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A Voice at the Window
By the time Iona reached the front of the tithe queue, she had decided to give them the afternoon with the apricots.
It had been a good afternoon. She was sixteen, newly apprenticed, eating stolen fruit on the workshop roof with Kes. One of them had dropped a stone into the master’s rain barrel and they had spent an hour trying to retrieve it before he noticed. She could still feel the heat of the tiles through her skirt. She would be sorry to lose it.
She held the memory ready while the assessor adjusted his scales.
“Household?”
“Venn. Ninth Quay.”
“Two residents.”
“Yes.”
“Outstanding storm levy. Three marks of clear recollection.”
“Two. It was two when the notice came.”
He tapped a second notice beside his elbow.
“Revised this morning.”
The queue stirred behind her. Outside, rain blew across the steps of the Tithe House. Everyone waiting had already chosen something to lose. Some were going to have to choose again.
“On whose authority?” Iona asked.
“The Gate Office.”
“That’s a building.”
The assessor looked up. She knew him slightly. His daughter had brought a broken handbell to her shop in winter. He had paid late and apologised sincerely. None of this helped either of them now.
“There’s a storm coming.”
“There was a storm coming yesterday.”
“I don’t set the rate, Mistress Venn.”
At the far end of the hall, a man in a dark coat turned towards them. A brass warden’s key hung at his throat. He had rain on his shoulders and the expression of someone who had arrived in the middle of a mistake.
“Who revised the levy?” he asked.
The assessor showed him the notice. The warden read the seal, then looked at Iona.
She recognised him.
Six years earlier, he had stood in her mother’s doorway while two men removed their shutters because the household hadn’t paid. It had been an efficient operation. He had worn the same narrow, attentive expression then, as though making a thing orderly might prevent it from being cruel.
“The assessment should have been announced,” he said.
“It has been announced,” Iona said. “To the people who have already come to pay it.”
He did not look away.
“I can refer this back.”
“And meanwhile?”
The assessor glanced at the queue.
“Unpaid households lose their shelter seal at the next tide.”
Her mother was at home. The lower windows had been boarded against the weather. Without the small household seal, ordinary timber and brick would have to stand against whatever the harbour bell failed to keep outside.
“How long does a referral take?” Iona asked the warden.
“Longer than you have,” he said.
She appreciated the truth enough to hate him more cleanly.
The assessor placed an empty vessel on the scales. Soundglass, thin as an onion skin, with a silver mouth. When Iona rested her hand against it, the apricot afternoon brightened behind her eyes.
The needle rose to two marks and stopped.
“Not enough,” the assessor said.
“I can see.”
A memory had to be whole enough to hold. Not a list of things that happened; not a story learned from someone else. A lived piece of the world, with enough light and sound and feeling left in it for the glass to take. Fear worked. So did happiness. Most people chose what they could bear to part with. After enough levies, bearing it ceased to be the useful distinction.
Iona withdrew her hand.
At twenty-nine, she could name almost every room in which she had lived and remember fewer of them clearly than she cared to count. She knew her father’s height, his trade, the way he had signed his name. There were drawings. There were notes. His voice remained in one undamaged afternoon.
He was at the workshop window, teaching her to fit a copper collar around a cracked lamp. He sang the same four lines every time the solder wouldn’t run. A ridiculous song about a woman who married a turnip farmer and fell in love with his goat.
She had written the words down long ago. Without the tune they were merely a report of somebody else’s poor judgement.
Iona put her hand back on the glass.
The window appeared. Her father bent over her shoulder. She smelled hot metal and the peppermints he kept in a tin. His voice rose, deliberately dreadful, and the needle climbed beyond the third mark.
“Accepted,” the assessor said.
“I haven’t given it yet.”
“Of course.”
The hall waited.
“I give this memory to the keeping of the harbour,” she said.
The silver rim warmed. Light gathered in the glass.
She removed her hand and knew, for the few moments before the vessel was sealed, that the memory could still be returned to her. Unspent soundglass would recognise the living person it had come from. Once the bell consumed it, no craft in the city could bring it back.
The assessor set it with the morning’s levy.
“Receipt?”
“Yes.”
He wrote one. He always asked, though everyone wanted proof they had paid.
Iona folded the paper into her coat. The warden was still standing beside the desk.
“What is your name?” she asked him.
“Tarin Ash.”
“I remember it now.”
“I remember your house.”
“That must be inconvenient.”
She left before he could answer.
At the next turning of the tide, the great harbour bell sounded once. Iona was halfway home. She stopped under an awning with rain dripping through a hole above her shoulder.
The workshop window was gone.
She could describe it. She had described it that morning. But when she tried to hear the song, there were only the words in her notebook and the noise of water running down the street.
She stood there until a shopkeeper asked whether she meant to come in.
The Broken Heart
The warden came to her workshop after dark, carrying a parcel wrapped in sailcloth.
Iona left him outside while she finished fitting a spring into a fisherman’s storm lamp. It was not an important repair. It became important because he was waiting.
When she finally opened the door, he had moved out of the shelter of the lintel so an old woman could pass with a basket.
“Are you collecting something else?” she asked.
“I need a mender.”
“There are licensed menders at the Gate Office.”
“They won’t touch this.”
“That recommends it wonderfully.”
He unwrapped the parcel. Inside lay a curved plate of thick soundglass, dark except for a faint blue movement near its broken edge.
Iona forgot, for a moment, to dislike him.
