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An Inconvenient Resurrection

The radiator had been knocking for twenty minutes before I remembered it was supposed to do that.

Something about the pipes cooling. The landlord had explained it twice, using the patient voice people reserved for children and tenants who might request repairs. I had nodded, gone back upstairs, and put a folded tea towel beneath the loose foot of the kitchen table.

The table was quiet now. Small victories.

I stood at the counter spreading butter over the last heel of a loaf while rain collected against the window. Across the narrow courtyard, someone was cooking with garlic. My own dinner smelled of pepper, baked potato, and the slightly scorched cheese I had scraped from the edge of the tray because wasting it seemed an unnecessary surrender.

My phone lit beside the sink.

For a moment I left the knife suspended over the bread.

Payroll reminder. Submit your amended time sheet before noon tomorrow.

There was something comforting about being indispensable to a process that would replace you within a fortnight.

I cleared the notification and carried my plate to the table. The other chair held a clean towel and a screwdriver. I moved both onto the windowsill, though nobody was coming, then sat carefully because the chair had developed opinions about sudden movements.

At work that afternoon, a woman from Planning had asked whether I had weekend plans. I had said I was keeping my schedule flexible, which sounded better than explaining that I had bought a new kettle and intended to become acquainted with it.

She had invited me to join a few people for a drink.

That was the part I kept returning to as I ate.

An ordinary invitation, delivered while she searched her bag for her bus pass. Probably sincere. Possibly extended because I had been standing there when she mentioned it to somebody else. I had made some remark about the city paying us enough to drink in public, and by the time she finished laughing, the bus had come.

I had never actually answered.

My phone lay within reach. I knew her name. I could send a message.

Instead, I picked up my fork.

At fourteen I had believed girls asking me out. At fifteen I had learned to check where their friends were standing. By seventeen I could spot a concealed phone without looking directly at it. There were useful skills school forgot to put on your certificate.

Fourteen years later, I still occasionally caught myself searching a room for the audience.

The potato was good. That mattered too. I had remembered to salt the skin, and the kitchen was warm, and the little basil plant above the sink had survived another week despite looking personally disappointed in me.

I was reaching for the bread when my heart stumbled.

Not a pain, exactly. A quick, unpleasant flutter, like missing a step in the dark.

I put my hand against my chest and waited.

It happened again.

The refrigerator hummed. Rain rattled against the metal sill. I remember those sounds with an unreasonable clarity, perhaps because everything after them became so difficult to arrange.

I reached for the phone.

The floor rose before I could unlock it.

There was a tremendous noise when I hit the table. My plate broke. I remember being angry about that, absurdly angry, because it was the good plate with the green edge, the one I had bought instead of taking the cheapest set.

Then my cheek was against the floor, and I could see the underside of the radiator.

I had meant to clean there.

My thumb dragged over the phone screen. A pale square of light shifted beneath my hand. I tried to breathe and could not persuade my chest to take the instruction.

There should have been somebody there.

The thought came without bitterness. It was only a frightened, ordinary wish.

Somebody who would know what to do. Somebody who would notice.

I tried once more to reach the emergency button.

Then there was nothing I could remember.

* * *
[image: ]


Cold water dripped into my ear.

I turned my head, spat grit, and discovered that being dead involved considerably more coughing than advertised.

For a while that was all I managed. My lungs hauled in air that tasted of wet stone and burnt metal. Something sharp pressed beneath my shoulder. My right hand had gone numb under my own weight, and when I dragged it free, pins and needles spread through my fingers.

Above me was a sky full of stars.

I stared at it, waiting for the ceiling to come back.

A pale moon hung beyond the broken curve of an arch. Another, smaller and yellowish, sat farther to the left.

I closed my eyes.

Opened them.

Both remained, displaying a regrettable commitment to the situation.

"No," I said.

My voice sounded rough but recognizably mine.

I lay on a circular slab surrounded by weeds. One half of a broken spear projected from beneath my shoulder, its leaf-shaped blade green with age. I eased away from it and sat up slowly. My shirt, the gray one with the loose seam under the arm, was damp across the back. My trousers were the same black work trousers I had worn to dinner. There was a smear of something pale on one knee.

Potato, possibly.

I pressed my hands against my chest.

A steady heartbeat answered. No flutter. No pain. I kept my palm there longer than necessary.

The slab stood in the center of a ruined courtyard. Three arches remained upright, though none supported anything. Trees crowded the gaps between fallen walls. Beyond them, dark hills shouldered against the stars. There were no lights from houses, no passing cars, no distant wash of traffic. Somewhere water moved over stones with a soft, continual chuckle.

I could smell damp leaves and an acrid scent like a plug socket beginning to burn.

"Right," I said. "Hospital needs work."

The remark did nothing to improve matters.

I checked my pockets. Wallet. Keys. A folded receipt. No phone.

Of course. The one object capable of explaining anything was still lying beneath my kitchen table. Perhaps it was receiving another reminder about the time sheet.

My wallet contained twenty pounds, a bank card, and the municipal identification photograph that made me look as though I had been arrested for disappointing a vending machine.

Daniel Mercer. Records Services.

I ran a thumb over my printed name.

There was something unexpectedly reassuring about that bad photograph. Whoever had put me here had left evidence that I had belonged somewhere else.

I tucked the wallet away and tried to stand.

