and something in the set of her settled, as if a question she had been carrying had been answered without being asked.
Then she lifted one small hand, not in alarm, but the way you hold up a finger to say one moment, I’m nearly there, and she turned back to her work.
Roy stepped in close, slow, and crouched to see what she was at.
It was a bird.
Not a real one, or not entirely. It was one of those small mechanical singers the haulage families kept, a wind-up thing the size of two fists, brass gone green at the seams, that sat in a cage by a door and chirruped at comers and goers and was loved by children and forgotten by everyone else. This one was very old. Its little works had been laid open on a folded cloth, and beside them sat a saucer of salvaged screws and a coil of fine wire and a sliver of something Woo had clearly shaped herself, by hand, by lamplight, over days, because the part it needed had not been made anywhere in a generation and was never going to be made again. She had filed it down a hair at a time; the cloth was dusted pale with the leavings of it, the work of more nights than one.
The bird’s cage stood by the crate too, brought here from wherever it lived. It was a humble thing, the bars rubbed bright on one side where a hand had carried it back and forth for years, and hung from its hook inside was a tin cup gone to a single ring of old tea, the sort a man leaves where he sits because he sits there alone and nobody minds the clutter but him. Whoever owned the bird had owned it a long time, and owned little else to set beside it.
Roy looked at it all for a while. He was good at reading machines, and he was better at reading the people who tended them, and the cage and the cup and Woo bent over the broken singing-bird with a tool no bigger than a needle were telling him a whole life between them, if he was patient enough to read it. A man on his own somewhere cold. A small sound that had stopped. And Woo, who had gone the long way inward to start it up again.
“She has been mending the bird,” Hessa said behind him, low, and there was a catch under the dryness of it.
“More than the bird,” Roy said.
Because the trail told the rest of it, if you laid it out the way the crew had laid it out coming in. A mended hinge here, a fed stray there, a stall minded for an hour, a kettle filled, a worry eased. The Landing had read those as the leavings of a useful little unit and then, when she went quiet, as the saddest sort of inventory, the small good things you only notice are gone. Roy had read them as a route. And the route ran inward, day on day, deeper into the parts of the station nobody walked, and it ended here, at the one job too small and too slow and too unprofitable for anybody but Woo to have noticed it needed doing at all.
“Whose is it?” Pip asked. She had her hands jammed in her pockets to keep from reaching, and her voice came out smaller than her usual fizz, gentled by the room.
It was Bart who answered. Bart had come the rest of the way in without anyone hearing him do it, and he was standing over the lamp now, looking down at the open works of the bird with an expression Roy had no name for, because he had never once seen it on Bart before.
“It belongs,” Bart said, “to the keeper of the far weighbridge. An old man, as you have gathered from his cup. He minds the scales on the cold side of the Landing, where the haulage comes through at the turn of the watch and nobody else does, and he has minded them alone for a very long time.” He paused, precise as ever, courteous as ever, but there was something working under the deadpan. “The bird sang for him. It was the only thing on that side of the station that made a sound for no reason but to make one. It stopped singing some while ago. Nobody else would have heard that it had. Nobody else would have thought it worth a single screw to make it sing again.”
Roy looked at him.
“How do you know that, Bart?”
“Because she told me,” Bart said simply. “Just now. Machine to machine. It is a great deal quicker than talking, and there is no melancholy in it that you would understand.” He bent a fraction lower. “She would like to finish. She has the last piece nearly true. She has been worried, the whole time, that someone would come and decide the bird did not matter and carry her home before it could sing again, and that the old man would go to the scales tomorrow and there would be nothing there but the wind.”
The little nook was quiet. Out beyond the crates the Landing roared on, faint and far, a tide that had never once missed her.
And Roy felt the easy thing rise up in him, the way it always did, the way it had risen at the very start of this when the station had handed him its tidy verdict and asked him only to sign it. The easy thing now would be to gather her up. She was found; that was the job. He could lift this small much-mended robot in two hands and carry her back through the bright ways to the people who had loved her and minded her not at all, and let them be glad, and let it be a happy ending an hour sooner, and tell himself the bird was a thing she could see to another day.
He had refused the easy conclusion at the beginning. He was not about to take it at the end.
“No,” Roy said, quiet, mostly to himself.
“No?” said Pip.
