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    1. The Wick and the Ledger

Lantern Nine hung in the Between like a dropped coin: a basalt ring the size of a village square, its inner face carved with a spiral of cold glass. Aster Vane came up the chain-boat with one bag, one guild letter, and the stubborn hope that a frontier posting would be quiet.

The keeper who met her at the lip was not quiet. Ilse Marrow had a lantern-tender's hands and an auditor's eyes, and she read Aster's guild letter twice before handing it back.

"Corin Sol kept this post for nineteen years," Ilse said. "He left in the night. The flame was low but not out. The ledger was open."

The ledger was the size of a door. Aster had studied it in guild school the way children study a great-grandmother's name: as an object rather than a fact. Columns of dates, flame hours, and payments. A lantern did not burn oil; it burned what was given to it. A ship's captain paid in a season of remembered weather. A survey crew paid in the taste of their last good meal. The guild called the payments small coin and said, warmly, that nothing worth having was free.

Aster turned to the last written page.

Corin Sol. Keeper. Payment in full: the sound of his mother's voice.

The next line was empty. It had been empty for a year, and the emptiness was neat, like a bed made two minutes before a storm.

"If the ledger runs dry," Aster asked, "what does the lantern take?"

Ilse looked out at the dark the way other people look at a fire. "It starts asking for people."

The first thing Aster did as keeper of Lantern Nine was sign the ledger in her own name. It guttered at her, accepting. Above them the spiral of glass caught no light at all, and the Between went on being the Between, enormous and patient, waiting to see what she was worth. The ledger did not answer her. Outside, the chain-boat's bell sounded once, very far away, and the dark took the sound and gave nothing back. Aster put her hand flat on the page beside her name and decided that whatever the lantern was waiting for, she would meet it with ink.
  

  
    2. A Debt of Names

The convoy arrived on the fourth day: a chain of eleven barges, the last one trailing a broken tether. Twelve hundred passengers bound for the Verge. Their captain stood in the doorway of the lantern house, dripping, and asked for full flame for eighty hours.

"You understand the price," Ilse said.

"I understand the price." The captain set a sealed manifest on the table. "They are paying it. They paid for passage; the line buys their excess remembrance. Every passenger signs."

Aster read the manifest while the lantern brightened above them. The ledger stirred and began to write by itself: a century of remembered weather. Four seasons from thirty households. The names of childhood streets. It was obscene and it was arithmetic. Lantern Nine would burn, and the convoy would cross, and the passage of twelve hundred people would be paid for by the small details of their lives.

She found Corin's pages in the back cupboard, the ones the guild had not bothered to remove. Nineteen years of payments in a slanted, patient hand. The last entry was not a memory of a mother. It was Corin Sol, keeper, who had paid the lantern with his own name. The flame had remembered him. Nobody else could. The guild record listed the post as vacant and the keeper as absent, which was true in the way a map is true.

Aster went out to the lip. The Between was very black and very close.

"How much is left in me?" she asked.

Ilse came to stand beside her. "Enough for a convoy. Not enough for a life."

"It isn't a life I would be paying with," Aster said. "It's a kitchen. My mother used to slice bread with her back to the window and complain about the price of flour. I can write that down before the lantern takes it. I can write down all of it."

"It won't be the same," Ilse said. "The lantern gets the copy; you get the ink."

Aster had already opened her notebook to the first page. "I would rather keep the ink than lose the sound of her complaining." That night the lantern burned steady and the convoy counted its hours, and Aster counted the pages of her notebook as though they were coins she might spend twice. Ilse said nothing. At the lip, she looked like a person keeping a different ledger.
  

  
    3. What the Fire Keeps

They wrote until the candles were stubs. Aster made a list of everything she was willing to give the lantern, and she made it generously: the smell of rain on hot stone; her first friend's face, round as an apple; the afternoon her father taught her to whistle. Beside each she wrote it down again in the notebook, more carefully than she had ever written anything, as though the paper could hold what the flame would take.

At the appointed hour she carried the notebook to the wick and spoke the words the guild had taught her. This is given, not taken. Let the light be paid.

The lantern drank. She felt the kitchen go gray and far away, then still. She felt the flour on the windowsill become just a fact about flour. The lantern's spiral filled with a warm, working gold; the Between seemed to lean in from a long way off, curious.

The convoy crossed in eighty hours. The barges looked small and safe as beads on a string. The captain signaled with a lantern from the last barge, and Aster signaled back, though her arm was shaking.

Ilse entered the payment in the guild ledger. Keeper Vane, Lantern Nine. Payment in kind: one kitchen, one friend, one song. Crossing granted.

"Will they come back?" Aster asked. "If I write them down enough times?"

"No." Ilse closed the ledger. "But the lantern will remember that someone chose to keep it lit instead of taking what was not offered. That is a different kind of light. It travels further."

Aster wrote one more page that night. It was a letter to herself, in the plain hand she used for lists: Aster — you had a mother who hummed. The rest is in the ledger. Ask me before you spend it.

Then she trimmed the wick, stepped back from the warm gold spiral, and began the long quiet work of being the person who remembered Lantern Nine on its own behalf. The Between stayed dark, as it always did. But nine small lanterns burned in it, and one of them was hers. Somewhere in the guild records a line was waiting to be written about a keeper who paid in ink and kept the receipts. She intended to be worth the line.
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