My legs worked. My knees complained in their familiar fashion. My belly pressed against my waistband when I bent to free the trouser cuff caught beneath the spear shaft. Whatever else had happened, I had not been issued a replacement body.

I stood motionless for a few breaths, listening to my heart.

Then I looked for a way out.

Steps led down from the slab. A channel ran around its edge, inset with a dark blue substance that caught the moonlight differently from the surrounding stone. Most of the channel was clogged with soil and moss. Near one side, however, a strip had been cleared. The earth beside it was loose and black.

I might have examined it more closely if something had not moved beneath the nearest arch.

At first I thought it was a dog.

It had the right general arrangement: four legs, a head, an evident interest in whatever fool was standing alone in the courtyard. Then it stepped into the open and unfolded too far.

Its shoulders rose almost to my waist. Plates of pale material lay along its back, not quite bone and not quite shell. The narrow head had no visible ears. When it lifted its muzzle, I saw two pairs of nostrils and a mouth that extended much farther toward the throat than any mouth needed to.

A rag of dark cloth hung between its teeth.

I became aware of the distance to the trees, the height of the broken wall, and the fact that my childhood experience of being chased had never involved anything with that many joints.

"Good dog," I said softly.

It dropped the cloth.

Apparently we were both willing to begin with a lie.

I moved backward. My heel found the edge of a step.

The creature lowered its head. Claws clicked against stone, and a string of saliva swung from its jaw. There was a sour animal smell beneath the wet leaves now, strong enough to taste.

I stopped moving.

It did not.

I had time to put up one arm before it struck.

The collision should have knocked me off the platform. I knew that with the simple certainty of a man who had once injured himself moving a filing cabinet. Instead, the creature stopped against me with a crack that went through my teeth.

Something rushed into my chest.

For an instant I felt full of pressure, painfully full, as if I had swallowed a sound too large for my body. My shirt tore beneath hooked claws. The animal's breath washed hot across my face.

I fell backward anyway, tangled in its legs.

It had failed to throw me across the courtyard, but there was still a great deal of it on top of me, and I could not breathe.

One claw dragged slowly across my upper arm.

That hurt. Brightly, unmistakably.

I jammed my forearm beneath its jaw. My sleeve darkened. Its skin felt cold and pebbled against mine, and every time I tried to force it away, its weight drove more air from my lungs.

"Get off."

It worried at my arm.

The pressure in my chest rose. I thought of my kitchen floor, the radiator, my useless hand dragging over the telephone. The prospect of doing all that again, immediately, seemed so extravagantly unfair that fear became anger for one clean second.

I wanted the thing away from me.

Dust lifted around my face.

The creature's claws slipped.

It rose an inch, then another. My shirt pulled upward where a hook remained caught in the fabric. Pebbles rattled against the slab and stopped rattling because they were no longer touching it.

I stared past the open jaws at three little stones hanging in the air.

The creature twisted. Its back legs bicycled against nothing.

I did not understand what I was doing. I did not know how long it would last. I crawled sideways, tearing my sleeve free, and the moment I stopped thinking about keeping it away, everything fell.

The creature struck the slab beside me.

A loose block crashed down the steps. I scrambled after it, landed hard on one knee, and nearly vomited from the effort of pulling air into my lungs.

Behind me, claws scraped.

I grabbed the fallen block with both hands. It was far too heavy. It had been far too heavy until it wasn't, until it lurched upward under my fingers and nearly struck my chin.

My stomach rolled.

I let go. The block hung at the height of my waist.

There was no sensible place inside my head to put that information.

The creature came around the edge of the slab.

I shoved the block.

It drifted perhaps a foot, slowly enough to be insulting, then dropped between us with a crash.

The animal checked its charge. I stumbled away, looking for a tree, a gap, anything that could put stone between its teeth and my body.

"Down!"

A woman's voice came from beyond the wall.

I obeyed without negotiating.

Something snapped above me. A bolt struck the creature behind its shoulder. It screamed, a thin metallic noise that scraped at the inside of my ears, and wheeled toward the broken arch.

"Stay low."

The woman stood in the opening with a crossbow braced against the stone. A dark coat reached her knees. She was already working the lever beneath the weapon, her movements fast and economical.

The creature gathered itself.

"It's going to jump," I said, which was probably apparent to everyone involved.

The woman shifted behind the pillar. The creature launched itself at the place where she had been, smashed into the arch, and landed among fragments of mortar.

I felt that impact too.

Not inside me this time. I saw it in the wall, in the long crack above her head.

A stone loosened.

"Move!"

She looked up.

I reached toward her, though she was several paces beyond my hand, and wanted the falling stone to miss.

It changed course.

So did the mortar around it. So did the hanging ivy. Everything beneath the damaged arch lurched sideways toward the courtyard wall, and the creature slid with it, claws screaming across rock.

The woman threw herself clear.

The falling stone hit the creature's back. There was a horrible heavy crack. Dust burst across the opening, and I folded onto my hands as a dull pain spread behind my eyes.

For several seconds I heard nothing except my own breathing.

When the dust settled, the creature lay pinned beneath the stone. Its hind leg scraped twice against the ground, then stopped.

The woman approached from the side with the crossbow raised. She watched it for a long moment before lowering the weapon.

I remained on all fours.

Damp soil pressed beneath my fingernails. My arm burned. There was blood on my hand, which seemed an unnecessary detail for a hallucination.

Boots stopped a few feet away.

"Can you hear me?"

I nodded.

"Are you hurt?"

