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Chapter One: The Workshop Door
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The key had lived in the sugar tin for three years, and in three years Mara Voss had never once let her hand close around it without first checking that no one was watching her do it.

No one was watching her now. Larkin's Bend at six in the morning was a town of chickens and fog and the hush of a place that had decided, a generation ago, to stop hurrying. Mara stood at her own kitchen counter in her own house with the tin open in front of her, and still she looked over her shoulder at the window like a woman about to do something illegal.

She supposed, in a sense, she was.

The key was small and brass and warm from sitting all night against the sugar, and when she finally picked it up, it felt heavier than its size had any right to. Elias had made that lock himself, the old way, with a hand-cut ward that no printed key from Meridian would ever match. He had been proud of that lock. He had shown her how it worked exactly once, the week they moved into the house, tracing the mechanism with one blackened finger, and she had listened the way she listened to everything he explained about gears and springs and tension - with half her attention on the words and the other half on the pleasure of watching him want to tell her something.

She had not opened that door since the morning they carried him out of the house feet first.

Larkin's Bend had a certain talent for letting a person disappear into her own grief without ever quite abandoning her. In the first year, casseroles had arrived on a rotation Mara suspected Hollis Pemm had organized from the library's front desk, though no one ever admitted to running a schedule. In the second year, the casseroles stopped, replaced by a quieter kind of attention - Otis on the porch some mornings, the Ketterings leaving jars of honey on the step, the mail cart driver always slowing just enough to make sure her lamp was lit before he moved on down the lane. Nobody pushed. Nobody asked her to be further along than she was. It was, she'd come to understand, the town's specific gift and its specific cruelty both: a place slow enough that a woman could hide in plain sight for three years, and no one would think to drag her out of it before she was ready, even if ready never came.

She'd told herself, more than once, that the workshop door was simply not urgent. There were always other things - the Ketterings' clock, a stuck window latch at the schoolhouse, the endless small mechanical failures of a town that mended rather than replaced. Work had been the one part of her life that hadn't required her to feel anything larger than the problem directly in front of her hands, and for three years, that had been enough to get her from one morning to the next.

Three years. Long enough that the wisteria had grown clean across the workshop's south window, threading itself through the shutter slats until the glass behind it was more green than glass. Long enough that two full winters of leaves had drifted into the little covered stoop and rotted down to a black mat that Mara now stood on, key in hand, wondering if a woman could get out of a promise she'd never once spoken aloud.

She had not promised anyone she'd leave the workshop shut. She had simply done it, the way water finds the lowest point without ever having agreed to.

The reason she was opening it now was smaller and stupider than three years of grief deserved. Her soldering iron had died the night before, mid-repair, on Ruth Kettering's kitchen clock, and Mara did not own a spare. Elias had owned four. She knew exactly where they were, because she'd watched him lay each one in its felt-lined case the week before the hospital, moving carefully, like a man packing for a trip he already understood he wouldn't finish.

"It's a soldering iron," she said to the door, out loud, in the flat voice she used for talking herself out of feelings. "That's all this is."

The lock took the key the way it always had, a little resistance and then a yielding, three years changing nothing about the mechanism Elias had cut by hand. The door swung in on hinges that didn't creak - he'd have hated a creaking hinge - and the smell hit her before her eyes had adjusted: machine oil and cedar shavings and, underneath it, so faint she might have invented it, the ghost of his tobacco.

Mara stood in the doorway with morning light falling in a long grey rectangle across a floor she hadn't walked in three years, and made herself breathe like a person and not like someone bracing for a blow.

The workshop was exactly as he'd left it, which was its own kind of violence. The pegboard of tools, each silhouette painted around its hook so a person always knew what was missing. The workbench with its single coffee ring, permanent now, ground into the wood. The half-finished birdhouse clamped in the vise, its roof shingles laid out beside it in a neat, waiting row that no one had ever come back to finish, because the person who was going to finish it had died on a Tuesday in March with sawdust still under his fingernails.

She found the felt case of soldering irons exactly where memory said it would be, second drawer, left side, and she was reaching for it. She was, in fact, already congratulating herself on getting in and out without falling apart. Then she saw the shape against the back wall, under the drop cloth that had been white once and was now the grey of everything left too long in a shut room.

It was tall. Roughly her own height. And it had the unmistakable outline, under the cloth, of shoulders, and a head, and two arms hanging straight at its sides.

Mara did not scream. She was sixty-seven years old and had buried a husband and delivered two calves in a snowstorm without her own mother present, and she was not a woman who screamed at shapes under cloths. But she did go very still, the soldering iron case forgotten in her hand, and she did feel her heart do something complicated and fast against her ribs.

