
Table Of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        
            
                	
                    Laid Pipe in Another World
                

            
        
            
                	
                    1. Just Another Day
                

            
        
            
                	
                    2. Put That Down, Miss
                

            
        
            
                	
                    3. Welcome to Dustbreak
                

            
        
            
                	
                    4. The Rusty Ledger
                

            
        
            
                	
                    5. Dolly
                

            
        
            
                	
                    6. Two-Down
                

            
        
            
                	
                    7. Trash It!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    8. Better Than Waffle House
                

            
        
            
                	
                    9. The List
                

            
        
            
                	
                    10. The Henderson Fence
                

            
        
            
                	
                    11. Back By Supper
                

            
        
            
                	
                    12. Red Wings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    13. Hot Date
                

            
        
            
                	
                    14. Cold Beer
                

            
        
            
                	
                    15. Girl Stuff
                

            
        
            
                	
                    16. Second Door On The Left
                

            
        
            
                	
                    17. Lavender and Eggs
                

            
        
            
                	
                    18. Outfitting
                

            
        
            
                	
                    19. The Wash House
                

            
        
            
                	
                    20. I Walk the Line
                

            
        
            
                	
                    21. Shepard's Pie and a Date With Books
                

            
        
            
                	
                    22. Bernoulli and Beer
                

            
        
            
                	
                    23. Quiche and Quiet
                

            
        
            
                	
                    24. Beans, Flour, and a Proposition
                

            
        
            
                	
                    25. Leather, Iron, and an Invitation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    26. Pit Boar and Pencil Work
                

            
        
            
                	
                    27. Sausage, Beans, and a Broken Pump
                

            
        
            
                	
                    28. Support and Lace
                

            
        
            
                	
                    29. The Nod Becomes a Conversation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    30. The Stream by Lamplight
                

            
        
            
                	
                    31. Sugar Cakes and Feral Pigs
                

            
        
            
                	
                    32. Red Curry and a Yell
                

            
        
            
                	
                    33. The Proposal
                

            
        
            
                	
                    34. Mango and Nerves
                

            
        
            
                	
                    35. The Pitch
                

            
        
            
                	
                    36. Iron and Idle Hands
                

            
        
            
                	
                    37. The Gate and The Brisket
                

            
        
            
                	
                    38. Afternoon Rounds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    39. Layer Pasta and a Real Kiss
                

            
        
            
                	
                    40.  Biscuits, Gravy, and a Buggy
                

            
        
            
                	
                    41. The Hemp Farm
                

            
        
            
                	
                    42. Brisket Night
                

            
        
            
                	
                    43. Huevos and a Debit Card
                

            
        
            
                	
                    44. Cobb's Window
                

            
        
            
                	
                    45. Pipe, Plans, and an Apprentice
                

            
        
            
                	
                    46. Rain, Soup, and Grilled Cheese
                

            
        
            
                	
                    47. Check Your Boots
                

            
        
            
                	
                    48. The First Joint
                

            
        
            
                	
                    49. Prime Rib and Turpentine
                

            
        
            
                	
                    50. Chicken Stew and a Question
                

            
        
            
                	
                    51. Eggs, Bacon, and Arithmetic
                

            
        
            
                	
                    52. Running Water
                

            
        
            
                	
                    53. Epilogue
                

            
        
            
                	
                    54. Author's Note
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Author's Note
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C1 - The Yelling Problem
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C2 - Three Taps and a Package
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C3 - Wet Leather and a Crate Nail
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C4 - Branch Lines
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C5 - Green Lace and Girl Talk
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C6 - Gumbo and a Budget
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C7 - Stew Eggs and a Supply Run
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C8 - Wright & Grail
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C9 - Square Noodles and a Seed
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C10 - Henderson's Door
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C11 - Stakes, Lumber, and Pineapple
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C12 - Sweet Breakfast Cakes and a Supply Run
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C13 - A Hole in the Wall
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C14 - Steak, Eggs, and a Nod
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C15 - Breakfast Rolls and a Sign
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C16 - A Bath, a Pot Roast, and a Promise
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C17 - Steak, Eggs, and a Hyphen
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C18 - Fifty-Fifty and a Bigger Problem
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C19 - The Necessary Evil
                

            
        
            
                	
                    My Poll on the Economy and The Suck it is causing me
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C20 - The Advance and a Second Door
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C21 - Meatloaf, Keys, and a Nervous Cook
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C22 - SOS and a Root Cellar
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C23 - Corned Beef and a Cleaning Date
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C24 - Warm Beer, Cold Kiss, and a Finished Line
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C25 - Reubens and an Early Night
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C26 - The Road to the Cooper
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C27 - Staves, Steam, and a Happy Cook
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C28 - The Ammunition
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Author's Note -- A Quick Thank You (and a Shameless Plug)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C29 - Sirloin, a Vote, and a Girl Who Swears
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C30 - Varnish, Shingles, and a Vote Day
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C31 - Tacos, Taxes, and a Drink With Nell
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C32 - Leftover Tacos and a Change of Address
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C33 - The First Meeting
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C34 - Chalk Lines and a Toilet Lecture
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C35 - Chicken and Dumplings and a Handshake
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C36 - Balancing the Books
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C37 - Trenches, Footers, and a Proposal
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C38 - Braised Ribs and a Promise to Nell
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C39 - Western Omelette and a Level She Didn't Ask For
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C40 - The Bounce
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C41 - Threads, Solder, and Guy Fieri
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C42 - Latkes, Moses, and a Time Lord
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C43 - Lavender, Hyphens, and Green Beginnings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C44 - Avocado Toast, Green Numbers, and a Hole in the Ground
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C45 - Stroganoff and the Hyphenation Club
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C46 - The Frame Goes Up
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C47 - Flat Meat and French Fries
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C48 - Last Joint, White Pizza, and a Prodigal Son
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C49 - Waffles, Hoofprints, and a Missing Box
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C50 - Repair Sleeve, Ranch Water, and a Menu Item
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C51 - Eggs Benedict, a Gantry, and Dustbreak on the Sky
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C52 - Margaritas, Cheeseburgers, and a Lost Shaker of Salt
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C53 - Biscuits, a Windmill, and the Last Joint
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 C54 - BBQ, Green Lace, and the Stairs
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 Epilogue: Margaritaville
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Author's Note — Book 2 Wrap & What's Next
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Apple Fritters, a Glow, and a Plan
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Drain Pipe, Deep Dish, and a Declaration of War
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Cleanouts, a Completion Draw, and the Next Trench
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Cincinnati Chili and the Second Meeting
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Spaghetti and Eggs
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Cold Beer, Hot Pipe, and Running Water
                

            
        
            
                	
                    BBQ Pizza, Empire State, and a Day Off
                

            
        
            
                	
                    A Bookshelf, a Line at the Door, and Fried Mystery Meat
                

            
        
            
                	
                    A Broccoli Head and a Day Off
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Square Pizza, a Vegetable Update, and a Promise
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Stakes, Tap Lines, and a Bath
                

            
        
            
                	
                    A Razor, Home Fries, and Blue Light
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Pants, Branch Lines, and a Girl with a Bag
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Boxes, a Blooming Onion, and an Early Night
                

            
        
            
                	
                    No-Bean Chili and a Cornbread Problem
                

            
        
    




    
        Laid Pipe in Another World

    
    
    
    
                Lena Wright is a plumber from Raleigh, North Carolina. She's got six brothers, a foul mouth, sleeve tattoos, a Nokia phone she uses as a hammer, and an ex-husband who left her for a dental hygienist in Detroit. Not the dentist. The hygienist. She still doesn't know how he met her.

One evening, driving too fast on a backroad with a beer in one hand and the Nokia in the other, Lena drives straight through a portal she never saw coming. The truck stays behind. She doesn't.

She wakes up face-down on a dirt road in a world that looks like the Old West had a baby with a Best Buy. Everyone carries magitech tablets in holsters on their hips. There's a System. There are stats. There are levels and skills and quests.

Lena doesn't care about any of that.

The System gives her a tablet. She throws it away. It comes back every morning. She uses it as a coaster. Her new friends read her stats for her because she refuses to touch it. They keep telling her she's doing something impossible. She keeps asking if anyone in this town knows how to make a decent beer.

She's not the chosen one. She's not grinding. She's not min-maxing. She's just a woman who fixes things, plays cards, talks trash, and makes friends — and for some reason, the System won't stop rewarding her for it.

Slice-of-life LitRPG. Isekai. Magitech western. Adult humor. No harem. No stat blocks in your face. Just a foul-mouthed plumber who keeps accidentally becoming legendary while trying to get a drink.

            

    
        1. Just Another Day

    
    
    
    
                The house on Barwell Road didn't have walls yet, which meant every word carried. This was a problem, because nothing that came out of a Wright's mouth on a job site was suitable for anyone within a hundred yards.

"Hey Travis!" Jesse's voice echoed through the bare studs of the master bathroom. "Just laid some serious pipe in the master suite. Thick pipe too. The homeowner's wife is gonna love it."

"You've been making that joke since oh-eight, Jesse." Travis didn't look up from the kitchen rough-in. "It wasn't funny then either."

"It's always funny."

It was not always funny. But Lena laughed anyway, because Jesse's delivery had gotten worse over the years, not better, and there was something deeply committed about a man who'd been running the same bit for fifteen years without a single upgrade.

She was on her back under what would eventually be a second-floor bathroom, sweating copper like she'd done it ten thousand times, because she had. Somewhere below her, Cody was supposedly working on the utility room but was almost certainly doing more talking than soldering.

"Y'all need to wrap it up tonight," Cody called out. "I'm hitting that place off Capital Boulevard. The one with the pool tables."

"Which one off Capital?" Duane asked. He was somewhere near the garage. You could always tell where Duane was because that's where the silence came from — right up until it didn't.

"The one with the blonde bartender."

"Oh, that place." Duane let that sit for a beat. Maybe two. "Only thing you're picking up in there is crabs and a prescription."

The house erupted.

Brody laughed so hard he dropped a fitting, which bounced off the subfloor and rolled somewhere into the skeleton of the living room. "Dammit, Brody," Travis said, on pure reflex. He said dammit Brody the way other people said good morning.

"I'm just saying—" Cody started, already on defense.

"Cody, the last time you went home with a girl from that bar, you spent three days sitting on a bag of frozen peas," Lena called down from the second floor. "I know because you called me to bring you more peas."

"That was a pulled muscle—"

"From what? Doing the walk of shame in flip-flops?"

Jesse damn near fell through a doorway. "Oh my God."

"I'm just saying," Lena continued, "if your dick had a Yelp page, it'd be one star with a health department warning."

Even Travis laughed at that one, which meant it was filthy enough to break through his foreman face. Brody was on the floor. Duane had walked out of the garage to lean against a stud and just slowly shake his head, which was Duane's version of a standing ovation.

Cody pointed upward in Lena's general direction. "You know what—"

"Careful. Last guy who pointed at me like that ended up in Detroit with a dental hygienist."

"That doesn't even make sense."

"It makes perfect sense. Ask Kevin."

Jesse leaned into the stairwell. "Hey Brody, would you look at the pipe on that one," he said, gesturing at a four-inch cast iron waste line like it was a centerfold. "I mean, that's a beautiful piece of pipe. Really girthy."

"Nobody says girthy, Jesse," Travis said.

"I say girthy. I'm bringing it back."

"It was never here."

Lena dropped down from the second floor using the temporary ladder and grabbed her water bottle. "Jesse, you couldn't handle pipe that size. You're a three-quarter inch guy at best."

Brody — sweet, stupid Brody — looked up from whatever he'd been pretending to do. "Wait, are we still talking about plumbing?"

Every Wright in the house said "Yes, Brody" at the exact same time.

Trey rounded the corner from the hallway, phone in hand — his actual phone, the one that cost more than Lena's first car. "Hey Lena, I just texted Dad the progress pics. You want me to send you the—"

"No."

"You didn't even let me finish."

"You were going to say something about an app, a link, a cloud, or a group chat. The answer to all of them is no."

Trey looked at the ceiling like it might offer him patience. "You know your phone is old enough to get a driver's license, right?"

"It makes calls. It receives calls. It's a phone. That's what phones do."

"It doesn't even have a camera."

"Good. Nobody needs to see what I look like at six in the morning crawling under a house." She pulled the Nokia out of her back pocket — chunky, indestructible, the color of a dusty battleship. She held it up. "This thing has survived being dropped in a toilet, thrown at Jesse—"

"That was one time," Jesse said.

"—run over by the van, and left on the roof of my truck going seventy on I-40. It's still here. Can your little glass rectangle say that?"

Trey opened his mouth.

"It cannot."

Jesse leaned through a door frame. "Lena, that phone is literally in a museum somewhere. I saw one at a Goodwill and they had it in a glass case."

"That's not a museum, Jesse. That's a Goodwill."

"Same energy."

Cody, still nursing his wounds, muttered, "Bet she calls her boyfriend on that thing and he has to hold it six inches from his ear like a walkie-talkie."

"He's not my boyfriend," Lena said. "And you're one to talk about holding things six inches away. That's generous for you from what I hear."

Duane made a sound that might have been a laugh. Coming from Duane, it was basically a ticker-tape parade.

She shoved the Nokia back in her pocket and grabbed a section of copper pipe that needed persuading. She pulled the Nokia back out and smacked the fitting twice — clean, sharp, perfect. The pipe seated.

Trey stared.

"See?" Lena said. "Camera can't do that."



The sun was getting low by the time Travis called it. They'd roughed in both bathrooms, the kitchen, and most of the utility room. Brody had only broken two things, which was a personal best, and Cody had already left early — allegedly to "clean up" before his night out, which earned him a send-off of abuse that could be heard from the street.

"Twenty bucks says he's home by nine watching SportsCenter," Jesse said, packing up his torch.

"Twenty bucks says he comes back with something that itches," Duane added.

"Twenty bucks says the blonde bartender has a boyfriend who does CrossFit and Cody ends up buying him a drink," Lena said, and that was the one that stuck because everyone knew it was the most likely outcome.

Lena tossed her tools in the back of the F-250 — white, mud-splattered, with a diamond-plate toolbox that took up the entire bed. The truck was ten years old and ran like it was angry about it. She loved that truck the way some women loved jewelry, which is to say completely, irrationally, and with no intention of ever upgrading.

"You coming out tonight?" Travis asked, leaning on his own truck.

"Nah. Gonna head home. Maybe call Danny."

The silence that followed was surgical. Six Wright brothers, and every single one of them suddenly had somewhere else to look.

"What?" Lena said.

"Nothing," Travis said, too quickly.

"What."

"Nothing! Danny seems... nice."

"He is nice. That's why I'm calling him. To be nice. On the phone. Which is a thing phones are for."

"On the Nokia," Trey muttered.

"On the Nokia, yes, because it makes calls, Trey, which is—"

"The thing phones are for, yeah, we got it."

Jesse grinned. "Tell Danny I said he's a brave man."

"Tell Danny yourself. Oh wait — you can't. Because he doesn't have a group chat."

She flipped them all off — a slow, deliberate, rotating bird that covered every brother in a single sweep — climbed in the truck, and pulled out of the dirt lot with her tires throwing gravel at Jesse's van, which she would later claim was an accident and no one would believe.



The backroads between Barwell and home were Lena's decompression chamber. Windows down, radio up, the kind of country road where you could do sixty-five and not see another car for ten minutes. Pine trees blurring past. Red clay shoulders. The sky going orange and purple like it was showing off.

She cracked a beer from the cooler behind her seat — a Bud Light, because she had opinions about craft beer and none of them were positive — and took a long pull. The day was sitting good on her. Clean work, good jokes, nobody got hurt except Cody's dignity, which didn't count.

She fished the Nokia out of her pocket and flipped it open with her thumb, steering with one knee. Bad idea. She knew it was a bad idea. She did it anyway because Lena Wright had a long and distinguished history of doing things she knew were bad ideas, including but not limited to: marrying Kevin, letting Kevin pick the honeymoon destination, trusting Kevin when he said he was "just talking to someone from a dental conference," and continuing to call it a "dental conference" even after she found out dental hygienists don't go to dental conferences, they go to dental hygienist conferences. There's a difference. She'd Googled it. On Trey's phone, because she sure as hell wasn't Googling anything on her own.

She scrolled to Danny's number. Danny was... fine. Danny was nice. Danny had a beard and a boat and hadn't, to her knowledge, attended any conferences of any kind in Detroit or anywhere else. The bar was low. Danny cleared it.

She hit call and held the Nokia to her ear, eyes drifting from the road to the tree line to the rearview mirror to the—

The road wasn't there anymore.

Not the "pothole surprise" kind of wasn't there. The "reality has a hole in it" kind. A shimmer, like heat off asphalt but vertical, filling the road from shoulder to shoulder. It was the color of nothing she had a word for.

Lena didn't have time to brake. Didn't have time to swerve. Didn't even have time to say the word that was forming in her throat, which was a word her mother would not have approved of.

She went through.

The Nokia went with her.

The truck did not.

The F-250 rolled through the other side of whatever that was like nothing had happened, because for the truck, nothing had. It drifted right, lazy and driverless, tires crunching off the asphalt onto the clay shoulder, then into the grass, then into the shallow ditch at the edge of Harlan McCombs' soybean field, where it came to rest at a gentle angle with the engine still running and a Bud Light still sweating in the cupholder.

Danny's phone rang four times and went to voicemail.



Lena hit the ground face-first.

Dirt. Real dirt. The kind that gets in your teeth and tastes like it has opinions. She lay there for a moment, not because she was hurt but because her brain was doing that thing where it refuses to process what just happened and instead focuses on something small and manageable, like the fact that she still had the Nokia in her right hand and it was still trying to connect a call to Danny.

She pushed herself up, spit out something that was either gravel or a very small bug, and looked around.

Dirt road. Not her dirt road. Different dirt. Different sky. Different smell — like copper and wildflowers and something electric she couldn't name.

The Nokia beeped once — call failed — and went silent.

"What the fuck," said Lena Wright, to no one, in a world that didn't know what a fuck was yet.

            

    
        2. Put That Down, Miss

    
    
    
    
                The sun was wrong.

That was the first thing Lena's brain decided to process, which was a strange priority given that she'd just been ripped out of her truck on a North Carolina backroad and dropped face-first into dirt that tasted like pennies. But the brain wants what the brain wants, and what Lena's brain wanted was to inform her that it had been dusk thirty seconds ago and now it was the middle of the goddamn afternoon.

She pushed herself up to her knees and spit. There was grit in her teeth. There was grit in places grit had no business being. Her jeans were filthy — filthier than usual, which was saying something — and her tank top had a new rip along the hem that she was going to be annoyed about later when she had time to be annoyed about things that weren't whatever the hell just happened.

Nokia. Right hand. Still there. Still warm. The screen said Call Failed in that chunky little font she'd been staring at since the Bush administration. She closed it and shoved it in her back pocket on reflex, the way you'd holster a pistol you'd been carrying your whole life.

There was something in her other hand.

She looked down. It was a device — flat, rectangular, about the size of a paperback, with a faintly glowing surface that pulsed like it had a heartbeat. It was warm. Not phone-warm. Alive-warm. Like holding a small animal that was pretending to be technology.

"What the fuck is this?"

The device pulsed again. Something flickered across its surface — symbols, maybe, or text in a language she didn't recognize. It reminded her of the time Trey had tried to show her his new tablet and she'd handed it back within four seconds because the screen had too many things on it.

She stood up, turning the device over in her hands, squinting at it the way her father squinted at a menu without his reading glasses — with suspicion and a growing sense that he was being personally insulted.

The road she was standing on was dirt. Real dirt, not asphalt-with-ambitions like the backroads near Barwell. This was hard-packed, sun-baked, wheel-rutted dirt that stretched in both directions through flat open land dotted with scrub brush and something that looked like sagebrush but probably wasn't. The sky was enormous and blue and wrong in ways she couldn't articulate. Too blue. Too big. Like someone had taken a Carolina sky and turned up the contrast.

In the distance — maybe a mile, maybe less — there was a cluster of buildings. A town. Low structures, some kind of tower, a few plumes of smoke.

Lena looked at the town. Looked at the device. Looked at the Nokia in her back pocket like it might offer guidance. It did not.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. I'm having a stroke. That's what this is. I'm on the side of the road in my truck having a stroke, and when I wake up, Trey is going to be standing over me trying to get me to download a health app. That's fine. That's—"

She heard the horses before she saw them.

Hooves on packed dirt, moving fast. The jangle of rigging. The creak of wood under strain. She turned and there it was — a full-on, no-kidding, old-timey carriage barreling down the road toward her like something out of a movie she wouldn't have watched because it didn't have explosions.

She was standing dead center in the road.

"Oh shit—"

Lena threw herself sideways. Not gracefully. Not like an action hero. Like a woman who'd been standing in the middle of a road holding two devices she didn't understand and suddenly remembered that physics existed. She hit the dirt shoulder hard on her left hip — that was going to bruise like a sonofabitch — and rolled, the device still clutched in one hand because apparently her survival instincts included don't drop the weird glowing rectangle.

The carriage blew past in a cloud of dust and then — to her surprise — skidded to a halt about thirty yards up the road. The horses snorted and stamped. The dust settled slowly, like it was enjoying itself.

A man climbed down from the driver's bench. He was maybe fifty, sun-worn, wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a long duster coat that looked like it had been through several arguments with the weather and lost all of them. There was a star-shaped badge on his chest — not tin, not metal. It glowed faintly, the same way the device in her hand glowed. On his hip, in a leather holster that looked hand-tooled, sat a device identical to the one she was holding.

He was staring at her like she was the most confusing thing that had happened to him in a decade. Which, given that she'd apparently materialized on his road out of thin air, was fair.

"Ma'am," he said carefully, walking toward her with his hands slightly raised, "are you—"

"ARE YOU KIDDING ME?" Lena was on her feet, covered in dust, bleeding from one elbow, and absolutely furious. "What the hell kind of driving is that? You almost killed me! Who gives a carriage a learner's permit? Do you not have lanes here? Traffic laws? A horn?"

The sheriff — because that's what the badge meant, she was pretty sure — stopped walking. He blinked twice. He had the expression of a man who had prepared several responses and none of them were for this.

"Ma'am," he tried again, slower this time, like he was talking to a horse that might bolt, "you just... appeared. In the middle of the road. Out of nothing. I watched you drop out of the sky like a sack of—" He stopped himself. "Like a... person. Falling."

"I didn't fall. I was driving. In my truck. On a road. A normal road. And then the road was gone and now—" She gestured wildly at everything. The sky. The dirt. The scrub brush. Him. "—now I'm here. Wherever here is."

The sheriff's eyes moved from her face to the device in her hand. His whole body language changed. He went from confused to cautious in about half a second.

"Miss," he said, very carefully, very quietly, "I'm going to need you to put that down."

"Put what down?"

"The Ledger. In your hand. Just... set it down easy."

Lena looked at the device. Looked at him. He'd taken a half-step back. His hand was drifting toward the holster on his hip — not drawing, but ready. Like she was holding a loaded weapon.

"This thing?" She held it up to look at it more closely, and the sheriff flinched. Actually flinched. A grown man in a duster with a badge and a hat flinched because she lifted a rectangle.

"Yes ma'am. That thing. Just — point it at the ground, if you could."

"I don't even know what it is!"

"It's a Ledger, and I'd appreciate it greatly if you'd stop waving it in my direction. I'm the law here, and I'd rather not get my stats scrambled by a stranger on a Tuesday."

Lena looked at the Ledger. Looked at the sheriff. Looked at the Ledger again.

She had, in this moment, exactly zero understanding of what a Ledger was, what it did, why this man was afraid of it, or why it had appeared in her hand. She did not know what "stats" meant in this context. She did not know what day it was, where she was, or why the sun was in the wrong place. She knew exactly two things: she didn't want this device, and she wanted to stop being yelled at by a man in a cowboy hat.

So she did what Lena Wright always did when someone handed her technology she didn't ask for.

She chucked it.

Overhand. Full arm. The Ledger sailed over the sheriff's head in a clean arc, spinning end over end, and landed in the dirt about twenty yards behind him with a muffled thwap and a small puff of dust.

The sheriff watched it go. He turned back to her. His mouth was open.

"There," Lena said. "It's down. Now — where the hell am I, and is there a bar?"

The sheriff closed his mouth. Opened it again. Closed it. He looked at the Ledger lying in the dirt. He looked at her. He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair in the way men do when they've encountered a problem that isn't in any manual they've ever read.

"I'll be damned," he said, mostly to himself. "It's just like the books."

"What books?"

"The old ones. Visitors. People from..." He waved a hand vaguely at the sky. "Somewhere else. Hasn't happened in — hell, not in my lifetime. Not in my daddy's lifetime. Thought it was all stories."

Lena stared at him. "You're telling me people have just... shown up here before."

"According to the books, yes ma'am. But that was a long time ago. Decades. Maybe longer." He put his hat back on and seemed to arrive at some kind of decision. "Tell you what. You come into town with me, we'll get you sorted. Got a saloon. Got food. Got a place you can sit down and..." He glanced at the Ledger in the dirt. "...figure some things out."

"Is the saloon the bar?"

"It's... yes. It's the bar."

"Then let's go."

She started walking toward the carriage, then stopped and turned back.

"What about that thing?" She jerked a thumb at the Ledger, still lying in the road like a discarded paperback.

"That's your Ledger, miss. The System gave it to you. You should probably—"

"I didn't ask for it. I don't want it. Something wants to give me something, it can give me my truck back."

She climbed onto the carriage bench without waiting for an invitation, sat down, crossed her arms, and stared straight ahead with the energy of a woman who had been having a very long day and was only getting started.

The sheriff looked at her. Looked at the Ledger in the dirt, twenty yards back, pulsing faintly in the afternoon sun like a heartbeat nobody wanted.

He opened his mouth to say something. Thought better of it.

He climbed up, took the reins, and clicked his tongue at the horses. The carriage lurched forward toward the town.

The Ledger stayed in the road.

            

    
        3. Welcome to Dustbreak

    
    
    
    
                The carriage rattled along the dirt road in a silence that was doing a lot of heavy lifting. The sheriff kept glancing at her sideways like she might explode, which — fair. She felt like she might explode.

"So," the sheriff said, after about a quarter mile of nothing but hooves and creaking wood. "You got a name?"

"Lena. Lena Wright."

"Wright." He said it like he was tasting it. "That a family name or a trade name?"

"Both. Wright and Sons Plumbing. Raleigh, North Carolina." She said it the way you'd give a cop your license and registration — flat, automatic, muscle memory.

"Don't know what any of that means, but it sounds respectable." He tipped his hat slightly. "Name's Harlan Cole. Sheriff of Dustbreak. Such as it is."

"Such as it is?"

"It's a small town, Miss Wright. Not a lot to sheriff. Somebody's cattle gets loose. Miners get drunk and mouthy on a Friday. Occasionally someone's Ledger glitches and they file a complaint like I can do something about it." He shrugged. "Mostly I just drive this road and make sure nobody's died in a ditch."

"You almost put me in a ditch."

"You appeared in the middle of the road."

"And you were going way too fast."

Harlan opened his mouth, closed it, and decided to change the subject. "Miss Wright, do you mind if I scan you?"

Lena looked at him. "Scan me?"

"Just a quick read. Nothing invasive. Won't hurt."

"Do I need to give blood or something?"

Harlan actually laughed at that — a short, dry bark of a laugh that sounded like it didn't get a lot of exercise. "No ma'am. Just let me get my Ledger."

He reached down to the holster on his hip and drew out his device in one smooth motion — practiced, casual, the way her brothers reached for a tape measure. The Ledger's surface glowed to life, and he held it up in her general direction, tilting it slightly like he was reading the fine print on a receipt.

His eyebrows went up.

"Yep." He nodded slowly. "Level one."

"Is that good?"

"It's... new. Very new. You're definitely a new arrival." He holstered the Ledger and shook his head, staring at the road ahead with an expression caught somewhere between wonder and indigestion. "I never thought I'd live to see the day. A Visitor. An actual, honest-to-System Visitor."

He said "Visitor" the way some people said "miracle" — capital letter, reverence included.

"Listen," he continued, straightening up in the bench like he'd just remembered he was the law, "we'll get you settled in. Dustbreak's not much, but it's home. We could always use new blood in town. People drift in, do some work, get a few levels, and move on to more fruitful places. The ones that stay tend to like the quiet." He glanced at her. "You seem like you might like the quiet."

Lena stared at him.

"I have no idea what the fuck you're talking about, man."

Harlan blinked.

"Levels. New blood. Fruitful places. I don't know what any of that means. I was driving my truck in North Carolina forty-five minutes ago and now I'm on a horse cart with a guy in a cowboy hat who just scanned me with a glowing rectangle. None of this is normal. Nothing about this is okay." She took a breath. "Just point me in the direction of a bar."

Harlan, to his credit, adapted quickly. "Sure thing. Benny over at the Rusty Ledger will take care of you. Good man. Pours heavy. Doesn't ask questions." He paused. "You seem to have some gold on you, so you can at least get on your feet."

"Gold?"

"Your pockets, miss."

Lena looked down. She patted her jeans — front left, front right, back right where the Nokia sat. Nothing. No gold. No coins. No anything except a crumpled receipt from Sheetz and a tube of Chapstick she'd been looking for since March.

"I don't have any gold."

"Your Ledger would show—" He stopped. Looked back down the road behind them, toward where the Ledger was still lying in the dirt, probably pulsing at nobody. "Ah."

"Yeah. Ah."

The road crested a gentle rise, and the town came into view below them — and for the first time since she'd landed face-first in the dirt, Lena didn't have a smart-ass response ready.

It was a crossroads. Two dirt roads intersecting at a rough perpendicular, with maybe twenty buildings clustered along both sides. Low, sturdy structures built from timber and stone, with covered wooden boardwalks connecting them. Hitching posts. Water troughs. Smoke drifting from chimneys. A few horses tied up outside what looked like a general store. A taller building at the center with a clock tower — except the clock face was glowing the same faint blue as the Ledgers.

The buildings had signs: COLE'S SUNDRIES, DUSTBREAK HARDWARE, THE RUSTY LEDGER in hand-painted letters over a set of swinging saloon doors. There was a place with no sign but a lot of sparks coming out of it — a smithy, or whatever passed for one here. Next to it, a storefront with a window display of glowing devices arranged on velvet like jewelry: MARLOW'S LEDGER & TECH. A hotel with a sagging porch: THE DUSTBREAK INN — ROOMS BY THE NIGHT OR WEEK. 

People moved along the boardwalks. Men in dusters and wide-brimmed hats. Women in long skirts and work boots. A kid chasing a dog. Every single one of them had a Ledger on their hip. Some holstered, some in hand, a few glowing faintly through leather pouches. It looked like the entire town was armed, except the weapons were rectangles.

It looked like Deadwood. If Deadwood had a RadioShack.

Lena pulled the Nokia out of her back pocket and flipped it open. The screen lit up — faithful, familiar, dumb as a brick and twice as reliable. She held it up toward the town, moving it slowly left to right like a dowsing rod.

No signal. Not a single bar. Not even the ghost of a bar.

She powered it down and slid it back into her pocket. Gotta save the battery. It might be days before she figured out how to get home.

Harlan had been watching this with the expression of a man trying to solve a puzzle with half the pieces missing.

"Is that..." He pointed at her back pocket. "Is that a new model? Is that why you threw away your Ledger?"

Lena looked at him. Looked at her pocket. Looked at him again.

"What?"

"That device. The small one. I've never seen a Ledger that compact. Is that some kind of—"

"It's a phone. It makes calls. It doesn't do whatever the hell your glowing rectangles do. It's twenty years old and it's the most reliable thing in my life, and that includes every man I've ever dated."

Harlan raised both hands in surrender. "Alright. Alright. Just asking." He pulled the carriage to a stop at the edge of the main crossroads and nodded toward the building with the swinging doors. "Well. Here's Benny's place."

Lena looked at the town. The boardwalks. The holstered Ledgers. The glowing clock tower. The kid chasing the dog. The sparks from the smithy. The people going about their business in a place that looked like someone had taken 1876 and given it a software update.

"Where's the camera crew?" she said.

"The what?"

"Nothing." She climbed down from the carriage, boots hitting the dirt with a thud that felt more real than anything else in the last hour. "Thanks for the ride, Sheriff."

"Harlan."

"Thanks for the ride, Harlan. Sorry I yelled at you."

"You appeared in the road."

"And you were going too fast. We've been over this."

He tipped his hat. The faintest smile cracked through the sun-worn leather of his face. "Welcome to Dustbreak, Miss Wright. Try not to throw anything else."

Lena turned toward the Rusty Ledger, pushed through the swinging doors, and walked into the rest of her life.

            

    
        4. The Rusty Ledger

    
    
    
    
                The inside of the Rusty Ledger smelled like wood smoke, old leather, and something frying that Lena couldn't identify but immediately wanted.

It was a saloon. An actual, honest-to-God saloon, with a long wooden bar running the length of the left wall, stools that had seen better decades, a scattering of round tables with mismatched chairs, and a staircase in the back that led up to what she assumed were rooms or storage or both. The lighting was warm — not electric, not candle, something in between that glowed from fixtures on the walls with that same faint blue-white hum everything in this town seemed to have. There was a dartboard on the far wall. A card table in the corner with chairs arranged around it like a shrine. A set of antlers mounted above the bar that were either decorative or came from something she didn't want to meet.

Behind the bar stood the largest man Lena had ever seen who wasn't actively playing a sport.

He was wiping a glass. Of course he was wiping a glass. Every bartender in every bar in every world apparently came pre-loaded with the glass-wiping subroutine. He was young — late twenties, maybe — with a face that didn't match his size. It was a kind face. Open. The kind of face that dogs trusted, the kind that made old ladies pat your cheek and say you were a good boy. He had arms like fence posts and hands that made the glass look like a shot glass.

He looked up when she walked in, and his whole face did something that Lena could only describe as a golden retriever seeing its owner come home.

"Hey there!" he said. Too loud. Way too loud for a room with four people in it. "Welcome to the Rusty Ledger! You new?"

Lena sat down on a stool that creaked under her in a way that suggested it had stories. "That obvious?"

"Little bit. I know everybody and I don't know you, so." He grinned. It was a big grin. Everything about him was big. "I'm Benny."

"Lena."

"Lena! Great name. Strong name. Like a — huh." He paused, clearly trying to come up with a comparison, failed, and moved on. "What can I get you?"

"Beer."

"You got it."

He turned around and pulled a mug off a shelf, then walked to the far end of the bar where a large oak barrel sat on a wooden cradle. He turned the spigot and filled the mug with something dark and flat that had no head, no carbonation, and absolutely no chill. He set it in front of her with the pride of a man presenting his finest work.

Lena picked it up. Room temperature. Not cellar-cool, not even basement-adjacent. Room temperature, like someone had left a beer sitting on a porch in August and then dared you to drink it.

She drank it.

Her face did a thing.

It was not a good thing. It was the face of a woman who had been raised on Bud Light and the occasional Yuengling and had just encountered beer the way God made it before refrigeration got involved — thick, yeasty, warm, and with a finish that suggested the barrel had feelings about being opened.

She set the mug down.

"Huh," Benny said, watching her face with the innocent curiosity of a man who had poured that same beer a thousand times and never once considered that it might be bad. "Good?"

"It's..." Lena searched for a word. Several presented themselves. None of them were polite. "...warm."

"Yep! That's how it comes out."

"You don't have anything... cold?"

Benny's face scrunched in a way that indicated the question didn't fully compute. "Cold?"

"Yeah. Like... kept cold. In a box. That stays cold."

"Huh." He thought about this. Genuinely thought about it, like she'd proposed an interesting engineering challenge. "No, we just got the barrel. Marv brings it in from the brewery every week. It's real good beer."

Lena looked at the mug. The beer looked back, unrepentant.

"Do you have whiskey?"

"Sure do!"

He produced a bottle from under the bar — unlabeled, amber, promising. He poured it into a glass that was cleaner than the one he'd been wiping when she walked in, which suggested the glass-wiping was more hobby than sanitation.

Lena took a sip. The whiskey hit her chest like a warm handshake from an old friend. It was rough, a little smoky, and it didn't pretend to be anything it wasn't. She could work with this.

"That's more like it."

"Huh." Benny laughed. At nothing in particular. Just laughed, because someone was drinking whiskey and seemed to like it and that was enough for Benny. "Most folks start with the beer."

"Most folks haven't had the day I've had." She took another sip. "You got a phone in here?"

"A what?"

"A phone. Something I can use to make a call."

Benny stared at her with the patient blankness of a man standing at the edge of a conversation he was not equipped for. "Like... a Ledger?"

"No. A phone. It rings, someone picks it up, you talk to them."

"Huh." He wiped the bar. The universal bartender signal for I have no idea what you're talking about but I want to be helpful. "I don't think we have one of those. You could use your Ledger to send a—"

"I don't have a Ledger."

"Everybody's got a Ledger."

"I threw mine in the road."

Benny's hand stopped mid-wipe. He looked at her the way you'd look at someone who just told you they'd set their own house on fire to see what would happen.

"You... threw it?"

"Yep."

"In the road."

"Yep."

"On purpose."

"With great enthusiasm."

He processed this for a moment, then started wiping again. "Huh."

Lena leaned on the bar with both elbows, the way she leaned on the counter at the sub shop back in Raleigh when she was ordering a twelve-inch Italian after a long day. "Is there a bus that runs through here?"

"A what?"

"A bus. Big thing. Has wheels. Picks people up, takes them somewhere else."

"Like a carriage?"

"Like a bigger carriage. A public one. On a schedule."

Benny thought about this with the full weight of his intellectual capacity, which was earnest but limited. "We got Harlan's carriage. And the supply wagons that come through from Copper Ridge every couple weeks. And sometimes a trader comes through with a—"

"But nothing on a schedule. Nothing regular. Nothing I can just... get on and go."

"Go where?"

That was, Lena realized, a very good question. She didn't have an answer for it. Go where? Home? She didn't know where home was relative to here. She didn't know where here was relative to anything. She was a woman sitting on a stool in a saloon in a town she'd never heard of in a world she hadn't consented to visiting, drinking whiskey that was better than the beer, talking to a bartender who didn't know what a bus was.

She took another sip.

"Fair point. What's on the menu?"

Benny brightened like someone had flipped a switch. Food was apparently his love language. "Tonight's elk stew! Well — not elk. We don't have elk. It's... grommet? Grommik?" He frowned. "Big thing. Has horns. Tastes like elk if elk was a little more—" He made a gesture with his hands that conveyed nothing. "—you know."

"I absolutely do not know."

"It's good! I got it this morning at the market. Slow-cooked it all day with rootstock and sage butter and those little black potatoes that Widow Fern grows out past the south road. Oh, and bread. Made the bread fresh. It's got that crust, you know?" He knocked on the bar twice to simulate the crust. "Real crust."

Lena's stomach, which had been politely ignoring the situation up until now, made a sound that was audible from across the room.

"I'll take the stew."

"Coming right up!" Benny disappeared through a door behind the bar with the energy of a man who had been waiting all day for someone to ask about the stew. He was back in under two minutes with a wooden bowl that was closer in size to a mixing bowl, filled to the brim with something thick and dark and steaming. The smell hit her from three feet away and it was — she hated to admit it — incredible. Rich, meaty, herby, with something underneath that was almost sweet. Chunks of meat the size of her thumb. Potatoes that had gone soft and creamy. A thick gravy that clung to the spoon.

He set it in front of her with a round of bread that was golden-brown, dense, and when she picked it up and knocked on it, it made the exact sound he'd promised.

"Real crust," she said.

"Told you." He beamed.

She tore the bread and dipped it in the stew and ate, and for about thirty seconds she forgot she was in another dimension. The stew was good. Not fancy good. Not restaurant good. Job-site-thermos good. The kind of food that was made by someone who didn't know they were talented and therefore didn't overthink it. Benny cooked the way her dad grilled — by feel, by taste, by the kind of instinct you couldn't teach.

"This is really good, Benny."

He turned red. Full red. From the collar up. Like someone had poured the warm beer on his face but it was just blood rushing to his skin because a woman he'd met four minutes ago had complimented his stew.

"Huh," he said. "Thanks."

He wiped the bar.

Lena ate. The stew was hot and the whiskey was smooth and the bar smelled like smoke and bread, and for just a moment — just a breath — the world outside the swinging doors could have been anything. It could have been Raleigh. It could have been the place on Glenwood where she ate on Fridays. It could have been anywhere, because a bar was a bar, and food was food, and a bartender who turned red when you said his cooking was good was the same in any universe.

"So you do a different thing every day?" she asked between bites.

"Every day!" Benny said this like it was obvious and exciting. "Depends on what's at the market. Tomorrow might be river bass if Cooley had a good morning. Day after that, maybe smoked haunch with pepper gravy. I did a bone broth last week that—" He paused, remembering, and his eyes went distant with the specific kind of reverence men usually reserved for engines or sunsets. "That was a good broth."

"What about breakfast?"

"Eggs, usually. Whatever bread's left over. Sometimes I do a hash if I've got the fixings — chop up whatever meat didn't sell the night before with onions and those little potatoes and fry the whole thing in animal fat until it gets all crispy on the—"

"I'm going to stop you because I just ate and you're making me hungry again."

He laughed. Wrong moment. The sentence wasn't funny. But Benny laughed anyway because that was his factory setting — laugh first, assess relevance later.

Lena pushed the empty bowl forward. She'd eaten every drop. She'd used the bread to mop the bowl clean. She wasn't proud of it. She also wasn't ashamed.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You're a good cook."

He turned red again. It was faster this time, like his face had the route memorized.

"Huh," he said. "Thanks. Most folks don't say that. They just eat."

"Most folks are idiots."

He laughed again. This one landed closer to the right moment, which for Benny was practically a bullseye.

Lena poured herself another whiskey from the bottle he'd left on the bar — either because he trusted her or because he'd forgotten it was there, both of which felt equally plausible — and looked around the room. A few miners had drifted in while she was eating. An older woman in a dress that was doing some architectural heavy lifting with the chest situation was making her way between tables with the easy confidence of a woman who owned the room, or at least rented a significant portion of it. In the back corner, a man sat alone at the card table, shuffling a deck with hands that moved like they were doing it in their sleep.

The Rusty Ledger was filling up. The evening was starting. Somewhere outside, the sun she didn't trust was going down over a town she didn't understand in a world she hadn't asked for.

But the stew was good. The whiskey was better. And the bartender blushed when you said nice things.

Lena Wright had worked with less.

            

    
        5. Dolly

    
    
    
    
                She smelled the perfume before she saw the woman.

It arrived about four seconds ahead of its owner — something floral and warm and aggressive, like a garden that had decided to follow you home whether you wanted it to or not. It cut through the smoke and stew smell of the Rusty Ledger the way a foghorn cuts through silence: you were going to notice it, and you were going to have feelings about it.

The woman attached to the perfume materialized at the bar stool next to Lena with the smooth, practiced ease of someone who had been sitting next to strangers in bars since before Lena was born. She was mid-to-late forties, dark hair pinned up with something that sparkled, lips painted a shade of red that meant business, and — Lena couldn't help but notice, because nobody on earth could have helped but notice — a chest situation that defied several laws of physics and at least one building code.

The corset — or dress, or architectural wonder, or whatever the hell it was — was doing work that should have required an engineering degree. Everything was lifted, separated, presented, and illuminated by the bar lighting in a way that suggested this woman had spent decades perfecting the exact angle at which fabric, gravity, and confidence intersected. It wasn't slutty. It wasn't trashy. It was professional. This was a woman who knew her inventory and had arranged the window display accordingly.

She turned to Lena and smiled, and the smile was so warm and genuine that Lena forgot about the chest for almost a full second.

"Well, hello there, sweetheart." Her voice was honey over gravel. "You must be the one Harlan dragged in off the road."

"Word travels fast."

"Honey, this town has twenty buildings and forty people. Word doesn't travel. Word just is." She extended a hand. Her nails were painted. In a town where most people's hands looked like they'd been fighting the dirt and losing, this woman's nails were painted. "I'm Dolly."

Lena shook her hand. "Lena."

"Lena. That's darling. Strong name. Working name. I like it." Dolly leaned on the bar with one elbow, which did things to the engineering that Lena chose not to think about. "So where you from, baby girl?"

"Raleigh. North Carolina."

"Don't know it. Sounds nice though. Is it nice?"

"It's... I mean, it's Raleigh. It's fine. It has Bojangles and traffic."

"I don't know what either of those things are, but I love the way you talk about them." Dolly flagged Benny with a single raised finger — not even looking at him, just raising the finger like a queen summoning a page — and Benny immediately poured something into a delicate glass that was either wine or something adjacent and set it in front of her. "Thank you, Benjamin."

"You're welcome, Miss Dolly."

Lena noticed that Benny stood a little straighter when he talked to Dolly. Not nervous. Respectful. The way you'd stand straighter for a teacher you liked.

Dolly took a sip, set the glass down with precision, and turned her full attention back to Lena. "So. Harlan says you appeared on the road. Just — poof. Like magic."

"I was driving my truck and then I wasn't."

"Incredible. And you threw your Ledger in the dirt?"

"I didn't know what it was."

"Oh, I know. I was on the boardwalk when he pulled up with you. Watched you climb off that carriage like you wanted to fight the whole town." She grinned. "And then Harlan stood there in the street with his hat off and his hand in his hair telling anyone who'd listen — 'A Visitor just threw her Ledger at my head.' I haven't seen that man that excited in fifteen years. And I've been counting."

Lena almost choked on her whiskey. "I threw it past him. Not at him."

"Sweetheart, the distinction is lost on Harlan. That man has been waiting his whole life for something interesting to happen on his road, and you fell out of the sky and immediately committed assault with a rectangle. He's going to be telling that story until he dies."

"It wasn't assault. It was disposal."

"Even better." Dolly sipped her wine. "Nothing happens here, sweetheart. You are the most interesting thing since Cooley caught that double-headed river bass and it turned out to be two regular bass that were stuck together."

"That's... a low bar."

"The bar is underground. You cleared it by showing up." She set the glass down. "So what do you do, Lena? Back wherever you're from."

"I'm a plumber."

Dolly's eyebrows went up, and Lena braced for the reaction she always got — the look, the surprise, the oh that's unusual for a woman — but it didn't come. Instead, Dolly's face did something Lena didn't expect: she looked impressed.

"A plumber. You work with your hands."

"Every day."

Dolly looked at Lena's hands — calloused, dirt-lined, still showing traces of copper and pipe dope under the nails. She looked at her own hands — painted, soft, deliberate. She smiled like they'd just discovered they were in the same profession from opposite ends.

"Honey, I work with my hands too. Different kind of pipe, but—"

"Oh my God."

"—the principle is the same. You find the problem, you apply the right tool, and everybody goes home satisfied."

Lena was laughing before she could stop herself. The real kind — the involuntary kind, the kind she hadn't done since the job site that morning, which felt like it was a thousand years ago. Dolly grinned, clearly pleased with herself.

At which point Benny — sweet, terrible-timing Benny — appeared from behind the bar and said, "Hey, Lena? Do you want to pay for the stew and drinks now, or should I open a tab?"

The laughter stopped.

Lena's face did something complicated. It went from amused to panicked in about half a second, which was fast even for her. She didn't have money. Not money that worked here. She had a Sheetz receipt and a tube of Chapstick and a Nokia phone that couldn't even make calls anymore. She'd eaten a full bowl of stew, had at least three whiskeys, and she was sitting here like she owned the place without a single coin to her name.

Her neck went red. Then her cheeks. Lena Wright, who could take a dick joke without blinking, who could cuss out a foreman and not break a sweat, who had looked a portal in the face and come out the other side swearing — was embarrassed about not being able to pay for dinner.

"I, uh—" She looked at the bar. At her hands. At the empty bowl. "I don't have... I mean, I don't think I have the right kind of—"

"Where's your Ledger, honey?" Dolly said, casual as breathing.

"In a ditch."

"Mmm. That's a problem." Dolly pulled her own Ledger from somewhere in the corset — Lena didn't see where it came from and wasn't sure she wanted to know — and held it up, angling it toward Lena the way you'd scan a barcode at a grocery store. The screen pulsed once. Dolly tilted her head and read.

"Oh!" Her eyebrows went up. "Level one. Brand new. Never even been opened." She tapped the screen twice. "But you've got a stipend, sweetheart. System gives every new arrival a starting balance. Looks like you've got..." She squinted. "Fifty gold. That's not bad. That'll keep you fed and housed for a few weeks if you're not stupid about it."

"I have gold?"

"You have gold. Well — the System has it for you. It's on your account. You just need a Ledger to access it, which you would have if you hadn't thrown yours at the sheriff."

"Past him."

"The distinction is noted." Dolly was already tapping her Ledger. "Here — I can transfer your tab to your account through mine. Benny, scan her."

Benny pulled his Ledger from under the bar — it was enormous, like everything about Benny — and held it up. It pulsed. He looked at the screen, nodded, and smiled.

"You're all paid up!" he said.

Lena blinked. "What just happened?"

"You paid," Dolly said.

"I didn't do anything."

"That's sort of how it works, baby girl. The Ledger handles the transaction. You just have to be in the room." She holstered her Ledger back into whatever pocket dimension the corset contained. "Think of it like... a tab that follows you around. The gold's in the System. When you buy something, it comes out. When you earn something, it goes in. You don't have to carry coins around like some barbarian."

"So it's like a debit card."

"I don't know what that is, but sure."

Lena sat with this for a moment. She'd just paid for a meal in another dimension using magic money she didn't know she had, through a device she'd thrown in the dirt, via a transaction facilitated by a woman in a corset who she'd known for five minutes. Her life had taken a turn.

"The fifty gold," Lena said carefully. "That's all I've got?"

"For now. You earn more by doing things. Jobs, quests, whatever the System decides to reward. Most folks in Dustbreak earn steady — nothing flashy, just day-to-day." Dolly paused, and the smile shifted into something warmer. Something almost maternal, which shouldn't have worked on a woman in that outfit but absolutely did. "You'll be fine, Lena. This town takes care of its own."

"I'm not its own. I've been here an hour."

"Honey, I've lived here fifteen years and half the men in this room still don't know my last name. You're already doing better than most." She picked up her wine. "Besides, you'll find work. Mae over at the general store always has things that need doing. You tell her you're good with your hands and she'll have you running jobs by morning."

"Jobs."

"Errands. Fixes. Deliveries. Whatever needs doing. Mae keeps a list. She always keeps a list. The woman has more lists than Benny has beer, and Benny has a lot of beer."

From behind the bar, Benny said, "It's true. I have a lot of beer."

"Nobody asked you, Benjamin."

"Just confirming."

Dolly ignored him with the practiced ease of a woman who had been ignoring Benny's contributions to conversations for years. She turned back to Lena and leaned in slightly, lowering her voice — not to a whisper, just to the register that indicated girl talk as opposed to public broadcast.

"Now. I'm going to ask you something, and you don't have to answer tonight, but I want you to think about it."

Lena braced.

"If you're ever looking for a different kind of work—" Dolly gestured at herself, at the room, at the general upstairs direction of the Rusty Ledger. "—you come talk to me. No pressure. No judgment. But sweetheart, with that mouth of yours and those arms?" She looked at Lena's biceps — tattooed, thick, built from years of carrying pipe — with genuine professional appraisal. "You'd clean up. Men love a woman who looks like she could choke them out. Trust me. I've done market research."

Lena stared at her.

"You're propositioning me."

"I'm recruiting. There's a difference. Propositioning is free. Recruiting comes with a benefits package." Dolly winked. "Think about it."

"I'm not going to think about it."

"That's fine. I'll ask again next week."

"I'm still not going to think about it."

"That's also fine. I'm very patient." She took a sip of wine, set the glass down, and patted Lena on the arm with the easy affection of a woman who had decided, in the span of ten minutes, that this grubby, foul-mouthed, confused plumber was hers to look after now. "You need anything tonight, you come find me. I'm upstairs, second door on the left. Knock first — not because I'll be busy, but because a woman deserves a warning."

"Noted."

"And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"Welcome to Dustbreak." Dolly stood, adjusted something in the corset that shouldn't have been adjustable but clearly was, and drifted back toward the tables like a ship leaving port — slow, deliberate, catching every eye in the room and not acknowledging a single one.

Lena watched her go.

She looked at Benny, who was wiping the bar with the steady rhythm of a man whose entire life was this room and these people and this glass.

"Is she always like that?" Lena asked.

Benny thought about it. Really thought about it, the way Benny thought about everything — earnestly, slowly, and with his whole face.

"Yep," he said.

"Huh."

"Huh," Benny agreed.

He poured her another whiskey. She didn't ask for it. He didn't charge for it. Some things in a bar were just understood, even in another dimension.

Lena drank, and looked at the room, and thought about gold she didn't know she had, and a woman who wanted to recruit her into the oldest profession, and a bartender who blushed at compliments and poured heavy because he couldn't measure.

She thought about Raleigh. About the truck in the soybean field. About Danny's voicemail. About six brothers who were probably wondering where she was right now, or would be by morning.

She did not think about Kevin.

She almost never thought about Kevin.

Except when she did.


            

    
        6. Two-Down

    
    
    
    
                The card table in the back corner of the Rusty Ledger was the nicest thing in the building.

Everything else — the stools, the bar, the floorboards — had the comfortable decay of a place that had been used hard and maintained casually. But the card table was pristine. Dark wood, smooth as glass, with a leather inlay that showed wear but no damage. The chairs around it were solid, evenly spaced, positioned with the kind of precision that said someone cares about this specific area more than anywhere else in the room.

That someone was sitting at the far side of the table, shuffling a deck with hands that moved like water.

Lena had been watching from her bar stool for the better part of a whiskey. She'd noticed the man when she'd first sat down — back corner, alone, shuffling. He was still there. He'd been shuffling the whole time, the cards flowing between his fingers in patterns that looked more like a magic trick than a nervous habit. He was good-looking in a deliberate way — clean hat, fitted vest, boots that didn't have a speck of dust on them in a town that was made of dust. His Ledger sat on the table next to him, face-up, glowing softly. Every few seconds he'd glance at it, tap it, glance back at the room.

A few miners had settled into the seats around him. Gold changed hands in the form of little hexagonal chips that clinked with a sound that was somewhere between coins and glass. They were playing cards.

Lena watched.

It was hold'em. Or close enough. Two cards down, five community cards, same betting structure, same hand rankings. They called it Two-Down, but the bones were identical. The deal rotated. The blinds were small. The miners played loose, which was how miners always played — with the optimism of men who dug for a living and believed that the next thing they found would be the thing that changed everything.

The man in the vest did not play loose.

He played like a surgeon. Every bet was measured. Every fold was immediate and without regret. He used his Ledger mid-hand — tapping it, reading something, adjusting. Lena couldn't see what was on the screen from the bar, but she could see the way the miners' eyes avoided it. They didn't like the Ledger being there. They tolerated it because there was apparently no rule against it, but they didn't like it.

He was winning. Steadily, patiently, the way a river wears down a rock. Not big pots — just a constant, quiet accumulation. The chip stack in front of him grew like a small, tidy city.

Lena finished her whiskey. Set the glass down. Stood up.

She walked over to the table.

The man in the vest looked up. His eyes moved over her once — fast, professional, the way you'd appraise a hand you'd been dealt. She saw his gaze flick from her face to her hip, looking for a Ledger holster. Finding nothing. Then to the Nokia-shaped bulge in her back pocket. Dismissing it. Back to her face.

"Seat's open," he said. Not warm. Not cold. Transactional.

"What's the buy-in?"

"Ten gold."

"I'm in."

He tilted his head slightly. "You'll need your Ledger for the—"

"I don't have one."

The table got quiet in a specific way — the way a room gets quiet when someone says something that doesn't fit the script.

The man studied her. "You don't have a Ledger."

"Nope."

"How do you plan to buy in?"

"Figured someone could scan me and transfer it out. That's how things work here, right?" She'd learned this from Dolly approximately twelve minutes ago and was now deploying it with the confidence of someone who'd been doing it her whole life.

Something moved behind his eyes. Not quite a smile. More like the preliminary stages of one that hadn't been approved yet. He pulled his Ledger off the table and held it up toward her. The screen pulsed.

"Level one," he said.

"So I keep hearing."

He looked at the screen a moment longer. Whatever else he saw there, he didn't share. He tapped twice, and the screen flashed.

"Ten gold transferred. You're in." He pushed a small stack of chips across the table toward her. The chips were warm to the touch, and each one had a faint glow at its center. "Name's Cade."

"Lena."

"Welcome to the table, Lena." He said it the way a host welcomes someone to a dinner party they're about to lose at. Politely, and with full confidence in the outcome.

She sat down. The chair was good. The table was smooth under her fingers. The chips had a weight and click that was immediately satisfying — the universal language of a game she'd been playing since she was twelve.

Friday nights. Wright kitchen. Dad's table. Six brothers who would rather chew glass than lose to their sister. No mercy, no soft plays, no letting the little girl win. Lena had earned every pot she'd ever taken in that kitchen, and she'd taken a lot of them.

She didn't know what a Ledger could do at a poker table. She didn't know what "skills" Cade was running. She didn't know anything about the System, or stats, or whatever the hell it was that made his screen glow every time someone bet.

She knew cards.



The first hour was education.

Lena played tight. Painfully tight. She folded hands that itched to be played. She watched. She studied. Not the cards — the people.

The miners were easy reads. They bet big when they had it, fidgeted when they didn't, and looked at their chips before they bluffed. One of them — a thick guy named Grohl — actually smiled when he had a good hand, which was the poker equivalent of holding a sign that said PLEASE TAKE MY MONEY.

Cade was different.

Cade didn't have tells. Or if he did, they were buried so deep under layers of practiced composure that finding them would take longer than one session. His face was the same whether he was holding air or the nuts. His betting patterns were controlled, varied, deliberately unpredictable. He was good. The real kind of good — the kind that came from thousands of hours of deliberate practice, not just natural talent.

But he had a dependency.

Lena saw it on the third orbit. Every time Cade made a significant decision — call, raise, fold — his eyes went to the Ledger first. Just for a heartbeat. Just a flick. But it was there. He was checking something. Reading something. Using the device to confirm or deny what the cards and the table were telling him.

He was playing the numbers. Not the people.

Lena didn't know what his Ledger was showing him. Odds, probably. Maybe something about the other players — heartrate, stress markers, whatever the System could detect. He was playing poker with a goddamn calculator, and the calculator was very, very good.

But a calculator only works if the inputs are accurate.

She broke even for the first hour. Won a few small pots, lost a few small pots, maintained her stack within a few chips of where she'd started. The miners came and went. Cade stayed. His stack grew, slowly, inevitably. He was bleeding everyone at the table dry, one measured bet at a time.

On the fourth orbit, Lena got dealt a nine-three offsuit.

Junk. Not the dramatic kind of junk that poker writers liked to romanticize — just boring, forgettable, go-nowhere junk. A nine that wasn't going to pair and a three that wasn't going to do anything useful for anyone. The kind of hand you fold and forget about before the next deal.

Lena looked at the nine and the three. Looked at Cade. Looked at his Ledger, glowing softly on the table beside his neatly stacked chips.

She called the blind.

The flop came: king of spades, ten of diamonds, six of clubs. Nothing. She had nothing. Not a draw, not a pair, not a prayer.

Cade bet. Moderate. Controlled. His eyes flicked to the Ledger.

Lena called.

Grohl folded. The other two miners folded. Just Lena and Cade.

The turn: jack of hearts. Still nothing. Nine-three was still nine-three, sitting at the bottom of the hand rankings like a résumé that hadn't even been opened.

Cade bet again. Bigger this time. Confident. His Ledger pulsed once and he didn't even glance at it, which meant whatever it was telling him, he liked it.

Lena raised.

Cade's hand stopped mid-chip-stack. It was small — a half-second hesitation — but Lena saw it because she'd been watching for it, and because she'd spent twenty years at a table full of Wright brothers who could spot a flinch at forty paces.

He looked at his Ledger. Read. Looked at her.

What the Ledger was telling him, Lena would never know. But she knew what she was telling him, and what she was telling him was absolutely nothing. Her face was stone. Her breathing was even. Her hands were still. She wasn't nervous because she wasn't treating this as a bluff. A bluff implies you know you're lying. Lena wasn't lying. She was just playing a hand. The fact that the hand was garbage was irrelevant. She had decided that this pot was hers, and her body had gotten the memo, and apparently whatever the System used to scan for deception was getting the same message as everyone else at the table: she's got it.

She didn't have it. She had a nine and a three and the audacity of a woman who'd been raised by wolves in plumber's clothing.

Cade looked at the board. King, ten, six, jack. He had — Lena was almost certain — at least a king. Maybe kings up. Maybe better. His stack said he'd been building all night. His body language said he was ahead. His Ledger, whatever it was whispering to him, apparently said he was behind.

The river came: four of diamonds.

The board was king, ten, six, jack, four. Lena had nine-three. She had absolutely, categorically nothing. Not even a pair. Not even the dignity of a high card worth mentioning.

Cade checked.

She'd rattled him. The raise on the turn, with nothing showing on the board that should have scared him, had put a crack in the algorithm. His Ledger said she was strong. His gut said she was strong. Everything said she was strong.

Lena pushed all of her remaining chips into the center.

The table made a sound that wasn't quite a gasp and wasn't quite a word. Grohl leaned forward. The other miners stopped pretending they weren't watching.

Cade stared at the chips. Stared at her. Stared at the Ledger. The screen was doing something — flickering, updating, running whatever calculations it ran. He read it. His jaw shifted, just slightly, the way a man's jaw shifts when he's being told something he doesn't want to hear by a source he trusts absolutely.

He folded.

He turned his cards face-down, slid them toward the center, and folded. With what Lena was now ninety percent sure was the best hand at the table, he folded, because every tool at his disposal told him he was beaten by a woman with no Ledger, no System, no class, and no idea what she'd just done.

Lena pulled the chips toward her. She did not show her cards. Showing your cards after a bluff was for amateurs and people who needed validation, and Lena Wright was neither.

"Good hand," Cade said. His voice was perfectly level.

"Thanks," Lena said. Her voice was also perfectly level.

She did not look at the nine and the three as she slid them into the muck. Nobody would ever know what she'd had. Except her, and she planned to take it to her grave — or at least to the bar, where she would absolutely tell Benny, who would laugh at the wrong part of the story.

Cade looked at her for a long time. Not angry. Not embarrassed. Something else — something quieter and more dangerous, which was the look of a man who had just realized that the game he thought he was playing wasn't the only game in the room.

He nodded. Once. Small. A nod between equals who would never be friends but would always know exactly what the other was capable of.

He stood up. Collected his chips — still a substantial stack, she'd only taken one pot — and holstered his Ledger with the same smooth draw he always used.

"Good game, Lena."

"Good game, Cade."

He walked away from the table. He did not look back. He would not play cards with Lena Wright again, and he had decided this somewhere between the turn and the river, in the space between what his Ledger told him and what the nine-three would have told him if he'd had the nerve to call.

Lena sat at the table with her stack of chips — slightly larger now than when she'd started, because that's how poker works when you play tight and then detonate one perfectly timed bomb — and she felt, for the first time since she'd landed face-first in the dirt, something that wasn't confusion or anger or fear.

She felt normal.

A bar. A card game. A good bluff. The weight of chips in front of her and the memory of a man folding the best hand because she'd looked him dead in the eyes and told him, without words, that he was wrong.

She'd been doing this her whole life. She just hadn't expected to do it in another dimension.

Behind the bar, Benny was staring at something on the counter. It was a Ledger — smaller than his, sleek, unfamiliar. It hadn't been there a minute ago. He was sure of that. He'd wiped that exact spot right before the card game started and there had been nothing there, and now there was a Ledger, and it was glowing, and it had Lena's name on it.

He picked it up and looked at the screen.

Level 2. Class: Aspiring Gambler.

"Huh," Benny said, to no one.

He set it back on the bar and went back to wiping glasses.

Lena didn't notice. She was stacking chips and thinking about Raleigh and wondering if the whiskey here came in bottles she could take upstairs.


            

    
        7. Trash It!

    
    
    
    
                Lena scooped the chips into both hands and carried them to the bar the way you'd carry a pile of laundry — functional, graceless, with one chip threatening to escape off her left pinky the whole way. She dumped them on the counter in front of Benny with a clatter that turned a few heads.

"So," she said. "How do I turn these back into money?"

Benny looked at the pile. Looked at her. Looked at the card table in the corner, where Cade's empty chair was still warm. Looked back at the pile.

"You won?"

"I played. There was an outcome."

"Against Cade?"

"Is that unusual?"

Benny opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. A sound came out that was halfway between a laugh and a hiccup, delivered at exactly the wrong moment, as was his custom. He caught himself and turned it into a cough.

"No one beats Cade," he said. Then, reconsidering: "Well. Some people beat Cade. Sometimes. On accident. But they don't..." He gestured at the pile of chips. "They don't come back to the bar with more than they started with. Usually they come back sad. And broke. And they order a whiskey and stare at the wall for a while."

"Sounds like a Tuesday."

"Huh." Benny started counting the chips, sorting them into neat stacks with his enormous hands. The hexagonal chips looked like buttons in his fingers. "Okay, so — you bought in for ten, right?"

"Right."

"And you've got..." He counted, lips moving slightly. "Thirty-five here. So that's twenty-five profit."

"Great. How do I get it into my..." She paused. "Account? Wallet? Whatever you people call it?"

"Your Ledger. I just scan the chips against your Ledger and it transfers in. Speaking of which—" He reached behind the bar and produced the Ledger that had materialized there during the card game. He held it up with both hands, gently, the way you'd hold a small animal you didn't want to startle. "I think this is yours."

Lena looked at it. The screen was glowing softly, pulsing with that same faint heartbeat rhythm. Her name was on it. LENA WRIGHT. And underneath, in text that she could read from where she was standing but chose not to engage with:

Level 2. Class: Aspiring Gambler.

Benny, because Benny could not help himself, read it out loud.

"It says you're Level 2 now. And your class is, uh..." He squinted. "'Aspiring Gambler.' Huh." He looked at her with the expression of a man who had just been handed a piece of information that he knew was important but had no framework for processing. "That's new. You were Level 1 like an hour ago."

"Uh huh."

"And now you're Level 2."

"Seems like it."

"That's... fast. I think. Is that fast? I've been Level 8 for—" He frowned, calculating. "—a while."

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"I don't know what any of that means. I don't know what a level is. I don't know what an Aspiring Gambler is. I don't know why this thing has my name on it or how it ended up behind your bar when I left it in the road three miles outside of town." She took a breath. "Can you just do the chip thing and then tell me where I can sleep and maybe wash some of this dirt off my face? It's been a day. It has been a day, Benny."

"Right. Yeah. Sure." He held the Ledger near the chip stacks and tapped the screen. Each stack pulsed once and dissolved — the chips just gone, absorbed into the device like water into a sponge. The screen flickered, updated, and showed a number that Lena assumed was her balance. She didn't look closely enough to confirm.

"You're all set. Thirty-five gold transferred in, plus whatever you had left from the stipend. You're sitting on—"

"Don't care. Room?"

"Upstairs! Third door on the right. It's not much but the bed's good and there's a basin and a pump. Water's cold but it's clean." He paused. "Dolly's in the second door on the left, so if you need anything—"

"I've been briefed."

"She's really nice."

"She offered me a job in the sex industry, Benny."

"Huh." He laughed. Wrong moment. Completely wrong moment. He'd done it again — the factory-default laugh that fired before his brain had a chance to evaluate whether the situation called for laughter. He caught it, tried to reel it back, and landed on a facial expression that was half-smile, half-apology. "She does that. She means well."

"I'm sure she does."

Lena looked at the Ledger, still sitting on the bar where Benny had set it after the chip transfer. It pulsed at her. Gently. Patiently. Like it had all the time in the world.

She thought about the fact that she'd thrown this thing into the dirt. She'd left it on the road three miles from town. She'd walked away from it, ridden away from it, eaten a meal, had several drinks, played a poker game, bluffed a professional gambler out of his boots, and the damn thing had materialized behind the bar like it had been waiting for her the whole time.

It was an iPad. It was Trey's stupid iPad. It was every piece of technology anyone had ever tried to force on her, except this one wouldn't take no for an answer.

"Trash it," she said.

Benny blinked. "What?"

"The Ledger. Throw it away. Toss it in the trash. Put it in the barrel with the warm beer. I don't care. I don't want it."

"I... I can't throw away a Ledger. That's your—"

"Not mine. Never asked for it. Don't want it." She pushed off the bar stool and headed for the stairs. Her legs were tired. Her hip was bruised from the dive off the road. Her hands smelled like copper chips and whiskey. Somewhere above her was a bed and a basin and cold water, and that was enough. That was more than enough.

"Lena?" Benny called after her.

She stopped on the third step and looked back.

He was holding the Ledger in one hand, his bar rag in the other, looking at her with the helpless concern of a golden retriever watching its owner walk into a rainstorm without an umbrella.

"I'll just... keep it behind the bar? For now? In case you change your mind?"

She looked at him. At the Ledger. At Benny's enormous, earnest face.

"Fine. Behind the bar. Don't scan me with it, don't read me my horoscope, don't tell me what level I am or what class I am or what the System thinks I should be doing with my life. Just... keep it somewhere I don't have to look at it."

"You got it."

"And Benny?"

"Yeah?"

"The stew was really good."

He turned red. Right on schedule. Collar to hairline, two seconds flat.

"Huh," he said. "Thanks."

Lena went upstairs.

The room was small and clean and plain. A bed with a quilt that had been washed so many times the pattern was a suggestion rather than a statement. A basin on a wooden stand. A pump handle that, when she tried it, produced water so cold it made her teeth hurt. A window that looked out over the main crossroads of Dustbreak, where the clock tower glowed that same weird blue against a sky full of stars she didn't recognize.

She washed her face. The water turned brown. She washed it again. Less brown. Progress.

She dried off with a cloth that was rough but clean, sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled the Nokia out of her back pocket. Flipped it open. The screen lit up — faithful, familiar, dumb as the day it was made.

No signal. No bars. No connection to anything she knew.

She powered it down. Gotta save the battery. Might be days.

She set it on the nightstand, lay back on the bed, and stared at the ceiling.

The ceiling didn't have answers. Ceilings never did. But it was solid, and the bed was soft, and the room was quiet except for the distant murmur of the bar below and someone — Dolly, probably — laughing behind a closed door down the hall.

Lena closed her eyes.

She thought about Travis calling it a day. About Cody heading to the dive bar. About Brody dropping a fitting. About Jesse's pipe jokes. About the Nokia on the roof of the truck at seventy on I-40.

She thought about the truck in the soybean field. Engine still running. Beer still sweating in the cupholder. Danny's phone ringing and ringing and nobody picking up.

She did not cry. Lena Wright did not cry. She had cried exactly once in the last five years and that had been at the vet when her dad's dog died, and nobody counted that because everybody cries at the vet.

But she lay there in the dark, in a room above a bar in a town she'd never heard of in a world she didn't ask for, holding a phone that couldn't call anyone, and she breathed, and the breathing was not entirely steady, and that was close enough.

Tomorrow she'd figure it out. Tomorrow she'd find work. Tomorrow she'd make a plan. Tomorrow she'd be Lena Wright, who didn't take anything seriously and never let anything get to her and always had a joke ready and never, ever let them see her sweat.

Tonight she was just tired.

She fell asleep with the Nokia on the nightstand and the quilt pulled up to her chin and the stars of a strange sky watching through the window like they were trying to decide what to make of her.

They'd figure it out eventually.

She would too.


            

    
        8. Better Than Waffle House

    
    
    
    
                Lena woke up to sunlight that was too bright and in the wrong direction.

Back home, the sun came through her bedroom window on the left side. Slow, orange, polite. This sun was coming through on the right side, and it was white, and it had the energy of someone who'd been awake for hours and was annoyed that you weren't.

She lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, letting her brain do the thing it did every morning — the boot sequence, Travis called it. System check. Where am I. What day is it. Why does my hip hurt.

The answers came back wrong.

She was in a room above a bar in a town called Dustbreak in a world that wasn't hers. She didn't know what day it was. Her hip hurt because she'd dive-rolled off a dirt road to avoid a horse-drawn carriage driven by a sheriff who'd almost killed her and then bought her a ride into town.

Normal Tuesday stuff.

She sat up and reached for the Nokia on the nightstand. It was there — faithful, chunky, cold from the night air. She flipped it open. Powered it on. Waited.

No signal.

She stared at the screen for a moment longer than she needed to, then powered it down and slid it into her back pocket. Save the battery. Might be days.

There was something else on the nightstand.

It was sitting underneath where the Nokia had been — like it had been there first, like the Nokia had been placed on top of it during the night, except Lena was damn sure there had been nothing on that nightstand when she'd gone to sleep except her phone. She was sure of this because she had put the phone down on bare wood and heard the sound it made, and that sound was not the sound of a phone being set on top of a glowing rectangle.

The Ledger.

She'd told Benny to keep it behind the bar. She'd watched him put it there. She'd gone upstairs without it. She'd slept a full night without it. And now it was on her nightstand, tucked under her Nokia like it had snuck in during the night and tried to make itself comfortable.

"Oh, come on."

She picked it up. It pulsed at her. Warm. Patient. Completely unbothered by the fact that it was not welcome.

She considered throwing it out the window. She considered putting it in the basin and pumping water on it. She considered walking it downstairs and stuffing it in the warm beer barrel.

Instead she set it face-down on the nightstand, put the Nokia on top of it like a paperweight, and got dressed. She had bigger problems than a stalker rectangle. She had to pee, she needed coffee, and she was hungry enough to eat whatever Benny had decided to cook this morning, even if it was that thing with the horns again.



The bar was empty except for Benny, who was behind the counter doing what Benny always did — wiping something and looking like the world's largest, friendliest doorman.

"Morning!" he said. Way too loud for whatever time it was.

"Morning, Benny. Two questions. Where's the bathroom, and what's for breakfast?"

"Bathroom's out back through the rear door. It's, uh—" He made a face that Lena did not find encouraging. "It's an outhouse."

Lena stopped walking.

"An outhouse."

"Yep."

"Like a... wooden shack. With a hole."

"That's the one."

Lena Wright had been a plumber for thirteen years. She had snaked drains that smelled like something had died inside something else that had also died. She had crawled under houses where the sewage line had been leaking for weeks and the homeowner "hadn't noticed." She had, on one occasion she did not enjoy discussing, pulled a full raccoon skeleton out of a P-trap.

But she had done all of those things with the knowledge that somewhere, at the end of the pipe, there was a system. A real system — not whatever these people called their glowing rectangles — a system of pipes and water and pressure and gravity that moved things from where they were to where they needed to be. Indoor plumbing. The greatest invention in human history, and she would fight anyone who said otherwise, including the guy who invented the wheel, who could roll his little wheel straight to the outhouse if he wanted to see what life was like without her profession.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You don't have indoor plumbing."

"I don't know what that means, but probably not?"

She pressed her fingers to her temples. "Pipes. Water. Flowing through the walls. Into a room. With a toilet. That flushes."

Benny stared at her with his trademark blend of earnest attention and complete incomprehension.

"A toilet," he repeated, like he was tasting a foreign word.

"A toilet, Benny. A porcelain throne. A commode. The thing you sit on in a room that isn't outside and doesn't smell like a war crime."

"Huh." He wiped the bar. "We just got the outhouse."

"I can see that."

She went out the back door.

The outhouse was exactly as bad as she'd expected, which was generous because she'd expected something terrible and it had still found room to disappoint. It was a wooden shack. It had a hole. It smelled like a thing that smells bad had gotten into a fight with another thing that smells bad and they'd both lost. There was no toilet paper — just a basket of something she chose to think of as "leaves" because the alternative was worse.

She did what needed to be done. She came back inside. She washed her hands at the pump in the basin upstairs with the kind of thoroughness that only a plumber understands — hot water would've been nice, but cold water and fury worked too.

She came back downstairs and sat at the bar with the expression of a woman who had just stared into an abyss and the abyss had smelled like an outhouse.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"We're going to talk about the plumbing situation in this town at some point."

"Okay." He said it cheerfully, the way he said everything, because Benny did not have a gear between cheerful and asleep.

"But not right now. Right now I need coffee. Please tell me you have coffee."

"Got coffee!"

He produced a pot from somewhere behind the bar — black iron, steaming, smelling like the first good thing that had happened since she'd woken up. He poured it into a ceramic mug that was heavy enough to double as a weapon. She wrapped both hands around it and drank.

It was good. Really good. Dark, strong, a little smoky, with a bitterness that didn't need sugar and wouldn't have accepted it. It tasted like it had been grown by someone who took it seriously and roasted by someone who respected it. It was, and she would have said this under oath, better than Waffle House coffee, which until this moment had been her benchmark for coffee that cost less than a dollar and kept you alive.

"Oh, Benny."

"Good?"

"If this town had plumbing, I might never leave."

He laughed. Wrong moment — she was being serious — but the laugh was warm and the coffee was hot and she let it go.

"What's for breakfast?"

Benny lit up. Same switch as last night — the food switch, the one that turned him from a large confused man into a large enthusiastic man.

"Eggs! Got a dozen from Widow Fern this morning. Doing 'em scrambled with some of that sharp cheese from the trading post and the last of the herb bread from yesterday. And I've got some of that smoked slab from the icehouse — thick cut, crispy on the edges." He paused, remembering something. "Oh, and I fried up some of those little potatoes in the drippings. The ones that get all—" He made a sound with his mouth that was supposed to represent crispiness but sounded more like a small animal being surprised.

"Stop talking and start cooking."

"You got it!"

He vanished into the kitchen. The sounds that came back were immediate and wonderful — the crack of eggs, the sizzle of fat, the scrape of a pan, and the particular pop-and-hiss of potatoes hitting hot grease that was the same in every universe because God had priorities.

He was back in five minutes with a plate that could have fed Travis and Jesse combined and still had room for Brody. Eggs piled high, threaded with melted cheese that pulled in strings when she lifted the fork. Two slabs of smoked meat that were crispy at the edges and soft in the middle and tasted like someone had convinced a campfire to become a flavor. Fried potatoes, golden and shattered at the edges, glistening with whatever that animal fat was. And the herb bread, toasted, with butter that was actual butter, from an actual animal, and tasted like butter was supposed to taste before grocery stores got involved.

She ate. She didn't talk. She didn't have to. Benny stood behind the bar and watched with the quiet satisfaction of a man who had done his job and done it well, and he wiped a glass, and the morning was okay.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"How come you're this good at cooking and this bad at keeping beer cold?"

He thought about it. "Huh. I don't know. Different skill, I guess."

She shook her head and finished the potatoes.

"Oh hey," Benny said, leaning on the bar like he'd just remembered something. "That thing of yours — the Ledger? I put it behind the bar last night like you said. Right under the counter, next to the spares."

"Yeah, about that. It was on my nightstand this morning."

Benny blinked. "What?"

"On my nightstand. Under my phone. When I woke up."

He turned and looked under the bar. Looked at the spot where he'd put it. Looked back at her.

"Huh," he said. "It's not here."

"I know it's not here, Benny. It's upstairs. On my nightstand. Where I didn't put it."

"Huh." He processed this with the full power of his cognitive apparatus, which was not substantial but was sincere. "That's... weird."

"It's very weird."

"Maybe it likes you."

"It's a rectangle, Benny. It doesn't like anything."

"Huh." He wiped the bar. Then, with the timing of a man who had already moved on: "So — if you're looking for work, Mae over at the general store usually has some odd jobs. She's there by sunup every morning. Keeps a list."

Lena looked at her empty plate. Looked at the coffee. Looked out the window at the town of Dustbreak waking up in the morning light — people moving on the boardwalks, smoke from chimneys, the clock tower doing its weird blue glow thing.

She didn't have her truck. She didn't have her tools. She didn't have her brothers or her job or her flip phone signal or any idea how to get home. But she had seventy-something gold in whatever invisible account the glowing rectangle was keeping track of, and she had hands that knew how to work, and there was a woman at a general store who kept a list.

"Yeah," Lena said. "I could use some work."

"Tell Mae I said hi!"

"Sure, Benny."

She left the empty plate on the bar, drained the last of the coffee, and walked out through the swinging doors into the second day of whatever this was.


            

    
        9. The List

    
    
    
    
                Dustbreak looked different in the morning.

At night, with the bar noise and the glowing Ledgers and the general chaos of showing up in another dimension, the town had felt like a fever dream with a soundtrack. In the morning it just looked like a town. A small, dusty, sunbaked town with hand-painted signs on square buildings and not a single thing taller than two stories except the clock tower, which was doing its blue glow thing against a sky that was too big and too clear and too much like a postcard to be real.

Lena stood on the boardwalk outside the Rusty Ledger and looked left, then right. The crossroads. Two roads, twenty buildings, forty people — Dolly's math. To the left: the general store, the hardware store, the smithy with the sparks. To the right: the inn, the Ledger shop, a couple of buildings she hadn't identified yet. Straight ahead: the sheriff's office, with a board out front covered in what looked like posters.

Everything was wood and stone and hand-painted letters. No neon. No plastic. No parking lots. It looked like a town that had been built by people who knew what they needed and didn't waste time on anything they didn't. Lena respected that. It was the same philosophy behind Wright & Sons — you don't tile a bathroom before the plumbing works.

She stepped off the boardwalk and headed left toward the general store. The dirt under her boots was hard-packed and warm. The air smelled like wood smoke and horses and something cooking somewhere that she couldn't identify but filed under "investigate later."

She had to pass the sheriff's office to get to Cole's Sundries. Harlan was out front, leaning against the post by the wanted board with a mug in one hand and his Ledger in the other, looking like a man who had been awake for two hours and was just now getting around to his first real thought of the day.

He saw her coming and straightened up. Not all the way — just enough to indicate he was on duty, technically.

"Miss Wright."

"Sheriff."

"Harlan."

"Harlan. Morning."

"Morning." He took a sip from his mug. "Heard about the card game."

"Word really does just exist in this town, huh."

"Benny told me. He tells me everything. I didn't ask." He paused. "You beat Cade."

"I played cards. There was a result."

"Nobody beats Cade."

"So Benny said."

Harlan looked at her with something that might have been concern, or might have been the face a man makes when he's about to say something he knows won't land. "Listen, Miss Wright. You're new here. And what happened last night — the card game, the level-up — that's going to get noticed. People talk. Especially about—"

"About what?"

He hesitated. "About someone progressing that fast. It's... unusual. And I just want you to know that if you need any help understanding how things work here — the System, the Ledger, how to manage your—"

"Harlan."

"Yeah?"

"I appreciate that. I really do. But I have no idea what you're talking about. Not a clue. Zero. I played some cards. I'm going to go see about some work. If anything weird happens, I'll come find you. Deal?"

He looked at her the way a lifeguard looks at someone swimming toward the deep end with floaties on. Concerned, but aware that intervention would not be welcome.

"Deal." He tipped his hat. "Check in with Mae. She'll set you straight."

"That's the plan."

"And Miss Wright?"

"Yeah?"