"I'm having an unusually broad experience of that word."

She crouched, setting the crossbow beside her with the business end directed away from us. Black hair had escaped from a knot at the back of her head. There was dust along her jaw and a narrow red scrape above one eyebrow.

Her eyes moved from my torn sleeve to my face.

"Your arm. May I look?"

I glanced at her hand before I could stop myself. She noticed, or at least waited until I nodded before touching me.

Her fingers were warm. A white scar crossed the heel of her left palm. She eased the ruined sleeve away from three shallow cuts and examined them in the moonlight.

"These need washing. Can you sit?"

"I thought I was making a fairly good start on lying down."

One corner of her mouth moved, briefly.

"Sit first. We'll work toward that."

She let me do it myself, though she held out an arm when I swayed. I accepted it because the courtyard had developed a gentle tendency to turn beneath me.

She smelled of wool, leather, and something herbal. Ordinary human smells. For reasons I was not prepared to investigate, that almost undid me.

I fixed my attention on a buckle near her collar.

"What was that thing?"

"A plateback. Usually they stay nearer the quarry gullies."

"Usually sounds like a popular word among people who haven't just met one."

She took a small flask from her coat, uncorked it, and poured a little water over my arm. I hissed through my teeth.

"Sorry. There's grit in the cuts."

She was careful rather than tender, concentrating on what needed doing. I found that easier to trust.

"I'm Tessa Calder."

"Daniel Mercer."

"Daniel. Did you come with the maintenance party?"

I looked at the floating grit finally settling across the slab, the dead animal, the unfamiliar trees.

"I think you may need to begin considerably earlier."

Tessa paused with a clean strip of cloth in her hands.

"Where are you from?"

I told her.

She repeated the name without recognition.

"What province?"

I swallowed. "What country is this?"

The cloth became still between her fingers.

She did not laugh. Somehow that was worse.

"You're in the western province of Aster. Bellwether is about an hour's walk from here."

None of the words helped.

Beyond her shoulder the smaller moon had cleared the branches. I looked at it until my eyes watered.

"Daniel?"

I realized she had said my name twice.

"I was at home," I said. "I was eating dinner."

My voice had lost its useful edge. I disliked hearing it that way, thin and uncertain, but could not seem to improve it.

"Did someone bring you here?"

"I don't know."

"Do you remember the road? A cart?"

I shook my head.

She tied the cloth around my arm, checking that she could slip a finger beneath it.

"What do you remember?"

I looked down at the knot.

"I couldn't breathe."

Tessa did not ask another question immediately. The stream kept moving somewhere beyond the courtyard. A night insect began its creaking call from the wall, tentative at first, then more confident when nothing ate it.

"We can get you somewhere warm," she said at last. "There is a physician in Bellwether."

I wanted to believe that warmth and a physician were the appropriate scale of response. I wanted to get up, follow instructions, and find a person whose professional training included this particular category of disaster.

Then I remembered the rag in the creature's mouth.

"You asked about a maintenance party. Is somebody missing?"

Her expression changed. Only a little, but enough to show what she had been carrying before she found me.

"A mason. Oren Pike. He was working on the southern road. His sister says he came this way."

I pointed toward the arch. "It dropped something. Before it attacked."

Tessa retrieved the cloth without touching the creature. It was a torn piece of dark green fabric with two brass buttons still attached. She turned it over, studying the lining, then folded it inside a square of waxed material from her pocket.

"His?" I asked.

"I don't know yet."

I appreciated the answer more than reassurance.

She stood and offered her arm again. This time I took it without the little pause.

We made it to the bottom step. Tessa retrieved a hooded lantern she had left outside the arch, turned up its wick, and returned for her crossbow. The yellow light altered the courtyard completely. Moss became green. Blood became red. The strange dark channel around the slab reflected a deep, oily blue.

Tessa stopped.

She lowered the lantern toward the cleared strip I had noticed earlier.

"Please stay there."

"Delighted to avoid more exercise."

She did not respond. Her attention was on a recess beneath the edge of the stone.

I watched her use the end of a pencil to lift a loop of wire away from the soil. Its casing was a dirty cream color. One end was blackened. The other disappeared into a metal socket whose screws shone bright against the old green fittings.

She held her palm close to the recess without touching it.

"Warm," she said.

"The whole stone was warm when I woke up. I thought that was just..." I had no ending for the sentence. Normal, perhaps. A standard amenity of whatever fresh hell I had been booked into.

Tessa shifted the lantern. Its light caught a boot print pressed into the newly turned earth. Beside it lay a clean shaving of copper, curled like a tiny ribbon.

"You didn't put any of this here?"

I looked at her. "I work in records. Wiring is where I draw the line on transferable skills."

This time she did not nearly smile.

"What is it?" I asked.

She studied the fresh screws again, then raised the lantern to the broken monument above us.

"This place is listed as abandoned. It has been for years."

I could still hear my own heartbeat. Steady, impossibly steady.

"Someone forgot to tell the place."

"Someone connected a new feed to it." She indicated the blackened end of the wire. "Then cut the connection. Recently."

I stared at the dark space beyond the arches.

Until then I had been frightened of where I was, of the animal, of what my own hands had done. Those were enormous problems, but none of them had needed a human face.

The bright screws did.

Somewhere in the trees a branch clicked against another. Tessa lifted her crossbow and stood closer to the lantern.

I looked back at the stone where I had opened my eyes.