"Elias," she said, which made no sense, because Elias was three years dead, and this thing, whatever it was, had clearly been standing in this workshop the entire time, patient as furniture, while she avoided the room like it might reach out and grab her by the collar.

She made herself cross the floor. She made herself take the corner of the drop cloth in two fingers, the way you'd lift the edge of a bandage you already knew was going to hurt coming off.

Underneath was a machine shaped like a person. Not close to a person - not the uncanny near-human units she'd seen exactly twice in her life, both times in Meridian, both times making her skin crawl - but a machine that had clearly been built with the intention of standing beside a human being without frightening them. Smooth matte grey casing, seams at the joints instead of the illusion of skin, a face that was mostly a face: two soft-lit eye sensors, dark now, and a mouth-line that would probably move but wasn't moving, because the thing was off. Dormant. Whatever the correct word was for a machine that had been standing in the dark for three years without so much as a hum.

There was a nameplate riveted low on its chest, the kind of thing you'd expect on a filing cabinet, small and official and completely at odds with the eerie stillness of the rest of it.

ATTENDANT UNIT - CLASS 7. PROPERTY OF THE HEARTH TRANSITION PROGRAM. UNAUTHORIZED POSSESSION IN VIOLATION OF RECOVERY ORDINANCE 14.

Mara read it twice. Then she read it a third time, mostly to give her hands something to do besides shake.

She knew what an Attendant was. Everyone over fifty in Larkin's Bend knew what an Attendant was, the way everyone knew what a war was that had ended before they were born - a fact of history rather than a memory, something that had happened to other families in other towns during the years right after the Correction, when half the world had decided to slow down and the other half had scrambled to figure out what slowing down should look like. Care robots. Companions for the dying, or the failing, or the simply alone. Phased out - what was it, eight years now? - in favour of the Hearth Network, real people sitting real vigils, because someone in Meridian had decided a machine's comfort wasn't the same thing as a neighbour’s.

She had never once, in forty years of marriage, heard Elias mention owning one.

She had also never once, in forty years of marriage, heard him mention a lock cut so precisely that no outside key would open it.

Mara stood in front of the dark, silent shape of the machine for a long time. Long enough that the light coming through the wisteria-choked window shifted half an inch across the floor. She felt a familiar tightness in her chest, one she recognized, with the flat, clinical honesty she reserved for her worst feelings, as betrayal standing shoulder to shoulder with grief, the two of them so tangled together she couldn't have said where one stopped and the other began.

"What did you do," she said to the empty workshop, to the coffee ring on the bench, to the birdhouse that would never be finished. "What did you keep from me."

The machine did not answer. Of course it didn't. It was off - dead, or as close to dead as a thing like this could be, its eye sensors dark, its chest plate still, nothing about it suggesting it had heard a word.

She thought about walking away from it altogether: closing the drop cloth back over the shape, locking the door again, pretending the last ten minutes had never happened. It would have been easy enough. She had three years of practice at not-looking, and the habit sat close at hand, ready to be picked back up like a coat still warm from the last time she'd worn it. But some stubborn, wide-awake part of her refused. It was the part that had never once, in forty years, been able to leave a broken thing alone once she'd seen the inside of it. She had spent three years asking nothing of the silence Elias had left behind. Now she wanted, finally, to ask it something.

She should call it in. That was the plain, sensible fact sitting on top of everything else. There would be a number, a registry, some office in Meridian whose entire purpose was units exactly like this one - unauthorized, undeclared, sitting in violation of an ordinance with a number she'd never had reason to learn. She could picture herself doing it. Picking up the radio-phone, giving her name, watching a truck come up the mending route in a week or two to haul the thing away, and never once knowing why her husband had lied to her by omission for however many years he'd owned it.

She did not pick up the radio-phone.

Instead, without entirely deciding to, Mara Voss set the soldering-iron case down on the workbench, pulled the single stool out from under it, and sat down across from the silent machine the way she might have sat down across from a stranger who'd shown up at her door with news she wasn't ready for.

"I don't know what you are," she told it. "But you're not going anywhere until I do."

Outside, a rooster started up somewhere down the lane, and the fog was beginning, finally, to burn off the tops of the hills, and Mara Voss sat in her dead husband's locked workshop with a soldering iron she no longer had any intention of fixing anything with, and waited for a machine that could not hear her to explain itself.

It would be three more days before it opened its eyes. She did not know that yet. She only knew that she had opened a door she'd sworn to leave shut, and that whatever was behind it had already changed the shape of the morning, the way a single dropped stone changes the shape of a still pond - not all at once, but outward, in rings, for longer than you'd think a small thing could reach.

d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