"Try not to throw anything today."

"No promises."



Cole's Sundries was the kind of store that sold everything and organized nothing. Shelves ran floor to ceiling on every wall, stacked with canned goods, rope, tools, bolts of fabric, lanterns, soap, ammunition for something, and at least three things Lena couldn't identify that glowed faintly. The floor was wood, swept clean but worn into grooves by decades of boots. The ceiling was low. The whole place smelled like dry goods and candle wax and something sharp and herbal that was either cleaning supplies or medicine.

Behind the counter stood a woman who looked like she'd been standing behind that counter since the building was erected and would continue to stand behind it until the building fell down. She was small — barely five-two — with white hair pinned up tight, reading spectacles on a chain around her neck, and a pencil behind her left ear. Her hands were on the counter, and they were the hands of a woman who had lifted, stacked, sorted, and organized every item in this store at least twice. There was a Ledger on her hip in a worn leather case, but the thing she was actually consulting was a piece of paper with a handwritten list on it.

Lena loved her immediately.

"You must be the Visitor," the woman said. Not a question.

"Word—"

"Travels fast, yes. Harlan wouldn't shut up about you over breakfast." She looked Lena up and down with an appraisal that was more efficient than anything Cade's Ledger had managed. "You don't look like much."

"I'm not."

"Good. I don't need much. I need someone who shows up and does the work." She extended a hand over the counter. "Mae Cole."

"Lena Wright."

"I know. Harlan's wife."

"I'm not Harlan's wife."

"No. I'm Harlan's wife. I'm telling you who I am." The faintest crack of a smile. "Sit down, girl. There's a stool behind the seed bin."

Lena found the stool — a short, three-legged thing that looked like it had been used as a step ladder, a doorstop, and possibly a weapon at various points in its life — and sat.

Mae consulted her list. The pencil came out from behind her ear. She made a mark. The pencil went back.

"Benny says you're looking for work."

"I need something to do. And something to do it for."

"You any good with your hands?"

"I'm a plumber."

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. "Don't know what that is."

"I work with pipes. Water. Drainage. I make water go where it's supposed to go and stop going where it's not."

"Huh." Mae filed this away the way she filed everything away — instantly, permanently, without visible processing. "Well. I don't have any pipe work for you. But I've got a list."

"So I've heard."

"Everyone's heard. The list is famous." She was not joking. She was also not not joking. It was hard to tell with Mae. "Right now what I need is fence work. The Henderson place, about two miles south. We sent out barbed wire and posts yesterday but old Henderson's got a bad back and his son's useless. You know fences?"

"Fences?" Lena almost laughed. "Yeah. I know fences. Fences are easy. Fences are what you do when plumbing is too complicated."

"Then you'll do fine. It's a straight run, south side of their property, third post from the gate is rotted through. Replace it. String the wire. Don't cut yourself."

"That's it?"

"That's the side quest." Mae said this the way you'd say "that's the grocery list" — matter-of-fact, no emphasis, like side quest was a thing people said about fence work and everybody knew it. "Decent XP for a Level 2. Or whatever you are. Harlan mentioned you're moving fast."

Lena looked at her. "I'm going to be honest with you, Mae. I don't know what a side quest is. I don't know what XP is. I don't know what Level 2 means. I know how to fix a fence. Can I fix the fence?"

Mae studied her for a moment. The spectacles came down from the forehead. The eyes behind them were sharp and old and not remotely fooled by anything they'd ever seen.

"You can fix the fence," Mae said.

"Great. How do I get paid?"

Mae's eyebrows rose slightly. "Paid?"

"Yeah. Gold. Credits. Poker chips. Whatever you people use."

"The System handles payment for completed tasks. Your Ledger will—" She stopped. Looked at Lena. Looked at Lena's hip, where a Ledger holster was conspicuously absent. "You don't have your Ledger."

"It's behind Benny's bar. Or on my nightstand. Or in a ditch somewhere. Depends on where it decided to be this morning."

Mae took a slow breath through her nose. It was the breath of a woman who had been married to Harlan Cole for forty years and had therefore developed an infinite reserve of patience for people who did things that didn't make sense.

"The System will add the gold to your account when the job is done. You don't need the Ledger on you. It just... knows." She waved a hand vaguely. "It always knows."

"That's creepy."

"That's how it works."

"Still creepy."

Mae made a mark on her list. "Henderson place. South road. Two miles. Fence posts and wire are already there. Be back by supper." The pencil went behind the ear. "Any other questions?"

"One. Is there any such thing as plumbing in this town?"

Mae looked at her like she'd asked if the sky was real. "Plumbing."

"Pipes. Indoor water. Toilets. Running water that comes out of a wall and goes into a drain instead of—" She gestured vaguely in the direction of the outhouse behind the Rusty Ledger. "—that."

"No."

"Nothing? No pipes anywhere?"

"We get our water from the stream that comes down off the mountain. Runs right past the edge of town, fast and clean. Pure as the fallen snow." Mae said this with the pride of a woman who had been drinking that water for seventy years and considered it a personal achievement. "Some folks have wells. Hand pumps. Works fine."

"Hand pumps."

"Hand pumps."

Lena sat with this. A town with glowing devices on every hip, a clock tower that pulsed with blue light, a thing called a System that tracked your every move and apparently paid you for fixing fences — and they were hauling water by hand from a mountain stream and using outhouses.

They had what amounted to magic smartphones and no toilets. It was the most backwards-advanced thing she'd ever seen, and she'd once watched Trey try to FaceTime from a house with no running water.

"Huh," she said.

"Huh," Mae agreed, though she clearly didn't understand what was being huh'd about.

Lena stood up, put the stool back behind the seed bin, and headed for the door.

"Lena."

She stopped.

"Be back by supper."

"Yes ma'am."

Mae nodded once. Just once. It was not a warm nod. It was not a cold nod. It was a nod that said I'm watching to see if you come back.

Lena walked out into the sun and turned south.


            

    
        10. The Henderson Fence

    
    
    
    
                The Henderson place was exactly two miles south, which Lena knew because she'd been counting steps since the edge of town and had run out of things to think about after the first half mile.

The road was dirt, flat, and straight, with scrub brush on both sides and the occasional tree that looked like it had been arguing with the wind for decades. The sun was high and hot and had no interest in being polite about it. Her tank top was already sticking to her back. Her boots, which had been through crawlspaces and construction sites and one very unfortunate incident involving a septic line in Garner, were picking up a fine layer of dust that made them look like they'd been dipped in flour.

She missed her truck. She missed it the way you miss a limb — constantly, irrationally, and at the worst possible moments. She'd walked more in the last twenty-four hours than she had in the last six months combined, because Lena Wright did not walk places. Lena Wright drove places, in a white Ford F-250 that was currently sitting in a soybean field in North Carolina with the engine probably dead and a warm Bud Light congealing in the cupholder.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

The Henderson property announced itself with a leaning wooden gate and a fence line that ran south along a pasture where a handful of cattle grazed with the specific laziness of animals that had nothing to fear and nowhere to be. The house was set back from the road — low, stone, with a covered porch and a chimney that wasn't smoking. Next to it, a barn that leaned the same direction as the gate, like the whole property had collectively decided to tilt.

A man was sitting on the porch. Old. Not ancient, but old in the way that manual labor made you old — thick hands, bent posture, a face that had been squinting at the sun since before Lena was born. He had a Ledger on his hip and a mug in his hand and was watching her approach with the mild curiosity of a man who didn't get a lot of visitors and wasn't sure he wanted this one.

"You from Mae?" he called out when she was close enough.

"Lena Wright. She sent me about the fence."

"Huh." He looked her up and down. Not unfriendly. Appraising. "You know fences?"

"I know fences."

"South side. Third post from the gate. Rotted clean through. Wire's down, posts are stacked by the barn, barbed wire's in a roll next to 'em." He shifted in his chair, and something in his lower back made a sound that Lena heard from twenty feet away. "I'd do it myself but—"

"Bad back. Mae mentioned."

"Bad back, bad knees, bad attitude." The faintest smile. "My boy was supposed to handle it but he's off doing... whatever it is he does. I stopped asking."

"I'll handle it. Mind if I borrow a shovel?"

"Shed's around back. Take whatever you need." He paused. "You don't want to use your—" He tapped his Ledger holster.

"Don't have one."

Henderson looked at her the way everyone in this town looked at her when she said that — like she'd just told him she didn't have lungs. "Huh."

"Huh," she agreed, and went to find the shovel.



The shed was small, dark, and smelled like rust and animal. She found a shovel — wooden handle, iron blade, well-used — and carried it to the south fence line.

The rotted post was obvious. It had given up on being vertical sometime in the recent past and was now leaning at a forty-degree angle with the barbed wire sagging into the grass. The post itself was soft and dark at the base where moisture had been working on it for what looked like years. Lena grabbed it with both hands and wiggled. It came out of the ground with a wet, sucking sound that she had professional opinions about.

The hole it left was shallow and sloppy. Whoever had set the original post hadn't gone deep enough, which explained why it rotted — not enough depth, no drainage, water just sat at the base and ate the wood. Lena had seen the same thing a hundred times with deck posts back home. People thought you could just stick a post in the ground and walk away, and then they were surprised when it fell over in three years. You couldn't just stick a post in the ground. You needed depth. You needed drainage.

You needed gravel.

She looked at the new posts stacked by the barn. Good wood. Solid. But if she set one in bare dirt, it'd rot the same way the last one did. She needed gravel at the base — a few inches of crushed stone for drainage so water wouldn't pool around the wood.

There was no gravel pile on the Henderson property. Of course there wasn't. Lazy. Same as back home — same as coming in behind some big-time builder who was all about profit and speed and cutting corners, and then having to redo the plumbing because nobody bothered to do it right the first time. Different world, same laziness. Nobody here thought about drainage because nobody here cared about why things lasted. They just replaced the post when it rotted and moved on. That drove Lena crazy. It had always driven her crazy. If you're going to do something, do it right, or don't do it.

She'd helped Travis put up a fence at his place two years ago when his wife Holly had decided she absolutely needed a miniature Highland cow. A mini Highlander. One of those ridiculous little fluffy things with the bangs that looked like a stuffed animal had come to life and started eating grass. Holly had seen one on someone's phone and that was it — she needed a fence, she needed it yesterday, and Travis and Lena had spent a Saturday in the sun digging post holes and doing them right. Gravel base, proper depth, tamped and plumb.

The cow's name was Biscuit. Biscuit was adorable. The fence was still standing. Because they'd used gravel.

Lena looked across the road. There was a patch of ground where the dirt gave way to a bed of rubbled stone — broken, weathered, the kind of aggregate you'd find in a dry creek bed or a road shoulder. Not perfect, but it would work.

She took the shovel across the road and started digging.

Shovel full by shovel full. Across the road. Dump it by the post hole. Back across. Another shovel full. The sun was directly overhead and had apparently decided to take a personal interest in making her sweat. Her arms burned. Her shoulders ached. The stone was heavy and the shovel wasn't great and she was carrying rubble across a dirt road one load at a time like a woman who had never heard of a wheelbarrow, which she had, but there wasn't one, so here she was.

She made about fifteen trips. By the tenth she'd stopped counting and started thinking about cold beer, which was a mistake because the only beer in this world was warm and tasted like a barrel's feelings.

She dumped the last load into the hole — about four inches of stone at the base — and tamped it down with her boots. Firm. Level. Good drainage. Water would hit the gravel and flow through instead of sitting against the wood. The post would last.

She grabbed the new post — solid, heavy, good grain — and set it in the hole on top of the gravel base. Held it with one hand and eyeballed the plumb.

Plumb was instinct. You spent thirteen years setting pipes and you developed an eye for vertical that didn't need a level. She'd driven Travis crazy with it — he'd be fussing with a spirit level and she'd already know the pipe was off by a quarter inch just by looking at it. It was the one thing she was vain about. She could see plumb the way some people could hear a note being off-key.

The post was straight. She knew it the way she knew her own name.

She backfilled around it — dirt this time, packed tight, tamped with her boot heel every few inches. The post didn't move. It wasn't going anywhere. It was set deeper than the original, sitting on a gravel bed, packed solid. That post would outlast Henderson, his useless son, and probably the barn.

Now the wire.

The roll of barbed wire was sitting by the barn next to the posts, along with a pair of fencing pliers and a bag of heavy staples. She carried the roll to the fence line, pulled the end, and started stringing.

Barbed wire was barbed wire. It didn't care what world you were in. It was sharp, it was mean, and it would cut you the second you stopped respecting it. She'd done enough wire work with Travis to know: wear gloves. She didn't have gloves. She worked careful instead, keeping tension on the wire with her left hand while she wrapped it around the new post with her right.

She needed to set the staples. Big U-shaped staples, driven into the post to hold the wire in place. She had the pliers, but pliers were for gripping and twisting, not for hammering.

She didn't have a hammer.

She pulled the Nokia out of her back pocket.

It fit in her hand the way it always had — dense, solid, the perfect weight for driving a small piece of metal into wood. She'd been using it as a hammer since 2015, when she'd lost her actual hammer under a house in Cary and discovered that the Nokia drove a pipe clamp just as well. Better, maybe, because it never slipped.

She set the first staple against the post, positioned over the wire, and drove it home with two sharp hits from the Nokia. Clean. Solid. The staple sank flush into the wood and the wire pinched tight underneath it.

She did the next one. And the next. Working her way down the fence line, stringing wire between the existing posts and the new one, setting staples with the Nokia at every point. The sound was satisfying — a sharp tack tack that echoed across the pasture and made one of Henderson's cattle look up briefly before deciding she wasn't interesting enough to keep watching.

The wire caught her once. Left forearm, just below the elbow — a quick, hot line of red that she saw before she felt. She hissed, pulled her arm back, and looked at it. Shallow. Not deep enough to worry about. She wiped it on her jeans and kept going, because stopping for a scratch was something Brody would do, and she was not Brody.



She finished mid-afternoon.

The fence line was tight, straight, and solid. Three strands of barbed wire strung between posts, stapled clean, no sag. The new post stood plumb and firm on its gravel base while the older posts on either side leaned slightly inward like they were embarrassed to be standing next to something so competent.

Henderson had come off the porch at some point — she'd seen him watching from the gate, leaning on it the way old men lean on things when they want to observe without admitting they're observing. He walked the fence line slowly, testing the wire tension with one finger, checking the post with both hands. He pushed on it. It didn't move.

"Huh," he said.

"Huh," she said.

"That's solid work." He said it the way Mae said things — plain, without decoration, which meant he meant it. "Haven't seen someone set a post like that in... well. Ever, I think. Most folks just use the skill and move on."

"Most folks' posts rot in three years."

He looked at her. Looked at the gravel visible at the base of the post. "What's that down there?"

"Stone. For drainage. Water pools at the base if you set it in bare dirt. The stone lets it flow through."

Henderson stared at the post like it had just explained something he'd been wondering about for decades. "That's why they keep rotting."

"That's why they keep rotting."

He shook his head slowly — not in disagreement, in the kind of wonder that comes from learning something simple that changes how you see everything before it. "Come get some water. You look like you're about to fall over."

She was not about to fall over. She was, however, about to drink whatever was put in front of her, including the warm beer if it came to that. She followed him to the porch, where he produced a pitcher of water from somewhere inside and poured her a glass. It was cold — actually cold, which meant he had either a deep well or a root cellar — and she drank it in one go and held the glass out for more.

He poured. She drank. He watched her the way old men watch young people do things that remind them of when they could do things.

"My boy was supposed to do this," Henderson said, settling back into his porch chair with the careful, deliberate movement of a man negotiating with his own spine. "He's got the skill for it. Construction Three or whatever it is. But he's never here when there's work. Always off in town, or out at the ridge, or doing some fool quest that pays half what honest labor does." He shook his head. "Kids."

"I have six brothers," Lena said. "The youngest breaks something every single day and the second oldest thinks he's God's gift to women. I understand kids."

Henderson laughed — a real one, dry and short, the kind that hurt his back and he did it anyway.

"Well. You did good work today, Lena Wright. Appreciate it."

"Appreciate the water."

She grabbed the leftover roll of barbed wire and the fencing pliers — Mae would want them back — and headed for the road. The walk back was going to be long and hot and she was going to think about cold beer the entire time, which was going to be disappointing because the beer was warm, but the whiskey was decent and Benny would have something cooking.

The Nokia went back in her pocket. Still warm from the staple work. Still indestructible. Still the most reliable thing in her life.

She patted her back pocket once. Still there.

Lena turned north toward Dustbreak.


            

    
        11. Back By Supper

    
    
    
    
                Mae looked up when Lena walked through the door of Cole's Sundries with a half-roll of barbed wire over one shoulder and a pair of fencing pliers in her hand. She looked at Lena. Looked at the clock on the wall. Looked back at Lena.

"You're early."

"Fence is done. Brought back the leftover wire and the pliers."

She set both on the counter. The wire roll clinked against the wood. The pliers she placed next to it, handle out, the way her dad had taught her to hand someone a tool — never blade-first, never loose, always ready for the next person to pick up.

Mae looked at the wire. Looked at the pliers. Looked at Lena's forearm, where the barbed wire cut had dried into a thin brown line that she hadn't bothered to clean because it wasn't worth the fuss.

"Henderson satisfied?"

"Post is set. Wire's strung. Three strands, no sag. He seemed happy. His back didn't."

"His back hasn't been happy since before you were born." Mae picked up the pliers, examined them — clean, no damage — and set them under the counter. She did the same with the wire. Then she pulled the pencil from behind her ear, consulted her list, and made a mark next to something Lena couldn't read from across the counter.

"Well," Mae said. The pencil went back behind the ear. "That was quick."

Lena waited for something else. A thank you, a good job, an attaboy. She'd gotten one from Henderson, but Henderson was a chatty old man with a bad back and nothing better to do. Mae was Mae.

Mae did not say anything else about the fence.

"I've got a run up to the mine tomorrow, if you're interested. Supply delivery. Heavy lifting, long walk, but the miners always need someone and the pay's decent."

"Sure."

"Be here by sunup."

"I'll be here."

Mae nodded. Once. The same nod as this morning, except — and Lena might have imagined this — it was a fraction less suspicious. Not warm. Not yet. But the temperature had moved.

"Go get some supper," Mae said. "You look like you dragged yourself through a field."

"I kind of did."

"Benny's got something on. He always does."

Lena headed for the door.

"Lena."

She stopped.

"Good work today."

It was two words. Three, if you counted "today." Mae said them the way she said everything — flat, plain, without decoration. But Lena had worked for enough foremen and contractors and job-site bosses to know the difference between someone saying good work because it was what you said and someone saying it because they meant it.

Mae meant it.

"Thanks, Mae."

She walked out and turned right toward the Rusty Ledger.



The swinging doors of the Rusty Ledger felt different on Day 2. Not physically — they were the same warped, creaking slabs of wood they'd been last night. But the act of pushing through them felt less like entering a strange bar in a strange town and more like coming home from work. The smell hit her first — smoke, wood, something roasting — and her body did that thing where your shoulders drop half an inch because you're somewhere that doesn't require you to be on guard.

Benny was behind the bar. Of course he was. She was starting to suspect Benny was a permanent fixture, like the antlers above the bottles.

"Hey!" His face did the golden retriever thing. "You're back! How was the fence?"

"Done. My arms feel like somebody beat the shit out of them with a pipe wrench." She dropped onto a bar stool — her bar stool, she realized, the same one she'd sat in last night, the one that creaked. "Whiskey. A big one. I've been handling wood all day and I don't even have a dirty joke ready for that, which tells you how tired I am."

"Huh." Benny laughed — right moment, for once — and poured. Heavy, as always. "What happened to your arm?"

She looked at the cut. "Barbed wire. Caught me while I was stringing it. Hurt like a bitch but it's nothing. You should see what happens when you slip with a pipe cutter." She held up her left hand and wiggled a finger that had a faint white scar running across the knuckle. "Jesse almost passed out. Big tough plumber, faints at the sight of his sister's blood. Meanwhile I'm standing there holding a rag on it like, 'Can someone hand me the damn solder?'"

Benny set the whiskey in front of her and started wiping the bar in the way that meant he was about to say something but hadn't decided what yet. The rag moved in slow circles. Lena drank and waited.

"So," he said, casual in the way Benny was casual about things he was absolutely not casual about. "I maybe looked at your Ledger."

"Oh for fuck's sake, Benny."

"I know! I know. You said don't look. But it was just sitting there behind the bar and it was making a sound."

"A sound."

"Like a... buzzing? A happy buzzing? I don't know how to describe it. Ledgers don't usually buzz. Mine doesn't buzz. Mine just sits there." He paused. "I think it was excited."

"Excited. The rectangle was excited." She took a long pull of whiskey. "Benny, honey, the only thing that should be buzzing and excited behind a bar is something with batteries, and we are not having that conversation."

Benny turned red. Immediately. Completely. Like someone had hit a switch that routed all available blood directly to his face. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and managed: "I — that's not — I didn't—"

"Relax. I'm messing with you." She grinned. The first real grin she'd felt since the job site yesterday — the kind that came from making a big man blush and knowing she could do it whenever she wanted. Jesse would've been proud. "So what did the magic rectangle say about me?"

Benny, still faintly pink, reached under the bar and produced the Ledger. He held it up, screen facing him, and his eyebrows did something complicated. "Okay so. You're Level 4 now."

"Uh huh."

"You were Level 2 yesterday."

"Sure."

"That's... Lena, I've been Level 8 for years. You went up two levels in one day. From fixing a fence."

"It was a damn good fence. Set the post with gravel drainage, plumbed it by eye, strung three lines of wire tight enough to make your balls ache just looking at it. If that doesn't get me a gold star from your little system, then your system doesn't know shit about fences."

Benny blinked. "I don't think the System knows about... that."

"Story of my life. Men never appreciate good pipe work."

He turned red again. Faster this time. She was getting efficient at it.

He looked at the screen again. His lips moved. He was trying to read something and it wasn't going well.

"Your class changed again."

"Didn't know it changed the first time."

"It did. Last night it was Aspiring Gambler. This morning when I checked it said Laborer, which made more sense, I guess, because you were doing labor—"

"Benny."

"Right. Sorry. So now it says..." He squinted. Tilted the Ledger. Squinted harder. "Pro-vizh... Provisional Trades... hyphen... Gambler?"

"What the hell is a Provisional Trades-Gambler?"

"I don't know! I've never seen a class with a hyphen in it. Classes don't have hyphens. Miners are Miners. Ranchers are Ranchers. I'm a Barkeep. That's one word. No hyphens."

"Congratulations on your one-word class, Benny."

"Thanks." He missed the sarcasm entirely. "But yours has a hyphen. And the word 'provisional,' which I think means temporary? Like the System isn't sure? Can the System not be sure?"

"Maybe it's going through the same shit I am. Dropped somewhere it doesn't understand, trying to figure out what the hell is happening, and just slapping a label on it so it can move on with its day. I can relate."

He poured the whiskey. Then he looked at the Ledger one more time, and his face did a new thing — a thing Lena hadn't seen before. It wasn't confusion. It wasn't his usual cheerful bafflement. It was something closer to awe, mixed with the specific discomfort of a man who is holding information he doesn't fully understand but suspects is important.

"There's something else," he said.

"Jesus, there's more?"

"Your, uh... it says you have equipment now."

"Equipment? I don't have equipment. I have the clothes I'm wearing, a cut on my arm, and a thing in my back pocket that used to make calls before I got sucked into the Twilight Zone."

"It says..." He turned the Ledger toward him again and squinted at the screen. "Noh-kee-ah? Nok-eye-uh?" He looked up at her. "I don't know how to say that. Bonded tool. It has... stats?" He tilted the screen toward her like she might want to look. She didn't. "That little device you carry around — the one that isn't a Ledger. The System thinks it's a tool."

"It's a phone."

Benny's face went blank in the familiar way. "I still don't know what that is."

"It makes calls. Or it did. Now it hammers fence staples because this world doesn't have a goddamn Home Depot."

"Well, whatever it is, it has a damage rating."

"My phone has a damage rating." She picked up the whiskey, drained what was left, and set the glass down hard enough that Benny flinched. "Benny."

"Yeah?"

"I need you to hear me right now. Really hear me. Not the way you hear things where you nod and then ask me the same question in ten minutes."

"I'm listening."

"Good. Because here's the deal." She leaned forward on the bar. "I don't give a shit about the System. I don't give a shit about levels. I don't give a shit about classes, especially ones with hyphens that sound like a government form some asshole forgot to finish filling out. I don't care about damage ratings on a phone that's older than most of the guys Dolly takes upstairs. I don't want to hear about it. Not tonight. Not tomorrow morning. Not while I'm eating, not while I'm drinking, and definitely not while I'm trying to have a goddamn conversation without someone waving a glowing rectangle in my face."

Benny held the Ledger slightly behind his back, like a kid hiding a stolen cookie.

"Put it away. Keep it behind the bar if you want, I don't care, it's going to show up on my nightstand by morning anyway because the thing is apparently obsessed with me. But don't read it to me. Don't tell me what it says. If I want to know what the System thinks about Lena Wright, I will ask. And Benny?" She poured herself another whiskey from the bottle he'd left on the bar. "I am never going to ask."

Benny stood there for a moment, Ledger behind his back, rag in the other hand, face cycling through surprise, a flash of hurt, and finally settling on something warm and accepting. He was not a complicated man, but he was a kind one, and kind men know when to stop pushing.

"Okay," he said softly. "Sorry, Lena."

"Don't be sorry. You're a good guy. You're just..." She waved her hand in his general direction. "...a lot."

"Huh." He laughed. Wrong moment. But she let him have it, because it was Benny, and Benny's wrong-moment laughs were starting to feel less like bad timing and more like a signature.

He put the Ledger under the bar. Picked up the rag. Started wiping.

"What's for dinner?" she asked.

The food switch flipped. Thank God for the food switch.

"Smoked river bass! Cooley had a great morning. I did it with a pepper crust and those little roasted roots from the south field and a butter sauce that I've been working on for—" He stopped himself. Looked at her face. Read it correctly for once. "You want me to just bring it?"

"Benny, if that fish is half as good as last night's stew, I'll let you read me my horoscope. Once. After I've had at least four more of these." She held up the whiskey.

He grinned and disappeared into the kitchen. Lena shook her head, took a sip, and muttered, "Damage rating. On a phone. Next thing you know my jeans have a goddamn credit score."

From the kitchen, Benny's voice: "Did you say something?"

"Talking to myself, Benny. It's a thing sane people do when they're in insane places."

"Huh!"

She drank her whiskey and looked at the room. A few miners were filing in. Dolly would be making her rounds soon — Lena could already smell the perfume staging its advance from upstairs. Cade's chair in the corner was empty but the deck of cards was on the table, which meant he'd be back.

Her arms ached. Her forearm stung where the wire had caught her. Her boots had two miles of dust in them. She smelled like sweat and dirt and fence post and she was pretty sure there was gravel dust in her bra.

She felt good.

Not happy — it was too soon for happy, and she wasn't sure happy was in the cards for a woman who'd been dropped in another dimension against her will. But good. The specific kind of good that came from a day of honest work, a bar stool that was starting to know her shape, and a bartender who was about to bring her a plate of food that she already knew would be better than it had any right to be.

Benny came back with the fish. It was perfect.

She didn't tell him that. She'd tell him tomorrow. Or the day after. She'd space it out, because every time she complimented his cooking he turned red and couldn't speak for thirty seconds, and she was starting to enjoy the timing of it — the slow reddening, the "huh," the bar wipe. It was becoming a ritual.

She ate, and drank, and the Rusty Ledger filled up around her, and somewhere under the bar a Ledger with her name on it sat in the dark, pulsing quietly to itself, keeping score in a game she refused to play.


            

    
        12. Red Wings

    
    
    
    
                The perfume arrived before Dolly did, as always. It settled onto the bar stool next to Lena like an advance party — floral, warm, unapologetic — and then Dolly followed, sliding into the seat with the practiced grace of a woman who had been sitting next to people in bars since before most of them could legally drink.

"Hey, baby doll."

"Hey, Dolly."

Dolly flagged Benny with the finger. He poured her wine without being told. Some things in the Rusty Ledger ran on autopilot.

Dolly took a sip, set the glass down, and looked at Lena sideways. Not the full assessment — she'd done that last night. This was more of a check-in. The way a woman looks at another woman when she's been told something and is deciding how much to say about it.

"Heard you had a big day."

"I fixed a fence."

"Mmhmm." Dolly sipped her wine. "That's not what I heard."

"Let me guess. Benny."

"Benny tells me everything. He can't help it. It's like watching a dam with a leak — he holds it for about ten minutes and then it all just comes out." She smiled. "He's worried about you."

"He's worried about a glowing rectangle."

"He's worried about you, sweetheart. The rectangle is just how he's expressing it." Dolly set the wine down and turned on the stool to face Lena more directly. The engineering shifted accordingly. "Listen. I'm not going to talk to you about any of that stuff. I can see it's not your thing and I respect that."

"Thank you."

"But I will say this." She reached over and put a hand on Lena's forearm — the one without the cut — and squeezed once. Brief. Warm. The kind of touch that said more than a paragraph. "Whatever's happening with you, whatever this place is throwing at you — you're handling it. You showed up yesterday with nothing. Today you did a day's work and came back standing. That counts for something."

Lena looked at the hand on her arm. Looked at Dolly. The perfume was close enough to taste.

"I've been working since I was sixteen, Dolly. Showing up and doing the job isn't special. It's just Tuesday."

"Honey, in this town, showing up and doing the job IS special. Half the people here haven't done a full day's work since they got their last skill upgrade. You did it with a shovel and that little brick in your back pocket." She patted Lena's arm and withdrew. "I'm just saying. I'm here. If you need anything — and I mean anything, not just the business offer, which still stands by the way—"

"Still not thinking about it."

"—I'm upstairs. Second door on the left. Knock first."

"I remember."

Dolly picked up her wine, took a long sip, and stood. She adjusted something in the corset — the nightly recalibration, apparently — and looked down at Lena with an expression that was somewhere between a smile and a blessing.

"You're tougher than you think, baby doll."

"I know exactly how tough I am, Dolly. It's everything else that's confusing."

Dolly laughed — a real one, warm and low — and drifted back toward the tables where the evening's first prospects were starting to settle in. The perfume lingered.



Lena finished her whiskey. The bar was getting louder — miners off shift, a few ranchers, the general hum of a small town settling into its evening. Cade was at his table now, shuffling. He didn't look at her. She didn't look at him. The nod had been exchanged earlier. That was enough.

She set her glass on the bar and stood.

"Benny."

He looked up from the glass he was wiping. "Yeah?"

"Lock that thing up tonight. The Ledger. Don't just stick it under the bar — actually put it somewhere. A drawer. A box. Under a floorboard. I don't care. I'm tired of waking up with it on my nightstand like some creepy ex who kept a spare key."

Benny looked at her. Looked under the bar where the Ledger sat, pulsing softly. "I can try. But Lena, last time—"

"I know. It showed up anyway. Try harder."

"Okay." He didn't sound confident. The Ledger did not look concerned.

"Night, Benny."

"Night, Lena. Hey — breakfast tomorrow's going to be good. I got some of that cured meat from the trading post and I'm thinking about doing a—"

"Surprise me."

He grinned. "You got it."

She headed for the stairs.



The room was the same. Bed, basin, pump, window, the weird blue glow of the clock tower outside. It was starting to feel less foreign and more like a motel she'd been staying at for a few days — not home, but familiar enough to navigate in the dark.

She sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at herself. The tank top had a new stain that she was pretty sure was gravy from the fish plate. Her jeans had dust ground into the knees and a dried smear of blood along the left thigh where she'd wiped the barbed wire cut without thinking. Her hands were rough, her forearm had a dried cut on it, and her bra — she was going to need a new bra at some point, or at least access to soap and water that wasn't pumped out of a wall at the temperature of a mountain creek in January.

She pulled off the tank top. Held it up. Looked at it the way a mechanic looks at a part that's technically still functional but is making sounds it shouldn't. Ripped hem from the dive on the road. Sweat stains. Dust. The gravy. It had been a good tank top. It was having a rough week.

She rinsed it in the basin, wrung it out, and draped it over the back of the chair to dry. It would smell like cold water and bar smoke by morning, but it would be cleaner. Marginally.

The jeans she shook out over the floor. Dust came off in a small cloud that made her cough. She shook them again. More dust. She hung them on the window latch and hoped the night air would do something. She wasn't optimistic.

The boots were the real concern.

She picked them up and held them at eye level, the way a jeweler examines a stone — not for beauty, but for damage. Red Wing Iron Rangers. Eight years old. Broken in to the point where they felt less like boots and more like an extension of her feet. She'd resoled them twice. She'd waterproofed them every fall with the same beeswax compound her dad used. They'd been through crawlspaces, construction sites, mud, rain, and one memorable Thanksgiving when Brody spilled an entire tray of gravy on them and she'd almost killed him.

They were caked in Dustbreak dust. The left one had a scratch along the toe from the fence post. The right one had something wedged in the tread that she picked out with her fingernail — a small stone from the gravel she'd hauled.

She wiped them down with the damp cloth from the basin, working the dust out of the stitching. They'd need real care soon — oil, conditioner, something. She wasn't sure what this world had for boot maintenance, but she'd find out. These boots weren't dying in another dimension. She'd carried them this far. They were coming home with her. Whenever she figured out how to get home.

She set them at the foot of the bed, lined up neatly, the way she always set them — toes out, ready to step into. In the morning she'd shake them first. Not because anything had been in them tonight. Just because she'd spent the day in a world where she didn't know the rules yet, and checking was smart.

She made a mental note: ask Benny in the morning about laundry. Was there a wash house? A woman in town who did clothes? A creek with a rock and a dream? She needed clean clothes and she needed more than one set, and she had no idea where to get either in a town that had magic rectangles but no plumbing.

Also on the list: where to buy clothes that weren't what she was currently wearing. Her one tank top and one pair of jeans were going to turn into a health hazard by Day 4 at this rate.

She'd ask Mae too. Mae would know. Mae knew everything about this town because Mae ran the supply chain and the supply chain was the list and the list was everything.

She pulled the Nokia out of her jeans pocket before hanging them up. Flipped it open. The screen glowed — dim, faithful, the battery indicator showing about sixty percent. She powered it down. Save the battery.

She set it on the nightstand. Bare wood underneath it this time — no Ledger lurking. Benny had it locked up downstairs. Maybe in a drawer. Maybe under a floorboard. It would probably show up by morning anyway, but at least she'd made the man try.

She lay back on the bed. The quilt was starting to feel familiar — the weight of it, the way the worn fabric caught on her calloused hands. The ceiling was dark. The bar noise below was muffled to a low hum. Dolly's laugh floated up through the floorboards once, then faded.

Lena closed her eyes.

Two days. She'd been here two days. She'd been dropped out of the sky, yelled at a sheriff, thrown a rectangle in the road, bluffed a card shark, eaten two meals that were better than most restaurants back home, told a bartender to stop talking about magic nonsense, had a conversation with a prostitute who kept trying to recruit her, and fixed a fence with a shovel and a phone.

Two days.

Her breathing slowed. Her arms were heavy. The cut on her forearm had stopped stinging.

She was asleep before she finished thinking about what Day 3 might bring.


            

    
        13. Hot Date

    
    
    
    
                Day 3 started with cold water and profanity.

The basin pump produced the same ice-cold mountain runoff it always did, and Lena stood over it in her underwear with a damp cloth, scrubbing herself down like a woman trying to wash a truck with a garden hose. Arms. Neck. Under the arms. Across the stomach. Places that needed addressing after two days of fence work, bar food, and sleeping in the same clothes.

It was not a shower. It was not a bath. It was a cloth and a pump and water cold enough to make her nipples file a formal complaint.

"Fucking primitive ass shit," she muttered, wringing out the cloth and going for round two. Back home she had a shower with actual water pressure — not great pressure, plumber's kids and shoes and all that, but pressure — and soap that smelled like something other than whatever the chalky bar on the basin was supposed to be. Here she had a rag and hypothermia.

She also needed a razor. Her legs were on Day 3 of a situation that was rapidly heading toward Day 7 territory, and her armpits were staging a revolution. She hadn't thought about it yesterday because she'd been too busy hauling gravel and hammering staples with a phone, but this morning, standing half-naked in a room above a bar in another dimension, it hit her: she was going to have to ask someone in this town where to get a razor, which meant explaining what a razor was, which meant having a conversation about body hair with people who rode horses and used outhouses. She was not looking forward to this.

She dried off with the rough cloth — which was also her wash cloth, because she had one cloth, one of everything, one of nothing — and got dressed. Same jeans. Same tank top. Both slightly cleaner from last night's rinse. Both still smelling like a combination of bar smoke, cold water, and the general aura of a woman who was making it work with the absolute minimum.

The boots were at the foot of the bed, toes out, where she'd left them. She reached for the right one—

And stopped.

There was something under them.

Not next to them. Not near them. Under them. Tucked beneath both boots like a pillow, like it had slid in there during the night and gotten comfortable.

The Ledger.

She'd thrown it out the goddamn window.

No — she'd told Benny to lock it up. Benny had locked it up. In a drawer, or a box, or under a floorboard. She had told him to try harder. He had tried harder. And the Ledger had crawled out of wherever Benny had put it, climbed two flights of stairs — metaphorically, hopefully — and tucked itself under her boots like a cat that had learned how to open doors.

She picked it up. It pulsed at her. Warm. Smug. That was the only word for it — the thing felt smug, which was insane, because it was a rectangle, and rectangles didn't have feelings, except this one apparently did, and its feeling was I win.

Lena walked to the window. Pushed it open. Looked down at the dirt road below. Cocked her arm back and threw the Ledger overhand, same motion she'd used on the road that first day. It sailed in a clean arc over the boardwalk and landed in the middle of the street with a muffled thump.

She watched it for a moment. It lay there in the dust, pulsing faintly. A dog trotted past and sniffed it.

"Stay," she said, pointing at it through the window like it could hear her.

She pulled on her boots — shaking each one out first, because she wasn't stupid and this world hadn't earned her trust yet — and went downstairs.



The bar smelled like heaven.

Whatever Benny was doing in the kitchen had turned the Rusty Ledger into a place that smelled like a Sunday morning at Dad's house — meat and fat and something sizzling and the sharp, dark promise of coffee. She sat at her stool and the creak it made was starting to sound like a greeting.

"Morning!" Benny was already plating. "Hash! Cured meat from the trading post, diced up with onions and those little potatoes and fried in drippings until it's all crispy. And I poached the eggs."

"You poached the eggs?"

"Learned it from a trader who came through last year. You crack 'em into simmering water with a little vinegar and they come out all—" He made a gesture with his hands that was supposed to represent a poached egg but looked more like he was describing a small explosion. "—soft. On top."

He set the plate in front of her. A mound of crispy hash — golden-brown, shattered at the edges, glistening with animal fat — with two poached eggs sitting on top like they'd been placed there by someone who cared. The yolks were bright orange and trembling slightly, the whites just set, and when she broke one with the edge of her fork the yolk ran down into the hash in a slow river of gold that made her close her eyes for a second.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Shut up and let me eat this."

He beamed. She ate. It was fucking brilliant. The hash was salty and crispy and the eggs were perfect — soft yolks soaking into the meat and potatoes, the whole thing coming together in a way that had no business existing in a town with no indoor plumbing. Benny cooked the way Dolly worked a room — with instinct that looked like magic but was really just years of doing the same thing and caring about it every time.

She didn't tell him it was good. Not yet. She was saving that one. But she ate every bite and mopped the plate with a heel of yesterday's bread, and that said enough.

The coffee was strong and dark and she was on her second cup when the swinging doors opened and Harlan walked in.

He had his hat on and his Ledger on his hip and the specific posture of a man on morning rounds who was about to pretend this was a casual stop. He walked to the bar, nodded at Benny, and then turned to Lena.

"Miss Wright."

"Harlan."

He reached into his duster and produced the Ledger. Her Ledger. The one she'd thrown out the window twenty minutes ago. He set it on the bar between them, carefully, the way you'd set down evidence.

"Found this in the street."

"Yeah. I put it there."

"You threw it out a window."

"I threw it out my window. Different."

Harlan looked at her. Looked at the Ledger. Did the hat-off-hand-through-hair thing. Put the hat back on.

Before he could say anything about the System, or levels, or how she really should take this seriously — Benny's enormous hand appeared from behind the bar and scooped the Ledger off the counter in one smooth motion. He tucked it under the bar without a word, without eye contact, without breaking the rhythm of the glass he was wiping with his other hand. It was the most coordinated thing Lena had ever seen him do.

Harlan watched the Ledger disappear. Looked at Benny. Looked at Lena. Decided not to ask.

"Well," Harlan said. "I also came by to say — good work yesterday. Henderson told me about the fence. Said it was the best post work he's ever seen."

"It's a fence, Harlan. I dug a hole and stuck a piece of wood in it. It's not exactly curing a disease."

"He said you used stone at the base. For drainage. Nobody here does that."

"Nobody here does a lot of things." She took a sip of coffee. "It's just how you set a post. You put stone in first so the water doesn't rot the wood. It's basic. My dad taught me that when I was fourteen."

"Well. It was good work." Harlan said it the way Harlan said everything — plain, straight, meaning it. "Mae mentioned you're doing the mine run today."

"Sunup. Which—" She looked at the light coming through the windows. It was bright. It was past sunup. "—shit, I gotta go. I'm late."

She drained the coffee, pushed off the stool, and grabbed the last piece of bread off the plate.

"Thanks for the hash, Benny. That was..." She pointed at the plate with the bread. "I'll tell you later."

He turned pink. Preemptive blush. She hadn't even complimented him yet and he was already going.

She headed for the door, then turned back.

"Harlan."

"Yeah?"

"I gotta scoot. I've got a hot date with your wife."

His face did something that was half smile, half confusion, and entirely the expression of a man who had never heard anyone describe a meeting with Mae Cole as a hot date.

"I'll let her know you're coming."

"Don't bother. I'm already late and if she's anything like yesterday, she's been up since four with that damn list."

She pushed through the swinging doors, bread in hand, boots on the boardwalk, the morning sun hitting her face like a reminder that she was here, she was alive, and she had somewhere to be.

Behind her, through the closing doors, she heard Benny say to Harlan: "She threw it out the window this time."

And Harlan: "I know. I picked it up."

And Benny: "Huh."

And Harlan: "Yeah."


            

    
        14. Cold Beer

    
    
    
    
                Mae's directions were simple: south road out of town, take the fork left where the stream crosses, follow it uphill. Can't miss it. You'll hear them before you see them.

Mae had not mentioned that "uphill" meant uphill — a two-mile climb on a dirt trail that turned into a goat path that turned into a suggestion, winding along the stream through scrub brush and loose rock with the sun already high and hot and personally invested in making Lena reconsider her life choices.

She was carrying a bucket of nails in one hand and a sealed pot of tar in the other. The nails were heavy. The tar was heavier. The bucket handle dug into her fingers and the tar pot had a wire bail that bit into her palm, and by the first mile she'd switched hands four times and invented three new swear words, two of which she was fairly certain had never been spoken in any language on any world.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

The stream ran alongside the trail, fast and clear, tumbling over rocks with the kind of energy that suggested it came from somewhere very high and very cold. The sound was constant — a rushing white noise that was almost pleasant when she wasn't trying to haul fifty pounds of mining supplies through it.

By the time she heard the mine, she was dripping sweat, her arms were shaking, and she was having a detailed internal conversation with her truck about how much she missed it and how she would never take it for granted again if she ever got back to it. The truck did not respond, because it was in a soybean field in North Carolina, but the thought was there.

The mine announced itself with sound first — the rush of water through wooden channels, the clang of metal on rock, and voices. Men's voices, calling to each other the way men do on a job site, which was a sound Lena knew in her bones. It didn't matter what world you were in. A crew of guys working and talking shit sounded the same everywhere.

She came around a bend and the operation spread out below her on a wide shelf cut into the mountainside. The stream had been partially diverted into a long wooden channel — the water chase — that snaked downhill through a series of turns before feeding into a row of wooden troughs that she figured were the sluice boxes. Below those, a flat area of muddy water — the tailings pond. Men in work clothes and wide hats moved along the sluice, shoveling gravel, checking the channels, doing the steady repetitive work of people who did the same thing every day and were fine with it.

She set the bucket and tar pot down at the top of the trail and sat on a rock. Her arms felt like they'd been pulled out of their sockets and reattached by someone who didn't read the instructions.

One of the miners spotted her and walked up. He was thick, bearded, sun-dark, with a Ledger holster on his hip and hands that looked like they'd been carved out of the same rock he dug in.

"You from Mae?"

"Lena. She sent me with your nails and tar."

He looked at the bucket. Looked at the tar pot. Looked at her — sweating, breathing hard, sitting on a rock like someone who'd just been told to run a marathon with luggage.

"You carried those up the trail?"

"No, I flew. Yes I carried them. Didn't see a truck or a horse or a goddamn elevator, so here we are."

He grinned. "Tough walk with a load. Appreciate it." He stuck out a hand. "Griff. Foreman, more or less."

"More or less?"

"It's a small crew. Foreman just means I'm the one who yells when something goes wrong." He picked up the bucket and tar pot like they weighed nothing, which made Lena want to hit him with them. "Come down when you're ready. There's water and beer at the camp."

"Beer?"

"Keep it up at the head of the stream where the runoff comes down off the peak. Cold as you like."

Lena stared at him. "Cold beer."

"Cold as snowmelt. Because it basically is."

Something happened to Lena's face that she could not fully control. It was the face of a woman who had been drinking warm beer from an oak barrel for two days and had just been told that cold beer existed in this world and it was within walking distance.

"Griff."

"Yeah?"

"I'd blow a grizzly bear for a cold beer right now."

Griff blinked. His mouth opened slightly. He processed the sentence the way Benny processed most of what Lena said — with earnest effort and incomplete comprehension.

"I don't... I don't know what a grizzly bear is," he said.

"Big. Hairy. Teeth. Doesn't matter. Point me at the beer."



The beer was cold.

Not cool. Not "cellar temperature." Cold. The kind of cold that made the bottle — a brown glass thing sealed with a wire cap — sweat in her hand the second she pulled it out of the wooden crate wedged into the stream bank where the water ran fastest and coldest. She popped the cap, took a long pull, and made a sound that was not appropriate for public consumption.

"Oh my God."

It wasn't good beer. It was the same yeasty, thick stuff Benny served at the Rusty Ledger. But it was cold, and cold changed everything. Cold turned mediocre beer into a religious experience. Cold turned a bad day into a manageable one. Cold was the difference between civilization and the outhouse behind Benny's bar.

She sat on a log near the stream bank with the beer in one hand and her dignity in the other and drank, and for a minute the mine and the mountain and the whole insane situation faded into the background behind the simple, perfect pleasure of a cold drink after a hard walk.

The miners gave her space. A few of them nodded. One of them — young, scrawny, looked like Henderson's useless son probably looked ten years ago — brought her a second beer without being asked, which was either hospitality or pity. She accepted both.

By the time she was halfway through the second beer, her arms had stopped shaking and her brain had shifted from survival mode to observation mode, which was the mode that got her in trouble back home because it meant she was looking at things and having opinions about them.

"So," she said to Griff, who had settled onto a nearby stump with his own beer. "What is all this, exactly? I mean, I can see it's a mining operation. But how does it work?"

Griff lit up the same way Benny lit up when someone asked about food. Miners, she was learning, were like plumbers — ask them about their work and they'd talk until you physically stopped them.

"Sluice mining," he said. "Gold comes down from the upper deposits in the gravel. We divert the stream into the chase—" He pointed at the wooden channel. "—run it down through the sluice boxes. The water carries the gravel through, and the riffles — those crossbars in the boxes — catch the gold. Heavy stuff settles, light stuff washes out into the tailings pond."

"How much gold you pulling?"

"Decent. Not what it used to be, though. Last few years the yield's dropped off. We're moving the same gravel but getting less gold. Foreman before me thought the deposits were thinning out."

"Are they?"

Griff shrugged. "Maybe. But I've always thought we're losing gold somewhere in the process. Just can't figure out where."

Lena took another sip of beer. She looked at the water chase. Looked at the sluice boxes. Looked at the path the water took from the stream diversion down to the tailings pond.

She set the beer on the log.

"Can I take a walk along the chase?"

"Be my guest."

She walked the length of the water channel, starting at the stream diversion and following it downhill. The chase was well-built in a general sense — solid lumber, decent width, carrying a good volume of water. But within the first thirty feet she saw it.

The joints.

Every board was butted end-to-end. Flat edge against flat edge, sealed with tar. And every joint was leaking. Not gushing — just seeping, weeping, a steady loss of water volume at every connection point. By the time the water reached the first turn, she estimated they'd already lost ten, maybe fifteen percent of their flow just through joint failure.

It was the Henderson fence all over again. Different scale, same laziness. You don't butt-joint a water channel. You overlap. Downstream board on top of upstream board, so the water flows over the seam instead of into it. Every plumber on Earth knew this. Every plumber on Earth learned it in the first six months. It was so basic it hurt to look at.

Then she hit the first turn.

Ninety degrees. Hard right angle. The water slammed into the corner board like a truck hitting a wall. She could see the turbulence — the flow churning, losing speed, dropping sediment. The channel after the turn was running slow, and there was a visible line of mud buildup along the bottom that shouldn't have been there.

She walked to the second turn. Same thing. Hard ninety. Same turbulence. Same mud. Same dead flow on the other side.

She walked back to Griff. He was watching her with the mild curiosity of a man who'd just seen someone examine his water channel with the intensity of a surgeon reading an X-ray.

"I found your gold," she said.

"What?"

"Your gold. The gold you think you're losing. It's not the deposits thinning out. It's your chase."

Griff set his beer down. "What about it?"

"Two things. First — your joints are all butt-end. Board to board, flat edge, tar seal."

"That's how it's always been done."

"That's why it's always been leaking. Water pushes into a flat joint. Doesn't matter how much tar you use — the water finds the gap, works it open, and you lose flow. By the time your water reaches the first sluice box, you've already lost a chunk of your volume."

"So what do you do instead?"

"Overlap. The downstream board goes on top of the upstream board. The water flows over the joint instead of into it. The flow actually presses the joint tighter. It's self-sealing." She held her hands up, one on top of the other, fingers overlapping to demonstrate. "Water goes this way. Joint goes this way. They work together instead of against each other."

Griff stared at her hands like they were explaining the meaning of life.

"Second thing," Lena continued. "Your turns. Every one of them is a hard ninety."

"That's how the terrain goes."

"The terrain can go wherever it wants. Your water doesn't have to follow it at a right angle. Every time the water hits a ninety-degree turn, it slams into the corner, loses all its speed, and drops sediment. That's your mud buildup. The channels after the turns are running slow because the water's dying at every corner."

"So what do we—"

"You cut the nineties into two forty-fives. Two angled cuts with a short straight between them. Gives the water a sweep instead of a wall. And you steepen the grade through the turn — not a lot, but enough to keep the velocity up." She paused, doing math in her head. She'd been thinking in quarter-inch-per-foot, which was drain-line standard, but this wasn't a drain line. This was a sluice that needed enough flow to carry gravel and sort gold. "Actually, you want more pitch than I'd normally use. This isn't drainage — you need real flow. Maybe an inch per foot through the turns, dropping back to half-inch on the straights. Enough to keep the water moving but not so much it blows the gold right over your riffles."

Griff was staring at her. A couple of the other miners had drifted over and were listening. The scrawny kid who'd brought her the beer was standing behind Griff with his mouth slightly open.

"How do you know all this?" Griff asked.

"I'm a plumber."

"A what?"

"A plumber. I work with water. Pipes, flow, drainage, pressure. I make water go where it's supposed to go. This—" She gestured at the entire chase and sluice operation. "—this is just plumbing with dirt."

Silence. The stream rushed. A bird somewhere did a thing.

"You got a few hours and more of that cold beer?" she asked. "Because if someone hands me a saw and helps me pull some boards, I can fix your joints and recut at least two of those turns before dark."

Griff looked at his crew. Looked at Lena. Looked at the chase like he was seeing it for the first time.

"Boys," he said. "Get the woman a saw. And a beer."



They worked until the light went amber.

Lena showed them the overlap joint on the first section, and it was like watching a lightbulb turn on above five heads simultaneously. Griff pulled the boards himself on the second section. By the third, two of the miners were doing it without being told, moving down the chase and re-laying boards the way Lena had shown them — downstream over upstream, tar on the inside face only, hammered tight.

She used the Nokia for the nails. The miners watched her pull a chunky little device out of her back pocket and drive nails with it, and nobody said a word, because by that point they'd stopped questioning anything this woman did.

The turns were harder. She had to eyeball the angles — no protractor, no level, just thirteen years of knowing what forty-five degrees looked like because she'd cut pipe at that angle ten thousand times. Griff helped her pull the corner boards. They recut two of the three turns — two forty-fives with a short straight, steeper grade through the bend. The third turn would have to wait for more lumber.

Dell — the scrawny kid — kept her supplied with cold beer from the stream crate. She was on her fourth by the time they finished the second turn, and she was feeling loose and warm and slightly buzzed in the way that only manual labor plus cold beer in the afternoon sun can achieve. It was the best she'd felt since the job site with her brothers.

When they diverted the water back into the chase, the difference was immediate. The flow hit the first new turn and swept through it — smooth, fast, no turbulence, no wall of churning water slamming into a corner. The sluice boxes downstream received more water at a more consistent velocity than they had in years. One of the miners checked the riffles twenty minutes later and just stood there, staring.

"Griff."

"Yeah?"

"There's gold in the riffles."

"There's always gold in the riffles."

"No. I mean there's gold. More than I've seen in a single run in... I don't know how long."

Griff walked over. Looked. Looked at Lena. Looked back at the riffles.

"I'll be damned," he said, and it sounded exactly like Harlan when he said it, because apparently that was the thing men in this town said when the world rearranged itself in front of them.

Dell brought her another beer. Cold. She drank it sitting on the log, watching the chase run clean and fast through the new turns, and she felt the specific satisfaction of a job done right. Not a quest. Not whatever the glowing rectangle was tracking. Just the bone-deep pleasure of fixing something that was broken and watching it work.

"Miss Wright," Griff said, settling onto the stump next to her. "I've been mining this creek for twelve years. I've had consultants from Copper Ridge come out here and tell me the deposits were drying up. And you just walked in here with a bucket of nails and told me my plumbing was bad."

"Your plumbing was bad."

"It was, apparently." He shook his head. "You must be some kind of master miner. What's your level? What'd you specialize in — Hydraulics? Flow Engineering?"

Lena looked at him. "I'm a plumber, Griff. From Raleigh. North Carolina. I don't have a level. I don't have a specialization. I've been in this world for three days and I don't know what half those words mean."

Griff stared at her for a long moment. Then he laughed — a real, full laugh, the kind that came from the gut and echoed off the mountainside.

"Well, plumber from Raleigh. You're welcome at this mine anytime. And the beer's always cold."

"That's the best thing anyone's said to me since I got here."

She finished the beer, grabbed the empty tar pot — no sense hauling it back full — and started down the trail. The walk down was easier. Gravity helped. The stream ran beside her, fast and cold, and somewhere uphill behind her a sluice mine was pulling more gold out of the water than it had in years because a woman who didn't know what XP was had told them their corners were wrong.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there. Still warm from the nails.

Downhill to Dustbreak. Downhill to Benny's bar. Downhill to whatever he was cooking tonight and whatever the Ledger was doing behind the bar and whatever the System thought about a plumber who'd just accidentally improved a mine's yield by fixing its plumbing.

She didn't think about any of that.

She thought about cold beer.



            

    
        15. Girl Stuff

    
    
    
    
                Mae was behind the counter when Lena dropped the empty tar pot on the floor with a clang.

"Pot's empty. Nails are at the mine. Chase is fixed."

Mae looked at her. Looked at the pot. Pencil came out, mark on the list, pencil went back.

"Fixed?"

"The water channel was leaking at every joint and the turns were killing the flow. I re-laid the boards and recut two of the three corners. They're pulling more gold already."

Mae's eyebrows went up a fraction of an inch, which for Mae was the equivalent of a standing ovation with fireworks. "Griff mention that?"

"Griff watched me do it. He seemed happy. His crew seemed happy. Everybody's happy." She leaned on the counter. "You got anything for me tomorrow?"

"Not unless you want to ride horses and wrangle cattle."

Lena thought about this for exactly one second. "Pass."

"Fair enough. Those don't come up often. Day after tomorrow I'll have something. The list never ends." Mae patted the paper. The list rustled. It was probably longer than it had been this morning, because Mae's list was a living thing that grew faster than it shrank.

"I'll be here."

"I know you will." And that — from Mae — was almost affection.



The swinging doors of the Rusty Ledger opened onto a scene that Lena was not supposed to see.

Benny was at the far end of the bar, hunched over something with Dolly. They were shoulder to shoulder — or shoulder to chest, given Dolly's engineering and Benny's height — and they were whispering. Benny had something in his hands that glowed. The Ledger. Her Ledger. The one he'd been told not to look at, was not supposed to read, and had been explicitly and profanely instructed to leave alone.

He was looking at it. He was reading it to Dolly. He was doing the thing she'd told him not to do, except he was doing it to someone else, which was — she had to admit — technically within the rules she'd set. She'd said don't tell me. She hadn't said don't tell anyone.

Loophole-finding son of a bitch.

She caught fragments as she walked toward the bar. Benny's voice was low but Benny's version of low was most people's version of a normal indoor conversation.

"—Applied Trades Specialist, provisional, wagering sub—"

"Wagering what?" Dolly's voice, sharp and amused.

"Subclass. I think. There's parentheses. I don't know what parentheses mean in a class name. Do you?"

"Honey, I've been an Escort for fifteen years and my class name has never had parentheses in it."

"And there's titles now. Two of them. 'Flow Mender'—"

"That sounds made up."

"—and 'Mentor of First Principles.' What the hell is a first principle?"

Dolly went quiet. That was the thing that caught Lena's attention — not the words, not the class name, not the titles she didn't understand. It was Dolly going quiet. Dolly didn't go quiet. Dolly filled silence the way she filled a room — completely, deliberately, without apology. If Dolly went quiet, it meant something had landed.

"Mentor of First Principles," Dolly repeated, slowly. "Benny, do you know what that means?"

"No."

"It means she didn't just fix their little water ditch. She taught them why it was broken. She taught them how to think about it." Dolly paused. "I've never heard of anyone getting a teaching title from manual labor."

"Is that bad?"

"It's not bad. It's..." Dolly trailed off. Picked up her wine. Set it back down without drinking.

Lena dropped onto her bar stool. The creak announced her. Benny and Dolly separated like teenagers caught behind the bleachers — Benny stuffing the Ledger under the bar so fast he knocked over a glass, Dolly smoothing her hair and picking up her wine with the practiced composure of a woman who could go from conspiracy to cocktail in under a second.

"Hey," Lena said.

"Hey!" Benny said. Way too loud. Way too cheerful. He was wiping the bar before his hand had fully found the rag.

"Lena, sweetheart." Dolly's smile was perfect and slightly too fast. "How was the mine?"

"Dirty. Long walk. Cold beer, though."

"Cold beer?" Benny looked personally wounded. "They have cold beer up there?"

"They keep it in the stream. It's cold as hell and it's the best thing that's happened to me since I got here." She looked at him. "You should try it sometime. Just shove a crate of that barrel swill into the creek outside of town and wait an hour. Might turn it into something drinkable."

"My beer is drinkable."

"Your beer is room temperature sadness, Benny. But your food is incredible, so it evens out."

He turned pink. She hadn't even been trying that time.

"Whiskey?"

"Please. And whatever tonight's masterpiece is."

"Braised something. With root vegetables. And gravy." He said "gravy" the way some men said "love" — with his whole chest.

"Sold."

He poured the whiskey and disappeared into the kitchen. Lena drank and let the bar settle around her. Miners filing in. The clatter of the card table being set up — someone other than Cade tonight, or maybe Cade hadn't arrived yet. The general hum of a town that was done working and ready to start drinking.

Dolly was still next to her. She'd stayed on her stool instead of drifting to the tables, which was unusual. Dolly's evenings were structured — bar for a drink, then working the room. Staying on the stool meant she was making a choice.

"I know you were talking about me," Lena said, not looking at her.

"I was talking about your rectangle. There's a difference."

"There's really not."

"There really is, baby doll. I'm not talking about you. I'm talking about what's happening to your rectangle, which happens to have your name on it, which is not the same thing." She took a sip of wine. "You're you. The rectangle is the rectangle. The rectangle is doing something interesting. You're just sitting here drinking whiskey and smelling like a mine."

"I do smell like a mine."

"You smell like a mine that's been drinking cold beer."

"That's the best version of how I smell."

Dolly laughed. Lena let it sit for a moment. The whiskey was warm in her chest. The bar was filling up. Benny was banging around in the kitchen making something that already smelled like a reason to be alive.

"Dolly."

"Hmm?"

"Can I come up to your room for a bit after dinner? I need to talk to you about some... girl stuff."

Dolly looked at her. Not the assessment look — something softer. Something that recognized what it cost Lena Wright to ask anyone for anything, let alone to use the phrase "girl stuff" out loud in a bar.

"Of course, baby doll." She didn't ask what about. She didn't tease. She just said it, warm and simple, and put her hand on Lena's arm for a moment. "I'll be up there whenever you're ready."

"Thanks."

"And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"You don't have to call it girl stuff. You can just say you want to talk."

"Yeah, but if I say 'girl stuff' out loud in a bar full of miners, at least half of them get uncomfortable, and that's worth the price of admission."

Dolly grinned. "You're my favorite person in this town."

"I've been here three days."

"And yet."

Benny came back with the braised something. It was, predictably, perfect — tender meat falling apart in a dark gravy with root vegetables that had gone soft and sweet and a crust of bread on the side that was still warm from the oven. She ate it all. She did not compliment it out loud. She made eye contact with Benny while she used the bread to scrape the plate clean, and that said everything, and he turned red, and the ritual continued.

She finished her whiskey. Left the plate on the bar. Stood up.

"Going up to Dolly's for a bit."

"Okay!" Benny said. "Tell her I said—"

"Nobody cares what you said, Benny. Good night."

"Huh. Night, Lena."

She headed for the stairs. Second door on the left. Knock first.


            

    
        16. Second Door On The Left

    
    
    
    
                She knocked.

"Come in, sweetheart."

Lena opened the door and stepped into a different universe.

Not literally — she'd already done that once this week and wasn't looking to make it a habit. But Dolly's room was so far removed from the rest of the Rusty Ledger that it might as well have been in another dimension. Lena's room was a bed, a basin, a pump, and a window. It had the personality of a storage closet with ambitions. It was fine. It was functional. It was the room equivalent of a ham sandwich.

Dolly's room was not a ham sandwich.

The walls were draped in printed fabric — rich reds and deep golds and something that might have been purple in better light, hanging in loose panels that softened every surface and turned the rough timber walls into something that looked like the inside of a very expensive tent. The floor had rugs. Plural. Layered on top of each other like someone had robbed a caravan and couldn't decide which one to keep. Strings of beads hung in the doorway to what might have been a closet or a private altar or both. The air smelled like perfume and candle wax and something spicy she couldn't name.

The bed was a canopy. An actual canopy bed with draped fabric and pillows — not one pillow, not two pillows, but the kind of pillow situation that suggested Dolly had opinions about neck support and wasn't afraid to act on them. The frame was dark wood, carved, probably hauled up those stairs by the same poor bastards who'd carried the—

The tub.

There was a tub.

A claw-foot tub, copper or something close to it, sitting near the window like a throne. It was big — big enough for a woman of Dolly's dimensions to stretch out in, which meant it was big enough for Lena too, and Lena was staring at it the way she'd stared at the cold beer at the mine, which was to say with naked, undisguised longing.

"Oh my God," she said.

"Mmhmm." Dolly was sitting at a makeup table against the far wall — a lacquered thing with a mirror and those weird blue lights arranged around it like a vanity in a Hollywood dressing room, except the lights pulsed faintly the way everything in this town pulsed. She was watching Lena's face with the satisfied smile of a woman who knew exactly what her room did to people.

"You have a tub."

"I have a tub."

"With... that's a hand pump? You have water?"

"Pump draws from the same well as the rest of the building. And that—" She nodded toward the window, where a potbelly stove sat against the wall, black iron, fed with coal, with a large pot of water simmering on top, sending a thin curl of steam into the air. "—keeps the water hot. Always. I keep it going day and night. A woman does not take cold baths, Lena. A woman takes hot baths, or she does not take baths at all."

Lena looked at the tub. Looked at the steaming pot. Looked at the rugs, the bed, the beads, the fabric on the walls. Looked at Dolly.

"How the fuck did you get a tub up here?"

"Six men, a rope, and a lot of profanity. Took most of an afternoon. Benny almost died on the stairs. The claw caught on the railing and the whole thing swung sideways and nearly took out the wall." She sipped something from a delicate glass. "It was worth every gold piece and every scratch on the staircase."

"I bet it was." Lena was still staring at the tub. She couldn't stop. It was the most beautiful thing she'd seen since she'd arrived in this world, and she was including the cold beer in that assessment.

There was a bench along one wall — low, padded, covered in the same red fabric as the bed. Dolly gestured to it.

"Have a seat, baby doll."

Lena sat. The bench was soft. She hadn't sat on something soft since — actually, she hadn't sat on anything soft since she'd left her truck. Bar stools, wooden chairs, rocks, the ground. This bench had padding. She almost moaned.

Dolly stood from the makeup table and walked over. She sat down next to Lena — close, warm, the perfume settling around them like a shared blanket. She placed her hand on top of Lena's — calloused, dirty, still smelling like tar and mine water — and looked at her with an expression that was half warmth, half mischief.

"So," Dolly said, her voice dropping to a coy, honeyed register. "You finally decided to take me up on my offer. I'm so glad. I'll be gentle, I promise."

Lena looked at the hand on hers. Looked at Dolly's face. Looked at the bed. Looked back at Dolly.

She burst out laughing.

It was the ugly kind — the kind that came from the gut and had no interest in being attractive. The kind she did with her brothers when Jesse crossed a line so far that the only response was total, helpless, gasping laughter. She laughed until her eyes watered, and Dolly sat there looking pleased with herself, holding Lena's hand, waiting for it to subside with the patience of a woman who had delivered a perfect joke and was content to let it land at its own pace.

"You—" Lena wheezed. "You absolute—"

"I know."

"You knew that's not why I'm here."

"Of course I knew. But the look on your face was worth it." Dolly squeezed her hand once and let go. "Now. What do you actually need, sweetheart?"

Lena wiped her eyes. Took a breath. The laughter settled.

"I need a bath. A real one. I've been doing towel wipe-downs with ice water for three days and I smell like a construction site that caught fire in a bar. My legs haven't seen a razor since North Carolina. My armpits have filed for independence. And I've been wearing the same tank top and jeans since I got here and they're starting to develop their own personality." She looked at Dolly. "I didn't want to ask Benny about any of this because — I mean, he's sweet, but he's a guy, and there are some conversations you don't have with a guy who blushes when you compliment his stew."

Dolly nodded. Not the teasing nod. The real one — the one that said I understand and I've got you.

"This town isn't built for a proper woman," Dolly said. "It's built for miners and ranchers and men who think washing means standing in the creek once a week. Everything I have in this room — the tub, the bed, the soap, the mirrors — I had to import, trade for, or bully someone into hauling up those stairs." She gestured at the room like a queen surveying her kingdom. "This is fifteen years of a woman refusing to live like a man in a man's town."

"I respect the hell out of that."

"You should. It cost me a fortune." Dolly stood, walked to a cabinet next to the makeup table, and opened it. Inside: bottles, jars, folded cloths, and — Lena's breath caught — a straight razor, a boar-bristle brush, and a dish of shaving soap.

"Now. Here's what we're going to do." Dolly turned back to her, all business, the coy act dropped like a costume. "My rate is five gold an hour. You've got five gold?"

"I've got five gold."

"Then you're my client for the next hour. I'm going to fill that tub with hot water, I'm going to hand you a bar of soap that's going to make you cry — not because it's emotional, because it smells that good — and I'm going to shave whatever you need shaved. I do it for the men. I can sure as hell do it for you." She paused. "I've been doing this a long time, baby doll. I know my way around a straight razor. You won't feel a thing."

Lena looked at the razor. It was the old kind — the hinged kind, the kind that barbers used in movies about the Old West, the kind that could take your face off if the person holding it sneezed.

"That thing looks like it could kill someone."

"It could. It won't. Not today." Dolly smiled. "Trust me."

"Fuck it. Let's go."

Dolly moved with the efficiency of a woman who had done this a thousand times. Pot off the stove, water into the tub — steaming, gorgeous, actual hot water for the first time since Lena had left Earth. Pump handle worked to add cold until the temperature was right. Dolly tested it with her elbow, the way you'd test a baby's bathwater, and nodded.

From the cabinet she produced a bar of soap. She held it out.

Lena took it. Brought it to her nose.

"Oh my God."

It smelled like lavender and something warm — vanilla, maybe, or honey, or some herb she didn't know that this world had invented specifically to make soap that made a grown woman weak in the knees. It was the first thing she'd smelled since arriving that wasn't smoke, dust, whiskey, or outhouse. It was the smell of being clean. The smell of being human. The smell of giving a shit about yourself.

"Where do you get this?"

"A woman in Copper Ridge makes it. Costs more than it should. Worth every copper."

"I'll buy a case."

"One step at a time, sweetheart. Get in the tub."

Lena stripped without ceremony — tank top, jeans, bra, underwear, all of it hitting the floor in a pile that probably should have been burned rather than washed. She stepped into the tub.

The water hit her skin and she made a sound. Not a word. Not a moan. Something in between that she would have been embarrassed about if Dolly hadn't heard infinitely worse in this room.

"Jesus Christ, that's good."

"I know, baby."

She sank down until the water was up to her chin. Her muscles unclenched in a wave that started at her feet and rolled up through her calves, her thighs, her back, her shoulders. Three days of tension — the portal, the road, the carriage, the bar, the fence, the mine, the walking, the carrying, the sleeping on a hard bed in a strange room — all of it let go at once. She lay in Dolly's tub and stared at the ceiling and made another sound that didn't have a name.

Dolly glanced over from the cabinet where she was laying out cloths and the razor. "Sweetheart, if you keep making those noises, the men downstairs are going to think I finally closed the deal."

"Let 'em think what they want. This tub is better than any man I've ever been with, and I'm including the one with the boat."

"There was one with a boat?"

"Danny. Nice guy. Beard. Decent shoulders. Absolutely no idea what he was doing south of the Mason-Dixon line, if you know what I mean."

"I don't know what a Mason-Dixon line is, but I know exactly what you mean." Dolly was lathering the brush. "Men and directions. It's a universal problem."

"Apparently interdimensional."

"Baby doll, I've been giving men directions in this room for fifteen years, and not one of them has ever found what they were looking for on the first try."

Lena laughed so hard water sloshed over the edge of the tub. "Dolly, that's the saddest thing I've ever heard."

"It's not sad. It's job security."

Dolly brought the brush and razor to the tub and knelt on the folded cloth she'd placed on the floor. She was all business now — or at least, Dolly's version of all business, which still included running commentary.

"Okay. Legs first. Hold still."

The razor moved in short, confident strokes. Lena had been dreading this — a straight razor on skin she couldn't see — but she didn't feel a thing. Dolly's hands were surgeon-steady. The scrape of the blade was almost soothing, rhythmic, professional.

"You're really good at this," Lena said.

"Honey, I have shaved things on men that would make your eyes water. Your legs are a vacation." She rinsed the blade. "You know, you should really reconsider my offer."

"Here we go."

"I'm serious. Look at you." Dolly gestured at Lena with the razor, which was mildly terrifying. "You've got the arms. You've got the shoulders. And sweetheart—" She glanced down at Lena's chest, which was floating in the bathwater with the specific buoyancy of a woman who was a solid size 8 and proportional. "—you've got the equipment. Just look at those. You could charge double."

"My tits are not a business plan, Dolly."

"Everything is a business plan if you market it right."

"I'm a plumber."

"And with hands like those? Honey, half my clients would pay extra just to have someone who actually knows how to grip something." She raised an eyebrow. "I'm just saying. Skilled hands are rare in this town."

"You're unbelievable."

"I'm observant. There's a difference." She rinsed the razor. "Arms?"

"Hit me."

Dolly worked her way through the armpits and arms with the same steady efficiency, pausing only once to observe, "You have more muscle definition than half the miners in this town. Are all the women where you're from built like this?"

"Just the ones with six brothers and a day job that involves carrying heavy shit up stairs."

"I'd pay good money to see that."

"You just did. Five gold."

"Best five gold I've spent this week, and I include the wine."

The shaving soap smelled different from the bath soap — sharper, cleaner, something like mint — and by the time Dolly was done, Lena's legs were smooth, her armpits were civilized, and she felt like a human being for the first time since she'd landed face-first in the dirt.

She lay in the tub — clean, shaved, smelling like lavender — and the water was going from hot to warm and she didn't care. She could have stayed there for a week.

"Dolly."

"Hmm?"

"Five gold was a steal."

Dolly smiled from the makeup table where she was cleaning the razor. "For you, sweetheart? It was practically charity."

"I'm serious. This is—" She gestured vaguely at the tub, the room, the soap, the whole situation. "This is the nicest thing anyone's done for me since I got here. And you charged me for it, which honestly makes me trust it more."

Dolly looked at her. The smile softened into something real — not the professional smile, not the flirty smile, the actual one. The one that lived underneath all the performance and came out when someone said something true.

"You understand," Dolly said quietly. "Most people don't. They think charging for kindness makes it less kind. I think it makes it honest. I give you my time, my tools, my skill. You pay for it. We both know what it's worth. There's no debt. No awkwardness. Just two women and a transaction."

"That's exactly how plumbing works."

"I know. That's why I like you."

Lena stayed in the tub until the water started to cool. Then she got out, dried off with a cloth that was softer than anything in her room — Dolly's towels were imported too, apparently — and put her dirty clothes back on, which felt like a crime against the clean body underneath them but was the only option she had.

"I need clothes," she said, pulling on the jeans that now smelled even worse by contrast.

"Mae can get you something from the trading post. Tell her what you need. Trousers, shirts, underclothes. Nothing fancy in Dustbreak, but it's functional."

"I'll talk to her."

"And come back anytime. Same rate. The tub's here, the water's hot, the soap is—"

"The soap is worth killing for."

"I won't tell anyone you said that."

"Tell whoever you want. I'll say it to their face."

Lena headed for the door. She stopped with her hand on the frame and looked back.

Dolly was sitting at her makeup table, wiping down the razor, the blue lights glowing around the mirror, the room warm and scented and soft. She looked like a painting of a woman who had built exactly the life she wanted in a place that hadn't made it easy, and she was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the corset.

"Thanks, Dolly. Seriously. That was..." She searched for the right comparison — something that captured the magnitude of what had just happened. "That was better than getting plowed by Danny, and he had a boat."

Dolly raised an eyebrow. "The one who couldn't find the Mason-Dixon line?"

"That's the one."

"Sweetheart, that's a low bar."

"Story of my life."

Lena went to her room. The hallway was dark. Her room was cold. The basin was there, the pump was there, the bed was there with its worn quilt and its flat pillow.

The Ledger was on the nightstand.

She didn't even look at it.

She set the Nokia on top of it — a paperweight, a statement, a small act of defiance — and crawled into bed clean for the first time in three days.

She smelled like lavender. Her legs were smooth. Her skin was warm. She was a plumber from Raleigh lying in a bed above a bar in another dimension, and for the first time in three days, she felt like herself.

She was asleep in under a minute.


            

    
        17. Lavender and Eggs

    
    
    
    
                Day 4 started clean.

That shouldn't have been remarkable. Back home she'd showered every morning like a normal human being and never once thought about it. But this morning, waking up in the same room above the same bar in the same town that wasn't hers, the lingering smell of lavender on her skin felt like the most extravagant luxury she'd ever experienced. Her legs were smooth under the worn quilt. Her arms didn't smell like tar. Her hair — still unwashed, that was next on the list — at least wasn't competing with her armpits for attention anymore.

She lay there for a moment and just... felt clean. It was a good moment. She gave herself ten seconds of it.

The Ledger was on the nightstand. Of course it was. She'd left it there last night with the Nokia on top of it, and this morning it was still there, still pulsing softly, still waiting for her to care about it. The Nokia sat on it like a brick on a bad idea.

She didn't pick the Ledger up. Didn't throw it. Didn't even look at it. She just reached past it, grabbed the Nokia, flipped it open — no signal, fifty-four percent battery — powered it down, and slid it in her back pocket.

The Ledger stayed on the nightstand. It could stay there all day for all she cared. She was done fighting with it. She wasn't going to use it, she wasn't going to throw it, and she wasn't going to give it the satisfaction of a reaction. It was a rectangle. Rectangles don't have feelings. She was going to start acting like she believed that.

Getting dressed was the bad part.

The jeans went on and she felt the difference immediately — three days of dust and sweat and mine grime against skin that still smelled like Dolly's soap. It was like putting on a trash bag over a wedding dress. The tank top was worse. It had dried overnight into something stiff and vaguely crunchy that she chose not to examine too closely.

"Today," she said to the empty room, pulling the tank top over her head. "Clothes. Today I get clothes."

She checked her boots. Shook them out. Nothing. Put them on. The Red Wings at least didn't betray her — they were broken in enough to feel good no matter what, and she'd wiped them down last night. Small mercies.

She went downstairs.



The bar was warm and bright with morning light coming through the front windows. Benny was behind the counter — surprise — and Dolly was on a stool at the far end with her wine glass and her morning face, which was less assembled than her evening face but still more put together than anyone else in Dustbreak at this hour.

"Morning, baby doll." Dolly looked her over and smiled the way a painter smiles at their own work. "You look better."

"I feel better. Still wearing the same clothes, though, so don't get too close."

"I could smell the lavender from over here. It suits you."

"Don't tell anyone. I have a reputation."

"Your reputation is safe with me." Dolly sipped her wine. "Your secrets, however, are another matter entirely."

"Morning!" Benny said, too loud, too bright, Benny at full wattage. "You look... different today."

"I took a bath, Benny."

"Huh. That's... you seem..." He struggled. His face was doing the thing where he wanted to say something nice but couldn't assemble the words in the right order. "Shiny?"

"Shiny."

"Like... clean-shiny. Not sweaty-shiny. There's a difference."

"There is a difference, Benny. Thank you for noticing."

Dolly caught Lena's eye from across the bar and raised her wine glass a fraction of an inch. Lena ignored her.

"Coffee?" Benny asked.

"Please. And whatever masterpiece you've got going back there, because I can smell something and it's making me want to propose marriage to your kitchen."

Benny turned pink. Just the ears this time — a controlled blush, like his body was learning to manage the blood flow. "So. Okay. You're going to love this." He leaned on the bar with both forearms, which made the bar creak. "I poached the eggs again—"

"The good ones from yesterday."

"The good ones. But today I put them on top of these thick slices of bread that I pan-fried in butter until they're golden and crispy on both sides. And then—" He paused for dramatic effect, which was new for Benny and landed somewhere between adorable and alarming. "—I made a sauce."

"A sauce."

"A sauce. Butter, egg yolk, a little bit of that vinegar from the trading post, and I whisked it over low heat until it got thick and creamy and kind of... yellow."

Lena looked at him. "Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Are you describing hollandaise?"

"I'm describing the sauce I made this morning because I couldn't sleep and I thought, what if I put a sauce on the eggs?" He looked worried. "Is hollandaise bad?"

"Hollandaise is... no, Benny. Hollandaise is not bad. Hollandaise is what happens when God decides breakfast should have a sauce. You made hollandaise from scratch because you couldn't sleep?"

"I don't know what that word means but yes?"

"Bring me the food, Benny."

He disappeared into the kitchen. Dolly leaned over from her stool. "What's a hollandaise?"

"It's a butter sauce for eggs. It's French. It's incredible. And he apparently invented it from scratch because he had insomnia."

"That man." Dolly shook her head with the specific fondness reserved for golden retrievers and Benny Harwick. "He can't remember where he put a glass he was holding ten seconds ago, but he can invent a French sauce in his sleep."

"Some people are like that. My brother Jesse can't spell his own middle name, but he can solder a joint underwater."

Benny came back with a plate that made Lena sit up straighter.

Two thick slices of bread, fried golden in butter, sitting on the plate like crispy rafts. On top of each, a poached egg — the same perfect, trembling things from yesterday, bright orange yolks visible through the just-set whites. And over everything, a pale yellow sauce that was thick and glossy and dripped slowly down the sides of the eggs like it had places to be but was in no particular hurry.

He set it down. The smell hit her — butter, vinegar, something rich and warm — and she was suddenly and violently aware that she had not eaten since last night's braised whatever and her body had opinions about that.

She cut into the first egg. The yolk broke and ran into the sauce and the fried bread, and the three of them — yolk, sauce, bread — merged into something that should have been illegal. She took a bite.

She closed her eyes.

"Oh, fuck me."

Benny made a sound like a small animal being stepped on.

Dolly laughed into her wine.

"Benny." Lena opened her eyes. She pointed at him with the fork. "This is the best thing I have ever put in my mouth. And I mean that in every possible interpretation of that sentence."

Benny was red. Full red. The Benny Red that she'd been carefully rationing and spacing out over days, and she'd just detonated the whole reserve in one sentence. He stood behind the bar with his mouth open and his rag clutched in one hand like a security blanket.

"Huh," he managed.

"I'm serious. This sauce — this stupid, perfect, shouldn't-exist-in-a-town-without-plumbing sauce — is the best thing in this world. Better than the stew. Better than the fish. Better than the cold beer at the mine, and that's saying something because I had a religious experience with that beer."

"Huh," he said again, slightly higher pitched.

Dolly was watching this with the expression of a woman who was storing material for later use. "Sweetheart, if you keep talking to him like that, he's going to pass out."

"Good. Then I can eat in peace."

She ate. She didn't rush it. She let every bite sit on her tongue — the crunch of the fried bread, the softness of the egg, the rich, tangy warmth of the sauce that Benny had accidentally invented because he couldn't sleep. She ate the way her dad ate when someone made something worth tasting — slowly, deliberately, with respect.

Benny stayed behind the bar. He didn't wipe anything. He just stood there, pink and pleased, watching her eat with the quiet satisfaction of a man whose entire purpose in life had just been validated by a woman with a fork.

Dolly sipped her wine. "So what's on the agenda today, baby doll?"

"Clothes. I need clothes. I can't keep wearing the same jeans and tank top until they disintegrate. And I need to talk to Mae about what the trading post has."

"Tell her you need trousers, work shirts, and underclothes. She can get them in from Copper Ridge within a few days. Nothing fancy, but you'll be functional."

"That's all I need. Functional."

"And maybe one nice thing," Dolly said. "For bath nights."

Lena looked at her. "I'm not buying a nightgown, Dolly."

"I didn't say nightgown. I said one nice thing. A woman should own one nice thing. Even a woman who hammers nails with a—" She waved vaguely at Lena's back pocket. "—whatever that is."