Somebody had made that ready.
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Chapter 2
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The Weight of Introductions

Tessa kept the crossbow pointed at the trees while I tried to decide whether I preferred an accident to a plan.

An accident could happen to anybody. A plan suggested somebody had gone to considerable trouble on my behalf, and I had rarely enjoyed the results when that occurred.

Nothing emerged from the dark. The branch tapped again, a small dry sound, and Tessa lowered the weapon a fraction.

"We need to leave," she said.

"I was hoping you weren't going to recommend waiting for whoever did the wiring."

She crouched beside the disturbed earth, took a notebook from her pocket, and sketched by lantern light. Her pencil moved quickly. She measured the boot print with a narrow ruler, drew the position of the socket, and noted something beside it. Only then did she pick up the loose copper shaving with the edge of a folded paper.

I watched from the steps, one hand pressed to my aching forehead.

"Do you always bring stationery to a monster attack?"

"Only if I expect it to be useful."

She tucked the packet into a different pocket from the cloth the creature had dropped. I noticed that. Separate objects, separate containers. Whatever was going on, at least one person was treating it as something that might eventually require an explanation.

The last time I had seen anyone take that much care with evidence, it had concerned a disputed parking permit.

"Can you walk?" she asked.

"Eventually, I imagine."

"There's a climb before we reach the road. We can stop when we need to."

She said it without glancing at my stomach. I was so accustomed to the glance that its absence registered almost as an omission.

I stood. The courtyard shifted beneath my feet, settled, then shifted again when I tried to take a step. Tessa moved closer but did not grab me.

"Wait a moment. Look at something that isn't moving."

"That narrows the field."

I fixed my eyes on the lantern handle. After a few breaths, my balance improved enough to be humiliating rather than dangerous.

We left through the opposite arch from the dead creature. Tessa held the lantern low, showing roots and broken stone. Behind us, the monument disappeared into the trees with a speed I found difficult to forgive. A minute earlier it had been the entire world. Now it was somewhere I might never find again.

I looked back once.

"Do you know what that place was for?"

"An old receiving station. The inscription calls it a monument. Most people use that name."

"Receiving what?"

She stepped over a fallen branch before answering.

"There are different accounts. Travelers. Supplies. Things brought through by the old engineers. I've never seen a complete working plan."

"Very reassuring. I do hate an overqualified guide."

She glanced back. "Would you prefer a confident guess?"

I put my foot carefully where hers had been.

"No."

The path smelled of crushed fern and wet bark. My work shoes had smooth soles, designed for vinyl flooring and the occasional daring expedition to a sandwich shop. Mud found them irresistibly funny.

We stopped twice on the climb. The second time Tessa pretended to adjust the strap of her crossbow while I stood with my hands on my hips, trying to breathe quietly. I disliked the pretense, appreciated the intention, and lacked the energy to separate the two.

At the top, the trees opened onto a rutted road.

I could see the hills properly now. They were enormous, folded into one another beneath the moonlight. Somewhere in their hollows, points of yellow light marked farms or houses. The smaller moon had risen above the larger one's trailing cloud.

It was beautiful.

I resented that. Beauty seemed an unfair advantage for a place that had introduced itself with teeth.

Tessa offered me her flask.

"Small mouthfuls. There isn't a well until town."

The water tasted faintly of metal. I drank twice and gave it back.

"Does everyone here speak English?"

"I'm not speaking English."

For a moment the night seemed to become very quiet.

"You are from my end."

She considered that with her thumb resting against the flask's stopper.

"Can you read this?"

She opened her notebook and held the lantern beside a line of writing. The marks ran in neat strokes and hooks. They looked almost like letters I ought to know, the way a word becomes strange if you stare at it long enough.

I shook my head.

"It says the lower socket was warm," she told me.

I looked from the page to her mouth. "And you understand me?"

"Clearly enough."

"That's irritatingly selective."

"I agree."

She wrote one more note. I wondered whether I had become the note.

We walked on. Gravel crunched beneath our feet, and a night breeze found the cuts in my sleeve. My arm had begun to throb rather than sting. That seemed a progression, although nobody had promised it was a favorable one.

"You said physician," I reminded her.

"Sister Ilyne. I'll send for her when we reach the inn. If she's out on a call, Bram can help with a proper dressing until she returns."

"Bram being?"

"The innkeeper."

"And the inn charges what?"

Her gaze moved briefly toward my pocket, where I had put the wallet.

"We can discuss that with him."

I stopped walking.

Tessa took two more steps before turning. Her lantern threw a long stripe of gold across a puddle between us.

"Daniel?"

"I don't have money you can use."

"All right."

"I'm not saying that as a negotiating tactic. I have no useful money. No luggage. No idea where I am. If Bram expects payment, I'd rather hear it before I eat anything."

She rested the crossbow against her shoulder and looked at me for a moment.

"Then we'll tell him before you eat."

It should have been a small answer. I had prepared several arguments and found no place to put them.

"Right," I said.

We started again.

The road gradually acquired signs of people. A stone culvert. A broken basket pushed into the ditch. A fence repaired with new pale boards among the old gray ones. Somewhere beyond a hedge, an animal grumbled in its sleep.

Then we rounded a bend and Bellwether lay below us.

It crowded around a narrow river, roofs pressed together inside a low wall. Chimneys breathed into the night. Yellow windows shone along the main street, and a bridge crossed the water between squat stone towers. On the hill beyond town stood a tall structure with three dark prongs at its crown. A thread of blue light traveled up one side and faded.