“That’s from the harbour bell.”
“Yes.”
“You brought a piece of the bell’s heart through the street in a cloth?”
“It was replaced at the last low water. The alternative was leaving it where somebody would destroy it.”
She stepped aside.
Inside, the shop smelled of lamp oil, hot copper and the soup her mother had sent down from their rooms above. Tarin took in the benches, hanging tools, shelves of labelled parts. His eyes paused on a small cracked cup full of pencils.
“Don’t touch anything,” she said.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“They always say that immediately before touching something.”
He kept his hands at his sides.
She placed the plate on a folded leather pad and held a lamp behind it. Fine channels ran through the glass in loops that seemed decorative until she looked more closely. Seven channels. Six stopped at plugs of darker material.
“Who made this repair?” she asked.
“It isn’t a repair. The plugs are part of the present design.”
“The present design is wrong.”
“Yes.”
She looked up. He appeared relieved by her anger, which she disliked.
“Don’t say yes as though you’ve been waiting for someone clever enough to agree with you. Tell me what you’ve found.”
He took a roll of drawings from inside his coat.
For the next hour they spoke as two people who understood parts of the same problem. Iona learned that the central bell’s heart had been straining at every high tide for months. The additional memories demanded from the lower wards were being fed into a structure built to share its load with six other bells. Those bells had stood silent for eighteen years.
Everyone knew why. The district bells had been declared unreliable after the winter riots. Their clappers had been removed, their channels sealed, their work transferred to the great bell on the harbour wall.
At least, that was what every child in the city was taught.
“These drawings are older,” Tarin said. “Before the closures. The bells were meant to answer each other.”
“They still are.” Iona tapped one sealed channel. “You can block a mouth. It doesn’t mean the rest of the instrument stops needing it.”
“The Office keeps increasing the levy. Every increase buys less time.”
“Did you tell them?”
“Three reports.”
“And?”
“They asked me to revise my estimates.”
She looked at the window, where the shutters she had repaired after his visit six years ago were beginning to swell with rain.
“Did you?”
“The first time.”
“And the second?”
“I changed the language.”
“And the third?”
He set a folded paper beside the drawings. An order bearing Magistrate Vey’s seal instructed him to surrender his survey notes and take leave until after the storm.
“Now you’ve come to the people downstairs,” Iona said.
“Yes.”
He didn’t improve the admission. It was something.
She struck the plate very gently with a padded tuning rod. One low note sounded, then a faint series of overtones.
Seven. She listened again to be sure.
“You complained about defective assessment glass last autumn,” Tarin said. “Your report was precise. They filed it under commercial grievances.”
“That was why you came?”
“I needed someone who would tell me what was wrong without first asking whether I wanted to hear it.”
“That’s a description of every woman I know.”
A small smile moved across his face. It changed him more than she was prepared for. He had a scar beside his mouth, pale against brown skin, and the smile pulled slightly against it.
“What do you need?” he asked.
She considered lying. Charging him enough to leave the city with her mother. Taking the drawings to someone who might still be able to make the problem belong to the people who created it.
But she had seen the crack in the heart. Leaving a broken thing on the bench did not make it someone else’s.
“The original tuning books,” she said. “And the clappers. Assuming you haven’t melted them down for medals.”
“They’re in the old tidal store beneath the Gate Office.”
“Under the waterline.”
“Dry for a short time at low water.”
“Of course they are.”
Tarin looked towards the stairs, where a floorboard had creaked.
“And your fee?”
“Standard work rate. Hazard rate for the store. No promises about what I can make these things do.”
“Agreed.”
“And no promises about what you’re entitled to because you brought me a broken piece of your conscience.”
He lowered his eyes briefly, then met hers.
“Agreed to that too.”
The Drowned Stair
Kes took one look at Tarin’s coat and charged them double for the boat.
“Office work,” she said. “Always takes twice as long to get paid.”
“He’s paying now,” Iona told her.
“Then he can afford it.”
Tarin counted out the coins without argument. Kes bit one, though Iona was almost certain she had never known what to look for.
They crossed the harbour before dawn. The storm had not arrived, but the sea was already moving with a long, unpleasant patience. In the upper city, windows shone behind protective seals paid for by other people’s recollections. Below them, shutters rattled against brick.
Tarin sat beside a coil of rope with his collar turned up. Without the coat’s formal clasp, he could almost have passed for a ship’s clerk. His hands spoiled it. They were workman’s hands, broad and scarred along the knuckles. Iona had expected softer ones.
“Surveying isn’t done entirely at a desk,” he said.
She looked away from his hands.
“I didn’t ask.”
“No.”
Kes steered into the shadow of the old sea wall. Beneath a stone arch, a narrow landing emerged as the water fell. Tarin climbed out, tested the ring fixed in the masonry and passed the rope back.
“The store opens onto a loading shelf,” he said. “If the clappers are still there, we’ll need your barge at the next low water.”
“And six people to lift them,” Kes said.
“At least.”
“Good. A man who knows a thing weighs something.”
She waited with the boat while they went inside.
The passage smelled of salt, rust and old wood. Tarin carried the lamp. Iona counted steps, not because she was frightened, but because she expected to be frightened later and wanted something useful already done.
Nineteen down. A turn. Eleven more.
At the bottom, a bronze door stood above a wet stone threshold. Tarin used the key at his throat. The lock resisted, then turned with a thick mechanical sound.
The room beyond contained the missing parts of six neighbourhoods.
