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Fog lay across the horizon like cotton batting, a layer between the gray sky and the gray Potomac River. Margaret Day shivered in the chill left overnight by the seasonal battle, adjusting her woolen Spencer coat. March was always cantankerous like this, winter not ready to give up yet and spring ready to move in.

She glanced down at the trousers she'd had to wear by necessity and wondered how men managed without all the extra layers in the colder weather. She kept thinking she'd lost one of her petticoats.

But the cold brightened the scents of the stone dust lingering the air, making her stone magic squirm with excitement. Bluestone gneiss and granite were solid, working stone good for stability. Marble was the prissy ballerina, wanting to show off.

And something else ...

She frowned, tasting a foulness riding under the stones, like something dead rotting.

She turned in the direction the rotting was coming from. The stump of the monument for President Washington was silhouetted against the morning sky. Men in waistcoats and wide-brimmed hats swarmed around the immense foundation like ants investigating a picnic. Continuing building it at last. She remembered when the cornerstone had been laid, now twenty years ago, and then when Congress had run out of money, leaving the monument resembling a chimney for a burned out house.

Now the Army Corps of Engineers had started work on it, first with shoring up the foundation.

Gears spun, grinding against each other. It was such a familiar sound now that Margaret tended to ignore it. 

Until: "Mrs. Day." 

Margaret turned as the automaton called Number 4427 approached. He—because she couldn't think of something that talked to her as 'it’—resembled a metal doll. The face was human in a male child doll way, expressionless and filled with false expression. The body was man-shaped and had the required number of arms and legs, but there the human resemblance ended. The chest reminded her of the body of a steam engine turned upright, all steel and rivets; knees, ankles, and elbows were jointed. Every part was painted black and covered with oil to keep the humidity from rusting out the metal.

"Ready for you," Number 4427 said. Voice like gravel. There was a mouth, like a human's, but it didn't move, and the voice still came out of it.

Margaret watched his forehead instead, because it was much easier not thinking about the mouth moving. It gave her nightmares sometimes, because the automatons were like dolls come to life.

They walked down to the river's edge. She did envy Number 4427 because he could walk anywhere without any problems. She had to be careful not to fall. The ground was muddy from rainfall and churned up by the automatons and their steam loaders. 

Not exactly a good place for her button-up boots.

Sixteen-foot-long bluestone gneiss boulders were lined up on the shoreline. They'd been offloaded from the barge by the automatons over the last few days. Once she inspected the stones for the bad ones, the master mason would use a steam-powered cutter to shape them into blocks for the monument.

She walked between two rows of boulders, lined up like buildings on a street. She always did this first to eliminate any boulders that were obviously not suited for the monument. 

Truthfully, her stone magic could do this part blindfolded. The obvious bad stones rode her senses with a high pitched whine that made her teeth ache.

Three times, she stopped, her hand on a boulder's cool coarse stone. Number 4427 marched up and marked a large X with a piece of chalk. At the first marked stone, four automatons wheeled a steam-powered loader over. The stone would be returned to the barge for the quarry to sell to someone else.

Once she reached the end of the line, it was time for the more intense inspection. These stones were under enormous pressure from the eventual weight of the moment, so she was looking for fissures. This part took the most time because she had to use her magic to probe the entire stone. The fissures could be deeply hidden.

She had barely started on the first boulder when Number 4427 interrupted her. "Mrs. Day."

One of the miners hired by the Army Corps of Engineers wove between the blocks, walking fast.

He had a mustache that reminded her husband, who had passed on four years ago. It was one of those that connected to his sideburns like they'd been sewn together. A mixture of stone dust coated his waistcoat and trousers, and sweat stains circled out under his arms.

He smelled of fear.

Of her? Everyone imagined she could turn people to stone like Medusa.

He took off his bowler hat and clutched it in both hands like he was hanging on to a rope in the river. "Ma'am. The master mason is asking for you."

The master mason had never asked for Margaret. He always pretended like she wasn't here.

"What does he want?" Margaret asked.

Something in her tone made the miner shudder. He was afraid she wouldn't come?

His Adam's apple bobbed. "Says one of the stones is haunted."
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Number 4427 drove Margaret to the monument stump in one of the steam-powered wagons the construction crew used to carry supplies. It moved quite a bit faster than a horse pulling a wagon—though just as bumpy!—and it was frightening watching the ground rush by. She'd been on one of the streetcars downtown when a man had fallen off and gone under the wheels.