I watched until it happened again.

Tessa followed my gaze.

"The local relay."

"That explains everything, provided you explain relay."

"It carries charge to the ward posts. Some public lamps, too. The guild maintains it."

I filed that away with the untranslated writing and the receiving station. My head had developed the overfull feeling of a desk on which everyone had left something urgent.

A cart stood just beyond the first cluster of houses, tipped toward the ditch. Its lantern swung beneath the driver's seat. I could hear an argument before I could distinguish the people having it.

"I told you to bring the wedges."

"And I told you they were under the sacks."

"Very useful place for them, then."

Tessa increased her pace.

The cart's right wheel had sunk into a drainage cut. A thickset woman stood at the head of a small shaggy horse while an older man knelt beside the axle. Sacks of something pale filled the bed. One had split, scattering a white powder over the road.

A boy of perhaps twelve was reaching beneath the rear corner.

"Leave the sack, Pell," the woman said. "Get back."

"It's caught on the pin."

The cart tilted another inch. Wood creaked. The boy turned his head, still crouching beneath the overhanging bed.

I was closer to him than Tessa.

There was no decision worth calling a decision. I caught the rear rail with both hands and tried to stop it falling.

The weight dragged at my shoulders.

For a second it was only a cart, much too heavy, and I was only a man with an injured arm making a poor choice. Pain pulled through the cuts. I planted my shoes in the mud and wanted it up, just enough, just enough for the boy to move.

The cart rose.

So did the sack beside my foot.

The horse screamed.

"Pell, out!" Tessa shouted.

She caught the boy under one arm and pulled him clear while the cart's rear wheels lifted free of the road. The older man rolled backward, dragging his cap through the flour. A loose sack drifted past my shoulder, turning slowly.

I looked at it.

A fine white cloud unfolded from the split seam.

"Put it down," the woman said.

"I'm trying."

The horse fought its harness. Tessa thrust the lantern into the older man's hands, then moved to the animal's head beside the woman. The cart was not floating level. Its rear hung higher than the front, pulling the shafts upward against the harness.

My hands had tightened on the rail as if I could steer it by ordinary effort. Beneath my palms the wood trembled.

"Daniel." Tessa's voice cut through the noise. "Look at the wheels. Let them come down slowly."

"There isn't a lever."

"I know. Look at where you want them."

I did. The right wheel was clear of the drainage cut now. Firm road lay beneath it, less than a foot away.

Down, I thought.

Nothing happened.

I tried to imagine taking my hands off a heavy box rather than lifting one. My stomach lurched. The rear of the cart dropped three inches, stopped, then dropped again.

The floating sack burst against the rail.

Flour engulfed my head.

I lost sight of the wheel. The cart struck the road with a jolt that made my jaw snap shut, and the pressure inside me vanished so abruptly that my knees almost followed it.

For a moment everyone stood coughing in a pale cloud.

The boy began to cry.

That was what I heard first, once the horse had stopped screaming. I turned toward him, rubbing flour from my eyes. He was standing behind Tessa, clutching the sleeve of her coat.

"Are you hurt?" I asked.

He shook his head without looking at me.

The woman still held the horse. Her knuckles were white around its halter.

"What was that?"

"An attempt to help," I said. "Reviews appear mixed."

Nobody laughed. There was flour in my mouth and blood warming my sleeve, and I wished I had kept the remark behind my teeth.

Tessa checked the boy's hands and knees, speaking too softly for me to hear. The older man examined the axle, then the wheel, then me.

"You lifted it."

I looked at the road. "Apparently."

The woman brought the horse a step farther from me.

I knew that movement. I had seen smaller versions of it at school, in crowded trains, beside chairs somebody hoped I would not choose. This one had a better reason behind it, which did nothing to make it pleasant.

"He got Pell out," Tessa said. "The cart was falling before he touched it."

"I saw," the woman answered. She swallowed. "I saw that."

Her eyes went to the scattered flour.

I put a hand into my pocket and touched the useless wallet.

"I'm sorry about the sacks."

The older man straightened with a groan. "Better a sack than a grandson."

He took off his cap, slapped it against his leg, and produced another cloud.

"Thank you," he said.

I nodded. It felt insufficient. Anything else felt worse.

By then two doors had opened farther along the road. Somebody called a question from a window. Tessa retrieved her lantern and moved beside me.

"We should get that arm seen to."

I followed her before the audience could become any larger.

* * *
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We entered Bellwether through a gate that seemed to exist mainly as a place to hang notices. A tired-looking guard spoke to Tessa, glanced at my flour-covered clothes, and asked whether there had been trouble on the road.

"A cart wheel in the drainage cut," she said. "Nobody injured. There is a dead plateback at the old receiving station. I'll leave a report in the morning."

His posture changed at the creature's name. He asked where, and she gave directions precise enough to suggest she expected him to write them down. He did.

He asked my name next.

For some reason that ordinary question steadied me. I could still answer it.

Inside the gate, the streets smelled of coal smoke, onions, wet wool, and a river that had opinions about sewage. My shoes made sticky sounds against the cobbles. A man carried a tray of empty cups out of a doorway. Somewhere a woman was laughing hard enough to interrupt her own story.

I had arrived in another world and still managed to look as though I had lost an argument with a bakery.

Tessa stopped beneath a sign painted with a copper-colored kettle.