Clappers lay in wooden cradles, each longer than Iona’s forearm. Beside them were housings, rods, bundles of old rope. The ward names were still visible on the labels: South Steps, Netters’ Reach, Glass Hill, Mill Gate, Salt Court, Ninth Quay.
None of the clappers appeared broken.
Tarin stood very still.
“They said three had failed,” he murmured.
“Did you believe them?”
“I was sixteen. Yes.”
She looked at him. She had been eleven. The first years of the greater levies had seemed to her like another decision made in rooms children were not allowed to enter.
Above the clappers stood shelves of books wrapped in waxed canvas. Iona found the tuning records and lifted one down. Its weight surprised her. Tarin put the lamp on a crate and took half the stack without being asked.
The first pages contained settings, intervals, details of seasonal adjustments. On the inside back cover, someone had written an account in hurried, cramped letters.
Clappers removed on civic order. Instruments serviceable at time of surrender. Four ringers detained for refusing transfer. Do not certify failure in my name.
It was signed by the former master of South Steps.
Iona held the page open while Tarin read.
Outside, the water touched the threshold.
“We need to go,” he said.
“Not yet.”
She found the master diagram. Seven circles connected by lines. Hundreds of small marks around each circle: household contributions, brief and local, passed through each ward’s own bell instead of being dragged towards a single distant heart.
The old system had required more people. Less from each person, but participation in every district, including the wealthy ones.
“Now they can take it from whichever households can’t afford substitutes,” she said.
Tarin’s jaw tightened.
“Yes.”
Water spread around the toes of their boots.
He wrapped the books while she inspected the loading shelf. The retaining wall beneath the Ninth Quay channel had split along a seam. Salt had grown thickly inside it.
“This won’t hold a full load,” she said.
He came to look.
“No.”
“What stands above it?”
He glanced at her. She already knew.
Ninth Quay. Her street. The workshop her father had built from two rooms and a loan he died before repaying.
An old overflow passage ran under it towards an abandoned dry dock. On the newer drawings, that passage was sealed.
“We’ll have to make another route for the pressure,” Tarin said.
“Put it on the list.”
A wave struck the outer wall. The room seemed to breathe in. Water rose suddenly to her ankles.
They ran.
At the turning, Iona slipped. Her boot went into a gap between stones and stuck. The lamp swung, scattering light across the ceiling.
Tarin put the books on a higher step and knelt in the water.
“Can you move your foot?”
“No.”
“I’m going to pull the boot loose. Hold the rail.”
She did. He worked the leather gently, then pulled harder. The boot came free without her foot in it.
“Excellent,” she said. “You’ve rescued the cheap part.”
He looked up once, startled into a laugh. Then he lifted her by the waist onto the clear step above him and handed her the boot.
His hands left her as soon as she was steady.
For several seconds she remained aware of exactly where they had been.
Kes met them at the landing with a face like bad weather.
“I was giving you another minute. Then I was going to sell your tools.”
“Fair,” Iona said.
Tarin helped load the books. His sleeve had torn against the stone, and blood ran from a shallow cut on his forearm.
Iona took a clean strip of cloth from her repair bag and held out her hand.
“Arm.”
He gave it to her.
As the boat moved into the growing light, she wrapped the cut. His pulse was steady beneath her fingers. It seemed unfair that a man could have participated in something she hated and still be warm where she touched him.
The Work of Hands
Sela was waiting in the workshop with dry stockings, breakfast and an expression that made Iona feel eleven years old.
“You took a boat under the Gate Office.”
“Kes told you?”
“Kes shouted it from the quay to a man she owed money. Apparently it justified not stopping.”
Tarin stood near the door, holding the books.
Sela looked at him. Recognition arrived slowly, then all at once.
“You.”
“Yes,” he said.
Iona began, “He brought—”
“I know what he brought. I can see his hands.” Sela set the stockings on the bench. “I remember the other visit.”
Tarin put down the books.
“I remember it too.”
“Do you? I wonder what it costs you to remember.”
He did not answer immediately.
“Less than it cost you.”
Sela pulled out a stool and sat. There was grey in her dark braid, more than there had been the previous summer. Her fingers were stained blue from the sailcloth she had been mending upstairs. She had never needed a complete store of recollections in order to remain thoroughly herself.
“Why did you do that work?” she asked.
Tarin looked at the window before answering.
“I was good at it. They said so. I liked being useful to people who seemed certain.”
“That’s all?”
“No. I liked the salary. I liked being able to send money to my sister. I told myself the levy was necessary and somebody had to collect it.”
“It was necessary to remove our shutters?”
“No.”
Iona watched her mother’s face. Sela did not look relieved by his honesty. She looked as though she had finally been handed a bill in the correct name.
“Then put the books on the long bench,” she said. “Not the small one. The small one wobbles.”
It was not forgiveness. Tarin appeared to understand that.
They worked until midday. Iona compared the original intervals with the plugged channels in the broken heart. Tarin copied the ward diagrams. Sela leaned over the drawing for Ninth Quay and corrected the path of an old stair.
“You rang there,” Iona said.
“For seventeen years.”
“Can you still?”
Sela gave her an offended look.
“The levy took my memory of the day you first climbed the tower. It didn’t take my hands.”
She took a length of rope from a hook and demonstrated the old sequence: pull, hold, release, wait for the answering bell. The sound of each district carried a little of the load to the next. A late response strained the whole chain. A missing response made the neighbouring bells work harder.