"It's a phone."

"It's a weapon, sweetheart. But we've been over that."

"Speaking of clothes — is there anywhere in this town to wash the ones I've got? I can't keep rinsing them in a basin and hoping for the best."

"There's a wash house down by the stream, south edge of town. Stone basins, washboards, drying line. It's not fancy, but it works." Dolly wrinkled her nose slightly. "I don't use it. I have arrangements."

"Of course you do."

"Mae can tell you more. She knows the hours, who else uses it, all of that. I believe there's a woman who runs it — does laundry for hire if you don't want to scrub your own."

"I've been scrubbing other people's shit — literally — for thirteen years. I can scrub my own jeans."

"That's the spirit. Take the soap, though. Trust me."

"Dolly's soap at the public wash house?"

"Baby doll, just because you're washing clothes in a creek doesn't mean you have to smell like one."

Lena finished the plate. She used the last piece of fried bread to mop up the remaining sauce, and she ate it slowly, and she set the fork down, and she looked at Benny.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" His voice cracked slightly.

"That was the best breakfast I've had in my entire life. And I grew up in a house where my dad made biscuits and gravy every Sunday from scratch."

He turned a shade of red she hadn't seen before — deeper, quieter, something that started in his chest and moved up through his neck and settled on his face like a sunrise.

"Huh," he whispered.

Dolly stood from her stool, adjusted the engineering, and set her empty wine glass on the bar. "On that note, I'm going upstairs before this man combusts. Lena, come find me later if you want to talk about that nice thing."

"I'm not buying a nightgown."

"We'll see."

She drifted toward the stairs. The perfume lingered.

Lena drained her coffee, stood, and grabbed the last heel of fried bread off the plate because it existed and she had hands.

"I'm going to Mae's. Clothes, then whatever she's got on the list today. Tell Harlan I said good morning if he comes in."

"You got it." Benny was still pink. He picked up the rag. Started wiping. The ritual reset.

Lena pushed through the swinging doors into the morning sun. The air was warm. The clock tower was doing its blue thing. A horse was tied up outside the hardware store, flicking its tail at a fly.

She smelled like lavender and fried bread and she was wearing filthy clothes and she was in another dimension and she was going to buy pants from an old woman with a list.

Day 4.


            

    
        18. Outfitting

    
    
    
    
                Mae was behind the counter with the list and the pencil and the spectacles, same as every morning, same as every morning would ever be until the building fell down or Mae did, and Lena was increasingly convinced the building would go first.

"Back for the cattle job?" Mae asked without looking up.

"Not a chance. I'm here for supplies."

Mae looked up. The pencil paused. Something shifted in her face — not a smile exactly, but the geological precursor to one. "Supplies."

"Clothes. Laundry situation. And whatever else I need to stop looking like I lost a fight with a dirt road."

"You did lose a fight with a dirt road."

"Fair."

Mae set the pencil down. This was serious. Mae only set the pencil down for serious things.

"Let's start with the clothes. What do you need?"

"Everything. But let's start with pants." Lena grabbed a handful of her jeans and pulled the fabric taut. "See this? This is denim. Tight-woven cotton. Sturdy as hell, holds its shape, lasts for years. These specific jeans—" She smoothed the front of the thigh like she was presenting evidence. "—are Levi's 501 straight-legs. Best jeans ever made. Not too tight, not too loose. They move when you move. They work when you work. And they make your ass look fantastic, which I know isn't a job requirement but it's a quality-of-life thing."

Mae looked at the jeans. Looked at Lena's ass. Looked back at the jeans.

She laughed.

It was short — barely a second — and it disappeared so fast behind the shopkeeper face that Lena almost doubted she'd heard it. But it had been there. Mae Cole had laughed. At an ass joke. In her store. At eight in the morning.

"Not those thick canvas things the ranchers wear," Lena continued, pressing her advantage. "You know the ones — tough enough, sure, but they hang off your backside like a sack of potatoes. I don't care how durable something is if it makes me look like I'm wearing a diaper."

"I know the ones you're talking about." Mae's mouth was a line but her eyes were doing something. "Heavy canvas. Good for ranch work. Not what you want."

"Not what I want. I want something fitted. Sturdy, but moves with you. Straight through the leg. Sits at the waist, not the hip — I'm not twenty and I'm not trying to be." She thought about it. "If your tailor can get close to this weight of fabric, in this cut, I'll be happy. Doesn't have to be exact. Just... close."

Mae was already pulling a measuring tape from under the counter — the cloth kind, soft, well-used. "Arms up."

Lena raised her arms. Mae came around the counter and measured with the brisk efficiency of a woman who had been fitting people for clothes since before Lena's mother was born. Waist. Hips. Inseam. Shoulders. She didn't ask permission before any of them. She just measured.

"I have a tailor in Copper Ridge," Mae said, wrapping the tape back up. "Good woman. Does custom work. I'll send a courier with the measurements and the fabric description. She can probably have something back in four or five days."

"Four or five days in these jeans might kill me."

"You'll survive. You survived the outhouse." Mae made a mark on the list. "Shirts?"

Lena pulled at her tank top. "This is a tank top. Stretchy fabric. Cotton and... something else. It moves with you, breathes, dries fast." She looked at Mae. "You don't have this, do you."

"We have cotton. We have hemp. Neither is going to stretch."

"Shit." She'd known this but hearing it confirmed was different. "Okay. Cotton work shirts. Loose enough to move in. Something I can roll the sleeves on."

"I can do that from stock. Have three ready for you by tomorrow."

"Three?"

"You'll want to rotate. Wash one, wear one, spare one."

"Mae, that's the smartest thing anyone in this town has said to me, and I'm including the guy who told me where the cold beer was."

Mae permitted herself the faintest uptick at the corner of her mouth. "Underclothes?"

"Yeah. Whatever you've got that's... functional."

"I have basic. Drawers and wraps. Cotton."

"That'll do."

"The, ah—" Mae paused. It was the first time Lena had seen Mae pause. "The upper support garment."

"The bra."

"That. We don't stock those. Dolly orders hers from a specialty supplier out east. Takes a few weeks."

Lena sighed. Of course. Magic smartphones, no bras. "Can you put in an order? Dolly probably knows the supplier."

"I'll ask her." Mae made another mark. "Anything else?"

"Actually, yeah. A few things."

She worked through the list with Mae the way she worked through a parts order at the supply house back in Raleigh — methodical, specific, no wasted words.

Work gloves. Leather. Fitted, not floppy. She'd just gotten cut on barbed wire because she hadn't had any. Mae had three pairs in stock — horse leather, well-made. Lena tried them on, found a pair that fit right, and put them on the tab.

A hat. She was a redhead who'd been in the sun for three days without head cover. Her face was already starting to feel tight in a way that promised peeling. She needed a wide-brim — practical, not decorative. Mae had two options. Lena picked the one that looked least like it was trying to make a statement. Brown. Simple. It sat on her head like it belonged there, which annoyed her because she'd never been a hat person.

A belt. She needed something to holster on. Mae had sturdy leather belts with brass buckles. She picked one that sat right on her hips and didn't pinch.

A canteen. She'd walked two miles to the mine with fifty pounds of supplies and no water. That was stupid and she was never doing it again. Mae had leather-wrapped canteens that held about a quart. She took one.

A small tool pouch. Belt-mounted. For carrying pliers, nails, whatever she picked up on a job. Mae had pouches the miners used for samples and small tools. One of them was the right size — sat on the belt opposite where the Nokia would go.

"Speaking of which," Lena said. "I need a holster."

Mae reached under the counter and produced a Ledger holster — standard leather, hip-mounted, the same kind every person in Dustbreak wore.

"Not for the Ledger." Lena pulled the Nokia out of her back pocket and set it on the counter. It sat there — chunky, grey, indestructible — looking profoundly out of place among the leather goods and measuring tapes. "For this."

Mae looked at the Nokia. Looked at Lena. "That's not a Ledger."

"No. It's a phone. But I've been using it as a hammer and I'm tired of fishing it out of my back pocket every time I need to hit something. I want it on my hip. Quick-draw."

Mae picked up the Nokia and turned it over in her hands. She held it the way she held everything — practically, appraisingly, without sentiment. She compared it against the Ledger holster, which was too wide.

"The saddler can make you a custom one," she said. "Sized to this. He does all the Ledger holsters in town — this is just a different shape." She set the Nokia on the counter and wrote something on a scrap of paper — dimensions, probably, in whatever units this world used. "I'll send this over today. Should have it for you by tomorrow."

"Perfect."

One more thing caught her eye on the shelf behind Mae — a tin of something dark and waxy. She reached past the counter and picked it up. Opened it. Smelled it. Animal fat, beeswax, maybe some pine tar underneath.

"Is this saddle soap?"

"Saddle dressing. For leather care."

"This'll work on boots?"

"It'll work on anything leather."

"Sold."

She tucked it under her arm. That took care of the Red Wings. Oil, condition, protect. They'd make it. They'd been through worse than another dimension — they'd been through Brody.

"How much for all of this?" Lena asked.

Mae looked at the pile on the counter — gloves, hat, belt, canteen, tool pouch, saddle dressing — plus the pending orders for trousers, shirts, underclothes, the bra order, and the custom Nokia holster.

"I'll tally it when everything comes in. The stock items I can charge now — the custom work I won't know until the tailor sends her price." She made another mark on the list. "I'll send the bill to the Rusty Ledger and Benny can handle the transfer, since you don't carry your Ledger."

"Since I don't carry my Ledger. Yeah."

"It would be easier if you carried your Ledger."

"Lots of things would be easier, Mae. I could also eat standing up to save time on chairs. I'm not going to do that either."

Mae's mouth did the thing again — the almost-smile that lived at the very edge of her face and never quite committed to showing up. "Go wash your clothes. Wash house is south on the stream, past the last building. You can't miss it."

"Thanks, Mae."

"Be back tomorrow. Sunup. I've got a job that needs doing."

"The list never ends."

"The list never ends."

Lena gathered her purchases — gloves in the tool pouch, hat on her head, belt threaded through her jeans, canteen over her shoulder, saddle dressing under her arm — and walked out of Cole's Sundries looking, for the first time since she'd arrived in Dustbreak, like someone who planned to stay.

She hadn't planned to stay. She was going to figure out how to get home. Any day now.

Any day.


            

    
        19. The Wash House

    
    
    
    
                The wash house was exactly what Dolly and Mae had described — stone basins fed by the stream, a wooden washboard propped against the wall, and a drying line strung between two posts. Open air. No roof. No privacy. Just water, stone, and the assumption that everybody in Dustbreak was fine with doing their laundry in public.

Lena set her supplies on the bank and looked around. Nobody. Mid-morning, middle of the week — the miners were at the mine, the ranchers were ranching, and whoever usually did their laundry here wasn't doing it now. She had the place to herself.

Good. Because what she was about to do required removing most of her clothes in a public wash station, and while Lena Wright had never been particularly modest — you didn't grow up with six brothers and keep your dignity intact by being shy about your body — she preferred to do her laundry without an audience.

She stripped down to her underwear and the bra that was on its last legs — literally, the underwire on the left side had been poking her since Day 2 and was now actively trying to escape. She piled the jeans, tank top, and socks on the stone basin's edge, filled the basin from the stream, and got to work.

The washboard was primitive. The soap was Dolly's — the good stuff, because Dolly had been right, there was no reason to smell like a creek just because you were washing in one. Lena scrubbed the jeans first, working the denim against the ridges the way she'd seen her grandmother do it exactly once as a child. It was slow, physical work. Nothing like the washing machine in her apartment back in Raleigh that she had paid absolutely no attention to and would now sell a kidney to have back.

She wrung the jeans and hung them on the line. They dripped into the grass. They'd take hours to dry in the sun.

She started on the tank top. Scrubbing, rinsing, wringing. The water ran brown at first, then grey, then mostly clear. She held it up. It looked thinner than it had four days ago. It was losing the war.

While she scrubbed, her brain did what it always did when her hands were busy — it wandered. And it wandered where it had been wandering more and more since she'd seen the stream and the mountain and the elevation drop between the mine and the town.

Water. Pressure. Flow.

The stream was right there. Right next to the wash house. Moving fast, cold, clean. It came down from the mountain — high elevation, steep grade, consistent volume. She could hear it. She could see the speed of it. She'd followed it all the way to the mine and back, and she'd watched it the whole time, and her brain had been doing the math whether she wanted it to or not.

If you put an intake up high — above the mine, where the stream was fast and the elevation was real — and you ran a pipe downhill, the weight of the water in that pipe would build pressure. Not pump pressure. Gravity pressure. Free. Constant. The longer the drop, the more pressure. A couple hundred feet of elevation in a sealed pipe would give you real, usable, turn-a-handle-and-water-comes-out pressure at the bottom.

She'd seen it done. Back home, out in the rural parts of the county where the well pumps couldn't keep up, some of the old mountain properties ran gravity-fed water from creek intakes. Same principle. Water goes in at the top, pipe runs downhill, pressure builds, water comes out at the bottom with enough force to run a kitchen sink and a shower and a toilet without a single pump.

You'd need pipe. Real pipe. Not wooden channels — iron pipe, sealed tight, no leaks. You'd need an intake box at the top with a filter to keep the debris out. You'd need fittings for the turns, valves to control the flow, and a tap at the delivery end.

She could see it in her head. She could see the path — from the stream above the mine, down the mountainside following the trail, into town, into the back of the Rusty Ledger. She could see the tap in Benny's kitchen. She could see the water coming out.

She needed a blacksmith who could make pipe. The one with the sparks and no sign. She'd been walking past his shop for four days and hadn't gone in. That needed to change.

She needed—

"Oh! I'm — I'm so sorry."

The voice came from the bank. Male. Young. Absolutely mortified.

Lena turned around, washboard in one hand, sopping tank top in the other, standing in her underwear and a dying bra next to a stream in the middle of the day. She was wet from the waist down from splash-back. Her hair was a mess. She looked like a woman who was doing laundry because she was doing laundry, and she felt approximately zero percent embarrassed about it because this was no different than standing by the pool in a bathing suit back home, and she'd done that plenty of times without anyone having a cardiac event.

The man on the bank was having a cardiac event.

He'd been walking along the stream — she could see the path he'd taken, the shortcut from the south road that followed the water's edge. He'd come around the bend, seen her, and stopped so abruptly that his foot had slipped off the bank. He was on one knee in the shallows, one boot completely submerged, the other foot still on the bank, his stack of books clutched to his chest and held high above the water with the desperate priority of a man who would sacrifice a limb before he'd sacrifice a book. The stream ran over his shin. His trouser leg was soaked to the knee. He didn't seem to notice, because every ounce of his attention was focused on the project of not looking at her.

"I didn't — I wasn't — I'll just—" He scrambled up from the shallows, water running from his boot, and backed up onto the bank. His face was the color of a sunset.

"Relax," Lena said. "I'm washing clothes. It's a wash house. This is what happens here."

"I know, I just — you're—" He gestured vaguely in her direction without looking. "—not fully—"

"I'm in my underwear. I've worn less at the beach. You're fine." She looked at his boot. Water was dripping from the sole in a steady stream. "Your boot's not fine, though."

He looked down. Noticed the soaked boot for the first time. Noticed the wet trouser leg. Noticed that he was standing in a puddle of his own making. The red on his face deepened from sunset to something closer to emergency.

"I'll wait over there." He pointed toward a tree about twenty yards away. "I just needed to — there's a book — I was bringing it to—" He gave up on the sentence entirely, turned around, and squelched stiffly to the tree, where he stood with his back to her and his stack of books clutched to his chest like a shield. His left boot made a sound with every step that was halfway between a squish and a surrender.

Lena watched him go. She looked down at herself — wet, soapy, standing in her underthings next to a stream. Then she looked at the man standing under a tree trying to disappear into the bark, leaving a trail of wet footprints behind him.

She finished wringing the tank top. Hung it on the line. Put her jeans back on — wet against her skin but better than nothing — and pulled on one of the cotton work shirts Mae had given her from the ready stock. It was loose, plain, and smelled like the store. It was not a tank top. But it covered things.

"Okay," she called out. "You can turn around. Everything's put away."

He turned. Slowly. Like he wasn't entirely sure she was telling the truth. The books were still clutched to his chest.

"Sorry about that," Lena said, walking toward him. "I figured nobody was going to be out here mid-morning."

"I was just... cutting through. To the south road. I usually go this way because it's shorter than going around the—" He stopped. Took a breath. The red was fading from crisis to manageable. "I'm sorry. I should have called out before I—"

"Honestly, it's fine. I've got six brothers. You can't embarrass me. I've been walked in on by every member of my family including my dad, and that was worse for him than it was for me."

A sound escaped him that might have been a laugh, strangled at birth. "Six brothers."

"Six. I'm the only girl. I stopped being modest about my body around the time Jesse walked in on me in the shower when I was fourteen and I chased him through the house with a shampoo bottle."

This time the laugh made it out. Small, involuntary, surprised. Like it had snuck past his defenses while he was still processing the image.

"I'm Lena," she said.

"I know. I mean — everyone knows. You're the..." He caught himself before saying whatever the town was calling her. "You're new."

"I'm new. And you are?"

"Emmett. Emmett Grail. I run the bookshop." He said it the way you'd say "I collect stamps" — with a mild preemptive apology for not being more interesting.

"The bookshop." She'd seen it — one of the twenty buildings on the crossroads. She hadn't been in. Books weren't really her thing. Or they hadn't been, before she'd landed in a world where her entire skill set existed in her head and nowhere else. "What kind of books?"

"Everything, really. History. Fiction. Technical manuals. System lore. Whatever I can get." He shifted the stack in his arms. "I buy in bulk from the bigger shops in Copper Ridge and Hallmark when they can't move stock. Most of it's niche — things nobody in a mining town is looking for. But I keep it because..." He trailed off. "Because I keep it."

"You're a collector."

"It's my class, actually. Scholar. The System seems to think that reading everything and remembering it is a skill." A faint, self-deprecating smile. "Doesn't pay much, but the library's impressive."

"Do you have anything on... water systems? Pipe work? Moving water through channels or tubes?"

Emmett's eyebrows went up. It was the first time his face had done something other than mortified retreat, and it was a good face for curiosity — open, engaged, the kind of face that actually listened when someone asked a question.

"I'm not sure. I've got a lot of uncatalogued material — crates from the last few bulk buys that I haven't sorted yet. Technical manuals, trade guides, engineering references." He thought about it, the way a man thinks about his own library — by section, by shelf, by the memory of where he last saw something. "I don't know what 'plumbing' is, specifically. But I might have something related. Hydraulics? Aqueduct design? Irrigation?"

"Any of those. All of those."

"I'd have to look. It could take some digging."

"I'm good at digging. Ask Henderson."

Another small laugh. It was getting easier. The redness had faded to a faint warmth across his cheeks that made him look less like a man in crisis and more like a man who was talking to a woman and enjoying it despite himself.

"Tell you what," Lena said. "I'll come by the shop later today. After supper. You dig through those crates, and I'll look at whatever you've got. If there's anything in there about moving water through pipes, I'll buy it. If there's not, I'll buy something else so the trip's not wasted."

"You don't have to buy anything."

"I know. But I like supporting a business. Even a niche one." She paused. "Especially a niche one. My family runs a plumbing company in a town that has more plumbers than it needs. I understand niche."

Emmett looked at her. Not the panicked look from before. Something calmer. Something that suggested he was recalculating who this person was and the new math was more interesting than the old.

"After supper," he said. "I'll see what I can find."

"It's a date." She said it automatically — the way she'd say it to a supplier or a contractor back home, meaning it's an appointment, meaning nothing — and watched his face go pink again.

"Not a — I didn't mean—"

"Relax, Emmett. It's an expression. I'll see you tonight."

She grabbed the saddle dressing and the canteen from the bank, left the wet clothes on the drying line, and headed back toward town. Behind her, she heard Emmett exhale — long, slow, the sound of a man whose lungs had forgotten how to work for the last five minutes and were just now catching up. She also heard the squelch of his wet boot as he turned to leave, which she chose not to comment on because the man had suffered enough.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

She thought about pipe. About iron. About the stream and the mountain and the gravity-fed pressure that was sitting right there, free, waiting for someone to put it in a tube and point it at the town.

She thought about a bookshop full of uncatalogued crates that might have the answers to questions nobody in Dustbreak had ever thought to ask.

She thought about a man with ink on his fingers and a reading lens on his nose and one wet boot who couldn't look at her in her underwear but who lit up the second she asked about hydraulics.

She didn't think about what that meant.


            

    
        20. I Walk the Line

    
    
    
    
                She didn't plan to walk the stream. She planned to go back to the bar and wait for her clothes to dry and maybe drink a coffee and think about nothing for an hour like a normal human being.

Instead she was standing at the wash house, staring at the water, doing math.

The stream ran south-to-north past the edge of Dustbreak. It came down off the mountain — she'd followed it to the mine yesterday, so she knew the route, the grade, the speed. It was fast, consistent, cold. The volume was good. Not a river, but more than a creek. Enough.

She started walking upstream.

Not to the mine — she didn't need to go that far. She needed to understand the terrain between the mine and the town. The pipe route. Where it would run, how it would run, what was in the way.

The stream followed a natural channel carved into the mountainside over what she assumed was a very long time. The banks were rocky in places, soft and grassy in others. The trail to the mine ran alongside it for most of the way, which was convenient — if she was laying pipe along the stream's path, the trail was already cleared. She wouldn't have to cut through brush or move rocks. Much.

She walked slowly. Looking. Measuring with her eyes the way she measured everything — by instinct, by experience, by thirteen years of knowing what a quarter-inch of drop per foot looked like and scaling it up.

The elevation change from the mine to the town was significant. She guessed two hundred feet, maybe more. That was serious head pressure. A sealed pipe running that distance downhill would deliver water at the bottom with enough force to run a tap, fill a tub, and do it without a single pump. Gravity did all the work. The mountain was the engine.

She stopped at a bend in the stream about halfway between the mine and town. The water ran fast here — over rocks, through a narrow channel where the banks squeezed in. This is where she'd put the intake if she had to pick right now. High enough for good pressure. Above the mine so she wasn't pulling in any of their runoff. Accessible from the trail for maintenance.

She knelt at the bank and looked at the water. Clear. Cold. Moving at a clip that suggested it never slowed down, even in summer. She cupped a handful and tasted it. Clean. No sediment, no mineral taste, no iron. Mae had called it "pure as the fallen snow" and she hadn't been wrong.

She stood up and looked downhill. Toward Dustbreak. She could see the tops of buildings from here — the clock tower, a few rooflines. Maybe a thousand yards from this spot to the edge of town. Another few hundred yards to the Rusty Ledger.

The pipe would run from here, downhill, following the stream for part of the way, then cutting across the flat ground at the base of the hill into the south end of town. She'd need to trench it where it crossed open ground — bury it below the frost line, if this world had one, to keep it from freezing. Where it ran alongside the stream she could probably surface-mount it on brackets, which was faster but more exposed.

She walked the route. Slowly. Counting paces. Noting where the ground was soft, where it was rocky, where the trail turned and the pipe would need an elbow. Every turn was a joint. Every joint was a potential leak. Fewer turns meant fewer joints meant less risk.

I walk the line.

The thought arrived from nowhere — or from somewhere deep, the part of her brain that stored song lyrics from a world she might never see again. A voice that sounded like Johnny Cash and a guitar that sounded like Sunday morning and a song about keeping a close watch on something that mattered.

She was walking the line. Literally walking it — every foot of it, from the stream to the town, measuring the grade with her eyes and the drop with her gut. And figuratively too, though she didn't want to think about that part. The line between visitor and resident. Between working for gold and building something that lasted. Between a woman passing through and a woman who stayed.

She kept walking. The song stayed in her head. Johnny would have understood this — walking a path because it was the right path, because keeping to it was the whole point.

The straightest path from the intake to town had three turns. She could live with three turns. She'd use forty-fives, not nineties — she'd already taught the miners that, and she sure as hell wasn't going to violate her own rule.

She needed pipe. A lot of pipe. Maybe six hundred feet of it, more if the route had to deviate around something she couldn't see from here. That was a lot of iron. A lot of forging. A lot of joints to seal.

She needed the blacksmith. The guy with the sparks and no sign. She needed to walk into that shop and ask a man who'd never heard the word "pipe" if he could make a hollow iron tube with a bell end on one side and a consistent bore all the way through.

That was going to be a fun conversation. And an expensive one. Six hundred feet of custom iron pipe from a master smith — she had no idea what that cost in this world, but she was pretty sure it was more than she had. She'd been doing odd jobs for Mae at a few gold a pop. Fixing fences and hauling supplies wasn't going to pay for a major infrastructure project. She needed to figure out how to fund this thing, and she needed to do it without understanding an economy that ran on glowing rectangles she refused to look at.

One problem at a time. Figure out if it's possible first. Then figure out how to pay for it.

She needed oakum. Tarred rope for packing the joints. She could probably make it — hemp rope dipped in pine tar wasn't complicated, and Mae might have both in stock. The sealing metal was trickier. She needed something that melted easy, flowed into gaps, and hardened watertight. Not lead — lead was poison and she wasn't going to be the woman who brought running water to a town and killed everyone with it. Tin would work. Tin with a little silver for strength. The smith would know metals. She'd ask.

She needed a filter box at the intake. Mesh or screen to keep debris out of the pipe. Stone or iron housing. Something the stream couldn't wash away in a heavy rain.

She needed a tap at the delivery end. A valve she could open and close. The smith could probably make that too — it was just a plug on a handle, mechanically.

She needed labor. She couldn't trench six hundred feet by herself. The miners owed her a favor. Griff's crew had the muscle. Henderson's son needed something to do. Benny had arms like fence posts. Even Harlan might help if she framed it as civic improvement, which it was.

She needed time. This wasn't a weekend project. This was weeks. Maybe a month. Maybe more if the pipe production was slow.

She needed money she didn't have, for materials she couldn't make, using knowledge nobody here understood, in a world she hadn't asked to be in.

So basically the same as starting any plumbing business from scratch. She'd watched her dad do it. How hard could it be.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

She looked at the stream one more time. The water ran past her, fast and cold and free, headed for the low ground the way water always headed for low ground, the way it had been heading for low ground since before anyone built a town at the bottom of this mountain.

All she had to do was put it in a tube and point it at Benny's kitchen.

Easy.

She turned and walked back toward Dustbreak.



The town was different at midday.

In the morning it was purposeful — people heading to work, the mine crew going uphill, ranchers on horses, Mae opening the store. In the evening it was social — the Rusty Ledger filling up, Dolly making her rounds, Cade at the card table. But at midday it was quiet. Sleepy. The kind of quiet that small towns did in the middle of the day when the sun was high and the work was either done or happening somewhere else.

Lena walked the main crossroads for the first time without a destination. No Mae to visit. No Benny to feed her. No mine to supply. Just walking.

She counted the buildings. Twenty, give or take. She'd seen most of them from the carriage on Day 1 but hadn't looked closely. Now she did.

Cole's Sundries. The Rusty Ledger. Dustbreak Hardware. Marlow's Ledger & Tech — she peered through the window and saw glowing devices arranged on velvet, and a man behind the counter who looked like he might be related to whoever ran the smithy next door. The Dustbreak Inn with its sagging porch. The smithy — no sign, just the sound of a hammer on iron and an orange glow from inside. She slowed down as she passed it. The hammer sound was steady, rhythmic, patient. She'd be back.

A few buildings she hadn't identified: something that might have been a doctor's office or an apothecary, based on the herbs hanging in the window. A feed store. What looked like a small chapel or meeting hall — no sign of religion, just a big room with benches.

The saddlery — a small shop with leather goods in the window. That's where her Nokia holster was being made. She could smell the leather from the boardwalk.

And then the sheriff's office.

She'd walked past it every day on the way to Mae's. She'd exchanged pleasantries with Harlan out front. But she'd never actually looked at the building, or more specifically, at the boards mounted on the wall next to the door.

There were two of them.

The first was the wanted board she'd noticed on Day 1 — posters pinned up, some with drawings, some with text, all with that same faint glow that everything in this town seemed to have. Bounties, she guessed. Pictures of creatures and people who'd done something wrong. She glanced at them without much interest. None of this was her business.

The second board was larger. It was mounted at eye height, and its surface was a single glowing panel — smooth, blue-white, updating slowly the way the Ledger screens did. It had columns. It had names. It had numbers.

She didn't know what it was. Some kind of public notice board, maybe. A list of something — debts, or schedules, or whatever this town needed to track publicly. She saw names she recognized: Griff. Henderson. Cade. Benny. Harlan. Mae.

She saw her own name.

LENA WRIGHT.

It was near the middle of the list, which didn't mean anything to her because she didn't know what the list was ranking. There were numbers next to each name — different columns, different values. She didn't read them because she didn't care and because the last time someone had tried to tell her about numbers on a glowing rectangle she'd told them to stop.

She looked at it for exactly two seconds, shrugged, and kept walking.

Behind her, on the board, the numbers next to LENA WRIGHT updated silently. They had been updating all day.

She didn't see that either.



The afternoon got warm and slow. She swung by the wash house to check the drying line — the tank top was mostly dry, stiff and thin but wearable for another round. She folded it and carried it back to her room at the Rusty Ledger, where she set it on the bed next to the Ledger she was still ignoring.

She treated the Red Wings with the saddle dressing. Sat on the edge of the bed and worked the wax into the leather with her fingers, the way her dad had taught her — slow circles, into the grain, not on top of it. The boots darkened and softened and started to look like themselves again. She buffed them with the rough cloth from the basin and set them at the foot of the bed. Toes out. Ready.

She looked at herself in the small mirror above the basin. Red hair, still a mess but cleaner than yesterday. Freckled face, slightly sunburned. New hat on the hook by the door. Mae's cotton work shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, tattoo sleeves visible. Her own jeans, still damp in places from the wash house but clean. Nokia in her back pocket — tomorrow it'd be on her hip.

She looked like a woman who worked in a western town and was figuring it out one day at a time.

She went downstairs for supper.

            

    
        21. Shepard's Pie and a Date With Books

    
    
    
    
                The Rusty Ledger smelled like meat and gravy, which was rapidly becoming Lena's favorite combination of words in any language.

Benny was behind the bar — where else — and he was doing something she hadn't seen before: he looked slightly unsure of himself. He was hovering near the kitchen door like a man who had made something and wasn't entirely convinced it was going to work.

"What's cooking?" she asked, dropping onto her stool.

"So." He wiped the bar. The nervous wipe, not the habitual wipe — there was a difference and she was starting to be able to tell. "I had some leftover meat from yesterday. And I thought, what if I ground it up? Like, really chopped it fine. And then I made a gravy with it — thick, the kind that sticks to a spoon. Onions in there, some of those herbs from the ridge, salt, the good pepper."

"Okay."

"And then I boiled up those starchy roots — the big white ones from Widow Fern, not the little potatoes — and I mashed them. Like, really mashed them. With butter. A lot of butter."

"Benny."

"And then I put the mash on top of the meat gravy in a dish and put the whole thing near the fire until the top got kind of... brown and crispy."

Lena looked at him. "You made shepherd's pie."

"I made a thing. I don't know what a shepherd's pie is."

"You keep inventing food that already exists in my world. First the hollandaise, now this. Next you're going to tell me you accidentally created a cheeseburger because you couldn't sleep."

"What's a cheeseburger?"

"Don't worry about it. I'll tell you later." She paused. "Oh, and remind me to tell you about pizza."

"What's a—"

"Later, Benny. Bring me the food."

He brought the food.

It came in a ceramic dish — deep, oval, the kind of thing you'd serve a casserole in back home. The top was a golden-brown crust of mashed root that had crisped and crackled where it met the heat. Underneath, the meat gravy was thick and dark and steaming, and when she broke through the mashed crust with her fork the gravy bubbled up through the crack like it had been waiting for permission.

She took a bite.

Rich. Savory. The meat was tender and the gravy clung to it in a way that was obscene. The mashed root was smooth and buttery on top and had soaked up the gravy underneath, creating a layer where the two met that was the best part of the whole thing — soft and crispy and meaty all at once.

"Oh, shit. Benny."

"Good?" He was doing the thing where he leaned forward slightly and his whole face was a question.

"This is the shit. This is actual, legitimate, I-would-eat-this-every-day comfort food." She took another bite. And another. "You know what this needs?"

His face fell slightly. "What?"

"That beer."

"The... beer?"

"The warm barrel beer. The one I've been giving you grief about since Day 1." She pointed at the dish with her fork. "This is the food it was designed for. Dark beer, thick gravy, heavy starch — that's the combination. The beer doesn't work with light food or on its own because it's too heavy and too warm. But with this?" She shook her head. "Pour me one."

Benny stared at her. His mouth was open. He looked like a man who had just watched his worst student receive a commendation.

"You... want the beer."

"I want the beer."

He poured it from the barrel. Room temperature, dark, flat, the same beer she'd made a face at on Day 1. He set it in front of her like he was presenting evidence in his own defense at a trial he'd been losing.

She took a sip. Held it in her mouth. Took a bite of the shepherd's pie. Let the two of them meet.

"There it is," she said. "That's the pairing. The bitterness cuts through the gravy and the heaviness matches the starch. This is what this beer is for, Benny. It's not a drinking beer — it's a food beer."

Benny looked like he might cry. Not sad-cry. The other kind. The kind where someone has been told their worst thing is actually good and they don't know how to process it.

"Huh," he said. His voice was thick.

"Hell, I'm going to put on weight if you keep cooking quality comfort food like this. Between the stew, the fish, the eggs this morning, and now this? My ass is going to need its own chair."

"Huh." He laughed. Right moment. Full marks. The man was improving.

"I mean it, Benny. This is Wright family Sunday dinner quality. My dad would arm-wrestle you for this recipe, and he'd lose, because he's sixty-eight and his elbow's bad."

The Benny Red arrived. Deep, warm, spreading like sunrise. He picked up the rag and wiped the bar because he had to do something with his hands or his body was going to short-circuit.

She ate the rest of the dish. She drank the beer. She had a second beer, because the pairing worked and because Benny needed to see her drink two of them after four days of calling his beer names. It was the least she could do.

Dolly appeared at some point during the second beer. She settled onto the stool next to Lena with her wine and her evening face — fully assembled now, the engineering at peak performance, the perfume radiating in a controlled perimeter that announced her presence to the entire south end of the bar.

"Heard you had a busy day, baby doll."

"Walked. Washed. Shopped. The usual."

"Mmhmm." Dolly sipped her wine with the patience of a woman who had information and was deciding how to deploy it. "Also heard you need a bra."

Lena set the beer down. "Are you kidding me? I told Mae that two hours ago."

"Sweetheart. Twenty buildings. Forty people."

"There is zero privacy in this town."

"Privacy is a luxury, like plumbing. You don't have either." Dolly smiled. "Now. I told you I was going to convince you to get something nice for yourself. Come upstairs after supper and I'll show you what I've got — my supplier has a catalog, we can figure out your size, and I'll tell you where to place the order."

Lena opened her mouth to say yes — because bra shopping was important, because her current bra was a war crime, because Dolly's room had a tub and good soap and soft things — but stopped.

"Can't tonight."

"Can't? Or won't?"

"Can't. I have plans."

Dolly's eyebrows rose. This was new information. Lena having plans that didn't involve the bar, the stool, or the whiskey was apparently noteworthy.

"Plans," Dolly repeated, in the tone of voice women use when they want you to elaborate without having to ask.

"I'm going to look at some books."

"Books."

"At the bookshop."

"The bookshop." Dolly's face was doing something. It was doing the thing it did when she was assembling pieces of a puzzle she hadn't been told existed. "Emmett's bookshop."

"I don't know how many bookshops this town has, Dolly, but I'm guessing one."

"It has one. Emmett's." She sipped her wine. The sip was longer than necessary. "And what are you looking for at Emmett's bookshop?"

"Books on water. Pipes. How to move water through tubes. Engineering stuff. He said he might have some in his uncatalogued inventory."

"He said."

"He said."

"And when did Emmett say this?"

"At the wash house. Today. He walked by while I was—" She caught the look on Dolly's face. "Don't."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to."

"I was about to say nothing. I'm simply drinking my wine and noting, for no reason at all, that the shy bookseller who can barely make eye contact with a woman in a cotton shirt happened to walk past the wash house while you were in your underthings." She set the glass down. "Did he survive?"

"Barely. He stood behind a tree with his back to me like I'd pointed a weapon at him."

"That sounds like Emmett."

"Is he always like that?"

"Emmett Grail is the sweetest man in Dustbreak and the most useless around women. He once dropped a stack of books on his own foot because a girl from the trading caravan smiled at him." Dolly paused. "He's also the smartest person in this town by a margin that would embarrass everyone else if they knew, but nobody knows because he never tells anyone anything unless they ask."

"Huh."

"Huh indeed." Dolly picked up her wine. "So you have a date."

"It's not a date. It's books."

"It's books with a man."

"It's books with a guy. A goofy guy. A guy who can't look at me when I'm wearing a work shirt and damp jeans, which by the way is the least attractive outfit I've ever worn and that includes the time I went to Jesse's wedding in a dress I bought at Target two hours before the ceremony." She took a pull of the beer. "I can't figure him out."

"What's to figure out?"

"I don't know. He's... quiet. Not like Cade-quiet, where you know there's a whole thing going on behind the face. More like... he's just there. Doing his thing. Not trying to impress anyone. Not trying to be anything. He just has books and a weird lens on his nose and he lit up when I asked about water."

Dolly was looking at her with an expression Lena couldn't quite read. It was warm. It was knowing. It was the expression of a woman who had seen every kind of connection between every kind of person in this bar for fifteen years and could spot one forming from across the room.

"Go look at your books, baby doll." She stood, adjusted the corset, and picked up her wine glass. "We'll do the bra shopping tomorrow."

"It's not a date."

"I know, sweetheart. It's books." She patted Lena on the arm and drifted toward the stairs. The perfume lingered.

Lena watched her go. Looked at Benny. Benny was wiping a glass and very carefully not making eye contact, which meant he'd heard every word and was choosing, for once, to keep his mouth shut.

"Don't," she said.

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"Good."

"Emmett's nice, though."

"Benny."

"Just saying!" He held up his hands. The glass was still in one of them. "He's nice. He reads a lot. He's... nice."

"You said nice twice."

"Because he's nice twice. He's double nice."

Lena shook her head, finished the beer, and stood up.

"I'll be back later."

"Want me to save you some pie?"

"Always save me some pie, Benny. That's a standing order until further notice."

She pushed through the swinging doors. The evening air was warm and the clock tower was glowing and the bookshop was three buildings down on the left, and she could see a soft light in the window that meant Emmett was in there, probably knee-deep in uncatalogued crates, looking for books about water because a woman in her underwear had asked him to.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

She crossed the street.


            

    
        22. Bernoulli and Beer

    
    
    
    
                He was sitting on the bench out front.

Not inside his own shop, behind a counter, doing whatever booksellers did in the evening. On the bench. Outside. Waiting. He had a book in his lap that he was pretending to read, but his eyes were on the street and his posture was the posture of a man who had been sitting there for a while and was trying very hard to look like he hadn't.

Lena crossed the street and stopped in front of him.

"Hey."

He stood up. Too fast. The book slid off his lap and he caught it mid-fall, which was more coordination than she'd expected from a man who'd nearly tripped over a rock this morning.

"Hi. Hello. I'm Emmett." He paused. Blinked. "You already know that. I told you that. This morning. At the—" He stopped himself before saying "wash house" like it was a crime scene. "Earlier."

"I remember, Emmett."

"Right. Yes. Of course." He turned and opened the door to the shop, stepping aside to hold it for her. The gesture was old-fashioned and automatic, the kind of thing a man did because someone had taught him to do it, not because he was performing.

She walked in.

The bookshop was smaller than she'd expected — one room, deep and narrow, with shelves lining every wall from floor to ceiling. Books of every size and condition filled the shelves, some standing upright, some stacked horizontally, some wedged into gaps that shouldn't have fit them. A desk near the back was buried under papers, open volumes, and a Ledger that glowed softly next to an oil lamp. The air smelled like old paper and dust and ink, and underneath that, something warm — candle wax, maybe, or the wood of the shelves themselves.

It was the kind of room that made you want to whisper, even though nobody had asked you to.

And then there were the crates.

Three wooden crates sat open on the floor near the desk, books piled in and around them in loose stacks that suggested someone had been digging through them recently. Several volumes had been pulled out and set aside on the desk, marked with scraps of paper.

"I found some things," Emmett said, moving to the desk with the specific energy of a man who was now on his own ground and slightly less likely to combust. "I went through the uncatalogued inventory after you — after this morning. Most of it's technical reference material from Copper Ridge — things the bigger shops couldn't sell because nobody in a mining town reads about mill engineering or irrigation theory."

"Except you."

"Except me." The self-deprecating smile again, but warmer this time. More settled. He was behind his desk now, surrounded by books, and the nervousness had receded to a low hum instead of a full alarm. "These three are the most relevant."

He laid them out. Three books, different sizes, different conditions. The first was a thick, leather-bound volume with a cracked spine and dense text — something about channel engineering for mills. The second was thinner, more of a pamphlet, with diagrams of water systems used in mining operations. The third was older, well-used, with hand-drawn illustrations of what looked like aqueduct designs.

"I flagged some sections I thought might be useful," he said. "If you want, I can walk you through—" He caught himself. "I mean, I'm happy to help if you need anything explained. Some of the notation is specific to the engineering guilds and it's not always intuitive."

He was offering to help. Because he was smart and helpful and assumed she needed a translator. Because in his world, a woman who did manual labor didn't usually read engineering texts. He wasn't being condescending — he was being Emmett. He genuinely wanted to help.

She opened the first book to one of his flagged pages and looked at the diagrams.

And stopped.

There, in neat notation next to a diagram of water flowing through a narrowing channel, was a formula. She recognized the shape of it before she read the variables — the relationship between velocity, pressure, and cross-sectional area. It was written in different notation than she'd seen in her textbooks back in Raleigh, with symbols she didn't recognize, but the math was the same. The principle was the same.

"You guys figured this out, huh?" she said, mostly to herself.

Emmett leaned over to see what she was looking at. "The flow equations? That's from the old Hallmark Engineering Guild — they developed them for the millworks about sixty years ago. It describes the relationship between—"

"The speed of a fluid goes up when it moves through a narrower section, and the pressure drops." She traced the diagram with her finger. "And if you know the area of the pipe and the velocity, you can calculate the flow rate. Narrower pipe, faster water, lower pressure. Wider pipe, slower water, higher pressure."

Emmett had stopped talking.

He was staring at her. Not the panicked stare from the wash house. A different kind entirely. His mouth was slightly open. His reading lens had slipped down his nose and he hadn't pushed it back up. He was looking at her the way a man looks at something he thought he understood and has just realized he didn't understand at all.

"You..." he started. "You know this."

"We have the same thing where I'm from. Different notation. Same math." She flipped to another page. Another diagram — this one showing pressure differentials in elevation changes. "And this. Head pressure. The weight of water in a vertical column creates pressure at the bottom proportional to the height. This is how you get water pressure from a mountain without a pump."

"How do you know this?"

"I'm a plumber, Emmett. I work with water. I've worked with water for thirteen years." She tapped the page. "I had to learn all of this for my master's license. Flow rates, pressure loss, pipe sizing calculations, head loss over distance — you don't pass the exam without it. I sat in a classroom for weeks studying equations just like these." She looked at the notation again, tracing a variable she didn't recognize. "Your symbols are different, but the math is the same. Water doesn't care what language you write the formula in."

Emmett sat down on the edge of his desk. Slowly. Like his legs had made a decision his brain hadn't approved.

"You have a... master's license," he said. "In water."

"In plumbing. It means I'm certified to design and install water systems. Supply, drainage, pressure, all of it. Back home I could pull permits, run a crew, sign off on a building's entire water infrastructure." She shrugged. "Here it means I can tell you why your mine's water chase was losing gold and why the outhouse behind Benny's bar is a crime against humanity."

"I thought you were..." He shook his head. "When you asked about water systems, I assumed you were curious. Interested. I thought I was going to show you some books and explain things and be..." He trailed off.

"Helpful?"

"Useful." The word came out quiet, and there was something in it that made Lena look at him more carefully. Emmett Grail, Scholar class, bookseller in a mining town where nobody read. A man whose entire skill set was knowledge, in a place that valued picks and shovels. Of course he wanted to be useful. Of course he'd jumped at the chance to explain something to someone.

And instead she'd walked in and read the equations off the page like they were a grocery list.

"You are useful," she said. "You're incredibly useful. I didn't know these equations existed in this world. I knew the principles — I've lived them, I've calculated them, I've passed a test on them. But your notation is different and I need to learn it. This—" She held up the book. "—if I can learn your symbols, I can write specs that people here can actually read. I've got a project in my head that's going to need someone to manufacture parts I can't make myself. I need to hand that person exact numbers — pipe diameter, wall thickness, flow capacity — in a language they understand. This book lets me do that."

Something changed in his face. The stunned look softened into something else — not quite a smile, but the space where a smile would be if he let it happen.

"You have a project," he said.

"I have a project."

"That needs... manufactured parts."

"Iron pipe. A lot of it. From a blacksmith who's never heard the word pipe." She set the book down. "But first I need to speak his language. And apparently yours."

"Math is better than estimating," he said, and this time the smile happened. Small. Real. The kind that came from being surprised by a person in a way that you liked.

She turned back to the crates. Started browsing. Not the flagged books — the unflagged ones. The ones he hadn't thought were relevant because he hadn't known who she really was.

Near the bottom of the third crate, under a stack of histories and a book about regional flora, she found it. A slim volume with a weathered cover and hand-drawn illustrations of windmills. She pulled it out and opened it.

Windmill-driven water pumps. Using wind power to pump water from wells or streams up into elevated storage tanks. Storage for cattle ranching operations in dry regions — keep the tank full when the wind blows, draw from the tank when it doesn't.

"Oh, hello," she murmured.

"What did you find?"

"Windmill pumps." She showed him the illustration. "Wind drives a pump that pushes water up into a tank. The tank sits high — on a hill, on a platform, on a tower. Gravity feeds the water back down when you need it. It's backup storage for a gravity-fed system. If the stream intake clogs or the flow drops, the tank keeps the pressure up."

She was talking to herself as much as to him. She could see it now — the gravity-fed main line from the mountain for the primary supply, and a windmill pump with a water tower near town for backup and peak demand. Two systems, complementary. Belt and suspenders. The way you'd design it if you were building it for real.

"I'll take this one," she said, holding up the windmill book.

"You can have it. No charge. I—"

"Nope." She set it on the desk. "Business is business. I'm not taking a man's inventory for free. What do I owe you?"

"Lena, really, it's been sitting in a crate for—"

"Emmett. What. Do. I. Owe you."

He looked at her. She looked at him. He was doing the thing again — the recalculating thing, the thing where his picture of her shifted and the new version was bigger than the old one. She could see him doing it. It was endearing in a way that made her want to look away and also didn't.

"Two silver," he said.

"That's too cheap and we both know it. But I'll take it." She turned back to the crates. "And I'm buying two more."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to support the business. Local shops matter. My family runs a small company — I know what it's like when someone walks in and buys something just because they want to see you keep the lights on."

She browsed for another few minutes and pulled two more volumes — one on regional geography that might help her map the pipe route, and one on metallurgy that she figured would be useful when she started talking to the blacksmith about iron pipe. She set all three on the desk.

Emmett wrote up the sale on a slip of paper. His handwriting was neat, precise, the handwriting of a man who spent his life with books and ink. His fingers were stained with it — blue-black at the tips, like permanent tattoos from a life spent reading and writing and cataloguing things nobody else cared about.

She noticed his hands. She noticed that she noticed his hands. She filed that away and didn't think about it.

"I don't have my Ledger on me," she said. "Can I settle up at the Rusty Ledger? Benny handles my transactions."

"Of course."

"Good. Then come on."

"Come... where?"

"Back to the bar. I'm buying you a drink. You dug through three crates of books for me because I asked you to at a wash house while I was in my underwear, and the least I can do is buy you a beer."

The pink returned. Faintly. Like a sunset that knows it's been seen and is trying to be subtle about it.

"You don't have to—"

"Emmett, if you say 'you don't have to' one more time, I'm going to start thinking you don't want to have a drink with me, and that's going to hurt my feelings."

"I want to." It came out fast. Faster than he'd intended. He blinked. "I mean — yes. A drink would be. Yes."

"Then grab your keys or whatever you use to lock up, and let's go."

He locked the shop. It took him two tries because his hands were doing something that wasn't quite shaking but wasn't quite steady. She waited on the bench — his bench, the one he'd been sitting on when she arrived — and looked at the evening sky and the clock tower and the warm glow of the Rusty Ledger three buildings down.

She was holding three books about water and windmills and metal, bought from a bookseller who had ink on his fingers and a reading lens on his nose and who had looked at her — actually looked at her, at her face, into her eyes — when she'd read the equations off the page. Not at her chest. Not at her ass. Not the way Kevin used to look at her, which was the way you look at something you own, or the way Danny looked at her, which was the way you look at something you want. Emmett had looked at her the way you look at something that surprises you. Something you want to understand.

That was new. She wasn't sure what to do with new.

Emmett came out of the shop, locked the door behind him, and nearly dropped the key.

"Ready?" she asked.

"Ready."

They walked three buildings down to the Rusty Ledger. Side by side. Not touching. Not talking. Just walking, in the warm evening, with books and a quiet that didn't need to be filled.

Benny was going to lose his mind.


            

    
        23. Quiche and Quiet

    
    
    
    
                The Rusty Ledger was half-full when they walked in. Dolly was at a table with a rancher. Cade was in his corner shuffling. Benny was behind the bar, and his face when he saw Lena walk through the swinging doors next to Emmett Grail was — well. It was a face.

"Don't," Lena said before she'd even reached the stool.

"I didn't say anything!"

"Your face said everything. Two whiskeys and whatever Emmett drinks."

Emmett settled onto the stool next to her with the careful posture of a man who did not spend a lot of time on bar stools. He looked around the Rusty Ledger the way he probably looked at everything — with quiet observation and the faint discomfort of someone who was more comfortable with books than people.

"I'll have a beer, actually," Emmett said.

Benny poured. The warm barrel beer. The one Lena had spent three days insulting. Emmett took a sip, and his face did something genuine and pleased.

"This is really good," he said.

Lena looked at him. Looked at the beer. Looked at Benny, who was already inflating like a balloon at a birthday party.

"Oh, for fuck's sake," she said, and laughed. "You like the warm beer?"

"It's got body. It's complex. The yeast notes are—"

"Emmett, I swear to God, if you say 'yeast notes' in a bar, Dolly is going to adopt you."

He smiled. The real one again — small, surprised, the one that snuck past his defenses when he wasn't guarding them. He drank his beer and she drank her whiskey and they talked. Not about water, not about books, not about equations. Just talked. He asked about her brothers and she told him the Jesse shower story with more detail, and he laughed in a way that was quiet but real, and she asked about his shop and he told her about the time he'd accidentally bought an entire crate of romance novels from Copper Ridge because the manifest said "applied fiction" and he'd assumed it was technical.

It was easy. That was the thing she noticed. It was easy in a way that conversations with men usually weren't. He didn't posture. He didn't perform. He didn't steer the conversation toward himself or try to impress her or look at her chest when he thought she wasn't paying attention. He just sat there, on a bar stool he clearly wasn't used to, drinking warm beer he genuinely enjoyed, and talked to her like she was a person.

She was used to rednecks who thought with their dicks. Jesse's friends. Kevin's friends. Danny, who was nice enough but whose eyes always drifted south during conversations. The guys on job sites who talked to her face while their brain was somewhere else entirely. She'd learned to navigate that — to use it, sometimes, and to ignore it when she couldn't use it. It was just how men were.

Emmett wasn't like that. And she didn't know what to do with that.

After about an hour — one beer for him, two whiskeys for her — he set the empty glass on the bar and straightened up.

"I should get going," he said. "Early day tomorrow. Shipment coming in from Hallmark that I need to sort."

"Sure."

"I had a really good time tonight. Thank you. For the drink, and for..." He gestured vaguely at the bar, at the evening, at the whole thing. "This."

"I had a good time too, Emmett."

He stood. Put on his coat. Looked at her like he wanted to say something else, decided against it, and nodded. "Good night, Lena."

"Night, Emmett."

He walked out. The swinging doors closed behind him. The bar absorbed his absence the way bars do — immediately, without comment.

Benny was wiping a glass. Very deliberately not looking at her.

"Say it," she said.

"He's nice."

"Good night, Benny." She stood. "Oh — shit. I need to pay for those books. I told Emmett you'd handle the transfer."

"Sure. How much?"

"I don't know. A few silver. He undercharged me." She looked at the ceiling. At her room. At the Ledger that was sitting on her nightstand being useless. "I have to go get my goddamn Ledger, don't I."

"That's how we do transactions, yeah."

"Fuck."

She went upstairs. The Ledger was on the nightstand where she'd left it, pulsing softly in the dark like a nightlight with delusions of grandeur. She picked it up. It was warm. Smug. She could feel the smugness radiating off it like a space heater with an attitude.

"This doesn't mean anything," she told it. "You're a payment device. That's it. You're a credit card. Don't get excited."

She carried it downstairs at arm's length, like a dead rat, and set it on the bar.

"Do whatever you need to do."

Benny picked it up, tapped a few things, and the screen flickered. "Done. Books are paid. I added the Mae tab too — the stock items from today."

"Great. Now stash that fucking thing somewhere I don't have to look at it."

Benny stashed it under the bar. The familiar hiding spot. The Ledger went into the dark like an old friend returning to its den.

"It's going to be on your nightstand by morning," Benny said.

"I know."

"Just saying."

"I know, Benny. Good night."

"Night, Lena. Hey — breakfast tomorrow is going to be—"

"Surprise me."

"You got it."

She went upstairs. Clean clothes on the chair. Books on the desk — she'd read them tomorrow, or the day after, when she had time to sit down and learn the notation. The Nokia went on the nightstand. The bed was waiting. She was tired in the good way — the way that came from a day that had a shape to it, a beginning and a middle and an end, with food and work and people she was starting to know.

She thought about Emmett for about three seconds. Then she thought about pipe. Then she was asleep.



Day 5.

Benny had made a quiche.

He didn't call it a quiche. He called it "that egg thing with the cheese and the greens." But it was a quiche. A golden, puffed, glorious quiche in a rough pastry crust that he'd apparently figured out by beating butter into flour with his fists and hoping for the best.

"So I had these eggs," he said, leaning on the bar with the enthusiasm of a man who had been awake since before dawn thinking about breakfast. "And I had some of that crumbly white cheese from the trading post — the salty kind — and I thought, what if I mixed them together? With some cream. And then I chopped up those dark greens from the south field — the ones that wilt down when you cook them—"

"Spinach."

"I don't know what that is. They're green and they wilt."

"That's spinach, Benny."

"Okay. Spinach. So I mixed the eggs and the cheese and the cream and the spinach, and I added some of those herbs — the ones that smell like pepper but aren't pepper—"

"Keep going."

"—and I poured it all into a crust I made from flour and butter, and I put it in the oven and it... puffed up? Like it got tall? And golden on top? And when I cut into it the inside was soft and creamy and—"

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Bring me the quiche."

He brought the quiche. He cut a wedge from the dish and slid it onto a plate, and even the act of cutting it was satisfying — the crust crackled, the filling held its shape for a second before settling into a soft, golden mass that steamed gently in the morning light.

She took a bite.

The eggs were custard — rich, silky, barely set. The cheese was salty and crumbly and melted into the egg in little pockets of flavor. The greens — spinach, she was calling them spinach regardless of what this world named them — had wilted into dark ribbons throughout, earthy and soft. The herbs were warm, peppery, something she couldn't name but wanted more of. And the crust — Benny's handmade, fist-beaten crust — was flaky and buttery and shattered when she bit through it and caught the filling underneath.

She took another bite. And another.

"Toast?" Benny asked, already holding a thick slice of bread near the fire.

"God, yes."

The toast was Benny's bread. The bread that had been quietly incredible since Day 1 — dense, chewy, with a crust that crackled and an inside that was soft and warm and soaked up whatever you put on it. He'd toasted it near the open flame until the edges were dark and the surface was golden, and he set it on the plate next to the quiche with a small dish of butter.

She spread the butter on the toast while it was still hot enough to melt it. She bit into it. The butter ran. The bread crunched. She closed her eyes.

"Benny, your bread is the best thing in this entire town and I'm including Dolly."

From somewhere upstairs, faintly: "I heard that!"

Lena grinned. Benny turned pink.

She ate slowly. Coffee, quiche, toast. The morning sun was coming through the windows. The bar was quiet — just her and Benny, the way mornings usually were before Dolly came down and the town woke up.

"So what's today?" Benny asked, wiping the bar. The comfortable wipe.

"Mae's got a job for me. She told me to be there at sunup, which—" She looked at the light. "—I'm already late for."

"You're always late for Mae."

"Mae is always early for everything. The woman was probably born two weeks ahead of schedule and hasn't slowed down since."

Benny laughed. Right moment.

She finished the coffee, grabbed the last corner of toast, and stood.

"Save me some of that egg thing for later?"

"The quiche?"

She stopped. Looked at him. "Did you just call it a quiche?"

"You called it that just now. And you called the other thing hollandaise and the other thing shepherd's pie, so I figured this one was quiche."

"It is called quiche."

"Then yes. I'll save you some quiche."

She shook her head. The man was learning Earth food vocabulary faster than she was learning this world's engineering notation.

"You're something else, Benny."

"Huh." The pink. The rag. The wipe. The ritual.

She pushed through the swinging doors into the morning. Hat on. Belt on. Tool pouch on the left hip. Tomorrow the Nokia would be on the right, in the holster from the saddler. Today it was in the back pocket. She patted it. Still there.

Day 5. Mae had work. The list never ended.

She headed for Cole's Sundries at a pace that was almost but not quite a jog, because she was late and Mae was Mae and the list was waiting.


            

    
        24. Beans, Flour, and a Proposition

    
    
    
    
                Mae had updates.

"Holster should be done today. Pick it up at the saddler before supper." She made a mark on the list. "Shirts will be ready tomorrow morning. I had the cotton pulled and cut yesterday — just needs finishing."

"And the pants?"

"Still waiting on the courier from Copper Ridge. Could be tomorrow, could be the day after. Tailors work at their own pace."

"Shocking."

"Have you talked to Dolly about the bra situation?"

"It's on my list, Mae. I've got a list too now. It's just shorter than yours and doesn't run the entire economy of a town."

Mae's mouth did the thing. "Today's job. Mine run. Food provisions this time — bag of beans, bag of flour. Twenty-five pounds each."

"Fifty pounds total. Same walk. Same hill." She thought about last time — the nails and tar, fifty pounds, arms screaming by the top. "I'll manage."

"You managed last time."

"Last time I wanted to die on the trail."

"And yet here you are." Mae pulled two burlap sacks from behind the counter and set them on the floor. They were dense, heavy, the kind of sacks that looked manageable until you picked them up and gravity reminded you that it had opinions.

Lena grabbed the first one and swung it onto her left shoulder. Heavy, but — she paused. Adjusted. Grabbed the second and swung it onto her right.

Fifty pounds. Same as last time. Two miles uphill, same trail, same stream, same goat-path-turned-suggestion.

It felt lighter.

Not light. Still fifty pounds of beans and flour on a woman's shoulders, still a two-mile climb, still work. But last time she'd been switching hands every quarter mile, inventing profanity, having a conversation with her truck. This time she settled the bags on her shoulders and they just... sat there. Manageable. Like carrying two bundles of pipe up a flight of stairs, which she'd done a thousand times, except those were usually heavier than this and—

Huh.

She'd hauled fifty-pound bundles of pipe for thirteen years. Twenty-foot sticks of two-inch copper, bundled in fives. Cast iron soil pipe, four-inch, ten-foot lengths. She knew what fifty pounds felt like on her shoulders. She'd carried it up stairs, down stairs, through crawlspaces, and across muddy job sites in the rain.

This felt like forty. Maybe thirty-five.

She rolled her shoulders. Adjusted the bags. Tested the weight again.

"Everything alright?" Mae asked.

"Yeah. Fine. Just..." She frowned. "These are twenty-five each?"

"Weighed them myself this morning."

"Huh."

She didn't think about it further. She was probably just getting used to the work, or the altitude, or something about this world's gravity that she hadn't noticed. Or maybe she was just tougher than she'd been four days ago. Four days of manual labor, cold water baths, and climbing mountains had a way of waking up muscles that apartment living had put to sleep.

That was probably it.

She headed for the door.

"Be back by supper," Mae said.

"I'm always back by supper. Benny's cooking."

"That's what I thought."



The walk up was easier this time. She knew the trail. She knew the turns, the steep parts, the flat stretch by the big rock where she could adjust the bags without stopping. The stream ran beside her, fast and cold, and she listened to it the way she'd started listening to water everywhere — with her plumber brain running in the background, calculating flow and grade and volume without being asked to.

She was breathing hard by the top but she wasn't dying. Progress.

Griff saw her coming and met her at the edge of the mine with a grin that split his sun-dark face like a crack in a rock.

"Wright! Get down here. You gotta see this."

She dropped the bags at the supply station and followed him to the sluice. The chase was running clean — the new overlapping joints tight, no leaking, the water flowing smooth through the recut turns without a single dead spot or turbulence eddy. The sluice boxes downstream were humming. Literally humming — the steady rush of water through properly flowing channels made a sound that was different from before. Healthier. Like the difference between a clogged pipe and a clean one.

"Look at the riffles," Griff said, pointing.

She looked. Gold. More of it than she'd seen on her first visit, settled behind the crossbars in bright, heavy flakes and small nuggets. The sluice was catching what the old system had been losing, and it showed.

"That's a good yield," she said.

"Good? Lena, we pulled more gold yesterday than we have in any single day in three years. Three years." He shook his head. "Dell's been telling everyone it's because of the Visitor woman who fixed our plumbing. They're calling you the master miner."

"I'm not a master miner."

"I know. You're a plumber. But try telling that to Dell."

Speaking of Dell — the scrawny kid appeared from behind a sluice box with two beers. Cold. From the stream crate. He handed one to Lena with the earnest devotion of a duckling who had decided she was his mother.

"Miss Wright."

"Dell. You gotta stop bringing me beer every time I show up or I'm going to start expecting it."

"Yes ma'am." He didn't stop. He wouldn't stop. She knew this.

She drank the beer. Cold and perfect and completely wasted on the warm afternoon sun. Griff settled onto his usual stump.

"So," she said, after a long pull. "I want to ask you something."

"Shoot."

"Your boys. The crew. They do work outside the mine?"

"Depends on the work. Why?"

"I've got a project I'm working on. It's still in the planning stage — I need to talk to some people, figure out materials, do some math. But if it comes together, I'm going to need labor. Manual labor. Digging, hauling, maybe some construction."

Griff leaned forward on the stump. "What kind of project?"

"Water. I want to run a pipe from the stream — up above here, below the peak — down the mountain and into town. Gravity-fed. No pump needed. The elevation does the work." She took another sip. "Six hundred feet of pipe, maybe more. Trenching where it crosses open ground. An intake box up at the source, a delivery point down in town. Running water. From a tap."

Griff stared at her.

"You want to... put the stream in a pipe."

"Part of it. A diversion. I'm not taking the whole stream — just enough to supply a building. One building, to start with. Proof of concept."

"Which building?"

"The Rusty Ledger."

Griff laughed. "Of course. Benny's bar."

"Benny's bar, my room, and the outhouse that I am going to personally demolish the second I have an indoor alternative."

He was quiet for a moment. Thinking. The way men who worked with their hands thought — practically, spatially, imagining the path the pipe would take down the mountain and into town.

"That's a lot of digging," he said.

"It is."

"And a lot of pipe."

"That's a separate problem. I need to talk to the blacksmith about that."

"But the labor — the trenching, the hauling, the laying. You'd need a crew."

"I'd need your crew. Or part of it. On their off days, or after shifts if they want the extra work."

"How much?"

"What's a fair day rate for manual labor around here?"

Griff scratched his beard. "Five gold a day. For hard physical work — digging, hauling. That's standard for anyone not on a mine contract."

Five gold a day. The same rate Dolly charged per hour. Apparently moving dirt was significantly cheaper than moving... well. Than Dolly's services.

"Five gold a day," Lena repeated. "I can work with that. I don't know when I'll need them yet — could be weeks, could be longer. Depends on the pipe situation and how fast I can get the route planned. But when I'm ready, can I come to you?"

"You fixed my sluice, Wright. You doubled my yield. My boys would dig a ditch to the moon for you and you know it." He finished his beer. "Just say when."

"I'll keep you posted. It's just a plan right now."

"Plans have a way of becoming things around you."

She didn't have an answer for that. She finished the beer, collected the empty bags from the supply station, and headed down the trail. The walk was easy. The sun was warm. The stream ran beside her, and she looked at it differently now — not as scenery, not as background noise, but as raw material. As potential. As six hundred feet of gravity waiting to be put to work.

She patted her back pocket. Nokia. Still there.

Downhill to Dustbreak. Downhill to the saddler for her holster. Downhill to whatever Benny was making for dinner.

Downhill to the future, one step at a time.


            

    
        25. Leather, Iron, and an Invitation

    
    
    
    
                She dropped the empty bags on Mae's counter.

"Delivered. Griff says thanks. His sluice is still running clean."

"Good." Mark on the list. "How was the walk?"

"Easier than last time."

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. The look that said I noticed something and I'm choosing not to comment on it. "Mm."

Lena didn't ask what the "mm" meant. She was learning not to ask Mae things that Mae didn't volunteer.

"Saddler should have your holster. He's two doors down."

"On my way."



The saddlery smelled like someone had taken everything good about leather and concentrated it into a single room. Beeswax, neatsfoot oil, tanned hide, and underneath it all the faint sweet funk of raw material being turned into something that would outlast the person who made it.

The man behind the workbench looked up when she walked in. Late fifties, maybe sixty. Lean, sun-dark, the permanent squint of a rancher — except he wasn't ranching anymore. The slight limp when he stood told that story. He had reading glasses on his nose and a half-finished saddle clamped to the bench in front of him, and his hands were holding an awl and a strip of leather with the steady precision of a man who had been making things for a long time and intended to keep making them until they buried him.

"You must be the Wright girl."

"Lena. You're the saddler?"

"Cobb Dunlear. Saddler, cobbler, and whatever else this town needs done with a piece of leather." He set the awl down and reached under the bench. "Mae sent your measurements over. Had it done by noon."

He set the Nokia holster on the counter.

It was beautiful. And she hated it.

The holster was Sheridan-style — tooled leather, intricate floral scrollwork along the edges, a belt loop stitched and riveted with brass, and a snap closure that would hold the Nokia snug against her hip. The leather was dark brown, hand-oiled, supple in a way that said it had been worked by someone who understood the material at a molecular level. The craftsmanship was impeccable. Every stitch was even. Every cut was clean. It would last a lifetime.

It looked like something a cowboy's fancy girlfriend would wear to a rodeo.

"It's not really my—"

"Style?" Cobb's mouth twitched. "I make what I make. That's Sheridan tooling. My teacher in Copper Ridge would've skinned me alive if I turned out plain work."

She picked it up. Turned it over. The inside was smooth, finished, no rough edges. The Nokia would sit in it like it was made for it — because it was. The fit was exact.

"It's incredible work," she said. Because it was, even if it looked like it belonged on someone who owned a horse named Champagne. "What do I owe you?"

"Three gold. And I want to see those boots."

"My boots?"

"Mae mentioned them. Said you had footwear she'd never seen before. I'm a cobbler. I'm curious."

Lena sat on the bench by the door and pulled off her Red Wings. She handed them to Cobb the way you hand someone a baby — carefully, with unspoken expectations about how they'd be treated.

Cobb took them. Turned them over. Held them up to the light. Ran his thumb along the stitching, the welt, the sole. He pressed the upper with his fingers, testing the padding. He examined the lacing system — the speed hooks at the top, the eyelets at the bottom, the way the tongue was gusseted to keep debris out. And then he found the J-hooks.

"These," he said, touching one of the metal lace hooks. "These are clever. Metal, curved — the lace wraps and locks. You can tighten the top without relacing the whole boot."

"J-hooks. Standard on most work boots where I'm from."

"I've never seen them." He was turning the boot like a jeweler examining a diamond. "The padding in the upper — that's not just leather."

"Foam and leather together. Cushions the ankle. Keeps the boot from rubbing on a twelve-hour shift."

"And this." He pressed the sole with his thumb. It didn't flex the way leather did. "I don't know what this is."

"Rubber. Synthetic material. Waterproof, non-slip, lasts longer than leather soles."

"Rubber." He said it the way you'd say a word from a language you didn't speak. He pressed it again. Flexed it. Sniffed it, which Lena chose not to comment on. "I could repair the leather parts. The upper, the stitching, the welt. But this sole material — I don't have anything like it."

"That's fine. The soles have got years left in them. I just need the leather maintained."

"I can do that. Bring them by anytime." He handed them back with the respect they deserved. "Those are well-made boots. Whoever designed them knew what they were doing."

"Red Wing. Iron Rangers. Best boot on the market. Eight years and two resoles."

"Eight years." He nodded — the nod of a craftsman recognizing durability. "Good boots."

"Good boots."

She laced them back up, threaded the new holster onto her belt next to the tool pouch, and slid the Nokia into it. Snapped the closure. It sat on her right hip — chunky, grey, indestructible, housed in Sheridan-tooled leather like a rattlesnake in a jewelry box.

She looked down at it. Looked at Cobb.

"I look ridiculous."

"You look like a woman who takes her tools seriously. That's never ridiculous." He picked up his awl. "Send Benny over for the payment. I hear you don't carry your Ledger."

"Yeah."

"Yeah." He settled his reading glasses back on his nose. "Heard that about you."



The smithy had no door. Just an opening in the wall that let the heat and the sound and the orange glow spill out onto the boardwalk like a challenge. The hammer sound was steady — the same rhythm she'd heard walking past for five days, the heartbeat of Dustbreak that she'd been ignoring because she hadn't been ready for this conversation yet.

She was ready now.

She walked in.

The heat hit her first — a wall of it, dry and dense, radiating from a forge that was bigger than she'd expected. The room was larger than it looked from outside, organized around the forge the way a kitchen is organized around the stove. Anvils — two of them, different sizes. Tool racks. A quenching trough. Metal stock in various stages of becoming something else. Horseshoes hung from a beam. Finished nails in a barrel. Hinges stacked on a shelf.

And in the center of it all, with his back to her, a man built like the anvil he was standing next to.

He turned when the light changed in the doorway. Thick. Not tall necessarily, but dense — the kind of dense that came from decades of swinging a hammer. Forearms like ship rope. Hands that could palm a watermelon. Burn scars on his arms, old and faded, the topography of a life spent near open flame. His apron was scorched leather. His hair was short because sparks. His beard was functional-length — long enough to look like a man, short enough not to catch fire.

"Help you?" His voice was low, even, unhurried. The voice of a man who talked the way he hammered — one word at a time, placed exactly where it needed to go.

"Lena Wright. I need to talk to you about metal."

"Forge Marlow." He set the hammer down. Didn't offer a hand — his was covered in soot. "What kind of metal?"

"Iron. Wrought iron. I want to know if you can make something that's never been made in this town."

Something shifted behind his eyes. Not excitement — Forge wasn't the type. More like the faint increase in attention of a man who'd just been told his day was about to get more interesting than horseshoes.

"I'm listening."

"I need a tube. A hollow tube, made of iron. Consistent diameter all the way through — same width at one end as the other. Thick enough to hold water under pressure without cracking. Thin enough to be manageable. Maybe two, three inches across the inside. And one end needs to be wider — flared out like a bell — so the next piece can fit inside it for joining."

Forge looked at her. She could see him building it in his head — the shape, the dimensions, the challenge.

"How many?"

"A lot. Maybe a hundred sections, depending on length. Six hundred feet total, possibly more."

The faint increase in attention became a full shift. He leaned against the anvil, arms crossed, and looked at her the way she'd looked at the mine chase — assessing, calculating, figuring out whether the thing in front of him was possible.

"I can cast iron," he said. "Pour it into a mold around a core, let it set, pull the core. You'd get a tube. But cast iron is brittle. Put it under pressure and it'll crack along the grain. Fine for drainage — not great for anything that needs to hold."

"That's what I was worried about."

"Now." He uncrossed his arms. "If you want wrought iron — worked iron, shaped iron — I can do things with it that a cast won't give you. I've got the..." He paused, and she watched him choose his words. "The skills to shape metal in ways that go beyond the hammer. I can extrude — push hot iron through a form to create a consistent shape. If the diameter's within my range, I can give you a uniform tube with walls thick enough to hold pressure. Wrought, not cast. It'll flex before it cracks."

"That damn word," she muttered.

"What?"

"Nothing. Skills. Yeah." She filed it away and moved on. "What about joints? I need to seal the pieces where they connect. I'm going to pack the joint with oakum — tarred rope — but I need a metal seal poured over it. Something that melts at a lower temperature than iron, flows into the gap, and hardens watertight."

Forge nodded. "Lead. That's standard for—"

"No lead."

He blinked. First time his face had shown surprise. "No lead?"

"Lead is poison. Put it in a water pipe and everyone who drinks from it gets sick. Slowly. Over years. It builds up in the body and it doesn't come out. Where I'm from we banned it decades ago."

Forge stared at her. "We use lead on every roof in town."

"Roofs are fine. Rain washes over it. Drinking water sitting in a lead-sealed joint for hours? Different story. The water leaches the lead out of the seal and carries it into whatever you're drinking." She could see him processing this — the same face Griff had made when she'd told him about the butt joints. The face of a man encountering information that rearranged something he'd taken for granted. "I need something else. Tin works — it melts low, flows well, hardens tight. Mix in some silver for strength. Maybe sixty-forty tin to silver. Or seventy-thirty. I'm not sure on the ratio yet — you'd know better than me what holds up."

"Tin and silver." He was already thinking about it. She could see the metallurgist behind the blacksmith — the man whose Ledger gave him alloy knowledge and temperature sense and all the other things she didn't understand but benefited from. "I can work with that. I'd need to test ratios. Run some trial pours."

"That's fine. I don't need it tomorrow. I'm still working on the math — pipe diameter, wall thickness, exact quantities. I've got some books from Emmett's shop that use your notation for flow equations. Once I've converted the numbers, I'll have proper specs for you."

"Specs." He said it like a man who didn't hear the word often and liked it.

"Specifications. Exact dimensions, exact quantities, exact tolerances. The way I'd write up a work order back home."

Forge Marlow looked at her for a long moment. Then he did something she hadn't seen him do in the five minutes she'd been in his shop — he smiled. It was small, mostly hidden in the beard, and it disappeared as fast as it appeared. But it had been there.

"How soon?"

"Weeks, maybe. I need to do the math, plan the route, figure out how to pay for six hundred feet of custom iron pipe."

"When you're ready, come back. We'll talk numbers." He stuck out his hand — soot and all. She shook it. His grip was exactly what you'd expect from a man who bent iron for a living — controlled, firm, the kind of handshake that could crush your fingers if the man behind it wasn't careful. He was careful.

"This is the biggest work order anyone's brought me in years," he said. "Horseshoes, nails, and hinges don't give a man much..." He glanced at his Ledger on his hip. "...much to work with."

There was that word again. Hiding behind a different one. She let it go.

"I'll be back, Forge."

"I'll be here. I'm always here."

She walked out of the smithy into the late afternoon light. The heat released her like stepping out of an oven. The air was cool by comparison. Her face felt flushed. The Nokia sat on her hip in its ridiculous holster, and for the first time it felt like it was where it belonged — not in her back pocket, but on her belt, like a tool. Like a weapon. Like part of her.

She headed down the boardwalk toward the Rusty Ledger. Supper, then books, then more math, then—

She stopped.

The bookshop was right there. Two buildings ahead on the left. The light was on. She could see movement through the window — a figure behind the desk, bent over something. Books, probably. Always books.

She needed to work on the formulas. She needed Emmett's help with the notation — translating the engineering guild symbols into something she could use for specs. She needed to sit down with him and those books and do actual math.

She also hadn't eaten, and Benny was making something that smelled like it deserved a full audience.

A wild hair presented itself. She entertained it for approximately one second.

She walked to the bookshop door, opened it, and yelled inside.

"EMMETT! Come on. I'm buying your ass dinner!"

A crash. The sound of books hitting a floor. A muffled "What?" followed by a longer silence that was probably Emmett's cardiovascular system rebooting.

His face appeared from behind a shelf. Pink. Glasses crooked. A book still in one hand.

"Did you just—"

"Dinner. Benny's. Now. I need your brain and you need to eat. Let's go."

He set the book down. Straightened his glasses. Looked at her standing in his doorway with a Nokia on her hip and sawdust in her hair and the specific energy of a woman who had just spent the afternoon talking about iron pipe with a blacksmith and was not in the mood to be argued with.

"Let me get my coat," he said.

"Atta boy."

They walked to the Rusty Ledger. Side by side. She talked about pipe diameters. He listened. The evening was warm and the clock tower was glowing and somewhere behind the bar Benny was cooking something that smelled like the best reason to be alive, and Lena Wright was walking through Dustbreak with a Nokia on her hip, three books in her room, a blacksmith who could make pipe, a mining crew on standby, a saddler who respected her boots, and a bookseller she'd just dragged out of his shop by the collar of his dignity.

Five days in another world. She still didn't have plumbing. But she was getting closer.


            

    
        26. Pit Boar and Pencil Work

    
    
    
    
                Benny had smoked a whole boar.

He called it "pit boar" — slow-cooked over coals in a pit behind the bar that Lena hadn't known existed until she smelled it from halfway down the street. The meat was dark, tender, falling apart at the touch of a fork, with a smoky crust on the outside that crackled and a pink ring just under the surface that told her the smoke had penetrated deep and slow. It was pulled, not sliced — heaped on the plate in ragged, glistening strands.

Next to it was a slaw. But not any slaw Lena recognized. It wasn't cabbage. It was apples — thinly sliced, tossed in something tangy and sweet, with herbs she couldn't identify and a crunch that cut through the richness of the smoked meat like a cold beer on a hot day.

"What the hell is this?" she said, pointing at the slaw with her fork.

"Apples! The green ones from the orchard south of Henderson's. I sliced them thin and tossed them with vinegar and a little honey and some of those seed things that taste like—"

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Shut up and let me eat."

It was incredible. The smoke and the sweet. The tender meat and the crispy apple. The tang of the vinegar dressing pulling everything together into something that had no right being this good in a town with outhouses. She ate the whole plate. She used bread — Benny's bread, the bread that was quietly the best thing in Dustbreak — to soak up the juices.

Emmett, across the bar, was eating the same plate with the methodical focus of a man who ate to sustain reading, not for pleasure. But even he had stopped chewing to close his eyes at one point, which Lena considered a rave review from a man whose strongest expression of enthusiasm was "that's quite good."

He was also, predictably, drinking the warm beer.

"You know," Emmett said, holding up his glass, "this beer has a malt backbone that really complements the smoke. The caramel notes in the—"

"Emmett, if you don't stop reviewing the beer like a sommelier at a wine tasting, I'm going to take the glass away from you."

"I'm just saying it's good."

"You said it was good last night. You said it was good when you sat down. You said it was good when Benny poured it. Benny knows it's good. I know it's good. The beer knows it's good. We have reached consensus on the beer."

"Huh," Benny said from behind the bar, glowing.

Emmett smiled into his glass. The small one. The one she was starting to recognize.

They finished eating. Benny cleared the plates. The bar was filling up around them — miners, ranchers, the evening crowd — but the far end where they sat was quiet enough, and Lena pulled the books out of the stack she'd carried from her room.

She also pulled out a pencil she'd picked up from Mae's that morning — a proper graphite pencil, the kind she used to mark pipe on a job site. She opened the first book to the flow equations and spread it flat on the bar.

"Okay," she said. "Here's what we're doing."

Emmett straightened up. The Scholar face came on — alert, focused, the nervousness evaporating like steam off a forge. This was his territory. Numbers, symbols, notation. He was home.

She flipped to a blank page in the back of her notebook — a little pad she'd also grabbed from Mae's — and wrote out the Bernoulli equation the way she'd learned it. Earth notation. The symbols she'd studied in her master plumber coursework, the same equation that every plumbing student memorized and every master plumber used to size pipe and calculate pressure loss.

"This is my math," she said, tapping the page. "This is how I write the relationship between pressure, velocity, and elevation in a fluid system. P plus one-half rho v-squared plus rho-g-h equals a constant. That's my version."

She pointed to the equation in the book — the Hallmark Engineering Guild version. Same relationship. Different symbols. Different notation. Different variable names.

"That's your version. Same principle. Same physics. Different language."

Emmett leaned in. His reading lens was on. His eyes moved between the two equations with the rapid flicker of a man who was translating in real time.

"Your rho is our—" He pointed to a symbol in the book that looked like a stylized wave.

"Density. Mass per unit volume of the fluid."

"Yes. And your v is velocity, which we write as—" Another symbol, something angular.

"Right. And h is height — the elevation term. The head pressure."

They went through it variable by variable. Symbol by symbol. She wrote her version on the left. He wrote the translation on the right. They compared. They argued about a subscript that she thought meant pressure at a specific point and he thought meant average pressure across a section (she was right, he conceded, but insisted the guild notation was ambiguous).

It took about an hour. By the end of it, they had a translation key — a two-column list of every symbol in the engineering guild equations mapped to Lena's Earth notation, with definitions in plain language next to each one.

"Now," she said. "Here's why this matters." She wrote out a simple calculation — pipe diameter for a given flow rate and head pressure, using the elevation drop she'd estimated from the stream walk. She worked it first in her notation, talking through each step. Then she handed the pencil to Emmett. "Your turn. Same problem. Your symbols."

He worked it. Slowly at first, checking the translation key, then faster as the notation became familiar. His handwriting was better than hers — neat, precise, the penmanship of a man who'd spent his life with ink. The numbers were the same. The answer was the same.

"There," she said. "Now I can write specs that Forge can read. I tell you the pipe diameter I need, you write it in guild notation, and when I hand Forge a work order it's in a language he understands instead of me waving my hands and saying 'about this wide.'"

"You were going to wave your hands and say 'about this wide'?"

"I was absolutely going to wave my hands and say 'about this wide.' I'm a plumber, Emmett. Half of plumbing is hand gestures and profanity."

He laughed. Not the small one. A real one, surprised out of him, loud enough that Benny looked up from the glass he was wiping and Dolly glanced over from her table. It was the best sound Emmett had made in the five days Lena had known him, and she filed it away in the same place she'd filed his ink-stained fingers and the way his face changed when he was thinking.

She didn't think about why she was filing these things. She was a plumber. She filed things. That was the job.