Light filled the windows. Through one of them I could see a broad man stacking stools upside down on tables. He looked up when we entered, took in Tessa, took in me, then looked at the trail of white footprints on his floor.

"If you've brought me a miller," he said, "I paid the last invoice."

"This is Daniel Mercer. He needs a room and a dressing for his arm."

"Can he bleed somewhere washable?"

"An increasingly personal question," I said.

The man pointed toward a bench beside the hearth. "Over there, then."

Bram Hesk was perhaps in his late forties, with thinning hair, thick forearms, and a clean apron folded over one shoulder. His voice suggested that very little in the world surprised him enough to delay supper.

I remained by the door.

"Before anything else," I said, "I can't pay."

Bram set down the stool he was carrying.

Tessa took off her coat. "He has no local currency. I found him at the station."

"Found him doing what?"

"Having a bad evening," I said.

Bram looked at the bandage, then at the blood beneath it.

"We'll start with that. Other bad evenings can queue. Sit down."

The bench was solid oak. I tested it with one hand before lowering myself. Heat from the fire reached through my damp trousers, bringing the ache in my knee into sharper focus.

Bram called toward a passage behind the counter. A young man appeared, accepted a short message and a coin, and went out through the kitchen door to find Sister Ilyne.

"She may be at the north farms," Bram told Tessa. "Marta's time is near."

"Then leave word. We can manage these until morning if we have to."

He returned with a basin, clean cloths, and a bottle whose smell suggested it could remove paint. I watched it approach with justified suspicion.

"For my hands," he said, noticing. "Unless you'd like the arm to come off."

"We've only recently reconciled."

He snorted, washed his hands, and knelt beside the bench. Tessa loosened the temporary dressing. Bram examined the cuts and cleaned them without pretending it would not hurt.

I gripped the edge of the bench and concentrated on the fire.

Across the room a young woman was wiping tables. She glanced at my arm, made a sympathetic face, and resumed her work. No whisper. No concealed smile.

I realized I had been waiting for one.

"What can you do?" Bram asked.

I looked down at him. "At present? Sit poorly."

"For work."

There it was. A question with a shape I understood.

"Records. Filing. Copying. Finding things other people put in the wrong place and then accused the records office of losing."

"Can you read?"

I glanced toward Tessa.

"Not your writing, apparently."

Bram absorbed that without comment. He laid a fresh pad over the cuts and wound clean linen around my arm.

"Numbers?"

"Haven't tested those yet."

"Anything with your hands?"

I thought of the tea towel under my kitchen table, the hinge I had replaced on the bathroom cupboard, the shelf bracket that still needed fixing.

"Small repairs. Nothing structural. You don't want me near a roof."

"Good. Neither do I."

He tied the bandage and stood, rolling one shoulder with a faint grimace.

"Back pantry has a cupboard that won't close. Two stool rungs need setting, and the little table by the window rocks. Fix what you can tomorrow. Room and breakfast tonight. If it works for both of us, we'll discuss another day."

I stared at him.

"That's it?"

"If you break the cupboard worse, tell me before hiding it."

"And the food?"

"I just said breakfast. There's soup left now. You're welcome to it."

"Against the work?"

Bram looked toward Tessa, then back at me.

"The soup's left because I made too much soup. Eat it while that remains my main difficulty."

He went into the kitchen.

I sat beside the fire with my clean bandage and had no idea what to do with my hands.

Tessa took the chair opposite, stretching one leg carefully beneath the table. The scrape above her eyebrow had dried. In the warmer light I could see the tiredness around her eyes.

"You could have told him about the cart," I said.

"You can tell him."

"I meant the lifting."

"I know."

She rested her palms around an empty cup, not quite looking at me.

"He offered you repairs. Did you want him to offer something else?"

I thought of the sacks turning in the air and the horse throwing its head, the boy's hands knotted in her coat.

"No."

Bram returned carrying soup in a thick bowl, bread on a wooden plate, and a small crock of butter. He set them in front of me without ceremony.

The soup smelled of leeks and pepper. There were soft pieces of barley in it and something that tasted close enough to chicken that I decided against interrogation.

I took one careful spoonful.

My throat tightened so suddenly I had to put the spoon down.

Bram had already gone to bolt the door. Tessa watched the fire, giving me the small courtesy of appearing occupied.

After a moment I tried again.

The soup was good.

That mattered here, too.

When I had eaten, Bram took me upstairs. I carried my own bowl to the kitchen first. He let me, though he pointed out that the stairs were in the other direction.

The room was narrow and warm from the chimney behind its wall. A washstand stood beside the window, with a jug, basin, and folded towel. The bed had a thick wool blanket and a wooden frame that looked reassuringly unambitious. Bram set a candle on the stand.

"Latch sticks if you lift it too far. Window opens inward. Privy down the back stairs. I'll knock at eight."

I stood in the doorway while he crossed to the bed and pressed one knee into the mattress, checking something.

Then he straightened. "Dry shirt might take longer. I'll see what I have."

"Why?"

He looked down at his own shirt, puzzled.

"Yours is torn."

"No. Why let me stay?"

The question sounded worse aloud, but it was out now.

Bram rested his hand on the bedpost.

"Tessa brought you. You said you'd try the repairs. The room was empty."

He waited, as though there might be a practical objection he could address.

I had several. None belonged to him.

"Thank you," I said.

He nodded and left the candle burning.