“That was why there were two ringers on every watch,” she said. “One to hear. One to pull. You need people who trust each other enough to be corrected.”
Tarin wrote that down.
“You don’t need to write everything,” Sela told him.
“Yes,” he said, “I think I do.”
By evening, Kes had brought the clappers out on a hired barge, using an order Tarin signed in his own name. She had also brought six dockworkers, a sack of empty assessment vessels and the news that the Gate Office was looking for him.
“They’ll find the signature,” Iona said.
“I meant them to,” he replied.
Kes inspected the broken heart on the bench.
“Can you make it work?”
“I can make it answer the old pattern. Whether the towers can carry the storm is a different question.”
“Lovely. I was worried you might have good news.”
That night, after the others had gone, Iona found Tarin trying to re-sew his torn sleeve with a needle intended for canvas.
“Stop.”
He looked up.
“You’re making additional holes.”
“I thought the first ones looked lonely.”
She took the coat. He surrendered it with a small expression of relief.
Without it he seemed younger, though she knew by then he was thirty-four. There was a line of faded ink on his forearm where he had once used his own skin to remember a measurement. The bandage she had tied at dawn was still clean.
She threaded a finer needle.
“Have you ever paid a tithe?”
His gaze lowered to her hands.
“Before I joined the Office. Twice. Once was a day with my sister when we were children. I know where we went because she tells me. The other was a winter morning. I don’t know much about it now.”
“And since?”
“Wardens are exempt while they serve.”
She pushed the needle through the cloth.
“Of course they are.”
“Yes.”
He could have reminded her of the reports, the stolen glass, the signature that might cost him his position. She was glad he did not.
“Does your sister still speak to you?”
“When she has something she thinks I should hear.”
“Does she live in Glass Hill?”
“Yes.”
“And pay substitutes?”
He nodded.
Iona tied off the thread, then cut it.
“Would she listen if you asked her to ring?”
“She might listen better if you asked.”
“I don’t know her.”
“She considers that an advantage in a person arguing with me.”
Iona handed back his coat. Their fingers touched. Neither moved for a moment.
There were things she wanted to ask that had nothing to do with the gates. Whether he had someone waiting at home. Whether the scar beside his mouth changed how a kiss felt. Whether he was aware that he stood nearer to her now than he had when they began.
Instead she asked whether he was hungry.
“Yes,” he said. “Very.”
They ate cold barley cakes from the same chipped plate. He broke the larger one unevenly and gave her the bigger piece without making a performance of it. She noticed anyway.
Later she went upstairs to her own bed and left him the workroom couch. For a long time she listened to the small sounds of a man making himself comfortable in a room where she knew the proper place of every object.
Seven Mouths
The first person to refuse them was a woman who had given her wedding day to the harbour six months earlier.
“No,” she said. “Not another thing.”
Iona stood in the doorway of the ward meeting room with a tuning book under her arm.
“We’re not asking the same people to pay again.”
“Then why are you standing in our street?”
It was a fair question. Iona looked at the faces behind her: workers whose houses took the first water, whose wages had never stretched to buying somebody else’s recollection. She had come to them first because she knew they would understand the problem. That did not make them the right people to bear it.
She put the book down.
“We need ringers. Carpenters. People who know where the old drains are. We need help getting households out of the buildings over the Ninth Quay overflow. We need people to carry the plans into the other wards.”
“And who gives the memories?”
“People who’ve been able not to.”
The woman folded her arms.
“Start there, then.”
So they did.
By midday, copies of the old maintenance record had reached all six wards and the harbour watch. Tarin’s name was on every page, beside the name of the master ordered to certify a failure he had not found. Iona’s diagrams showed what they proposed to restore and what they did not know.
She refused to remove the uncertainty from the notice.
“If people are going to risk something,” she told the printer, “they’re entitled to know what it is.”
Glass Hill’s meeting was held in a schoolroom with dry windows and a stove large enough to heat Iona’s whole shop. Tarin’s sister, Nessa, had arranged it. She wore dark spectacles on a chain and resembled him most when displeased.
“You have a gift,” she told her brother, “for telling me things after you’ve made them difficult.”
“I know.”
“I’m not sure you do.”
But she gave Iona the room.
The questions were sensible, suspicious and sometimes selfish. Would the ward’s private seals continue working? Would small contributions actually be sufficient? Why should a house that had already paid for a substitute be asked to give more?
“Because the person you paid has already lost something,” Iona said. “And because the present system is failing whether you approve of our proposal or not.”
A man in a fur-lined coat asked whether this was an accusation.
“It’s a description.”
Nessa took off her spectacles and cleaned them, hiding what might have been a smile.
They demonstrated a small model using empty soundglass and tuned metal rings. It did not prove the city would survive. Iona said so. It showed how seven answering notes divided a strain that crushed a single unsupported channel.
Then Sela stood beside the model and told them what the old watches had involved: the tiredness, the arguments, the shared meals, the bell that once acquired a family of birds in its housing and had to be cleaned for three days.
The system became, for a few minutes, something people had actually done instead of something in a drawing.
Four adults volunteered before the meeting ended. Others wanted time to think. Iona wrote down every condition they asked about and refused to promise anything she could not offer.
In the street afterwards, Tarin bought hot bread from a cart. He handed her half and kept the paper wrapped around her end until she had a firm grip.
“Your mother was better than both of us,” he said.
“She usually is.”