They worked for another hour after that — running through additional equations, calculating head loss over distance, estimating the pressure at the delivery point given different pipe diameters. The math was real. The numbers were solid. By the time they were done, Lena had a notebook full of calculations that told her, in two languages, exactly what she needed: pipe diameter, wall thickness, flow rate, and expected pressure at the tap in Benny's kitchen.

She snapped the book closed.

"My brain hurts."

"Mine too, actually."

"I need fresh air. Want to walk?"

"Sure."

They left the books on the bar — Benny would guard them with his life, or at least with his rag — and pushed through the swinging doors into the evening.

Dustbreak at night was different from Dustbreak at any other time. Quieter. The clock tower glowed blue against the dark sky. The buildings were lit from within — warm yellow light through windows, the occasional shadow moving past. The boardwalk creaked under their boots. The air was cool and clean and smelled like nothing in particular, which after six hours in a bar that smelled like smoked boar and beer was its own kind of luxury.

They walked. No destination. Just walking, the way she'd walked the town that afternoon, except now she had company and the company was pointing at things.

"That building — the one with the crooked porch? That was the original assayer's office. First building in Dustbreak. The gold rush brought it, and when the rush slowed down, they converted it to the inn." He pointed to another building. "The hardware store was a blacksmith shop before Forge's family set up. Two smithies in one town couldn't work, so the old one pivoted to finished goods."

"You know the history of every building in this town?"

"I know the history of everything in this town. It's my class. I can't help it." The self-deprecating thing again, but softer now. Less apologetic. More like a man who was sharing something about himself and testing whether it would be received.

"That's actually really cool, Emmett."

"You think so?"

"I do. I mean, I'm the kind of person who looks at a building and thinks about the plumbing. You look at a building and think about the story. That's... yeah. That's cool."

He went quiet for a moment. The good quiet. The quiet of a man who had just been told something nice and was letting it settle.

They walked past the sheriff's office. Past the leaderboard she still didn't care about. Past the saddlery, closed for the night, the smell of leather fading into the cool air. Past the smithy, dark now, the forge banked, the hammer silent.

She yawned.

She didn't mean to. It was the kind of yawn that ambushes you — the one that starts in your chest and takes over your entire face before you can stop it. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand, but it was too late. Emmett had seen it.

"Can I walk you home?" he asked.

She looked at him. "Home? Emmett, home is a room over a bar."

"I know." He was looking at the ground. The pink was there again, faint in the lamplight. "I just meant... can I walk you to the door. It's late. It's dark."

"It's three buildings away and I have a phone that the local magic rectangles think is a weapon."

"I know. I just..." He looked up. Met her eyes. Held them. "I'd like to."

She didn't have a smart answer for that. She didn't have a crude answer for that. She had nothing in her arsenal for a man who asked to walk her three buildings in a safe town because he'd like to, and meant it, and was looking at her with brown eyes that were steady for once instead of panicked.

"Okay," she said. "Walk me home."

They walked. Three buildings. It took about forty-five seconds. He stopped just before the swinging doors of the Rusty Ledger, the warm light spilling out around them, the sound of the bar muffled behind the wood.

"I had a really good time tonight," he said. "The math was... I've never used those equations for anything real before. It was always theoretical. This was..." He searched for the word.

"Real."

"Real. Yes." He smiled. The real one. "Good night, Lena."

He turned to leave.

She grabbed his hand.

He stopped. Looked down at her hand on his. Looked up at her face. His mouth opened slightly.

She leaned up and planted a kiss on his cheek. Not a peck — a proper kiss, warm and firm, the kind that left a mark even if you couldn't see it. She held it for a second longer than necessary because she wanted to, and because the look on his face when she pulled back was going to be worth it.

It was worth it.

Emmett Grail turned a shade of red that science had not yet named. It started at his collar and rolled upward like a thermometer in a cartoon, flooding his neck, his jaw, his cheeks, his ears, the bridge of his nose, the tips of his ears again for good measure. His mouth was open. His eyes were wide. His hand was still in hers and he had apparently forgotten he had a hand.

"Good — good night." His voice was approximately two octaves higher than normal. "Lena. Good night. Lena. I said that. Good night."

She let go of his hand.

He turned around. Walked three steps. Stopped. Turned back. Opened his mouth. Closed it. Turned around again.

And then Emmett Grail, Scholar class, bookseller, the smartest and sweetest man in Dustbreak, broke into a full run down the boardwalk toward his shop. His boots hammered the wood. His coat flapped behind him. He did not look back.

Lena watched him go. She was grinning. The ugly grin — the real one, the one that hurt your face because it was too big and you couldn't stop it.

She pushed through the swinging doors.

"Well, well, WELL."

Dolly was at the bottom of the stairs, wine glass in hand, positioned with the precision of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this moment. She was leaning against the railing with the satisfied expression of a theater patron who had just watched the final act land exactly the way she'd predicted.

"Don't start, Dolly."

"Baby doll, I watched that through the window. You kissed that man so hard he ran away."

"It was on the cheek."

"It was on the cheek and he RAN. AWAY. I've been doing this for fifteen years and I have never once made a man run. You did it with a peck on the cheek. I'm genuinely impressed."

"Good night, Dolly."

"Good night, sweetheart. Same time tomorrow?"

"There is no 'same time tomorrow.' It's not a thing. We did math."

"You did math and then you kissed him."

"On the cheek."

"On the cheek. While holding his hand. Under the lamp light. Outside a saloon." Dolly sipped her wine. "Honey, that's not math. That's a romance novel. And I would know — Emmett sold me a whole crate of them by accident."

Lena had no comeback for that. She turned to go upstairs.

Benny was behind the bar. He hadn't said a word. He didn't need to. His face was doing all the talking — a grin so wide and so warm that it made the whole bar feel smaller and kinder and more like a place where good things were allowed to happen.

She pointed at him. "Not. One. Word."

The grin widened.

She scooped the books and notebook off the bar, tucked them under her arm, and headed for the stairs. Benny watched her go. Still grinning. Still not saying a word. The man was learning.

Her room was cold. The Ledger was on the nightstand — of course it was, it always was — and the Nokia went on top of it, and the books went on the desk, and the notebook with two columns of symbols went next to the books.

She sat on the edge of the bed. Pulled off her boots — shook them out first, because this world hadn't earned her trust yet — and set them at the foot of the bed. Toes out. Ready.

She touched her lips. They still felt warm from the kiss. Which was stupid, because it had been on his cheek, not hers, and skin didn't work that way, and she was a grown woman who had kissed plenty of men and it had never made her feel like this.

Like what? Like a woman who had grabbed a shy bookseller's hand outside a bar and kissed him on the cheek because she'd wanted to, and now she was sitting alone in a dark room thinking about it?

Yeah. Like that.

"Shit," she said to the empty room.

She lay back on the bed. Closed her eyes. Thought about pipe diameters. Thought about Bernoulli. Thought about the way Emmett's hand had felt in hers — warm, ink-stained, steady for once.

Thought about how fast he'd run.

She was still grinning when she fell asleep.


            

    
        27. Sausage, Beans, and a Broken Pump

    
    
    
    
                Benny had taken the leftover smoked boar from last night, chopped it into thick coins, fried them in their own fat until they were crispy on the outside and still smoky-tender in the middle, and served them on top of a bowl of sweet baked beans — the white kind, slow-cooked in something dark and molasses-rich that clung to every bean like a glaze. On the side, sliced tomatoes, grilled face-down on the flat iron until they were charred at the edges and soft in the center, warm and acidic and sweet all at once.

Toast. Benny's bread. Butter.

Coffee.

Lena looked at the plate. Looked at Benny. Looked at the plate again.

"What continent are you from?"

"What?"

"This—" She gestured at the plate with her fork. "—this is a full English. Sausage, beans, grilled tomatoes, toast. You've been inventing French sauces and American comfort food all week and now you've gone British. What the hell is going on in that kitchen?"

"I just... made breakfast?" He looked genuinely confused, which was Benny's resting state but in this case seemed authentic. "The boar was left over. I had the beans soaking. The tomatoes were sitting there. I just put it together."

"Benny, you're accidentally traveling the world through food and you've never left this town."

"Huh."

She ate. It wasn't her usual food — she was a biscuits-and-gravy girl, a pancakes-and-bacon girl, a grab-a-gas-station-sausage-biscuit-at-five-AM-on-the-way-to-a-job-site girl. But damn if it wasn't good. The beans were sweet and rich. The boar sausage was smoky and crisp. The tomatoes cut through the heaviness like a sharp word in a dull conversation. And the toast was always the toast — Benny's bread, the foundational constant of every meal in the Rusty Ledger.

She was mopping up bean sauce with the last corner of toast when the swinging doors opened and Harlan walked in.

He had his hat on and his morning face on — the one that said I'm here on business but I'm going to pretend this is casual for the first thirty seconds. He walked to the bar, nodded at Benny, and turned to Lena.

"Morning, Miss Wright."

"Harlan. Coffee?"

"Had mine." He stood there for a moment. Hat on. Hands at his sides. The posture of a man working up to something.

"Spit it out, Harlan."

"I've got a job. Civic. The town'll pay — it's not as good as what Mae offers, but it's honest work." He paused. "I talked to Mae over breakfast. She suggested you."

"Mae suggested me?"

"She did. Said if it involves water, I should talk to the woman who fixed the mine."

"What's the problem?"

"Hand pump. Sheriff's office — it's also the town hall, which means it's the only public water point on this side of the crossroads. The pump's been failing for weeks. Losing prime, the handle's stiff, the output's dropped to a trickle. I've had three people look at it and nobody can figure out what's wrong."

"Three people who know pumps?"

"Three people who know how to bang on things until they work. Which is how we fix most problems in Dustbreak." He said it without irony, which was somehow worse.

"I'll take a look."

"Appreciate it." He turned to go, then stopped. "After you finish your... whatever that is."

"It's a full English, Harlan. Show some respect."

He looked at the plate. He did not know what a full English was. He left anyway, which Lena was learning was Harlan's version of agreeing to disagree.

She finished the beans. Drained the coffee. Stood up.

"Benny, save me some of those beans for later."

"You got it."

She was heading for the swinging doors — Nokia on her hip in the new holster, tool pouch on the other side, hat on, the whole kit — when she heard it.

Harlan hadn't left. He was standing at the far end of the bar, leaning toward Benny, speaking low. Not low enough.

"What's she at now?"

Benny reached under the bar. The familiar motion — the Ledger pull, the screen check, the squint. He kept his voice down, but Benny's version of keeping his voice down was most people's indoor conversation.

"Almost Level 6. She's close — I think the mine delivery yesterday pushed her past the halfway mark."

"Level 6. In six days."

"I know."

"What's the class say?"

There was a pause. The sound of Benny tilting the Ledger. Squinting. Tilting it the other way.

"Civic... Infrastructure... Engineer... hyphen... Prophet." Another pause. "In parentheses: Wagering, comma, Applied Trades."

Silence.

"Prophet," Harlan said.

"That's what it says."

"The System thinks she's a prophet."

"I think that's because of the teaching title? The Mentor thing? Maybe the System thinks teaching people how to think is... prophetic?"

More silence. Lena could hear Harlan doing the hat-off-hand-through-hair thing without even looking. She could feel him twitching from across the room.

"She's fixing my hand pump, Benny."

"I know."

"She's a prophet who's fixing my hand pump."

"I know, Harlan."

Lena pushed through the swinging doors and pretended she hadn't heard a word.



The sheriff's office was three buildings down, across the crossroads. The pump was around the back — a cast-iron hand pump mounted on a stone platform over a capped well. Lever handle, spout, standard configuration. She'd seen a hundred of these on old rural properties back in North Carolina — some still working, most abandoned for electric submersibles.

She worked the handle. It moved, but heavy — grinding, stiff. Three pumps to try to draw. On the fourth, water came out. A trickle. Weak, sputtering, dying before it could fill a cup. She pumped harder. The trickle didn't improve. The handle felt like it was fighting something at the bottom of the stroke.

She stopped. Let go of the handle. Listened.

Nothing. No sound of water falling back into the well. No gurgle, no drip. The pump should have held its prime between strokes — the foot valve at the bottom of the drop pipe was supposed to keep water in the column so you didn't have to re-prime every time. If the foot valve was holding, you'd hear residual water settle in the pipe after you stopped pumping.

She heard nothing. The column was draining back into the well between every stroke.

"It's the foot valve," she said.

Harlan had followed her out. He stood with his arms crossed, watching. "The what?"

"The foot valve. It sits at the bottom of the drop pipe, down in the well. It's a one-way valve — lets water up but not back down. When it works, the pipe stays full between pumps. That's your prime. When it fails, the water drains back into the well every time you stop pumping, and you have to re-prime from scratch on every stroke." She tapped the pump housing. "That's why your output is garbage. You're not pumping water — you're pumping air for three strokes and getting a mouthful of water on the fourth before it drains again."

"Can you fix it?"

"I can. But I need to pull the pump and the drop pipe to get to the foot valve at the bottom. That means disconnecting the pump head, pulling the whole pipe assembly straight up out of the well, replacing or repairing the valve, and putting it all back." She looked at the pump. Looked at the well cap. "I'm going to need a pipe wrench. A real one. The big kind."

"Forge?"

"Forge."

She walked to the smithy. Forge was at the anvil — where else. She explained what she needed.

"Pipe wrench," Forge said. He said it the way he said everything — like he was weighing each word before releasing it. "For gripping round stock."

"For gripping pipe. Round, yes. I need adjustable jaws that bite harder the more you pull. The teeth should angle so the grip tightens under torque."

He looked at her for a moment. Then he turned to a rack on the far wall and pulled something down — a heavy tool, iron, with an adjustable jaw mechanism that wasn't quite what she was used to but was close enough to make her heart skip. It was cruder than a Ridgid back home, but the principle was the same — offset jaws, spring-loaded, teeth angled to bite on the pull.

"Will this work?"

She took it. Hefted it. Opened the jaws, closed them, tested the bite on a piece of scrap pipe leaning against the wall. The teeth caught. The grip tightened. It was heavier than what she was used to and the adjustment mechanism was stiffer, but it would do the job.

"How much?"

"Eight gold."

"Sold." She'd add it to the Benny tab. "This is mine now, by the way. I'm keeping it."

"Tools should be kept by the people who use them." Which was the most Forge had ever said to her in a single breath.

She walked back to the sheriff's office with the wrench hanging from her tool belt. It was heavy. It was real. For the first time since she'd arrived in Dustbreak, she had an actual plumber's tool on her hip and it felt like coming home.

The pump repair took the better part of two hours. She disconnected the pump head — four bolts, corroded, the Nokia got its workout when the wrench couldn't break the last one free. She bashed on it twice and the bolt gave up. The sound echoed off the building and a miner across the street looked over, then kept walking. The Nokia in Dustbreak was becoming background noise.

The drop pipe came up in sections — threaded joints, which she backed off one at a time with the pipe wrench, stacking the sections on the ground beside the well. The pipe was old iron, serviceable, some corrosion but nothing critical.

At the bottom, the foot valve. She pulled it up and held it in the light.

The flapper was shot. The leather disc that sealed against the valve seat had hardened, cracked, and curled away from the seat like a dried leaf. Water was flowing straight past it in both directions — up on the pump stroke, right back down when you stopped. No seal. No prime. No pressure.

She went to Cobb's saddlery. Explained what she needed — a leather disc, thick, cut to this diameter, oiled soft enough to seat flat. He cut it from heavy-gauge scrap, worked it with neatsfoot oil until it was supple, and handed it over.

"Another pump job?"

"Foot valve. Flapper's dead."

"That'll do it." He nodded at the leather disc. "That one's on the house. You're keeping Dustbreak's water running. Least I can do."

She went back. Seated the new flapper. Reassembled the foot valve. Lowered the drop pipe back into the well section by section — pipe wrench on each joint, tightened to snug, the Nokia for the final persuasion tap on each one. Reconnected the pump head. Bolted it down.

Worked the handle.

First stroke — resistance. The column filling. Second stroke — heavier. Water rising. Third stroke — she felt the prime catch, that specific moment when the air clears and the water column locks in and the pump goes from fighting you to working with you.

Fourth stroke — water. A full, clean, steady stream pouring from the spout with the kind of pressure that said the foot valve was sealed, the column was holding, and the well was doing its job for the first time in a month.

She pumped it ten more times. Steady flow. No loss of prime between strokes. She let go of the handle and listened. The water settled in the pipe with a faint gurgle — the sound of a column holding. The sound of a pump that worked.

Harlan was standing there with his arms crossed. His hat was off. His hand was in his hair.

"That took you two hours," he said.

"Pulling and reassembling pipe takes time. The actual fix was a leather disc."

"It's been broken for a month."

"Harlan, it's always a leather disc. Or a gasket. Or a seal. The big scary problem is almost always a small stupid part that nobody looked at because they were too busy banging on the outside of the housing."

He put his hat back on. Looked at the pump. Looked at her. The Lena face. The one the whole town was learning.

"What do I owe you?"

"Whatever the town pays for a civic repair. Plus eight gold for the wrench — that's mine now. Send it to Benny."

"You know, it would be a lot simpler if you carried—"

"Don't."

He almost smiled. Almost. "I'll send the payment over."

"Thanks, Harlan."

She walked back toward the Rusty Ledger, the pipe wrench swinging from her tool belt next to the Nokia holster. She looked like a woman who fixed things for a living in a town that was slowly realizing it needed a lot of things fixed.

Behind her, she didn't hear Harlan walk back inside the sheriff's office and stand in front of the leaderboard for a full minute, watching the numbers next to LENA WRIGHT update in real time.

She didn't hear him say, to nobody in particular: "Prophet. A goddamn prophet."

She was already thinking about pipe.


            

    
        28. Support and Lace

    
    
    
    
                She stopped at Mae's on the way back. The shirts were ready — three cotton work shirts, plain, loose, sleeves meant for rolling. Mae had folded them in brown paper like they were gifts, which for Mae was practically sentimental. The holster payment had been settled. The wrench was on her tab.

"You look like you crawled out of a well," Mae said.

"I crawled into a well. Close enough."

"Bath?"

"Bath."

She carried the shirts under one arm, the pipe wrench swinging from her belt, and headed for the Rusty Ledger. She was covered in well mud. Her arms were streaked with rust-brown water from the drop pipe. Her jeans had a dark wet stain from hip to knee where she'd leaned against the well cap. Her hair had something in it that she didn't want to identify. She smelled like iron and wet stone and the specific funk of stagnant well water that had been sitting in a corroded pipe for god knows how long.

She needed Dolly's tub like she needed oxygen.

She dropped the shirts in her room and knocked on the second door on the left.

"Come in, sweetheart."

Dolly was at the makeup table, the blue lights doing their thing, wearing a silk robe that probably cost more than most of the buildings in Dustbreak. She looked at Lena and her eyebrows rose exactly one-quarter of an inch, which for Dolly was the equivalent of screaming.

"What happened to you?"

"Hand pump repair. I was over a well for two hours pulling pipe."

"You were over a well?"

"Over it. Mostly. My arms were inside it. My dignity was somewhere else entirely." She leaned against the door frame. "I need your tub. I need your soap. And I need to talk to you about bras. Send the bill to Benny — the usual."

Dolly's face underwent a transformation. The robe-wearing, morning-wine-sipping woman disappeared and in her place stood a professional who had just been told the two most beautiful words in her language: bra shopping.

"Baby doll. I have been waiting for you to say that."

She was already at the stove, transferring the simmering water into the tub. Pump handle for the cold. Elbow test. The ritual. Lena stripped out of the well-soaked clothes — they hit the floor in a wet heap that made Dolly wince — and stepped into the water.

The heat hit her muscles and she groaned. Not the polite kind.

"There's that sound again," Dolly said, unfazed. "The boys downstairs are going to start selling tickets."

"Let 'em. I just pulled thirty feet of iron pipe out of a hole in the ground with my bare hands and a wrench I bought an hour ago. I've earned this."

"You've more than earned it." Dolly handed her the lavender soap — the good stuff, the Copper Ridge stuff, the soap that had become Lena's version of a religious artifact. "Now lean your head back."

"What?"

"Your hair, baby doll. I've been looking at that mess for six days and I can't take it anymore. Lean back."

Lena opened her mouth to argue and then didn't, because there was no argument to make. Her hair was a disaster. It had been a disaster since the soybean field. She'd rinsed it once — in ice water, with no soap, on Day 3 — and since then it had accumulated dust, sweat, bar smoke, mine grime, and whatever had been living in the well shaft this morning. It was less hair at this point and more of an archaeological record of her first week in another dimension.

She leaned back.

Dolly scooped warm water from the tub with a small pitcher and poured it over Lena's head. The water ran brown. Dolly didn't comment. She poured again. Less brown. Again. Almost clear. Then she produced a bottle from the cabinet — something thick and amber that smelled like honey and rosemary — and worked it into Lena's hair with her fingers.

Lena closed her eyes.

Dolly's hands in her hair were — and this was not a thought Lena had expected to have today — one of the best things she'd ever felt. It was nothing like washing your own hair. It was the difference between giving yourself a back rub and having someone else do it. Dolly worked from the scalp down, her fingers firm and slow, working through tangles with patience that would have made a saint look impatient. She didn't yank. She didn't rush. She just... worked. The way she did everything — with skill and care and the quiet confidence of someone who understood that this was a service, and services done well were their own kind of art.

"When's the last time someone else washed your hair?" Dolly asked.

"Last time I was at a salon, which was..." Lena thought about it. "Two years ago? Jesse's wife dragged me there for her birthday. I sat in the chair for forty minutes and felt like an idiot the entire time."

"You felt like an idiot because someone was taking care of you."

"I felt like an idiot because I don't know how to sit still and let someone do things to my head."

"You're sitting still right now."

"Because I'm in a bathtub and I'm too tired to fight you."

"That's how it starts, sweetheart. Exhaustion. Then surrender. Then, eventually, you realize it feels good and you stop making excuses." Dolly's fingers worked through a tangle near the base of her skull — slow, gentle, patient. "You're allowed to enjoy being taken care of, Lena. It doesn't make you less tough."

Lena didn't answer. She kept her eyes closed. The water was warm. The honey-rosemary whatever-it-was smelled incredible. Dolly's hands were steady and sure and kind, and for a moment — just a moment — Lena Wright, master plumber, Nokia-wielding, well-diving, pipe-wrench-carrying woman of Dustbreak let someone else be in charge.

"Don't tell anyone about this," she said.

"About what? The bath? The hair? The fact that you're purring like a cat right now?"

"I am not purring."

"You are absolutely purring. I've heard that exact sound from men twice your size when I wash their hair before a shave. It's the sound of a person who hasn't been touched gently in too long."

That landed harder than Lena expected. She didn't open her eyes. She didn't say anything. But something in her chest shifted — the way a pipe shifts when you release a fitting that's been over-tightened for years. A small release. A small settling.

Dolly rinsed. Three more pitchers of warm water, running clean now. Then she pulled a wide-toothed comb from the cabinet and started working through Lena's hair from the ends up — another sign of someone who knew what they were doing, because amateurs started from the top and ripped through everything.

By the time Dolly finished, Lena's hair was clean, detangled, and hanging in wet red strands that actually looked like hair again instead of a bird's nest that had been through a war. Dolly combed it smooth, parted it, and draped it over the back of the tub to dry.

"There," Dolly said, stepping back to admire her work. "You have beautiful hair, Lena. It just needed someone to give a shit about it."

"I give a shit about it."

"You give a shit about your boots. Your hair has been fending for itself since you got here."

That was fair.

Dolly turned to a large trunk against the wall that Lena hadn't noticed before. It was ornate, brass-cornered, and when Dolly opened it, it was full of fabric. Silk. Lace. Things with straps and things without straps and things that seemed to exist in a quantum state between garment and suggestion.

"Now," Dolly said, pulling items from the trunk with the focus of a general planning a campaign. "Let me show you what we're working with."

"Oh God."

"Don't 'oh God' me. You asked for this." She held up the first option — a deep red thing with more engineering than the clock tower. Lace edges. Structured cups. A front clasp that looked like it required an advanced degree to operate. "This is my evening wear. Copper Ridge import. Lifts, separates, and presents."

"Presents?"

"Like a gift, baby doll. Like opening a present on your birthday." She held it against her chest over the robe and struck a pose. "You see?"

"I see about four things I didn't ask to see."

"You're welcome." She draped it over the folding screen in the corner — the three-paneled painted thing that separated the dressing area from the rest of the room — and disappeared behind it. A moment later she emerged wearing it over the robe, which somehow made it more ridiculous, like a lingerie fashion show at a sleepover.

"Now. This one—" She went behind the screen again. More rustling. She came out in something black and structured that pushed everything up and forward like a shelf. "—is for when you want a man to forget his own name. I wore this for the territorial governor's aide last spring and he left a thirty-gold tip."

"That's a weapon, Dolly. That's not a bra. That's a weapon with straps."

"Everything I own is a weapon with straps, sweetheart. That's the business model." She posed. Turned. The engineering was, Lena had to admit, genuinely impressive. "What do you think?"

"I think if I wore that to a job site, every pipe in the building would burst from the distraction."

"Now you're getting it." Dolly went behind the screen again. More rustling. She emerged in something purple with ribbons that served no structural purpose whatsoever. "This one's more for... lounging."

"It's doing less work than Brody on a Friday afternoon."

"Who's Brody?"

"My youngest brother. Laziest man alive. That bra is the Brody of bras."

Dolly laughed — the real one, warm and surprised. She draped the purple thing over the screen and stood with her hands on her hips.

"Alright, Miss Practical. What exactly are you looking for?"

"Something I can work in. I'm hauling pipe, climbing ladders, swinging a wrench. I need coverage. I need support. I need something that stays put when I bend over and doesn't try to kill me when I reach overhead. I don't need lift. I don't need presentation. I don't need anything that requires a man to figure out how it comes off, because—" She stopped herself.

Dolly raised an eyebrow. "Because?"

"Because that's not on the agenda."

"Mmhmm." The eyebrow stayed raised. "Not even for a certain bookseller who—"

"Dolly."

"I'm just saying, a woman never knows when—"

"I need a work bra, Dolly. Industrial. Functional. If it were a truck, it would be a Ford F-150, not a goddamn Corvette."

"I don't know what any of those words mean, but I understand the energy." She went to the trunk and dug deeper — past the silk, past the lace, past the things that existed primarily to be removed. Near the bottom she pulled out something plain. Cotton. Wide straps. Full coverage. No underwire, no lace, no engineering theatrics. It looked like something a woman wore when she had things to do and breasts were logistically inconvenient.

"This," Dolly said, holding it up with an expression of mild distaste, "is my sleeping bra."

"That's the one."

"This is the one you want."

"That is exactly what I need."

Dolly looked at the bra. Looked at Lena in the tub. Looked at the bra again, as if hoping it would transform into something with more personality.

"Sweetheart. No proper man — and I include your Emmett in that category—"

"He's not my Emmett."

"—wants to see those gorgeous babies flattened down like pancakes on a griddle. You have assets, Lena. Legitimate, certifiable, could-charge-double assets, and you want to put them in a cotton sack."

"I want to put them in something that lets me work a twelve-hour day without chafing, stabbing, or bouncing. Pretty doesn't fix plumbing, Dolly."

"Pretty fixes everything, baby doll. That's the whole point of pretty."

"We are fundamentally different people."

"We are. And I adore you for it." Dolly tossed the cotton bra onto the bench. "Try it on when you're dry. If it fits, I'll order you three from my supplier. Same style, same material. They'll take a few weeks."

"A few weeks in my current bra might actually kill me. The underwire is trying to escape."

"I know. I can hear it from here." Dolly settled into the chair by the makeup table and poured herself a glass of wine from a bottle that lived permanently on the vanity. "So. While we wait for you to prune. Tell me about the bookseller."

"There's nothing to tell."

"There's everything to tell. You kissed him last night."

"On the cheek."

"On the cheek. And then he ran away like his pants were on fire. I haven't stopped thinking about it. It's the best thing that's happened in this bar since you bluffed Cade Mercer out of his own card game."

"How do you know that was a bluff?"

"Baby doll." Dolly sipped her wine. "I read people for a living. You had nothing in that hand and you bet like you were holding the table. Nobody else may have seen the cards, but I saw your face." She set the glass down. "You play men the way you play poker — all confidence and no fear. Except with the bookseller, you're not playing. And that's why it's interesting."

Lena sank lower in the tub. The water was perfect. The soap was perfect. Her hair was clean for the first time in six days and it felt like losing ten pounds off her head. The conversation was going exactly where she didn't want it to go, which meant it was going exactly where Dolly had planned.

"He's nice," Lena said. Which was what Benny said, and was just as useless and just as true.

"He's more than nice. He's kind. There's a difference. Nice is what men are when they want something. Kind is what men are when they don't know they want something yet."

Lena looked at her. Dolly was sipping her wine with the calm authority of a woman who had spent fifteen years studying men the way Emmett studied books — thoroughly, professionally, and with an encyclopedic knowledge of how they worked.

"He looked at my face, Dolly. When I was reading those equations in his shop. I said something smart and he looked at my face. Not down. Not anywhere else. He looked at me like I'd surprised him and he wanted to understand why."

"And?"

"And Kevin never did that. Danny never did that. None of them ever did that. I'm thirty-two years old and I've never had a man look at my face when my chest was right there."

Dolly set the wine down. The flirty act dropped. The real Dolly — the one underneath the corset and the performance and the fifteen years of professional armor — looked at Lena with an expression that was equal parts warmth and sadness.

"That's not a reflection of you, sweetheart. That's a reflection of them."

"I know that. I've always known that. But knowing it and feeling it are different things, and last night, for about ten seconds outside this bar, I felt it."

The room was quiet except for the faint sound of water and the distant hum of the bar downstairs. Dolly picked up her wine. Took a sip. Set it down.

"Order the bras," she said softly. "All three. Whatever style you want. And if the bookseller ever sees what's underneath them — and he will, because I've been watching that man and he's going to work up the courage eventually even if it takes him six months — he's not going to care whether it's cotton or silk. He's going to care that it's you."

Lena didn't say anything for a long moment. The water was cooling. The lavender was fading. The soap was doing its job.

"Three cotton," she said. "Wide strap. Full coverage."

"Three cotton. Wide strap. Full coverage. I'll send the order tomorrow." Dolly stood, collected the silk and lace options from the folding screen, and returned them to the trunk with the reverence of a woman putting away weapons she hadn't needed. "And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"Next time he walks you home? Let him hold your hand first. The man nearly died from a kiss on the cheek. If you grab him again without warning, we'll lose the only bookseller in town."

Lena laughed. The ugly one. The real one. The one that splashed water over the edge of the tub and made Dolly step backward to protect her slippers.

She stayed in the tub until the water went cold. Got out. Dried off with Dolly's imported towels. Tried on the cotton sleeping bra. It fit. Not perfectly — a little loose in the band, a little snug in the cup — but close enough that it felt like wearing an actual garment instead of a medieval torture device.

She put on clean clothes — the new cotton work shirt, her clean jeans from the wash, and for the first time in six days, a bra that wasn't actively trying to puncture her left lung.

She looked at herself in Dolly's mirror. Clean. Dressed. Supported. Hair hanging in damp red waves that actually looked like they belonged to a person instead of a construction site. She looked like a woman who had her shit together, or at least like a woman who was assembling the pieces.

"Thank you, Dolly."

"Same as always, sweetheart. I'll tell Benny."

"Worth every copper."

"I know."

Lena scooped the pile of well-soaked clothes off the floor — they were cold now, and stiff, and smelled like something that had died in a pipe, which in a way they had. She held them at arm's length the way she'd held the Ledger two nights ago. Dolly watched the pile leave her room with visible relief.

"If you bring those back in here," Dolly said, "I'm charging you double."

"I'm burning them."

"Good."

Lena headed down the hall to her room, dumped the wet heap in the corner where it could stink in private, and grabbed her hat from the hook by the door. Clean, clothed, smelling like lavender and rosemary, wearing a borrowed sleeping bra that she was going to wear every day until the real ones arrived and Dolly could pry it off her cold dead body.

Day 6 wasn't done yet. But it was getting there.


            

    
        29. The Nod Becomes a Conversation

    
    
    
    
                She was at the bar. Clean, fed, on her second whiskey, thinking about pipe diameters and trying not to think about a bookseller with ink on his fingers, when the voice came from the corner.

"Wright."

She looked up. Cade Mercer was at his table. Cards in front of him, but not in play — fanned out face-down in a pattern she didn't recognize, like he'd been running some kind of layout or probability exercise with himself. His whiskey was half-finished. His hat was tilted just enough to look careless, which meant it was placed exactly where he wanted it.

He was looking at her. Not the nod — the nod was what they did. This was different. He was looking at her the way he looked at cards. Studying.

"You want to play?" she asked.

"No." A faint smile. The kind that arrived and departed so quickly you could convince yourself it hadn't happened. "I don't play you. You don't fit my formula."

"Your formula."

"Everyone has a pattern. A tell. A frequency. I play the math, not the person — but the math only works if the person is predictable." He picked up a card, turned it over, set it back. "You're not predictable. I sat across from you on your first night in town and you bet into me with nothing and I couldn't see it. That doesn't happen."

"It was one hand."

"It was one hand and I've been thinking about it for six days." He said it matter-of-factly, the way you'd say you'd been thinking about a math problem. No ego. No resentment. Just the professional irritation of a man whose instrument had failed him for the first time. "Sit down."

She looked at Benny. Benny shrugged. She picked up her whiskey and walked to the corner table.

Cade's table was different from the rest of the bar. It was cleaner. The cards were arranged with the precision of a man who treated his workspace like a surgical theater. There was a system to everything — the cards, the glass, the position of the chair. She was in his domain now.

She sat.

"I don't play people," Cade said. "I want to be clear about that. I play statistics. Probabilities. The cards are math. Every hand is a problem with a solution, and the solution is always in the numbers." He looked at her. His eyes were calm, steady, the eyes of a man who spent his life calculating. "My class gives me an edge — perception, pattern recognition, probability analysis. I can see a man's tell before he knows he has one. I can calculate pot odds faster than most people can count to ten."

"Okay."

"You should have lost that hand. The math said you should have lost. Your position was wrong, your bet size was irrational, and every indicator I track said you were bluffing." He paused. "And I folded. Because something about the way you bet — the timing, the confidence, the way you didn't look at the pot — broke my model. I couldn't find the pattern because there wasn't one."

"There wasn't one because I'm not a card player, Cade. I'm a plumber who grew up playing poker with her brothers in a garage. I don't have a system. I don't have tells. I just... played."

"I know. That's the problem." He gathered the cards into a stack. Slow, precise. "You don't have a system for anything. You don't play the game. You don't use the tools. You don't follow any pattern the rest of us follow. And you're..." He stopped. Chose his words. Cade chose his words the way Forge chose his hammer strikes — deliberately, one at a time. "...doing things that don't make sense."

"I fixed a pump today."

"You fixed a pump. You fixed a mine. You fixed a fence. You taught a crew of miners how to think about water. You're planning something with the blacksmith that involves six hundred feet of iron pipe." He looked at her. "I hear things."

"Twenty buildings. Forty people."

"Exactly. And every one of those forty people is talking about you. Do you know what the board outside Harlan's office says?"

"The glowing list thing? I saw it. Didn't read it."

"Of course you didn't." Something crossed his face — not a smile, not annoyance. Something closer to fascination. "It's a leaderboard. It ranks every person in Dustbreak by level, quests completed, and gold earned. It updates in real time. And your name, Wright — a woman who's been here for six days and doesn't look at her own Ledger — is climbing it faster than anything I've ever seen."

"I don't care about a leaderboard."

"I know you don't. That's what makes it remarkable." He set the cards down. Flat. Done. This wasn't about cards anymore. "I've been in Dustbreak for three years. Before that, Copper Ridge. Before that, Hallmark. I've played in towns across four regions. I've seen high-level adventurers, min-maxed specialists, people who spend their entire lives optimizing their progression. None of them move the way you move."

"I don't move. I work. I show up, I do the job, I go to the bar. That's it."

"That's what you think you're doing. What you're actually doing is something else." He leaned back in his chair. The hat shifted a fraction of an inch. Calculated, even in repose. "You're changing the economy of this town. The mine is producing more gold. Henderson's ranch is running better fences. Harlan's pump works for the first time in a month. Mae's list is getting shorter. People are spending more, building more, fixing things they've ignored for years — because you showed them that fixing things is possible."

"That's just... work. That's what work does."

"No. That's what you do. Work is what everyone else has been doing for decades, and nothing changed. You showed up and things started changing. That's not work. That's—" He paused again. Longer this time. "I don't know what that is. My class doesn't have a category for it."

Lena took a drink of whiskey. She didn't know what to say to that. She didn't have a comeback. She didn't have a deflection. A man who played math for a living had just told her that she was breaking his math, and she didn't have a response because she didn't see what he saw.

She saw a pump that needed a leather disc. She saw a sluice that needed overlapping joints. She saw a town that needed plumbing. That was it. That was the whole picture from where she sat.

"I appreciate you saying all that, Cade. I do. But I don't care about leaderboards. I don't care about levels. I don't care about whatever the glowing rectangles think I am. I just want to work, be productive, eat Benny's food, and have some drinks." She finished the whiskey. "That's the whole plan. There's nothing more complicated going on here."

Cade looked at her for a long moment. Then he did something she hadn't seen him do in six days of nods and corner-table silence.

He laughed.

It was short. Quiet. The kind of laugh that was more acknowledgment than amusement — the laugh of a man who had just confirmed a hypothesis he'd been testing.

"You really don't see it," he said.

"There's nothing to see."

"There's everything to see. You just don't look." He picked up his cards and began shuffling. The conversation was over. She could feel it — the same way you could feel a door close without hearing it. "Be careful, Wright. People notice when the board moves. Not everyone who notices is friendly."

"Is that a warning?"

"It's information. What you do with it is your business." The cards flowed between his hands — a bridge, a riffle, a cut. Smooth, automatic, the hands working while the mind was somewhere else. "I don't give warnings. Warnings are for people who play the game. You don't play the game."

"Then what was this?"

He looked up from the cards. The almost-smile. The one that disappeared before you could be sure it was there.

"Professional curiosity. You broke my model. I wanted to understand how." He set the deck on the table. "I still don't. But I'm starting to think the model was wrong, not you."

She stood up. Pushed the chair back. Looked at him — this quiet, calculating man in his corner, with his cards and his probabilities and his class that ran on math. He was the sharpest person in Dustbreak, and he'd just told her that she was doing something he couldn't quantify.

She didn't know what to do with that. So she did what she always did.

"Thanks for the talk, Cade."

"Anytime." He started dealing a hand to himself. Solitaire. The cards falling in precise columns. "Wright."

She stopped.

"The pump. The mine. The pipe project." He didn't look up from the cards. "Keep going."

It wasn't encouragement. Cade didn't do encouragement. It was something else — something closer to a bet. Like he was placing chips on a hand he couldn't read, for the first time in his life, because the math said fold but his gut said call.

She went back to the bar. Benny poured her another whiskey without being asked.

"What was that about?" Benny asked.

"I have no idea."

"Huh."

"Yeah."

She drank the whiskey and thought about pipe and didn't think about leaderboards and didn't think about what it meant when a man who played math for a living told you that you were breaking his math.

She just didn't think about it.

She was getting good at not thinking about things.


            

    
        30. The Stream by Lamplight

    
    
    
    
                Emmett was at the bar. He'd come in on his own this time — no ambush from the bookshop doorway required. He was on his stool — the one next to hers, which was becoming his stool the way hers had become hers — with a beer and a book and the quiet contentment of a man who had found two things he liked in the same building.

"Hey," she said, dropping onto her stool.

"Hey." He smiled. The real one. The one that was getting easier. "How was your day?"

"Fixed a pump. Bought a wrench. Got my hair washed by a woman who charges five gold an hour and is worth every copper of it. Talked to a card player who told me I'm breaking his math." She picked up the whiskey Benny had already poured. "Normal Tuesday."

"It's not Tuesday."

"Everything's Tuesday when you don't know what day it is, Emmett."

He laughed. The quiet one. But it came faster now — less surprise, more reflex. She was teaching him to laugh the way Dolly was teaching her to sit still. Slowly. Without either of them noticing.

She drank the whiskey. Ate whatever Benny put in front of her — she'd stopped keeping track of the individual dishes because they were all incredible and she'd run out of Earth food names to assign them. This one had roasted meat and a sauce and bread and it was good and that was enough.

Emmett ate his plate and drank his beer and they sat in the comfortable silence that was becoming their thing — two people who didn't need to fill every moment with words because the words they did use were worth more that way.

After the plates were cleared and the second round was poured — whiskey for her, beer for him, Benny didn't even ask anymore — she turned on her stool to face him.

"I want to show you something."

"Okay."

"It's outside. By the stream. You'll need your coat."

He looked at her. The pink arrived, faintly, because Emmett's circulatory system had apparently decided that any suggestion from Lena involving going somewhere together warranted a preemptive blush. But he didn't stammer. He didn't panic. He just set his glass down and said, "Let me grab it."

He went to the hook by the door where his coat had been hanging. When he came back, she was already standing. She looked at his hand — hanging at his side, coat over the other arm, fingers slightly curled in that way that wasn't quite a fist and wasn't quite open.

She took it.

Just reached over and slid her hand into his. Casual. Like it was nothing. Like she'd been doing it for years instead of for the first time in her life with a man who wasn't trying to lead her somewhere she didn't want to go.

Emmett's hand went rigid for about half a second. Then it softened. His fingers closed around hers — warm, ink-stained, careful. Not squeezing. Not pulling. Just holding. The way you'd hold something you'd been given and weren't sure you deserved.

"Come on," she said. "I want to show you my pipe route."

From behind the bar, Benny made a sound that might have been a laugh strangled at birth. Lena didn't look back. Emmett definitely didn't look back.

They walked out through the swinging doors, hand in hand, into the evening.



The stream was silver in the last light. The sun had dropped behind the mountain but the sky was still bright at the edges — that blue-gold hour when everything looked clean and sharp and temporary. The water ran fast and cold, the way it always ran, the sound of it filling the silence between their footsteps on the trail.

She led him south, past the wash house, along the bank, uphill. Not far — just to the spot where she'd stood that afternoon, the bend in the stream where the water squeezed through the rocks and the terrain opened up to a view of Dustbreak below.

She hadn't let go of his hand. Neither had he.

"Here," she said. She stopped at the bend and turned to face the town. The clock tower glowed blue. The Rusty Ledger's windows were warm yellow. The other buildings were dark shapes against the fading sky, twenty structures huddled at a crossroads like they'd stopped walking and decided to stay.

"This is where the intake goes," she said. "Right here. The stream is fast, the water's clean, and the elevation is high enough to give me real pressure at the delivery point."

Emmett looked at the stream. Looked at the town below. She could see him doing the math — not the plumbing math, the spatial math. The distance. The grade. The path.

"The pipe runs from here," she continued, pointing with her free hand. "Down the mountain, following the stream for the first few hundred feet — surface-mounted on brackets where the terrain allows it. Then it cuts across the flat ground at the base of the hill and enters town from the south." She traced the route in the air. "Three turns. Forty-fives, not nineties. The grade drops the whole way — an inch per foot through the turns, half-inch on the straights. The water's own weight builds the pressure. By the time it reaches the Rusty Ledger, we've got enough force to run a tap without a single pump."

"Gravity," Emmett said.

"Gravity. Free. Constant. The mountain does all the work. I just have to put the water in a tube and point it downhill."

He was quiet for a moment. Not the nervous quiet. The thinking quiet. The Scholar quiet — the one that meant his brain was processing something and his mouth knew better than to interrupt.

"How much pipe?" he asked.

"Six hundred feet. Maybe seven. Wrought iron, extruded by Forge, with bell ends for oakum joints sealed with tin-silver solder." She said it the way she'd say it to a client back home — clean, specific, the voice of a woman who had done the math. "I've got the specs in your notation. You helped me write them. Forge can start production once I give him the work order."

"And the labor?"

"Griff's crew. Five gold a day. They'll dig the trench where the pipe crosses open ground and help with the laying. Dell will probably volunteer for free because he's imprinted on me like a baby duck."

Emmett smiled at that. The small one. The one she was collecting.

"And the money?"

"That's the part I haven't figured out yet." She looked at the town. "This isn't a small job. Six hundred feet of custom iron pipe, solder, oakum, brackets, the intake box, the tap assembly, labor for weeks. I've been doing odd jobs for Mae at a few gold a pop. That's not going to cover it."

"The mine is producing more gold," Emmett said. "Because of you. The town's economy has shifted. Mae's revenue is up. Harlan just paid you for a civic repair. If you presented this as a civic infrastructure project — a public works proposal — the town might fund it collectively."

She looked at him. "You've been thinking about this."

"I've been thinking about it since you showed me the flow equations." The pink was gone. This was Emmett in his element — not the shy bookseller, not the man who couldn't look at her in her underwear. The Scholar. The one who saw systems and connections and possibilities. "You have the engineering knowledge. You have the labor. You have the blacksmith. You have the math. The only thing you're missing is capital, and the town has capital because the mine is producing more gold because you fixed the sluice." He paused. "You've already funded this project, Lena. You just funded it indirectly."

She stared at him.

"That's... a really good point."

"I read a lot of economic theory." He said it the way he said everything about himself — with the faint apology of a man who wasn't sure his knowledge was welcome. But he was looking at her when he said it, and his hand was still in hers, and the apology was smaller than it used to be.

"You're going to help me write the proposal," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I'd like to."

"Good. Because I'm a plumber, not a bureaucrat. I can tell you exactly what pipe diameter we need at every point in the system. I cannot write a document that convinces a town to spend money."

"Dustbreak doesn't have a town council."

"Then who decides?"

"Harlan. Mae. And whoever Harlan and Mae agree with, which is usually each other."

Lena laughed. "So I need to convince a sheriff and a woman with a list."

"You need to convince a sheriff and a woman with a list."

"I can work with that." She thought about it. "I've got Mae's work tomorrow — whatever she's got on the list, I'm there at sunup. I'm not blowing off a paying job to write a proposal. But after supper? Can you have those books ready? The engineering texts, the economic theory stuff you mentioned — whatever you think we need to make the case."

"I'll have everything pulled and organized by the time you're done eating."

"At the bookshop?"

"At the bookshop. I'll have coffee."

"Your coffee is terrible."

"I know. Bring Benny's."

"Deal."

They stood there for a moment, looking at Dustbreak from above. The stream ran between them and the town, silver and fast, carrying water that nobody was using for anything except washing clothes and cooling beer. Six hundred feet of pipe. Three turns. A tap in a kitchen. That was all that separated this town from running water.

She squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. Gently. Like a man who was learning how to hold something without being afraid he'd break it.

"Thank you, Emmett."

"For what?"

"For taking this seriously. For not telling me it's crazy. For standing on a hillside with me in the dark looking at a stream and thinking about economic theory."

"It's not crazy. It's engineering. And the economic theory part is genuinely interesting — the multiplier effect of infrastructure investment on a micro-economy is—"

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"You can explain the multiplier effect tomorrow night. Right now just stand here with me for a minute."

He stood there with her. The stream ran. The sky darkened. The clock tower glowed. His hand was warm in hers and his shoulder was almost — not quite, but almost — touching hers, and the distance between almost and touching was the distance between six days and whatever came after.

She walked him back to town. Through the south end, past the wash house, onto the boardwalk. Past the saddlery. Past the smithy, dark and silent. Past the bookshop with its light still on — he'd left it on, because of course he had, because a man who left in a hurry when a woman yelled his name from the doorway probably hadn't thought about the lamp.

They stopped in front of his shop.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

She didn't kiss him. Not tonight. Tonight she just held his hand for one more second — one more than necessary, one less than she wanted — and let go.

He stood there. Watching her. Not pink. Not panicked. Just steady. Brown eyes in the lamplight, coat over one arm, the other hand still at his side in the shape of hers.

"Tomorrow night," he said. "After supper."

"After supper. I'll be the one carrying good coffee and smelling like whatever Mae had me doing all day."

He smiled. The real one. The big one. The one that transformed his whole face from a man who sold books nobody bought into a man who was standing outside his shop at night because a woman had held his hand by a stream and told him about pipe.

She walked back to the Rusty Ledger. Three buildings. Forty-five seconds. The swinging doors were warm and golden and Benny was behind the bar and the stool was creaking and the whiskey was waiting and somewhere upstairs a Ledger was sitting on a nightstand, pulsing to itself in the dark, keeping score in a game she refused to play.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She patted her chest. Dolly's sleeping bra. Still there.

She patted something else — something that didn't have a pocket or a holster or a name. Something in her chest that was warm and quiet and new.

Still there.

She went upstairs. She didn't think about what it meant. She thought about pipe. She thought about proposals. She thought about the stream, silver in the last light, and a hand in hers that was warm and ink-stained and steady.

She was asleep before she finished thinking about any of it.


            

    
        31. Sugar Cakes and Feral Pigs

    
    
    
    
                Day 7.

Benny had discovered tree syrup.

"Mae got this in from the northern traders," he said, holding up a dark amber bottle like he'd found religion in liquid form. "It comes from a tree. They tap the bark and collect the sap and boil it down and it turns into this." He poured a thin stream onto a plate and watched it pool with the reverence of a man witnessing a miracle. "It's sweet. But not sugar-sweet. It's... warm? Earthy? Like honey had a baby with smoke?"

"Benny."

"And I thought — what if I made those flat cakes? The ones with the batter that you pour on the hot iron and they puff up and get golden and—"

"Flapjacks."

"I don't know what that is. I'm calling them sugar cakes."

"Call them whatever you want. Bring them."

He brought them. A stack of golden-brown cakes, each one the size of a saucer, slightly crispy at the edges, soft and pillowy in the center. He'd poured the tree syrup over the top in a slow spiral, and it ran down the sides and pooled on the plate in a dark, shining puddle. Next to the stack: sausage patties. Small, round, fried hard — and when she bit into one, the heat hit her first. Spicy. A slow burn that started at the tongue and spread outward, peppery and warm, and then the sweet of the syrup cut through it and the two of them — hot sausage and cool syrup — did something together that made her close her eyes and breathe through her nose like she was having a religious experience.

Which she was.

"I feel like I should be in Vermont," she said.

"I don't know what that is."

"Or Montreal."

"I don't know what that is either."

"They're places where this exact meal exists, Benny. You've invented Canadian breakfast. Again, from scratch, without ever leaving Dustbreak. At this point I'm convinced you're secretly from my world and you're just fucking with me."

"Huh." The pink. The rag. But he was grinning this time — the full grin, not the embarrassed one. He was starting to enjoy the compliments instead of short-circuiting from them. Growth.

She ate. She drank coffee. She mopped syrup with the last bite of sugar cake and felt, for a moment, like she was sitting at a diner counter in Raleigh at six in the morning before a job, except the diner was a saloon and the cook was a golden retriever in an apron and the job was in another dimension.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She headed for Mae's.



Mae was behind the counter. Pencil. List. Spectacles. The eternal constants.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning." Mark on the list. "I've got something different for you today."

"Different how?"

Mae set the pencil down. That was the tell — pencil down meant this was a real conversation, not a transaction. "I've been watching you work for a week now, Lena. You're good. You're reliable. You show up, you do the job, you don't complain — much — and you come back. That's more than most people who drift through here."

"Thank you?"

"It's not a compliment. It's context." Mae looked at her over the spectacles. "This town works on a system. I don't mean the glowing rectangles — I mean the way things get done. People do jobs. Jobs have value. The value isn't just the gold you get paid — it's what happens around the job. The ripple. Henderson's fence isn't just a fence. Griff's mine isn't just a mine. The pump Harlan asked you to fix isn't just a pump."

"I'm not following."

"You're doing more than you think you're doing. And today I want you to do something that's going to feel different from fixing pipes and hauling supplies." She pulled a slip of paper from under the counter. "Henderson's got a feral pig problem."

"Pigs."

"Feral boars. Four of them got into his south pasture through the fence line — not the section you fixed, the other side. They've been tearing up the grass, scaring the cattle, and generally making Henderson's life miserable, which is saying something because Henderson's life was already miserable." She handed the slip to Lena. "He managed to cage three of them in the stock pen. The fourth is still loose somewhere on the property. He needs someone to go out there and dispatch them."

"Dispatch."

"Kill them, Lena."

Lena looked at the slip. Looked at Mae. Looked at the slip again.

"Mae, I'm a plumber. I fix pipes. I don't kill pigs."

"You're a woman with two arms, a wrench, and a device on your hip that the entire town has watched you use as a hammer." Mae's mouth did the thing — the almost-smile that was almost an order. "Henderson's seventy years old with a bad back. He can't do it himself. The miners are at the mine. The ranchers are on the range. You're here, you're capable, and the job pays eight gold."

"Eight gold to kill pigs."

"Eight gold to solve a problem. That's what you do, isn't it?"

Lena couldn't argue with that. She'd been solving problems for a week. This was just a problem with tusks.

"Fine. But if I come back covered in pig shit, I'm charging you for the bath."

"Talk to Dolly about the bath. I just do the list."



Henderson was waiting on his porch. Same porch, same chair, same bad back. He looked relieved to see her, which was a first — last time she'd shown up he'd looked skeptical. Today he looked like a man who had been listening to angry pigs all night and was done with it.

"Thank God. They're in the stock pen." He pointed toward a wooden enclosure behind the barn. "Three of 'em. The fourth went into the brush south of the creek. Haven't seen it since yesterday."

"How big?"

"Big enough. Not full-grown boars — yearlings, maybe. Hundred, hundred-twenty pounds each. Mean, though. Feral stock. Not the same as ranch pigs."

She walked to the stock pen. The pen was solid — heavy timber, four feet high, built for cattle. Inside, three pigs. Not the pink, fat, friendly pigs from picture books. These were dark, bristly, compact animals with flat heads and small eyes that looked at her with the specific hostility of creatures who had been caged and were personally offended about it.

One of them charged the fence. The timber held but the impact shook the rail.

"Jesus Christ," she said.

"Told you. Mean."

She looked at the pigs. Looked at her tool belt. Pipe wrench. Nokia. Neither of these was what you'd traditionally use to dispatch livestock. But she wasn't traditional and neither was anything else about this situation.

"You got a long-handled anything? Sledge? Maul?"

"Got a fence maul in the barn."

"That'll do."

It was quick. She didn't enjoy it, but she didn't hesitate either. Growing up on job sites and in rural North Carolina meant she'd seen livestock dispatched before — not often, but enough to know the principle. One clean hit behind the ear. Quick, humane, over. The fence maul was heavy enough to do the job on the first swing. She did all three while Henderson watched from the porch with the approval of a man who valued competence over squeamishness.

She cleaned the maul. Washed her hands at Henderson's pump — which worked, thanks to whatever poor bastard had maintained it before she got here. She was drying her hands when she heard it.

A crash. From the brush south of the creek. Heavy. Fast. Getting closer.

"That'd be the fourth one," Henderson said from the porch.

She turned. The fourth pig came out of the brush at a dead run — not toward the pen, not toward the barn, but toward her. It was bigger than the others. Darker. Tusks that caught the light. And it was moving with the singular focus of an animal that had spent twenty-four hours in the brush getting angrier.

"SHIT—"

She didn't think. She didn't plan. She didn't reach for the maul, which was leaning against the pen ten feet away and might as well have been on the goddamn moon.

She reached for her hip.

The Nokia came out of the holster like it was spring-loaded. She'd done this motion a thousand times — phone out of pocket, phone into hand, phone into whatever needed hitting. Except this time her arm went back and her body turned and thirteen years of muscle memory from throwing things at brothers who wouldn't get out of her way took over, and she threw.

The Nokia left her hand in a flat, spinning arc. It crossed the fifteen feet between her and the charging pig in about half a second. It hit the pig directly between the eyes with a sound that was somewhere between a crack and a thud — the sound of an indestructible twenty-year-old phone meeting a skull that was not indestructible.

The pig dropped.

Not slowed. Not stunned. Dropped. Front legs buckled, momentum carried it forward, and it slid to a stop in the dirt three feet from her boots in a cloud of dust and silence.

Lena stood there.

Her heart was hammering so hard she could feel it in her teeth. Her hands were shaking. Her legs were doing something that wasn't quite shaking but wasn't quite standing — the adrenaline had nowhere to go and it was bouncing around inside her like a ball in a dryer.

"What the FUCK," she said.

The pig did not respond. The pig was done responding to things.

She looked at it. A hundred and twenty pounds of feral boar with tusks and a bad attitude, dead on the ground from a Nokia to the forehead. A phone. A phone she'd bought at the Sprint store on Capital Boulevard in 2003 for forty-nine ninety-nine with a two-year contract. A phone that was supposed to make calls and play Snake. A phone that had no goddamn business killing anything, let alone a charging pig the size of a Rottweiler.

"No fucking way," she said. "No fucking way that just happened. That should not — there is no — that's a PHONE. That is a twenty-year-old phone made of plastic and spite and it just — it just fucking killed a—"

She looked at her hand. The hand that had thrown it. The hand that was still shaking. She'd thrown a phone at an animal. In self-defense. And the animal had lost.

"FUCK." She said it once, loud, to the sky, to the universe, to whatever cosmic bullshit had brought her to another dimension and made her kill a pig with a Nokia. "Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck."

She picked up the Nokia from the dirt next to the pig. Her hands were trembling. She flipped it open. The screen glowed. Fifty-one percent battery. Not a scratch. Not a dent. Not a mark. Twenty years old, dropped from trucks, thrown at brothers, used to hammer fence staples, and now deployed as a ballistic weapon against livestock, and it looked like it had just come out of the box.

"What are you?" she whispered to it.

It didn't answer. It was a phone. Phones didn't answer questions. Except this one apparently answered the question "can you kill a charging pig?" and the answer was a resounding yes.

She closed it. Put it back in the holster. Her hands were still shaking.

Henderson was standing on his porch with his mouth open. He'd been standing there with his mouth open for the entire episode and showed no signs of closing it.

"Did you just..." he started.

"Yeah." Her voice was higher than normal. She cleared her throat. "Yeah."

"With your..."

"Yeah."

"What is that thing?"

"It's a phone, Henderson. It's a goddamn phone. It makes calls. It plays a game with a snake. It is NOT supposed to kill things. I don't know what just happened. I don't want to talk about it. I don't want to think about it. I need to sit down."

She sat down. On the ground. Next to the dead pig. In the dirt. Because her legs had made a decision without consulting her brain and the decision was we're done standing now.

Henderson walked over — slowly, because he was seventy with a bad back and also because the woman on the ground next to the dead pig looked like she might need a minute. He stood there. Looked at the pig. Looked at her.

"You alright?"

"I just killed a pig with a phone, Henderson. I am not alright. I am the opposite of alright. I am whatever the word is for a woman who threw a two-ounce piece of plastic at a hundred-pound animal and watched it drop dead, because that word doesn't exist in any language I speak."

"It was a good throw."

"It was a PANIC throw. I threw it because I was shitting my pants and the maul was too far away. I could have died. That pig could have gored me. I could be bleeding out in your pasture right now because I brought a phone to a pig fight."

"But you're not."

"But I'm NOT. Because the phone WON. The phone WON the pig fight, Henderson. How is that possible? How is any of this possible?"

Henderson looked at her. Then he looked at the Nokia on her hip. Then he did something she hadn't expected from a seventy-year-old rancher with a bad back and a pig problem — he smiled. Small. Warm. The smile of a man who'd been around long enough to stop asking how things were possible and start being grateful they happened.

"I don't know how any of this is possible," he said. "But I'm glad you're the one who showed up today."

Lena sat in the dirt for another minute. Then she stood. Brushed off her jeans. Took a breath. Her hands had stopped shaking. Mostly.

"Henderson."

"Yeah?"

"What are you going to do with the carcasses?"

He looked surprised by the pivot. "Drag 'em to the south field and let the scavengers have them. Why?"

"Because that's four pigs worth of pork, and I know a cook who would lose his mind over fresh boar meat. He already smoked one last night that half the town ate for supper." She was back. The adrenaline was fading and the practical brain was coming online. "Give me a gold back from the job and I'll take them off your hands. I'll get them into town and to someone who can break them down."

Henderson looked at her. Looked at the pigs. The math was simple — he'd been planning to waste four carcasses he didn't want to deal with, and she was offering to solve that problem too, in exchange for one gold off the eight.

"Deal," he said. "Take 'em."

"You got a cart? Because I'm not carrying four dead pigs on my shoulders, even in this world."

Henderson had a handcart — the kind you'd use for fence posts or feed bags. It took both of them to load the carcasses, which was unpleasant and messy and involved a lot of swearing from Lena and a lot of quiet amusement from Henderson, who apparently found the whole situation funnier than anything that had happened on his ranch in years.

She pulled the cart down the trail toward Dustbreak. Four feral boars, stacked and cooling. The cart wheels creaked. Her arms ached. Pig blood was on her boots, her jeans, and somewhere in her hair that she didn't want to think about.

She went straight to Mae.

Mae looked at the cart. Looked at Lena. Looked at the cart again.

"Four?"

"Four. Henderson gave them to me for a gold off the job. They're feral — leaner than ranch stock, tougher, but there's good meat on them. Benny can use the pork. The hides go to Cobb if he wants them. The fat renders down for cooking or soap." She parked the cart next to the store. "Can you handle the breakdown? I know you've got a process for this kind of thing."

"I've got a butcher who comes through twice a week from the south road. He's due tomorrow." Mae was already making marks on the list. "I'll store them in the cold cellar tonight and have him break them down in the morning. I'll split the cuts — Benny gets first pick for the kitchen, the rest goes to stock. I'll credit you for the value of the meat and hides against your tab."

"So I just turned a pest control job into free pork for Benny and credit at your store."

"You turned a problem into inventory. That's not pest control, Lena. That's supply chain management."

"It's common sense, Mae."

"In this town, that's the same thing." She made another mark. "Seven gold for the job, minus the one you gave Henderson, plus the carcass credit. You'll come out ahead."

"I always come out ahead. I just don't usually have pig blood on my pants when I do."

She left the cart at Mae's and walked toward the Rusty Ledger. She needed a wash. She needed a drink. She needed to not smell like dead pig before she went to Emmett's bookshop after supper to write a proposal that might change this town.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. Still warm. Not from the sun.

She looked at it. Really looked at it, for the first time since she'd picked it up off the ground next to a dead pig. It sat in its Sheridan-tooled holster like it belonged there. Like it had always been a weapon. Like the twenty years she'd spent thinking of it as a phone had been the wrong answer, and the right answer was something she didn't have a word for.

"We're going to have a talk about this," she said to it. "Later. When I've stopped shaking."

The Nokia did not respond. It never did. But it was warm against her hip, and it had killed a pig for her, and she was starting to think that the most reliable thing in her life — in either world — was a twenty-year-old phone that refused to break and apparently refused to let her die.

She was going to need at least three whiskeys before she could think about that clearly.

She was thinking about pork. And proposals. And the fact that her phone apparently had opinions about feral boars.

Just another Tuesday.


            

    
        32. Red Curry and a Yell

    
    
    
    
                She pushed through the swinging doors of the Rusty Ledger and the bar went quiet.

Not quiet in the polite way — quiet in the way a room goes quiet when something walks in that the room doesn't know how to process. Every head turned. Every conversation paused. A miner at the near table stopped his glass halfway to his mouth and held it there like a man who had forgotten how drinking worked.

Lena stood in the doorway. Hat askew. Hair matted to one side with something dark and wet. A streak of blood across her forehead where she'd wiped sweat with the back of her hand and hadn't realized the hand was bloody. Her jeans were stiff with it — pig blood from hip to knee on the left side, smeared across the right thigh where she'd wiped the maul. Her shirt had a handprint on the shoulder from loading carcasses onto a cart. Her boots — her beloved Red Wings — looked like she'd waded through a slaughterhouse.

She walked to the bar. The room watched. She sat on her stool. The stool creaked.

Benny was staring at her with the expression of a man who was trying to decide between asking if she was okay and calling for a doctor.

"Whiskey," she said.

"Are you — is that — Lena, are you okay?"

"You shoulda seen the other guy."

"The other — what other guy?"

"Four of them, actually. Pigs. Feral. Henderson's ranch." She took the whiskey he poured with shaking hands — his, not hers, hers had stopped shaking half a mile ago — and drank it in one pull. "Another."

He poured. She drank. He poured again without being asked. Three whiskeys in about ninety seconds. The bar was still staring. She didn't care.

Dolly appeared from somewhere — the stairs, the ether, wherever Dolly materialized from when drama was happening within earshot. She looked at Lena. Her eyes went wide. Her hand went to her chest.

"Baby doll, what happened to you?"

"Pig dispatch. Mae's job. Four feral boars at Henderson's. Three with a maul, one with—" She stopped. Looked at the Nokia on her hip. Looked at Dolly. "One with something else."

"Is that blood on your face?"

"Probably."

"It's definitely blood on your face."

"Then yes. It's blood on my face." She set the empty glass down. "I'm fine. Nothing is broken. Nothing is bleeding that's mine. I just need to sit here for a minute and then I need to wash these clothes before they become a biohazard."

Dolly sat on the stool next to her. Not her usual entrance — no performance, no scan of the room, no positioning. She just sat. And put her hand on Lena's arm. And didn't say anything for a moment.

"You sure you're okay?"

"I'm okay, Dolly. I promise. It was just..." She looked at the bar. At the whiskey. At her hands, which were clean now — she'd washed them at Henderson's pump — but still felt like they had pig on them. "It was a lot. It was more than I expected. And something happened with the..." She touched the Nokia holster. "Something I can't explain. But I'm okay."

Dolly studied her face for a long moment. The professional read — the same look she'd given Lena on Day 1, except now it wasn't assessment. It was concern.

"Okay," Dolly said softly. "But you're getting a bath later."

"Tomorrow. Right now I just need to wash these clothes before they walk away on their own."

She finished the third whiskey. Set the glass down. The bar had mostly gone back to its business — the miners were used to blood, and a woman who walked in looking like she'd lost a fight with a butcher shop was apparently less interesting than their beer after about two minutes.

She went upstairs. Changed into her last clean shirt — the second of Mae's cotton work shirts — and her wash-day jeans. She bundled the pig-blood clothes into a tight roll, held them at arm's length, and headed back downstairs.

"Going to the wash house," she told Benny.

"You want company?"

"Benny, I'm washing pig blood out of my pants. This is not a social event."

"Right. Yep. Makes sense."

She walked south through town. The wash house was empty — late afternoon, nobody else doing laundry. She scrubbed the jeans and the shirt in the cold stream water with a washboard and a bar of soap that was barely more than tallow with ambitions. The blood came out in stages — red, then pink, then finally clear. Her hands were raw and red from the cold water and the scrubbing by the time she was done. She wrung everything out and hung it on the line.

She stood there for a minute. Wet hands. Cold air. The sound of the stream running past the wash house, the same stream she'd shown Emmett last night from the hillside, the same water that was going to run through six hundred feet of pipe and come out of a tap in Benny's kitchen.

Speaking of Emmett.

She dried her hands on her jeans, walked back up the boardwalk, and stopped in front of the bookshop. The light was on. It was always on. She could see him through the window — bent over the desk, book open, pencil moving. He'd probably been there all day, pulling together the economic research for the proposal like she'd asked. Because that's what Emmett did. You asked, and he delivered.

She opened the door.

"DINNER AT THE LEDGER!"

She didn't wait. She didn't step inside. She didn't check if he'd heard, or if he'd looked up, or if he was wearing his reading lens or his regular glasses or no glasses at all. She yelled it into the shop like she was yelling across a job site, and then she pulled the door shut and kept walking.

Behind the closed door, she heard a thud — a book hitting a desk or a desk hitting a knee or both — and a muffled "Wh— okay!"

He'd be there. He was always there.

She walked back to the Rusty Ledger with wet-scrubbed hands and clean-enough clothes and the specific calm of a woman who had killed four pigs, washed the evidence out of her jeans, and yelled at a bookseller, all before supper.



Emmett was at the bar when she got back. On his stool. Beer in hand. Book on the counter — not reading, just holding, the way some people hold a drink they're not drinking. He was waiting for her. He'd probably been waiting since the yell, which meant he'd closed the shop, walked three buildings, and sat down in under five minutes.

"Hey," she said, dropping onto her stool.

"Hey." He looked at her. Scanned her face — gently, the way Emmett did everything. "Are you alright? Benny said something about pigs and blood and—"

"I'm fine. Long day. Tell you about it later. What's Benny making?"

As if summoned by his name — which, in fairness, was how Benny operated — Benny appeared from the kitchen with the specific energy of a man who had been waiting for an audience.

"Okay," he said. "So a trader came through this afternoon. From the south. Way south. And he had these things."

He set three items on the bar. A thick glass jar of something white and creamy. A small clay pot sealed with wax. And a bundle of leaves that smelled sharp and bright and like nothing Lena had encountered in Dustbreak.

"The white stuff is milk. But from a nut. A big brown nut with hair on it."

"Coconut milk."

"I don't know what that is. The trader called it palm cream. And this—" He unsealed the clay pot. Inside was a paste — deep red, fragrant, dense with spices that hit Lena's nose like a freight train. Chili. Lemongrass. Galangal. Things she couldn't name but recognized in the way your body recognizes a smell before your brain catches up. "—the trader said this goes with the palm cream. He swore on it. Said his grandmother would haunt him if he sold one without the other."

"What did you do with them?"

Benny's face did the thing. The excited thing. The thing that meant he'd been in the kitchen for hours and had produced something he couldn't wait to show someone.

"I cooked chicken in it."

He disappeared into the kitchen and came back with two bowls. Deep bowls, wide, filled with something that made Lena's brain stop working.

Red curry. Not called red curry. Not labeled. Not served in a Thai restaurant with sticky rice and a garnish. Just a bowl of coconut milk that had been simmered with red spice paste and chunks of chicken until the milk had gone the color of sunset and the chicken was falling-apart tender and the whole thing smelled like someone had opened a door between Dustbreak and Bangkok.

He'd served it over rice. Steamed rice. Plain. The way it was supposed to be served, because the rice was the canvas and the curry was the painting and you didn't put anything on the canvas that competed with the art.

The leaves were on top. Torn, not chopped. They smelled like citrus and earth.

Lena looked at the bowl. Looked at Benny. Looked at the bowl again.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Have you ever heard of Thailand?"

"I don't know what that is."

"NOBODY HERE EVER KNOWS WHAT ANYTHING IS."

She picked up the spoon and took a bite.

The coconut milk was rich and silky. The spice paste bloomed across her tongue — heat first, then depth, then a sweetness that wasn't sugar but was the kind of warmth that came from spices that had been cooked slow and long. The chicken was tender enough to fall apart on the spoon. The rice soaked up the sauce and turned every grain into a delivery system for flavor. The leaves — whatever they were, herbs from a world that wasn't hers but apparently had the same opinions about food — added a brightness that cut through the richness and made her want another bite before she'd finished swallowing the first one.

She took another bite. And another. And another.

Emmett was eating his bowl with the quiet concentration of a man who had just encountered something his vocabulary wasn't prepared for. His eyes were slightly wide. He chewed slowly. He looked at Benny. He looked at the bowl. He looked at Benny again.

"This is..." Emmett started.

"I know," Benny said. Glowing.

"This is really..."

"I know."

Lena ate the whole bowl. She used the last of the rice to scrape the bottom clean. She set the spoon down and looked at Benny with an expression that was somewhere between reverence and fury.

"Benny Harwick. You have now accidentally invented the cuisine of at least five different countries that don't exist in your world. French sauces. British breakfasts. Canadian flapjacks. American comfort food. And now Thai curry. You are either the greatest natural chef who has ever lived or you are a spy from my dimension and I want answers."

"Huh." The pink. But also the grin. The full one. "I just thought the white stuff and the red stuff would go together. The trader said they would. I trusted him."

"You trusted a stranger with spices and accidentally created one of the greatest dishes in human history. In MY history. From a world you've never heard of."

"Is that... good?"

"Benny, if you ever figure out pad thai, I'm going to cry. Actual tears. In public. In front of Dolly and Harlan and everyone."

"I don't know what pad thai is."

"I know you don't. And somehow that makes it worse."

Emmett was still staring at his empty bowl. He looked up. "Can I have another one?"

Benny beamed and disappeared into the kitchen.

Lena picked up her whiskey — her fourth of the day, but who was counting — and looked at Emmett. He looked back. Clean, warm, ink-stained fingers wrapped around a beer, the faint pink still lingering from the curry or from her presence or from both.

"After this," she said. "Your shop. We write the proposal."

"I pulled the books this afternoon. Economic theory, civic infrastructure precedents, two historical accounts of public works projects in Copper Ridge. I also drafted an outline for the proposal structure — introduction, problem statement, proposed solution, cost analysis, funding mechanism, projected benefits."

She stared at him.

"You did all that today?"

"You yelled 'dinner at the Ledger' into my shop. I had to do something with the adrenaline."

She laughed. The real one. The one that made Benny look up from the kitchen and Dolly glance over from her table and the whole bar feel a little bit warmer.

"You're something else, Emmett Grail."

"Huh," he said. And then he caught himself, because "huh" was Benny's word, and the pink deepened, and he hid behind his beer.

Benny came back with seconds. They ate. The curry was even better the second time, the way good curry always was — the flavors deeper, the heat more settled, the coconut richer.

Lena pushed the empty bowl forward and stood.

"Alright, Scholar. Let's go write a proposal."

Emmett finished his beer. Set the glass down. Picked up the book from the counter — the one he'd been holding when she walked in, the one she now realized was one of the Copper Ridge economic texts. He'd brought it to dinner. Of course he had.

"Benny, we're heading to the bookshop," she said. "Don't wait up."

"Huh," Benny said. The grin. The rag. The wipe.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

They pushed through the swinging doors and into the evening. The bookshop was three buildings down. The light was still on. The proposal was waiting. And somewhere in her tool pouch was a notebook full of pipe calculations in two languages, ready to become the most important document Dustbreak had never seen.


            

    
        33. The Proposal

    
    
    
    
                Emmett's coffee was exactly as terrible as advertised.

"This is criminal," Lena said, holding the mug at arm's length. "This is a crime against beans. Whatever you did to these beans should be prosecuted."

"I boiled water and put the grounds in it."

"Emmett, that's not how you make coffee. That's how you make regret."

"You said you'd bring Benny's."

"I forgot. I was busy killing pigs." She set the mug down on his desk between a stack of books and a pile of notes covered in his neat, precise handwriting. "Alright. Show me what you've got."

The bookshop at night was different from the bookshop during the day. Quieter, obviously — it was always quiet — but the oil lamp on the desk made the room feel smaller and warmer, the shelves closing in like walls of a fort built from paper. Emmett had cleared a workspace in the center of the chaos: books stacked by relevance, notes organized by topic, and a blank sheet of paper in the middle waiting for the proposal that was going to change Dustbreak.

He'd also put out two chairs instead of one, which meant he'd planned for her to sit next to him instead of across from him. She filed that away and didn't think about it.

She sat. He sat. Their shoulders were close enough that she could smell ink and old paper and the faint warmth of a man who'd been working in a small room all day.

"Okay," he said. The Scholar voice was on. Steady, clear, the nervousness packed away in whatever drawer he kept it in when there was work to do. "Here's the argument."

He laid it out.

The town collected a levy on the mine's output — standard, had been in place for years. When the mine produced more gold, the levy produced more revenue. Since Lena fixed the sluice, the mine's yield had roughly doubled. Which meant the town's mining revenue had roughly doubled. That was new money — money that hadn't existed three weeks ago, money that was flowing into Dustbreak's civic budget right now, and money that Harlan and Mae probably hadn't fully accounted for yet because the increase was so recent.

"How much are we talking?" Lena asked.

"I estimated based on what Griff told you about the yield increase and the standard levy rate." He pointed to a number on his notes. "Somewhere between eight and twelve extra gold per day flowing into the town's accounts. That's new revenue. It didn't exist before you fixed the chase."

"And the project costs?"

"I broke it down." He flipped to another page. Pipe production — Forge's labor and materials, estimated at 200-250 gold for six hundred feet of wrought iron with bell ends. Solder materials — tin and silver alloy, maybe 30 gold. Oakum and sundries — 20 gold. Labor — Griff's crew at 5 gold per day per worker, three workers for roughly four weeks, call it 300 gold. Brackets, intake box, tap assembly, incidentals — another 50.

"Total?" she asked, though she could see the number at the bottom of his page.

"Roughly 400 gold. Could be less if Forge gives a volume discount on the pipe. Could be more if the route is longer than estimated."

"And the town has...?"

"The town has the new surplus from the mining levy. At ten gold per day, the project pays for itself in forty days. The money's already coming in. Harlan doesn't need to raise a single coin. He just needs to commit the surplus to the project instead of letting it sit in the civic account."

Lena leaned back in her chair and looked at the ceiling. Four hundred gold. Forty days of surplus revenue from a mine she'd fixed with overlapping joints and 45-degree turns. The money existed because she'd done good work, and now she needed the town to spend that money on more good work.

"There's a problem," she said.

"What?"

"Harlan's going to ask why. Why water. Why now. Why spend the surplus on pipe instead of saving it for emergencies or spending it on something the town already needs."

"I thought about that." Emmett flipped to another page — this one had fewer numbers and more words. "The answer is return on investment. Running water to the Rusty Ledger is a proof of concept. If it works — and it will work, because you designed it — then the system expands. Every building in Dustbreak gets a tap. That changes the town. It changes property values, it changes commerce, it changes who wants to live here and who wants to trade here. Dustbreak stops being a crossroads where people drift through and starts being a destination."

"That's a big promise."

"It's not a promise. It's a projection based on what happened when Copper Ridge built their millworks fifty years ago." He held up one of the books. "This is the economic history. The mill cost the town three years of surplus revenue. Within five years, the population had doubled and the tax base had tripled. Infrastructure investment isn't spending. It's planting."

"Did you just call my pipe project a seed?"

"I called it an investment. You can call it whatever you want." The faintest hint of a smile. "I think Harlan will call it crazy and then Mae will look at the numbers and tell him to do it."

Lena laughed. "You know them pretty well."

"I've sold them both books they didn't want. I know how they negotiate."

She looked at his notes. The neat columns. The careful estimates. The outline he'd drafted — problem statement, proposed solution, cost analysis, funding mechanism, projected return. He'd done more than pull some books. He'd built a case. A real one, with numbers and precedent and a funding model that didn't require anyone to gamble on her.

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"This is really good."

The pink arrived. But smaller than it used to be. More like a warmth than a blush. "Thank you."

"No, I mean — this is good. This is the kind of proposal I've seen general contractors put together for municipal projects back home. You did this in one afternoon with books from a crate."

"The books are better than you'd think. The Copper Ridge economic texts are surprisingly rigorous for a frontier—"

"Emmett. Take the compliment."

He stopped. Blinked. "Thank you, Lena."

"You're welcome." She picked up the terrible coffee and took a sip because she needed something to do with her hands. It was still terrible. She drank it anyway. "So when do we present?"

"Tomorrow morning. Harlan usually stops by Mae's after his rounds for tea. We catch him there and lay it out in one conversation."

"Both of us?"

"You present the engineering. I present the economics. You tell them what we're building. I tell them how to pay for it." He paused. "If that's... if you want me there."

"Emmett, I literally cannot do this without you. I can tell Harlan every pipe diameter and flow rate in the system. I cannot tell him about surplus revenue and return on investment and whatever the hell a multiplier effect is. You're not optional. You're the other half of this."

The warmth on his face deepened. Not pink anymore. Something steadier. Something that looked less like embarrassment and more like a man hearing that he mattered.

"Okay," he said. "Tomorrow morning. Mae's store. Both of us."

"Both of us."

They sat there for a moment. The lamp flickered. The books watched from their shelves. The terrible coffee cooled between them.

"I should go," she said. "Long day tomorrow. Long day today, for that matter. I killed four pigs and threw a phone at one of them and I still haven't fully processed that."

"You threw your phone at a pig?"

"I'll tell you about it tomorrow. Over Benny's coffee. Not yours. Never yours."

He walked her to the door. She stepped out onto the boardwalk. The night was cool and clear and the clock tower was glowing and the Rusty Ledger was three buildings down, warm and waiting.

She turned back. He was standing in the doorway, lamplight behind him, book still in his hand because the man could not exist without a book within arm's reach.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

She didn't grab his hand. She didn't kiss his cheek. She just looked at him — ink-stained, warm, steady, the man who had spent his afternoon building an economic argument for her pipe dream because she'd yelled into his shop — and smiled.

He smiled back.

It was enough. For tonight, it was enough.

She walked to the Rusty Ledger. Three buildings. Forty-five seconds. The swinging doors closed behind her. Benny was wiping down the bar. Dolly had gone upstairs. The stool was waiting.

"How'd it go?" Benny asked.

"We're presenting the proposal to Harlan and Mae tomorrow morning."

"The water thing?"

"The water thing."

Benny stopped wiping. Looked at her. The golden retriever face, but different — something behind it that was more serious than his usual warmth.

"You're really going to do this," he said.

"I'm really going to do this."

"Huh." He picked up the rag. Started wiping again. But he was smiling. The quiet one. The one that said I believe you.

She went upstairs. Nokia on the nightstand. Ledger under the Nokia. Boots at the foot of the bed, toes out, shaken first.

Tomorrow she'd ask a town to build something it had never imagined.

Tonight she slept like someone who knew exactly what she was going to do when she woke up.


            

    
        34. Mango and Nerves

    
    
    
    
                Day 8.

She was awake before the light came through the window, which never happened. Lena Wright was not a morning person. Lena Wright was a hit-the-snooze-four-times, stumble-to-the-coffee-pot, don't-talk-to-me-until-the-second-cup person. But today she was awake, staring at the ceiling, thinking about pipe diameters and funding mechanisms and the specific expression Harlan's face was going to make when a plumber and a bookseller walked into his wife's store and asked for four hundred gold.

She shook out her boots. Got dressed. Nokia on the hip. Wrench on the belt. Hat on.

Downstairs.

Benny was behind the bar. He looked up and did a double take.

"You're early."

"Couldn't sleep."

"Nervous?"

"I don't get nervous. I get... strategically awake."

"Huh." He set a mug of coffee in front of her without being asked. The ritual was fully automatic now — she sat, coffee appeared, the universe was in order. "So, breakfast. I have to be honest with you."

"That's never a good start."

"It's nothing fancy today. That trader's stuff — the palm cream, the spice paste — I've still got some left and I need to use it before it turns. And he left some fruit too. These big yellow things, soft, kind of shaped like a—"

"Mangoes."

"I don't know what that is. They're yellow and they smell sweet and when you slice them they're — I don't know how to describe it. Buttery? Like a fruit made of butter?"

"Those are mangoes, Benny."

"Okay. Mangoes. So I cooked the rice in the leftover palm cream — just simmered it until it went sticky and thick and sweet. And I sliced the yellow things on top. And there was some of that tree syrup left so I drizzled a little of that over it." He shrugged. "It's just leftovers, really. Using up what I've got."

He set the bowl in front of her.