For a while I stayed by the door.

Downstairs, somebody moved a chair. Water ran into a basin. Tessa's voice murmured beneath Bram's, too distant for the words to carry. Ordinary sounds of people finishing an ordinary evening.

I emptied my pockets onto the washstand.

Keys. Wallet. Receipt.

The receipt was from the shop where I had bought the bread. I smoothed it beside the candle, though there was nothing on it I needed to know.

Then I looked at the keys.

They were useless here. I could not bring myself to put them in a drawer.

I left them where I could see them and sat on the edge of the bed. My heart beat steadily beneath my shirt. In the window beyond the candle's reflection, two moons hung over unfamiliar roofs.

At eight, someone was going to knock.

For tonight, that would have to be enough.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


No Charge for the Chair

The knock came while I was trying to remember what I had done with the ceiling.

For a few seconds I lay perfectly still, studying the dark beam above the bed. My own ceiling had a patch where a water leak had dried into something resembling a disappointed rabbit. This one had timber, a cobweb in the corner, and a smell of warm dust that belonged to an entirely different life.

"Eight," Bram called through the door. "Breakfast in twenty minutes. Don't lift the latch too far."

Footsteps moved away.

I pressed a palm against my chest. The heartbeat beneath it was steady. That had become reassuring enough that I wondered how long I would keep checking.

My keys sat beside the basin.

I looked at them, then at the window, where morning light revealed a sloping roof and a woman hanging blue sheets from a line. She shook one so briskly that the fabric snapped like a small explosion. Somewhere below, a cart wheel complained against the cobbles.

Apparently the world had continued without asking whether I approved of it.

A folded shirt lay on a stool beside the door. Bram must have brought it after I fell asleep. Dark brown, broad through the shoulders, with a small repair at one cuff. Beneath it sat a sliver of soap wrapped in paper.

I washed with cold water, awkwardly protecting my bandage. The flour in my hair turned to paste before it agreed to leave. My reflection in the little mirror looked tired, badly shaven, and deeply unconvinced. There was a gray smear beneath one eye that took three attempts to remove.

The borrowed shirt fitted. That simple fact made dressing unexpectedly difficult.

I stood with my hands resting on the buttons for a moment, then put my wallet and keys in my pockets. The receipt I folded into the wallet. My old shirt stayed over the chair to dry.

Downstairs, the inn had become a working place rather than a refuge. The woman I had seen wiping tables carried stacked plates toward the kitchen. Two men in muddy boots were arguing over a shared newspaper. Bram stood behind the counter cutting bread so evenly that I briefly suspected a professional qualification.

"Morning," he said. "Arm?"

"Still attached. Your advertisement was accurate."

He nodded toward a table. "Eggs or porridge?"

"Which requires less furniture repair?"

His knife paused.

"Same breakfast. Different texture."

I chose eggs and sat near the window.

The chair creaked.

I stopped lowering myself with my weight caught awkwardly between my feet and the seat.

Bram looked over. "That one makes noise. The joints are sound."

I finished sitting. Heat crept up my neck, ridiculous and familiar.

"Useful to know."

He resumed cutting.

Nobody laughed. The men with the newspaper had not even looked up. I watched a small knot in the tabletop until the kitchen door opened and breakfast gave me something else to do.

The eggs had chives in them. There was toast, a little sharp cheese, and a cup of tea dark enough to qualify as a decision. I drank it with both hands around the cup while the heat loosened the ache in my fingers.

Bram left me alone until the plate was empty.

Then he set a wooden box on the table.

Inside lay a screwdriver, a small saw, a plane, pegs, a mallet, and several objects whose purpose I preferred to leave unguessed.

"Cupboard first," he said. "If you can't do it, say. I can get the joiner after market day."

The pantry smelled of apples, flour, and the cool stone wall at its back. One cupboard door stuck open a hand's width, held there by a sack somebody had propped against it in defeat. Bram lifted the sack away.

I crouched and examined the hinges. My knee disliked this, but the problem itself was comfortingly ordinary. The top hinge had sagged. One screw turned freely in a hole that no longer held it.

"Have you got a little scrap of wood?"

"Plenty. Useful scraps cost extra."

I glanced up. His face remained solemn until I saw the movement at the corner of his mouth.

"Cruel business model."

He brought a thin shaving from the yard. I cut it, worked a piece into the worn hole, and tightened the screw. The screwdriver handle was polished by other people's palms. Using it made my shoulders settle in a way nothing else had since waking at the monument.

The door closed.

Bram opened it, closed it again, and inspected the result with grave attention.

"Well," he said. "That's six months of swearing made unnecessary."

"You could still do it recreationally."

"I have the tax office for that."

He left me with the stools.

I worked in the kitchen doorway where the light was better. The woman carrying plates introduced herself as Lida and asked me to keep the passage clear because she preferred not to climb over anybody before noon. I shifted the box without arguing.

One rung needed fresh glue. The other had split and required a replacement peg. Neither problem involved bending the laws of nature, which I found increasingly attractive as a professional standard.

Halfway through the second stool, a woman leaned in through the open back door.

"Is this where you're keeping the man who assaulted a flour cart?"

She had a narrow face, reddish-brown hair braided close to her head, and a coat with more pockets than seemed structurally reasonable. A leather satchel hung across her body. She held an apple in one hand and a small folded parcel in the other.

I sat back on my heels.

"The cart started it."

"That's what they all say."