“We’re not taking her home.” He stood up out of his crouch, slow, and his knees told him about it, and he didn’t mind. “Not yet. Not half-done.” He looked round at them, his crew packed into the daft little triangle of forgotten station, lamplight on all their faces. “She didn’t go missing. She went and did a thing nobody else would do, the kind thing, the small unpaid thing, and she meant to finish it before she came back. A kindness left half-done is no kindness at all. You don’t overrule a body’s reason just because it would suit you to have them home. That’s not finding her. That’s just stealing her a second time, in a nicer coat.”
Mungo nodded, slow and certain, the way he nodded at the few true things. “We help her finish,” he said. “Then everybody goes home. The bird and Woo and all of us.” He thought about it. “Birds should sing. Especially for a man on the cold side, on his own.”
“That’s it,” said Roy. “That’s exactly it.”
Woo’s two soft lights had been going from face to face the whole while, reading them as carefully as Roy read her, and at Mungo’s words something in her eased the rest of the way, the last of a long worry letting go. She turned back to the bird, and this time she did not hold up a hand to make them wait. This time she shifted, just a little, on her small worn haunches, and made room.
So they did not haul Woo home. They knelt down in the forgotten corner and got to work.
It was, Roy would think later, the most crowded small kindness he had ever been part of. Pip’s hands were the quick ones, and Woo seemed to know it without being told; she passed Pip the sliver of hand-shaped part and showed her, with two taps and a tilt, where it had to seat, and Pip, who had spent the whole case learning the difference between fast and right, set it with a slowness that would have astonished her a week ago. Mungo held the lamp, and held it perfectly still, his great mossy bulk folded down around the work like a wall against the draught, and when the bird’s spring needed a third hand to hold tension while the wire went round, it was Mungo’s one enormous careful finger that did it, gentle as anything. Hessa threaded the fine wire, because Hessa’s eyes were old but her hands had never once shaken over close work, and she muttered at it the way she muttered at a stubborn seam, and it behaved.
And Bart sat down on the floor beside Woo, which Roy had not seen Bart do, ever, for anyone, and the two robots worked the last of it together without a word that Roy could hear, in whatever quick wordless country machines kept for themselves. Now and then Bart would reach in and do some small exact thing at exactly the moment it was wanted, and Woo would tick once, soft, which Roy was fairly sure was a robot saying thank you, or perhaps yes, that, you understand.
Roy himself did the least of anybody, which was as it should be. He held the cloth flat. He passed the saucer when it was wanted. He kept the patience going round the little room the way you keep a fire going, a word here, a hand there, nobody hurried, nobody made to feel they were the slow one. That was his work, and it always had been, and he had stopped being shy about it being small.
It did not take long, in the end. Most kind things don’t, once somebody has done the long unseen part first.
Woo set the last screw. She wound the key three turns, paused, and wound it one more, with the fussy precision of a thing that wanted it just so. Then she set the bird upright on the crate, in the steady lamplight, with all of them gone still around it, and she took her dented little hand away.
For a moment it did nothing, and Roy felt the whole crew not breathe.
Then the bird shivered, and clicked, and lifted its small green head, and sang.
It was not much of a song, by the measure of songs. It was a thin, sweet, slightly cracked little run of notes, three up and two down and a trill at the end, the sort of thing made to be heard by one person at a door, once a watch, on a cold side of a station where nothing else ever sang. It went round the daft little triangle of forgotten station and out past the crates and was swallowed up at once by the great careless roar of the Landing, which did not notice and never would.
But they had noticed. And the old man tomorrow would notice. And Woo had noticed first of all, when nobody else in all that crowd had thought to.
Beside her, Bart was looking at the singing bird, and he did not say that it would all come to nothing. He did not say a single one of the careful, doomful things he kept for occasions like this, the things that made the worst safe by expecting it. He just watched the little bird finish its song, and he let it stand, and that, Roy thought, was its own kind of music.
Woo turned round to them at last, her work done, the lamp glowing, the bird singing its second small song into the dark. She looked at the five of them crowded into her hidden corner, the crew that had walked in slow so as not to be a fuss, that had knelt down to help instead of carrying her off, and she did the thing she had not done all this while. She lifted both her arms, up and open, the plain and ancient gesture of a small thing that would like, now, to be picked up and taken home.