Mango sticky rice. Coconut sticky rice with sliced mango on top, drizzled with syrup, served in a clay bowl on a bar counter in a saloon in another dimension. The rice was glossy and sweet, each grain coated in the thick coconut cream that had soaked in while it cooked. The mango was ripe — perfectly, impossibly ripe, the kind of ripe that only happened when fruit was picked at the exact right moment and eaten within hours. The syrup caught the lamplight.

"Benny."

"It's just leftovers."

"Benny, this is a dessert. This is a famous dessert. This exists in my world. People pay good money for exactly this, in restaurants, in cities, on purpose. And you made it because you had extra coconut milk and some yellow things."

"Is it good?"

She took a bite. The rice was warm and creamy and sweet. The mango was cool and soft and tasted like sunshine had a flavor. Together they were the thing she used to order at the Thai place on Hillsborough Street after a long Friday shift — the reward meal, the end-of-week treat, the dish that meant the work was done and the weekend had started.

Except the work wasn't done. The work was about to start. And she was eating mango sticky rice at seven in the morning because the universe had decided that if it was going to drop her in another dimension, the least it could do was give her a cook who accidentally invented every comfort food she'd ever loved.

"Bastard," she said, with her mouth full. "How do you keep doing this?"

"Huh." The pink. The grin. The rag, even though there was nothing to wipe.

The swinging doors opened. Emmett walked in — early, which was not his natural state. He looked like he'd been awake for a while too. His coat was buttoned wrong. His reading lens was on his nose instead of in his pocket, which meant he'd been reading something on the walk over and forgot to take them off. He had a satchel over one shoulder that was heavier than it needed to be because it was full of books, because of course it was.

"Morning," he said, sliding onto his stool.

"Morning. You look like you slept about as well as I did."

"I reorganized the proposal outline twice after you left. And then I found a third historical precedent for civic infrastructure funding that I think strengthens the Copper Ridge argument, so I added an appendix." He paused. "And then I couldn't sleep."

"An appendix. You added an appendix to a proposal we're presenting to a sheriff who drinks tea with his wife."

"It's a good appendix."

Benny set a bowl of mango sticky rice and a mug of coffee in front of Emmett without a word. Emmett looked at the bowl. Looked at the mango. Picked up a spoon. Took a bite.

His eyes closed.

"Oh," he said quietly.

"I know," Lena said.

"This is..."

"I know."

They ate. Benny hovered in that way he did when people were eating his food and he was trying not to stare — wiping the same spot on the bar, rearranging glasses that didn't need rearranging, polishing a mug that was already clean. The morning light was coming through the windows. The bar was quiet. A few early miners drifted in, grabbed coffee, drifted out.

Cade was there.

That was unusual. Cade wasn't a morning person either — his hours were evening, late night, the hours when cards and whiskey and lamplight turned a corner table into a workplace. But today he was in his chair. Early. Coffee in front of him instead of whiskey. Cards on the table but not in play — just sitting there, the way they sat when Cade was thinking instead of working.

He looked at Lena. She looked at him.

The nod. The same nod as always. Except today there was something behind it — a flicker of something that might have been amusement, or interest, or the specific look a gambler gets when he's placed a bet and the cards haven't been turned yet.

He's probably got a damn bet on me, she thought.

She nodded back. Cade picked up his coffee. The moment passed.

"So," Emmett said, pulling the proposal notes from his satchel. "Do you want to run through it once before we go?"

"Yeah. Hit me with the highlights. Quick version — I don't need the appendix."

"The appendix is—"

"Emmett."

"Right. Quick version." He spread his notes on the bar. Benny drifted closer, pretending to wipe. "Problem: Dustbreak has no running water. Every building relies on hand pumps, well draws, or the public pump — which was broken for a month until you fixed it. The wash house uses the stream directly. There's no sanitation infrastructure. The outhouse situation is—"

"Criminal."

"I was going to say 'inadequate,' but yes. Criminal works." He flipped a page. "Proposed solution: gravity-fed water supply from the mountain stream to the Rusty Ledger as a proof of concept. Six hundred feet of wrought iron pipe, three turns, natural grade provides pressure. Intake box at the source, tap assembly at the delivery point. No pump required."

"That's my part. Engineering. What's yours?"

"Funding. The mine's increased output has generated new levy revenue — roughly eight to twelve extra gold per day in the civic accounts. The project costs approximately four hundred gold total. At current surplus rates, the town can fund the entire project from new revenue in under two months without touching existing reserves. Forge and Griff's crew get paid on a rolling basis as work progresses — no lump sum needed. The town's not spending savings. It's investing surplus."

"And the why?"

"Return on investment. Proof of concept leads to town-wide expansion. Running water transforms Dustbreak from a crossroads to a destination. Historical precedent from Copper Ridge shows infrastructure investment doubles population and triples tax base within five years." He looked up from his notes. "And the outhouse behind this bar is an affront to human dignity. I added that part myself."

Lena laughed. Emmett smiled — the real one, quick and warm.

"Alright," she said. "That's solid. You handle the money. I handle the pipe. We don't talk over each other. If Harlan pushes back on cost, you've got the numbers. If he pushes back on feasibility, I've got the engineering. If Mae pushes back on anything—"

"Mae won't push back. Mae's been watching you work for eight days. She knows what you can do."

"You think?"

"I think Mae has been waiting for someone to walk into her store and give her a reason to check something big off that list."

Lena looked at him. Sitting on his stool with his satchel full of books and his buttoned-wrong coat and his reading lens still on his nose. The man who'd built an economic argument with an appendix because a woman yelled into his shop.

"Hey Emmett?"

"Yeah?"

"Your coat's buttoned wrong."

He looked down. It was, in fact, buttoned wrong — off by one, the way it gets when you dress in the dark while thinking about civic funding mechanisms. He turned pink. Started rebuttoning.

"Leave it," she said. "It's charming."

The pink intensified. He left it.

She finished the mango. Drained the coffee. Looked at the clock tower through the window — Harlan would be finishing his rounds soon, heading to Mae's for tea. The window was closing.

"Ready?" she asked.

Emmett gathered his notes. Straightened his reading lens. Did not fix his coat.

"Ready."

They stood up. Benny watched them from behind the bar with the expression of a proud parent sending kids off to their first day of school — terrified, hopeful, and trying very hard not to say something that would make it worse.

"Good luck," he said.

"We don't need luck, Benny. We need a sheriff who can read a budget and a woman who likes checking things off lists."

"Huh." The grin. The rag.

They pushed through the swinging doors into the morning. Mae's store was across the crossroads. The light was on. The list was waiting.

Lena patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She looked at Emmett. Satchel. Books. Wrong coat. Right man.

"Let's go sell a pipe dream," she said.

"Please don't call it that in front of Harlan."

"No promises."

They walked across the crossroads. Side by side. The morning sun was warm on their faces and somewhere inside Cole's Sundries a sheriff was drinking tea with his wife and neither of them knew that the next ten minutes were going to change their town.

But Lena knew. And Emmett knew. And Cade, watching from his corner through the window of the Rusty Ledger, probably knew too.

He'd definitely placed a bet.


            

    
        35. The Pitch

    
    
    
    
                Cole's Sundries smelled like dry goods and pencil shavings and the faint warmth of tea steeping in a pot behind the counter. Mae was at her station — spectacles, list, pencil behind the ear. Harlan was in the chair by the window with a mug in his hand and his hat on his knee, which meant he'd finished his rounds and was settled in for tea. They looked comfortable. They looked like two people who had been married long enough that silence between them wasn't empty — it was just the space where words used to be before they'd said them all.

Lena and Emmett walked in together.

Mae looked up. Her eyes moved from Lena to Emmett to the satchel on Emmett's shoulder to the notebook in Lena's hand. The spectacles shifted a fraction of an inch upward on her nose.

"Morning," Mae said. Neutral. Waiting.

"Morning, Mae. Harlan." Lena stopped at the counter. Emmett stood next to her — close, but not too close, the way a man stands when he's been told he's the other half of something and is trying to live up to it. "We have something we want to show you both."

Harlan looked at his wife. Mae looked at Lena. Nobody said anything for a moment that was exactly long enough to be uncomfortable.

"Go ahead," Mae said.

Lena laid out the engineering.

She kept it simple. No equations. No technical jargon. Just the picture — a pipe from the mountain stream to the Rusty Ledger. Gravity does the work. Water runs downhill through iron pipe, enters the building, comes out of a tap. No pump. No magic. No glowing rectangles involved. Just physics, iron, and the fact that the mountain is higher than the bar.

She drew the route on a piece of paper while she talked — the intake point, the path down the mountain, the three turns, the entry into town from the south. She described the pipe specs in plain language. She described the joints — oakum and tin-silver solder, no lead, she made sure to say that. She described the labor — Griff's crew, off-shift miners, five gold a day.

Harlan's hat came off his knee. It went into his hands. His hands started turning it. Slowly. The way Harlan turned his hat when he was processing something that was bigger than the chair he was sitting in.

Emmett laid out the economics.

He was calm. Calmer than Lena had expected — the bookshop nervousness was gone, replaced by something that looked like competence. He talked about the mining levy. He talked about the increased yield. He talked about surplus revenue — the new money flowing into the civic accounts because of the mine's improved output. He laid out the costs on a piece of paper: pipe production, materials, labor, incidentals. Four hundred gold, total. He laid out the funding timeline: forty days of surplus revenue. No lump sum. No new taxes. No raiding the reserves. Just the new money that was already coming in, committed to a project instead of accumulating in an account nobody was watching.

Harlan's hands were wringing the hat now. Not turning — wringing. The brim was getting a workout. He rubbed his face with one hand. Ran the other through his hair. Put the hat back on his knee. Took it off again.

Mae hadn't moved. Her pencil was in her hand but she wasn't writing. She was listening. Her eyes moved between Emmett's notes and Lena's route drawing and the two people standing in front of her counter, and her expression was the expression of a woman taking an exam she'd already studied for.

Emmett finished. The notes were on the counter. The numbers were visible. The argument was laid out — problem, solution, cost, funding, return. He stepped back, slightly, and looked at Lena. She looked at him. They'd done their part.

Silence.

Harlan looked at his hat. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at the notes on the counter. Rubbed his face again.

Mae spoke.

"The levy revenue. You're estimating eight to twelve extra per day. What's your basis?"

Emmett didn't flinch. "Griff reported that their yield roughly doubled after the sluice repair. I used the low end of the range — a conservative estimate based on the standard levy percentage applied to the reported increase. I can show you the calculation."

"Show me."

He showed her. She looked at the numbers. Asked him where he got the levy rate. He told her — public record, filed at the sheriff's office. She asked if he'd verified the mine's reported output against Mae's own supply ledger, since the miners bought their provisions from her and she could cross-reference their spending against their claimed yield.

"I didn't think to do that," Emmett said. "But that's a good check."

"I already did it." Mae reached under the counter and pulled out her own ledger — not a Ledger, a ledger, an actual paper book where she tracked every transaction in the store. "The miners have been spending forty percent more in the last two weeks. That tracks with a yield increase of roughly what you're claiming."

Emmett blinked. Lena looked at Mae. Mae looked back at Lena with the expression of a woman who kept better books than anyone in town and had been waiting for someone to notice.

"The pipe production estimate," Mae continued. "Two hundred to two hundred fifty gold. That assumes Forge gives you a volume discount. Has he agreed to that?"

"Not yet. We haven't presented him with a formal order."

"Present him with the order before you commit those numbers. Forge is fair but he's not cheap. If his materials cost more than you've estimated, the whole timeline shifts."

"Agreed."

"Labor. Griff's crew at five gold a day. Three workers, four weeks. That's three hundred gold just for digging and laying. Can you get it done in four weeks?"

Lena stepped in. "Depends on the terrain and the weather. Four weeks is aggressive but doable if the route is clear and Forge can keep up with pipe production. If the terrain's harder than I think, or if we hit rock, it could stretch to six."

"Then budget for six. Don't bring me a number that assumes everything goes right. Bring me the number that accounts for everything going wrong."

"Fair. Call it five hundred total with contingency."

"Five hundred." Mae wrote the number on her ledger. Not the list — the ledger. The real book. "At ten gold per day surplus, that's fifty days."

"Less than two months," Emmett said.

Mae looked at the number. Looked at Emmett's notes. Looked at Lena's route drawing. She set the pencil down.

Then she turned to Harlan.

Harlan was sitting in his chair with his hat on his knee and the expression of a man who had been watching a chess game between his wife and two people half her age and was very glad he wasn't the one being questioned. He looked at Mae. Mae looked at him.

"What do you think, honey?" he said.

It was delivered like it was his play. Like he'd been sitting there formulating his position, weighing the options, preparing to render judgment — and had magnanimously decided to consult his wife before making the call.

It was one hundred percent Mae's court. It had been one hundred percent Mae's court from the moment they walked in. Harlan knew it. Mae knew it. Lena was starting to suspect it. Emmett, bless him, still thought they were presenting to both of them equally.

Mae picked up her pencil. Tapped it on the counter twice.

"I decided in the first five minutes," she said. "I just wanted to hear them explain it." She looked at Lena. Then at Emmett. Then at the notes on the counter. "Looks like they did a lot of work, and I wouldn't want that to go to waste."

Lena's heart was doing something it hadn't done since the pig charged her — hammering against her ribs like it was trying to escape.

"That's a yes?" she said.

"That's a yes with conditions. You get Forge's real numbers before we commit. You budget for six weeks, not four. You give me a weekly progress report — costs against budget, pipe laid against schedule. And if it goes over five hundred gold, you come to me before you spend another copper, not after."

"Done."

"And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"When that tap works — and it will work, because I've watched you fix everything you've touched in this town — the first glass of water comes to me. Before Benny. Before Dolly. Before anyone." She picked up her list and made a mark — a big one, deliberate, the kind you make when something important has been decided. "I've been drinking well water for forty years. I'd like to know what the mountain tastes like."

Lena looked at Mae Cole. Seventy-something. Spectacles. Pencil. List. The woman who ran Dustbreak from behind a counter while her husband wore the badge and tipped his hat and thought he was in charge.

"First glass is yours, Mae. I promise."

"Good." Mae set the pencil behind her ear. The conversation was over. The decision was made. The list had been updated. "Now get out of my store. I've got inventory to count and you've got a blacksmith to talk to."

Harlan stood. Put his hat on. Looked at Lena with the expression she was starting to know well — the Lena face, the one that said I don't understand how you do what you do but I've stopped fighting it.

"Miss Wright," he said. And then, quieter, on his way out the door: "Prophet."

Lena and Emmett walked out of Cole's Sundries into the morning sunlight.

They stood on the boardwalk. The crossroads stretched in front of them — the Rusty Ledger to the right, the smithy down the street, the clock tower above. The same twenty buildings. The same forty people. The same town that had been here for generations, doing the same things the same way, content at low level.

Except now it had a water project.

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. His coat was still buttoned wrong. His satchel was lighter by several sheets of paper. His reading lens was crooked on his nose.

"We did it," he said.

"Mae did it. We just talked until she was ready to tell us what she'd already decided."

"That's... not inaccurate."

Lena laughed. Then she did something she hadn't planned — she reached over and straightened his reading lens. Gently. One finger on the bridge, adjusting. Her hand was close to his face. His eyes crossed slightly trying to watch her finger.

"There," she said. "Now you look like a man who just secured funding for a civic infrastructure project."

"I look like a man whose coat is buttoned wrong."

"You look like my man whose coat is buttoned wrong."

She said it before she heard it. The words were out. In the air. On the boardwalk. In the morning light. My man. She'd said my man.

Emmett's face did something new. Not pink. Not red. Not the blush or the warmth or any of the colors she'd catalogued over the last eight days. Something underneath all of that — something raw and open and startled and hopeful, like a window that had been painted shut for years and had just cracked open.

"I—" he started.

"Don't," she said. "Don't say anything. I didn't mean to say that. I mean — I meant it. But I didn't mean to say it. Out loud. On a street. Before I've had a chance to think about whether I meant it."

"You just said you meant it."

"I know what I said, Emmett."

"Twice."

"I am aware."

They stood there. On the boardwalk. In the sun. With four hundred gold worth of pipe between them and a word that had fallen out of her mouth and landed on the ground like a Nokia thrown at a pig — sudden, unexpected, and apparently fatal to the target.

"Forge," she said. "We need to go talk to Forge."

"Right. Forge. Pipe. Numbers." Emmett was nodding. He was nodding too much. He was going to hurt himself if he kept nodding. "Let's go talk to Forge."

They walked down the boardwalk toward the smithy. Side by side. Not touching. Both very carefully not looking at each other. Both very carefully not talking about what had just happened.

Lena patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She did not pat the thing in her chest that had no pocket and no holster and no name.

It was still there too.


            

    
        36. Iron and Idle Hands

    
    
    
    
                The smithy was hot. It was always hot — Forge's shop existed at a temperature that made the rest of Dustbreak feel like a cold cellar by comparison. But today the heat felt different. Today the heat felt like the beginning of something.

Forge was at the anvil. Where else. He looked up when they walked in — Lena first, Emmett a half step behind with his satchel and his wrong-buttoned coat and the lingering expression of a man who had recently been called "my man" on a public street and was still processing it.

"Forge," Lena said. "We need to talk numbers."

Forge set the hammer down. That was his version of clearing his calendar.

She laid it out. Six hundred feet of wrought iron pipe, two-and-a-half-inch bore, quarter-inch walls, bell ends on every section for oakum joints. She gave him the specs in guild notation — the translation she and Emmett had worked out at the bar, clean, precise, in a language Forge could read. She set the paper on the anvil and let him look.

He looked for a long time. His eyes moved over the numbers the way his hands moved over metal — slow, deliberate, assessing every detail before committing to a direction.

"How many sections?" he asked.

"Depends on section length. If you can extrude six-foot lengths, that's a hundred sections. Eight-foot, seventy-five. Whatever your process can handle consistently."

"Six-foot is easier. The longer the section, the harder it is to keep the bore uniform." He picked up the spec sheet and held it closer to the forge light. "Quarter-inch walls is workable. Bell ends add time — I have to flare each one after extrusion. But it's doable."

"What's the cost?"

Forge did something Lena hadn't seen him do before — he pulled his Ledger from his hip. Not to check stats or levels. He opened what looked like a materials calculator — a tool app, something his Smith class gave him for estimating jobs. He input numbers. Tapped. Waited. The screen flickered with calculations she couldn't read from where she was standing.

"Iron stock for a hundred sections at six feet, quarter-inch walls, two-and-a-half bore with bell ends." He looked up. "One-eighty for materials. Another forty for fuel and forge time. That's two-twenty total."

Lower than Emmett's estimate. Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett was writing the number down.

"Timeline?" she asked.

"Five sections a day. Maybe six once I've got the process dialed in. Call it twenty days for a hundred sections, including trial runs at the start."

"Twenty days."

"Give or take. The first week will be slow — I need to build the extrusion form, test the dimensions, make sure the bore is consistent. After that it'll go faster."

"And the solder? Tin-silver alloy, sixty-forty or seventy-thirty. For joint sealing."

"I ran some tests after you came by last time." He reached under the workbench and produced a small ingot — dull silver, about the size of a bar of soap. "Seventy-thirty. Tin to silver. Melts clean, flows well, hardens tight. I poured it into a test joint on some scrap pipe and let it set overnight. Held pressure when I ran water through it this morning."

Lena took the ingot. It was cool, dense, smooth. She turned it over in her hand.

"You already tested it."

"You told me what you needed. I had the materials. Seemed like the thing to do." Forge's face was as close to pleased as Forge's face ever got — which was to say it looked exactly the same as always except for something behind the eyes that might have been satisfaction if you knew where to look.

"What's the solder cost for the full project?"

"Tin's cheap. Silver's not. For a hundred joints, call it twenty-five gold for materials."

Emmett was writing furiously. "Two-twenty for pipe, twenty-five for solder. Two forty-five total for materials and production. That's under our estimate."

"Under Mae's revised estimate too," Lena said. "She wanted us to budget for the worst case. This gives us headroom."

Forge looked at them. At the spec sheet on his anvil. At the solder ingot in Lena's hand. At Emmett scribbling numbers.

"This is real," he said. It wasn't a question.

"The town approved it this morning. Mae and Harlan. Funded from the mining levy surplus."

Something shifted in Forge Marlow's face. The same shift she'd seen the first time she'd described the pipe concept — the faint increase in attention, the recognition that the work in front of him was bigger than horseshoes and hinges. Except this time it went further. This time it reached something that looked almost like excitement, buried under thirty years of frontier stoicism and a beard you could lose a hammer in.

"When do I start?"

"As soon as you can build the extrusion form. I'll bring you a formal work order this week — quantities, schedule, payment terms. The town's paying on a rolling basis as you produce."

"I'll start the form today." He picked up his hammer. The conversation was over. Forge communicated in two modes: words and metal. He'd used up his words for the morning. The metal was next.

Lena and Emmett walked out into the cooler air. The morning was bright. The clock tower glowed. Somewhere behind them, the sound of a hammer on an anvil started up — but different now. Purposeful. The sound of a man building a tool that would build a pipe that would carry water that would change a town.

"Two forty-five," Emmett said, looking at his notes. "Plus Griff's labor at five per day per worker for six weeks — that's six-thirty total. Oakum, brackets, incidentals, call it another fifty. Grand total: seven twenty-five." He paused. "That's over Mae's five hundred."

"Pipe and solder are under. Labor is the big number. We might be able to trim it — fewer workers, longer timeline. Or split Griff's crew between mine shifts and pipe work so they're not full-time on the project."

"I'll rework the numbers and bring them to Mae this afternoon."

"Good. And Emmett?"

He looked at her. The reading lens was still crooked. The coat was still wrong. He looked like a man who had negotiated with a blacksmith and was about to renegotiate a civic budget and was somehow doing all of this while being Emmett.

"Thank you," she said. "Seriously. This morning — the proposal, the numbers, the appendix nobody asked for — I couldn't have done any of this without you."

"You could have done the pipe without me."

"I could have built a pipe. I couldn't have built a project." She adjusted his reading lens again. It was becoming a habit. "Go rework those numbers. I'll see you tonight."

"At the Ledger?"

"Where else?"

He smiled. The real one. Then he turned and walked toward his shop, satchel swinging, coat buttons askew, a man with purpose and a budget to revise.

Lena watched him go for about three seconds longer than was strictly necessary. Then she turned and walked toward Cole's Sundries.



Mae looked up when the door opened. Pencil. Spectacles. List.

"You're back already?"

"Forge's numbers came in under your estimate. Two forty-five for pipe and solder. Emmett's reworking the labor budget this afternoon to get the total closer to your five hundred."

"Good." Mark on the list. "Anything else?"

"Yeah, actually." Lena leaned on the counter. "You got anything on the list for me today?"

Mae's pencil stopped.

She looked at Lena over the spectacles. The look lasted about four seconds, which for Mae was an eternity. It was the look of a woman recalculating something she'd thought she already understood.

"You just got a five-hundred-gold civic infrastructure project approved," Mae said. "And you're asking me for a job."

"Forge needs time to build the extrusion form. Could be a week before he's producing pipe. Griff's crew isn't starting until we have pipe to lay. Emmett's handling the budget revision." She shrugged. "I've got time. And if there's something that needs fixing, I'd rather be fixing it than sitting at the bar watching Benny wipe things."

"You could take a day off."

"I don't take days off, Mae. I didn't take days off back home and I'm not starting now. Days off are for people who don't know what to do with themselves. I always know what to do with myself."

Mae looked at her for another long moment. Then she did something Lena had never seen her do — she smiled. Not the mouth thing, not the almost-smile that was almost an order. A real smile. Small, warm, and gone almost as fast as it arrived, but real.

"Third item on the list," Mae said, pulling the paper toward her. "Henderson's south gate hinge is rusted through. He can't close the pasture at night and he's worried about predators after the pig situation."

"Henderson again."

"Henderson always. The man's ranch is held together by hope and the work of other people." She made a mark. "Three gold. Should take you an hour if the post is solid."

"I'll grab a hinge from hardware on the way."

"I'll add it to your tab."

Lena pushed off the counter and headed for the door.

"Lena."

She stopped.

Mae was looking at the list. Not at Lena. At the list. But what she said next wasn't about the list.

"Most people, when they get what they want, they stop working. They celebrate. They take the win and sit on it." She picked up the pencil. "You got the biggest thing anyone's asked for in this town in twenty years, and you walked back in here ten minutes later and asked me what else needs doing."

"It's just work, Mae."

"I know. That's why I said yes in the first five minutes." The pencil went behind the ear. "Go fix Henderson's gate."

Lena walked out into the sunlight. Nokia on her hip. Wrench on her belt. Hat on. Three gold for a hinge job and the knowledge that the woman who ran Dustbreak had smiled at her — actually smiled — because she'd come back and asked for more work.

The pipe project was coming. Forge was building the form. Emmett was crunching numbers. Griff's crew was on standby. Mae had approved the budget. Harlan had said "prophet" under his breath on his way out the door.

But right now, there was a hinge that needed replacing. And Lena Wright didn't sit around waiting for big things to happen when there were small things to fix.

She headed for the hardware store. The list never ended. She was starting to think that was the point.


            

    
        37. The Gate and The Brisket

    
    
    
    
                Henderson's south gate was worse than advertised.

The hinge was bad — Mae had that right. Rusted through at the pin, the top leaf crumbling like wet paper. But the hinge wasn't the problem. The hinge was the casualty. The problem was the gate itself.

It was a solid gate — wooden frame, heavy timber rails top and bottom, vertical boards across the face, and two steel rods running diagonal for cross-bracing. Good design. Ranch standard. Would have lasted twenty years if someone had maintained it. Nobody had maintained it.

The bottom steel rod was bent. Not a little — bent like someone had driven a cart into it and then pretended it hadn't happened. The bend pulled the whole gate out of square, which meant the far corner dragged the ground every time you swung it, which meant every time Henderson opened or closed the gate he was grinding the hinge against its own pin with the full weight of a racked frame. The hinge didn't fail because it was old. The hinge failed because the gate had been torturing it for months.

"Henderson."

He was on the porch. Where else.

"Yeah?"

"Your hinge didn't just rust through. Your cross-brace is bent. The gate's racked. It's been dragging on the ground and the drag is what killed the hinge." She pointed at the bottom rod. "See how the frame is twisted? The bottom corner is three inches lower than it should be. Every time you swing this thing, it's grinding the pin. You could put a brand-new hinge on right now and it'd fail again inside a month."

Henderson looked at the gate. Looked at the rod. Looked at the gate again. The expression on his face was the expression of a man who had been looking at something for years without seeing it.

"Huh," he said. "I just thought the hinge was bad."

"The hinge IS bad. But the hinge is bad because the rod is bent and the rod is bent because somebody hit this gate with something heavy and nobody straightened it."

"That might have been the cart. Last winter. The ice."

"That would do it."

She put her hands on her hips and looked at the whole assembly. Hinge, frame, boards, rods, post. The post was solid — she checked it with a rap from the wrench, listening to the tone. Dense. No rot. Good. The frame timber was sound. The boards were weathered but not split. The nails were loose in a few places where the racking had worked them free. The top rod was straight.

The bottom rod was the only real problem. Fix the rod, replace the hinge, reset the nails, and the gate would work like it was new.

She pulled the pipe wrench from her belt.

"I'm going to take this apart," she said. "I'll need about an hour. Maybe less."

"Mae said it was a hinge job."

"Mae wasn't standing in front of a racked gate with a bent cross-brace. She was reading a description from a seventy-year-old man who thought the hinge was the problem." She was already working the first nail loose with the wrench claw. "No offense, Henderson."

"None taken. I'm seventy and I don't know shit about gates."

She liked Henderson. He was honest about what he didn't know, which put him ahead of most men she'd worked for.

She took the gate apart. Pulled it off the post — the remaining hinge hardware crumbled as she lifted, which confirmed how far gone it was. Laid the whole assembly on the ground. Pulled the nails that were loose. Set the boards aside.

The steel rod. Bent about fifteen degrees at the midpoint, with a secondary kink near the lower frame joint where the impact force had transferred. She needed it straight. She needed it plumb.

She pulled the Nokia from the holster.

Not for throwing this time. For what it was made for — hitting things. She braced the rod against a fence post with one hand and started working the bend with the Nokia, hammering in short, controlled strikes. The same motion she'd used to set fence staples. The same motion she'd used on a thousand fittings and brackets and stubborn pipe joints back in Raleigh. Tap, tap, check. Tap, tap, check. Feel the metal move. Feel it resist. Find the line between persuasion and force.

The rod straightened. Not perfectly — hand-straightened steel never was — but close enough that the gate would hang square. She sighted down the length of it. Straight within a quarter inch over five feet. Good enough for a ranch gate. Good enough for anything.

She rebuilt the gate on the ground. Set the boards back in place, drove new nails from Henderson's shed — he had a coffee can full of them, mixed sizes, the universal junk drawer of every shed in every dimension. She nailed tight this time, three nails per board instead of two, staggered so the grain couldn't split. Reattached both cross-rods. Checked the square with her eye and the wrench handle as a straight edge.

Then the hinge. The new one from the hardware store was basic but solid — black iron, pre-drilled, with a pin that was twice the thickness of the old one. She mounted it to the post first, checked the alignment, then lifted the gate and set it on the pin.

She swung it.

The gate moved like silk. No drag. No grind. No creak. It swept through a full arc — open to closed — and latched against the post with a soft click that sounded like a problem that had been solved.

She swung it again. And again. Each time it moved the same way — smooth, level, silent. The kind of smooth that only happened when every piece of a system was doing its job: hinge aligned, frame square, rod straight, boards tight, post plumb.

Henderson had come off the porch. He was standing at the gate, watching it swing. He pushed it open himself. Pulled it closed. Opened it again.

"I sent you here for a hinge," he said.

"Yeah."

"This isn't a hinge."

"No sir. This is a gate."

He looked at her. The same look he'd given her after the pig. The same look everyone in Dustbreak eventually gave her — the one that said I asked for one thing and got something bigger and I don't know what to do with that.

"People around here," he said slowly, "usually just fix what they were told to fix."

"I know. But if you're going to fix something, you should fix it right. Otherwise you're just putting a new hinge on a broken gate and calling it done. Six months from now you're standing here again with the same problem and a different hinge on the ground."

"Like the fence post."

"Exactly like the fence post. Gravel drainage, set it right, it lasts. Straighten the rod, square the frame, it lasts. Fix the cause, not the symptom. That's the whole game."

Henderson nodded. The slow nod. The one that meant something was settling in his head that was going to stay there.

"Let me give you a bonus," he said.

"Henderson, Mae's paying me three gold for this. That's fine. I'm not—"

"I've got a man coming through today to process a steer. Butchering out behind the barn. Let me give you a cut — your choice. Call it a thank-you for doing more than I asked."

Lena looked at him. Looked at the gate. Looked at the barn, where she could see the setup — a rail, a block, tools laid out on a table. The steer was in the south pen, calm, unaware.

"A brisket," she said.

"A what?"

"The chest cut. The big flat muscle that runs along the front of the ribcage. Both sides if you can spare it — the flat and the point. It's a tough cut. Most people don't know what to do with it."

"And you do?"

"I don't. But I know a cook who will lose his goddamn mind over it."

Henderson laughed. The first real laugh she'd heard from him — dry, rusty, the laugh of a man who didn't use it often enough. "I'll have him set it aside. Come by after he's done — couple hours."

"I'll be here."

She gathered her tools. Wiped the wrench. Holstered the Nokia. The gate was closed behind her, sitting square on its new hinge, the steel rods straight, the boards tight, the whole thing doing what a gate was supposed to do — keep things in, keep things out, and swing when you needed it to.

Three gold for a hinge job. One hour for a full gate rebuild. A brisket for doing more than she was asked.

She headed back toward town to kill time until the butchering was done. The morning was warm. The crossroads were busy — miners heading to the shaft, a rancher on horseback heading south, Mae visible through the window of the sundries counting something on the counter. Normal Dustbreak morning. The kind of morning where nothing happened except the quiet work of people living their lives.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Warm from the hammering. Still there.

She thought about Benny's face when she walked in with a whole brisket. She thought about the pit out back — the same pit he'd used for the smoked boar. She thought about twelve hours of low heat and oak smoke and a bark that crackled and a pink ring that went half an inch deep and meat so tender you could pull it apart with your fingers.

She thought about Benny saying "huh" and turning pink and reaching for the rag.

She was grinning the whole way back to town.


            

    
        38. Afternoon Rounds

    
    
    
    
                Mae was counting something when Lena walked in. She was always counting something. If Mae Cole stopped counting, the town's economy would probably collapse.

"Gate's done."

"That was fast."

"The hinge was the easy part. The cross-brace was bent and the whole gate was racked. I straightened the rod, rebuilt the frame, reset the boards, and hung it on the new hinge. Swings like silk now."

Mae's pencil stopped. "He reported a rusted hinge."

"He had a rusted hinge. He also had a bent cross-brace that was dragging the gate and killing the hinge. I fixed both." She leaned on the counter. "Mae, I need to talk to you about materials for the water project."

"Already?"

"Forge is building the extrusion form this week. When he starts producing pipe, I need to be ready with oakum for the joints. Tarred rope or tarred fiber — something I can pack into the bell ends and seal with solder. I need a lot of it. Hundreds of feet."

Mae set the pencil down. The real-conversation tell.

"There's a hemp farm about half a day's ride east. Past the ridge. They do fabrics, rope, cordage — heavy stuff for the mines and ranches. If anyone's got bulk fiber you can tar into oakum, it's them."

"Can I walk it?"

"You can, but it's a long walk. Better to take a horse or a cart." Mae looked at her over the spectacles. "Take someone with you. It's a full day trip — out and back. Not dangerous, but it's open country and you've never been outside Dustbreak."

Lena thought about who she'd take. Dolly would complain about the dust. Benny couldn't leave the bar. Harlan had rounds. Griff was at the mine.

"I'll take Emmett," she said.

"The bookseller."

"He's handling the project economics. He should see the supply chain."

"Mm." Mae's mouth did the thing. The one that wasn't quite a smile and knew more than it was saying. "Supply chain. Sure."

"It IS supply chain, Mae."

"I said sure."

"You said sure with a face."

"I don't have a face."

"You have the most expressive face in Dustbreak and you deploy it with the precision of a weapon."

Mae almost laughed. Almost. The pencil went back behind her ear. "Tomorrow morning. Take the south road past Henderson's, follow the ridge east. The farm is called Harwell's. Ask for Juna — she runs the rope works. Tell her Mae sent you."

"Thanks, Mae." She paused. "One more thing."

"What?"

"Did those jeans come in? The ones from the Copper Ridge tailor?"

Mae reached under the counter and produced a wrapped package. Brown paper, twine, the same careful wrapping Mae did for everything. "Courier brought them this morning. I was going to send them to the Ledger with Benny's next supply run, but since you're here."

Lena took the package. It was heavier than she expected — good denim was heavy, she knew that, but this felt like real weight. Real fabric. Real clothes made for a real body by a tailor who'd measured her.

"Can I—"

"Changing room's in the back. Go."

She went to the back of the store. A small curtained alcove that served as Mae's fitting area — mostly used by miners buying work clothes. She unwrapped the package.

Two pairs of jeans. Dark blue. Heavy denim — not quite Levi's weight, but close. High waisted, the way she'd asked. Straight through the leg. Reinforced at the knee and the seat. The stitching was double-sewn at every stress point. And the fit — she pulled them on and they fit like they'd been built around her body, which they had, because Mae's measurements were Mae's measurements and Mae did not make mistakes.

She looked down. She looked at herself from every angle the small space allowed.

They were perfect. They were the first pair of pants she'd worn in eight days that weren't either her original blood-and-dirt-stained jeans or the emergency wash-day pair that fit like a paper bag.

She walked back out. Mae looked at her. One glance. The spectacles shifted.

"Good fit," Mae said.

"Good tailor."

"Best in the region. I'll put the second pair aside for you — alternate them, make them last."

"Thanks, Mae."

She headed out. New jeans. Real jeans. Jeans that fit a woman's body and didn't apologize for it. She felt like herself for the first time since the soybean field.



The walk up to the mine was easier every time. She knew the trail now — the steep parts, the flat stretches, the rock where she usually adjusted her load. Today she wasn't carrying anything except herself, and the climb felt almost casual. Her legs were stronger than they'd been eight days ago. Her lungs didn't burn on the switchbacks. The elevation that had nearly killed her on Day 2 was just a hill now.

She didn't think about why that was. She didn't think about levels or XP or any of it. She was just in better shape. That was the explanation and she was sticking with it.

Griff saw her coming from the sluice.

"Wright! Wasn't expecting you today. No supplies?"

"No supplies. I've got news." She stopped at the edge of the operation and caught her breath — not because she needed to, but because it felt wrong to deliver good news while panting. "The town approved the water project. Mae and Harlan, this morning. Funded from the mining levy surplus."

Griff's eyebrows went up. "The pipe thing? The stream to town?"

"Six hundred feet of wrought iron, gravity-fed, intake above the mine, delivery at the Rusty Ledger. Forge is building the extrusion form this week. Once pipe production starts, I'm going to need your crew for trenching and laying."

"How long?"

"Four to six weeks of ground work. Three workers, five gold a day per man. I'll have exact dates once Forge tells me when the first batch is ready."

Griff looked at the sluice. At the mine. At the stream running past both. The same stream that was going to feed Lena's pipe.

"You did it," he said.

"We did it. Your mine's paying for it. The increased yield from the sluice repair — that's the surplus that's funding the project. Without your gold, there's no pipe."

Something crossed Griff's face — pride, maybe, or the recognition that his gravel-mining operation was quietly underwriting the most ambitious project Dustbreak had ever attempted. "I'll tell the boys. They'll be ready when you need them."

"Dell's going to lose his mind."

"Dell already lost his mind. He's been telling everyone at the mine that you're the greatest person who ever lived. I had to tell him to stop because it was slowing down the sluice operation."

As if summoned, Dell appeared from behind a sluice box with two beers. Cold. From the stream crate. The duckling, delivering his offering.

"Miss Wright!"

"Dell."

"I heard you killed pigs yesterday."

"News travels fast."

"With that little thing you carry? The one that isn't a Ledger?" His eyes went to the holster on her hip with the reverence of a man looking at a holy relic. "Henderson said you threw it at a charging boar and it just dropped."

"That's... roughly what happened, yeah."

"Is it true the boar was as big as a horse?"

"It was not as big as a horse, Dell."

"Henderson's foreman said it was as big as a horse."

"Henderson's foreman wasn't there. It was a pig. A big pig. Not a horse-sized pig."

"Dell." Griff's voice from the sluice. The one-word correction.

"Beer! Right. Sorry." He handed her the beer.

She drank. Cold and perfect and wasted on a woman who'd just climbed a mountain to deliver good news, but she'd earned it. She drank the whole thing. Sat on Griff's stump. Shot the shit.

They talked about the sluice — still running clean, yield still up, the overlapping joints holding solid. They talked about the weather turning — warmer days, cooler nights, good conditions for ground work. They talked about the Henderson pigs, because apparently the entire mining crew had heard the Nokia story and Dell had already told it to three people who weren't there. The version Dell was telling involved Lena throwing the thing from thirty feet while riding a horse at a boar the size of a cart, which was wrong on every count, but she didn't correct him because the real version was barely more believable.

She finished a second beer. Stood up. Dusted off the new jeans — which she was already paranoid about because they were new and clean and fit perfectly and she did not want to ruin them on Day 1.

"I'll be back when Forge has pipe ready. Probably a week, maybe two. Be ready."

"We'll be ready, Wright."

She headed down the trail. The afternoon sun was warm on her face. The stream ran beside her, silver and cold, and she looked at it the way she always looked at it now — not as scenery but as raw material. As potential. As six hundred feet of gravity waiting to be put to work.



Henderson's butcher had finished. The brisket was waiting on the porch — wrapped in cloth, still warm, heavy and dense the way a good brisket should be. Both sides — the flat and the point, separated by the fat cap, each one bigger than her forearm.

She picked them up. Thanked Henderson. He nodded from his chair.

"Gate's still swinging smooth," he said.

"It will for a long time."

"I believe it."

She walked back to Dustbreak with a brisket under each arm and the specific satisfaction of a woman who had fixed a gate, climbed a mountain, delivered good news, drank cold beer, and was now carrying twelve pounds of beef to a cook who was going to turn it into something transcendent.

The swinging doors opened. Benny looked up. His eyes tracked from her face to her arms to the two cloth-wrapped packages.

"What is that?"

She set both briskets on the bar with a heavy double-thud that made the whiskey bottles rattle. "This is for you. Henderson's bonus for the gate. Figure it out."

She didn't wait for a reaction. She headed for the stairs, taking them two at a time because she needed to put away the second pair of jeans and wash the trail dust off her face before dinner.

Behind her, she heard Benny unwrap the cloth. A pause. Then, very quietly, almost reverently: "Oh."

She grinned all the way up the stairs.

By the time she came back down — clean shirt, new jeans, face washed, hair pulled back — Benny had vanished into the kitchen. The briskets were gone from the bar. The back door was open. She could smell salt and smoke already.

He'd figure it out. He always did.

She sat on her stool. Coffee appeared. The bar was filling up with the evening crowd. The afternoon light was turning gold in the windows.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Now she just needed dinner and a bookseller.


            

    
        39. Layer Pasta and a Real Kiss

    
    
    
    
                Emmett walked in right on time. She didn't know what time it was — the clock tower was readable from the street but she'd never bothered to learn the symbols, and honestly she didn't care. It was evening. It was dinner time. It was whatever o'clock meant Emmett was on his stool with a beer and a book.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." She picked up her whiskey — Benny had switched her from coffee without asking, because Benny could read the room even when the room was one person. "We got the project approved, the blacksmith is building the form, the miners are on standby, and I fixed a gate that was worse than Henderson reported. I think that calls for a drink."

"I have a drink." He held up the beer.

"That's not a drink. That's warm sadness with yeast notes." She flagged Benny. "Two whiskeys."

"I don't really—"

"Emmett. We just secured funding for a civic infrastructure project in a town that didn't know it needed one, from a woman who decided in the first five minutes and made us talk for thirty because she's Mae and Mae does what Mae does. We are having a whiskey."

Benny set two glasses on the bar. Poured heavy. The amber caught the lamplight.

"It's five o'clock somewhere," Lena said. "I can't read the clock tower so I don't actually know what time it is here, but I don't care. Cheers."

She held up her glass. Emmett picked up his with the caution of a man reaching into a bag he suspected contained a snake. They clinked. She drank — smooth, fast, the way whiskey was meant to be drunk when you were celebrating.

Emmett drank.

His face went through approximately nine stages in two seconds. His eyes widened. His mouth compressed. His nostrils flared. A full-body shudder ran from his shoulders to his feet, and when it passed he opened his mouth and made a sound that was half gasp and half wheeze.

"It burns," he said. His voice was an octave higher than normal.

"Hell yes it does."

"Why do people drink this?"

"Because it burns, Emmett. That's the whole point. The burn means it's working."

"What's it working on?"

"Everything. Drink the rest."

He looked at the glass. Looked at her. Looked at the glass. Drank the rest. The shudder was smaller this time. Progress.

"There," she said. "Now you're celebrating."

"I think I'm dying."

"Same thing."



Benny brought dinner.

He'd made something new. Something layered. Something that arrived at the bar in a heavy clay dish with browned cheese bubbling on top and the smell of slow-cooked meat and tomato and herbs rolling off it like a wave.

"Okay," he said, setting it between them. "So I had this idea."

"Benny's ideas are why I'm still alive in this town. Go."

"I made these really thin sheets of pasta — flour and eggs, rolled flat, cut into squares. And I had that ground beef I've been cooking all day in the tomato sauce with the herbs. And I had the cream sauce — the white one, the one you called—"

"Bechamel."

"That. So I layered them. Pasta, meat sauce, cream sauce, pasta, meat sauce, cream sauce. Over and over. Six layers. And then I put the hard cheese on top and stuck the whole thing on the grill until it browned."

Lena was staring at the dish. The cheese on top was golden-brown, blistered in spots, still bubbling at the edges. Underneath, she could see the layers — the thin pasta sheets separating strata of dark red meat sauce and creamy white bechamel. Steam rose from a crack in the cheese where Benny had cut two portions.

"What are you calling this?" she asked, though she already knew.

"Layer pasta." He said it proudly. Like a man who had named his firstborn.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"That's a lasagna."

"A what?"

"Lasagna. La-ZAN-ya. It's Italian. From Italy. Which is a country. Which you've never heard of. Which doesn't exist in your world. And yet here we are, standing in front of a lasagna that you made from scratch because you had extra pasta and a good idea."

"Is it good?"

She cut into it. The layers held for a moment — the pasta providing structure, the cheese providing a seal — and then relaxed into a cross-section that looked like a geological survey of deliciousness. She lifted a forkful. The pasta was thin enough to fold but strong enough to hold. The meat sauce was dark, rich, the kind of sauce that only happened when beef cooked in tomato for hours and the acid broke down into sweetness. The bechamel was silky, creamy, the perfect counterpoint to the heaviness of the meat. And the cheese on top — browned, salty, slightly crispy — held it all together.

She ate the forkful.

She closed her eyes.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Fucking hell."

"Huh." The grin. Full power. He turned to serve Emmett and three miners who had materialized at the bar the moment the smell hit the room.

Emmett ate his portion with the quiet intensity of a man who had just had whiskey for the first time and was now being asked to process Italian food on top of it. His face was slightly flushed — from the whiskey or the cheese or both — and he ate slowly, methodically, the way he did everything, and when he finished he set his fork down and looked at Benny with an expression of pure, uncomplicated gratitude.

"That was the best thing I've ever eaten," Emmett said.

"Huh," Benny said. The pink. But he was getting better at receiving it. The rag barely moved.

They ate. They talked. The bar filled up around them. Dolly was at a table. Cade was in his corner. Miners, ranchers, the evening crowd. The Rusty Ledger doing what it did every night — being the place where Dustbreak came to eat and drink and be together.

Lena told Emmett about the hemp farm trip tomorrow. His eyes lit up — the Scholar light, the one that came on when new knowledge was involved.

"Harwell's? I've read about them. They supply half the mines in the region. Juna Harwell developed a process for treating hemp fiber that makes it waterproof — or close to it. If that's what we're using for oakum, it might not even need tarring."

"Of course you've read about them."

"I've read about everything within a hundred miles of Dustbreak. It's a small library but it's thorough."

"Well, tomorrow you get to see it in person instead of in a book. We leave at sunup. Mae says we should ride — it's a full day trip."

"I'll rent a buggy from the livery. Horse and cart, we can be there by midmorning and back before dark."

She looked at him. "You're going to rent a buggy."

"It's a long ride. A buggy is more comfortable than horseback, and neither of us has to know how to ride." He paused. The pink, faintly. "I thought it would be... practical."

"Practical."

"Yes."

"Emmett Grail is renting a horse-drawn buggy to take me on a day trip to a hemp farm, and he's calling it practical."

"It IS practical. The alternative is walking for five hours each way, and you just told me you fixed a gate, climbed a mountain, and carried twelve pounds of beef back to town. Your legs deserve a buggy."

"My legs deserve a lot of things. A buggy is a good start." She picked up her whiskey and hid whatever her face was doing behind it. "Sunup. Buggy. Don't be late."

"I'm never late."

"I know. It's one of your better qualities."

After dinner she wanted air. The bar was warm and full and the whiskey was sitting in her chest like a small golden fire and she needed to move.

"Walk?" she said.

"Sure."

They pushed through the swinging doors. The night was clear. The clock tower glowed. The boardwalk creaked under their boots — her Red Wings, his whatever-they-weres, the sound of two people walking side by side through a town that was about to change because of something they were building together.

They walked. She talked about the gate — the bent rod, the racked frame, Henderson's face when it swung smooth. He talked about the budget revisions — he'd gotten the labor numbers closer to Mae's target by staggering the crew schedule. They talked about Forge and the extrusion form and whether six-foot sections were really the right length or whether they should push for eight.

They talked about nothing. They talked about everything. They walked the whole town — past the saddlery, past the smithy (dark, but she could smell the forge, banked for the night), past the bookshop (light still on, always on), past the sheriff's office and the leaderboard she didn't look at.

The evening wound down the way their evenings wound down now — circling back toward the Rusty Ledger, the warm glow of the swinging doors spilling onto the boardwalk. Through the windows she could see Dolly at her table. Benny behind the bar. Miners and ranchers with their drinks. The whole town, right there, three panes of glass away.

They stopped just outside the doors.

"I should head back to the shop," Emmett said. "Early morning tomorrow."

"Yeah. Sunup. Buggy. All that."

"Good night, Lena."

"Good night, Emmett."

She leaned in to kiss his cheek. The same move as last time — casual, warm, the kiss on the cheek that had made him run away three nights ago. She angled right, aiming for the spot just below his cheekbone.

He turned his head.

Not away — toward her. He'd started to say something, or thought she was about to say something, or his body just moved the way bodies move when someone you like leans toward you and your face doesn't know the plan.

His lips met hers.

Both of them froze. For about half a second the world went completely still — his mouth on hers, accidental, startled, neither of them breathing — and Lena's brain did a very fast calculation that went something like: this wasn't the plan but his lips are warm and soft and I'm already here and in for a penny in for a goddamn pound.

She kissed him.

Not the cheek kiss. Not the peck. A real kiss — her hand coming up to the side of his face, her fingers in his hair, her mouth on his with the specific intention of a woman who had decided to stop pretending she wasn't thinking about this. She kissed him the way she did everything — directly, without apology, with both hands and her whole chest.

Right in front of the Rusty Ledger. Right in front of the windows. Right where every person inside with a line of sight to the boardwalk could see them.

Emmett made a sound. A small one. Something between surprise and surrender. And then — for about three seconds that lasted approximately a year — he kissed her back. His hand found her waist. His other hand was still holding a book, because of course it was, because the man could not exist in any moment of his life without a book within arm's reach, and he kissed her while holding a copy of Copper Ridge Economic Theory Volume II and neither of them cared.

Then it was over. She pulled back. He stood there.

His face was doing things that faces were not designed to do. Red didn't cover it. Crimson didn't cover it. He had invented a new color that existed somewhere between sunrise and cardiac arrest, and it was spreading from his collar to his hairline at a speed that suggested his circulatory system had given up on normal operations and was just routing everything to his face.

"Good — I — that was—" His voice had left the building. What remained was a whisper wrapped in a stammer wrapped in a man who had just been kissed for real by a woman he'd been thinking about for eight days straight. "Good night. Lena. That was. Good night."

"Good night, Emmett."

He turned. He walked three steps. He stopped. He turned back. He opened his mouth. He closed it. He adjusted his glasses, which were no longer on his face because the kiss had knocked them sideways into his hair. He found them. Put them on. They were crooked.

He turned around again and walked away. Not running this time — walking. Fast. Very fast. The kind of walking that was technically not running but was running in every way that mattered. His coat flapped. His book was clutched to his chest. Three buildings down he fumbled the key to the bookshop, dropped it, picked it up, got the door open, and disappeared inside.

The light in the bookshop went off.

Then it came back on.

Then it went off again.

He'd hit the lamp. Twice.

Lena stood on the boardwalk outside the Rusty Ledger, her hand still tingling from where it had been in his hair, her lips still warm, and laughed. Not the ugly laugh. Not the deflection laugh. The surprised laugh — the one that came from doing something you hadn't planned and discovering it was exactly right.

She shook her head. Touched her lips. Shook her head again.

"Copper Ridge Economic Theory," she said to nobody. "He kissed me while holding Copper Ridge Economic Theory."

She pushed through the swinging doors.

Every head in the bar turned. Every single one. Dolly. Benny. Three miners. Two ranchers. Cade, in his corner, who raised his glass a fraction of an inch.

They'd all seen it. Through the windows. The whole damn bar.

Dolly was already at the bottom of the stairs. Wine glass. Position. Eyes enormous.

Lena held up one hand. "Zzzzp. Not one word. From anyone."

Dolly pressed her lips together. The wine glass was shaking because she was trying not to laugh and the effort was costing her physically. She made a zipping motion across her mouth. Then she unzipped it just enough to say:

"He was holding a book."

"DOLLY."

Dolly zipped. The laugh escaped anyway — through her nose, in a snort that was deeply undignified and completely genuine. She turned and floated up the stairs on a cloud of wine and satisfaction, and Lena could hear her laughing all the way down the hall.

A miner at the near table raised his glass. "Nice one, Wright."

"I will end you."

The miner grinned and went back to his beer.

Benny was behind the bar. The grin. The big one. The one that took up his entire face and most of the room. He didn't say a word. He didn't need to. The grin said everything.

She pointed at him.

He held up both hands. Innocent. Still grinning.

The back door was cracked open. The smell of salt and smoke drifted in from the pit — the brisket, slow and low, already working. Twenty-four hours from now it would be ready. Twenty-four hours from now Benny would pull it from the pit and slice it and the whole bar would eat like they'd never eaten before.

But that was tomorrow.

Tonight, Lena Wright sat on her stool in the Rusty Ledger, in a town called Dustbreak, in a world she hadn't chosen, with whiskey in her glass and smoke in the air and the taste of a bookseller on her lips and an entire bar full of people who had just watched her kiss him through the window and were never, ever going to let her forget it.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She touched her lips. Still warm.

Good day.


            

    
        40.  Biscuits, Gravy, and a Buggy

    
    
    
    
                Day 9.

She smelled it before her feet hit the floor.

Not just any smell. THE smell. The one that had been hardwired into her brain stem since she was six years old, standing on a step stool in her dad's kitchen on a Saturday morning, watching him stir a cast-iron skillet full of something white and thick and peppered while a sheet pan of golden biscuits cooled on the counter. The smell of pork fat and flour and black pepper and cream and the specific promise that everything wrong with the world could wait until after breakfast.

No. No way. There was no way.

She came down the stairs faster than she'd come down any stairs in Dustbreak, and Benny was already moving toward the bar with a plate in his hand, because Benny had apparently developed the ability to hear her footsteps on the upstairs floorboards and time the plating accordingly.

"Benny," she said. "This better be what I think it is."

He set the plate down.

Two biscuits. Split open. Golden-brown on top, white and fluffy inside, the kind of biscuits that happened when someone mixed cold butter into flour with their hands and didn't overwork the dough. They were fat, tall, split at the waist like they'd risen in a hurry and cracked open from the steam. Draped over both halves, thick as a blanket, was a white gravy — cream-based, flecked with black pepper and crumbled sausage, the sausage fried dark and broken into pieces that studded the gravy like islands in a sea of everything good.

"If you think it's bread covered with gravy," Benny said, "then you're right."

Lena set both hands on the bar. She looked at the plate. She looked at Benny. She looked at the plate again.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"This is NOT simply bread covered in gravy."

"It's... bread. Covered in gravy. I made the bread fluffy and I made the gravy with the sausage drippings and cream and—"

"Benny. Stop. Listen to me." She held up one finger. "This is perhaps — perhaps — the single most perfect breakfast meal ever created under the sun. In any world. In any dimension. By any species. This is biscuits and gravy. This is the dish that the entire American South was built on. Wars have been fought over less. Marriages have survived on this alone. My father made this every Saturday morning for thirty years and it is the reason I became a functional human being instead of a feral raccoon raised by plumbers."

"It's just bread and gravy."

"It is NEVER just bread and gravy. It is a way of LIFE, Benny. It is religion. It is the foundation upon which Southern civilization rests. You have accidentally created the thing I have been missing more than running water, more than my truck, more than my phone working. This is—" She stopped. Took a breath. Picked up a fork. "I need to eat this before I start crying, and I don't cry, so give me a minute."

She cut into the biscuit. The gravy oozed. The sausage crumbled. The biscuit was everything a biscuit was supposed to be — flaky, buttery, soft enough to absorb the gravy but firm enough to hold its shape on the fork. The gravy was thick, peppery, rich with pork fat, the cream smoothing everything into a warmth that hit her chest the way whiskey hit her chest except better because it was food and food was love and this was her dad's kitchen on a Saturday morning and she was six years old and nothing hurt.

She ate. She didn't talk. She didn't need to. The plate said everything.

Benny watched. He was doing the thing — the hovering thing, the wiping thing — but quieter than usual. Like he could tell this one was different. This one wasn't "hey this is good, what country did you accidentally invent." This one was personal.

She was halfway through the second biscuit when Benny set a small bowl next to her plate. She glanced at it. Red. Thick. A sauce of some kind.

"Benny?"

"Yes?"

"What the fuck is this?"

"Cooked pureed tomatoes with a little sugar. I thought it might go with—"

"Benny." She set the fork down. "First of all, that's ketchup."

"I don't know what—"

"Secondly, it has no place within a mile of this meal. Not on the same plate. Not on the same bar. Not in the same building. I'm from the South, Benny. North Carolina. The real South. Not that fucked-up state of Texas where they put ketchup on everything including their self-esteem. Ketchup does not touch biscuits and gravy. It does not look at biscuits and gravy. If ketchup and biscuits and gravy are in the same room, one of them has to leave, and it is not going to be the biscuits."

Benny picked up the bowl. Slowly. The way a man picks up something he's just been told is a live grenade. "I'll just... put this away."

"You will put it away. You will put it far away. You will put it in a place where it cannot see what's happening on this plate."

"Huh." He retreated to the kitchen with the ketchup. She heard him set it on a shelf. Somewhere distant. Good.

She finished the biscuits. Scraped the plate. Drank the coffee. Sat back.

The swinging doors opened. Emmett walked in, and the morning changed temperature.

He was wearing his coat — buttoned correctly this time, which meant he'd taken his time getting dressed. His satchel was over one shoulder. His hair was combed. He looked like a man who had prepared for something, which he had, because outside the Rusty Ledger, visible through the window, was a horse-drawn buggy parked at the hitching post.

He'd already rented it. Before breakfast. Before sunup, probably. The man had gone to the livery in the dark to rent a buggy for a day trip to a hemp farm because a woman had told him to be ready at sunup, and Emmett Grail did not do things halfway.

"Morning," he said, sliding onto his stool.

"Morning. Nice buggy."

The pink. Faintly. "It's practical."

"Emmett, there's a blanket on the seat."

"It might be cold on the ridge."

"There's a blanket on the seat and a basket in the back."

"Benny packed us lunch. I asked him last night."

She looked at Benny. Benny was wiping the bar with the focused intensity of a man who was absolutely not making eye contact.

"You two coordinated."

"We did not coordinate," Emmett said.

"Huh," Benny said.

"You coordinated. There's a blanket and a packed lunch and the buggy is already here and both of you are pretending this is not a date."

"It's a supply chain trip," Emmett said. "To source oakum materials. For a civic infrastructure project."

"With a blanket."

"In case it's cold."

Lena picked up her coffee. Drank. Set it down.

"Let me get my hat."

She went upstairs. Grabbed the hat. Nokia on the hip. Wrench on the belt — because she didn't go anywhere without the wrench anymore, it was part of her now, the way the Nokia was part of her and the Red Wings were part of her and the borrowed sleeping bra was part of her. She checked herself in the small mirror over the basin. New jeans. Clean shirt. Hair pulled back from last night. She looked like a woman who was going on a supply chain trip in a horse-drawn buggy with a blanket and a packed lunch.

She looked like a woman going on a date.

"Shut up," she told the mirror.

She went downstairs. Emmett was waiting by the door, satchel on his shoulder, book in his hand — a different book this time. Not economic theory. Something thinner. She didn't ask what it was. She'd find out on the ride.

"Benny, we'll be back before dark."

"Have fun." The grin. The rag.

"It's NOT a—"

"Have fun on your supply chain trip, Lena."

She pushed through the swinging doors. The buggy was there — a simple two-seater with a canvas top, pulled by a calm brown horse that looked like it had done this route a hundred times and was not impressed by any of it. The blanket was folded on the bench seat. The basket was in the back, covered with a cloth.

Emmett climbed up on the driver's side. She climbed up on the passenger's side. The bench seat was narrow enough that their shoulders touched. She didn't move away. Neither did he.

"You know how to drive this thing?" she asked.

"I read a book about it."

"Of course you did."

He picked up the reins. The horse started walking. The buggy creaked forward. Dustbreak slid past them — the sundries, the saddlery, the smithy, the sheriff's office — and then they were past Henderson's ranch and on the south road and the town was behind them and the open country was ahead and the morning sun was warm and the road was long and they were side by side on a bench seat with a blanket they didn't need yet and a whole day stretching out in front of them.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She didn't pat the thing in her chest. But it was there too. It had been there since last night. Since the kiss in front of the bar that the whole town saw. Since Copper Ridge Economic Theory and crooked glasses and a lamp hit twice.

It was still there. It was getting harder to pretend it wasn't.

The horse walked. The buggy creaked. The road opened up.

Day 9. Supply chain trip.

Sure.


            

    
        41. The Hemp Farm

    
    
    
    
                They rode in silence.

Not the comfortable silence from the bar — the one where neither of them needed to talk because the talking had been done and the quiet was a choice. This was different. This was the silence of two people sitting shoulder to shoulder on a narrow bench seat who had kissed in front of an entire bar twelve hours ago and were now alone for the first time since, and neither of them knew what to say about it.

So they didn't say anything.

Lena looked at the road. Emmett looked at the road. The horse looked at the road, because the horse was a professional and the road was the only thing in this situation that made sense. The buggy creaked. The wheels turned. The open country spread out around them — rolling hills, dry grass, scattered trees, the ridge rising to the east like a wall between Dustbreak and everything else.

Lena glanced at Emmett. He was holding the reins with both hands, eyes forward, the posture of a man who was concentrating very hard on driving a horse that required no concentration whatsoever. The pink was there — not bright, not the full Emmett blush, but a steady warmth along his jaw that suggested his circulatory system was running a background process labeled "she kissed you last night and she's right there."

She looked back at the road.

Emmett glanced at her. She could feel it — the weight of his eyes, quick, then away. She didn't turn. He didn't say anything. The horse kept walking.

This went on for about twenty minutes. Glance, look away. Glance, look away. Two adults in a buggy playing the world's most obvious game of visual tag while a horse who didn't care plodded east.

Finally, Emmett cleared his throat.

"The weather looks great for a ride," he said.

Lena looked at him. He was staring straight ahead, jaw set, the sentence delivered with the conviction of a man who had spent twenty minutes composing an opening line and had landed on the weather.

She lost it.

The laugh started somewhere deep — the diaphragm, maybe, or whatever part of the body stores tension from kissing a bookseller in front of forty people — and it came out in a burst that was half laugh and half bark, loud enough that the horse's ears twitched.

"I'm sorry—" she managed, "—I'm sorry, I just—"

"What?"

"The WEATHER, Emmett. We've been sitting here for twenty minutes in dead silence after kissing in front of the entire town last night, and you opened with THE WEATHER."

The pink deepened. Considerably. "I didn't know what else to—"

"Anything! Literally anything! 'Hey Lena, about last night.' 'So that happened.' 'I notice we kissed and I had a book in my hand.' Anything except the weather!"

"The weather IS nice."

"The weather is IRRELEVANT." She was still laughing. She couldn't stop. The tension that had been sitting between them like a third passenger evaporated with every breath, and by the time she got herself under control she was wiping her eyes and Emmett was smiling — not the pink, not the stammer, but the real smile, the one that knew he'd been ridiculous and was okay with it.

"I panicked," he said.

"I know."

"I've been sitting here for twenty minutes trying to think of what to say and all I could think about was—" He stopped.

"Was what?"

"Last night."

The air between them changed. Not tense — warm. The warmth of something that had been said out loud for the first time by the person who needed to say it.

"Yeah," she said. "Me too."

They looked at each other. Really looked. Not the glances, not the visual tag. A real look, the kind that holds and doesn't flinch. His eyes were brown and steady and the pink was still there but it wasn't embarrassment anymore — it was something closer to courage.

"Okay," she said. "Here's what we're going to do. We're going to stop being weird about it. We kissed. It happened. It was good. We're in a buggy going to a hemp farm and we have a whole day and I don't want to spend it being awkward. So let's just... talk. Like normal people. Can we do that?"

"I can try."

"Good enough."



The hemp farm had been a goldmine. Not literally — Dustbreak had enough of those — but in the way that mattered: Juna Harwell had a barn full of tarred rope from a canceled order, three hundred feet of it, heavy and waterproofed and exactly what Lena needed, and she'd let it go for twenty gold just to clear the space. They'd loaded the coils in the back of the buggy, shaken hands, and been back on the road before noon.

Which meant they had the whole afternoon.

The buggy creaked down the ridge road, heavier now with the rope. The horse had opinions about the added weight and expressed them through a slower pace and the occasional full-body sigh.

"So that was easy," she said. "I was expecting to spend the whole day negotiating for raw hemp and figuring out how to tar it ourselves. Instead we walked into a barn and bought exactly what we needed for twenty gold."

"Juna was efficient."

"Juna was a businesswoman sitting on dead inventory. That rope's been taking up barn space for eight months. She'd have sold it for fifteen if I'd pushed."

"You didn't push."

"Twenty was fair. I don't screw people on price, Emmett. My dad taught me that. You pay what something's worth and you shake hands and you both walk away feeling good about it. Everybody in this town is going to drink the water that rope seals. I'm not starting that relationship by lowballing a farmer."

He looked at her. The look that wasn't the pink — the other one. The one that said he was recalculating, the way he'd been recalculating since the bookshop.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing. You're just... you have a philosophy for everything."

"It's not philosophy. It's plumbing. You do it right or you don't do it."

"That IS a philosophy."

"Shut up and drive the horse, Emmett."

He drove the horse. She kicked her feet up on the front board of the buggy and leaned back. The afternoon was warm. The country was wide open. She could see Dustbreak in the distance, a smudge of buildings at the crossroads.

"Tell me something," she said. "Something stupid. Something embarrassing. Something that makes you look bad."

"Why?"

"Because I've been making an ass of myself in front of you since the day we met and it's your turn. I was in my goddamn underwear at the wash house, Emmett. You owe me."

"That was — I didn't — you were just—"

"Standing in my bra and underwear ten feet from a man I'd never met while he tried to drown himself in a creek. Yeah. I remember. Your turn."

He thought about it. "I once tried to impress a customer by recommending a book I hadn't actually read. I'd read the summary on the inside cover and thought that was enough. The customer was a retired professor from Hallmark. She asked me three questions about the second chapter and I invented answers. She bought the book, read it that night, came back the next morning, and corrected me in front of four other customers. In detail. For twenty minutes."

"That's beautiful."

"She used the phrase 'intellectual dishonesty' and I didn't leave my apartment for two days."

"THAT'S the good stuff. See? Don't you feel better?"

"I feel exposed."

"Welcome to my entire life. You want exposed? My ex-husband Kevin left me for a dental hygienist. Not a dentist — a hygienist. The woman who scrapes your teeth. And she lives in Detroit. DETROIT, Emmett. We lived in Raleigh, North Carolina. I still don't know how he met a dental hygienist in Detroit. I have no idea. It baffles me to this day. I came home to a note on the kitchen counter that said, and I quote, 'I found someone who understands my needs.' His NEEDS. And then he moved to fucking Detroit. For a woman who tells people to floss. Halfway across the country to a city nobody moves TO on purpose."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Be appalled. Be appalled that a grown man left a master plumber — a woman who can calculate pipe pressure in her sleep and haul fifty pounds up a mountain — for a woman he somehow met eight hundred miles away whose primary skill is scraping plaque. I'm not bitter. I'm baffled."

"You sound a little bitter."

"I'm allowed to be a little bitter. It's been two years and I'm in another dimension and I'm STILL trying to figure out how you meet a dental hygienist in Detroit when you live in North Carolina and you've never been north of Virginia." She looked at him. "You know what Kevin's problem was?"

"What?"

"He couldn't handle being with someone who was better at things than he was. He was an insurance adjuster. He adjusted claims. He wore khakis and drove a Camry and his biggest accomplishment was a regional award for claim processing speed. And he came home every day to a woman who ran a crew, pulled permits, and could fix anything in the house before he finished looking up how to do it. He didn't leave me for the hygienist because she was prettier than me. He left because she made him feel smart. I made him feel small." She paused. "And I wasn't even trying."

The buggy creaked. The horse walked.

"He was an idiot," Emmett said.

"He was an idiot."

"For what it's worth — you don't make me feel small. You make me feel like there are things worth knowing that I haven't learned yet. That's the opposite of small."

She looked at him. Brown eyes. Ink-stained fingers on the reins. A man who said kind things without stumbling over them. A man who was getting braver by the day.

"Well," she said. "You're not Kevin."

"Thank you?"

"That is the highest compliment I give. Not Being Kevin is the gold standard of male behavior in my world."

"I'll put it on my Ledger."

She snorted. The ugly laugh. The real one.

They rode. The afternoon stretched. She told him about the time Jesse clogged a toilet at a client's house so badly they had to remove the toilet from the floor — and Jesse's face when he realized the client was watching from the hallway. He told her about shelving an entire shipment of religious texts in the fiction section for three weeks without noticing.

She told him about the Nokia. How she'd had it since 2003. How Trey had tried to replace it every Christmas. How she'd used it to hammer a nail into drywall and the foreman stared at her like she'd committed a crime.

"It's supposed to make calls," she said. "Instead it hammers nails and kills pigs and sits in a holster like a goddamn six-shooter. It has a damage rating, Emmett. Benny told someone it has a DAMAGE RATING. My phone has a damage rating and I have a class that sounds like a tax form and the whole town thinks I'm a prophet because I know which way shit flows downhill." She shook her head. "This world is fucked, Emmett. Lovingly, enthusiastically, consensually fucked."

He was quiet for a beat. Then: "I think it's getting better."

She looked at him. His ears were pink. His mouth was doing the thing it did when he'd said something and was waiting to see if it landed.

"Yeah," she said. "It's getting better."

Quiet after that. The real kind. The kind where the quiet is a choice.

She felt something warm on the back of her hand — his pinky, resting on hers on the bench seat between them. She turned her hand over. Laced her fingers through his. Held on.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"Is this still a supply chain trip?"

"Emmett, if you don't shut up about the supply chain trip, I'm going to kiss you again, and I'm not going to stop, and we're going to crash this buggy into a ditch and Juna's rope is going to go everywhere and the horse is going to judge us."

"The horse is already judging us."

"The horse has been judging us since we loaded three hundred pounds of rope into his buggy. I don't care about the horse's opinions."

"I might care about the kissing part."

"Later. When there's not a horse involved."

"Fair."

They rode. Hand in hand. The buggy creaked. Dustbreak got closer. The clock tower grew from a smudge to a shape to a glowing landmark against the afternoon sky. She could see the Rusty Ledger. She could smell — or imagined she could smell — the brisket, twenty-four hours in the pit, waiting.

She patted her hip with her free hand. Nokia. Still there.

She squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.

Best supply chain trip ever.


            

    
        42. Brisket Night

    
    
    
    
                They smelled it from three buildings away.

Not just meat. Not just smoke. Something deeper — something that had been happening low and slow for twenty-four hours in a pit behind a bar in a town that didn't know what a brisket was, and had become something that the entire crossroads could smell from every direction. It was the smell of fat rendering through muscle, of salt and pepper bark forming in dry heat, of smoke that had stopped being smoke and started being flavor. It was the smell of a pit master's masterpiece, produced by a man who had never heard the word brisket until yesterday and was already better at it than most of Texas.

"Oh my God," Lena said.

"What is that?" Emmett said.

"That is twenty-four hours of smoke and patience and I'm going to cry."

They pulled the buggy up to the Rusty Ledger's hitching post. The horse stopped with visible relief — it had been hauling three hundred pounds of rope and two humans for half a day and was done with all of them. Lena climbed down. Emmett climbed down. They walked toward the swinging doors.

They were holding hands.

Neither of them had noticed. It had started on the buggy seat somewhere around the ridge and had just... continued. Down the main road. Past Henderson's. Through the crossroads. Up to the hitching post. They'd climbed down from the buggy and their hands had found each other again without either of them making a decision about it. It was automatic. It was muscle memory for something they'd only been doing for an hour.

Lena pushed through the swinging doors.

The Rusty Ledger was packed.

Not the normal evening crowd. Not miners and a couple of ranchers and Dolly at her table. This was everyone. Every stool was taken. Every table was full. People were standing along the walls. Henderson was there — she spotted him in the corner, bad back and all. Griff was there, which meant he'd come down from the mine. Dell was next to him, vibrating. Cade was in his corner, but he'd pulled his chair back to make room for the crowd. Dolly was at the stairs with a glass of wine and the expression of a woman who had front-row seats to the best show in town. Mae was at a table near the door — spectacles, no pencil, which meant she was off duty, which meant this was serious.

Harlan was at the bar. Drinking something that wasn't tea.

Benny had spread the word. Benny, who couldn't keep a secret if you sealed it in a jar and buried it under the floorboards, had apparently told every human being within walking distance that tonight was special, and every human being within walking distance had believed him, because Benny's food had earned that trust.

The bar smelled like heaven had opened a restaurant.

Everyone was looking at Lena and Emmett.

Not because of the brisket. Because they were holding hands.

Lena looked down. At her hand. At Emmett's hand. At the fact that they had just walked into a packed bar in front of the entire population of Dustbreak while holding hands like a couple of teenagers at a county fair.

She dropped his hand.

Too late. Way too late. Dolly's wine glass was already at her lips. Mae's spectacles had already shifted. Benny's grin was already nuclear. A miner at the near table made a sound that was either a cough or a laugh and chose to hide it in his beer.

"We brought rope," Lena said loudly. "Three hundred feet. For the pipe project. That's why we were gone all day. Supply chain."

Nobody in the bar believed a single word of that sentence.

"Smells good in here," she added, because if she couldn't win the hand-holding battle she could at least change the subject.

Benny saved her. Benny always saved her — not because he was trying to, but because food was Benny's love language and when there was food to present, everything else disappeared.

"IT'S READY!" he announced, emerging from the kitchen with the specific energy of a man who had been waiting for this moment since yesterday afternoon. He was carrying a wooden board — a massive cutting board, the kind you'd use to break down a side of beef — and on it was the brisket.

The flat.

It was black. Not burnt-black — bark-black. A crust of salt and pepper and something deeper, something smoky and sweet, encased the entire surface in a shell that looked like it had been carved from obsidian. Benny set it on the bar and the weight of it made the bottles shake. He pulled a knife — the long one, the one Lena had never seen him use because nothing he'd cooked before had needed a blade this serious — and he cut.

The first slice separated from the slab like it had been waiting to be released. The bark crackled. The meat inside was — she couldn't breathe for a second — the meat was pink. Not raw-pink. Smoke-ring pink. A half-inch band of rose-colored perfection ringing the outside of every slice, transitioning to the dark, tender, impossibly juicy center. The fat had rendered completely — not gone, but transformed, melted through the muscle fibers until the meat was self-basting, glistening, so tender that the slice bent under its own weight when Benny lifted it.

He laid slices on the board. The juice ran.

"Also," he said, reaching under the bar and producing a clay pot, "I have sauce."

"Sauce?" Lena said.

"Two sauces." He set the first pot on the bar. Dark red, thick, glossy. "Remember that tomato thing you yelled at me about this morning?"

"The ketchup."

"I added more sugar. And the same spice rub I put on the meat. Cooked it down until it was thick and sweet and smoky." He opened the pot. The smell hit her — sweet, tangy, with a kick of pepper and the ghost of smoke. It was, unmistakably, a Memphis-style barbecue sauce. Benny had turned his failed ketchup into barbecue sauce because a woman from North Carolina had yelled at him and he'd gone in the opposite direction and accidentally landed on perfection.

"And this one." He set the second pot down. Yellow. Tangy. Sharp. "I figured if the red sauce was wrong this morning, maybe I should try something completely different. So I took that ground seed paste — the hot yellow stuff — and mixed it with vinegar and a little of the tree syrup."

Mustard sauce. A Carolina mustard sauce. The kind you'd find at a roadside stand in South Carolina, slathered over pulled pork on white bread, served with coleslaw and a sweet tea that could dissolve a penny.

Lena looked at the two sauces. Looked at Benny. Looked at the brisket, sliced and glistening on the board. Looked at the sauces again.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You made Memphis and Carolina barbecue sauces. In the same night. As a response to me yelling at you about ketchup."

"Is that... good?"

"Put both of those sauces back on the bar and nobody touch them until I've tried them."

She tried them. The red one first — sweet, tangy, smoky, with a kick at the end that lingered. She dipped a corner of brisket in it and ate it and her knees almost buckled. Then the mustard — sharp, acidic, with the heat of the seed paste cutting through the sweetness of the syrup. She dipped another corner and ate it and something in her chest that had been homesick for two years eased a fraction of an inch.

"Both," she said. "Both are perfect. Both are going on the bar. People choose."

"Really?"

"Benny, you just invented American barbecue culture. Red sauce versus mustard sauce is a war that has been raging in my world for a hundred years and you just armed both sides in one night. This is the single greatest culinary achievement in the history of Dustbreak and I'm including your biscuits."

Benny turned a shade of pink that rivaled Emmett's personal best.

Then he brought out the bread.

Round rolls, golden-brown, with a soft, slightly sweet interior and a buttery crust that crackled when you pulled them apart. He'd baked dozens of them — enough for every person in the bar — and they were perfect sandwich rolls. Not too big. Not too small. The crumb was soft enough to absorb the juice from the brisket but sturdy enough to hold together. He'd made them because he thought the brisket would make a good sandwich, and he was right, and Lena wanted to put him in a time machine and send him to any barbecue competition in the American South because he'd win every category including ones they'd have to invent for him.

"What do you call these?" she asked.

"Round sandwich bread."

"Brioche, Benny. They're brioche rolls."

"I don't know what that is."

"I KNOW YOU DON'T. THAT'S THE WHOLE POINT."

The bar erupted. Not at her yelling — at the food. Benny started slicing and plating and building sandwiches, and the crowd descended like they'd never eaten before. Miners with plates stacked high. Ranchers who'd ridden in from the south road. Henderson, who took one bite of the brisket and sat down heavily because his bad back wasn't built for standing and eating at the same time. Griff, who ate three sandwiches and told Benny it was the best thing he'd put in his mouth since he started mining, which made Dell laugh at a joke Griff hadn't meant to make.

And the beans. She almost missed the beans — a pot that Benny had apparently set under the brisket in the pit, where the drippings fell into the beans all night and turned them into something dark and smoky and sweet that bore no resemblance to beans in any form she'd previously encountered. They were candy. They were side dish as main character. She ate a full bowl of them and then made Emmett try them and his eyes closed and he said "oh" in the same small voice he'd used for the mango sticky rice.

The bar was loud. Happy-loud. The kind of loud that happened when a community came together around a table — or in this case, a bar — and ate something extraordinary and forgot for a while that they were miners and ranchers and shopkeepers and just became people enjoying food.

Lena was at her stool. Emmett was at his stool. Their stools. The ones that were becoming their stools the way the bar was becoming their bar and the town was becoming their town. She had brisket and two sauces and beans and a brioche roll and a whiskey, and the man next to her had the same plus a beer he insisted on drinking warm despite having access to the cold stream crate at the mine, and the whole town was here and the food was perfect and the brisket was the best thing she'd eaten in any dimension.

Dolly materialized at Lena's elbow. The woman moved like smoke when she wanted to — no sound, no warning, just suddenly there with her wine and her smile and her radar.

"Beautiful night," Dolly said. Innocent. Conversational.

"It is."

"Beautiful food."

"It is."

"Beautiful couple walking in holding hands earlier."

"Dolly—"

"I'm just saying." She sipped her wine. Then, loud enough for Emmett to hear — and Dolly knew exactly how loud that needed to be, because controlling the volume of a sentence was a professional skill — she said: "If you two ever need some privacy, I'd be happy to rent my room out for the evening. Clean sheets. Hot water. The tub." She winked. Not a subtle wink. A Dolly wink — the kind that could be seen from the cheap seats. "Just saying, sweetheart."

Emmett choked on his beer. Not a small choke — the kind that involved the beer attempting to exit through his nose while his face cycled through every shade in the red spectrum. He grabbed a napkin. His eyes were watering. He looked at Lena with the expression of a man who had just been propositioned by proxy and was not equipped for it.

Lena looked at Dolly. Dolly looked back with the serene satisfaction of a woman who had detonated a bomb and was watching the shrapnel.

"Dolly, I swear to God—"

"The offer stands, baby doll. Anytime." She drifted away, wine glass first, disappearing into the crowd with the grace of a woman who knew exactly when to leave a scene.

Emmett was still coughing.

"Ignore her," Lena said.

"She offered us her room."

"She offers everyone her room. It's her thing. It's like Benny wiping the bar. It doesn't mean anything."

"It sounded like it meant something."

"It sounded like Dolly being Dolly. Eat your brisket."

He ate his brisket. He was still pink. He ate the beans. He drank the beer. He did not make eye contact with Dolly for the rest of the evening, which was probably wise.

The night went long. Benny kept slicing. The sauces ran low and he made more. The brioche rolls disappeared and he pulled another batch from the oven. Henderson fell asleep in his chair and nobody moved him. Dell told the pig story three more times and by the third version Lena had thrown the phone from horseback while fighting two boars simultaneously and one of them had been on fire.

Cade ate quietly in his corner. At one point he caught Lena's eye across the room and raised his glass. The nod. Something behind it — not amusement, not calculation. Something warmer. Like a man watching an investment pay off.

Mae left early — she always left early — but she stopped at Lena's stool on the way out.

"Good brisket," Mae said.

"Best in any world."

"The rope. How much?"

"Three hundred feet. Twenty gold. Pre-tarred, pre-waterproofed. Under budget."

Mae nodded. Made a mental mark on a mental list. "Good work today."

"It was a supply chain trip, Mae."

"Mm." The face. The one that knew everything and said nothing. "Good night, Lena."

"Night, Mae."

The bar emptied slowly. Miners left in groups. Ranchers finished their drinks. Henderson woke up, looked confused, and shuffled home. Griff took Dell by the collar and steered him toward the door before he could tell the pig story a fourth time.

Eventually it was just them. Lena, Emmett, Benny, and Dolly. The core four. The people who lived in or above or around the Rusty Ledger and had become, without anyone deciding it, a family.

Benny was wrapping the leftover brisket. There was less of it than there should have been — the town had eaten like it was their last meal. But there was enough for tomorrow, and the day after, and Benny was already muttering about what he could do with the leftovers.

"Benny," Lena said.

He looked up. Rag in one hand. Brisket in the other. Pink from the evening's worth of compliments, which had come from every person in the bar, not just her.

"That was the best meal I've had since I got here. And every meal you've made has been the best meal I've had since I got here, which means tonight was the best of the best, and I don't know how you do it and I've stopped trying to understand."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. But his eyes were shining.

Emmett stood. Set his glass on the bar. Looked at Lena.

"I should go. Early morning — I need to start the final budget revision with the rope costs."

"Yeah. Early morning for me too. Forge should have an update on the extrusion form."

They stood there. At the bar. In front of Benny and Dolly. Neither of them moved toward the door.

"Good night, Lena."

"Good night, Emmett."

He turned to go. She let him. He made it three steps — the same three steps as every other night, the three steps where his brain and his body argued about whether to leave — and then he stopped. Turned back.