The strange sense of something dead grew stronger the closer she got to the monument. Now she wondered if that had something to do with a stone being haunted.

The ground had been dug out around the base of the monument to get at the foundation. When the foundation had originally been constructed, it had been designed too small and wouldn't be able to support the weight of the completed monument. The Corps of Engineers had cleared out two openings in the base itself so that workers could go in and remove the substandard rock that been used in the last three years of construction.

Steep stairs led down to the construction area. Margaret looked at them and decided she would be better off taking the dirt road down instead. Whoever had built those stairs hadn't measured them. Some steps were too high and others too short.

Number 4427 followed her down. He didn't need to but she liked that he did. Having the machines around usually meant the men behaved themselves proper.

The men were all standing around outside the entrance, not working. The picks and shovels were silent, and the steam lifting cranes silent. Even the automatons down here stayed to the side, not moving.

The master mason was a fellow named Samuel Greer. She wondered how he ate because his mustache was long enough to cover his mouth. His cheek bulged from a wad of chewing tobacco. He had one of those chests that looked like a barrel and short muscular arms. His hands were scarred from years of word working.

He hadn't liked her. Of course, he hadn't like the automatons or the steam-powered equipment. Everything, he thought, should be done by hand. But he'd been overridden by the colonel in charge of the project.

He spat tobacco at the ground at her approach. "Fix it."

She looked down at her feet. The tobacco had just missed the toe of her right boot. She decided to refrain from reminding him about his manners. "Fix what, Mr. Greer?"

"One of the stones is haunted." That came from a man big enough to be a lumberjack. But even he had the fear in his eyes. "It won't let us work."

"Even the automatons won't go in there," added another man from the back of the crowd.

Margaret wiped her trembling hands off on her trousers. When the machines were scared, there was a big problem.

"What's the history of the stonework?" Margaret asked.

Samuel shook his head. "I don't know. The Know-Nothings took over the construction and destroyed the records."

"Sabotage?" One word, sharp.

"Maybe. They saw it as a beacon to foreigners to come here."

Margaret nodded, remembering the Know-Nothings. They were an anti-Catholic group that had first stolen and destroyed a stone contributed by the Pope. Then they managed to take over the Monument Society overseeing construction and were responsible for the inferior being removed. 

Could they be behind the haunted stone?

She felt the eyes of every man there on her. The weight of success rested with her, and she'd didn't know what to do. She'd learned how to use her magic from her grandma, but she'd never heard anything about haunted stones.

A metal hand laid on her shoulder. "Will come with you." 

She glanced up at Number 4427's doll-like face. "Thank you. Mr. Greer, show me on your map where the stone is."
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Margaret spent another hour discussing the condition inside the monument's tunnel, asking the men what they had experienced with the ghost. Most of them had felt the presence strongly, and few had heard it speak, telling them to go away. One man had pressed forward with his cross out, but had finally given up after what felt like a giant hand pushed at him. The automatons were more limited in how they could describe what they experienced, but it suggested the spirit had a strong physical manifestation.

She wished her grandma was here to ask.

Number 4427 waited at the entrance to the monument. A kerosene lantern hung from his left hand, glow faded in the sunlight. The great opening of the entrance dwarfed even him.

"It'll be like going into a mine," Samuel told her. "Not fit for anyone but the hardiest."

Was he expecting her to swoon at the sight of a tunnel?

"I've been in a mine before, Mr. Greer," she told him. "West Virginia. A cave-in. They wanted my stone magic to see if I could find trapped men."

"Did you?" 

"They were already dead, crushed by the stone."

"Take this." He handed her a length of rope. "Tie it around your waist. Get into trouble, pull on it. We'll haul you out."

Not come in after her.

"If I get in trouble, Number 4427 will help me get out."

Besides, she wasn't sure what this spirit was capable of. She didn't want to bring anything in that it could use to harm her. She wouldn't even take the kerosene lantern if she didn't need to see.

"You ready?" she asked Number 4427.

It was a silly question, but maybe she was asking it more of herself than of him. He said, "Yes."

No questions. She liked that. She didn't have to answer anything. Especially when she didn't have answers.

Margaret stopped at the entrance, not going in. Her magic flittered over the stone structure. Stable, solid. But the magic didn't like whatever that stain was discoloring the marble, like touching something slimy. 

Perhaps it was her imagination, but the air felt heavier, like when she'd been too near a building burning down.

Number 4427 stood behind her, waiting, no questions. She was grateful for that.

With a deep breath, she stepped inside.

Dust and mildew hung in the air, and the
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