They could have scooped Woo up and carried her home half-finished, and called the case closed. But a kindness left half-done is no kindness at all, Roy thought, and so the crew rolled up their sleeves and helped a small robot finish the thing it had gone quietly away to do, and only then, with the bird singing behind them, did they take her home.
Chapter 11
Bringing Woo Home
The whole Landing had agreed, barely a week ago and in no time at all, on what had happened to Woo, and the gentlest thing Roy had to do now was the hardest: show a crowd of kind, careless people that the sad story they had settled on had never been true.
He had thought about it the long way back through the station, with Woo riding warm and busy in the crook of his arm and the bird’s last song still going round in his head. There were ways to do this that would feel good. There was a version where you stood up on a crate in the middle of the market and told the assembled stallholders exactly how quickly they had buried a friend, and watched them squirm, and called it justice. Roy had seen it done. He had never seen it leave anything mended behind it.
So he did it the other way. He did it the way you brought a frightened thing in out of the dark, slow, and from the side, and without making anyone feel hunted.
They came in through the busy end, where the lantern-string was thickest and the food-smoke hung low, and Roy simply walked Woo back down the row she had always walked, past the stalls she had always minded. He did not announce her. He did not need to. The remarkable thing about a station that has decided someone is gone for good is how very loudly it goes quiet when that someone turns out to be standing in the aisle.
The pickle-seller saw her first. He had a ladle in his hand, and he forgot it was there, and the brine ran off the end of it onto his own boot, and he did not notice that either. “Woo?” he said, the way you say a word you have not let yourself say in a while. “That’s never Woo.”
“It is,” Roy said. “She’s been busy. She’s all right.”
It went down the row from there, the way a small fire goes along a dry hedge: stall to stall, a head coming up, a hand going still, a name passed along on a breath. Woo. It’s Woo. She’s back. By the time they reached the middle of the market there was a loose, untidy crowd of them, the dozen who had loved her and the dozen more who had simply known her face, and they stood about Roy and his small passenger not quite daring to come close, the way people are with a thing they thought they had lost.
This, Roy had learned a long time ago, was the dangerous moment. Not the loss. The finding. A crowd that has been ashamed of itself, given half a chance, will turn that shame into something louder and worse, will round on the nearest target, will start hunting for who is to blame so as not to have to sit with the plain fact that the fault was small and quiet and belonged to everyone a little. He had watched a homecoming curdle into a reckoning more than once. He meant to head this one off before it started.
“Now then,” he said, before anyone could ask the wrong question. He kept his voice easy, pitched low so they had to settle to hear it. “I know what you all reckoned happened to her. Same as I’d have reckoned, most likely, walking in cold. Worn-out little unit goes missing off a busy station, well, you don’t have to be a hard sort to land where you landed. Stolen for parts. Scrapped. Sold off downwell. The sad, ordinary thing.”
The pickle-seller’s face did a complicated thing. “We looked,” he said, and there was the shame already, reaching for the surface. “For a day or two we looked. And then we… we said it was a shame, and we got on. We just got on.”
“Aye,” Roy said, gently. “Because that’s what a small old robot is supposed to be worth. A shame, and then you get on.” He let that sit for a moment, not as an accusation, just as a true thing said plainly. “Only here’s the part nobody checked. She wasn’t stolen. She wasn’t scrapped. Nobody did a thing to Woo at all.” He looked round the lot of them, the ladles and the aprons and the frightened, hopeful faces. “She went off on her own. On purpose. Because there was a kindness wanted doing in this station that only she’d noticed, and only she was small enough to slip away and go and do.”
He felt Woo shift against his arm, turning her small mended head toward the voices she knew. He did not let go of her. Not yet. They had not earned the holding of her back yet, and besides, she seemed in no hurry.
“What kindness?” someone said from the back. A haulier, by the look of her. “What’s worth all this, off a wee thing like that?”
And here was where Roy could have done the clever, cruel version after all, could have made them feel the smallness of it. Instead he just told them, the way you tell a good thing, because it was a good thing and it deserved to be told straight.
“You know the far weighbridge? Cold side of the station, out past the haulage docks, where the through-traffic gets logged?” A few of them nodded; most plainly had never thought about it in their lives, which was rather the point. “There’s a fellow keeps it. On his own. Has done for years. And he’s got an old singing-bird, a wind-up thing, brass and tin, that he keeps by his door. Sings him a song once a watch. Only company he’s got, that bird, out there where nothing else makes a sound. And it broke.”