"Tonight was really good," he said.

"Yeah. It was."

"The brisket. And the ride. And the—" He stopped himself before he said something that would make Dolly's night. "All of it."

"All of it, Emmett. Go home. I'll see you tomorrow."

He left. Through the swinging doors. Into the night. She didn't watch him walk to his shop. She didn't need to. She knew the route — three buildings, key in the lock, lamp on, lamp off, lamp on again because he'd bump it.

Dolly appeared at the bottom of the stairs. "You didn't kiss him."

"Not tonight."

"Why not?"

"Because some nights you don't need to kiss. Some nights you just hold hands on a buggy and eat brisket and that's enough." She picked up her whiskey — the last one, the one she'd been nursing for an hour. "Dolly, can I ask you something?"

"Anything, sweetheart."

"Is this what it's supposed to feel like?"

Dolly looked at her. Not the professional look. Not the assessment. The real look — the one from the bathtub, the one from the bra fitting, the one that saw both sides of Lena and loved them equally.

"Yeah, baby doll," Dolly said softly. "That's what it's supposed to feel like."

Lena finished the whiskey. Set the glass on the bar. Stood.

"Good night, Dolly."

"Good night, sweetheart."

"Good night, Benny."

"Night, Lena." The rag. The wipe. The grin. The ritual.

She went upstairs. Nokia on the nightstand. Ledger under the Nokia. Boots at the foot of the bed, shaken out, toes forward.

She lay in the dark and smelled smoke from the pit and tasted brisket and felt the ghost of a hand in hers on a bench seat on a road through open country.

Nine days in another world. She had a project. She had a plan. She had a town that was starting to feel like a town. She had a found family that didn't know it was a family yet. She had a bookseller who held her hand and couldn't button his coat and was learning words he shouldn't be learning from a woman who couldn't stop saying them.

She had a phone that killed pigs. She had a class that sounded like a tax form. She had a Ledger she wouldn't look at and a leaderboard she didn't care about and a system she refused to engage with.

She had brisket in her belly and smoke in the air and the taste of the best day she'd had in two years.

She closed her eyes.

She was asleep before she finished thinking about any of it.


            

    
        43. Huevos and a Debit Card

    
    
    
    
                Day 10.

She came downstairs carrying the Ledger.

Not in her hand — at arm's length, pinched between her thumb and forefinger like a dead rat she'd found behind the toilet. It was glowing. It was always glowing. It had been on her nightstand when she woke up, as usual, sitting there with the smug persistence of a thing that could not take a hint.

Benny looked up from behind the bar. His eyes went to the Ledger. Then to her face. Then back to the Ledger.

"Is that your—"

"Don't make it weird, Benny." She walked to the bar and set the Ledger on the counter. Not gently. "I've got a tab running that's probably longer than Mae's list at this point. The rope, the holster, Dolly's baths, Forge's wrench, room and board — all of it running through you and I haven't reconciled a damn thing since I got here. So keep this down here for a while and sort it out. You're my debit card."

"Your what?"

"My payment device. My wallet. The thing that makes sure I don't owe half the town by the time I leave the bar. Just... handle the money part. That's all I need it for."

Benny picked up the Ledger. Carefully. The way he always handled it — like it was a baby bird or a live grenade, depending on what was on the screen. "You want me to put it behind the bar?"

"Sure. Not like it matters. That fucker will be back on my nightstand by morning anyway. Like a one-night stand you can't get rid of — shows up at dawn, no shame, no explanation, just there, staring at you with that glow like it's waiting for breakfast."

Benny turned pink. The Ledger went behind the bar. The ritual continued.

"Now," she said, sitting on her stool. "What's for breakfast?"

Benny's face shifted from the payment-processing expression to the food expression. The food expression was always better.

"Okay, so — I had leftovers. The tomato-chile mixture from the sauces last night. The beans from the pit. Some of those corn flatbreads I've been making. And eggs." He shrugged. "I just put it together."

He brought the plate.

Two fried eggs, yolks still runny, sitting on top of lightly fried corn flatbreads that had gone golden and crispy at the edges. Smothered — genuinely smothered, not dabbed, not drizzled, smothered — in a cooked tomato-chile salsa that was thick and red and fragrant with the leftover spice blend from last night's barbecue experiments. On the side, the pit beans from brisket night, refried now — mashed and fried in their own fat until they were creamy and dense and smoky. And next to the beans, sliced thin and fanned across the plate, something green. Something soft and rich and buttery that she recognized immediately even though it had no business being in this dimension.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Where did you get avocado?"

"The what?"

"The green thing. The soft green thing on my plate."

"Oh! The trader — the same one from the south who brought the palm cream and the spice paste. He had a crate of those. Mae bought a few. I sliced one up because I thought the texture would go with the—"

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"That's huevos rancheros."

"I don't—"

"OF COURSE YOU DON'T."

She picked up a fork. Cut into an egg. The yolk ran — golden, slow, pooling into the salsa and mixing with the chile and the crispy edge of the flatbread. She loaded the fork: egg, salsa, flatbread, a smear of refried beans, a slice of avocado. She put it in her mouth.

Her eyes closed.

The egg was rich and warm. The salsa was bright, acidic, with a heat that built slow from the leftover chile. The flatbread was crispy and chewy and soaked up the yolk like it was made for it — which, in every Mexican kitchen on Earth, it was. The beans were smoky and creamy, the brisket drippings from last night giving them a depth that regular refried beans could only dream about. And the avocado — cool, buttery, cutting through the heat of the salsa the way avocado always did, the way God intended avocado to work.

"This is Mexico, Benny," she said with her mouth full. "You've gone to Mexico. You're at six countries now. France, England, Canada, America, Thailand, and now Mexico. You are the most well-traveled man in Dustbreak and you have never left this building."

"It's just leftovers, Lena."

"It is never JUST leftovers with you. It is never JUST anything with you. Normal people have leftovers and they reheat them and they eat them standing over the sink in their underwear at two in the morning. You have leftovers and you accidentally invent an entire culture's breakfast cuisine. I'm starting to think you're doing this on purpose."

"Huh." The pink. The rag. But also the grin — the full one, the one that said he was starting to understand that what he did was special even if he couldn't explain why.

She ate. She drank coffee. The morning was quiet — just her and Benny, the way mornings usually were. No Emmett today. He'd be up late reading, processing the day, doing whatever Emmett did when the lamp was on and the books were open and nobody was watching. He'd show up tonight. He always did.

She was scraping the last of the salsa off the plate with a torn piece of flatbread when the swinging doors opened.

Harlan.

He had his hat on and his morning face on, but there was something else behind it today — a purpose that went beyond tea and small talk. He walked to the bar, nodded at Lena, and then looked at Benny with the look that meant I need to talk to you.

"Morning, Harlan," Lena said.

"Miss Wright." He tipped his hat. Then he moved to the far end of the bar — the end where Benny kept the glasses and the bottles and, as of this morning, Lena's Ledger.

She should have gone. She should have stood up, put her plate on the bar, and headed to Mae's for the list. That was the plan. That was the morning. Breakfast, Mae, work.

Instead she stayed on her stool and drank her coffee and didn't look at the two men at the far end of the bar who were doing a very poor job of being quiet.

Benny's whisper: "She dropped it off this morning. Said to keep it down here for payments."

Harlan's whisper, which was slightly better than Benny's but still audible from ten feet: "Pull it up. I want to see the current stats."

The sound of the Ledger screen activating. A faint glow from the far end. Benny squinting.

"She hit Level 6. Looks like... yesterday? The pig thing pushed her over."

"Level 6 in ten days." Harlan's voice. Flat. The voice of a man stating a fact he found personally offensive. "What's the class say now?"

Benny tilted the Ledger. Squinted harder. "Civic... Infrastructure... Engineer... hyphen... Prophet." A pause. "Oh. There's more now. There's a new line."

"What new line?"

"Combat... Subdesignation... Improvised Ranged... something. I can't read the rest. The font got smaller."

"The font got smaller?"

"Like the System ran out of room and had to shrink the text to fit everything on one line."

Silence. Lena could feel Harlan's hat coming off without looking. She could feel the hand going through the hair. She could feel the man's entire understanding of how the world worked being gently but firmly dismantled by a glowing rectangle at the end of a bar.

"What about the equipment?" Harlan asked. "The... the device she carries. The thing that isn't a Ledger."

More squinting. "It's got its own section now. It didn't have its own section before. It just had a line — bonded tool, damage rating. Now it's got..." Benny tilted the screen again. "Kill count: one. Damage type: impact, blunt force. Classification..." He stopped.

"Classification what?"

"I can't pronounce it. It's got about twelve syllables and a hyphen and I think there are parentheses again."

"The System gave her tool a classification with parentheses."

Harlan was quiet for a long time. The quiet of a man who was standing at the edge of something he couldn't map with the tools he had.

"She threw it at a pig, Benny."

"I know."

"She threw a device that makes calls at a charging boar and the System registered it as a combat kill with an improvised ranged weapon and gave the device its own stat block."

"I know, Harlan."

"The System has rules."

"I know."

"She's not following any of them."

"I know."

"And it keeps rewarding her for it."

Benny didn't say anything to that. There was nothing to say. The Ledger glowed at the end of the bar. Harlan put his hat back on. He looked down the bar at Lena, who was sitting on her stool drinking coffee and absolutely, positively, without question not listening to any of this.

"Morning, Miss Wright," he said again, on his way out.

"Morning, Harlan."

The swinging doors closed behind him. The bar was quiet. Benny came back to her end, tucked the Ledger behind the bar, and started wiping.

"Busy morning?" she asked, innocent as a woman who had just heard every word of a conversation she was pretending didn't happen.

"Huh," Benny said. The rag moved.

She finished the coffee. Set the mug on the bar. Stood.

"I'm heading to Mae's. Whatever needs doing today."

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

He looked at her. The golden retriever face, but with something behind it — something that was equal parts concern and wonder and the specific confusion of a man who was holding a Ledger that said things about his friend that he didn't understand.

"Your tab's in good shape," he said. "I checked when you gave me the Ledger. You're... you're doing fine. More than fine."

"Good. That's all I needed to know."

"You sure you don't want to hear—"

"Benny."

"Right. Sorry."

She pushed through the swinging doors into the morning. Hat on. Nokia on the hip. Wrench on the belt. New jeans that fit like they were made for her, because they were. The air smelled like smoke from the pit — the brisket remnants, still lingering — and the clock tower glowed in the early sun and the town was waking up around her.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Mae had work. The list had items. There were things to fix.

She headed for Cole's Sundries at the pace she always walked — not quite a jog, not quite a stroll. The pace of a woman who had somewhere to be and people counting on her and no interest whatsoever in what a glowing rectangle thought about any of it.


            

    
        44. Cobb's Window

    
    
    
    
                Mae looked at the list. The pencil came out from behind the ear.

"Cobb's got a stuck window. Upstairs apartment. He's been complaining about it for two weeks and I'm tired of hearing about it."

"A stuck window."

"That's what the man says. Three gold."

"I'll take a look."

She walked to the saddlery. The shop was open — Cobb was at his bench, working a piece of leather over a form with the slow, deliberate motion of a man who had been doing the same thing for thirty years. He looked up when she walked in. His eyes went to her boots first — always the boots — and then to her face.

"Wright."

"Mae says your window's stuck."

"Upstairs. Bedroom. Won't budge. Been that way since the last hard rain." He set the leather down. "You want to see it?"

"That's what I'm here for."

He led her through the back of the shop and up a narrow staircase to the apartment above. It was small and tidy — a bed, a dresser, a shelf with personal effects, and a single window on the south wall. The window was simple — a wooden frame with a single pane that lifted upward and propped open with a stick. No counterweights. No pulleys. No cord system. Just a plank of wood with glass in it that you shoved up and jammed a stick under. She'd seen better windows in garden sheds back home. The whole town was like this — every building she'd been in had the same basic windows, propped open with sticks or pegs or whatever was lying around.

Somewhere in the back of her brain, a small note was filed: Sash windows. Counterweights. Pulleys and cord. Add it to the list. But that was a project for another day. Today she had a stuck window.

She tried to lift it. It didn't move. Not a little — not at all. Locked in place by its own frame, swollen tight.

She ran her fingers along the edges. The wood was soft. Not rotten — swollen. Damp. The paint on the exterior side was cracked and peeling, and she could feel where moisture had gotten into the grain and expanded it. The left side was worse than the right — she could see the warp with her eye, a gentle bow where the wood had absorbed water unevenly.

"When did you last paint this?"

Cobb thought about it. "Three years? Four?"

"And it's been sticking since the last rain?"

"Gets worse every time. Used to be I could bang it open with my palm. Now it won't move at all."

"Alright. Let me look at the outside."

She went back downstairs, out the front, and walked around to the south wall. Stood back. Looked up.

There it was. Or rather, there it wasn't.

The window frame sat in the wall with the siding butted right up against it — horizontal wood slat siding, lapped, each course overlapping the one below. Standard construction. But above the window, where the bottom edge of the siding course met the top of the window frame, there was nothing. No flashing. No drip edge. No copper. No lead. Nothing to divert rainwater away from the top of the frame.

Water was hitting the siding, running down the face of the building the way water does — downhill, always downhill — and when it reached the window, it had nowhere to go except straight into the joint between the siding and the frame. Into the wood. Into the grain. Every rain, every storm, every heavy dew. For years. The wood drank it and swelled and the window stuck and Cobb banged it with his palm and it opened and then it rained again and the cycle repeated until the wood was so saturated it wouldn't move at all.

She went back inside.

"Cobb, this isn't a stuck window."

"It's pretty stuck."

"The window is stuck because you've got no flashing above the frame. Water's running straight off your siding into the top of the window every time it rains. The wood's been soaking for years. That's why it swells. That's why it sticks." She tapped the frame. "Fix the water, fix the window. Same thing I've been telling everyone in this town — the problem's never the thing you think it is. The thing you think it is, is the symptom."

Cobb looked at the window. Looked at her. The expression of a man who had been looking at a stuck window for two weeks and was now being told it was a plumbing problem.

"I need to make a trip to Forge. I'll be back in twenty minutes."



Forge didn't ask questions. She told him she needed copper strip — two inches wide, about thirty inches long, sixteenth-inch thick. He pulled a copper sheet from his stock, cut it with heavy shears, and hammered it flat on the anvil. Three minutes.

She also had her eye on a pair of tin snips hanging on the wall — she'd been wanting a cutting tool since her first visit. Her kit needed one. Every trade kit needed one. You couldn't shape material without being able to cut material.

"How much for the snips?"

"Three gold."

"Sold." She pulled them off the wall and tested the action — smooth, sharp, spring-loaded return. Good tool. "You got knives?"

Forge reached behind the workbench and produced a tray of utility blades — straight edges, curved edges, fixed handles, folding handles. Working knives, not weapons. The kind of knife a tradeswoman carried for scoring, cutting, marking, scraping, and the eleven other things you needed a blade for every day.

She picked a fixed-blade with a straight edge and a leather-wrapped handle that fit her grip. Short blade — four inches, maybe. Enough for work, not enough to be ridiculous.

"Two gold."

"Sold."

New tools. Tin snips, a knife, and a copper strip. Her kit was growing — wrench, Nokia, tin snips, knife. The tool pouch on her belt was getting heavier. She liked the weight. It felt like competence.



Back at Cobb's. Upstairs. The stuck window.

She pulled the new knife and scored along the paint seal where the window met the frame — a clean line on each side, cutting through years of paint buildup that had essentially glued the window shut. The paint cracked and peeled as the blade ran through it. Old paint, thick layers, the kind that sealed better than caulk when it dried and bonded.

"That's part of your problem too," she told Cobb, who was watching from the doorway. "Every time you painted this, you painted over the joint. The paint sealed the window to the frame. Between the paint bond and the swelling, this thing was never opening without a fight."

She pocketed the knife and pulled the Nokia from its holster. Held it by the bottom end. Tapped the frame — firm, controlled strikes along the left side where the swelling was worst. Not smashing. Persuading. The same motion she'd used to straighten Henderson's gate rod. Tap, tap, check. Tap, tap, check. Working the wood loose from the frame a fraction of an inch at a time, breaking the bond between the swollen surfaces.

The window shifted. A crack appeared along the left side — the seal breaking, the wood separating from the frame for the first time in weeks. She tapped the bottom rail. More movement. She got her fingers under the rail and pulled.

The window opened. Not smooth — grudging, scraping, fighting her the whole way — but it opened. Cool air poured into the room. The scraping sound told her everything she needed to know about where the high spots were.

"Now I can work."

She looked at Cobb. "I need your spokeshave and a rasp. I'm going to take the swelling down on the worst spots so it moves clean. You'll get them back sharp."

Cobb's eyes narrowed. Not suspicion — assessment. A craftsman being asked to lend his tools. "You know how to use a spokeshave?"

"I grew up on construction sites, Cobb. I've used every hand tool that exists in my world and most of them haven't been invented here yet. I'll treat them right."

He studied her for a moment. Then he went downstairs. He came back with a spokeshave — well-oiled, blade keen, the handle worn smooth from decades of use — and a cabinet rasp. He handed them over the way you hand someone a family heirloom: carefully, with the unspoken understanding that returning them damaged would end the friendship.

The spokeshave was beautiful — Cobb kept his tools the way she kept her wrench, which was to say perfectly. The blade was set shallow, which was what she wanted. She wasn't trying to reshape the frame. She was shaving off the swelling — a few passes on the left side where the warp was worst, a few on the bottom rail where the wood had expanded against the frame. Light cuts. Reading the grain. Feeling the resistance change as the damp wood thinned down to the dry wood underneath.

Cobb was standing in the doorway watching. Not hovering — standing. The way a craftsman watches another craftsman use his tools. Evaluating grip, angle, pressure. She could feel the assessment and she didn't mind it. She'd been assessed by foremen and inspectors and master plumbers her whole career. If Cobb wanted to judge her spokeshave technique, he was welcome to. She'd been shaving wood since she was twelve and her dad needed a window trimmed on a job site and she was the only person with small enough hands to work inside the frame.

She lowered the window and tested it after each pass. Scraping. Scraping. Less scraping. Stiff but moving. Moving. Smooth.

The window lifted and lowered like it was new. Cobb made a sound — not quite a word, more like the audible version of a nod.

"That's the symptom," she said. "Now I need to fix the cause."

She handed back the spokeshave and rasp. Cobb ran his thumb along the blade edge. Whatever he found there satisfied him, because the tools went back in his hands without comment.

"Ladder?"

"Back of the shop."



Ladder against the south wall. She climbed up with the copper strip, the tin snips, a handful of small nails from Cobb's shop, and the Nokia for a hammer.

The work was straightforward if you understood water. Most people didn't. Most people looked at a wall and saw a wall. Lena looked at a wall and saw a watershed — every surface was a path that water would follow, and her job was to make sure it followed the right path.

She started at the siding course above the window. The bottom edge of the siding overlapped the top of the course below it — lapped, the way siding was supposed to be, each piece covering the top of the one beneath it so water ran over the face and never got behind. Same principle as shingles. Same principle as the sluice joints at the mine. Same principle as every pipe joint she'd ever soldered — water flows over the top of the layer below, never behind it.

She used the tin snips to trim the copper to length — the full width of the window plus three inches on each side for the returns. Then she bent the top edge up at a slight angle, creating a lip about a half inch tall. That lip was going to tuck up under the bottom edge of the siding course above the window.

She carefully pried the bottom edge of the siding up — just enough to slide the copper underneath. Not enough to crack it, not enough to pull nails. Just a gap. She slid the top lip of the copper strip up behind the siding, so the siding overlapped the flashing the way it overlapped everything else. Water would hit the siding, run down the face, hit the copper, and get kicked outward by the front edge of the drip cap. It would never touch the window frame. It would never soak into the wood. It would drip off the front edge of the copper and fall to the ground where it belonged.

She bent the front edge of the copper down at a slight angle — not flat, not vertical, just enough of a slope to encourage the water forward and off. Then she bent the side returns — the extra three inches on each end — back against the wall at forty-five degrees, creating end dams that would prevent water from running sideways off the edge of the flashing and back into the frame from the side.

She nailed it. Three nails along the top, up under the siding where they'd be hidden. The copper sat tight against the wall, tucked behind the siding above, extending out over the window frame below. Clean. Invisible from the ground unless you knew what you were looking for.

She climbed down. Stepped back. Looked up.

From the street you couldn't see it. The copper disappeared behind the siding overlap. But it was there — a thin line of metal between the siding and the frame that was going to keep that window dry for the next thirty years. Copper didn't rust. Copper didn't rot. Copper developed a patina that protected it and made it stronger over time. It was the best flashing material in any world, and Forge had it in stock, and nobody in Dustbreak had thought to put it above a window.

She went back upstairs. Lifted the window. Smooth. Clean. The cool air moved through the room and the window glided in its frame.

Cobb was standing at the top of the stairs. He'd been watching from the window across the landing — she could tell because the other window was open and it had a clear line of sight to the south wall.

"You watched me work," she said.

"I watched you use copper the way I use leather." He leaned against the doorframe. "You shaped it. You didn't just bend it — you shaped it to the wall. Read the surface, fit the material to it. That's not plumbing."

"It's all the same thing, Cobb. You shape leather to a horse's back. I shape copper to a wall. We're both just making sure the thing fits the thing it's supposed to fit."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "What do I owe you?"

"Mae's paying me three gold."

"For a stuck window. You rebuilt my water management."

"It's the same job. The window was stuck because of the water. I fixed the water. The window's fixed." She slid the tin snips into her tool pouch. "We're square, Cobb. You lent me tools and didn't flinch. That's worth more than three gold."

He looked at her boots. Red Wings. Nodded.

"Good boots," he said. Same thing he'd said the first time. But it meant more now.

She headed back to Mae's. The sun was past midday. The copper was up. The window was fixed. The tools were sharp. The principle was the same as it always was — fix the cause, not the symptom, and the symptom fixes itself.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. Knife on the other side. Tin snips in the pouch. Wrench on the belt. The tool pouch was getting heavier every day.

She was starting to look like a tradeswoman instead of a refugee. One tool at a time.


            

    
        45. Pipe, Plans, and an Apprentice

    
    
    
    
                Forge looked up when they walked in. He'd been studying papers on his workbench — drawings, measurements, notes in his blocky, precise handwriting. Papers on Forge's workbench were unusual. Metal was usual. Papers meant something was happening.

"Back already?" he said, looking at Lena. She'd been in his shop three hours ago buying copper and snips.

"Different visit. This one's about the pipe." She nodded at Emmett, who had appeared at the smithy door as if summoned — which he probably had been, by the project. He'd been in his shop all morning revising the budget with the rope cost savings, and when Lena had stopped by to tell him she was heading to Forge for the pipe update, he'd closed the book he was reading, grabbed his satchel, and fallen into step beside her without a word. The man had a nose for meetings the way Benny had a nose for ingredients.

"You got news?" she asked.

Forge set down the drawings. Looked at them. Looked at Emmett. Looked back at Lena.

"I can do it."

Four words. That was Forge's version of a presentation.

"The form's done?"

"Finished it yesterday. Ran three test sections this morning. Six-foot lengths, two-and-a-half bore, quarter-inch walls, bell ends." He reached under the workbench and pulled out a section of pipe — dark iron, about the length of her arm, with a flared bell on one end. He set it on the bench with a heavy clang.

Lena picked it up. It was warm — recently forged, the heat still in the metal. She sighted down the bore. Straight. Consistent. She could feel the wall thickness with her fingers — uniform, no thin spots, no bulges. The bell end was clean, flared evenly, with enough depth to accept a spigot end and leave room for oakum packing.

She set the spigot end of the test section against the bell end of a second piece Forge produced. They mated cleanly — the spigot slid into the bell with a quarter inch of gap around the circumference. Perfect joint space for oakum and solder.

"Forge, this is good."

"I know." Not arrogance. Fact. The way a man who'd been shaping metal for thirty years stated the obvious.

"Timeline?"

"Five sections a day once I'm running steady. First week will be slower — I'm still dialing in the extrusion process. Call it three a day for the first week, five after that. A hundred sections in..." He did the math in his head. "Twenty-two days. Maybe twenty if things go smooth."

"And the cost?"

"Same as I quoted. Two-twenty for materials and forge time. Twenty-five for the solder alloy." He paused. The pause was significant — Forge didn't pause. "There's something else."

"What?"

"I want to bring in an apprentice."

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at his notes. Neither of them had expected this.

"I've had my eye on a kid from Ridgemont," Forge continued. "Young. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. Strong. His family are farriers — horse work, shoe work. Basic stuff. The kid wants to build his Smith class but he's never had the work. Nobody in Ridgemont has the volume. He's stuck shoeing horses and mending tack and his class isn't going anywhere."

"And this job gives him the work."

"A hundred sections of pipe is a hundred sections of experience. Bell ends, extrusion, forge welding, solder work. That's the kind of volume that builds a class." Forge's face did something it almost never did — it showed something. Not excitement, not exactly. More like recognition. The look of a craftsman who saw a version of his younger self in someone else. "Teaching is good for the teacher too. The System rewards it — significantly."

Lena's hand went up. The dismissive wave — the one she used whenever someone mentioned the System or classes or levels or any of the glowing-rectangle nonsense that this world ran on and she refused to participate in.

"Yeah, I don't need to know about whatever experience points you get for playing schoolteacher, Forge. As long as the pipe comes out straight and the kid doesn't burn down the smithy, you can fondle each other's class trees all day for all I care."

Forge blinked. Emmett made a sound that might have been a cough.

"What I care about," she continued, "is whether the apprentice changes the price."

"No," Forge said, recovering with the composure of a man who had just heard something he wasn't going to think about too hard. "I absorb the apprentice. He works for room and board and the experience. That's the deal — I've already talked to his family. They're eager. The kid's been ready to leave Ridgemont for a year."

"What's his name?"

"Wren."

"Wren." She turned the name over. "When can he start?"

"He can be here in three days. Ridgemont's a day's ride. I'll send word today."

Lena looked at the test pipe on the bench. Then at the drawings. Then at Forge, who was standing in his smithy with his hammer on the anvil and his fire at his back, offering to expand his operation and train the next generation of smiths because a woman from another dimension needed a hundred sections of pipe.

"Do it," she said. "Bring him in. If he's as good as you think, he'll earn his keep before the first week's out."

Forge picked up his hammer. The conversation was shifting from words to metal. She could feel it — the moment where Forge's verbal bandwidth reached its limit and he needed to start hitting things.

"Anything else?" he asked.

"Yeah. That copper strip you made me this morning — I'm going to need more. Flashing for the pipe route where it enters the building. And brackets — iron brackets to mount the pipe against the wall and along the trench line."

"Copper strip is easy. Brackets I'll forge as we go — I'll need measurements once the route is dug."

"Fair. Emmett, you getting all this?"

Emmett held up his notebook. Three pages of notes. The man had transcribed the entire conversation in real time while simultaneously revising the budget in the margins.

"Got it. Pipe cost unchanged at two forty-five. Timeline twenty to twenty-two days. Apprentice absorbed by Forge, no additional line item. Brackets and additional copper to be estimated as the route develops." He looked up. "We're under Mae's budget."

"We're under Mae's budget," Lena confirmed. "She's going to love that."

They stood in the smithy for a while longer. The conversation loosened — the way it did when the business was settled and the people were still there. Forge talked about the extrusion process — how he'd designed the form, how the iron flowed through it, how the bell end required a secondary step that he was still refining. Emmett asked questions that were more scholarly than practical — the metallurgy, the temperature thresholds, the difference between wrought iron and cast iron and why wrought was better for pipe. Forge answered in short sentences that contained more information per word than most people managed in paragraphs.

Lena talked about the route. The intake point above the mine. The three turns — forty-five degrees each, not ninety, because ninety-degree turns killed flow and pressure. The grade she needed — an inch per foot through the turns, half inch on the straights. Forge nodded at the engineering the way she nodded at his metallurgy — respect for a discipline he didn't practice but understood was built on the same foundation as his own.

"Iron and water," Forge said at one point. The closest thing to philosophy he'd ever offered.

"Iron and water," Lena agreed. "That's the whole project."

Emmett wrote it down. Of course he did.

They talked about Dustbreak. How long Forge had been here — twelve years, longer than almost anyone except Mae and Harlan. How the town had changed — or hadn't. How the mine had always been the engine and everything else had run on the fumes. How nobody had ever tried to build anything bigger than a fence or a barn because nobody had ever thought the town was worth investing in.

"Until now," Emmett said.

Forge looked at Lena. The look that said more than his words ever would — the look of a man who had been making horseshoes and hinges for twelve years and was now making pipe, and the difference mattered.

"Until now," Forge said.



They found Mae before dinner. She was closing up the sundries — the pencil behind the ear, the spectacles pushed up, the list being reviewed one final time before she locked the door.

"Report," Mae said, because Mae didn't waste words on greetings when there was information to receive.

Lena laid it out. The extrusion form was done. Test sections were successful. Five sections a day at steady production. Twenty to twenty-two days for a hundred sections. Cost unchanged — two forty-five for pipe and solder. Forge was bringing in an apprentice from Ridgemont at no additional cost. Brackets and additional copper to be estimated as the route developed.

"Total project cost?" Mae asked.

Emmett checked his notes. "Under five hundred. Comfortably. The rope came in under budget, the pipe cost is holding, and Forge is absorbing the apprentice. The only variable left is Griff's labor, and we can control that by phasing the crew work to match pipe production."

Mae looked at the numbers. Looked at them the way she looked at everything — with the precision of a woman who had been balancing books for forty years and could smell a bad number the way Lena could smell a bad joint.

"Under budget," Mae said.

"Under budget."

She made a mark on the list. The big mark. The one that meant a milestone had been reached.

"The rope from Harwell's — twenty gold. Transfer it from the civic account through Benny."

"Already arranged," Emmett said.

Mae looked at him. Then at Lena. Then at both of them in the way that Mae looked at things she approved of, which was to say with no expression at all except a faint shift in the spectacles that might have been satisfaction if you knew where to look.

"Dinner?" Lena asked.

"I'm closing the store."

"That's not what I asked."

Mae almost smiled. Almost. "Go eat, you two. I'll have the transfer done by morning."

They walked out into the evening. The Rusty Ledger was three buildings down. The clock tower was glowing. Somewhere inside the bar, Benny was making something that was going to be accidentally extraordinary, and Emmett was walking beside her with his satchel full of notes, and the pipe project was real and on schedule and under budget.

"Emmett?"

"Yeah?"

"Today was good."

"Today was good," he agreed.

She reached over and took his hand. In the middle of the street. In the middle of Dustbreak. She didn't check to see who was watching. She didn't care.

He took her hand back. His fingers laced through hers the way they'd learned to on the buggy — naturally, without fumbling, like they'd been doing it for longer than two days.

They walked to dinner. Hand in hand. The project was moving. The pipe was coming. The town was changing.

She patted her hip with her free hand. Nokia. Still there. Knife, snips, wrench. The belt was getting heavy.

Good day.



            

    
        46. Rain, Soup, and Grilled Cheese

    
    
    
    
                The first drop hit the road about ten steps past Mae's door.

Big. Fat. The kind of raindrop that doesn't politely announce itself — the kind that arrives like it's been waiting all day and has run out of patience. It hit the dry dirt of the crossroads and made a sound like a tiny fist on a drum, and where it landed a little explosion of dust puffed up around the impact crater before the water swallowed it.

Then another. And another.

Lena looked up. The sky had been doing something all afternoon — she'd noticed it on Cobb's ladder, the clouds building behind the ridge, stacking up in shades of grey that got darker the higher they went. She'd filed it under "weather" and gone back to work because weather wasn't her problem. Pipe was her problem. Windows were her problem. Weather was the sky's problem.

But now the sky's problem was hitting the road, and the road was responding.

Each raindrop landed in the dust and made its own small crater — a perfect circle of wet dirt surrounded by a halo of displaced dust that hung in the air for half a second before settling. Dozens of them. Then hundreds. The dust road was becoming a map of impacts, each one darkening from pale beige to muddy brown as the water soaked in. The smell hit next — that smell, the one that only existed when rain met dry earth for the first time, the petrichor that scientists said was caused by oils in the soil but that Lena's dad had always said was the earth being grateful.

"We should walk faster," Emmett said.

"We should run."

They ran. Three buildings. Hand in hand, because neither of them thought to let go, splashing through the first puddles that were forming in the ruts of the crossroads. Emmett's satchel bounced against his hip. Lena's tool belt jangled — the wrench, the snips, the knife, all of it clanking like a plumber's wind chime. The rain went from fat drops to sheets in about fifteen seconds, the way it did when a storm stopped warming up and started meaning it.

They crashed through the swinging doors of the Rusty Ledger soaking wet and laughing.

The bar was warm. The bar was dry. The bar smelled like —

She stopped.

Tomato.

Rich, slow-cooked, deep-red tomato, simmered with something sweet and something sharp and something that made the back of her throat tighten with a memory so specific she could see the kitchen it came from. Her mother's kitchen. Tuesday after school. Rain on the windows. A pot on the stove. A sandwich in a pan.

Benny was behind the bar. He looked tired — not bad-tired, just busy-tired. The tired of a man who'd fed an entire town brisket the night before and had been running on fumes and leftover beans all day. He had a pot on the stove behind the bar — the small one, the one he used for sauces and soups — and the smell was coming from that pot.

"Hey," he said. "You're wet."

"It's raining."

"I noticed." He ladled something into two bowls. Deep bowls. The soup was red — not bright red, not thin red, but the dark, velvety red of tomatoes that had been cooked for hours until they'd broken down into something that wasn't soup anymore so much as a warm embrace in liquid form. He'd used the last of his tomato supply — the same tomatoes that had become ketchup, then barbecue sauce, then huevos rancheros salsa. This was the final act of the tomato saga, and it was the simplest and the best.

He set the bowls on the bar.

Then he set down the sandwiches.

They were golden. Pressed flat in a hot pan — she could see the grill marks, the pattern of heat on bread that only happened when butter met cast iron at the right temperature. The bread was thick-cut, probably the last of the brioche loaves from brisket night, and inside she could see the cheese — melted, stretched, pulling in long strings where he'd cut the sandwich in half. The cheese had gone past melted into that state where it was almost liquid at the center but crispy at the edges where it had leaked out of the bread and hit the pan and turned into those little lace-edged cheese crisps that were better than the sandwich itself.

"I was just using up leftovers," Benny said. "The tomatoes were going to turn if I didn't cook them today. And I had bread and cheese and the pan was already hot."

Lena sat on her stool. Rain hammered the windows. The bar was empty except for them — the storm had kept everyone home, or at least delayed them. Just Lena, Emmett, and Benny. The pot on the stove. The bowls on the bar. The sandwiches on the plates.

She picked up the sandwich. Bit into it. The bread was crispy and buttery. The cheese was hot and stretchy and rich. She dipped the corner into the tomato soup.

She closed her eyes.

Tomato soup and grilled cheese. The most basic meal in the American comfort food canon. The meal that every mother made and every child remembered. The meal that didn't need to be fancy or complicated or impressive because it was already perfect — had always been perfect — was perfect the way gravity was perfect, not because someone designed it but because it was a law of the universe that bread and cheese and tomato in those proportions at that temperature would always, always, always be the right thing.

She didn't say anything. She didn't lecture Benny about what country he'd accidentally invented or how many cultures claimed credit for the grilled cheese or what this meal meant in her world. She just ate. Quietly. The soup warming her from the inside while the rain cooled the world outside.

Emmett ate his with the same quiet focus. Dipping. Chewing. The small nod that meant "this is very good" in Emmett's language, which was more restrained than Lena's language but no less sincere.

"This is really good, Benny," Emmett said.

"It's just soup and a sandwich."

Lena looked up from her bowl. Benny was wiping the bar. Of course he was. The rag, the wipe, the eternal ritual. But he looked different tonight. Quieter. The pink wasn't there because nobody had complimented him yet — or rather, Emmett's compliment had been gentle enough that it didn't trigger the full Benny blush. He just looked like a man who'd had a long week of cooking extraordinary things and was relieved to make something simple.

"Benny," she said.

"Yeah?"

"Sometimes just soup and a sandwich is exactly right."

He looked at her. Not the golden retriever look. Something steadier. Something that understood what she meant — that after a week of Thai curry and biscuits and gravy and brisket and lasagna and mango sticky rice and barbecue sauce and huevos rancheros, the best thing he could have made tonight was the simplest thing. The thing that didn't need a name from another country. The thing that was just warm and good and enough.

"Huh," he said. Quietly. The rag stopped moving for a moment. Then it started again.

The rain came down. The windows streaked. The clock tower was invisible behind the sheets of water. Dustbreak's dirt roads were turning to mud — she could picture it, the crossroads becoming a bog, the ruts filling, Henderson's south gate holding against the runoff because the hinge was solid and the rod was straight.

And Cobb's window. She thought about Cobb's window — the copper flashing she'd installed that afternoon, tucked under the siding, angled out over the frame. Right now, right this moment, the rain was hitting that wall and running down the siding and hitting the copper and sliding off into the air, dripping away from the wood, away from the frame, landing in the dirt where it belonged. The window was dry. The wood was dry. The fix was working.

She smiled into her soup.

"What?" Emmett asked.

"Nothing. Just thinking about water management."

"You're eating soup in a rainstorm and thinking about water management."

"Emmett, I'm always thinking about water management. It's what I do."

He smiled. The real one. The one that said he understood that this woman's brain never stopped working, even when she was eating grilled cheese, and he wouldn't change that about her for anything.

They finished dinner. The rain didn't stop. Dolly came downstairs at some point — she'd been in her room, probably reading or doing whatever Dolly did when she wasn't working — and settled at her table with a glass of wine and the specific contentment of a woman who was warm and dry while the world was wet.

A few miners drifted in later, soaked, laughing about the mud. Benny made more soup. More sandwiches. The bar filled slowly with wet, happy people who were glad to be somewhere warm.

Emmett stayed longer than usual. The rain was his excuse — he couldn't walk three buildings without getting soaked again, and his satchel full of books wouldn't survive the trip. So he stayed. On his stool. Next to Lena. Their shoulders touching the way they'd started to touch — not deliberately, not with purpose, just the natural lean of two people who'd stopped pretending there was a reason to keep distance between them.

"I should go," he said eventually. The rain had eased to a steady drizzle.

"You should go," she agreed. Neither of them moved.

"My books."

"Your books."

"They'll get wet."

"They'll survive. They're books, not cats."

He laughed. Stood. Gathered the satchel. Looked at her.

"Good night, Lena."

"Good night, Emmett."

He walked to the door. Stopped. Turned back.

"Thank you for today. The Forge meeting, the numbers, the... all of it."

"You don't have to thank me for including you in your own project, Emmett. You're the budget. Without you, I'm just a woman with pipe and no money."

"You'd figure it out."

"Probably. But it'd take longer and I'd swear more."

He smiled. Pushed through the doors. Into the rain. She watched him go this time — three buildings, puddles, the satchel held over his head like a shield. He made it to the bookshop. The light came on. It stayed on. No lamp-bumping tonight. He was getting better at that.

Benny was cleaning up. The pot was empty. The pan was scrubbed. The rag was completing its final circuit of the bar.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"That was my favorite thing you've made."

He stopped wiping. "The soup?"

"The soup. The sandwich. The whole thing. Not the most impressive. Not the most exotic. But my favorite."

"Huh." He picked up the rag. Set it down. Picked it up again. "It's just soup."

"I know. That's why."

She went upstairs. The rain drummed on the roof. Nokia on the nightstand. Ledger behind the bar where it belonged, being a debit card, doing the only job she'd ever ask it to do. Boots at the foot of the bed, shaken out, toes forward.

She lay in the dark and listened to the rain. Somewhere below her, Benny was finishing the cleanup. Somewhere three buildings down, Emmett was reading by lamplight. Somewhere across the crossroads, Mae was reviewing the list one last time. Somewhere at the south gate, Henderson's hinge was holding. Somewhere above the mine, the stream was swelling with rainwater that would, in a few weeks, flow through six hundred feet of wrought iron pipe and come out of a tap in the kitchen below her.

Day 10. Rain on the roof. Soup in her belly. Copper on a window. Pipe in the forge.

Good day.


            

    
        47. Check Your Boots

    
    
    
    
                Day 11 started with mud.

Not the soup-thick muck she'd feared when the rain came down last night — the ground had drained well, the way good ground does when the soil has structure and the grade is right. But the dirt road through Dustbreak was soft, and the trail up to the stream was moist and dark, and every step left a print that filled slowly with brown water. The air smelled like wet earth and pine and the particular sharpness that came after a storm — everything rinsed, everything breathing.

Griff had his crew at the stream bank by the time Lena arrived. Four men. Shovels, axes, a two-man crosscut saw. They'd been working since dawn — she could see the pile of cleared brush and the raw cuts where scrub had been taken down to the dirt. The path she'd walked on Day 4, counting paces, was becoming something real. Not a trail anymore. A route.

"Morning," Griff said. He was shin-deep in the brush pile, hauling a tangle of roots off the bank.

"Morning. How's the ground?"

"Wet but workable. Soft enough to dig easy, firm enough not to slide. Rain did us a favor — another day of this and it'll be perfect for trenching."

She looked at what they'd done. Maybe sixty feet of streambank cleared — brush cut, rocks rolled, the surface scraped down to mineral soil. It wasn't pretty but it was right. The pipe route needed a flat, stable bed, and these guys were giving her one.

"Good line," she said. "Keep the cut three feet from the bank. I don't want the edge undermining when the water's high."

"Already on it." Griff pointed downstream where two of his men were working around a boulder. "That one's a problem. Too big to move, too close to the route. We're going to have to go around."

She walked down to look. The boulder was the size of a wagon — half buried in the bank, the stream running fast around its base. The pipe route went right through where it sat.

"How deep is it set?"

"We dug down two feet on the uphill side. It goes deeper. It's not moving."

"Then we go around. I'll mark the deviation — two forty-fives, short straight between them. I'll need Forge to make me two angle sections instead of straight pipe for this stretch."

"That's going to add a joint."

"Two joints. I know. But it's better than trying to blast a boulder that's been here since before the town was built."

Griff nodded. He was learning. Three days ago he would have asked why they couldn't just force the pipe over the top or squeeze it underneath. Now he asked about joints, because he understood that every joint was a place where the system could fail, and fewer failures meant less maintenance, and less maintenance meant the pipe stayed working after Lena wasn't standing over it anymore.

She liked working with Griff. He was the kind of guy who didn't need to be told the same thing twice.

They worked through the morning. Lena marked the route with stakes and twine — the same way she'd mark a trench line back home, wooden stakes every ten feet with string pulled taut between them. The crew followed behind her, clearing to the line, widening the path, rolling rocks downhill where gravity wanted them anyway. The streambank took shape. She could see the pipe route now — not just in her head, where it had lived since Day 4, but on the ground. Real. Physical. Stakes in the dirt and a cleared path from the intake point toward town.

Around midmorning they hit the log.

It was a big one — an old pine that had come down across the stream sometime in the last year, maybe longer. The trunk was two feet thick at the base, stripped of bark by the water, wedged between rocks on both sides. It sat right in the path of the pipe route where it crossed the stream at the first forty-five.

"That's got to go," Lena said.

"Saw?" Griff asked.

"No good. It's in the water — the saw'll bind in wet wood and you'll be fighting it all day. We need to lever it out. Get it rolling and let the current help."

She looked at the log. Looked at the stream. Looked at her boots.

"All right," she said. "I'm going in."

She unbuckled the tool belt. Set it on a rock — Nokia, wrench, snips, knife, all of it laid out neat. Then the boots. She unlaced them, pulled them off, set them on the bank next to the belt. Bare feet on wet rock. The water was cold — not the ice-melt cold of the mine stream, but cold enough to make her toes curl and her calves tighten.

She waded in. The stream was knee-deep at the log, running fast, the bottom all smooth river stones that shifted under her feet. She braced against the downstream side of the trunk and pushed. Nothing. The thing was heavy and wedged and the water was pushing it tighter into the rocks.

"Griff. Get in here."

Griff looked at the water. Looked at Lena. Took off his boots and waded in.

Between the two of them, with Griff's shoulder against the base and Lena levering from the middle, they got it rocking. The current helped once it broke free of the rocks — the water grabbed the trunk and swung the downstream end around, and then it was moving, rolling in the shallows, bumping over stones until it caught on a gravel bar twenty feet downstream where it wasn't in anyone's way.

"Done," Lena said. She was soaked from the waist down. Griff was soaked everywhere because he'd slipped on a rock and gone in up to his chest. His crew was watching from the bank with the specific expression of men who were glad they hadn't been asked to help.

They waded out. The sun was high now, warm enough that the wet clothes didn't feel terrible. Griff's crew had built a small fire on the bank — not for warmth, just for the smoke to keep the gnats away — and someone had brought a crate of beer from the Ledger. Actual cold beer, kept in the stream in a mesh bag. Benny's doing, probably.

Lena sat on a flat rock in the sun. Feet bare, toes in the grass, pants dripping. Griff dropped down next to her and someone handed them both a bottle.

"Cheers," Griff said.

"Cheers." She drank. Cold. Good. The kind of beer that tasted better because you'd earned it — because you'd been in the water and moved the thing and the job was done and the sun was warm.

They sat for a while. The crew took a break. Someone told a story about a mule that had fallen in the stream last spring and refused to come out for three hours. Someone else topped it with a story about a miner who'd tried to pan for gold in his bathtub. The laughter was easy, the kind that came from men who worked together and didn't need to impress each other.

Lena finished her beer. Set the bottle down. Reached for her boots.

They were right where she'd left them — on the bank, upright, toes pointing at the stream. She'd set them down an hour ago and hadn't thought about them since. She'd been in the water, moving a log, drinking a beer, sitting in the sun.

She picked up the right boot. Shoved her foot in.

The pain was immediate. Sharp. Electric. Like someone had driven a hot nail through the side of her foot just below the ankle bone. She screamed — not a ladylike yelp, not a surprised gasp, but a full-throated, profanity-laced scream that sent birds out of trees on both sides of the stream.

"FUCK!"

She yanked her foot out of the boot and shook it. Hard. Something flew out — small, black, the size of her thumb. It hit a rock and skittered sideways, pincers up, tail curled, moving fast.

Scorpion. Little black scorpion. Had probably crawled in while the boots sat on the warm bank, looking for shade, looking for a dark place to hide.

"MOTHERFUCKER!" She was hopping on one foot, the other on fire from the ankle down. The sting site was already swelling — a hot red welt below the ankle bone, the skin puffing up around a white center where the stinger had gone in. It throbbed with her heartbeat. Every throb was a fresh wave of pain that radiated up her calf and made her eyes water.

Griff was on his feet. "Lena — "

"I'm fine. I'm fine. FUCK that hurts." She sat back down on the rock, hard, and grabbed her foot with both hands. The scorpion was gone — disappeared into the rocks, back to whatever crack it had come from. She stared at the boot. The empty boot. The boot she hadn't checked.

"Griff." Her voice was tight. Controlled. The voice of a woman who was in significant pain and also furious at herself. "Rule number one. The FIRST rule. The rule that comes before every other rule on every job site I have ever worked in my entire life. The first thing my daddy taught me when I was old enough to put on my own shoes. The thing I have done every single morning since I got to this place. The ONE time I take them off and set them down and don't look — "

She held up the boot. Shook it again, upside down. Nothing else fell out.

"Check your boots," she said. "Always. And I mean ALWAYS. Check your goddamn boots."

The crew had gone quiet. Not the awkward quiet — the other kind. The kind that happened when someone said something that landed with weight. Four miners standing on a stream bank looking at a woman holding a boot with a swollen ankle and a voice that said this is not a suggestion.

"Rule number one," Griff repeated. Not a question. A confirmation. The way a man repeated an order he intended to follow.

"Rule number one," Lena said. "Before you put your feet in anything, you look. You shake. You check. I don't care if the boots have been off for ten seconds or ten hours. You look inside. Every time. Because the one time you don't — " She pointed at her swollen ankle. " — that happens. Or worse."

Dell was the first to move. He picked up his boots — which were sitting on the bank three feet from where the scorpion had disappeared — turned them upside down, and shook them. Hard. Nothing fell out. He checked inside with his hand anyway. Then he put them on.

The second man did the same. Then the third. Then the fourth. One by one, without being told individually, every man on the bank picked up his boots and checked them. The sound of boots being shaken and inspected filled the stream bank like a ritual — four men obeying a rule they'd just learned from a woman they'd follow into a trench without hesitation.

"Rule number one," one of the miners muttered to himself as he pulled his boot back on. "Check your boots. She said rule number one."

"You hear her say it, you do it," another said. Quietly. Like he was filing it in the same place he filed everything else Lena Wright said — the place where things went that were true and important and came from someone who knew what she was talking about.

"Good," Lena said. "Now get back to work. We've got six hundred feet of pipe route to clear and I just lost my good mood."

She limped back to the route line, picked up the twine, and kept marking stakes. Her foot throbbed with every step. The beer bottle was in her free hand, held against her ankle when she stopped, held in her teeth when she needed both hands for the stakes.

Behind her, on the bank, Griff's crew put their boots on. Every one of them had checked first. And every morning after — every single morning for as long as they worked with Lena Wright — they would check again. Because she said it was rule number one, and when the woman who ran the pipe said something was rule number one, it was rule number one.

Nokia check. Pat the hip. Still there. She'd set the belt back on after the beer break — Nokia, wrench, snips, knife, all accounted for.

Boots checked. Nokia checked. Foot throbbing. Day going.

She kept working.


            

    
        48. The First Joint

    
    
    
    
                Emmett showed up with the pipe.

Not on horseback — on a flatbed cart pulled by one of Henderson's mules, the bed stacked with dark iron sections lashed down with rope. Twelve of them. Six feet each. Seventy-two feet of pipe, warm from the forge, the iron still carrying a faint smell of heat and scale. He'd driven the cart up the stream trail himself, which meant he'd loaded the pipe himself too, and when he climbed down from the seat Lena could see the effort written on him — sweat on his forehead, sleeves rolled to the elbows, ink-stained fingers now black with iron dust.

He looked ridiculous. He looked perfect.

"Forge says the next batch is four days out," Emmett said, pulling the lashing ropes loose. "He and Wren are running five a day now. These are the first twelve — he wanted you to have enough for the intake section and the first run."

Lena picked up a section from the cart. Heavy. Solid. She sighted down the bore the way she'd done with the test piece — straight, consistent, the walls uniform. The bell end was clean. The spigot end was smooth. She ran her thumb along the inside of the bell and felt the gap where the oakum would pack.

"These are good," she said.

"Forge doesn't make things that aren't good."

"No. He doesn't."

She set the section down in the trench — the first piece of pipe in the first trench of the first plumbing system this world had ever seen. It sat in the gravel bed Griff's crew had laid, dark iron against pale stone, and it looked like it belonged there. Like the ground had been waiting for it.

She didn't say that out loud. She wasn't that person. But she thought it.

"All right," she said. "You want to learn how to lay pipe?"

Emmett opened his mouth. Closed it. His ears went pink.

"I meant — " She stopped. Grinned. "No. I meant exactly what I said. Get down here."

He climbed into the trench. It was about two feet deep and three feet wide — deeper than it needed to be for the pipe, but she wanted room to work and a good gravel bed underneath. Emmett stood in it looking like a man who had never been in a trench before, because he hadn't. His boots were already muddy. His satchel was on the cart. He had nothing in his hands for the first time since she'd known him — no book, no pen, no notebook.

"Here's how this works," she said. She picked up the first section and laid it in the trench, bell end facing uphill. "Pipe goes in bell-up. The water flows downhill, into the bell, through the joint, into the next section. You always orient the bell to receive the flow, never to fight it. Same principle as the overlapping joints on the mine chase — water flows WITH the joint, not into it."

"Why does that matter?"

"Because if the water hits the joint edge-on, it works into the gap. Over time it erodes the seal. Over more time it leaks. Over a lot of time the joint fails and you've got six hundred feet of pipe with a crack in it and no way to find it without digging up the whole line." She set the second section in place, sliding the spigot end into the bell of the first. "But if the water flows over the joint — slides past it like a shingle on a roof — it never gets purchase. The seal stays dry on the inside. The joint lasts decades."

"That's elegant."

"That's plumbing."

She pulled the oakum from her belt pouch. Tarred rope — the hemp from Harwell's farm, soaked in pine tar until it was black and sticky and smelled like a Carolina dock in August. She'd prepared it two days ago, cutting it into lengths, rolling it into ropes the diameter of her pinky finger. The tar made her fingers black. She didn't care.

"Hold the pipe," she said to Emmett. "Both hands. Don't let it shift."

He knelt in the trench and grabbed the joint where the two sections met. His hands were on the iron, holding the spigot centered in the bell. She could see his grip — careful, precise, the grip of a man who treated everything he touched like it might be a first edition.

"Tighter," she said. "It's iron, not a book. It won't bruise."

He tightened. The pipe steadied.

She packed the oakum. This was the part that was muscle memory — thirteen years of it, thousands of joints, her hands knowing the motion before her brain caught up. She took a length of tarred rope and fed it into the gap between the spigot and the bell, pushing it down with the caulking iron — a flat-ended tool Forge had made to her specs, heavy, meant for driving fiber into tight spaces. She packed it tight. Layer by layer, rope by rope, tamping each one down until the gap was filled with a dense ring of tarred hemp that would compress under pressure and swell when wet, creating a seal that got tighter the harder the water pushed.

The sound was familiar. The caulking iron hitting the oakum, the dull thud of fiber compressing against iron. She'd heard it ten thousand times. In basements in Raleigh. In crawl spaces under old houses. In new construction on the north side where the developers wanted everything yesterday and she told them it'd be done when it was done right.

She hadn't heard it in two weeks. She hadn't realized how much she'd missed it until right now.

"That's the mechanical seal," she said. "Oakum does the heavy lifting — it's flexible, it compresses, it swells when it gets wet. If the pipe shifts a little bit over time — and it will, everything shifts — the oakum adjusts. It's forgiving. But it's not watertight on its own. For that, we need solder."

She pulled out the small iron pot — another Forge special, a crucible with a handle and a pour lip. The tin-silver solder was inside, pre-measured. She set the crucible on the portable coal bed that Griff's guys had set up on the bank — a shallow iron pan filled with hot coals, just enough to melt solder. It wouldn't take long. Tin melted easy.

While the solder heated, she looked at Emmett. He was still holding the pipe. His hands were black with tar from the oakum. There was a smear of mud on his cheek where he'd wiped his face. His hair was falling in his eyes the way it did when he was focused. He was kneeling in a trench holding a piece of pipe and he looked more present than she'd ever seen him — more here, more physical, more in his body instead of in his books.

"You're doing good," she said.

"I'm holding a pipe."

"You're holding the first pipe. In the first joint. Of the first plumbing system in the history of this world. That matters, Emmett."

He looked at her. The look that said he understood exactly what she meant and was filing it away in whatever internal library he kept for things Lena said that he'd think about later.

"The solder's ready," she said. She could see the metal liquefying in the crucible — silver-bright, fluid, the surface shimmering. She picked it up with the handle and positioned the pour lip over the joint. "Don't move."

She poured. The molten solder ran into the gap above the oakum — hot, liquid, filling every space, flowing around the circumference of the joint in a bright ring that hardened almost as fast as it poured. The tar in the oakum hissed where the heat touched it. A thin curl of smoke rose from the joint. The solder set — dull silver against dark iron, a smooth, solid ring that sealed the oakum in place and locked the joint watertight.

She set the crucible down. Looked at the joint. Ran her finger along the solder ring — already cool enough to touch, smooth, no gaps, no voids.

"That's a joint," she said.

"That's a joint," Emmett agreed. He was staring at it the way he stared at a passage in a book that changed how he understood something.

"One down. Ninety-nine to go."

They did the second joint faster. The rhythm was there now — set the section, slide the spigot into the bell, hold, pack, tamp, heat, pour, set. Emmett's hands knew where to go. Lena's hands had always known. The caulking iron rang out in that steady beat, and the silence between strikes started to stretch.

That was the problem. The silence.

"Emmett," she said, tamping oakum on the third joint. "You know what's missing?"

"What?"

"Talking. Bullshit. Noise." She drove another rope into the gap. "This is the part nobody tells you about the trades. The actual work — the packing, the tamping, the fitting — it's repetitive. Same motion, same sound, same result, a hundred times in a row. Your body does it. Your hands do it. But your brain has nothing to do, and a bored brain on a job site is a dangerous brain. That's when you get sloppy. That's when you stop paying attention. That's when you miss something."

She tamped. Tamped again. The oakum compressed.

"So jobsite etiquette, rule number one: you talk. You talk shit. You tell stories. You roast each other. You make the worst jokes you've ever heard in your life and you laugh at them anyway because laughing keeps you awake and awake keeps you safe."

She could hear Griff's crew pause behind her. Shovels stopped. Someone said something she couldn't quite catch. She didn't need to catch it — she could hear the tone. The tone of men who had just received another commandment and were writing it on the inside of their skulls.

"My brother Jesse," she continued, driving oakum into the bell, "has been making the same pipe joke for fifteen years. Fifteen. Years. Same joke. Every time we run pipe, every time we cut pipe, every time someone says the word 'pipe' in any context. It wasn't funny the first time. It's not funny now. But he says it every single day and we groan every single day and nobody's ever gotten hurt on a job where Jesse was running his mouth, because you can't fall asleep when someone's making you want to strangle them."

Emmett was watching her with the expression of a man who was learning something that wasn't in any of his books.

"The banter is the tool," she said. "The crude, stupid, offensive, inappropriate, sometimes genuinely disgusting banter. It's not optional. It's not a perk. It's safety equipment. You keep each other talking, you keep each other sharp." She set the caulking iron down and looked at him. "That's why job sites sound the way they do. It's not because tradespeople are idiots. It's because tradespeople figured out three thousand years ago that a talking crew is a safe crew and a quiet crew is a crew that's about to make a mistake."

From up on the bank, she heard Griff's voice, low but carrying: "You hear that? Rule number one."

"Heard it," one of his guys said.

"Write it down."

"Don't need to. She said it. I'll remember."

Lena glanced up at the bank. Four men leaning on shovels, looking at her with the expression of people who had just been given permission to do what they'd always wanted to do anyway.

"Don't look at me like that," she said. "I'm not giving you permission to tell your worst jokes."

"You just did," Griff said.

"I gave you permission to talk. There's a difference. Quality control still applies." She picked up the caulking iron. "Now somebody say something funny before this joint puts me to sleep."

There was a pause. Then one of Griff's miners — a young guy whose name she kept forgetting — cleared his throat.

"So this mule walks into a smithy — "

"Already better than Jesse," Lena said, and went back to tamping.

The banter started. It wasn't good — mining humor ran toward cave-ins and mules and a surprising amount of material about rocks — but it was there. The shovels started again. The talk flowed. The oakum got packed. Emmett held pipe and listened to jokes he didn't fully understand and occasionally asked questions that made the miners explain things they'd never had to explain, which made them think about their own jokes harder, which somehow made the jokes better.

By the third joint Emmett had learned to anticipate when she needed more oakum, handing her the next rope before she asked. By the fourth he was tamping the first layer of oakum himself while she prepped the solder — his technique was careful and slow, the way he did everything, but it was correct. She didn't have to fix any of it.

Griff's crew worked behind them, backfilling the completed joints with gravel. Shovel by shovel, the pipe disappeared under pale stone — buried, bedded, protected. The gravel would drain groundwater away from the joints and keep the pipe stable. Lena checked each backfill before they moved on — depth, compaction, coverage. She made them redo one that was too shallow on the upstream side. They didn't argue. They'd stopped arguing about her standards three days ago.

The talk didn't stop. It got louder as the afternoon wore on — miners calling across the trench line, someone starting a song that devolved into an argument about the lyrics, Griff telling a story about a pack mule that was either the funniest or the most disturbing thing Lena had ever heard depending on which parts were true. The job site sounded like a job site. For the first time since she'd arrived in this world, the air around her sounded like work — real work, crew work, the noise of people building something together.

She smiled into the trench and kept packing oakum.

By early afternoon they had four joints sealed and backfilled. Twenty-four feet of pipe in the ground. Eight sections stacked on the bank under a canvas tarp for tomorrow. Five hundred and seventy-six to go.

Emmett sat on the bank next to her, drinking water from a canteen. His hands were wrecked — tar, iron dust, mud, solder burns on two fingertips where he'd touched a pipe section too close to a fresh pour. He was looking at his hands the way he usually looked at his books: with attention, with interest, like they were showing him something new about himself.

"Hurts?" she asked, nodding at the burns.

"A little."

"Welcome to the trades."

He smiled. The real one. Then he looked at the trench — the four joints buried under gravel, the line of pipe running downhill toward town, the stakes and twine marking where the next sections would go.

"It's real," he said.

"Been real since the proposal."

"No. It's been planned since the proposal. Now it's real. There's pipe in the ground. Water is going to flow through that."

She looked at the trench. He was right. Plans were plans. Budgets were budgets. Pipe in the ground was pipe in the ground. This was the moment it stopped being an idea and started being infrastructure.

"Yeah," she said. "It is."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. She checked her boots — force of habit now, every time she sat down and stood up, the automatic shake and look that had become part of her the way the Nokia check had become part of her.

She stood up. Stretched. Her back popped in three places, which felt terrible and wonderful at the same time.

"All right," she said, looking at Emmett. Then at Griff and his crew, who were finishing the last backfill. "Jobsite etiquette, rule number two: a good day of work requires a good meal and a strong drink. Let's go."

Griff grinned. His crew didn't need to be told twice. Shovels went into the cart. The coal bed got doused. The site got squared away in about three minutes — the fastest those men had moved all day.

Emmett climbed up onto the cart and offered her his hand. She took it — tar-black fingers lacing with tar-black fingers — and pulled herself up onto the seat next to him. The mule started down the trail toward town without being asked, the way mules did when they knew the barn was at the other end.

Griff's crew walked behind them, loose and easy, the way men walked at the end of a day when the work was good and the bar was close. Someone was still telling the mule joke. It had gotten longer. It might never end.

Lena sat on the cart next to Emmett, shoulder to shoulder, watching Dustbreak get closer through the trees. The clock tower glowing. Smoke from the Rusty Ledger's chimney. Benny was cooking something. She could almost smell it.

Good day.

            

    
        49. Prime Rib and Turpentine

    
    
    
    
                They rolled into Dustbreak with the last of the daylight, the mule picking its way through the soft ruts of the crossroads like it had opinions about mud. Griff's crew split off toward the Rusty Ledger with the purposeful stride of men who had been promised beer by their own labor. Emmett pulled the cart toward Henderson's place to return the mule.

Henderson was in the street.

Not at his gate — in the actual street, halfway between his property and the Rusty Ledger, carrying a wrapped bundle that looked like meat. Tomorrow's delivery, probably — the man had been making regular drops since brisket night. He saw the cart and stopped. Saw Lena. Tipped his hat.

"Check your boots, Lena."

She almost tripped off the cart.

Henderson said it the way you'd say "good evening" or "nice weather." Casual. Reflexive. Like it was something people just said in Dustbreak now, the same way people said "howdy" or "stay safe" or "watch the road." He was already walking again before she could respond, the meat bundle under his arm, his boots — which she noticed he had definitely checked before putting on, based on the way the laces were retied fresh — carrying him toward Benny's door.

"Did he just — " She looked at Emmett. "I said that to four guys. On a streambank. Three days ago. How does Henderson know that?"

Emmett had the expression of a man who was choosing not to say something obvious.

"What?"

"Nothing." He guided the mule toward Henderson's hitching post. "You said it. They heard it. That's how it works."

"That's how WHAT works?"

"Words. From you. To people." He climbed down and started unhitching the mule. "You may have noticed they tend to stick."

She hadn't noticed. She stood on the cart seat for a moment, looking down the street at Henderson's back disappearing through the swinging doors, and felt something she couldn't name. Not pride. Not embarrassment. Something closer to confusion — the specific confusion of a woman who had yelled at some miners about a scorpion and somehow started a religion.

She jumped down. Her boots hit the mud. She checked them automatically — a glance, a shift of weight, the habit so deep now she didn't have to think about it.

"Mae's first," she said. "I need turpentine."



Mae was closing up. Pencil behind the ear. Spectacles pushed up. The list getting its final review of the day.

"Report," Mae said when they walked in.

"Four joints in the ground. Twenty-four feet of pipe sealed and backfilled. Eight more sections staged for tomorrow. Griff's crew has the trench cut a hundred and twenty feet past the intake point. Route's clean, grade's holding, one deviation around a boulder that'll need two angle sections from Forge."

Mae made a mark on the list. The good mark. The one that meant progress was being tracked and found acceptable.

"Under budget?"

"Still under. The oakum's holding up — I've got enough prepared rope for another thirty joints before I need more. Solder consumption is right where I estimated. Labor's the biggest line item but Griff's crew is efficient."

"Hmm." Mae looked at Emmett. Then at Lena. Then at their hands — both of them black with tar, iron dust, and mud. Emmett's fingertips blistered from solder burns. Lena's knuckles scraped from the caulking iron.

"You need turpentine," Mae said. Not a question.

"Please."

Mae reached under the counter and produced a bottle — amber liquid, sharp-smelling, the solvent that would cut through pine tar the way nothing else could. She set it on the counter with two clean rags.

"On the civic account?"

"On me," Lena said. "How much?"

"Half a gold." Mae paused. "The turpentine is half a gold. The rags are free because I'm not heartless."

Lena transferred the payment through Benny's tab — the usual arrangement, the Ledger behind the bar doing its one job. She poured turpentine on a rag and started working it into her hands. The tar dissolved in black streaks, the solvent biting into her skin with a cold, clean sting that smelled like pine trees and medicine. She handed the second rag and the bottle to Emmett.

He cleaned his hands carefully. The turpentine turned the tar into dark rivers that ran between his fingers and dripped onto Mae's floor. Mae watched this happen with the expression of a woman who was going to add "mop" to tomorrow's list.

"Sorry," Emmett said.

"You're building a water system," Mae said. "I'll survive the floor."

That was as close to a compliment as Mae got. Emmett recognized it. His ears went slightly pink.

Their hands came clean — not all the way clean, not the kind of clean that soap and water achieved, but clean enough that the tar was gone and the iron dust was mostly gone and what was left was honest dirt that would wash out in Benny's basin. Lena's hands smelled like turpentine. Emmett's hands smelled like turpentine. Mae's store smelled like turpentine.

"Dinner?" Lena asked Mae.

"I'm closing the store."

"That's not what I asked."

The same exchange they'd had before. The ritual. Mae almost smiled — the same almost-smile, the spectacles shifting in the same way that meant satisfaction if you knew where to look.

"Go eat. I'll be along."



The Rusty Ledger smelled like heaven had a kitchen.

Not the usual heaven — not clouds and harps and whatever bland food angels presumably ate. The other heaven. The one with a wood fire and iron pans and a cut of beef so good it made you understand why religions had rules about what you could and couldn't eat, because clearly somebody somewhere had tasted something this perfect and decided the only explanation was divine intervention.

Henderson had figured it out sometime after brisket night. The rancher had realized that Benny's cooking was an asset worth investing in — not paying for dinner, but paying IN dinner. He'd started trading premium cuts for meals. He brought the meat. Benny performed miracles on it. Henderson ate for free and got to tell people the beef was his. The wrapped bundle he'd been carrying tonight was tomorrow's delivery. Today's masterpiece had come yesterday — a crown rib roast, dropped off at dawn, and Benny had been slow-roasting it all day.

It was, Lena thought, the most sophisticated bartering arrangement in the history of frontier economics. And neither of them had needed a Ledger to work it out.

Benny had the roast on a platter behind the bar. It was resting — she could see the juices pooling on the board, the meat pulling back from the bones, the crust of salt and something peppery and something else she couldn't identify but wanted to put in her mouth immediately. A standing rack of beef ribs with a thick cap of meat curving over the top, the bones frenched clean, the fat rendered down to a crispy golden shell. He'd given it the full day — low heat, long time, the way a rib roast demanded if you respected the animal that had provided it.

Lena looked at it. Looked at the bones — clean, naked, exposed at the tips where Benny had trimmed them.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Where are the little hats?"

He blinked. "The what?"

"The little paper hats. The frills. You frenched the bones — you're supposed to put little paper hats on the tips. Little white ruffly things. Like tiny chef's hats for each bone." She gestured at the exposed rib ends. "You did all that work and you skipped the presentation. I'm disappointed, Benny. You're slipping."

Benny stared at her. Then at the roast. Then at her again. "You want me to put... hats... on the meat."

"On the bones. Little paper hats. It's a whole thing."

"Why would I put hats on bones?"

"Because it's fancy, Benny. It tells people this isn't just a roast. This is an event. This is beef that got dressed up for the occasion."

Benny looked at the roast the way a man looks at something he's spent twelve hours cooking when someone tells him it needs accessories. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"I'm not putting hats on bones."

"Your loss. That roast is walking around naked and it doesn't even know it."

He shook his head and picked up the carving knife. The pink was there — not the full blush, just the ears, the faint flush of a man who was now going to spend the rest of the evening wondering what a bone hat looked like and whether he should have made some.

Next to the roast: baked potatoes. Split open, steaming, the insides fluffy and white, each one topped with a pat of butter that was melting into golden pools. Simple. Perfect. The kind of side dish that knew it wasn't the star and didn't try to be.

And in a small bowl — a white sauce. Creamy, with flecks of something pale and fibrous ground into it. Lena leaned in and sniffed.

Her eyes watered.

"Benny. What is that?"

"Root sauce." He shrugged the Benny shrug — the one that meant he'd invented something extraordinary and genuinely didn't understand why it was special. "There's a root that grows by the south creek — white, kind of ugly, smells like nothing until you grate it and then it sort of... hits you. I mixed it with cream and a little vinegar and some salt."

Horseradish. He'd found horseradish. Or this world's version of it — a root that did nothing until you broke it open and then punched you in the sinuses with the force of a small, angry god. He'd made horseradish cream sauce to go with a rib roast and he had no idea that back in her world this combination was served in steakhouses where the check was more than most people's rent.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"That's horseradish sauce."

"It's root sauce."

"It's horseradish sauce and it goes with this roast like whiskey goes with a Tuesday."

"Whiskey goes with every day."

"Exactly."

She sat down. Emmett sat next to her. The bar was filling — Griff's crew had already claimed one end, and the miners who'd been in the shaft all day were filtering in from the other. Henderson was at his usual spot, eating a plate Benny had apparently set aside for him before the rush — the rancher's dividend on his investment. Dolly was at her table with wine and the particular expression of a woman who had smelled the roast from upstairs and made decisions accordingly.

Benny carved. The knife went through the meat like the meat wanted to be cut — clean slices between the bones, pink in the center, crusty on the outside, each one falling onto the plate with the weight of something that had been cooked with patience and respect. He plated two servings — generous, the way Benny plated everything — and set them in front of Lena and Emmett with potatoes and a spoonful of the root sauce on the side.

"Whiskey?" Benny asked.

"If you have to ask, you don't know me at all."

He poured two. The good whiskey — the stuff from the bottle he kept on the second shelf, not the first. Lena picked up her glass. Emmett picked up his.

"To pipe in the ground," she said.

"To pipe in the ground," he said.

They drank. Then they ate.

The roast was — she didn't have a word. Her brain tried "perfect" and rejected it as insufficient. It tried "transcendent" and rejected it as pretentious. It settled on something wordless, a sensation that started in her mouth and spread outward through her chest and into her shoulders and down her arms until her whole body felt like it was being hugged from the inside by a cow that had died for a very good cause.

The horseradish hit. Sharp, sinus-clearing, the heat rising through the back of her throat and into her eyes. She blinked. Sniffed. Took another bite with more sauce because she was a grown woman who made her own decisions and one of those decisions was to cry at the dinner table over beef.

Emmett ate with the same quiet focus he brought to everything — the small nod, the pause between bites, the way his eyes closed on the first taste of the horseradish. He coughed once. Didn't complain. Took more.

"This is a whiskey meal," Lena said.

"What's a whiskey meal?"

"A meal that demands whiskey. Not beer. Not water. Not wine — sorry, Dolly." Dolly raised her glass from across the room without looking up. "Whiskey. Because the food is so rich and the flavors are so big that you need something with fire in it to stand up alongside. Beer would surrender. Water would apologize. Whiskey walks in, looks the roast in the eye, and says 'let's do this.'"

"You have a relationship with alcohol that I find both concerning and educational," Emmett said.

"Emmett, I have a relationship with alcohol that has outlasted every human relationship I've ever had, including my marriage, and it has never once left me for a dental hygienist in Detroit."

He laughed. The real laugh — not the polite one, not the careful one, but the one that came from somewhere deep and surprised him on the way out. She liked that laugh. She was collecting those laughs the way she collected the real smiles — noting each one, filing them, keeping count without admitting she was keeping count.

They finished dinner. Second whiskey. The bar got loud and warm and full in the way the Rusty Ledger got on good nights — the nights when the food was exceptional and the drinks were flowing and nobody had anywhere else to be. Henderson told a story about the cow the roast had come from that Lena was fifty percent sure was made up. Griff's crew was teaching someone the mule joke, which had apparently become the official joke of the pipe-laying crew. Benny wiped the bar. Dolly observed.

The evening wound down the way evenings did in Dustbreak — slowly, by degrees, the crowd thinning as people drifted toward sleep. Lena and Emmett were the last two at the bar, which had become their habit without either of them naming it.

"Walk me home?" Emmett said. Then he heard himself. "Walk me to my shop. Three buildings."

"I know how far it is, Emmett."

They walked. The night air was cool after the warmth of the bar — clean, carrying the faint mineral smell of the stream and the woodsmoke from the Ledger's chimney. The crossroads was empty. The clock tower glowed. Their boots were quiet on the boardwalk.

At the bookshop door, they stopped. The same stop. The same moment. The dance they were getting better at without getting any less nervous about.

"Today was good," he said.

"Today was real good."

"My hands hurt."

"That means you did something."

He looked at his hands. Then at her. The lamplight from inside the shop caught the side of his face — the jaw, the hair falling wrong, the ink stains that lived permanently under the turpentine and the tar.

She kissed him. Not the careful first kiss from the lasagna night — not the one where she'd surprised herself and pulled back and they'd both pretended to be normal about it. This one was deliberate. She stepped in, put her hand on the side of his face — turpentine fingers on his jaw — and kissed him with the slow certainty of a woman who had decided something and was done thinking about it.

He kissed her back. His burned fingers came up and rested on her waist, light and careful, and she could feel the blisters against her shirt and didn't care. The kiss lasted longer than the first one. Not frantic, not desperate. Just sure. The kind of kiss that said "I'm here and I'm not going anywhere and I'll be back tomorrow."

She pulled back. Not far. His forehead against hers. Breathing.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."


He smiled against her mouth. "Check your boots."

She walked back to the Rusty Ledger. Three buildings. She didn't look back because she didn't need to — she knew exactly what he looked like standing in that doorway, and she'd see it again tomorrow.

Upstairs. Nokia on the nightstand. Ledger behind the bar where it belonged. Boots at the foot of the bed, shaken out, checked, toes forward.

She lay in the dark and listened to the quiet. Somewhere below her, Benny was finishing the cleanup. Somewhere three buildings down, Emmett was reading by lamplight with burned fingers and tar under his nails. Somewhere up the stream trail, twenty-four feet of pipe sat in the ground under gravel, sealed and waiting.

Five hundred and seventy-six to go.

Good day.


            

    
        50. Chicken Stew and a Question

    
    
    
    
                The trench hit Main Street on a Tuesday.

Three weeks of digging, and the pipe route had come down off the mountain, through the flats, past Henderson's south fence, and into the south end of Dustbreak. Now Griff's crew was cutting a channel along the side of the road — a neat trench, two feet deep, three feet wide, following the line Lena had staked from the edge of town straight to the back wall of the Rusty Ledger.

People were watching.

Not a few people. Not the usual handful of miners and ranchers who'd glance at the work and keep walking. A crowd. Actual bodies lining the boardwalk on both sides of the street, leaning on posts, sitting on barrels, standing in doorways. Some of them Lena recognized — Henderson, Harlan with his arms crossed, Cobb watching from the saddlery porch. But some of them she didn't recognize at all. Faces she'd never seen. People she'd never shared a drink with or fixed a fence for or sworn at in any context.

She was in the trench, checking the grade on a section of pipe Emmett had set, when she looked up and realized there were at least thirty people watching her work.

"Emmett."

"Yeah?"

"When the hell did Dustbreak get this many people?"

He looked up from the pipe he was holding. Glanced at the crowd. Looked back at her with the expression of a man who had noticed something weeks ago and had been waiting for her to catch up.

"They've been coming in," he said. "Slowly. Over the last few weeks. Traders who usually pass through started staying an extra night. A family from Ridgemont moved into the empty house past the feed store. Two new miners joined Griff's crew — came from a claim up north that dried out."

"Why?"

Emmett set down the pipe section. Carefully, the way he set down everything. "The mine's producing more gold since you fixed the chase. Henderson's beef is better since Benny started cooking it. The Rusty Ledger has a reputation now — travelers talk. And there's a woman in town who's building something nobody's ever seen before." He nodded at the trench. "People come to where things are happening."

"Things aren't happening. I'm digging a ditch."

"You're bringing water to a town that's never had it. That's not a ditch. That's a future."

She looked at the crowd. A woman she didn't know was explaining to another woman she didn't know what the pipe was for. She was getting it mostly wrong, but the excitement in her voice was real. Two kids were sitting on the boardwalk with their legs dangling, watching Griff's crew shovel gravel like it was the most interesting thing they'd ever seen. A trader with a pack mule was sketching the trench in a notebook.

"Huh," Lena said.

She went back to work.

The crew had the rhythm now. Weeks of labor had turned Griff's guys into a pipe-laying machine — they knew the trench width, the gravel depth, the backfill compaction without being told. Lena packed oakum and poured solder. Emmett held pipe and handed her tools before she asked for them. The banter was constant — the mule joke had spawned six variations, and one of the new miners had introduced a category of humor involving goats that Lena was choosing not to examine too closely.

"Jobsite etiquette, rule number one!" one of the crew yelled when the talk died down for a moment.

"Rule number one!" the rest echoed, and the noise started back up.

Lena shook her head. She still didn't fully understand how that had become a thing. She'd said it once, to one crew, on one afternoon. Now every work crew in Dustbreak treated it like labor law.

They laid eight sections before the light started going. Good day. The trench was within fifty feet of the Rusty Ledger's back wall. Tomorrow or the day after, they'd breach the wall, run the pipe inside, and connect to the tap Forge had made — a simple quarter-turn valve with a spout, mounted on a short riser. The last piece. The end of the line.

She could almost see it from where she stood in the trench. The back wall of Benny's bar. Fifty feet of dirt and gravel between her and running water.

"That's a wrap," she called. "Clean up. Dinner. Somebody tell Benny we're coming in hot and we're hungry."



The Rusty Ledger was full.

Not bar-full. Not Friday-night-full. Full in a way that made her stop in the doorway and blink. Every table occupied, people standing along the walls, the noise level up from its usual comfortable hum to something approaching actual crowd volume. Benny was behind the bar moving at a pace she'd never seen from him, the rag tucked in his belt instead of in his hand because he didn't have time to wipe anything down. He was serving, pouring, plating, and somehow also stirring a pot on the stove behind him that was producing the smell that had pulled everyone in here.

Chicken stew. She could smell it from the door — rich, herby, the kind of deep-bone broth that only happened when you started a pot at dawn and let it go all day. Simple food. Working food. The kind of meal that didn't demand attention, just delivered warmth and kept going.

Lena found her stool. It was the only empty seat at the bar — held for her, she realized, by the simple fact that everyone in Dustbreak knew it was Lena's stool and nobody sat in it. Emmett materialized next to her, because Emmett always materialized next to her.

Benny set two bowls down without being asked. The stew was thick — chunks of chicken falling off the bone, root vegetables soft but not mushy, herbs she couldn't name floating in a broth that was golden and clear and smelled like someone's grandmother had opinions about soup. Crusty bread on the side, torn from a loaf, not sliced.

Good food. Honest food. Not a showpiece. Not a Benny's World Tour entry. Just stew.

She ate. Emmett ate. The bar roared around them. She looked at the room and counted heads. Forty, maybe more. In a town that had been twenty buildings and forty people when she'd arrived.

She gestured with her bread at the two extra tables wedged into the space between the card table and the wall. The bar had lost its open floor — the area where miners used to play darts and Dolly used to circulate was now occupied by furniture and bodies. She'd seen the tables go in, of course she had, she wasn't blind. But she'd been in a trench from dawn to dark for three weeks, and the change had happened around her in increments — a table here, a new face there — and she hadn't slowed down long enough to add it all up until right now.

"When did this become a forty-person bar?" she asked Emmett. "I've been watching it happen and I still missed it."

"That's because you've been underground," Emmett said. "Literally. You've had your head in a trench for three weeks. The town changed around you while you were packing oakum."

"The evening crowd was twelve guys and Dolly."

"That was a month ago."

She looked at the room again. Faces she knew. Faces she didn't. All of them eating Benny's stew, drinking Benny's beer, talking about the pipe, the mine, the future. A town that was growing and she'd been too busy building the reason to notice the result.

"Huh," she said, for the second time that day.

She finished the stew. Tore the last of the bread. Benny refilled her whiskey without being asked — a single, not a double, because it was a Tuesday and even Benny had standards about weeknight pours. He lingered at her end of the bar. Then moved away. Then came back. Then wiped the same spot he'd already wiped.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You're doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you want to say something but you're wiping the bar instead of saying it. You've cleaned that spot four times. Either tell me or stop giving it a bath."

The pink arrived. Not full blush — the preliminary flush, the early warning system. He set the rag down.

"I want to ask you something," he said. "About... business."

"Okay."

"You know how Forge brought in Wren? The apprentice? To help with the pipe work?"

"Yeah."

"I was thinking..." He picked up the rag. Put it down. Picked it up. "I was thinking maybe I should do something like that."

She waited. Let him get there.

"The bar's busier than it's ever been," he said. He said it quietly, like admitting the bar was doing well was somehow embarrassing. "Not just evenings. Mornings too. I'm cooking breakfast for twenty people now. Lunch for fifteen. Dinner for — " He looked at the room. "A lot. And the food is getting... people come in now and they ask for things. Specific things. The red curry. The layer pasta. Someone came in yesterday and asked if I could make that 'root sauce' for their steak and I didn't even know people knew about the root sauce."

"Benny, that's great."

"It's a lot," he said. "I'm one person. I cook, I pour, I clean, I serve. I can't keep doing all of it at this volume. The food suffers when I'm running. I burned a sauce last week because I was pulling beers. I've never burned a sauce."

"So you want to bring in help."

"An apprentice. Like Forge did. Someone young, willing to learn. I teach them the kitchen, they handle the volume work — prep, plating, dishes — and I can focus on..." He trailed off. Picked up the rag again.