“Does she know?”
“She’s never shown the slightest uncertainty.”
They ate walking towards the harbour. Below them, crews were beginning to move the first clapper up the steps of South Tower. The retired bell master had come out with his old instruments and a great deal of advice. Kes was allowing the advice while reserving the right to complain about its delivery.
Tarin stopped at the corner.
Two Gate officers waited beside a closed carriage. One of them held a sealed document. The other looked young enough to still believe a uniform settled most questions.
“Warden Ash,” the first said. “Magistrate Vey requests your presence.”
“And mine?” Iona asked.
The officer checked the paper, although he already knew.
“Mistress Venn is also invited.”
“That’s a pleasant word.”
Tarin handed her the remaining bread.
“We don’t have to go without telling the others.”
“No,” she said. “We don’t.”
She went back to the school and told Nessa exactly where they were being taken. When she returned, Tarin had not moved towards the carriage.
For some reason, his waiting mattered more to her than the fact that he had thought to suggest it.
The Magistrate's View
Magistrate Vey’s windows looked over the whole harbour. From that height, the lower wards appeared as a pleasant arrangement of roofs, with little to suggest that people lived beneath them.
The magistrate was smaller than Iona expected. Her hair was cut close to her head. There was a patch of ink on the side of one finger, and a plate of untouched food beside her papers.
She did not seem like a woman enjoying an easy afternoon.
“Sit,” she said.
Iona sat. Tarin remained standing until Vey looked at him.
“You have used a suspended office to remove civic property.”
“I used my own name.”
“That isn’t a defence.”
“I know.”
Vey turned to Iona.
“And you are telling households to disregard the levy.”
“I’m showing them what the levy is paying for.”
“Their survival.”
“Through a design that’s breaking.”
“A design that has kept this city dry for eighteen years.”
Iona put a copy of the old master’s record on the desk.
“The bells were serviceable.”
Vey did not read it. She knew what it said.
“The bells were in the hands of people who could decide not to ring them.”
“They still would be, if we restored them.”
“Exactly.”
Outside, a gust drove rain against the glass. Vey waited for it to pass.
“Before the consolidation, I was a junior clerk. I sat through meetings in which the ward councils threatened to withdraw their watch. Over wages. Repairs. Representation. Some demands were reasonable. Some were impossible to meet before the next tide. Do you understand what it is to have the sea used as an argument?”
Iona thought of her mother choosing a memory while men removed the shutters.
“Yes.”
Vey looked at her for a long moment.
“Central collection made the supply predictable.”
“For you.”
“For everyone who depended on it.”
“Not everyone paid the same way.”
“No tax is painless, Mistress Venn.”
“Then it ought to be possible for the people setting it to feel it.”
Tarin moved beside her, but did not interrupt.
Vey opened a drawer and took out a smaller document.
“You’re a skilled craftswoman. We need skilled people. There is a place for you in the Office, with workshop rooms in the upper ward. Your mother could live with you. The household would be exempt while you served.”
The offer struck precisely where it was intended. A dry room. Good equipment. Her mother’s memories left alone. No more choosing which pieces of their lives could be turned into another season of safety.
Iona looked at the paper long enough for Vey to notice.
“You would still be repairing the heart,” the magistrate said. “Doing useful work. This need not become a quarrel between people who want the same thing.”
“The heart needs six other bells.”
“It needs to survive the storm.”
“More glass and more memories won’t change what it’s being made to carry.”
“We have reserves.”
Tarin spoke then.
“Not enough. You have my measurements.”
“Your measurements allow for the worst case.”
“The weather is beginning to resemble it.”
Vey pressed her fingers together.
Vey had read the figures. The explanation she had chosen let her carry on as before.
Iona slid the offer back across the desk.
“You can’t employ enough people to make this fact go away.”
Vey’s face closed.
“I can have the clappers returned.”
“You can send people to take them,” Tarin said. “From crews preparing to use them in a storm. I would like you to consider what that order asks of your staff.”
The magistrate stood.
For a moment Iona expected the officers outside to come in. Instead Vey reached towards Tarin’s brass key.
“Your authority ends here.”
He took the cord from his neck and laid the key on her desk. A pale line marked the skin where it had rested.
“You’ll answer for the property you’ve removed,” Vey said.
“Yes.”
“You should both understand that being allowed to leave does not mean you’re absolved.”
Iona stood.
“Neither does holding the key,” she said.
In the corridor, Tarin put a hand against the wall. It was the first time since they entered that he had looked uncertain on his feet.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
“I’ve worn that since I was twenty-four.”
“Do you want it back?”
He considered the question instead of giving the answer she hoped to hear.
“Part of me does.”
She moved closer.
“Then I’d rather hear that than a speech about how little it matters.”
He looked at her, his expression tired and unguarded.
For a moment she nearly touched the pale place at his throat.
Then the harbour bell rang, and both of them turned towards the sound.
Before the Weather
By sunset, there were people working in every tower.
Not enough people. Not always the right people. A baker at Salt Court had an excellent ear and no idea how to judge the release of a rope. Two fishermen at Netters’ Reach disagreed about every instruction until Kes told them she would put them on different watches or marry them to each other, whichever caused less arguing.
The bells were beginning to become local problems again.
At Ninth Quay, Iona tested the new housing while her mother supervised the fitting of the clapper. The old fittings had survived better than anyone had expected. The wall beneath them had not.