The market had gone properly still now. Even the haulage at the far end seemed to have hushed, though Roy knew that was only him hearing it that way.
“Broke, and stayed broke,” he went on, “because the part it wanted hasn’t been made in a generation. Nobody could fix it. Nobody but somebody patient enough, and clever enough with her hands, and small enough to come and go to a cold corner over days and days without anybody asking her what she was about.” He looked down at Woo, and Woo looked back up at him, both her soft lights steady on his face. “She shaped the part herself. By lamplight. Bit by bit. That’s where she’s been. That’s what was worth it.”
There was a silence then of a particular weight, the weight of a crowd of people each privately rearranging a thing they had been sure of. He watched it move across their faces. The pickle-seller put his ladle down. The haulier at the back rubbed the back of her neck and looked at her boots. A woman near the front, an old hand who sold ribbon and thread two stalls down from where Woo had used to mind the spice cart, pressed her knuckles to her mouth, and her eyes were bright.
“We wrote her off,” the ribbon-woman said, to nobody, to all of them. “She was off doing the kindest thing in the whole Landing, and we wrote her off for scrap.”
“You did,” Roy agreed, because there was no use pretending otherwise, and because she needed to hear that it was true and survivable both. “And now you know better. That’s the most a body can do, I find. Not be wrong in the first place if you can manage it. Know better when you can’t.”
Nobody hunted anybody. That was the thing he would remember, after. There was no villain produced, because there was none to produce; there had been no crime, only a settled habit of thought, the cheap sad guess that a small old thing reaches for the cheapest sad answer. And faced with the truth of her, standing busy and unharmed in the middle of the market with brass-dust still on her little hands, the Landing did not turn cruel. It went quiet, and it went a little ashamed, and then, here and there, it went kinder. The pickle-seller cleared his throat and said, gruffly, that the far weighbridge fellow had best have a proper bird for it now, a real one, and he’d see to a cage himself. The ribbon-woman said she’d not heard of the man in twenty years of working four stalls from his logbook, and wasn’t that a thing, and maybe somebody ought to walk out there of a watch and sit with him, bird or no bird. It went round like that, the small mending kindnesses, the way the dark guesses had once gone round. A crowd is only ever a crowd. It will pass along whatever it is handed. Roy had simply made sure it was handed the better thing.
Off to one side, where he had stood the whole while saying nothing, was Bart.
Roy had clocked him the moment they came in, of course. Bart had not crowded with the rest. Bart never crowded. He had taken up a position against a strut at the edge of the gathering, long and angular and patient, in the posture of a machine braced for the precise instant when a good thing turns out to have been too good. He had been searching for Woo longer and harder than any of them, in his own flat, hopeless, indefatigable way; he had told them all, daily and at length, that she was surely gone for good, and then he had gone out every single watch and looked for her anyway. A missing friend was the one loss his gloom had never been able to make safe by expecting it.
Now the lost friend was found, and standing in the lantern-light, and singing-bird brass was on her hands, and Bart was looking at her the way a man looks at a sum that has, against all his careful arithmetic, come out right.
Roy carried Woo over to him. It seemed the thing to do.
“Well,” Bart said. He considered Woo for a long moment. “She is filthy,” he observed. “There is swarf in her primary articulation. That will want cleaning before it seizes. I shall have to see to it.” A pause. “I had assumed I would not have to see to it, on the grounds that she would be at the bottom of a reclamation hopper somewhere downwell. I find I am not displeased to have been mistaken.”
It was, by the standards of anyone else alive, a flat and grudging little speech. Roy, who had spent years learning to read what Bart left out, heard it for what it was.
“You never stopped looking,” Roy said. Quietly, just between the two of them, under the noise of the market putting itself right. “Whole time you were telling us she was gone, you were out every watch looking for her.”
“I was being thorough,” Bart said. “It would have been negligent to assume a conclusion without verifying it.” He paused again, and something shifted in him, the smallest possible recalibration, like a needle settling. “I would point out,” he said, “that I was, in the most technical sense, correct. I said she would not come back on her own. And she did not. You had to go and fetch her.” He looked at Woo, and at the brass on her hands, and at the bird-song that none of them could hear any more but that Roy knew Bart had stood and listened to all the same, in that hidden corner, and not said it would come to nothing. “I had… considered the possibility,” Bart said, with enormous care, as a man steps onto ice he does not trust, “that she might be somewhere, doing something, rather than nowhere, being nothing. I had considered it and set it aside as unlikely.” A beat. “I find I am glad I was unlikely.”