She stepped inside, examining me with an interest that felt uncomfortably thorough. Her gaze paused on the bandage, then the borrowed shirt, then the stool in my lap.

"Nessa Pike. Tessa said you'd be here."

Pike.

I put the mallet down.

"Your brother."

The apple stopped on its way to her mouth.

"Yes."

Her voice had lost its playful lift. I wished I had allowed her the choice of when to put it aside.

"She told me he's missing. I'm sorry."

"Did she tell you anything else?"

"He was working on the southern road. She was looking near the old station."

Nessa watched me for another moment before taking a bite of the apple. She chewed without appearing to taste it.

"That's all?"

I thought of the dark cloth in its waxed wrapper. It was Tessa's evidence, and I did not know whether she had already spoken to Nessa.

"You should ask her what she found. I wouldn't want to get it wrong."

Nessa's eyes sharpened.

"That's a very tidy answer."

"I used to get paid for those."

"And now?"

I lifted the stool. "The market has changed."

She took the other stool without asking and tested the loose rung with her thumb.

"You've set that peg a little proud."

"I haven't finished."

"Good. I'd hate to think you charged extra for snagging people's stockings."

From the kitchen Bram called, "Nessa, don't steal my repairman before he's finished."

"You can't afford my introduction fee."

She set the parcel on the counter. I caught the smell of something sweet through its paper.

"For Ilyne," she told him. "She said she might come here."

Then she looked at my hand. "May I?"

I gave her the screwdriver. She turned it once, checked the tip, and passed it back.

"Harl's work. Good tools."

"You a carpenter?"

"Locks, mostly. Things people want open. Things people wish they'd kept shut."

"Sounds dependable."

She smiled, but it did not reach the tired skin beneath her eyes.

"I try."

Footsteps sounded in the passage. Nessa turned before Tessa appeared, and whatever she saw in her expression made her put the apple down.

"Outside," Tessa said quietly. "There's something I'd like you to look at."

Nessa went without another joke.

I remained with the stool, listening to the soft click as the courtyard door closed. Through its little pane I could see their shoulders, Tessa holding something low between them. Nessa's head bent. Neither woman moved for a long time.

I looked away.

The second peg took longer than it should have. I trimmed it carefully, tested the rung, and set the stool aside to dry. Then I swept the shavings into a little pile, because having a task was easier than wondering what it meant when a creature carried a piece of somebody's clothes.

Tessa returned alone.

"Nessa's getting some papers from home," she said. "She'll be back."

I nodded.

"She couldn't identify the cloth," Tessa added. "It isn't a color his sister remembers him wearing. That doesn't tell us whose it is."

I let out a breath I had not realized I was holding.

"I didn't tell her about it."

"Thank you."

She leaned against the opposite side of the doorway. In daylight, the scrape on her brow looked angrier. Somebody had cleaned the dust away, but a thin red line remained.

"Have you eaten?" I asked.

"Earlier."

"That's a wonderfully flexible measurement."

"Bram gave me a roll."

I decided not to pursue it. I had known her less than a day, which seemed early to begin supervising her meals.

She nodded toward the stools. "How is the work?"

"Neither has tried to bite me. I'm considering asking for permanent employment."

"Could we talk when you're finished?"

I reached for the rag beside the tools.

"About?"

"Last night."

There it was, waiting patiently behind the repairs.

* * *
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Sister Ilyne arrived before we could find a table.

She came through the kitchen carrying a square bag, her gray hair plaited neatly down her back. Her coat smelled faintly of woodsmoke and the cold morning. The look she gave Bram suggested an established friendship founded partly on his failure to follow instructions.

"Did you use the brown bottle?" she asked him.

"On my hands."

"Progress."

She washed, unwrapped my arm, and asked questions while examining the cuts. Had I lost feeling in my fingers? Had the bleeding stopped quickly? Was there pain when I moved my elbow?

I answered those. They were pleasantly specific.

When she asked about my chest, the answers became harder.

Tessa stood by the window while I described the pressure during the attack. I did not mention floating stones until Ilyne asked how the animal had been removed. Then there seemed little point in selecting the believable portions.

The physician listened with two fingers against my wrist.

"Any pressure now?"

"No."

"Breathlessness while sitting?"

"Only from the conversation."

She looked at me over her spectacles.

I sighed. "No."

"Fever, dizziness, headache?"

"Dizziness last night. Headache better this morning. Arm still hurts."

She checked the wound again. "It will. The cuts are shallow, but they are real. Keep the dressing clean. Come to me if the redness spreads, if you become feverish, or if the pain worsens. And don't strain the arm repairing the entire building."

"Just the load-bearing cupboards."

"Daniel."

Something about my name in that voice made me sit straighter.

"All right."

She gave me a small packet of clean linen and told Bram what to use to wash the wound. When I asked what I owed, she glanced toward the stools.

"Bram will put it on my account. He owes me for a cupboard latch."

"A different cupboard?"

"Mine. I'll bring it when that arm has healed."

I could not tell whether she had invented the latch. I could tell that she intended me to stop arguing.

Before she left, she examined Tessa's brow with similar efficiency. Tessa endured it with the expression of a person who had hoped to remain furniture.

That improved my morning considerably.

Afterward we sat at the window table. It rocked when Tessa put her notebook down.

"That's next," I said.

She took the notebook off it.

"Then we won't blame you."

Outside, people carried baskets toward the market. The sky was pale and
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