They had emptied the buildings over the overflow passage. Some households had gone to relatives. Others were in the Glass Hill schoolroom, complaining about the journey and the lack of proper tea. Nobody had been told their houses would be safe.
Iona went home once, to carry her notebooks and her father’s pencil cup up to the tower’s dry room. There was time for more. She found herself unable to choose.
A chest of clothes. Her good vice. The measurements pencilled into the doorframe. A tray of cheap brass clasps her father had sorted by size and then refused to label because, he said, a person ought to be able to see.
Tarin found her standing in the middle of the workshop.
“I can carry something,” he said.
“I don’t know what.”
He waited.
She picked up the little cup of pencils and handed it to him. Her notebooks went under her coat. They left the other things where they were.
At the corner, a runner from the Gate Office caught up with them. One of the new central plates had cracked. The senior menders were refusing to fit another without opening the six sealed channels.
“Magistrate’s authorised an emergency restoration,” the runner said, breathless. “She wants the connection drawing.”
“She has it,” Iona said. “Tarin delivered it yesterday.”
The runner looked from one to the other.
“Then she wants you to show the menders.”
Tarin’s face hardened. Iona touched his sleeve.
“Let her call it what she likes tonight.”
They went to the central tower. There, under the magistrate’s newly cautious orders, Iona helped fit the seven-way housing she had prepared from the old design. It would let the district hearts answer the harbour heart again. The Office menders checked every connection, argued over one interval and finally agreed on a correction none of them could have made alone.
Iona was too tired to enjoy how much this vindicated her proposal.
Vey stood at the lower door, speaking to officers. She did not approach the bench. Tarin stayed to help prepare the central watch, no longer in command but knowing where the tools were.
When Iona left, he walked her to the outer steps.
The harbour was almost black. Only the upper edges of waves showed where light struck them. Across the water, the district towers were lit one by one. Ordinary lamps, carried by people who had been asked to come and had come.
“Will you stay here?” she asked.
“Until the central watch is ready. Then I’ll bring spare vessels to Ninth Quay.”
“There’s room for you there.”
He looked at her. The words had arrived with more meaning than she had intended to reveal.
“In the workroom,” she added.
“I understood.”
“No, you didn’t.”
His smile appeared, brief and tired.
“No.”
A coil of wet rope lay between them. Someone had left a lantern on the steps. Iona could smell the oil and the harbour and, beneath them, the soap Tarin had used to wash his hands.
“I don’t know what happens after tonight,” he said.
“Neither do I.”
“I don’t mean only the bells.”
She felt her pulse in the places her coat touched her throat.
He did not move closer.
“I like you,” he said, as if the plain words required more courage than a better speech would have. “I would like to know you when you’re not trying to stop a city drowning.”
“I complain more when I’m less occupied.”
“I’d like to hear what about.”
She looked at the scar beside his mouth. He saw her looking.
“May I?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He touched her cheek with the back of two fingers first, giving her time to move. She stayed. His mouth was warm despite the cold air. The scar was barely a difference at all. She caught the front of his shirt, not to draw him nearer so much as to have something certain beneath her hand.
The kiss lasted only a few breaths. Someone called from inside the tower, and they separated with the startled expressions of people who had momentarily forgotten they lived among others.
Iona rested her forehead against his for a moment.
“Come to Ninth Quay,” she said.
“I said I would.”
“Yes. You did.”
Walking back through the narrow streets, she took out her notebook beneath a dry arch and wrote a few sentences. Not because she expected to lose the kiss. Because for years she had written things down only after somebody threatened to take them, and she wanted one page to begin differently.
When she reached her own tower, her mother looked at her face and wisely said nothing.
The Open Channel
The storm reached the city with a noise like a cart tipping stones into the sea.
Rain struck sideways. Water climbed the lower quay, stopped at the first shelter lines and stood there, trembling, held back by a sound too low to hear clearly. The central bell called. South Steps answered. Then Salt Court. Then the others, uncertain at first, finding the intervals they had practised.
Iona stood beside the Ninth Quay heart and watched light gather in the channels.
Seven answering notes. For the first time in eighteen years, no single tower carried the whole city’s refusal to drown.
Below her, people moved along the donation bench. Not in the old queue, where an assessor announced what a household owed. Each donor chose what to give. The old master and two trained assessors measured only whether the memory was clear enough to hold. Anyone could stop before sealing the vessel.
A man from Glass Hill offered the morning his eldest daughter learned to ride. He changed his mind with his hand on the glass and stepped aside, ashamed.
“Choose something else or don’t,” Sela told him. “Nobody’s going to make you explain.”
He returned later with another memory. Iona did not ask which.
The small vessels accumulated: a shared meal, an hour in a garden, a song learned on a voyage. Individually they would never have met that morning’s central levy. Fed through the restored ward hearts, with each bell answering its neighbours, they were useful.
Not free. Iona watched a woman blinking at the place a recollection had just occupied, then lifting her chin and reaching for her friend’s hand.
The water outside the shelter line fell by the breadth of a palm.
A cheer rose from somewhere below. Sela shouted for the ringers not to lose their count.
For almost an hour, the system held.
Then the cracked wall beneath Ninth Quay moved.
Iona felt it through the soles of her boots. A slow displacement, followed by a sharper sound. The light in the heart bent towards one channel and stayed there.
“Too much on the lower return,” she said.
Sela heard the change in the note.
“The others can take some.”
“Not this much.”
A runner came up the stair, soaked to the skin.