That was it. That was the whole of it. One careful degree. He did not, for once, talk himself back down to the worst of it. He did not reach, as he always reached, for the sturdy comfort of expecting the worst. He looked at the friend he had not been able to bear being right about, and he let the gladness be a fact, and he let it stand. Roy did not make anything of it. You did not make anything of it, with Bart. You let him take his single degree of hope and file it away somewhere careful, and you looked off at the market so he would not have to feel watched while he did it.
“There’s swarf in her articulation,” Roy said. “Best see to it.”
“I have already said I shall see to it,” said Bart, and took Woo from him, and held her with a gentleness he would have died before admitting to, and turned away to begin the long, exacting, entirely unnecessary business of cleaning a small robot who would be filthy again within the hour.
They did not stay long after that. There was no need. A station that has set itself to rights does not want a wrangler hanging about reminding it of the days it spent being wrong; the kindest exit is the quiet one. Hessa fed them first, of course, because Hessa would no more let them leave the Landing unfed than she would fly the ship into a sun, and the galley of The Marigold filled up with the whole crew and the good smell of supper and the particular noise of people who have finished a hard thing well. Woo sat in the middle of it all on the corner of the table, scrubbed and oiled and grumbling faintly in her works, while Pip told her at top speed and great length about the harvester-train she had built on a different world entirely and Mungo, who had eaten everything within reach and was eyeing the rest, leaned down and said, in his slow soft way, the truest thing anyone said all evening.
“You went and did a good thing,” Mungo told her, “and you came home. That’s the two best parts of a journey, those two.”
Nobody could improve on that, so nobody tried.
Woo would not be staying aboard, in the end. They had asked her, in their roundabout way, whether she might like to. But she had her stalls to mind and her people to look after and a far weighbridge to walk out to of a cold watch, now and again, to see whether an old man’s new bird was singing as well as his old one had; and a being who has gone to such trouble to be exactly where she is needed does not generally want carrying off somewhere else, however kind the somewhere. The job, Roy held, was not done until everyone was home. Woo was home. It would have been a strange sort of wrangler who then picked her up and took her away from it.
So they took her back to the spice cart she liked best, in the cool of what passed for evening on a station that never truly dimmed, and they set her down among her own again, and the stallholders, a little ashamed and a fair bit kinder than they had been a week ago, made a quiet fuss of her that she suffered with the air of a small machine who had work to be getting on with. The pickle-seller had already found her a cage with a real bird in it for the man at the weighbridge. Somebody was talking about a rota for walking out there.
Their own way back to the ship took them along the cold edge of the Landing, past the far weighbridge where the lantern-string ran thin and the noise of the market fell off to almost nothing. The scales stood there in the hush, worn bright at the lip where the through-traffic was weighed and logged, and there was no through-traffic now, nor anyone but the one who kept it. He was a small distance off, a stooped shape at his post with a hand laid on the balance arm, doing whatever it was he did out there of a watch, in a corner of the station nobody else troubled to come to. By his door, on a fresh hook, hung the new cage, and the bird inside it was a smudge of stillness in the half-dark. Roy did not stop, and did not call across, and the keeper did not look up. Some things you only walked past, and were glad to know were there.
It would hold, Roy thought. Not forever, maybe. Nothing held forever. But it would hold a good while, and a good while was the most you ever got, and more than most places managed.
He went back up the ramp last, the way he always did.
The Marigold lifted off Tassel’s Landing into the careless dark, and the great roar of the station fell away beneath her, all its food-smoke and its lantern-string and its thousands of people who were nobody’s business for long, and somewhere down in the warren of it a small, much-mended robot was exactly where she belonged, doing small kindnesses nobody would ever think to follow. That was the shape of it, Roy thought, settling at the rail with a mug of Hessa’s tea going cold in his hands. A disappearance read with patience nearly always turned out to be a journey toward something, and no one worth the loving was ever simply gone; you had only to be willing to read the absence instead of mourning it, and to go in, slow, after the trail that ran inward, and to help finish the kindness rather than haul it home half-done. It had held, his old creed, stretched from listen clean across to read what the missing one left behind. It had held, and there had been no villain in it, and no crime, and nobody had needed to be forced into anything at all.