"On being the goddamn genius you are with food," Lena finished for him.

The full blush. Ears, neck, the works. He looked at the rag like it might save him.

"Benny. Look at me."

He looked.

"This is the best idea you've had since whatever possessed you to put cream and vinegar on a root you found by a creek. You're growing. The bar is growing. That's not a problem — that's a win. You just need to grow smart." She leaned forward. "Talk to Mae. She knows everyone in a fifty-mile radius. Tell her what you need — someone young, hardworking, willing to learn, doesn't need to know how to cook because you're going to teach them. Mae will put the word out. She'll find you someone."

"You think?"

"Benny, Mae found me a hemp farmer in three minutes. She'll find you an apprentice before lunch. And Forge can tell you how the arrangement works — room and board, training in exchange for labor. The System apparently rewards the hell out of teaching, not that I give a shit about that part, but you might."

He was nodding. The rag had stopped moving. His eyes had that look — the golden retriever look, but different. Steadier. The look of a man who'd asked for permission and gotten something bigger: encouragement.

"You really think the bar can handle it?"

"Benny, I think the bar HAS to handle it. Look at this place." She gestured at the room — the full tables, the extra furniture, the people she didn't recognize eating food made by a man who didn't know he was a genius. "You built this. Not with a Ledger or a System or whatever the hell everyone else in this world uses to measure success. You built it with a pot and a pan and whatever weird instinct tells you to put things together that have no business being together. That's yours. Don't let it choke because you were too stubborn to ask for help."

She paused. Realized what she'd just said. The irony of Lena Wright — the woman who refused to look at her own Ledger, who wouldn't ask the System for anything, who had been doing everything herself since the day she'd arrived — telling someone else not to be too stubborn to ask for help.

"Don't," she said, pointing at Emmett, who had opened his mouth.

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You were going to say something about irony."

"I was going to say you have stew on your chin."

She wiped her chin. There was no stew on it. Emmett's face was perfectly innocent, which meant he was absolutely lying, which meant he'd been about to say exactly what she thought he'd been about to say.

"Go talk to Mae tomorrow," Lena said to Benny. "First thing. Before the morning rush. Tell her what you need. She'll handle it."

"Yeah." He picked up the rag. Started wiping. But different this time — purposeful, not nervous. The wipe of a man who had a plan. "Yeah. I'll do that."

"Good."

She finished her whiskey. Dropped off her stool. Looked at Emmett.

"Walk?"

"Walk."

Three buildings. Same boardwalk. Same night air. Same bookshop door. She kissed him goodnight the way she'd been kissing him goodnight — deliberately, without apology, turpentine and stew and whiskey on her breath, his hands on her waist, the laughter from the Rusty Ledger carrying through the night air behind them.

"Check your boots," he said.

Upstairs. Nokia. Boots. Bed.

Fifty feet of trench between her and a tap.

Almost there.

            

    
        51. Eggs, Bacon, and Arithmetic

    
    
    
    
                The math hit her over breakfast.

Not the pipe math — she had that cold. Fifty feet of trench, eight sections plus the turn, nine or ten joints, done by midday if the crew showed up on time and nobody found a boulder. That math was fine. That math was almost over.

The other math. The money math. The math she'd been ignoring for three weeks because the pipe was more important and the work was consuming and she'd told herself she'd figure it out later and later was now sitting across from her in the form of scrambled eggs she couldn't afford.

Benny had put breakfast down without ceremony — scrambled eggs with cheese melted through them, soft and golden, and thick slices of his smoked pig belly, crisped in the pan until the fat went translucent and the edges curled. Simple. Fast. The breakfast of a man who was cooking for twenty people and didn't have time for art. Emmett was next to her, already eating, already awake, which was still a minor miracle — the man who'd never voluntarily seen a sunrise was now showing up at dawn with tar still under his nails from yesterday.

She stared at her eggs. Did the math.

Day 7 balance: roughly sixty-three gold. She remembered that number because Emmett had written it down during the budget meeting and she'd been impressed with herself for having savings.

Since then: twenty-eight days. Four gold a day in living expenses. That was a hundred and twelve gold in room, board, food, and whiskey. Plus the turpentine — a few gold there. A couple of Dolly baths because even during a construction project a woman needed to feel human occasionally. Call it a hundred and twenty gold in total expenses since Day 7.

Income since Day 7: she'd done Cobb's window. A few gold. Maybe one or two more Mae jobs in the early days before the pipe took over. Call it fifteen gold, generously.

Sixty-three minus a hundred and twenty plus fifteen.

She was forty-two gold in the hole. Give or take. Maybe more.

The eggs suddenly tasted like debt.

"Benny."

He was three people away, plating eggs for a miner she didn't recognize. The bar was already half full at breakfast — the new normal, the new Dustbreak, the town that had forty people a month ago and now had enough to fill the Rusty Ledger at seven in the morning.

"Benny."

He looked up. Saw her face. The spatula paused.

"My account," she said. "My tab. I haven't — I don't know what my balance looks like. I've been..." She gestured vaguely at the world. At the trench. At the three weeks of dawn-to-dark labor that had consumed every thought she'd had that wasn't about pipe grade and oakum and solder temperature. "I haven't been paying attention."

Benny blinked. The pink started — not the full blush, the guilty pink. The pink of a man who was supposed to be managing her finances and had also not been paying attention.

"I haven't checked it either," he said. "Things have been..." He looked at the room. At the twenty people eating breakfast. At the stack of plates he still had to wash from last night because there hadn't been time. "Busy."

"I think I'm in the red, Benny. Like... significantly in the red. I haven't had income in three weeks."

The guilty pink deepened. He set down the spatula. "I'll pull up your account today. When there's a break." He looked at the room again, calculating when a break might happen in a day that started at dawn and didn't stop until the last drunk left. "Midday, maybe. After the lunch rush."

"If there's anything left in there, I need to know. And if there isn't — I need to know that too."

"I'll check. I promise."

She went back to her eggs. They were good eggs. Benny's eggs were always good — even rushed, even distracted, even cooking for a crowd, the man couldn't make bad food. The smoked pig belly was perfect, the fat rendering in her mouth, the salt and the smoke and the crisp.

She couldn't enjoy any of it.

Forty-two gold. Maybe more. She'd been living on credit for at least two weeks without realizing it. Benny hadn't flagged it because Benny was drowning in customers and didn't have time to audit accounts. The Ledger behind the bar — her debit card, the thing she'd given Benny specifically so she wouldn't have to think about money — had been quietly processing transfers from an account that was empty, and nobody had noticed.

This was the part about being self-employed that she'd always hated. The feast-and-famine cycle. You get a big job, you pour everything into it, you forget that the job doesn't pay until it's done and you still need to eat while you're doing it. Her dad had gone through it every year when Wright & Sons was young — the months where the contracts were big but the cash flow was zero and the credit cards were the only thing keeping the lights on.

She didn't have credit cards. She had a glowing rectangle behind a bar that she refused to look at.

"Emmett."

He looked up from his eggs. He had that quality — the ability to read her tone and know instantly whether this was a conversation or a problem.

"How much money have you lost?" she asked. "Closing the shop to hold pipe for me."

He set his fork down. "That's not how I'd frame it."

"Frame it however you want. You've been out of your shop most days for three weeks. How many books have you not sold because you were in a trench instead of behind a counter?"

"Lena — "

"I'm serious. I've been so focused on getting this done that I didn't stop to think about what it's costing the people helping me. You're not on the civic payroll. Forge is getting paid for pipe. Griff's crew is getting five gold a day. You're getting tar under your fingernails and solder burns."

He was quiet for a moment. The careful quiet — the one where he was choosing words.

"The bookshop makes about two gold on a good day," he said. "Most days it makes one. Some days it makes nothing, because this is Dustbreak and the reading population is not large." He picked up his fork again. "I've probably lost twenty, twenty-five gold in shop revenue over the last three weeks. And I would do it again tomorrow without thinking about it."

"Emmett — "

"I'm the project budget manager. I'm supposed to be on site. If Mae asks, that's the answer — I was managing the civic investment. And if Mae doesn't ask..." He looked at her. The look that was steady and warm and completely certain. "I was helping you build something that matters. That's worth more than twenty gold."

She didn't know what to say to that. She was forty-two gold in the hole and he was twenty-five gold down and neither of them had any income and the pipe wasn't done yet and the eggs were getting cold.

"I need to finish this today," she said. "Not just because it's ready. Because I need to get back to earning. Mae's list has been piling up for three weeks. Every day I'm in the trench is a day I'm not doing jobs. I need the pipe done so I can start paying off whatever hole I'm in."

"Then let's finish it today."

She looked at him. The scholar with the burned fingers and the tar-stained trousers and the twenty-five gold he'd never ask her to repay. The man who got up before dawn because she needed pipe held.

"Yeah," she said. "Let's finish it today."

She ate the eggs. They tasted like debt and determination in equal measure. The bacon was still perfect. Some things even financial anxiety couldn't ruin.



The trench was waiting for them.

Fifty feet. She could see both ends — the last sealed joint from yesterday, gravel-packed and solid, and the back wall of the Rusty Ledger, timber and stone, the wall she'd be cutting through by afternoon. Griff's crew was already on site. The remaining pipe sections were stacked on the bank under canvas. The solder crucible was on the coal bed. Everything was ready.

"Last day," she said to Griff.

"Last day," Griff said. He looked at his crew. They looked at the trench. Somebody cracked their knuckles. Somebody else said something about the mule that Lena chose not to hear.

"Jobsite etiquette, rule number one," she said.

"RULE NUMBER ONE," the crew echoed, and the shovels hit the dirt.

They worked fast. Not sloppy-fast — Lena wouldn't allow sloppy on the last day any more than she'd allowed it on the first. But efficient. The kind of fast that came from three weeks of doing the same thing until your body was a machine and your hands moved without consulting your brain. Griff's crew dug the last fifty feet of trench in two hours. Emmett set pipe sections while the gravel bed was still being tamped. Lena packed oakum and poured solder at a pace she hadn't hit since the residential rush back in Raleigh when she and Travis were doing three houses a week and sleeping in the van between jobs.

Six joints before midmorning. Then the turn — two angle sections from Forge, forty-five degrees each, the same sweet geometry she'd been using since the mine. Two more joints for the angles. Then the straight run to the wall.

The crowd gathered again. Word had gotten out — today was the day the pipe reached the bar. People lined the boardwalk the way they had yesterday, but more of them now. She saw Mae standing outside the sundries with her arms crossed and the pencil behind her ear. Harlan was on the porch of the sheriff's office, hat on, watching. Cade was leaning against a post with his arms folded, seeing everything, saying nothing. Dolly was in her window upstairs, wine glass catching the light.

Lena didn't look at any of them. She was in the trench. She was packing oakum. She was pouring solder. She was doing the thing she'd come to this world apparently to do, even though she hadn't asked for it and still wasn't sure she believed it and definitely couldn't afford it.

The last exterior joint went in at midday. The pipe ran from the mountainside intake, down six hundred feet of gravel-bedded trench, through three turns, past Henderson's fence, along the main road, and stopped at the back wall of the Rusty Ledger.

She stood in the trench and put her hand on the last section of pipe. The iron was cool — it had been in the ground long enough to take on the temperature of the earth around it. She could feel the solidity of it through her palm. A hundred sections of wrought iron, joined by oakum and tin-silver solder, sealed, bedded, and buried. Six hundred feet of infrastructure connecting a mountain stream to a kitchen wall.

All she had to do now was go through the wall.

She climbed out of the trench. Emmett offered his hand. She took it — tar-black fingers lacing with tar-black fingers, the grip that had become automatic over three weeks of handing each other tools and holding each other's work.

"Lunch," she said. "Then we breach the wall."

"Lunch," he agreed.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. She checked her boots. Clear.

Halfway home.


            

    
        52. Running Water

    
    
    
    
                Lunch was cold cuts and bread and a beer she nursed instead of drank, because she was about to cut a hole in a wall and run pipe through a kitchen and she needed her hands steady and her head clear. Jobsite safety. Even on the last day. Especially on the last day.

Benny was behind the bar in full lunch rush — the new lunch rush, the fifteen-to-twenty-person lunch rush that Dustbreak apparently had now. He slapped together sandwiches with the efficiency of a man who'd been cooking for crowds for a month and had learned to triage. Emmett ate his sandwich standing up, already calculating the interior pipe route in his head, his notebook open on the bar with a sketch of Benny's kitchen layout.

"Ready?" Emmett asked.

"Born ready. Let's go break a wall."



Benny declared the kitchen a construction zone.

That was Lena's word — "construction zone" — and Benny had adopted it with the seriousness of a man issuing a proclamation. Nobody goes behind the bar. Nobody goes in the kitchen. Nobody touches anything until Lena says it's done. He hung a rag across the kitchen doorway like a velvet rope and appointed himself bouncer.

The interior work was different from the trench. Tighter. More precise. She was working with shorter sections — two-footers that Forge had cut special for the indoor run — threading pipe along the base of the kitchen wall, up through a riser, to the tap mount she'd marked three weeks ago on the wall above Benny's prep counter.

Emmett held pipe. Lena packed oakum and poured solder. The same dance, tighter quarters. The kitchen smelled like tar and hot metal and something else — something under one of the counters, covered in damp moss and burlap, something that carried a smell she recognized but couldn't place. Coastal. Briny. The smell of a dock on a warm morning, or a fish market, or —

She filed it. She was too busy for smells. She had pipe to run.

The interior took two hours. Five joints, a riser, a wall bracket Forge had made to spec, and then the tap — a beautiful piece of work, a quarter-turn valve with a curved spout, iron body with a brass handle that caught the kitchen light. She mounted it on the riser. Connected the last joint. Packed the oakum. Poured the solder. Waited for it to set.

The tap hung on the wall above Benny's prep counter like it had always been there. Like the wall had been waiting for it the way the trench had been waiting for pipe.

"Griff," she said. "Go upstream. Open the intake gate on the collection box. Then run like hell back here because you're going to want to see this."

Griff didn't need to be told twice. He was out the door and up the trail at a pace that suggested the man had been waiting for this moment as long as she had.

While he ran, she worked the drain. The first water through a new pipe system was always dirty — scale from the iron, loose sediment, debris from the collection box. She didn't want that coming out of Benny's tap. She disconnected the spout, fitted a drain tube, and ran the end into a bucket.

They waited. The bar was quiet — or as quiet as a bar full of people trying not to make noise could be. Benny stood behind the rag-rope barrier. Emmett stood next to her. Dolly had come downstairs. Mae was somewhere outside — Lena could hear her voice through the window, but she wasn't in the kitchen. Not yet.

A sound.

Low. Deep. The sound of air being pushed through iron — a hollow rush that started far away and got closer, the sound of six hundred feet of pipe filling with water for the first time. She could hear it traveling through the system like a heartbeat finding its rhythm. The pipe groaned once — the iron settling, adjusting to the pressure, the joints taking load for the first time.

Then the water hit the drain tube.

Brown. Silty. The first surge carried everything the pipe had collected during construction — iron scale, sediment, a few small pebbles that had gotten into the system somewhere upstream. She let it run into the bucket. Watched the color. Brown. Brown. Lighter brown. Tan. Clearing.

She dumped the first bucket into the latrine out back. Came back. Set a fresh bucket. The water was running lighter now — sandy, then cloudy, then almost clear. She let it run. Patience. This was the part where most amateurs got excited and opened the tap too early and served brown water to someone and ruined the whole moment. She wasn't an amateur.

The water ran clear.

Not almost clear. Clear. Mountain-stream clear. The same water she'd tasted on Day 4 at the streambank — cold, clean, no sediment, no mineral taste, no iron. It ran through the drain tube in a steady stream, consistent pressure, no surging, no sputtering. The system was pressurized. The joints were holding. The grade was right.

She reconnected the spout to the tap. Checked the last joint one more time. Wiped down the counter. Set a clean glass mug — one of Benny's good ones — on the counter next to the tap.

"Okay," she said. "It's ready."

Emmett touched her shoulder. She looked at him. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to.

She walked out of the kitchen. The bar was packed — standing room only, bodies pressed against the walls, faces in the windows. Everyone. The whole town. Griff was in the doorway, breathing hard, sweat on his face, grinning like a man who'd just run a mile and would do it again for what was coming next.

"Benny," she said. "Open the floor."

He pulled the rag down. The crowd pressed forward. She held up a hand.

"One at a time. Kitchen's small." She looked around the room. Found the face she was looking for. "Mae. Get in here."

Mae was near the door. She hadn't pushed forward — that wasn't Mae's way. She was standing where she always stood, slightly back from the crowd, spectacles pushed up, pencil behind the ear, the list somewhere on her person because the list was always somewhere on her person. She looked at Lena. Looked at the kitchen doorway. Looked at the crowd.

"Go on, Mae," Harlan said from behind her. Quiet. Respectful. The voice of a man who understood what his wife had done for this town and what this moment meant for the woman who'd done most of it with a pencil and a list.

Mae walked into the kitchen. The crowd parted for her the way crowds always parted for Mae — not because she demanded it, but because she was Mae and you got out of Mae's way or Mae got you out of Mae's way and the second option was worse.

Lena stood at the tap. Mae stood next to her. The kitchen was small and hot and smelled like solder and tar and that other smell — the coastal one, the one under the counter — but right now the only thing that mattered was the iron tap on the wall and the glass mug on the counter.

"You promised me first glass," Mae said.

"I promised you first glass."

Lena picked up the mug. Set it under the tap. Put her hand on the brass handle. Quarter turn. That's all it was. A quarter turn of a brass handle on an iron valve on a wall in a kitchen in a bar in a town at the edge of nowhere.

She turned it.

Water came out.

Clear. Cold. Steady. A stream of mountain water pouring from a tap in a kitchen where no tap had ever been, filling a glass mug that had only ever held beer and whiskey, making a sound that Lena had heard ten thousand times in her career and never once in this world — the sound of running water indoors.

The mug filled. She turned the tap off. Quarter turn back. The water stopped. Clean shutoff. No drip. The valve held.

She handed the mug to Mae.

Mae took it. Looked at the water. Clear as glass, cold enough that condensation was already forming on the outside of the mug. She lifted it to her lips. She drank.

She set the mug down.

"That," Mae said, "is the best water I have ever tasted."

The kitchen erupted. The bar erupted. The street erupted. Lena could hear it through the walls — cheering, clapping, someone whistling, someone banging on something. Griff's crew was the loudest, because Griff's crew had dug the trench and they knew what six hundred feet of work looked like and they were watching it turn into water.

Mae looked at Lena. The spectacles shifted. The pencil stayed behind the ear. The almost-smile became — for the first and possibly last time in Mae Cole's life — an actual smile. Small. Controlled. But real.

"Running water," Mae said. "The first of many, I expect."

"The first of many," Lena agreed.

Mae made a mark on a list she'd apparently been holding the entire time. The big mark. The final mark. The mark that closed a project.

"Well done," Mae said. Two words. From Mae, that was a standing ovation.

She walked out of the kitchen. The crowd pressed in — people wanting to see the tap, wanting to touch it, wanting to fill a glass and drink water that came out of a wall. Lena let them. She stepped back. Let the moment belong to the town.

Then the smell hit her.

Not the solder. Not the tar. The other smell — the one she'd been ignoring all afternoon, the one under the counter, the coastal one. It was stronger now. Much stronger. And it was coming from behind her, from the back of the kitchen, where Benny was doing something with the big stock pots and grinning like a man who'd been keeping a secret all day.

He came out of the kitchen carrying the pots — two of them, massive, both steaming. He set them on the bar. Then he went back and came out with rolls of butcher paper — brown, waxy, the kind you spread on a table when you didn't care about the table. He unrolled the paper down the entire length of the bar. All of it. End to end. The bar top disappeared under a long brown-paper runway.

"Benny," Lena said. "What are you — "

He tipped the first pot.

Shrimp. Sausage. Corn on the cob. Red potatoes. All of it tumbled out onto the butcher paper in a steaming, spiced, glorious heap — and the smell that hit the bar was Zatarains. Not Zatarains — this world didn't have Zatarains — but the ghost of it, the soul of it, the same cayenne-forward, garlic-heavy, peppercorn-and-bay-leaf punch that came out of that yellow bag her dad kept in the pantry next to the rice. The smell of a Lowcountry boil hitting a bar in another dimension like a wave off the Carolina coast.

Not the Maryland stuff. Not the Old Bay-on-everything crap that people north of Virginia thought passed for seafood seasoning. The real thing. The Southern thing. And it smelled like Murrells Inlet on a July evening, like paper-covered tables on a dock, like every summer her dad had ever taken them to the coast.

The second pot went down. More shrimp. More sausage. More corn. Enough to feed fifty people off a bar top covered in butcher paper, which was exactly how a Lowcountry boil was supposed to be served — no plates, no silverware, just paper and hands and a pile of food and the people you loved.

Her eyes burned. Not from the cayenne. From something else.

"Benny. Where did you get shrimp?"

"Trader from the coast came through last week. Had them packed in salt and ice moss. I bought everything he had." The grin was enormous. The pink was there but it was happy pink — the pink of a man who'd been planning this for days. "I didn't know what to do with them at first. Then I kept thinking about boiling things. Big pots. Lots of seasoning. Corn and potatoes because that's what I had. And then I thought — she's from the coast. She'd know what to do with these."

How the hell did he keep doing this? How did a man who'd never left Dustbreak keep stumbling into dishes that tasted like her childhood? The biscuits and gravy, the barbecue, the grilled cheese, and now a Lowcountry boil that smelled like it came straight off the Intracoastal Waterway. It didn't make sense. None of it made sense. He just... knew things. Had instincts that pointed him toward food he'd never tasted from a place he'd never been.

She didn't have an answer. She didn't need one. The shrimp was on the paper and Benny was smiling and that was enough.

Then he reached under the counter and produced a bowl. Small. Red-orange. The sauce inside was thick and sharp and she could smell it from three feet away.

"I mixed that tomato sauce you hated with some of the root sauce," he said. "Seemed like the right thing to do."

Cocktail sauce. He'd made cocktail sauce. Ketchup and horseradish. The simplest condiment in the history of seafood. The thing that went with shrimp the way whiskey went with a Tuesday.

"Fucking yes it was, Benny."

She grabbed a shrimp off the paper. Peeled it with her fingers — the shell coming off clean, the meat pink and curled and perfect. Dipped it in the cocktail sauce. Bit.

Her eyes closed. Her shoulders dropped. Everything dropped — the anxiety about the money, the exhaustion from the trench, the weight of three weeks of dawn-to-dark labor. All of it went away for the length of one bite of shrimp dipped in cocktail sauce at a bar in a town that now had running water.

The bar descended into chaos. The good kind. People grabbing shrimp and corn and sausage off the butcher paper with their hands, elbows bumping, someone getting cocktail sauce on Harlan's sleeve, Dolly eating a potato with the delicacy of a woman who refused to compromise her dignity even at a finger-food event. The noise was enormous — laughter, chewing, the crack of shrimp shells, someone saying "check your boots" as a toast, which made no sense and also made perfect sense.

Emmett stood next to her at the bar, peeling shrimp with ink-and-tar-stained fingers, eating quietly, smiling the real smile. She bumped her shoulder against his. He bumped back.



The party was still going when Benny found her.

Not behind the bar — on the other side of it, leaning against the wall near her stool, whiskey in hand, watching the room the way she watched everything in Dustbreak these days: with the specific wonder of a woman who still couldn't believe this was her life.

"So," Benny said. He had her Ledger in his hand. The rectangle. The thing she'd given him to hold and use and never show her. He was holding it the way you hold something that contains information the other person might not want to hear.

"How bad is it?" she asked.

"That's the thing." The pink was there, but it was confused pink. "I ran through your account during the afternoon. Your expenses are right about where you thought — you've been running four gold a day plus some extras. Turpentine, bath, a few supplies. About a hundred and twenty gold in total outflows since Day 7."

"And the income?"

"That's where it gets weird." He held up the Ledger. Didn't show it to her — he knew better. "You've got income. A lot of income. The System's been... paying you. For the pipe project. Every joint you sealed, every section you laid — it registered as quest completions. Some kind of chain. Civic Infrastructure something-something. I can't pronounce half of it. The gold's been depositing into your account the whole time."

"How much?"

"Enough that you're not forty in the hole. You're about fifteen in the hole." He paused. "Or you were."

"Were?"

Benny set the rag down. The rag was always in his hand and he set it down, which meant something was coming.

"Word got around. I might have mentioned to Griff that your account was light. Griff might have mentioned it to his crew. His crew might have mentioned it to Henderson. Henderson mentioned it to Mae. And..."

"And?"

"It's been covered. The difference. Fifteen gold. Henderson put in five because he said the fence is still standing and the pig carcasses paid for themselves three times over. Griff's crew pooled three. Cobb put in two and said it was for 'services rendered to the saddlery window.' Forge put in two because he said the pipe contract alone was worth more to his business than anything he'd done in twelve years. And Mae..." He trailed off.

"Mae what?"

"Mae put in three. And said to tell you it comes off the civic account, not her personal funds, and that it's a legitimate infrastructure expense and she has the receipt."

Lena stared at him. Then at the bar. Then at the room full of people eating shrimp off butcher paper and drinking whiskey and celebrating a tap on a wall.

"They paid my tab?"

"They paid your tab. You're in the green, Lena. Eight gold in the green, actually. The System income was more than I expected."

She didn't know what to do with her face. She picked up her whiskey. Set it down. Picked it up. Drank it.

"There's something else," Benny said. The confused pink deepened. "Your, uh... your title. Your class. It changed again."

"I don't want to know."

"You're going to want to know this one."

"I never want to know, Benny. That's the whole point. That's been the point since Day — "

"Master Pipe Layer."

She stopped.

"What."

"Master Pipe Layer. It's... it's on there. Prepended. Before all the other stuff. Your full class is now..." He squinted at the Ledger. "'Master Pipe Layer — Civic Infrastructure Engineer-Prophet (Wagering, Applied Trades).' And you're Level 7."

The silence lasted about two seconds.

Then she snorted.

Not a laugh — a snort. The kind of full-body, graceless, undignified snort that came from somewhere deep in the sinuses and surprised everyone in the vicinity including the person who made it. It was followed by a second snort. Then a wheeze. Then a laugh that started low and built and kept building until she was bent over the bar with tears running down her face and her hand slapping the counter.

"MASTER — " She couldn't breathe. "MASTER PIPE — " She wheezed. "Did I grow a DICK today? Did I change sexes and nobody TOLD me?"

Benny was backing away slowly.

"Master Pipe Layer. MASTER. PIPE. LAYER." She was howling. The whole bar was looking at her. She didn't care. "Who NAMES these things? Is there a guy? Is there a guy somewhere in the System whose JOB it is to name classes and he just — he saw 'pipe' and he went 'yeah, that's the one, that's not going to sound like a porn title AT ALL' — "

Emmett was standing three feet away. His face was doing something complicated — the struggle between the scholar who understood the technical meaning of the term and the man who understood exactly why his girlfriend was laughing so hard she couldn't stand up.

"To be fair," he said carefully, "in the context of the System, 'pipe layer' refers specifically to — "

"DON'T." She pointed at him, still wheezing. "Don't you DARE make it technical. Don't you DARE take this from me. Master Pipe Layer. That is the funniest thing that has happened to me in two worlds and I am going to laugh about it for the rest of my LIFE."

She laughed for twenty minutes. Every time she stopped, she said "Master Pipe Layer" under her breath and started again. Benny went back to serving drinks. Emmett sat next to her and waited with the patience of a man who was learning that loving Lena Wright meant occasionally sitting quietly while she lost her mind over a System classification.

By the time she calmed down, her ribs hurt and her face was wet and the bar had mostly gone back to the party.



The evening wound down the way the best evenings wound down — not because anyone wanted to leave, but because the day had been long and good and full and there was nothing left to say that hadn't been said with shrimp and whiskey and laughter.

Mae and Harlan came to her together. Mae first, because Mae was always first.

"The project is complete," Mae said. "Under budget. On schedule. The civic account shows a surplus of forty-two gold from the original allocation." She paused. The spectacles shifted. "You did good work, Lena."

"Thank you, Mae."

"I expect you'll be wanting jobs again."

"I expect I will."

"I'll have the list ready in the morning." She made a mark on something — Lena couldn't see what, but Mae was always marking something. "Good night."

Harlan stepped forward. Hat off. Hand through the hair. But not confused this time — not the hat-off-hand-through-hair of a man who couldn't make sense of her stats. Just a man thanking someone.

"My wife doesn't say this often," Harlan said, "so I'll say it for her. What you built here matters. Not just the pipe. The whole thing. The town's different because you're in it. Better." He put his hat back on. "Good night, Lena. Check your boots."

"Check your boots, Harlan."

They left together. Mae and Harlan. The pencil and the badge. The list and the law. Walking home in the dark to a house where the running water hadn't reached yet but would, because Lena had built a proof of concept and Mae had already started the list for Phase 2.

The bar was nearly empty when Cade moved.

She'd almost forgotten he was there. Cade was always there — at his table, cards in his hand, watching everything with the eyes of a man who saw patterns in the chaos. He'd been quiet all night. Eating shrimp. Drinking whiskey. Processing.

He stood up. Walked to the bar. Not to his usual spot — to hers. He stood next to her stool and looked at her the way Cade looked at everything: with the absolute certainty that he was seeing something nobody else could see.

"Congratulations," he said.

"Thanks, Cade."

He leaned in. Not close — Cade didn't do close. But closer than normal. His voice dropped.

"You know what you did today?"

"I turned on a tap."

"You turned on a tap." He nodded. "And tomorrow, someone in a town you've never been to is going to look at a board and see your name and wonder who the hell is running a class that doesn't exist, in a town that wasn't supposed to matter, at a level that shouldn't be possible." He straightened up. "People notice when the board moves. Not everyone who notices is friendly." A wink. A nod. "But that's a problem for another day. Tonight, you drink. You earned it."

He went back to his table. Picked up his cards. Started shuffling. The conversation was over. Cade had said what he needed to say and not one word more.

Lena sat at the bar. The Rusty Ledger was warm and quiet and almost empty. Emmett was next to her. Benny was wiping down — the last wipe, the closing wipe, the one that said the day was done. Dolly had gone upstairs an hour ago with a contented sigh and the last of the wine.

"Emmett."

"Yeah?"

"I'm in the green. I have running water in a kitchen that isn't mine. My class sounds like a porn name. And someone I've never met might be coming to investigate me." She picked up her whiskey. "Today was a weird day."

"Today was a good day."

"Today was a good day."

She kissed him at the bar. Not at the bookshop door — at the bar, in front of Benny, who turned pink and wiped something that didn't need wiping, because she was done caring about where she kissed the man she was falling for and this was her bar and her town and her tap on the wall and she could do what she wanted.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

"Check your boots."

"Check your boots."

Upstairs. Nokia on the nightstand. Ledger behind the bar, being a debit card, doing the only job she'd ever ask it to do. Boots at the foot of the bed. Shaken out. Checked. Toes forward.

She lay in the dark and listened. Below her, the tap dripped once — a single drop, the last of the pressure settling in the system. Then silence. The pipe was full. The water was still. Six hundred feet of iron connecting a mountain to a kitchen, sealed tight, holding pressure, doing exactly what it was built to do.

She was in the green. She had friends who paid her tab without being asked. She had a man three buildings down who got up before dawn to hold pipe for her. She had a class that sounded like a bad joke and a level she didn't care about and a town that was growing around her like a garden she'd accidentally planted.

Master Pipe Layer.

She snorted one more time in the dark. Then she slept.


            

    
        53. Epilogue

    
    
    
    
                The woman rode into Dustbreak on a Tuesday.

She came from the north road — the one that connected to the regional highway, the one that led to Ridgemont and beyond, to the bigger towns, the higher-tier settlements, the places where things worked the way things were supposed to work.

She was tall. Dark hair pulled back neat. Riding clothes that were clean in the way that clean things were expensive — no dust on the hem, no road grime on the boots, no sign that she'd been riding for the better part of two days except the faint tiredness around her eyes. Her Ledger sat in a holster on her hip — not the standard-issue kind. Thinner. Quieter. The kind that didn't glow unless she wanted it to. The horse was better than anything in Henderson's stable. The posture was better than anything in the sheriff's office.

She stopped at the crossroads.

Looked around. Not the way a traveler looked — checking for the inn, the stable, the nearest meal. More like the way a gardener looked at a plot of land. Evaluating. Noting what was growing and where and whether it was growing the way it should.

The clock tower. The Rusty Ledger with its swinging doors. Cole's Sundries. The smithy with no sign. The fresh dirt along the main road where a trench had been dug and filled — a scar in the earth that ran from the south end of town to the back wall of the bar.

She smiled at that. A small smile. The smile of someone who had read about something in a report and was pleased to see it in person.

She dismounted. Tied the horse to the post outside the sheriff's office. Stood on the boardwalk and looked at the board mounted on the wall.

The leaderboard.

She read it the way a doctor read a chart — methodical, unhurried, checking each entry against something she already knew. Not surprised by what she found. Confirming.

Her eyes rested on a name near the top.

LENA WRIGHT.

Master Pipe Layer — Civic Infrastructure Engineer-Prophet (Wagering, Applied Trades).

Level 7.

She tilted her head. The way you tilt your head at something that shouldn't exist but does. Not alarmed. Curious. The particular curiosity of someone whose job involved encountering things that didn't fit the pattern and deciding what to do about them.

She walked into the Rusty Ledger.

The bar was half full — midday, the lunch crowd, the new normal. Benny was behind the counter. Griff's crew was at their table. The smell of something cooking — stew, maybe, or soup. Simple food. Working food. A good place. She could feel it in the room — the warmth, the ease, the particular hum of a town that liked itself.

She sat at the bar. Two seats down from a stool that had a rag draped over it — someone's stool, claimed and respected. She set her hands on the counter and waited.

Benny came over. The rag. The wipe. The smile.

"What can I get you?"

"Whatever you recommend. I'm not staying long — just passing through."

He poured a beer. Cold, from the stream-cooled keg. She sipped it. Looked around the room with the open, unhurried attention of someone who found this particular nowhere interesting. Her eyes found the tap on the wall — the iron spout, the brass handle, the pipe running down the riser to the floor and through the wall.

"Is that it?" she asked. Softly. Almost to herself.

"Running water," Benny said. "First in Dustbreak."

"First in the region." She said it the way you'd say first robin of spring — not correcting, noticing. "Built without an Engineering class. Built without a Guild charter." She sipped her beer again. "This is her bar? The plumber?"

Benny's hand didn't stop wiping. But the rhythm changed — a half-beat slower.

"Lena eats here," he said. Carefully. "Most everyone eats here. We're the only bar."

"I'm not looking for her. Not today." The woman set the beer down. Her smile was warm. Easy. The kind of smile that put people at ease, which was either genuine or very practiced, and with this woman it was hard to tell the difference. "I just wanted to see the place. The System notices patterns, Benny. When something interesting happens somewhere nobody expected it, someone comes to take a look. That's all I'm doing. Taking a look."

"And?"

"And it's a good town." She finished the beer. Drew her Ledger from its holster — the thin one, the quiet one — and transferred the payment. More than the beer was worth. She knew it. "The water is a nice touch."

She stood. Straightened her coat. Looked at the tap on the wall one more time — the way you'd look at something a child had built that was better than it had any right to be.

"You from the Registry?" Benny asked.

"No."

"The Guild?"

"No."

She paused at the swinging doors. Looked back at him. The smile was still there, but the eyes were something else — calm, sharp, patient. The eyes of someone who had all the time in the world and knew exactly how to use it.

"I'm just someone who pays attention to how things grow," she said. "Give the plumber my regards. When the time is right."

She walked out. The swinging doors settled behind her. Through the window, Benny watched her untie her horse, mount, and ride south — not back the way she came, but south, toward Henderson's land, toward the road that led to the places beyond Dustbreak where a woman on a good horse could disappear into the afternoon.

She hadn't asked for directions. She hadn't asked for Lena's schedule. She hadn't asked anything that a traveler passing through wouldn't ask.

But she'd known about the tap. She'd known it was built without an Engineering class. She'd known it was the first in the region. And she'd known Benny's name without being told it.

Benny looked at the bar's Ledger to confirm the transfer. The gold was there — more than enough for a beer. But the sender line was blank. No name. No class. No level. Just the gold, deposited from nowhere, by no one.

Every transaction Benny had ever processed had a name on it. Every single one. The System didn't allow anonymous transfers. That was the whole point of the Ledger — everything tracked, everything attributed, everything connected to a person.

This one wasn't connected to anyone.

He wiped the bar. Slowly. The thinking wipe. The one that meant something had happened and he needed to process it before he could talk about it.

Outside, on the boardwalk, the leaderboard updated silently. The numbers next to LENA WRIGHT shifted — a new quest completion, a new gold deposit, a new data point in a pattern that had drawn a woman down a long road to a small town, just to look.

Down the street, the clock tower glowed. Somewhere up the mountain, water ran through six hundred feet of pipe. Somewhere on the south road, Lena Wright was fixing something for someone, earning a few gold, not knowing that the System had taken a quiet interest in Dustbreak.

Not a threat. Not a warning. Just attention.

Sometimes that was worse.

Check your boots.



Lena Wright — Master Pipe Layer, Civic Infrastructure Engineer-Prophet (Wagering, Applied Trades), Level 7 — will return in Book 2: Plumbing the Depths.


            

    
        54. Author's Note

    
    
    
    
                Author's Note

Lena is my alter ego. She's how I feel when I'm working around the house or sipping dark liquor on a quiet night. She says the things I think and does the things I wish I had the nerve to do, and she doesn't apologize for any of it.

Writing her was a mental break. I have other fiction I'm working on — heavier stuff, worlds with bigger stakes and darker edges — and Lena became the place I went when I needed to laugh. What started as an experiment turned into an entire world, and that world turned into something I didn't want to leave.

That's one of the reasons the stats don't matter here. The System is background noise. The economy isn't a spreadsheet. I don't focus on min-max builds or skill trees or mana calculations because — honestly? I do enough of that at work. I don't want to come home and calculate energy usage per ability point. I want a story that makes me laugh and snort and occasionally feel something I wasn't expecting to feel.

That's Lena to me. One hundred percent in-your-face slice-of-life that just happens to be stuck in a System world.

I've been reading LitRPG since the beginning — since Aleron Kong cracked open The Land and my brain went "oh, THIS is a thing now." I've loved the genre ever since. But I'm not a spreadsheet gal. I never have been. I want characters I'd want to drink with, in a bar I'd want to sit in, eating food I can almost smell through the page. If the numbers add up, great. If they don't, somebody in the comments will tell me. (They always do. Love you guys.)

I hope you enjoyed reading the first book as much as I enjoyed writing it. The second book was nearly finished when I started posting this here — it still needs some polish, but it won't be far behind.

Thanks for reading my relaxation experiment. I didn't expect anyone else to want to hang out in Dustbreak. I'm glad you did.

Check your boots.

— Gwen


            

    
        B2 - Author's Note

    
    
    
    
                Hey. Quick word before we jump back in.

Some of you — the ones who've been here since the early chapters, the ones who left comments, the ones who sent DMs that started with "love the story, but..." — already know what this is about.

The economy.

Here's the thing. When I started writing this story, I had a woman, a wrench, and a world. The economy was vibes. Gold came out of the ground, beer cost a couple gold, Lena got paid a few gold for odd jobs, and the numbers felt right in the moment. I wasn't building a spreadsheet. I was building a character.

And then the character started a business. And the business needed a building. And the building needed a price. And the price needed financing terms. And suddenly I was three chapters deep in a financial model I never planned to build and the numbers from Chapter 4 didn't agree with the numbers from Chapter 22.

That's on me.

But here's the part I need you to hear: this story was never about the economy. It was never supposed to be about gold pieces and profit margins and draw structures. It was supposed to be about a foul-mouthed plumber from Raleigh who fell out of the sky and couldn't stop fixing things. A woman who used her phone as a hammer, refused to look at her own stats, and yelled at a bartender about pizza toppings. A woman who built a business with a man who couldn't button his coat, raised a water tower with a crew that treated her instructions like scripture, and changed a town without ever meaning to.

That's the story. That was always the story. The economy is the plumbing behind the walls — it has to work, it has to hold pressure, and nobody should have to stare at it for more than a scene at a time. When the economy started taking up more oxygen than Lena's inner monologue, something had gone wrong. And it had gone wrong because I was winging the numbers and the numbers eventually came for me the way they come for everyone who wings numbers. Ask any plumber who's ever estimated a job on the back of a napkin. The napkin lies.

I didn't want this to be a living spreadsheet. I wanted it to be a story about a plumber who falls out of the sky and builds something real in a place that didn't know it needed her. But the story got more complicated than I expected — in the best way — and the economy had to keep up. It didn't always keep up. Some of you noticed. You were right.

So between finishing Book 2 and starting Book 3, I sat down and wrangled the financial continuity into something that holds together. There's a spreadsheet now. There wasn't before. There is now. I went back through Books 1 and 2 and fixed the numbers that needed fixing. If you're a returning reader and a number looks different from what you remember — it probably is. That's intentional. The story hasn't changed. The vibes haven't changed. The math got an overhaul because it needed one.

For those of you who stuck around through the early economy wobbles, who sent the DMs, who left the comments that started with "love the story, but the building was only—" — yeah. You were right. Thank you for caring enough about this world to hold me accountable to it.

If the numbers still don't add up, yell at me. I deserve it. But also know that I will always prioritize Lena yelling about pineapple pizza over Emmett reading columns of numbers, because the economy serves the story. The story does not serve the economy.

Now. Where were we?

Right. Lena Wright, Master Pipe Layer, Level 8, has a building, a business, a partner who can't button his coat, an apprentice who repeats everything she says to the wrong people, and a town that just found out what happens when you give a plumber a water tower and a windmill.

Book 2 is done. You'll be getting the chapters in the coming days.  Book 3 is called Pulling My Pipe. Because of course it is.

Let's go.

— Gwen


            

    
        B2 C1 - The Yelling Problem

    
    
    
    
                She picked up the right boot. Shook it. Looked inside. Nothing. Picked up the left. Shook. Looked. Nothing. She set them down and pulled them on, lacing them tight the way she did every morning — the way she'd done every morning since the scorpion, the way she'd do every morning until she died or the boots did, whichever came first.

The Ledger was on the nightstand. Glowing. It was always glowing. It had materialized there sometime in the night the way it always did — she'd taken to leaving it under the Nokia as a coaster, which she liked to think annoyed whatever cosmic bureaucracy kept respawning the thing. The Nokia sat on top of it, heavy and dark and indestructible, like a paperweight from a dimension that didn't believe in touchscreens.

She picked up the Nokia. Holstered it on her hip. Then the Ledger — pinched between thumb and forefinger, held at arm's length the way you'd carry a diaper you'd found in a parking lot. Glowing. Warm. Faintly humming with whatever passed for enthusiasm in a magitech rectangle that refused to take a hint.

She buckled the tool belt — wrench, snips, knife, caulking iron. The belt was heavier than it had been a month ago. Good weight. Working weight.

Hat. Shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows, tattoos out. Mirror check — red hair still a disaster, freckles still multiplying, same face she'd been hauling around for thirty-something years. She looked like a woman who was about to go do something with pipe, which was accurate, because she was always about to go do something with pipe.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She opened the door — Ledger dangling from two fingers like a biohazard — and headed for the stairs.

The yelling hit her about three steps down.

Not angry yelling — not the kind that made you check for exits and heavy objects. This was volume yelling. Communication yelling. The sound of two people trying to have a conversation through a wall that wasn't interested in cooperating.

"—SAID THE SMALL ONES, NOT THE—"

"WHAT?"

"THE SMALL— BENNY, I CAN'T— JUST COME OUT HERE."

"I'M STIRRING, I CAN'T—"

"WELL STOP STIRRING AND—"

"YOU DON'T STOP STIRRING BUTTER FLOUR, NELL, THAT'S THE WHOLE—"

Lena reached the bottom of the stairs. The bar was empty — too early for anyone except the people who lived here and the people who worked here, which until recently had been the same two people. The swinging doors were propped open to let the morning air in. Sunlight cut across the floorboards in long gold rectangles. Her stool was where she'd left it. Emmett's stool was where he'd left it. Cade's corner table was empty, cards squared, waiting.

The yelling continued.

"—DON'T EVEN KNOW WHAT BUTTER FLOUR IS—"

"IT'S THE BASE, NELL. IT'S THE— JUST COME BACK IN HERE."

Butter flour. That was a roux. Benny was teaching somebody how to make a goddamn roux at seven in the morning and calling it butter flour. The man had reinvented French mother sauces and named them like a toddler describing lunch. She loved him for it.

The kitchen door banged open and a girl came through it like she'd been shot from a cannon.

Short. Thin. Blonde hair that looked like it had been cut by someone who'd been given a general description of scissors but had never actually used them. She was maybe eighteen, maybe younger if you were being generous, and she moved the way puppies moved — all forward momentum and no plan for stopping. She had flour on her shirt, something red on her hands that might have been tomato, and an expression that said she'd been having the time of her life for approximately the last twenty minutes.

Benny came through the door behind her, and he was smiling.

Not the polite Benny smile. Not the customer-service Benny smile. The real one — the wide, unguarded, golden retriever grin that she'd only seen a handful of times. He had the same flour on his apron, a wooden spoon in one hand, and the look of a man who'd been given a gift he didn't know he'd been waiting for.

"Lena," he said. "This is Nell."

The girl turned. Saw Lena. Her eyes went wide — not scared, just big, the way some people's eyes went when they encountered something new and interesting and wanted to look at all of it at once.

"Oh! You're Lena. You're the — Benny told me about — hi. I'm Nell. Mae sent me? From Ridgemont — well, not Ridgemont, past Ridgemont, the other — anyway Mae said there was a position and I should come talk to Benny and I got here yesterday while you were — I think you were out? And Benny said I could start this morning so I started this morning and we were making — what were we making?"

"Butter flour," Benny said.

"Butter flour! We were making butter flour and he was trying to tell me something from the kitchen but I couldn't hear him because of the wall, and he couldn't come out because apparently you can't stop stirring butter flour, which I did NOT know, and — "

"Breathe," Lena said.

Nell breathed. It lasted about two seconds.

"— and I burned the first one but Benny said that was fine because everybody burns the first one, and then the second one I didn't burn but it was the wrong color? There are COLORS? Nobody told me there were colors. He said it needs to be the color of — what did you say?"

"Tanned leather," Benny said. The pink was creeping up his neck. Not embarrassment — happiness. The man was pink with happiness.

"Tanned leather! Which honestly I DO know what that looks like, so that one actually helped, and — "

"Nell," Lena said.

"Yeah?"

"What was all the yelling about?"

Nell blinked. "Oh. He wanted the small bowls, not the big ones. But I was out here and he was in there and neither of us could hear — it's that wall. You can't hear anything through that wall."

Lena looked at the wall between the bar and the kitchen. Solid timber. Probably eight inches thick. Built by someone who believed walls should be walls, not suggestions.

"Yeah," Lena said. "You need a pass-through."

"A what?"

"A window. In the wall. Between the kitchen and the bar. Big enough to hand plates through. Maybe a shelf on the bar side so the food has somewhere to sit. And a bell — a little bell on the kitchen side so Benny can ring it when the food's up instead of screaming through eight inches of lumber like a man trying to order a beer at a football stadium from the parking lot."

Nell stared at her. Benny stared at her. Both of them with the same expression — the one that said why didn't we think of that.

Because they hadn't needed to. Because nobody in this world had needed to, because nobody in this world had ever run a restaurant where the cook and the server were separated by a wall and needed to coordinate in real time. Pass-throughs had existed in Lena's world since the first diner figured out that yelling was a terrible communication system and a hole in the wall was a better one.

"I can cut it this week," Lena said. "It's load-bearing, so I'll need to frame it out properly — header, cripple studs, the whole thing. But it's not complicated. Just need to know what size you want and how high off the floor."

"You can just... cut a hole in a wall?" Nell asked.

"Honey, I can cut a hole in anything. It's what I do after I cut the hole that matters." She looked at Benny. "You want this?"

Benny nodded. The spoon was dripping on the floor. He didn't notice.

"All right. I'll measure today, cut tomorrow. Forge can make me a bell." She sat down on her stool and held up the Ledger — still dangling between two fingers, still glowing, still unwanted. "Benny."

He took it without a word. Same as every morning. He slid it behind the bar next to the whiskey bottles where it would sit all day being a very expensive coaster for whatever glass Lena left on top of it. The ritual was old enough now that neither of them commented on it.

She looked at the girl. Short unkempt blonde hair, flour everywhere, eyes still wide, still vibrating with the energy of a person who'd been awake for probably two hours and had already burned a butter flour, learned what colors were, and met the woman everyone in town wouldn't shut up about. "Nell."

"Yeah?"

"You got here yesterday?"

"Yesterday afternoon. Mae brought me over on the supply cart."

"Where are you sleeping?"

"Benny gave me the room at the end of the hall. It's nice. It's got a — " She leaned in like she was sharing a secret. "It's got a window."

Lena bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. Eighteen. Impressed by a window. Six brothers had not prepared her for this. Actually — six brothers had prepared her for exactly this. Brody had been impressed by a window once. He'd been six.

"All right, Nell. Here's what you need to know about this bar. Benny is the best cook you'll ever meet and he doesn't know it. The whiskey's on the third shelf, not the second — the second shelf is where Benny keeps the stuff that could strip paint, and that's mine. Don't touch my stool. That thing Benny just put behind the bar — that's my Ledger. I don't look at it, I don't want to hear about it, and if it starts glowing at you, ignore it. The tall guy with the books who sits here in the evening is my — he's Emmett. Don't give him a hard time."

She paused. Nell was nodding so hard her hair was moving.

"And check your boots."

"What?"

"Every morning. Before you put them on. Turn them over, shake them out, look inside. Every time. No exceptions."

"Why?"

"Because I didn't once and a scorpion made me regret every decision I'd ever made starting with getting out of bed. Check your boots. It's the only rule in this bar that matters more than the whiskey shelf."

Nell looked at Benny. Benny nodded. The nod of a man who checked his boots every morning now and would check them every morning forever.

"Okay," Nell said. "Check my boots. Got it. Is that really — "

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"I like you."

The girl's face split into a grin so wide it was almost geographically impossible. Flour on her cheeks, tomato on her hands, butter flour in her hair — she looked like a kitchen had sneezed on her and she'd loved every second of it.

"I like you too!" she said. "Benny said I would. He said you were — " She stopped. Whatever Benny had said, she'd been told not to repeat it. She looked at Benny, who was suddenly very interested in his spoon.

"Go help Benny with the butter flour," Lena said. "And Nell?"

"Yeah?"

"Next time he's trying to tell you something from the kitchen and you can't hear him, just walk through the damn door. You've got legs. Use them. The yelling thing is not going to be a permanent solution to the architecture."

Nell laughed. It was the kind of laugh that came from someone who laughed easily and often and hadn't yet learned to hold any of it back. She disappeared through the kitchen door. Benny lingered for a second, spoon dripping, smile lingering.

"Mae found her two towns over," he said. "Her parents were looking for a placement. She'd heard about the food."

"The food."

"My food. She'd heard about it."

Lena looked at him. Benny Harwick, Level 8 Barkeep who'd been Level 8 for a decade, standing in his own bar with flour on his apron and an eighteen-year-old apprentice who'd come from two towns away because she'd heard about his cooking. His reputation had pulled someone in. From outside Dustbreak.

"Huh," she said.

"Yeah," Benny said. "Huh."

He went back to the kitchen. The door swung shut. Through the wall — the stupid, thick, soundproof wall — she heard Nell's voice start up again, muffled but unmistakable. The girl did not have a low setting.

A minute later the kitchen door opened and Nell came out carrying a plate. Three flapjacks, stacked, golden-brown, with a small pitcher of the dark amber tree syrup that Benny had discovered back when he was still figuring out what to do with the northern traders' goods. The girl set the plate down in front of Lena with both hands — careful, deliberate, the way someone does when they're serving food for real for the first time and they want to get it right.

"Benny said you like coffee," Nell said. "I made some but he said to warn you that I made it, not him, so it might be — "

"Can't be worse than Emmett's."

"Who's Emmett?"

"The tall guy with the books. You'll meet him tonight." She pulled the plate closer. The flapjacks smelled like butter and heat and that particular sweetness that only came from batter hitting a hot pan at the right moment. She poured the tree syrup. It ran slow and dark, pooling around the edges of the stack the way good syrup did — not watery, not thin, just heavy and sweet and patient.

She cut into the stack. Bit. Chewed.

They were good. Not Benny-good — a little thick in the middle, a little crispy on one edge where the pan had been hotter than the other side. But good. Solid. The kind of flapjack that said someone is learning and they give a shit.

"These are good, Nell."

The girl went pink. Not Benny-pink — a different shade, brighter, more sudden. The pink of a person who'd been told they were good at something and didn't know what to do with it.

"Really?"

"Really. Now go. Benny's butter flour needs supervision and so do you."

Nell grinned and disappeared through the door again.

Lena ate her flapjacks. The tree syrup was sweet and dark and tasted like something she couldn't quite name — not maple, not exactly, but close enough that if she closed her eyes she could almost smell her dad's kitchen on a Saturday morning. Almost.

She didn't close her eyes.

She looked at the wall between the bar and the kitchen. Listened to the muffled conversation on the other side — Benny's short sentences, Nell's long ones, the occasional clang of a pot. She thought about pass-throughs. About load-bearing walls and headers and cripple studs. About a girl who burned her first butter flour and nailed her third flapjack and was going to be just fine.

Then she thought about Emmett's face when he walked in tonight and found a new person behind the bar. That was going to be fun.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Boots checked. Day started.


            

    
        B2 C2 - Three Taps and a Package

    
    
    
    
                Cole's Sundries smelled like dry goods and pencil shavings and the faint warmth of tea, same as always, same as it would smell until the building fell down or Mae did. Mae was behind the counter. Spectacles. Pencil. The List. The eternal trinity.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning." Mark on the list. Not for Lena — for whatever Mae had been counting before Lena walked in. The woman was always counting. If Mae Cole stopped counting, Dustbreak's economy would collapse and the pencil would finally get a day off.

"What's on the list?"

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. The look that meant something was on the list, all right, but it wasn't the usual something.

"Three people came in this morning before the store was open," Mae said. "I was still making tea. Three different people, one after the other, knocking on my door before dawn."

"Before dawn?"

"Before dawn. They want water."

Lena sat on the stool by the counter. "Water."

"Running water. Like the tap at the Rusty Ledger. They've seen it. They've tasted it. They've watched Benny fill a pot without carrying a bucket, and now they want that in their homes." Mae picked up the pencil again, but she wasn't writing — she was tapping it against the counter, which was as close to fidgeting as Mae Cole ever got. "Three new units going up. Row houses. End of the roads, connected to the existing structures. You've seen the construction."

She had. The new lumber shop — she didn't know who was behind it, but it had opened a week ago and was already busy. New frames going up at the ends of both the east and west roads. Dustbreak was growing. She'd noticed it the way you notice a tree getting taller — not day to day, but one morning you look up and it's bigger than it was.

"They asked me how they could get water. What it would cost. Who to talk to. Can it be done." Mae looked at her. "I didn't have answers. I don't know if the pipe you put in can support that. I don't know what the costs would be. I don't know if you can do it or if we'd need to find someone else."

"There's no someone else, Mae."

"I know that. Which is why I'm asking you."

Lena leaned back on the stool. Three houses. Three branch lines off the main. The main ran from the intake on the mountain to the back wall of the Rusty Ledger — six hundred feet of pipe, gravity-fed, single line, no branches. She'd built it for one destination. One tap. One kitchen. She hadn't built it for a distribution system because nobody had asked for a distribution system.

But the main was oversized. She'd done that on purpose — two-and-a-half-inch bore when she could have gotten away with an inch and a half. Her dad had told her when she was fourteen: "You build it for what it needs to be today, and you size it for what it might need to be tomorrow. You can always throttle down, but you can't make a pipe bigger once it's in the ground."

She'd built the main like her dad taught her. And now three families wanted branch lines and the main could probably handle it. Probably. She'd need to check the numbers.

"I need to work through it," Lena said. "The main might support it — I built it bigger than it needed to be — but I need to figure out where the branch points would go, what the pressure looks like at each house, and what it would cost. I'll need to talk to Emmett about the budget and Forge about the pipe."

"Can it be done?"

"I think so. I need to be sure before I give you a number."

"How long?"

"Give me a day. Maybe two."

"Tomorrow would be better."

"Tomorrow's always better with you, Mae."

The mouth thing. The not-quite-smile. She picked up the pencil and made a mark on the list — the kind of mark that meant she'd delegated something and could stop thinking about it until it came back with numbers.

"Get me something I can tell them," Mae said. "Cost per house. Timeline. Whether it's possible. Three families waiting on one answer."

"You'll have it."

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. Then she reached under the counter and produced a package — brown paper, tied with string, about the size of a bread loaf but softer. She set it on the counter.

"These came in on the morning cart. For Dolly."

Lena looked at the package. She didn't need to open it to know what it was. The shape. The soft compression. The unmistakable geometry of undergarments wrapped in paper by someone who had clearly never worn a bra and was treating the package like it might bite.

"Would you bring them to her? I'd rather not carry them across the street in broad daylight."

Lena picked up the package. "I'll take care of it."

"Thank you." Mae checked the list. "One more. Cobb's got a leather delivery from the Ridgemont tanner. Cart threw a wheel at the south road. Driver took the mule to finish his other stops and left the cart sitting there. Cobb needs his goods but the cart's not moving until somebody fixes it or empties it."

"How much?"

"Three gold."

Lena took the job. Mae's work first. Always.

"I'll get the leather to Cobb, then I'll start on the water numbers this afternoon."

Mae nodded. The nod that meant good, now go. Lena went.



She took the stairs two at a time. Dolly's door was closed — it was always closed in the morning, because Dolly kept hours that started late and ran later, and before ten AM the door was a suggestion that meant not yet.

Lena knocked anyway. She'd earned the right.

"It's me."

A pause. The sound of fabric moving. Then: "Come in, sweetheart."

Dolly was at her vanity. Morning Dolly was different from evening Dolly — hair down instead of up, robe instead of dress, no perfume yet. The room smelled like lavender and sleep and the particular warmth of a space that belonged entirely to one woman who knew exactly how she wanted it arranged.

"Package from Mae." Lena set the brown paper bundle on the bed. "They came in on the morning cart."

Dolly looked at the package. Then at Lena. The slow smile — the one that meant she knew exactly what was in the brown paper and had been waiting for it.

"Oh, those are the — "

"Yeah."

Dolly's hand moved toward the string.

"Don't you dare," Lena said. "I want to be here when you open those. I have a cart to deal with first."

Dolly's hand stopped. The pout — performative, precise, the pout of a woman who had been using that face to get what she wanted since before Lena was born. "Fine. But you owe me something while you're here."

"I owe you nothing. I'm a delivery service."

"You're a woman who just walked into my bedroom carrying a package of bras. The least you can do is sit down for two minutes." Dolly stood from the vanity. The robe shifted, and underneath it was —

Not what Lena expected.

Dolly untied the sash and let the robe fall open with the casual confidence of a woman who had been naked in front of more people than Lena had met in her entire life and could not have cared less about one more. Underneath she was wearing something new. A set — matching bra and panties, lavender silk with cream-colored lace along every edge. The kind of thing that existed in a category of clothing Lena had only seen in the windows of stores she never went into, back in a world where stores existed.

"Got these last week," Dolly said. She turned. Slowly. Not performing — presenting. The way a craftsman shows their work. "Ridgemont seamstress. She does custom pieces if you know what to ask for."

"Jesus Christ, Dolly."

"Is that a compliment or a prayer?"

"Both. You look like — " Lena waved a hand that was supposed to encompass the concept but came nowhere close. "You look like a painting of something they wouldn't hang in a church."

"That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me this week." Dolly ran her thumb along the lace at her hip. "Feel this."

"I'm not feeling your underwear."

"Feel the lace, you prude. It's handmade."

Lena touched the edge of the lace at Dolly's shoulder strap because it was easier than arguing and because Dolly had the kind of will that wore down mountains. It was soft. Not scratchy, not stiff — soft the way good fabric is soft when someone who knows what they're doing puts it together by hand.

"OK. That's nice."

"That's nice. She says 'that's nice.' Like I showed her a tablecloth." Dolly turned to face the mirror, pulling Lena beside her. Two women in a mirror — one in lavender silk and lace, one in a cotton work bra that was visible through her shirt because Lena had never owned a shirt thick enough to hide the fact that she wore a bra and had stopped caring about that particular detail sometime during the second Bush administration.

"Look at you," Dolly said. Not to herself — to Lena.

"I'd rather not."

"Look at you. Those shoulders. That waist. That ass, Lena Wright — do you have any idea what you're hiding under those work clothes every single day?"

"A body that hauls pipe. That's what I'm hiding."

"You're hiding a body that would make half the women in Ridgemont weep with envy, and you're wrapping it in cotton and denim like you're trying to ship it somewhere and don't care if it arrives damaged." Dolly turned to her. The flirty smile was gone. This was the other Dolly — the one who looked at you like she could see through every wall you'd ever built and was deciding which one to take down first. "You need to expand your wardrobe, baby doll."

"My wardrobe is fine."

"Your wardrobe is a crime. Hiding those breasts and that ass is a crime against humanity. I say that as a professional who has spent twenty years looking at bodies, and yours is one of the best I've ever seen and you treat it like luggage."

"It IS luggage. It carries me to job sites."

"It carries you to job sites and it carries you past a bookshop where a man watches you walk by every morning and you don't even notice because you're too busy thinking about pipe fittings."

Lena's face went warm. Not full red — the early red, the one that started at her ears. "He does not watch me walk by."

"Sweetheart, he moves his reading chair to the window at seven forty-five every morning. I can see him from up here. The man has a schedule for watching you leave the building."

"That's — he reads by the window because the light is better."

"The light is better on the east side. His window faces west. Toward the Ledger. Toward the stairs you come down every morning in those jeans that I would kill to get you out of and into something that — "

"I have a cart to fix, Dolly."

"You have a life to live, Lena." Dolly picked up the robe. Slid it back on. Tied the sash. The show was over, but the point was still in the room. "I'm not saying burn the work clothes. I'm saying own something that makes you feel like a woman and not just a plumber. One thing. One piece of fabric that you put on and think 'this is mine and it's beautiful and I'm wearing it because I deserve to feel beautiful.' That's all."

Lena looked at the sealed package on the bed. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to. Dolly saw where she looked.

"Go fix your cart," Dolly said. The warm smile. The real one. "We'll open the package later."

"Tonight."

"Tonight."

Lena closed the door and headed downstairs. Through the kitchen wall she could hear Nell's voice — still going, still loud, still the verbal equivalent of a faucet that nobody had figured out how to turn off. Benny's low murmur underneath it. The occasional clang of a pot.

She pushed through the swinging doors and into the morning. South road. Broken cart. Wet leather. Three gold.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.


            

    
        B2 C3 - Wet Leather and a Crate Nail

    
    
    
    
                The cart was exactly where Mae said it would be — south road, maybe two hundred yards past the last building, tilted at an angle that said one wheel had decided it was done being a wheel.

It was a flatbed. Two-wheeled, mule-drawn, the kind of cart that every tanner and trader in the region used because it was simple and cheap and you could fix it with a hammer and some swearing. The left wheel had come off the axle — not broken, just slipped. The retaining pin had sheared, the wheel had walked itself off, and the whole cart had dropped on that side. The crates of leather — heavy, dark, wet from the tanning process — had shifted hard to the low side, straining against the tie-down rope. One crate had wedged itself against the sideboards at an angle that said it was thinking about leaving but hadn't committed yet.

The driver was gone. Mule was gone. Just the cart, the leather, and the road.

Lena walked around it once. Looked at the axle. Looked at the wheel. Looked at the ground. The wheel was fine — no cracks, no split spokes. The axle was fine — straight, no bend. The problem was the pin. The little iron pin that kept the wheel on the axle had snapped clean through, probably from metal fatigue, probably because it was the original pin from whenever this cart was built and nobody had ever thought to check it.

Fix the cause, not the symptom.

She could unload the leather and carry it to Cobb's by hand. That was one way to do the job. Three gold. Haul crates, get paid, go talk to Emmett about branch lines. Simple. Miserable.

But the cart was sitting in the south road with one wheel off, and it would sit there until the driver came back with his mule, and when he came back he'd still have a cart with no pin, which meant he'd have the same problem next week or the week after. She could fix this in fifteen minutes.

She looked at the axle again. The pin hole was clean. She needed a new pin — a short piece of iron rod, maybe three inches, strong enough to take the shear load of a loaded cart on a dirt road. She didn't have iron rod. But she had a pipe wrench and a Nokia and the specific stubbornness of a woman who couldn't walk past a broken thing without fixing it.

She found a board in the ditch — a plank, maybe four feet long, solid enough. She wedged one end under the axle on the dropped side and braced the other end on a rock. Lever. Simple physics. She leaned on the high end and the axle lifted — not much, maybe four inches, but enough to slide the wheel back on.

Getting the wheel on one-handed while holding the lever down with her weight was the interesting part. She hooked her boot heel on the lever to keep pressure on it, grabbed the wheel with both hands, and walked it onto the axle stub. The hub slid over the axle with the particular grinding sound of wood on iron that meant it was close but needed persuasion.

Nokia.

She pulled it from the holster, flipped it in her hand — heavy end forward, the way she'd been using it since Day 2 — and gave the hub three solid hits. Not hard enough to crack the wood. Just enough to seat it. The wheel popped onto the axle and settled.

Now the pin. She didn't have iron rod, but she had the sheared pin still sitting in the dirt where it had fallen. Half of it was still in the axle hole — she punched it through with the Nokia and a caulking iron used as a drift. The other half was on the ground. Two halves of a pin, neither long enough on its own.

She looked at the cart. Looked at her tool belt. Looked at the road.

There was a nail in one of the leather crates. A big one — a crate nail, square-cut, thick. Not ideal. Not pretty. But three inches of iron was three inches of iron, and a crate nail driven through an axle hole would hold a wheel on long enough for the driver to get to Forge for a proper pin.

She pulled the nail with the claw end of her wrench, straightened it against the axle with two hits from the Nokia, and drove it through the pin hole. It seated tight. She bent the protruding end over with the wrench so it couldn't back out.

She stepped back. Wiggled the wheel. Solid. Not permanent — the driver needed to get a real pin from Forge — but it would hold for a hundred miles of dirt road as long as he didn't do anything stupid, which based on the condition of the cart was not a guarantee she'd make.

The whole thing had taken twelve minutes.

She re-secured the shifted crates — loosened the tie-down rope, shoved the wedged one back into line with the others, cinched the rope tight across all six. The leather was heavy and wet and smelled like tannin and salt — the particular smell of leather that hadn't been finished yet. Her arms would feel this tomorrow. Her back would feel it tonight. But the load was even now, tied down proper, and the cart was level on two wheels the way God and the cartwright intended.

She grabbed the cart tongue. No mule. No problem. Two hundred yards. She'd pulled heavier things shorter distances on job sites in Raleigh when the truck was parked wrong and nobody wanted to move it. She leaned into the tongue and the cart rolled — heavy, slow, the new pin holding, the wheel turning the way a wheel was supposed to turn when it was actually attached to the thing it was supposed to be attached to.

She hauled it into town. Past the last buildings on the south road. Past the wash house. Up the boardwalk to Cobb's saddlery, where she parked the cart in front of the shop and banged on the door frame.

"Cobb. Leather's here."

Cobb appeared. Looked at the cart. Looked at the leather. Looked at Lena, who was sweating and had tannin stains on her shirt and was holding a Nokia in one hand because she'd forgotten to holster it after the pin fix.

"Cart's fixed too," she said. "Wheel was off the axle. Pin sheared. I put a crate nail in as a temp — tell the driver to get a real one from Forge before it falls off again."

"I thought the driver was supposed to deliver this."

"Driver took the mule. Cart stayed. Mae sent me."

Cobb looked at the cart again. At the wheel. At the bent nail protruding from the axle hole. He was a leatherworker — he didn't know axles, but he knew when something that had been broken wasn't broken anymore.

"What do I owe you for the cart?"

"Nothing. The delivery's three gold through Mae. The cart fix was free because I can't walk past a broken wheel without fixing it and that's a character flaw I've had since I was twelve."

Cobb helped her unload the crates. The leather was good — she could tell from the weight and the grain, even wet. Cobb handled each piece like it was already a saddle, already a holster, already something with a purpose. The man loved his materials the way Forge loved his metal. She respected that.

"Check your boots, Miss Wright," Cobb said as she turned to leave.

"Always do, Cobb. Always do."

She headed back toward the crossroads. Tool belt heavy on her hips. Tannin on her shirt. Twelve-minute cart fix that nobody had asked for and nobody would pay for and she'd do again tomorrow if she found another broken wheel because that was the kind of person she was and she'd stopped pretending otherwise.

She needed Emmett. She needed his numbers and his books and his budget sheets and the particular way he frowned when the math was close but not quite right.

She headed for the bookshop.


            

    
        B2 C4 - Branch Lines

    
    
    
    
                The bookshop door was open — it was always open in the morning, because Emmett opened it at dawn and didn't close it until the light was gone, because books needed air and Emmett needed light and neither of those things had ever occurred to the man as unusual.

She didn't yell this time. She walked in.

He was at the desk. Book open. Ink on his fingers. Lens slightly crooked. He looked up when she walked in and his face did the thing it did now — not pink, not startled, just warm. The warmth of someone who expected her and was glad she'd arrived.

"I need your brain," she said.

"Good morning to you too."

"Three houses want water. Mae needs numbers. Can you do the cost structure like we did for the main?"

He closed the book. Not all the way — he left a finger in the page, because Emmett never fully closed a book he was reading, which meant he was always holding two things at once: whatever was in front of him and whatever he'd been thinking about before she arrived.

"Branch lines off the existing main?"

"Yeah. Three units at the end of the roads. Row houses. I need to figure out if the main supports the flow and what the branch pipe would cost."

"Same pipe spec as the main? Same solder?"

"Smaller bore for the branches. Three-quarter inch, maybe inch. I'll need to calculate. But same materials, same joints, same labor model."

He was already reaching for the satchel. The notebook. The pencil that was not as sharp as Mae's but was used twice as much. "Forge's rate was two-twenty for a hundred sections at two-and-a-half bore. Smaller bore means less iron, faster production. We'll need new numbers from him."

"I'm heading to Forge after this. You work the budget model. Same structure as last time — materials, labor, per-unit cost. I want a number I can give Mae that tells each family exactly what it costs to get a tap in their kitchen."

"Tomorrow?"

"Mae wants it tomorrow."

"Mae always wants it tomorrow."

"That's what I said."

He smiled. The real one. Then he opened the satchel and pulled out the notebook and she could see him shifting — the same shift she'd seen in the trench, in the smithy, at Mae's counter. The shift from Emmett the bookseller to Emmett the man who could put a number on anything and make it make sense.

"Go talk to Forge," he said. "I'll have the framework ready by tonight."

"I'll be at supper."

"I know." He paused. Looked at her. The look that had more in it than the words. "You said three houses."

"Three houses."

"That's not one tap in one kitchen. That's infrastructure."

She stood in his bookshop and looked at the man who had just said in ten words what it would have taken her a paragraph to figure out. He was right. Last time she built a pipe. This time she was building a water system. Branch lines, pressure management, distribution points. This was the step between "we have water" and "everyone has water."

"Yeah," she said. "I know."

She left. The door was still open behind her. Emmett was already writing.



The smithy was hot. It was always hot. The heat hit her three steps before the doorway — the invisible wall of forge-warmth that said Forge Marlow is working and the laws of thermodynamics are his to command.

He was at the anvil. Wren was at the bellows — the kid had grown in the weeks since he'd arrived from Ridgemont. Not taller, but thicker. Shoulders filling out the way shoulders did when you spent every day swinging metal and breathing heat. He nodded at Lena when she walked in. She nodded back. Wren had learned early that Lena didn't need a greeting. She needed whoever was in the room to keep doing what they were doing until she was ready to interrupt.

Forge looked up. Set down the hammer. That was how you knew Forge was paying attention — the hammer went down. If the hammer was up, you were talking to the air.

"Forge."

"Lena."

"I need to talk pipe."

He waited. Forge didn't ask questions when a statement would get him the same information faster.

"Three houses want branch lines off the main. Smaller bore — three-quarter inch, maybe inch. I need to know what you can do, what it costs, and how fast."

He wiped his hands on the leather apron. Walked to the workbench. This was Forge's version of pulling up a chair — he moved to where the paper was, because if you were going to talk about making something, you talked about it near the drawings.

"Three-quarter," he said. "I'd need a new form. Smaller bore, thinner walls. Different extrusion pressure. A day to build the form, maybe two. After that — " He looked at the ceiling, which was how Forge did math. "Eight sections a day. Ten if Wren runs the bellows steady."

"Cost?"

"Less iron per section. Shorter bell ends. Call it... sixty gold for a hundred sections at three-quarter bore. Maybe seventy. I'd have to price the iron."

"What about inch?"

"Same form won't work for both. Inch is a separate build. Another day for the form, similar production rate." He paused. The Forge pause — the one that meant he was about to say something that had more weight than the words suggested. "You're going to want both."

"Yeah, I am."

"And you're going to keep wanting both. And other sizes. This isn't a one-time job anymore."

She looked at him. He looked at her. Two craftspeople who understood that the conversation had just shifted from "can you make me some pipe" to something bigger.

"Forge, how many sizes can you extrude?"

"How many do you need?"

"I don't know yet. That's the wrong question anyway." She leaned against the workbench. "The right question is: what's the biggest bore you can push through that forge? What's your limit? Because I need to know my ceiling. If someone comes to me next month and says they want a four-inch main running down the center of town, I need to know if that's something you can do or something I need to find another way to solve."

Forge looked at the forge. Looked at his hands. Looked at Wren, who was pretending not to listen and doing a terrible job of it.

"Four inch. Maybe four and a half. After that the iron doesn't hold shape in the extrusion — it wants to collapse before it sets. The form can't support the weight." He tapped the workbench with one thick finger. "I could go bigger with a different process. Cast instead of extruded. But that's a different setup. Different materials. Slower."

"But possible?"

"Possible. Not fast."

"I don't need fast right now. I need to know the edges." She straightened up. "Here's what I think you should do, and you can tell me to shove it if you want. Start stocking standard sizes. Three-quarter, inch, and your two-and-a-half main. Keep sections on hand. Build the forms, run batches when you've got downtime between other jobs. So when someone comes to you — or comes to me — and says 'I need pipe,' the answer is 'how much' and not 'give me three weeks to build a form.'"

Forge was quiet. The quiet that meant he was thinking, not the quiet that meant he disagreed. Wren had stopped pretending not to listen and was openly staring.

"You're talking about inventory," Forge said.

"I'm talking about being ready. This town is growing, Forge. Three houses today. More tomorrow. Every one of them is going to want water because they've seen the tap at the Ledger and they're not going back to buckets. And every one of them needs pipe. Your pipe. Nobody else's pipe, because nobody else makes pipe, because you and I invented pipe together in this shop and I'll be damned if someone from Copper Ridge figures it out before we're ready."

That last part surprised her. We. She was talking like this was a partnership. She was talking like her dad talked when a competitor opened a shop on the other side of Raleigh and Travis asked if they should worry. "We don't worry," Dad had said. "We stay ready. Worrying is what people do when they're not ready."

Forge looked at her for a long moment. Then he picked up the hammer.

"I'll build the forms," he said. "Three-quarter and inch. I'll start stocking when the branch line order is done."

"Thank you, Forge."

"Iron and water," he said.

"Iron and water."

She walked out of the smithy into the afternoon sun. The heat followed her for three steps and then let go, the way it always did — Forge's domain ending exactly where the doorframe said it did.

She had Forge's numbers. Emmett was working the budget. She needed to walk the branch routes and figure out where to tap into the main. She needed to get back to Dolly before supper or there would be consequences involving wine and pointed comments about broken promises.

She also needed to stop thinking about the fact that she'd just told a blacksmith to stock inventory like a supply house. That was a thought that belonged to someone who was building something permanent. Someone who was staying.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.


            

    
        B2 C5 - Green Lace and Girl Talk

    
    
    
    
                She smelled the lavender before she reached the door, which meant Dolly had been expecting her, which meant Dolly had been watching from the window like she always did — the woman had a sixth sense for when people were coming up the stairs and a seventh sense for when those people had promised to look at bras.

Lena knocked.

"It's open, baby doll."

She walked in. The package was on the bed. Unopened. Brown paper, string still tied. Dolly was in the chair by the vanity, wine glass in hand — evening Dolly now, hair up, dress on, perfume deployed. She looked at Lena the way a general looks at a battlefield that has finally presented itself.

"You kept your promise," Dolly said.

"I said I would."

"You also smell like a tannery."

"I hauled six crates of wet leather from the south road to Cobb's shop. I've washed my hands twice and I can still smell it under my fingernails. It's in my pores. I'm going to smell like a dead cow for the next three days."

"Charming. Get over here. We're opening this."

Dolly set the wine down and picked up the package with both hands — careful, reverent, the way she handled things that mattered. She untied the string. Folded back the brown paper. Inside were four bras, each wrapped separately in thin white cloth.

Four. Lena had ordered three.

"There's four," she said.

"I know." Dolly unwrapped the first one. Cotton. Wide straps. Full coverage. The Ford F-150 of bras — exactly what Lena had asked for. Two more just like it underneath, identical. The work bras. The ones that would keep everything where it belonged while she hauled pipe and swung a wrench and bent over trenches in front of miners who didn't need the distraction.

Then Dolly unwrapped the fourth one and held it up.

It was not a work bra.

It was dark green. Soft — not cotton, something else, something that caught the lamplight like water. Structured but not stiff. Lace along the top edge, thin and delicate, the kind of lace that existed for no functional reason whatsoever except to make a woman feel like a woman. It was beautiful. It was completely impractical. It was the kind of thing Dolly Vane would order without asking.

"Dolly."

"Think of it as a bonus."

"I didn't order that."

"I ordered it for you. My supplier owed me a favor." She held it up against the lamplight, turning it slowly, letting the fabric move. "This is not for pipe. This is not for trenches. This is not for bending over in front of Griff's crew."

"Then what the hell is it for?"

Dolly looked at her with the patience of a woman who had been waiting for this question since the moment she placed the order.

"It's for the night you decide Emmett's going to see what's underneath the shirt, sweetheart."

Lena's face went hot. Not Benny-pink. Full red. The red of a woman who'd been ambushed by her best friend with a piece of lingerie and a sentence that hit like a pipe wrench to the sternum.

"That's not — we haven't — Dolly, he hasn't even seen me without a hat on."

"Which is a crime against that hair, by the way. But we'll address that another day." Dolly draped the green bra over the folding screen with the casual precision of a woman staging a crime scene. "Try on the work ones first. Let's make sure they fit."

"Right now?"

"No, next Tuesday. Yes, right now. Take your shirt off."

"You could buy me supper first."

"Baby doll, I've seen you naked in my bathtub. The mystery is gone. Shirt. Off."

Lena pulled her shirt over her head. The old bra — the Earth bra, the one she'd been wearing since the soybean field, the one with the underwire that had been staging a slow-motion escape from the left cup for three weeks — looked even worse in Dolly's lamplight than it did in her own mirror. One strap was fraying. The color had gone from white to a grayish beige that said I have given up on life and I'm taking you with me.

"Lord have mercy," Dolly said. "That thing belongs in a museum. The museum of intimate garments that have suffered."

"It's been through a lot."

"It's been through a war. Take it off. Put it in the fire. I'll hold a service."

Lena unhooked the old bra and dropped it on the bed. The relief was immediate — the particular relief of removing something that had been slowly compressing your ribcage for weeks and you'd stopped noticing because your body had adapted to the torture the way bodies do when the alternative is dealing with the problem.

"Oh, that's — yeah. That's better."

"Of course it is. You've been wearing a corset made of spite and failing wire." Dolly handed her the first cotton bra. "Arms through. Lean forward. Let them settle."

Lena put it on. Hooked the back. Stood up.

It fit. Not the borrowed sleeping bra from weeks ago — this was made to her measurements, the ones Dolly had taken with a cloth tape and an expression that said she'd done this ten thousand times and Lena's self-consciousness was adorable but unnecessary. The band sat flat. The straps didn't dig. The cups held everything where God and gravity intended without crushing, lifting, or editorializing.

"How's that feel?" Dolly asked.

"Like someone gave a shit about engineering for once."

"Turn around."

Lena turned. Dolly examined the back — band height, strap placement, the way the fabric sat against her skin. She tugged the band with two fingers. Nodded.

"It's good. Maybe a quarter inch loose in the band but that's better than tight. You'll fill it out when you breathe hard, which knowing you is every fifteen minutes." She stepped back. "Now the others. Make sure they're all the same."

Lena changed into the second one. Same fit. Third one. Same. Dolly watched each one with professional focus — this was her world, her expertise, the craft behind the performance. She knew bras the way Lena knew pipe fittings, and watching her work was like watching Forge examine a weld.

"All three are good," Dolly said. "You're set."

"Thank you, Dolly. Seriously."

"Don't thank me yet." She picked up the green one from the screen. Held it out. "Try this one."

"Dolly — "

"For fit. That's all. I need to know if the size is right in case I order you more."

"You're not ordering me more lingerie."

"I'm ordering you options, sweetheart. There's a difference. A woman should have options. Especially a woman whose man is a bookseller who blushes when she looks at him."

"He's not — " She stopped. Because he was. He was her man. She'd known it since the buggy ride. She'd known it since the kiss outside the Ledger. She knew it this morning when the first person she wanted to talk to about a plumbing problem was a man who couldn't button his coat right. "Fine. Give it here."

She put on the green bra.

It fit differently than the cotton ones. Closer. Warmer. The fabric moved with her instead of holding still. The lace sat against her skin like a whisper — barely there, just enough to remind her it existed. She looked down at herself and saw something she hadn't seen in a long time: a woman who looked like she was wearing something she'd chosen, not something she'd settled for.

"Oh," she said.

"Oh," Dolly agreed.

Dolly turned her toward the mirror. Lena looked. Tannin-stained jeans, tool belt marks on her hips, calluses on her hands, freckles everywhere, red hair that was doing its own thing as usual — and this dark green thing that made her skin look like skin instead of just the stuff she carried her muscles around in.

"Well, shit," Lena said.

"Eloquent as always."

"I look like — "

"You look like a woman who just remembered she has a body that isn't only for hauling pipe."

"I was going to say I look like I stole this from someone hotter than me."

"You ARE someone hotter than you think you are, baby doll. That's been my position since the bath and I will die on this hill." Dolly refilled her wine glass and poured a second one — she always had a second glass ready, because Dolly was a woman who planned for the conversations that needed wine. She handed it to Lena. "So. How are things with the bookseller?"

Lena took the wine. She should change back into a work bra. She should get going. She had branch lines to think about and supper to get to and a system to design.