“Water through the old store. The retaining wall’s opening.”
Iona looked at the overflow drawing nailed to a beam.
They had hoped to brace the wall long enough to keep the passage closed. Opening it would send water through the ground floors of the emptied buildings above the dry dock. Her workshop. The cooper’s store. The rooms where the woman who refused to give again had lived for forty years.
The households knew the risk and had been moved out. Iona still found herself staring at the drawing.
“Open the return,” Sela said.
“I know.”
“Then do it before the bell tells us twice.”
Tarin arrived as Iona reached the stair. He carried two cases of empty soundglass. His hair was plastered to his forehead and his left sleeve was soaked through the bandage.
“The central watch is steady,” he said. “Where are you going?”
“The overflow.”
He handed the cases to the runner.
“I know the lower mechanism.”
“So do I.”
“Yes. It takes two.”
She let him come.
They descended into a passage lit by lamps hung above the predicted waterline. The predictions were already becoming embarrassing. Water surged across the bottom step. A carpenter and his assistant had removed the old bolts from the overflow wheel and stood waiting for the order neither wanted to give.
“Everyone out of the buildings?” Iona asked.
“Checked twice,” the carpenter said. “Kes’s crews did the last doors.”
“Open it.”
The wheel resisted. All four of them leaned into the first turn. Rust broke inside the housing with a grinding sound. The mechanism moved by a fraction, stopped, then moved again.
Beyond the wall, the sea found the passage.
The sound changed from hammering to a deep, continuous rush. Water drove towards the old dry dock, lifting everything loose in the ground-floor rooms above it. Iona imagined the drawers in her bench opening. The little trays of clasps mixing together. Her father’s careful, unlabelled order disappearing in brown water.
Tarin saw her face.
“Stay with the wheel,” she told him before he could speak.
He did.
When the gate was fully open, they secured it and climbed back towards the bell. Nobody offered to say it had only been a shop. She was grateful to all of them for that.
The light in the heart had straightened, but the storm was still rising. The reserve vessels on the bench were dwindling.
Nessa arrived with another group from Glass Hill. Two guards came with them, not to collect names or make arrests but carrying bundles of dry clothes. One joined the donation line. The other took a wet rope from a ringer whose hands had begun to shake.
Tarin stopped beside a vessel.
Iona watched him place his hand against it. His eyes closed. The needle lifted, then steadied.
“Do you want to say what it is?” the assessor asked.
“No.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I give it,” Tarin said.
The glass filled. He stepped away and pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose, suddenly pale.
Iona went to him.
“My sister,” he said, before she asked. “The day she came home after a long journey. I thought she’d forgotten me. She hadn’t.”
Iona put her hand on his arm. She could not make the cost noble enough to stop costing him.
The Ninth Quay note faltered. Sela called for the next set of vessels.
Iona took an empty one.
“You paid this morning,” Tarin said.
“Two mornings ago.”
He looked confused for a second, then almost smiled at the correction. The days had lost their edges.
They needed brief, whole memories now. Not another childhood afternoon weighed to make up for six silenced wards. A small clear piece, offered beside the others.
Iona thought of the apricots. Of her father. Of the few breaths on the harbour steps, Tarin’s hand against her cheek, the relief of having said yes to something she wanted.
He saw the change in her face.
“The steps?” he asked.
She nodded.
“You don’t owe that.”
“I know.”
For once, knowing mattered. She could leave the vessel empty. Other people were coming. Nobody at the bench would threaten her home to get her hand back on the glass.
She looked at Tarin, standing in front of her rather than safely preserved in a past she would never be able to enter again. She did not want to lose the kiss. She also knew it was not all they had.
“It was mine,” she said. “Let me decide.”
He nodded and moved his hand away from the vessel.
Iona held the moment clearly: the lantern, the rope, the warmth of his mouth. She gave it before fear could turn the choosing into another kind of obedience.
Her vessel joined twelve others in the rack.
The bell consumed them together.
Outside, the next wave reached the shelter line, rose higher than the last and broke against a wall nobody could see.
Sela kept the count. Across the harbour, six bells answered her.
After the Last Answer
At dawn, people discovered how tired they were.
The change happened almost at once. As the water fell, men and women who had lifted weights through the night found they could barely carry a mug. A ringer sat on the stair and fell asleep before finishing a sentence. Nessa cried quietly over a pair of ruined shoes, then became angry with herself because other people had lost houses.
Sela handed her a cloth.
“You’re allowed to be cross about the shoes. Just don’t ask the people with the houses to comfort you.”
The lower quays were flooded, but the city stood. The old dry dock was full of timber, mud and things that could not yet be identified. All the households moved out of the overflow street had been accounted for. There were injuries, broken roofs, boats driven onto steps. There would be work for longer than anyone wanted to count.
Iona sat in the tower’s dry room with her boots off. Somebody had given her socks too large for her. She had folded the toes under her feet.
Tarin brought two bowls of broth. He hesitated in the doorway.
“You can come in,” she said.
“I didn’t want—”
“I lost a kiss, not my ability to know who’s at a door.”
He came in. She immediately regretted the sharpness.
“Sorry,” she said. “I’m tired.”
“So am I.”
He sat at a careful distance. They drank the broth without speaking. It was too salty and the best thing she had ever tasted, although she no longer trusted such rankings.
Afterwards she took out her notebook. The page beneath the arch had survived. The ink was slightly blurred at the edge.