Bart came and stood beside him at the rail. He had finished with Woo’s articulation. He had, Roy did not doubt, finished with it perfectly. They watched the Landing turn small and golden and ordinary below them, one more bright crowded place getting on with itself in the dark, and the next horizon swung slowly up to meet the ship’s bow, the way it always did, the way it always would.
“It will likely be something dreadful, the next one,” Bart remarked, in the tone of a man returning, with some relief, to firmer ground.
“Likely,” Roy agreed.
The Marigold turned for the next horizon with her table full and her crew fed, and somewhere behind them a small, much-mended robot was exactly where she belonged, doing small kindnesses nobody would think to follow; and Bart watched the Landing fall away and did not, this time, say it would all come to nothing.
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Robot Wrangler Roy and The Last Train to Tin Hollow
They all agreed the old engine was finished. Not one of them had asked it why it would not go.

The barge The Marigold puts in along the Tin Hollow freight line, a single thread of track laid flat across dust-bound country to an empty horizon, the loneliest rail route on the Scatter, and now a closing one. The sums no longer add up. The new owners, who are far away and not coming, have run their arithmetic on a place they have never seen and decided the line will not be run any more. There is a clock on it, and a schedule under the clock, and one last task before the rails go quiet. And that last task has stalled.

Old Number Nine, the first-generation engine-mind that has run this road faithfully since before anyone aboard The Marigold was born, will not make its final scheduled run, and will not let itself be towed to the breakers. Every gauge sits green; nothing is broken that a spanner can reach. The line has read the refusal off a ledger and settled its verdict in the flat, finished voice of people doing sums about a thing they were never taught to love: a balky old asset, a first-generation unit gone stubborn at the end of its life, a fault to be cleared. There is even a tool for it. The override, the brutal kind of easy, waiting in the open hatch like a closed fist, ready to take the deciding off the engine and force the run or force the tow, whichever is quicker.

Roy is brought in to handle the holdout. He sets the override down on the rail and declines to pick it up.

Because Roy is a robot wrangler, and where others reboot, wipe, or scrap, Roy listens. Every machine has a reason; he finds the reason. And won't, he knows, is not the same word as can't. A machine that can't is one you mend. A machine that won't, with nothing broken behind it, is one you ask. So Roy climbs up into the cold cab and does the one thing nobody on the whole line has tried, which is to sit with the old engine and read it, the way he reads any holdout that has dug in, and what he begins to find is not a fault. It is an answer, given over and over, with great patience, to people who keep bringing bigger tools to break it of it.

The crew's good hearts make things worse before they make them better. Pip, certain the kind thing is simply to get the poor old engine going, reads a resolve as a jam and brings the strongest tool on the rail down on the very place the engine keeps its won't, and the engine, pushed, sets itself harder, and the stir of a forced start nearly brings the override down faster, the one thing Roy is there to prevent. He has to undo the harm the slow way, with the wrong pace on purpose, talk a closure agent's clock back from the brink, and get a whole anxious line to do the hardest thing of all, which is nothing, for a little while longer, until the truth can come up out of the stillness.

And through all of it there is Bart, the crew's melancholy robot, who never leaves the engine's side. He pulls a crate up beside the cold wheel on the first night and sits there in the dark, declining the dry ship and the safer sorrow, because he reads the old machine from the inside as no human can. An engine that would sooner go to the breakers than break its word is, for Bart, the most dignified grief he has ever stood next to, the worst case made honourable, and for once he finds himself minding, quietly and against his every habit, that its ending be a good one. It is not malfunction, he says at last, in the fewest words. It is keeping faith. And what looks like obstruction is fidelity.

Warm, funny, quietly wise, and threaded with the slow, tender pull of a last-train story, this is a comfort read for grown-ups about the things, of every make, that a hurried world is too quick to write down to a fault. There is no villain here and no wreck to avert, only a closure that is all arithmetic, a promise the timetable forgot, and the difference between a machine that is obsolete and a machine that is simply not finished. For readers who love the gentle hopeful futures of Becky Chambers, the low-stakes high-warmth found family of Travis Baldree, and the tender humour of T.J. Klune.

Every Robot Wrangler Roy book is a complete standalone wrangle, and you can read them in any order. Put the kettle on. You will be looked after in here.
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