He asked. I said yes. There was a lantern on the step and I held his shirt. I was not thinking about the sea.
The words belonged to her. She recognised the pressure of her own pen. Beyond them was an absence with clean edges.
Tarin looked towards the window while she read. He was giving her privacy in a room too small for it, and she loved the effort before she was ready to name the feeling.
“Was it good?” she asked.
He turned back.
“Yes.”
“You’re hardly going to say it wasn’t.”
“No. But it was.”
She closed the book.
“You can tell me about it sometime. Not as though you’re returning something. Just as a thing you remember.”
“I’d like that.”
She held out her hand. He took it without pretending that this was the same moment beginning again.
Later they went down to the workshop.
The door had swollen open. Mud covered the floor and reached halfway up the benches. A drawer lay in the street. Some of the tools would be recoverable. Some would not. The marks on the doorframe were still visible, though the wood beneath them had split.
Iona stood in the entrance with her coat unbuttoned and felt a dull, unreasonable anger that the world had not saved one small room for her in exchange for everything else.
Tarin stayed outside until she asked him in.
They began with the tools that were easiest to reach. He laid them on a plank in the street. She washed mud from a pair of pliers in a bucket, then began to cry without stopping the work.
He took the pliers from her only when she held them out.
There was no public celebration that day. Someone tried to organise one and was told to come back with shovels. The ward watches remained in their towers. When officers arrived to discuss returning the clappers, the ringers asked for the request in writing and for the names of the people prepared to sign it.
No request arrived before the next tide.
A New Window
Six weeks later, the city was still arguing.
Iona considered this an improvement on the years when it had been required to agree.
The six wards and the harbour watch had established a temporary council. The old rates were suspended. Each tower published what it used and kept its donation room separate from the officials who recorded the supply, so a person could leave without being followed into the street. There were rota disputes, questions about shortfalls, arguments over how much of the reconstruction money should go to the flooded lower quays.
The new system worked. It also required people to keep making it work. Nobody who had stood at a rope all night mistook that for a small condition.
Magistrate Vey had lost control of the Gate Office, not her ability to persuade people she had been right. Hearings were scheduled. So were examinations of the reports she had received and the orders she had signed. Tarin submitted a full account of his collections, including the ones that had never violated the old rules and had nevertheless done harm.
He did not regain his key.
Iona did not want him to.
She worked from a borrowed shop under the covered market while the overflow street was rebuilt. Sela had taken charge of training new ringers and complained about this responsibility whenever anyone suggested she might give it up. Kes had secured paid contracts for her crews and a reputation for being impossible to cheat, which she intended to exploit in moderation.
Above Iona’s new bench hung the pencil cup, undamaged. A few of the pencils inside it had swollen and would no longer sharpen properly. She kept them anyway, but stopped trying to write with them.
Tarin came three afternoons a week to help repair the household seals. He was paid the same work rate as the other trained hands. On the first day a man from Netters’ Reach refused to let him touch his equipment. Iona gave the work to someone else. Tarin did not ask her to speak to the man on his behalf.
There were other afternoons when they forgot, for an hour or two, the history that had brought them into the same room. They argued about a fitting. He brought bread. She discovered he hummed when he was reading a difficult drawing and that his humming was almost, but never quite, in tune.
He discovered she did not like being offered help while she was trying to find a tool. He began asking whether she wanted another pair of eyes. Usually she said yes. Sometimes she said no, and he learned not to treat the refusal as a verdict on his character.
They went to supper twice. On the first evening, he talked too much because he was nervous. On the second, she talked too much because she wanted him to know things that could not be learned from a levy record or a list of repairs.
She told him about her father. Not the man whose voice she could no longer hear, but the man who had once left an entire batch of lamp collars in a bread oven and then accused the baker of moving the sun.
Tarin laughed. She was glad she could still make someone laugh with a story the tax had not taken.
One evening, after closing the shop, they walked down to Ninth Quay.
The rebuilt street was unfinished. Some doors opened onto rooms with no floors. Her old workshop had no roof yet, but the new window frame had been fitted. She stood inside and looked out through it at the harbour.
Tarin remained on the other side, resting his hands on the sill.
“Good height?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“You can see the water.”
“I could before.”
“I know.”
She looked at him. His coat was the plain one he had bought after leaving the Office. She had repaired its sleeve so neatly that the mending was visible only if a person knew where to look.
“I don’t want to make the first kiss again,” she said.
He was quiet for a moment.
“All right.”
“I keep thinking I’m supposed to ask where we stood, what you did. As though if we get it exactly right, something will come back.”
“It won’t.”
“I know.”
He placed one hand on the unfinished frame, close to hers.
“Then we don’t have to do any of that.”
She moved around the frame and came out through the empty doorway. The ground was rough with sawdust and broken mortar. Neither of them had brought a lantern. There was no wet rope at their feet.
Iona put a hand against the side of his neck. He leaned towards her.
This kiss was slower. He smiled once against her mouth, because she had caught his coat on a splinter and refused to stop long enough to free it properly. There was nothing solemn about it. Nothing arranged for the benefit of a memory she did not possess.
When the harbour bell began its evening count, she felt the familiar, old tightening in her chest. For years that sound had meant discovering what was gone.
Across the water, South Steps answered. Then Salt Court. Then the others.
Tarin waited, his forehead against hers.
Iona listened until all seven had sounded. Then she freed his coat from the wood, took his hand and led him home by a street neither of them had walked with the other before.