She sat on the edge of the bed. In the green bra and her work jeans and her beat-up boots with the leather smell still on her hands.

"He called it infrastructure," she said.

"What?"

"The water project. Three houses want branch lines and I told him about it and he didn't say 'that's a lot of pipe' or 'can you do that' or 'how much will it cost.' He said 'that's not one tap in one kitchen — that's infrastructure.' He saw the big picture before I did."

"And that matters to you."

"Of course it matters to me. I've spent my whole life around men who see the pipe. My brothers see the pipe. My ex saw the pipe — when he bothered to look at all, which was mostly when he needed me to fix something at the house he moved into with the dental hygienist from Detroit." She took a sip of the wine. It was good. Dolly's wine was always good. "Emmett doesn't see the pipe. He sees what the pipe does. He sees the system. He sees the town. He sees — " She stopped. Took another sip. "He sees me."

Dolly was quiet for a moment. The quiet that meant she was choosing her words, which Dolly always did, because Dolly understood that words were currency and you didn't spend them carelessly.

"Has he seen the green bra yet?"

"Dolly, I put it on forty-five seconds ago."

"I'm planning ahead."

"You're planning my sex life."

"Someone has to. You'd schedule it between a pipe fitting and a cart repair and wonder why it wasn't romantic."

"That is... not inaccurate."

Dolly smiled. The real one — not the professional one, not the client one. The one that was just for Lena. "He's a good man."

"He is."

"He buttons his coat wrong."

"Every single time."

"And you love that about him."

Lena looked at her wine. At the green bra in the mirror. At Dolly, who was sitting in her chair with her wine and her knowing smile and her fifteen years of reading people like books.

"Yeah," she said. "I do."

"Then wear the green one sometime. Not for him. For you. Because you deserve to feel like that — " She gestured at the mirror. " — more than once in your life."

Lena finished the wine. Set the glass down. Changed back into the cotton work bra — the first one, the one that fit like a handshake from someone who understood that tits were a logistical reality and not a decorating opportunity.

She folded the green one carefully. Put it in the bottom of the stack, under the other three, where it would sit in her room like a loaded weapon she wasn't ready to fire.

"Thank you, Dolly."

"Always, sweetheart."

"The green one stays between us."

"Baby doll." Dolly sipped her wine. "Everything in this room stays in this room. That's the business model."

Lena pulled her shirt back on. Grabbed her hat. Headed for the door.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"You're going to make one hell of a sight when the time comes. That bookseller won't know what hit him."

"Good. He deserves to be hit by something nice for once."

"That might be the most romantic thing you've ever said."

"Don't get used to it."

She closed the door. Through the wall she could hear Nell in the kitchen — still going, still loud. Benny's low murmur underneath. The smell of something she couldn't identify wafting up from downstairs, which meant supper was happening and she didn't know what it was, which was exactly how it was supposed to be.

She headed down to her stool. Emmett would be here soon. He was never late.


            

    
        B2 C6 - Gumbo and a Budget

    
    
    
    
                The smell hit her three steps before the swinging doors.

Not the usual Ledger smell — not whiskey and wood and the low hum of oak casks doing their thing. This was something else. Something dark and rich and layered, the kind of smell that grabbed you by the front of the shirt and said sit down, shut up, and open your mouth.

She pushed through the doors.

The bar was half-full. Griff's crew at their end. A couple of ranchers she recognized from Henderson's outfit. Cade in his corner, cards out, not playing — just watching. Dolly at her table with wine, wearing something that suggested the evening had officially begun. Nell was behind the bar, pouring beer from the cask with the focused determination of someone who had been shown how to do this exactly once and was treating it like surgery.

Benny was at the stove. She could see him through the kitchen door — he'd left it propped open, which meant whatever he was making needed attention and he didn't want to be cut off from the bar while he gave it. He was stirring. The big pot. The one he used when he was making enough for the whole room.

She sat on her stool. Emmett's stool was empty. He wasn't here yet. He would be.

Nell appeared. "Whiskey?"

"Does Dolly wear perfume?"

Nell blinked. Processed. "Yes?"

"Then yes."

Nell poured it — not as well as Benny, a little heavy, a little splashy — and set it in front of Lena with both hands. The girl was learning. She was learning the way puppies learned to fetch: with enormous enthusiasm and no understanding of why anyone would want a stick brought back to them.

Lena took a sip. The whiskey was the good one — second shelf, the one that burned clean. She let it sit on her tongue and looked at the kitchen door.

"Hey, Benny. What's cooking?"

He appeared in the doorway. Spoon in hand. Apron spotted with something dark — the butter flour, probably, promoted to its final form. He shrugged the Benny shrug.

"Just leftovers. Threw some stuff in a pot. Made sense."

"The leftovers from last night?"

"Shrimp. Sausage. Some of the spice was still good. I made more of the butter flour this morning — Nell and I — and I just..." He waved the spoon vaguely. The gesture of a man who had invented a cuisine and genuinely believed he'd done nothing more interesting than clean out his icebox.

He went back to the stove. Lena heard the lid come off the pot. The smell intensified — dark roux, shellfish, sausage fat, something warm and peppery underneath. Her hindbrain was already there. Her hindbrain knew exactly what this was.

He came out carrying two bowls. Behind him, Nell carried a plate with bread — a long loaf, golden-crusted, the kind of bread that existed for the sole purpose of being torn apart and dipped into things. A baguette. How the hell did he make a baguette? When did he learn what a baguette was? She'd never said the word baguette to him. She'd never described a baguette to him. The man had invented French bread to go with a Cajun stew and the only possible explanation was that the universe had decided Benny Harwick was going to be a culinary genius whether he liked it or not.

He set the bowl in front of her. Rice on the bottom — white, fluffy, steamed. On top: a thick, dark stew. The roux was the color of tanned leather, just like he'd been teaching Nell this morning. Shrimp — the same shrimp from last night's Lowcountry boil, pulled from the shell and cut. Sausage coins. Something green — okra, or this world's version of it. The whole thing glistening with the particular sheen of a stew that had been built on fat and flour and patience.

Gumbo. The son of a bitch had made gumbo.

She picked up the spoon. Took a bite. The roux hit first — deep, nutty, the flavor of butter flour that had been stirred past blonde, past tanned leather, into the dark territory where the real flavor lived. Then the shrimp. Then the heat — not screaming heat, not punishment heat, just the warm low burn of pepper that knew where it was going and wasn't in a hurry to get there.

No tomatoes.

She checked. Looked in the bowl. Moved the rice. No tomatoes. Thank God. Thank whatever god this world had. No tomatoes.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"If you had put tomatoes in this, I would have burned this building to the ground."

He blinked. "Why would I put tomatoes in it?"

"Because some people — some WRONG people — put tomatoes in gumbo. People up in Alabama and northwestern Louisiana who should know better but don't. Downtown New Orleans and the southern parishes know the truth — you do NOT put tomatoes in gumbo. That's a Creole bastardization and this is a hill I will die on and I will haunt that hill as a ghost who is still yelling about tomatoes."

"What's gumbo?"

"This. This is gumbo. What you just made. It's a Cajun stew — dark roux base, shrimp, sausage, served over rice. And you made it with leftovers from last night because you're a genius who doesn't know he's a genius and I'm going to need you to accept that as a fact and move on."

"It's just leftovers, Lenah."

"It's gumbo, Benny. And the bread — " She tore off a piece of the baguette. The crust crackled. The inside was soft and warm and steaming. She dipped it in the stew. Bit. Chewed. Her eyes closed against her will. " — the bread is a goddamn religious experience and I need you to explain to me how you knew to make this specific bread to go with this specific stew."

"It's just bread."

"It's a baguette."

"It's a what?"

"Never mind. It's bread. It's perfect bread. I hate you."

"Huh," Benny said. He picked up the rag. Wiped the bar. The pink was there — the happy pink, the one that meant she'd said something that landed somewhere warm inside him even though she'd wrapped it in profanity and arson threats.

She ate. The gumbo was — she'd had gumbo in Raleigh. She'd had gumbo in Charleston. She'd had gumbo from a food truck in Savannah that a coworker had driven three hours to reach because his grandmother said it was the closest thing to hers. All of them were good. Some of them were great.

This was better.

This was better because it wasn't trying to be gumbo. It was trying to be leftovers. Benny had thrown stuff in a pot because throwing stuff in a pot was what he did, and the stuff had arranged itself into something transcendent because the stuff was smarter than its cook and the cook was smarter than he knew.

She was not going to cry over soup. She was a grown woman with a pipe wrench and a Nokia and she was NOT going to cry over soup.

She ate more bread.



The overheard conversation happened the way it always did — she didn't go looking for it and it found her anyway.

Benny had the Ledger out. Her Ledger. The glowing rectangle she'd handed him this morning, the one that lived behind the bar like a stray cat nobody would admit to feeding. He was showing it to Nell — leaning over the bar, the glow lighting both their faces, his finger tracing lines she couldn't see from her stool.

She didn't look. She ate her gumbo and she didn't look.

"— Level seven," Benny said. Low voice. Not low enough.

"Seven?" Nell's voice was not low. Nell's voice had never been low. "That's — in how long?"

"About six weeks."

"Six WEEKS? My cousin's been level four for three YEARS."

"Keep your voice down."

Nell did not keep her voice down. "What's a Master Pipe Layer?"

"It's her class."

"That's a CLASS? I've never heard of — is that real? That sounds made up."

"It's real." Benny's voice had the particular tone of a man who had watched this class evolve from Aspiring Gambler to the current absurdity and still couldn't quite believe it. "There's more. Titles. Flow Mender. Mentor of First Principles. And there's a — " He squinted at the Ledger. "There's an equipment entry."

"Equipment?"

"Bonded... something. I can't read the classification. The System's got words on here I've never seen. Some of them aren't even — they're not in any language I know. It's like the System tried to categorize something and gave up halfway through."

"What is it?"

"That thing on her hip. The black rectangle. She calls it a Nokia. I don't know what that means."

"The black thing she hit the crate nail with today?"

"Yeah. The System calls it — " He tilted the Ledger. Squinted harder. "I can't pronounce this. It's got symbols. There are SYMBOLS, Nell. I've been reading Ledgers for twenty years and I've never seen symbols in an equipment classification."

"Is it a weapon?"

"It's got damage stats. But it's also classified as a tool. And something else — a third category I've never seen. The System can't decide what it is. There are three overlapping classifications and none of them agree with each other."

"She uses that thing as a HAMMER."

"I know what she uses it as. I'm telling you what the System thinks it is. And the System is confused."

Lena ate her gumbo. She did not look at the Ledger. She did not engage. She thought about pipe fittings and the green bra in her room and how the lace had felt against her skin and absolutely nothing else.

"Does she know about any of this?" Nell asked.

"She doesn't want to know."

"But — "

"She doesn't want to know, Nell."

The tone. The gentle, firm, final Benny tone. The one that said this is a boundary and we respect it. Nell went quiet. For the first time all day, Nell went quiet.

Lena tore another piece of bread. Dipped it. Ate.

She didn't want to know. That part was true. Mostly true. Partially true. The part about the Nokia having symbols that Benny couldn't read — that was new. That was interesting in a way she didn't want to find interesting. A phone from 2003 with damage stats and a triple classification that confused the System.

She filed it under the same mental folder where she kept everything System-related: things I am not thinking about right now.

She thought about the green bra instead. Which was not an improvement, as mental distractions went.



Emmett walked in at the same time he always walked in. She didn't know what time it was — she'd never learned to read the clock tower — but she knew it was Emmett's time because Emmett's time was always the same time, because "I'm never late" wasn't a promise, it was a personality trait.

Coat buttoned wrong. Book under one arm. Satchel over one shoulder. The notebook — she could see it sticking out of the satchel, pages flagged with torn paper markers. He'd been working.

He sat on his stool. Nell appeared with a beer — she was already learning who drank what, which was impressive for someone who'd been here less than twenty-four hours.

"You've been busy," Lena said.

"I have numbers." He set the notebook on the bar. Opened it to a page covered in his neat, precise handwriting — columns, calculations, notes in the margins. "Three branch lines. Three-quarter inch bore. Forge's rate at sixty-five gold per hundred sections — I split the difference on his estimate. Labor at Griff's crew rate for trenching. Oakum, solder, fittings."

"And?"

"Forty-two gold per house. That covers materials, labor, and the tap installation. Assuming average run lengths from the main to the end of each road — I estimated based on the town layout, but you'll need to walk the actual routes."

"Forty-two per house. So a hundred and twenty-six total for all three."

"A hundred and twenty-six. Plus contingency."

"What contingency?"

"I built in fifteen percent. For the things that go wrong. Because things always go wrong."

She looked at him. He'd learned that from her. Thirteen years of plumbing hadn't taught her a single job that came in exactly on estimate, and apparently one water project had taught Emmett the same lesson.

"Smart," she said.

"I learned from someone." The ears went pink. Just the tips. He covered it by looking at the notebook. "There's something else."

"What?"

"You need to charge a profit."

"A what?"

"A profit. A margin. You can't do this for free, Lena. The first project was civic infrastructure — Mae funded it, the town contributed, the System apparently paid you through quest completions you didn't know about. But this is different. This is three private families asking for a service. You're providing labor, expertise, materials coordination, and project management. That has value."

"I'm a plumber, Emmett. I fix things. I don't charge people a premium for fixing things."

"You charge people for your time. That's what a plumber does. That's what your father's company did. Wright and Sons didn't run pipe for free."

That landed. He was right. Dad charged. Dad charged well. Dad charged what the work was worth because the work was worth what a master plumber with thirty years of experience said it was worth, and anyone who disagreed was welcome to hire someone cheaper and enjoy the results.

"How much?" she asked.

"Ten percent on top of materials and labor. That gives each family a cost of about forty-six gold. You clear twelve gold total on the three-house project. It's not a fortune. But it's payment for your expertise, and it establishes a precedent."

"A precedent."

"If you do this one for free, every person who wants water after this will expect it for free. And if this town keeps growing — and it will, Lena, three families didn't show up at Mae's door before dawn because Dustbreak is shrinking — you'll spend the rest of your life running pipe for nothing."

She took a sip of whiskey. He was right. She hated that he was right because it meant she had to think about money, and money was the thing she was worst at, and the reason she was worst at it was that her ex-husband had handled the finances for Wright & Sons for four years and the only thing he'd managed to do with money was spend it on a dental hygienist from Detroit.

"Ten percent," she said.

"Ten percent. I'll adjust the proposal tonight. We can give Mae the numbers tomorrow."

"Your time too."

"What?"

"You're doing work, Emmett. The budget, the calculations, the cost structure. That's not free either."

He waved it off. The wave of a man who didn't think his work counted because it involved a pencil instead of a wrench. "I'm happy to — "

"Emmett."

"It's not the same. You're the one in the trench."

"And you're the one who makes the trench make sense on paper. You think Mae would have approved the first project without your budget? You think these three families are going to pay forty-six gold because I said so? They're going to pay it because you put it in a notebook with columns and margins and a contingency line that says 'we thought about this and it's real.' That's worth something."

He looked at the notebook. At his handwriting. At the calculations he'd spent the afternoon building because she'd walked into his shop and said "I need your brain" and he'd closed his book and started working.

"We'll figure out my part later," he said.

"We'll figure it out now."

"Later."

She let it go. For now. Because Emmett was a man who would argue about the price of his own expertise for longer than it would take to install all three branch lines, and she was hungry and the gumbo was getting cold and the green bra was still sitting in the bottom of a stack of cotton work bras in her room and she couldn't stop thinking about it.

The green bra. The lace. The way it had looked in the mirror — not like armor, not like function, not like the thing you wore so your tits didn't get in the way while you crawled under a house. Like something else. Like something that existed for no other reason than to make the woman wearing it feel like a woman who had chosen to feel something.

Stop thinking about the bra, Lena.

She ate more gumbo.

"This is good," Emmett said, looking at his bowl. He'd started eating without commenting on it, the way he did with everything Benny made — quiet appreciation, no performance. "What is it?"

"Gumbo. Cajun stew. Benny made it from last night's leftovers."

"And the bread?"

"Baguette. Don't ask me how he knew to make it. I've stopped asking those questions. The answer is always 'I just threw some stuff together' and the result is always something that would cost forty dollars in Raleigh."

"What's a dollar?"

"Don't worry about it."

They ate. The bar settled into its evening rhythm — the low hum of conversations, the clink of glasses, Nell's voice cutting through occasionally when she forgot that bartending volume was different from yelling-through-a-wall volume. Dolly was on her second glass of wine. Cade was shuffling cards and watching nothing and seeing everything.

But underneath the food and the numbers and the evening warmth, the green bra wouldn't leave her alone. It sat in her mind the way a piece of lace sits against skin — barely there, impossible to ignore. She'd put it in the bottom of the stack. She'd buried it under three sensible cotton bras like she was hiding evidence. And it was still there. Still whispering.

You looked good. You looked like someone who remembered she had skin that wasn't just for holding tools against.

She finished her whiskey. Emmett finished his gumbo. Nell cleared the bowls with the careful enthusiasm of a person who had discovered that cleaning up was part of the job and was determined to do it well.

"Walk?" Emmett said.

"Three buildings."

"Three buildings."

They walked. The night was cool — the particular cool of a frontier town after dark, when the forges were banked and the only heat left was coming from kitchens and chimneys and the slow radiation of sun-warmed wood giving back what it had borrowed during the day.

At the bookshop door they stopped. The ritual. The dance. The thing they did now that was as much a part of the evening as supper and whiskey and Benny's cooking.

"Good numbers," she said.

"Good gumbo."

"That's Benny, not me."

"The branch lines are you."

"The budget is you."

They stood there in the quiet. The clock tower humming. The Ledger glow from the sheriff's office porch casting pale light across the crossroads. His coat was buttoned wrong. His book was under his arm. His eyes were steady and warm and looking at her face — always her face, never anywhere else, the man who had figured out what her face was worth before she had.

She kissed him. Slow. Her hand on his jaw, the calluses on her fingers rough against his skin. He kissed her back — one hand on her waist, careful, always careful, like she was something that might decide to leave if he held on too tight.

She pulled back. Forehead to forehead.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

She walked back. Three buildings. She didn't look back.

Upstairs. Boots off, shaken, checked. Nokia on the nightstand. She pulled the stack of bras from where she'd left them on the chair. Three cotton. One green.

She held the green one up. The lamplight caught the lace. The fabric moved like water.

She folded it carefully and put it back on the bottom of the stack.

Not yet. But not never.

She lay in the dark and listened to the quiet. Benny cleaning up downstairs. Nell's muffled voice through the wall, probably talking to herself, because Nell was not a person who operated in silence. The tap behind the bar running for a moment — someone getting water. Water she'd put there.

Three more houses wanted that water. She had numbers. She had pipe. She had a man who saw the system when everyone else saw the pipe.

She closed her eyes.

She thought about the green bra.

She thought about infrastructure.

She thought about Emmett's hands on her waist, careful and warm.

Tuesday.


            

    
        B2 C7 - Stew Eggs and a Supply Run

    
    
    
    
                She picked up the right boot. Shook it. Looked inside. Nothing. Left boot. Shook. Nothing. She pulled them on and laced them tight.

The Ledger was on the nightstand. Glowing. Same as yesterday. Same as every morning. Same as every morning until she died or the thing finally got the hint, and based on the evidence so far, she was going to die first.

She picked up the Nokia. Holstered it. Then the Ledger — two fingers, arm's length, the way you'd carry a dead possum you'd found in your crawl space. It was warm. It was always warm. It hummed faintly, like a cat that thought it was being petted instead of despised.

Tool belt. Wrench, snips, knife, caulking iron. Hat. Sleeves rolled. Mirror check — same disaster, different day.

She opened the door and headed downstairs.

The kitchen was already going. She could hear it through the wall — Nell's voice, Benny's murmur, the sizzle of something in a pan. The smell hit her halfway down the stairs and it smelled like —

Tomatoes.

That son of a bitch.

She reached the bottom of the stairs. Nell was behind the bar, wiping the counter with the careful focus of someone who'd been shown how to wipe a counter and was treating it like a final exam. The kitchen door was propped open. Through it, Lena could see Benny at the stove, tending something in a wide, shallow pan.

Lena walked to the bar. Set the Ledger on the counter — not gently. The slap of glowing magitech on wood made Nell jump.

"Do something with that," Lena said. "Put it behind the bar. Put it in a drawer. Put it in the goddamn oven for all I care. I don't want to see it, I don't want to hear about it, and if it tries to glow at me one more time I'm going to feed it to Henderson's pigs."

"Henderson doesn't have — "

"Nell."

"Behind the bar. Got it." Nell scooped up the Ledger with both hands and slid it onto the shelf next to the whiskey bottles. The ritual. Different hands this morning, same destination.

The smell from the kitchen was getting stronger. Tomatoes, definitely. Something spicy underneath — peppers, garlic, something warm and smoky. And eggs. She could smell eggs cooking, but not the way Benny usually did eggs — not fried, not scrambled. Slower. Wetter. Like eggs that were being cooked inside something instead of on top of it.

Benny came through the door carrying the pan. Not a plate — the actual pan, heavy iron, the kind of thing you served directly because transferring the contents would ruin the point. He set it on the bar in front of Lena with a folded cloth underneath to protect the wood.

She looked at it.

A shallow pool of thick, spiced tomato stew — deep red, flecked with green peppers and something dark that might have been eggplant, the surface bubbling gently from the residual heat of the iron. Nestled in the stew like little white boats in a red sea, four eggs. Poached. The whites set, the yolks still soft and golden under a thin membrane that said break me and something beautiful happens. Flakes of something green scattered on top — herbs she couldn't name.

Next to the pan: a flatbread. Warm, puffy, torn at one edge where Benny had tested it.

"What is this?" she asked, even though she was already reaching for the bread, even though her hand was already tearing a piece, even though her body had made the decision before her brain caught up.

"Stew eggs," Benny said. He shrugged. "You said no tomatoes in the stew last night. So I made a different stew. With tomatoes."

She stared at him. The man had heard her threaten arson over tomatoes in gumbo and his response was to build an entirely separate tomato dish the next morning. Not out of spite. Out of Benny. Because Benny's brain had filed "tomatoes" under "ingredient I haven't used yet" and spent the night figuring out what to do with them, and what it came up with was —

Shakshuka. The bastard had made shakshuka.

Spiced tomato base. Eggs poached directly in the sauce. Served in the pan with bread for dipping. She'd had it in a café in Durham once — a tiny place run by an Israeli couple who'd moved to North Carolina for reasons Lena never understood because why would anyone leave a country with food this good for a state where the primary cuisine was barbecue and regret. That shakshuka had been the best breakfast she'd ever eaten.

This was better.

She dipped the bread. Scooped up tomato sauce and a sliver of the soft egg yolk. The yolk broke — golden, rich, mixing with the spiced stew. She bit. The heat came first, then the tomato, then the egg smoothing everything out, then the bread soaking up what was left.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You petty, beautiful son of a bitch. You made the tomatoes their own damn dish."

"You said not in the stew. This isn't a stew. It's... eggs."

"It's shakshuka."

"It's a what?"

"Shakshuka. It's — never mind. It's stew eggs. It's perfect. And the bread — " She tore another piece. The flatbread was soft and pillowy, slightly charred on the bottom where it had hit the iron, the kind of bread that existed exclusively to be torn apart and used as an edible spoon. " — what do you call this?"

"Flat bread."

"Of course you do."

She ate. She ate the way she ate when Benny made something that hit the deep places — fast at first, then slower as the flavors settled, then silent because talking would mean not chewing and not chewing was unacceptable. The eggplant — if that's what it was, some dark, soft thing that melted into the sauce — added a sweetness underneath the heat. The spices were warm, not angry. The eggs were perfect.

"Nell," she said between bites. "You tried this yet?"

"Benny made me one first thing." Nell was grinning. "I burned the roof of my mouth on the first bite and I didn't care."

"Smart girl. You're learning."

She finished the pan. Wiped the last of the sauce with the last of the bread. Set down the torn remains of the flatbread and picked up the coffee that Nell had silently placed next to her at some point during the breakfast — the girl was learning the rhythms faster than anyone expected.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"That's a roux." She pointed at the kitchen door, at the general direction of wherever he kept his butter flour. "R-O-U-X. Roux. What you were teaching Nell yesterday. It's called a roux. You can keep calling it butter flour if you want, but if you're going to teach someone, they should know the real word."

"Roo," Benny said.

"Roux."

"Roo."

"Close enough. And the stew from last night — that's gumbo. G-U-M-B-O. And this — " She gestured at the empty pan. " — is shakshuka. I'll spell it for you later because I'm not entirely sure I can spell it myself."

Benny picked up the rag. Wiped the bar. "Roo. Gumbo. Sha-shoe-ka."

"Shakshuka."

"That's what I said."

"It was not even close to what I said."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The pink.



Cole's Sundries. Pencil. Spectacles. The List.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning. You have numbers for me?"

"Forty-six gold per house. That includes materials, labor, tap installation, and a ten percent margin for my time. Emmett built the budget — same model as the water project. Fifteen percent contingency built in."

Mae wrote it down. Not on the list — on a separate piece of paper, which meant this was getting its own file. Mae didn't give things their own file unless they mattered.

"Forty-six per house," Mae repeated. "And you're certain the existing pipe can handle three additional connections?"

"The main is oversized. Two-and-a-half-inch bore feeding a single tap right now. Three branch lines at three-quarter inch won't stress it — not for three houses, not at the volumes a family uses. Morning, evening, maybe midday. It'll hold."

"But?"

Lena leaned against the counter. Mae had heard the "but" before she'd said it, because Mae heard everything before anyone said it.

"But three is probably the limit on the current main without some kind of storage. Right now it's gravity-fed, straight from the mountain. Flow is constant but it's not infinite. If this town keeps growing — and you and I both know it is — and more people want water, I can't just keep branching off the same line. The pressure drops every time you add a tap. After three or four more connections, somebody at the end of the line is going to turn on their tap and get a trickle instead of a flow."

"What's the solution?"

"Long-term? A water tower. Elevated storage. The stream fills it — probably with a windmill pump or something mechanical, I haven't figured that part out yet — and the tower feeds the distribution lines by gravity. Constant pressure, doesn't matter how many taps are open at once. It's how every town in my — " She caught herself. " — it's how bigger towns handle it. Centralized storage, distributed delivery."

"That sounds expensive."

"It will be. And it's not something I can do alone with a wrench and a Nokia. It's a civic project. Bigger than the first one." She straightened up. "I think we need to sit down — you, me, Emmett, Harlan — and talk about what this town looks like in a year. Not just three branch lines. Real infrastructure. Water mains. Storage. Maybe drainage. The works."

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. The long look. The one that was calculating something behind those lenses that had nothing to do with the price of cotton or the number of crates in the back room.

"I'll talk to Harlan," Mae said. "We'll set a time."

"Thank you, Mae."

"Don't thank me yet. I haven't said yes to anything. I've said I'll talk to my husband, which is what I say when I've already decided and I want him to think he had input."

Lena almost smiled. Almost.

"What's on the list today?"

"Mine delivery. Griff put in a supply order — rope, candles, two crates of nails. Usual haul."

"How much?"

"Four gold. It's a full morning."

She took the job. Mae's work first. Always.



The mine trail was easier than it used to be.

Not shorter — the distance hadn't changed, the mountain hadn't moved, and the stream still ran the same path it had been running since before Dustbreak existed. But Lena's legs were different. Six weeks of hauling, climbing, trenching, and carrying had done something to her body that thirteen years of plumbing in Raleigh hadn't managed. She wasn't faster. She was just... less bothered. The incline that had winded her on Day 3 was just an incline now. The rocks she'd stumbled on were just rocks. Her body had adapted to this world the way bodies did when you stopped fighting the terrain and started moving with it.

She heard the mine before she saw it — the ring of picks, the low voices, the occasional crash of rock being moved. The stream ran alongside the trail, clear and cold, the sluice catching it at the top where she'd fixed the joints six weeks ago. Still holding. Still clean. The overlapping joints and the 45-degree turns she'd taught them — still working, still doing their job.

Dell saw her first. He always saw her first. The kid had some kind of radar for Lena's approach that bordered on supernatural — she was half convinced he spent his break time watching the trail.

"Miss Wright!"

He appeared from behind the ore cart with a cold beer in each hand. Stream-chilled. The crate in the stream was still there — Griff's invention, or maybe Dell's, a wooden crate wedged between rocks in the cold water where they kept bottles for exactly this purpose. Dell had one in her hand before she'd set down the first crate of nails.

"Dell. You don't have to — "

"Griff says you're staying for a beer. Not a request."

She took the beer. It was cold and clean and tasted like the stream it had been sitting in — mineral, sharp, the particular flavor of mountain water filtered through rock and time. She sat on the crate she'd just carried up and drank.

Griff appeared. Wiped his hands on his trousers. Looked at the supply crates. Looked at Lena.

"Sluice is holding?"

"Sluice is holding. Your output's up?"

"Twelve percent since you fixed the joints. Henderson noticed. Mae noticed. Everybody noticed." He sat on a rock across from her. "Dell tells the story different every time."

"What story?"

"The pig."

"Oh, for the love of — Dell, how big is the pig now?"

Dell appeared from behind the ore cart again, because Dell was never far from wherever the conversation about Lena was happening. "It was the size of a horse, Miss Wright. You threw that black thing from forty feet and it went right between the eyes."

"It was the size of a large dog and I threw it from about fifteen feet. And you weren't even there, Dell."

"I heard it from Henderson's man. He was there. He said — "

"He said it was the size of a large dog and I threw the Nokia from fifteen feet because that is what happened."

"That's not how he tells it."

"Then he's wrong too."

Dell grinned. The grin of a young man who had found his hero and was going to embellish her legend until it collapsed under its own weight, which based on the current trajectory would be approximately never.

She drank her beer. Shot the shit. Griff asked about the pipe — he'd heard about the branch lines, because of course he had, because in Dustbreak information traveled faster than water through pipe. She told him three houses, maybe more later, and she'd need his crew for trenching again.

"Same rate?" Griff asked.

"Same rate. I'll let you know when."

"We'll be ready."

She finished the beer. Set the bottle in the crate in the stream. Headed back down the trail with four gold in the Ledger that she never looked at, the taste of cold beer on her tongue, and the particular warmth that came from being in a place where people handed you a beer before you'd set down your load.

Fix the cause, not the symptom. She'd taught them that. They were still doing it.



Mae was behind the counter when she got back. Different posture than this morning — the pencil was out, but it was tapping. The tapping meant news.

"Two of the three said yes," Mae said. "The Crewes and the Halletts. They'll have payment tomorrow."

"And the third?"

"Dunnigan. He's thinking about it. His wife wants it. He's not sure about the cost."

"Forty-six gold is less than he'd spend on a new wagon."

"I know that. He knows that. His wife told him that. He's still thinking." Mae made a mark on the paper — not the list, the separate paper. The infrastructure file. "Two is enough to start?"

"Two is enough to start. I'll walk the routes tomorrow, figure out where to tap the main, and get Forge started on the branch pipe. If Dunnigan comes around, we add a third line."

"He'll come around," Mae said. "His wife will see to it."

"Is his wife the one who makes the decisions?"

Mae looked at her over the spectacles. The look that said what a remarkably stupid question.

"Right," Lena said. "See you tomorrow, Mae."

"Check your boots, Lena."

"Always do."

She walked out into the afternoon. Two families. Two branch lines. Pipe to order, routes to walk, trenches to dig. The work was there. The work was always there.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.


            

    
        B2 C8 - Wright & Grail

    
    
    
    
                The bookshop door was open. She didn't yell. She walked in.

Emmett was at the desk. Always at the desk. Book open, ink on his fingers, lens crooked. He looked up and the warmth was there — the steady, quiet warmth that had replaced the pink, the thing that said I was waiting for you and I didn't need to say so.

"Two of three said yes," she said. "Crewes and Halletts. Paying tomorrow. Dunnigan's on the fence but his wife will handle that."

"That's ninety-two gold. Plus contingency."

"You already did the math."

"I did the math when you left this morning." He closed the book — all the way this time, no finger in the page. That meant she had his full attention. "I'll have the proposals written up tonight. Individual invoices for each family, scope of work, timeline, payment terms."

"Payment terms."

"Half up front, half on completion. It's standard for contracted work." He said it like he'd been thinking about it all day, which he had, because Emmett thought about things the way water found cracks — constantly, quietly, following the path of least resistance until it reached the place it was always going to reach.

Lena sat on the edge of his desk. The spot that annoyed him. The spot that had become her spot specifically because it annoyed him.

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"We need to talk about something."

He set the pencil down. When Emmett set the pencil down, it meant he was listening with his whole body instead of just his ears.

"You've done the budget for every job since the first pipe went in the ground. You did the proposal for Mae. You're doing invoices now. Payment terms. Contingency calculations. You're tracking Forge's rates and labor costs and materials pricing. You built a cost model in one afternoon that I couldn't have built in a month."

"It's just numbers, Lena."

"It's not just numbers. My dad ran a plumbing company for thirty years. You know what killed the companies that didn't make it? It wasn't bad plumbing. Every plumber can plumb. What killed them was bad books. Bad estimates. Underbidding. Not tracking costs. Not knowing what the job was worth before they quoted it. The guys who went under were the guys who could fix anything and couldn't price anything."

He was quiet. Listening.

"My dad had a bookkeeper for twenty years. Woman named Gloria. She sat in a back office with a calculator and a filing cabinet and she ran every number that went in or out of Wright and Sons. Dad used to say Gloria was worth more than every wrench in the shop combined, because wrenches don't tell you if you're making money or losing it."

"I'm not a bookkeeper."

"You're better than a bookkeeper. You're a bookkeeper who understands what I'm building and why it matters. You don't just track the numbers — you see what the numbers mean. 'That's not one tap in one kitchen. That's infrastructure.' A bookkeeper doesn't say that. A partner says that."

The word landed. She watched it land. Partner. Emmett's face did something complicated — not pink, not warm, something deeper. Something that looked like a man who had just been told he mattered in a way he hadn't expected.

"Lena, I — "

"I'm not done." She leaned forward. "You've been doing this work for free. Every hour you've spent on budgets and proposals and cost models — free. You won't put yourself on the invoice. You wave it off like it's nothing. 'I'm happy to help.' 'It's not the same.' 'We'll figure out my part later.'"

"It's not — "

"Let me tell you something. Dolly Vane charges me five gold for a bath. Every time. And I pay it every time. You know why? Because her work has value and she knows it and she names it. I respect the hell out of that woman because she will never — not once, not ever — pretend that what she does isn't worth exactly what she charges for it. That's integrity, Emmett. That's a person who respects their own craft."

She looked at him. He was holding the pencil again — not writing, just holding it. The way he held things when he was processing.

"You don't charge. You don't put your time on the bill. And every time you do that, you're telling me — you're telling yourself — that what you do doesn't count. That the numbers don't matter as much as the pipe. That the man with the pencil isn't worth as much as the woman with the wrench."

"That's not what I — "

"That is exactly what you're doing. And I won't have it." She took a breath. "Two families are paying forty-six gold each tomorrow. That's just one tap per house. When they want a second tap upstairs, that's a change order. When the Dunnigan woman talks her husband into it, that's a third house. When the next three families show up at Mae's door — and they will — that's three more. This is going to keep growing, Emmett. And I can't do it without you. Not won't. Can't. I need someone who does what you do. I need someone to write the proposals, track the costs, manage the money, be my Mae. I need a partner."

"You have me, Lena. You've always had me. You don't need to — "

"Wright and Grail."

He stopped.

"Wright and Grail, Waterworks." She said it the way you say something you've been turning over in your head for hours — testing the weight of it, feeling where the syllables sat. "That's us. That's the business. My name and your name and what we do."

"You want to — "

"I want your name on it. Next to mine. Not under mine. Not 'Lena Wright, with assistance from Emmett Grail.' Wright and Grail. Equal. Because the work you do is equal to the work I do, and I need you to believe that, and if you won't believe it on your own then I'm going to put it on a goddamn sign and hang it outside your shop until you do."

Emmett looked at the pencil in his hand. At the notebook on the desk. At the satchel with the flagged pages sticking out — the budget he'd built in an afternoon, the cost model he'd assembled from Forge's numbers and Griff's rates and Mae's supply costs. The work he'd done without being asked, without being paid, without being told it mattered.

"Wright and Grail," he said. Quietly. Testing it the way she had.

"Waterworks."

"Wright and Grail, Waterworks." He looked at her. The lens was crooked. The ink was on his fingers. His coat was buttoned wrong and his hair was falling in his eyes and he was looking at her face — always her face — with an expression she hadn't seen before. Not the warmth. Not the pink. Something that looked like a man who had just been handed a piece of himself he didn't know was missing.

"My name," he said. "On a sign."

"On a sign. On the invoices. On the proposals. On every piece of paper that goes to Mae or any family in this town or any town that wants what we're building. Your name. Because you earned it."

"I run a bookshop, Lena."

"You run a bookshop AND you're the best financial mind in Dustbreak AND you're the only person in this world who looked at a pipe in the ground and saw a system. That's not a hobby. That's a skill. And skills get paid."

He set the pencil down again. Stood up. The chair scraped back on the wooden floor, loud in the quiet shop. He was taller than her when he stood — she always forgot that, because Emmett folded himself into chairs and desks and corners in a way that made him seem smaller than he was. Standing, he filled the space differently.

"You really want this," he said. Not a question.

"I really want this. And I really need you to stop pretending your work is a favor."

He looked at her for a long time. The bookshop was quiet. The afternoon light came through the open door and caught the dust in the air and the ink on his fingers and the crooked lens that she wanted to straighten but didn't because this moment wasn't about fixing things. It was about building them.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?"

"Wright and Grail, Waterworks." He nodded. The nod that meant he'd decided — not the tentative one, not the processing one. The real one. "But I want to keep the bookshop."

"Obviously you're keeping the bookshop. Nobody's closing the bookshop, Emmett. You think I'd let the only source of books in a fifty-mile radius shut down? I'd burn the waterworks to the ground first."

He laughed. The real one. The one that came from somewhere deep and surprised him every time. And then he did something he'd never done before.

He stepped forward and put his arms around her.

Not a kiss. Not the careful hand on the waist, the tentative touch at the bookshop door. This was a hug — his arms around her shoulders, her face against his chest, the full-body press of a man who had stopped being careful because careful wasn't big enough for what he was feeling. He smelled like ink and old paper and the particular warmth of a person who spent all day in a room full of books. She could feel his heartbeat through his shirt — fast, faster than she expected, the heartbeat of a man who had just agreed to something that scared him and thrilled him in equal measure.

She put her arms around his waist. Held on. Tight. The way you hold onto something when you've decided it's yours and you're done pretending otherwise.

They stood there. In the bookshop. In the afternoon light. Two people who had just named the thing they were building together — not just pipe, not just numbers, but a future that had both their names on it.

She didn't cry. She was a grown woman with a pipe wrench and a Nokia and she did NOT cry in bookshops.

Her eyes were wet. That was different. That was dust. There was dust in here. There was a LOT of dust in here. Emmett needed to clean this place.

She pulled back. Looked up at him. His eyes were wet too, which made her feel better about the dust situation.

"Partners," she said.

"Partners."

"Your name goes on the invoice starting tomorrow."

"Starting tomorrow."

"And you're charging for your time."

"I'll... consider an appropriate rate."

"You'll charge what you're worth, Emmett, or I'll set the rate myself, and I promise you I will overcharge because I have been told on multiple occasions that I have no sense of proportion when it comes to the value of things I care about."

"That's... probably true."

"It's absolutely true. Ask my ex. Actually don't ask my ex. He's in Detroit with a dental hygienist and he's not a reliable source on anything."

Emmett smiled. His arms were still on her shoulders. Her hands were still on his waist. Neither of them moved to change that.

"Wright and Grail," he said.

"Waterworks."

"I'll make the sign."

"You absolutely will not make the sign. We're getting the lumber yard to do it. Garret does clean work — you've seen his timber. Your handwriting is beautiful, Emmett, but signs require paint and carpentry and I love you but you can't even button your coat right."

She heard it after she said it. I love you. Buried in a sentence about coat buttons and carpentry. Tossed out like a wrench into a toolbox — casually, practically, like it was just another tool in the conversation and not the biggest thing she'd said since she arrived in this world.

Emmett heard it too. His hands tightened on her shoulders. Just slightly. The way you tighten your grip on something when you're afraid the wind might take it.

He didn't say it back. He didn't need to. It was in the notebook. In the budget. In the proposals he wrote without being asked. In the way he showed up every night at the same time because "I'm never late" was the most romantic sentence the man knew how to say.

"I'll talk to Garret about the sign," he said.

"Good."

She kissed him. Quick. On the mouth. Not the slow doorway kiss — the quick, sure kiss of a woman who had somewhere to be and someone to come back to.

"Supper?" she said.

"I'll be there."

"I know you will."

She walked out. The door was still open. The afternoon was warm. The crossroads were quiet. Somewhere down the street, the tap behind Benny's bar was running — she could hear it, faintly, if she stopped and listened. Water she'd put there. In pipe she'd laid. Budgeted by the man whose name was about to go next to hers on a sign.

Wright and Grail, Waterworks.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.


            

    
        B2 C9 - Square Noodles and a Seed

    
    
    
    
                The wall between the bar and the kitchen was eight inches of solid timber. She'd guessed that on Day 1. She confirmed it now with the tape measure Forge had made her — a coiled strip of thin iron with marks etched at inch intervals, because this world didn't have Stanley tools and she'd had to describe what a tape measure was before anyone could make her one.

Eight inches. Dense. Old growth, probably — the kind of timber that had been a tree for a century before someone decided it needed to be a wall. She knocked on it with her knuckles. Solid. No hollow spots, no rot, no surprises hiding inside. Good news for the building. Annoying news for the woman who was about to cut a hole in it.

She found the studs by tapping — the low thud of solid timber vs. the slightly different low thud of a stud behind solid timber. In an eight-inch wall, the studs were probably six-by-six posts. She marked them with chalk. Two on either side of where she wanted the opening, spaced about four feet apart.

Four feet wide. That was the pass-through. Wide enough to hand plates, slide bowls, pass a cutting board. Not a doorway — a window. Counter height on the bar side, maybe thirty-six inches off the floor. The bottom of the opening would be the shelf — food sits there until Nell grabs it.

The top was the problem. Load-bearing wall. Whatever was above this wall — the upstairs floor, the rooms, Dolly's bathtub full of water — was resting on these studs. Cut the studs and the load had nowhere to go. She needed a header. A beam across the top of the opening that picked up the load from the cut studs and transferred it to the studs on either side.

She measured. Figured. The header needed to span four feet plus bearing on each side — call it five feet total. Probably eight inches deep to match the wall thickness, maybe six inches tall. Solid timber. One piece if she could get it, doubled up if she couldn't.

She'd need lumber. Good lumber — straight, dry, no knots in the bearing zones. And she'd need cripple studs above the header to fill the gap between the header and the top plate. And a sill at the bottom of the opening if she wanted a clean shelf.

She stepped back. Looked at the wall. Looked at the chalk marks. Looked at the kitchen door that Benny and Nell had been yelling through this morning and yesterday morning and every morning since Nell arrived.

This was a half-day job. Maybe a full day if the wall fought her on the cuts. She'd need a saw — she didn't have a saw. She had a wrench, a Nokia, and the stubbornness of a woman who'd once demolished a bathroom vanity with a pipe wrench and a claw hammer because the demolition crew was late and she wasn't waiting. But eight inches of old-growth timber required an actual saw. Add it to the lumber yard list for tomorrow.

She wiped the chalk dust on her jeans and went to find Emmett.

---

He was three buildings away. Where he always was. Book open, but the satchel was on the desk now — the Wright & Grail satchel, she was already thinking of it that way. He looked up when she walked in.

"I need you to write something down," she said.

"Good afternoon to you too."

"Pass-through. Four feet wide, eighteen inches tall, counter height. I need a header — five feet, eight-by-six minimum. Cripple studs above. A sill below for the shelf. Trim pieces for the edges so it looks finished and not like I took a Nokia to a wall, which is what it's going to look like for about an hour in the middle. And a saw. I need a saw. I don't own a saw, Emmett. I have been in this world for six weeks and I don't own a saw. That's like a surgeon not owning a scalpel. It's embarrassing."

He was already writing. The pencil moved in that precise, steady hand — the hand that made columns and budgets and cost models. Now it was making a materials list.

"Lumber," he said. "The new yard on the east road?"

"After Mae's work tomorrow. We'll hit the lumber yard in the afternoon. I need to see what they've got. If they don't have an eight-by-six beam in one piece, I'll need to double up two-by-eights and bolt them together, which is fine but I'll need bolts from Forge."

"I'll have the list ready tonight."

"You're charging for this."

He looked up. The faintest edge of something on his face — not resistance, not anymore. Adjustment. The face of a man who was learning to believe his pencil was worth money.

"I'll add it to the ledger," he said.

"The Wright and Grail ledger."

"The only one that matters."

She almost kissed him for that. She kissed him for that. Quick, on the mouth, chalk dust on her fingers transferring to his jaw.

"Supper," she said. "Don't be late."

"I'm never late."

"I know."

---

Benny had used the last of the tomatoes.

She could smell it from the stairs — tomato sauce, garlic, something herby and warm. But underneath it, something else. Something she couldn't place. A starchy, floury smell that wasn't bread and wasn't roux and wasn't anything she'd smelled from Benny's kitchen before.

She sat on her stool. Nell brought whiskey without being asked — the girl had the routine down in two days, which was either impressive or terrifying depending on how you felt about an eighteen-year-old who'd memorized your drinking habits.

Benny came out carrying a wide, shallow bowl. He set it in front of her.

Pasta.

She stared at it. Long, flat noodles — not round, not tubular, not any shape that came from a machine. Square-cut. Rough-edged. The kind of noodles you got when someone rolled out dough by hand and cut it with a knife because they didn't have a pasta press and didn't know pasta presses existed. They were sitting in a thick red sauce — the tomatoes from the shakshuka, repurposed, simmered down into something darker and richer. And on top: meatballs. Small, irregular, the kind you got when someone took scrap trimmings and ground them up and mixed them with egg and day-old bread and herbs and rolled them by hand because that's how you made meatballs when you didn't know you were making meatballs.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"What do you call this?"

"Noodle balls." He shrugged. "I had the tomato sauce left from this morning. And I've been thinking about the pasta dough — the stuff from the layer pasta? If you roll it thinner and cut it into strips instead of sheets, it turns into these."

He said *pasta* like he'd been saying it for weeks. Because he had. She'd taught him that word back when he'd invented lasagna, and unlike most of his vocabulary, this one had stuck without a fight. Pasta. The man knew pasta.

"And the balls?"

"Scrap meat from the trimmings. Cut it up small, mixed in an egg, some day-old bread, some herbs. Rolled them up." He shrugged again. The shrug of a man who had invented meatballs and genuinely believed he'd done nothing more interesting than clean out his icebox.

"Benny, those are meatballs. You just made spaghetti and meatballs."

"I made noodle balls."

"You made spaghetti and meatballs. It's — you know what, never mind. You made noodle balls. They're perfect noodle balls. I hate you."

"Huh."

The rag. The bar. The pink.

She ate. The sauce was good — not the same as the shakshuka base, deeper, sweeter, cooked longer. The meatballs were dense and herby and held together the way meatballs held together when someone who didn't know the rules made them anyway and the rules didn't matter because the result was right. The pasta was thick in places and thin in others and absorbed the sauce the way fresh pasta did — greedily, completely, becoming part of the sauce instead of just sitting underneath it.

"These noodles are square," she said.

"I cut them with a knife."

"I know. You need a press. Or at least a rolling pin and a straight edge. I'll think about it." She was already thinking about it. Forge could make a simple pasta press — two rollers with a crank, adjustable gap. It was a metalworking problem, not a culinary one. She filed it under *things to bother Forge about next week.*

Emmett walked in. Coat wrong. Book and satchel. He sat on his stool and Nell produced a beer before his satchel hit the floor.

"Noodle balls," Nell announced, setting a bowl in front of him.

"It's pasta," Lena said. "Spaghetti and meatballs. Sort of. The noodles are square because Benny doesn't have a press and doesn't know what spaghetti is, but the principle is sound and the taste is — " She gestured at her half-empty bowl. "Just eat it."

Emmett ate it. The same quiet appreciation. The nod. The slight widening of the eyes on the first bite that meant Benny had done it again.

"This is very good," he said.

"It's Italian."

"What's Italian?"

"It's — okay. Where I'm from, there's a whole type of food called Italian. It's all based on tomato sauce, mostly. Pasta — that's the noodles. Different shapes, different sizes, all made from the same dough. You've got this — spaghetti and meatballs. You've got lasagna — Benny already made that, the layer pasta. You've got pizza, which is — " She tore off a piece of the bread that Nell had brought alongside the bowls. "Imagine this flatbread, but round, with tomato sauce on top, and cheese melted over it, and then whatever toppings you want on top of that. Meat. Vegetables. Whatever."

"That sounds simple."

"It is simple. That's the beauty of it. Dough, sauce, cheese, heat. The toppings make it different every time but the base is always the same."

"And you like this? Pizza?"

"Emmett, pizza is the perfect food. It's the only food that's equally good at midnight, at breakfast, cold out of a box, reheated in an oven, eaten standing up in a parking lot, or served on a plate in a restaurant. There is no wrong time for pizza and there is no wrong way to eat pizza and if you disagree with me on this I will question everything I thought I knew about you."

He smiled. "I wouldn't dream of disagreeing."

They ate. The bar filled. Nell hustled. Dolly materialized with wine and a look that said she'd already heard about Wright & Grail because Dolly heard everything before it was announced. Cade shuffled his cards. The evening settled.

---

Three buildings. The walk. The door.

"Good day," she said.

"Very good day. Wright and Grail had its first planning meeting."

"Is that what that was? I thought I was measuring a wall."

"You were measuring a wall. I was taking notes. That's the business model." He paused. "Thank you, Lena."

"For what?"

"For putting my name on it."

She looked at him. The crossroads were quiet. The clock tower hummed. His coat was wrong and his lens was crooked and he was holding the satchel — their satchel — with both hands like it was something precious.

"You earned it," she said. "Every number. Every column. Every contingency line."

She kissed him. Not quick this time. Slow. The kind that said *today was a good day and you're the reason.* His hand on her waist. Her hand on his jaw. Chalk dust still on her fingers from the wall measurements, transferring to his skin for the second time today. He'd have white marks on his face when he looked in the mirror tonight and he wouldn't know where they came from and she liked that.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

Three buildings. She didn't look back.

Upstairs. Boots off, shaken, checked. Nokia on the nightstand. She undressed. Unhooked the cotton bra — the first full day in a bra that actually fit, and her ribs were going to send Dolly a thank-you note — and dropped it on the chair with the other two. Pulled on the cotton sleep shirt. Sat on the edge of the bed.

The stack on the chair. Three cotton — two clean, one warm from her body. And underneath them, the green one. The edge of the green fabric visible under the cotton, like a secret someone had tucked into a filing cabinet and thought nobody would notice.

She noticed.

She thought about Emmett's hand on her waist. About the satchel he'd held with both hands. About the way he'd said *thank you* like she'd given him something he didn't know he was missing.

She thought about Wright & Grail, Waterworks. About a sign that didn't exist yet but would. About two names on a piece of wood that meant someone was staying.

She thought about the green bra and the man who would see it someday and the woman she'd be when she decided it was time.

Not yet.

She lay down. Closed her eyes. The tap was running downstairs. Someone getting water. Her water.

Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C10 - Henderson's Door

    
    
    
    
                Nell made biscuits and gravy.

Not Benny. Nell. Benny was in the kitchen — had been since before dawn, based on the flour on the ceiling and the fact that the kitchen door was closed for the first time since Nell arrived. Closed door meant Benny was working on something he didn't want interrupted. Closed door meant experiment. Closed door meant supper was going to be interesting.

Nell set the plate in front of Lena with the careful pride of someone who was two days into learning a craft and had just been trusted with the morning solo.

"Benny showed me the roux yesterday," Nell said. "But this one's different — he said for gravy you do it in the sausage fat. Blonde. Don't let it get dark."

"He's right. Blonde roux for gravy. You let it go past blonde and you're making gumbo base, not breakfast."

"I almost burned it."

"Everybody almost burns it. The ones who don't are lying."

The gravy was good. Not great — a little thick, the sausage crumbled unevenly, the biscuits were slightly flat on one side where the oven ran hot. But the roux was right. Blonde. Smooth. The fat had done the work and Nell had let it. For a second attempt at a roux — her first being the butter flour disaster that had started with yelling and ended with tanned leather — it was solid.

"These are good, Nell."

The pink. Not Benny-pink — Nell-pink. Brighter. The pink of a girl who was discovering that she might actually be good at something, and the discovery was still new enough to surprise her every time.

Lena ate. Drank coffee. Slid the Ledger across the bar to Nell without comment — the morning ritual, refined. Nell caught it with one hand now, didn't jump, slid it behind the bar next to the whiskey without being told. Two days and the girl had the handoff down.

Through the closed kitchen door, she could hear Benny. Not cooking sounds — thinking sounds. The particular quiet of a man standing in front of ingredients and having a conversation with them that nobody else could hear.

She left him to it.

---

Cole's Sundries. Pencil. Spectacles. The List.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning. How are the measurements?"

"Done. I'm going to stake out the branch line routes today — walk the runs, mark where the tees go, figure out the trench lines. Emmett and I are hitting the lumber yard this afternoon for the pass-through materials."

"After the job."

"After the job. What's on the list?"

"Henderson. South road." Mae checked the paper. "He was vague. Something about a door."

"A door."

"That's what he said. A door that needs looking at. Three gold."

"I've been out there half a dozen times, Mae. His doors are fine. I fixed his gate, I fixed his fence, I killed his pig. Nothing was wrong with his doors."

"Three gold," Mae said. "His money."

She took the job. Mae's work first. Always.

---

The south road to Henderson's was a straight shot — out past the last buildings, past the wash house, past the spot where she'd fixed the cart yesterday, and on to the ranch. She knew the walk. She'd done it half a dozen times in the first weeks — the fence, the gate, the pigs, the brisket runs. Henderson's place was the kind of ranch that looked like it had grown out of the ground instead of being built on top of it. Low buildings, wide fences, cattle visible in the fields behind the house.

Henderson was on the porch. Rocking chair. The kind of sitting that said he'd been there a while and wasn't planning on leaving.

"Morning, Henderson."

"Morning, Miss Wright. Check your boots."

"Always do."

She looked at the porch. Looked at the door. The door was fine. The door was the same door it had been since the last time she'd been here — solid timber, iron hinges, no sag, no stick, no rot. She'd have noticed rot. She noticed everything that was wrong with a building the way normal people noticed weather.

"Henderson."

"Yeah?"

"Your door is fine."

"I know my door is fine."

"Then what am I doing here?"

He stopped rocking. Looked at her with the steady patience of a man who had planned this conversation and was going to have it at his own pace.

"I wanted to talk to you. Figured three gold was a fair price for your time, and Mae wouldn't send you out here for a chat."

She almost laughed. She did laugh — a short one, more air than sound. The old man had gamed Mae's system. Put in a job request for a door that didn't need fixing because he knew Lena would come, because Lena always came when Mae sent her, because Mae's work came first and Henderson knew it.

"All right." She leaned against the porch railing. "Talk."

Henderson rocked. Once. Twice. Gathering his words the way he did everything — slowly, deliberately, with the unhurried certainty of a man who'd been alive long enough to know that rushing a conversation was the same as rushing a fence repair. You end up doing it twice.

"I've been watching the town," he said. "Since you got here. Since the pipe. Since the water started running."

"Everybody's been watching the town."

"Everybody's been watching YOU. I've been watching the town." He looked out at his cattle. "Benny's cooking has changed. You know that."

"I know that."

"He's always been good. Twenty years I've been eating at that bar and he's always been good. But since you showed up, he's been something else. The brisket. The rib roast. That thing he did last night — my ranch hand came back from supper and said Benny rolled meat into little round shapes, put them in a red sauce with flat noodles, and it was the best thing he'd ever eaten. This is a man who ate my wife's cooking for fifteen years. Rest her soul."

He rocked again. The chair creaked.

"My beef is in higher demand because of him. People are coming from outside Dustbreak to eat at the Ledger. Two families from the Ridgemont road. A trader who wasn't planning to stop but smelled the smoke from the pit and changed his mind. My cattle prices are up because Benny Harwick is making my beef taste like something worth traveling for."

"That's Benny, Henderson. Not me."

"It's both of you. Don't insult my intelligence, Miss Wright. I'm seventy years old and I've been running cattle since before your parents were born. I know what a catalyst looks like. The town was sleeping. You woke it up. Benny's cooking was good. You made it matter."

She didn't argue. She'd learned early that arguing with Henderson was like arguing with the fence posts on his property — solid, immovable, and they'd been there longer than you had.

"Here's what I'm thinking," he said. "Benny needs more space. That bar kitchen is too small for what he's doing now, and it's going to be too small for what he'll be doing next month. The building next to the Ledger — the empty one — that's his expansion. Everybody knows it. Benny knows it. He just doesn't have the capital."

"And you do."

"I have ranch money and a son who's chasing gold in the mountains instead of working the land his grandfather cleared. The ranch makes money. The cattle make money. But the ranch isn't growing because there's nobody to grow it with." He stopped rocking. "I want to invest. In Benny. In the expansion. Whatever it costs to open up that building — the remodel, the kitchen, the equipment — I'll fund it."

"That's generous, Henderson."

"It's not generous. It's business." He looked at her. "Benny can do whatever he wants in that kitchen. Whatever his brain comes up with, whatever you — whatever inspires him. I won't interfere with that. But one meal a night features my beef. Just one. The showcase. The thing people come for, the thing they talk about when they leave, the thing that makes a trader change his route because he smelled smoke from the road. My beef, in Benny's hands, in front of every person who walks through those doors."

"That's marketing, Henderson."

"I don't know what that word means, but it sounds like what I'm describing."

She looked at him. Seventy years old. Rocking chair. Sun-worn hands. A man who'd figured out that his product was only as good as the person who prepared it, and the person who prepared it was trapped in a kitchen too small for his talent, and the solution wasn't to wait for the market to fix itself — it was to invest in the cook and let the cook invest in the beef.

"It's a good plan," she said. "But Benny needs more than space. He needs more help. Nell's good — she's learning fast — but if he's running a full restaurant operation plus the bar, he'll need another body at least. Maybe two. And he needs to stay creative. That's where he's happiest. That's where the magic is. You don't want Benny chained to a grill flipping steaks for six hours a night. You want Benny inventing. The beef showcase — he could teach another cook to handle that. It's easier than half the experiments he runs in that kitchen."

Henderson nodded. The slow nod. The one that said he'd already thought about this and wanted to hear her say it.

"You're probably right about the help. Mae can find people. She found the girl."

"She did."

"And the investment — you think it's sound?"

"I think it's one of the smartest things anyone in this town has done since I got here, and I include my own water project in that assessment." She straightened up from the railing. "But I can't speak for Benny. It's his bar. His kitchen. His decision. You should take this to him directly."

"You won't pitch it for me?"

"Henderson, if I pitch it, Benny will say yes because I pitched it. And that's not the right reason to say yes. He needs to hear it from you. Rancher to cook. Investor to — whatever Benny is. Let him think about it. Let him ask questions. Let him decide on his own terms."

Henderson looked at her for a long moment. Then he started rocking again.

"You're a good woman, Lena Wright."

"I'm a plumber who can't mind her own business."

"Same thing, in this town." He reached into the pocket of his vest and produced something — a folded piece of paper. He held it out. "Give this to Mae when you get back. It's the three gold for the job."

"The job where you didn't need your door fixed."

"The job where I got exactly what I needed." He settled back in the chair. "Definitely worth the three gold."

She took the paper. Folded it into her back pocket. Looked at the door one more time — still fine, still solid, still not needing a single thing from her.

"Henderson."

"Yeah?"

"When you talk to Benny, don't lead with the money. Lead with the beef. Tell him what his cooking has done for your cattle prices. Tell him about the trader who changed his route. He won't care about gold. He'll care about the food."

Henderson smiled. The real one. Rare on that weathered face, but warm when it came.

"Like the fence post," he said.

"Like the fence post."

She walked back to town. South road. Sun on her shoulders. Three gold for a conversation on a porch and the particular feeling of watching a town figure its own shit out — not because some fucking Ledger told anyone to do anything, but because an old rancher saw what a cook could do with his beef and decided to bet on it. People making deals. People building things. People investing in each other because it made sense, not because a glowing rectangle told them to.

That was the good stuff. That was the real stuff.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

            

    
        B2 C11 - Stakes, Lumber, and Pineapple

    
    
    
    
                The Crewe foundation was a rectangle of stacked stone, knee-high, sitting at the end of the west road like a promise somebody had started keeping. No walls yet. No frame. Just the footprint of a house that would exist in a few weeks if the lumber held and the weather cooperated and the people building it didn't run out of money or ambition, both of which tended to evaporate at the same rate in frontier towns.

Lena walked the perimeter. Counted paces. The main line ran along the south edge of town — she could see the trench scar from here, backfilled but still visible, a line of darker earth where six hundred feet of pipe sat under gravel doing its job. The branch point for the Crewe house would tap off the main about forty feet before the Ledger — a tee fitting, a ninety-degree turn north, then a straight run up the west road to the foundation. Maybe a hundred and twenty feet total. Downhill slightly, which helped. Gravity was free.

She drove a stake at the branch point. Drove another at the turn. Drove a third where the pipe would enter the foundation — low, through the stone, where a tap could sit in what would eventually be a kitchen.

Emmett wrote it down. Run length. Elevation change. Fitting count. He was getting faster at this — the first project had been him learning the vocabulary, asking what a tee fitting was, what oakum did, why the joints needed to overlap. Now he just wrote. He knew the language. He knew the math. He was becoming fluent in pipe the way he was fluent in books — thoroughly, precisely, with the occasional question that proved he'd been thinking three steps ahead.

"Hundred and twenty feet," she said. "Twenty sections. Two tees, one ninety. One tap assembly at the house end."

He wrote it. Didn't ask. Moved to the next column.

The Hallett foundation was on the east road — longer run, slightly uphill, which was going to cost her pressure. She walked it twice. The main ran closer to the east side of town, so the branch point was easier — maybe thirty feet off the main, then a straight shot east. A hundred feet, give or take. But the uphill grade meant she'd need to check the flow rate at the tap end. If the pressure dropped too much, the Halletts would get a trickle instead of a stream, and nobody was paying forty-six gold for a trickle.

She drove stakes. Emmett wrote numbers. They worked the way they'd worked on the first project — her counting paces and reading the ground, him translating it into columns. Two people who had figured out their rhythm without discussing it.

"That one's tighter on pressure," she said, looking at the Hallett stakes. "I'll need to check the math. Might need to go up to inch bore on the branch instead of three-quarter."

"That changes the cost."

"I know. I'll run the numbers tonight. If it's inch bore, Forge's rate is higher and the material cost goes up. Might push the Hallett price to fifty instead of forty-six."

"I'll build a variant in the budget. Forty-six at three-quarter, fifty at inch. Give them both options."

She looked at him. Standing in the dirt road with his satchel and his notebook and his coat buttoned wrong, building budget variants for a water system in a world he'd lived in his whole life and never once thought needed plumbing. The man was a natural and he still didn't fully believe it.

"Good," she said. "Lumber yard?"

"Lumber yard."

---

The new yard was on the east road, past the hardware store, in a building that had been empty six months ago and was now stacked floor to ceiling with timber. Cut lumber, rough lumber, planks, posts, beams — the smell of sawdust hit them from twenty feet away, clean and sharp and warm.

The manager was a broad man named Garret who looked like he'd been assembled from the same materials he sold — thick, solid, slightly rough around the edges. He had sawdust in his beard and a pencil behind his ear that was doing the same job Mae's pencil did, just with less authority.

"Help you?" he said, in the tone of a man who was already helping three other people in his head and had room for one more.

"I need an eight-by-six beam. Five feet minimum. Straight, dry, no knots in the bearing zone. It's going into a load-bearing wall as a header."

Garret looked at her. Then at the beam rack along the back wall. "Don't have one cut right now. Got a delivery coming tomorrow morning from the mill upriver. Should have what you need in that shipment. Eight-by-six, six-by-six, some larger stock."

"How much for the eight-by-six?"

"Depends on the grade. Clear grain, no knots — four gold for a six-footer. Structural grade with minor knots — two and a half."

"Clear grain. I'm not putting a knotted beam in a header over a pass-through where food gets served. If that thing cracks, it drops onto Benny's kitchen and kills either the cook or the food, and honestly I'm not sure which one this town would mourn harder."

"Four gold. Tomorrow morning."

"I'll also need cripple studs, a sill plate, and trim stock. Emmett has the list."

Emmett produced the list. Garret read it with the efficiency of a man who read lumber lists the way Emmett read book inventories — scanning for quantities, checking against what he knew was in stock.

"Most of this I've got. The trim I'll need to rip from plank stock. And you need a saw?"

"I need a saw. A real one. Something that'll go through eight inches of old-growth timber without me having to stop halfway through to question every decision I've ever made."

Garret reached behind the counter and produced a crosscut saw — two-man handle, but sized for one. Good steel. Sharp teeth. The kind of saw that had opinions about wood and enforced them.

"Twelve gold," he said. "It's from the same mill. Best steel they make."

"Sold." She picked it up. Tested the weight. The teeth were sharp enough to make her respect them, which was all she asked of a saw. "This'll do. This'll do nicely." She looked at Emmett. He was already writing it in the ledger. The Wright & Grail ledger.

Emmett looked up from the notebook. "One more thing. We need a sign made. 'Wright and Grail, Waterworks.' Carved and painted. Do you know someone who does that kind of work?"

Garret nodded. "Hollis. Works out of the back. Does all the signage for the new buildings going up. Carves, paints, finishes. He's good."

"How long?"

"Three days for something that size. Depends on the lettering."

"Cost?"

"Ten gold. That's carved, painted, sealed. Hangs on a post or mounts flat on a wall."

Emmett looked at Lena. The look that said *this is your call.*

She looked back at him. The look that said *no, it's yours.*

He hesitated. The pencil hovered. She could see the math happening behind his eyes — ten gold was ten gold, and the Wright & Grail ledger was young, and the first real expense that wasn't pipe or lumber was a sign with his name on it.

She waited. She didn't say anything. She didn't nod. She didn't push. This was the moment — the first financial decision that was his to make as a partner, not hers to make for him. If she stepped in now, if she said "do it" or "it's worth it," then the sign was her decision wearing his name. It needed to be his.

"Ten gold," Emmett said. "Three days. We'll take it."

The pencil came down. He wrote it in the ledger. His hand was steady.

Garret nodded. "I'll tell Hollis. Come back day after tomorrow to approve the layout before he paints."

They walked out into the afternoon. The sawdust smell followed them for half a block.

"That was the right call," she said.

"It was ten gold."

"It was ten gold for a sign with your name on it that tells every person in this town that we're not fucking around. That's the cheapest investment you'll ever make."

"You keep using words I don't know."

"And you keep learning them. That's the business model."

---

The kitchen door was open when they got back. Open and producing a smell that made Lena stop dead three steps inside the swinging doors.

Bread. Not flatbread — something different. Something yeasty and warm and round. And underneath it, tomato sauce. And underneath that, something melted and bubbling and golden.

No. No no no no no.

She sat on her stool. Nell brought whiskey. Lena took it without looking at it because she was staring at the kitchen door like it owed her money.

Benny came out carrying a wooden board. On the board: a round flatbread — golden-brown, slightly charred at the edges, the crust thick and puffy the way good pizza crust got when someone who didn't know the rules made it anyway. On top: tomato sauce. On top of that: melted cheese, white and gold, bubbling in spots, stretching in thin strings where the heat hadn't quite finished its work.

And on top of the cheese, arranged in a pattern that suggested Benny had placed each piece individually with the care of a man decorating a goddamn cake: chunks of yellow fruit. Sweet-smelling. Bright against the white cheese.

Pineapple. The son of a bitch had put pineapple on a pizza.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"What the fuck is on that pizza."

"Flat pie." He set the board on the bar. "I heard you talking to Emmett the other night. Sauce on round bread, cheese, toppings. Sounded good. So I tried it." He pointed at the pineapple. "The northern fruit. Sweet. I thought the sweetness would balance the acid in the sauce."

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You just took the most perfect food ever invented by the human race and you shit on it with fruit."

He blinked. The pink started.

"This — " She jabbed her finger at the pineapple. "This right here is a goddamn war crime. Where I come from, people have gotten divorced over this. Not joking. My brother Jesse brought home a Hawaiian pizza when I was fourteen and I didn't speak to him for a WEEK. My dad had to intervene. My DAD. The man who waded into plumbing emergencies at three in the morning wouldn't touch the pineapple debate because he said — and I'm quoting — 'I'd rather snake a septic line than get between you two about that pizza.' Fruit does NOT go on pizza. It has never gone on pizza. Putting fruit on pizza is like putting ketchup on biscuits and gravy — there are people who do it and every single one of them is WRONG."

"Have you tried it?"

"I don't need to try it, Benny. I've been fighting this fight since puberty. I know exactly what pineapple on pizza tastes like and I know exactly how it makes me feel, which is BETRAYED."

"But have you tried THIS one?"

She looked at the pizza. The crust was perfect — she could see that even through her fury. Golden. Puffy. Charred in the right spots. The sauce was the right color, the cheese was melted exactly right, and the pineapple was — goddamn it all to hell — caramelized at the edges, which meant it had been under heat long enough to concentrate the sugars, which meant it probably tasted incredible, which made everything about this situation ten times worse because now she was going to have to eat it and like it and hate herself for liking it.

She grabbed a slice. Bit. Chewed.

The crust was perfect. The sauce was perfect. The cheese was perfect. The pineapple was — fuck her entire life — not terrible. The sweetness hit the acid the way Benny said it would, and the caramelized edges added a depth that plain pineapple didn't have, and the salt from the cheese played against the sugar in a way that made her brain say *more* even while everything she'd ever believed screamed *you are a traitor to your people.*

"Well?" Benny said.

"I'm not speaking to you right now."

"Is it good?"

"I SAID I'm not speaking to you. What part of 'not speaking' involves me answering your goddamn questions?"

She took another bite. Because she was an adult and adults could eat things they morally objected to while refusing to acknowledge that the things tasted good. That was maturity. Probably.

Emmett was already on his second slice. He had the expression of a man who had discovered something wonderful and was about to make everything worse.

"This is excellent," Emmett said.

"Don't you dare."

"The fruit is a very interesting choice."

"Emmett, I will end you."

"I think it works. The sweetness and the acid — "

"We're done. We're dissolving the partnership. I'll have Cobb make a new sign that says 'Wright, Waterworks. Grail removed for being a pineapple-loving traitor to everything good and decent in this world or any other.'"

Emmett smiled. The absolute bastard smiled.

Nell tried a slice. Loved it. Of course she did — the girl had been alive eighteen years, she didn't know shit about anything yet, including pizza politics. Dolly tried a slice. Raised an eyebrow — the approving kind, which meant Lena was going to have words with her later about loyalty and friendship and the sacred duty of women to protect each other from fruit-based betrayal. Griff's crew demolished half the pizza in four minutes, because miners would eat a boot if you put enough cheese on it. Cade took a slice to his corner table and ate it without comment, which from Cade was the equivalent of a standing ovation but from Lena's perspective was also the equivalent of treason.

"Benny," Lena said. "How many people liked the fruit?"

Benny looked at the board. Looked at the bar. Did the math the way Benny did math — silently, with the rag.

"Almost even," he said. "Half and half. Maybe a little more on the fruit side."

Half the bar. Half the goddamn bar liked pineapple on pizza. In a world that had never heard of pizza until two days ago, the very first vote on the most divisive topping in culinary history had come back split down the middle with a slight lean toward the wrong fucking side. This world was broken. This world had been broken before she got here and the pizza had just confirmed it.

"I am surrounded," she said, "by people who should not be trusted with food decisions."

"Huh," Benny said.

The rag. The bar. The pink.

She ate another slice. She was going to hate herself in the morning, but the crust — the CRUST — was the best thing Benny had ever baked, and she was not going to let her principles get between her and that crust, because she had principles and she had taste buds and the taste buds had seniority. If he could make this crust with literally any other topping — just cheese, just meat, just goddamn vegetables, ANYTHING that wasn't fruit — it would be perfect. The base was there. The foundation was flawless.

The toppings were going to be a war. And she was going to lose every battle while eating every slice, and she was going to bitch about it the entire time, and Benny was going to stand there with his rag and his pink and his "Huh" while she died on a hill made of cheese and fruit and self-loathing.

She finished her whiskey. Looked at Emmett. He was on his fourth slice and showing no signs of remorse or shame or any of the emotions a decent person would feel after siding with pineapple.

"You're sleeping on the wrong side of history," she said.

"I'm sleeping on the side with pineapple," he said. "It's sweeter over here."

"I cannot believe I said I loved you. I'm taking it back. I'm going to Cobb and having him carve 'I un-love Emmett Grail' on a plank and nailing it to your bookshop door."

"That seems excessive."

"PINEAPPLE ON PIZZA IS EXCESSIVE, EMMETT."

He smiled. She tried not to smile. She failed. She hated that she failed. She hated the pizza and she hated the pineapple and she hated that the crust was perfect and she hated that her boyfriend was a fruit sympathizer and she hated this entire world and its complete lack of culinary standards.

She took another slice.

Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C12 - Sweet Breakfast Cakes and a Supply Run

    
    
    
    
                The smell woke her up.

Not the usual Ledger morning smell — not coffee, not eggs, not whatever Benny was experimenting with behind his closed door. This was warm and sweet and buttery and spiced with something that hit the back of her nose the way cinnamon hit the back of her nose, which was impossible because this world didn't have cinnamon, except apparently it had something close enough that her brain didn't give a shit about the botanical distinction.

She came downstairs faster than dignity required.

Benny was at the bar. Not behind the closed kitchen door — at the bar, setting out a tray. On the tray: spirals. Golden-brown, glazed with something white and sticky, rolled tight like little fat snails made of bread dough and sugar and whatever spice was making her sinuses weep with joy. Steam rising off them. The glaze still dripping.

Cinnamon rolls. The bastard had made cinnamon rolls.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"What do you call these?"

"Sweet breakfast cakes." He shrugged. "Had leftover dough from the flat pie. Too much to throw away. So I rolled it out, spread the brown sugar and the bark spice — "

"Bark spice."

"From the trader. Comes in sticks. You shave it off."

"That's cinnamon, Benny. Or close enough that I don't care about the difference." She picked one up. It was warm in her hand, the glaze getting on her fingers immediately, the spiral pulling apart the way a good cinnamon roll pulled apart — layers separating, the sugar and spice visible between each turn of the dough, the whole thing soft and dense and obscenely fragrant. "And you just... had this idea. With the leftover pizza dough."

"Flat pie dough."

"The same dough that committed the pineapple atrocity last night has now produced THIS." She bit into it. The dough was softer than the pizza crust — he'd let it rise longer, or added more fat, or both. The sugar had caramelized against the inside surfaces where the spiral pressed together. The bark spice was warm and sweet and hit the same receptors that cinnamon hit, and the glaze on top was — cream and sugar, maybe, something that had no business being this good when it was probably just two ingredients stirred together.

"Benny, this is a cinnamon roll. This is — my mom used to make these on Christmas morning. Every year. She'd start the dough the night before and the whole house smelled like this when we woke up and it was the only morning all year where all six of my brothers shut the fuck up for fifteen minutes because their mouths were full."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The pink.

Nell was already on her second one. Glaze on her chin. No shame whatsoever. "These are the best thing I've ever eaten," she said, which was what Nell said about everything Benny made, but this time she might have been right.

Lena ate two. Drank coffee. Reached for a third and stopped herself because she had work to do and a sugar coma would not help her swing a saw.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"I need to talk to you about the wall."

He set down the rag. The serious listen.

"I'm cutting the pass-through this afternoon. The one I measured two days ago — four feet wide, counter height, bar side to kitchen side. Nell stops yelling through a door. Food comes through a window. Everybody's happy."

"Okay."

"It's going to be loud. It's going to be dusty. Sawdust everywhere — in the bar, in the kitchen, probably in your hair. I need you to clear anything off the wall on the kitchen side before I start. Pots, pans, shelves, anything hanging, anything that can fall or break or get buried in sawdust. Move it all to the far side of the kitchen. And on the bar side — " She looked at the shelves near the wall. Bottles. Glasses. The good whiskey. "Move the bottles. All of them. I don't care where they go as long as they're not within ten feet of where I'm cutting. If one drop of sawdust gets in that whiskey, I'll never forgive myself."

"How long?"

"Couple hours for the cutting and framing. Maybe three if the wall fights me. One afternoon of hell, then it's done and you've got a pass-through and Nell's got a voice that'll last past thirty."

"And my kitchen?"

"Your kitchen will have a hole in the wall for about an hour between when I cut and when I frame it out. Don't cook anything during that hour unless you want your food seasoned with old-growth timber dust."

Benny looked at the wall. At the kitchen door that had been the source of so much yelling. At Nell, who was licking glaze off her fingers and pretending not to listen.

"I'll clear it after breakfast," he said.

"Good man."

She slid the Ledger across the bar. Nell caught it. Behind the whiskey. The ritual.

---

Cole's Sundries. Pencil. Spectacles. The List.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning. You look like you had too many of whatever Benny made."

"Sweet breakfast cakes. Cinnamon rolls. Don't ask, don't fight it, just go eat one before Nell finishes the tray."

"I'll send Harlan." The pencil came out. "Mine delivery. Rope, lamp oil, two crates of nails. Five gold."

"Good. I need to talk to Griff's crew anyway — the branch line trenches are coming and I want them ready."

"What else?"

"Emmett's got updated numbers for the Hallett house. The uphill run's too steep for three-quarter bore — pressure drops too much. He's built a variant at inch bore. Bumps the price to fifty instead of forty-six. I'll need to sit down with them and explain why, but the math is the math."

Mae wrote it on the separate paper. The infrastructure file. "Fifty's still reasonable."

"It is. And they'd rather pay fifty for a tap that works than forty-six for a trickle."

"Agreed." Mae set the pencil behind her ear. "Anything else you need from me?"

"No ma'am. Emmett's handling the lumber delivery for the pass-through this afternoon. We've got it covered."

"Then go do your delivery."

She took the job. Mae's work first. Always.

---

The mine trail. Easier every time. Her legs didn't even complain about the switchback anymore — they just went, the way legs went when they'd done the same climb enough times to stop treating it as an event and start treating it as commuting.

Dell saw her first. He always saw her first. Cold beer in hand before she'd set down the first crate.

"Miss Wright!"

"Dell. You're going to have to stop doing that or I'm going to start expecting it."

"Griff says you're staying for a beer."

"Griff says that every time."

"Because it's true every time."

She drank the beer. Shot the shit. Then she found Griff at the sluice, checking the joints she'd fixed six weeks ago — still holding, still clean, still doing their job the way good work did when you did it right the first time.

"Griff."

"Wright."

"Branch lines. Two houses confirmed, maybe a third. I've staked the routes. I need your crew for trenching — same as last time. Same rate. Five gold a day per man."

"When?"

"End of the week, probably. Forge needs to finish the branch pipe first. Three-quarter inch bore, maybe some inch for the uphill run. I'll let you know the day."

"How long?"

"Two, maybe three days of digging per house. Short runs — hundred, hundred and twenty feet. You've done this before. You know the drill."

"Gravel bed. Twelve inches of cover. Tamp it down."

"See? You don't even need me anymore."

"We need you, Wright." He said it simply. The way Griff said everything — no decoration, no sentiment, just the fact. "The crew's ready when you are. Just point us at the dirt."

"I'll point. You dig. Same as always."

She finished the beer. Headed back down the trail.

---

She stopped at Mae's on the way back. Dropped the empty bags on the counter.

"Delivered. Griff's crew is ready for trenching when I give the word."

"Good." Mark on the list.

"Griff didn't even ask questions this time. Just recited the specs back to me. Gravel bed, twelve inches, tamp it down."

Mae's mouth did the thing. Not quite a smile. "That's what happens when you teach people properly."

"That's what happens when they listen. Thank you, Mae."

"Check your boots, Lena."

"Always do."

            

    
        B2 C13 - A Hole in the Wall

    
    
    
    
                The lumber was waiting when she got back to the Ledger after lunch. Garret had delivered it on a handcart — the beam, the cripple studs, the sill plate, the trim stock. All of it stacked neatly against the outside wall, because Garret was the kind of man who delivered things the way they should be delivered and didn't need to be told where to put them.

The beam was heavy. She tested it — grabbed one end, lifted. Forty-five pounds, maybe fifty. Dense. The grain was tight and clean, no knots, exactly what she'd ordered. She could carry one end. She'd need someone on the other.

Emmett was at the bookshop. She didn't yell this time. She walked in.

"Take your coat off."

He looked up from his desk. Book open. Ink on his fingers. The usual.

"I'm sorry?"

"Your coat. Take it off. You're holding lumber today. Wright and Grail's first construction job and the Grail half is going to get sawdust on him."

He looked at her. Looked at the coat. Looked at the satchel. The hesitation lasted about two seconds — the time it took for the man who'd signed his name to a ledger and ordered a sign to remember that partners showed up for the work, not just the numbers.

He took off the coat. Folded it over the back of the chair. Rolled up his sleeves. His forearms were pale and ink-stained and thinner than she'd expected, but they were there and they were his and that was enough.

"Where do you need me?" he said.

"The Ledger. Bring the notebook in case I need you to write something down, but mostly I need you to hold things while I nail them. And you might need to hold a forty-five-pound beam over your head for about sixty seconds while I secure it, so if you have any prayers to whatever god this world has, now's the time."

"I don't pray."

"You're going to start."

---

Benny had cleared the wall.

Both sides — the kitchen shelves were empty, pots and pans moved to the far counter, the good whiskey relocated to a table against the opposite wall where it sat in a neat row like evacuees waiting for the all-clear. On the bar side, the bottles that usually lived near the pass-through zone were gone. The wall was bare timber — eight inches of old-growth studs and planking, exposed and waiting.

The bar was open. Griff's crew was in their corner. Dolly was at her table with wine. Cade was in his corner. Nell was behind the bar, serving drinks with the focused determination of a woman who had been told the afternoon was going to be loud and had decided that her job was to keep everyone's glasses full while the world came apart around her.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Lena said, setting her tool belt on the bar. "I'm about to cut a hole in this wall. It's going to be loud. It's going to be dusty. If you have a problem with sawdust in your beer, now's your chance to leave."

Nobody left. Because of course nobody left. This was Dustbreak. Free entertainment was free entertainment.

She pulled the chalk marks she'd made two days ago — still visible on the timber. Four feet wide. Eighteen inches tall. Counter height. The king studs on either side, the ones that stayed. The jack studs inside them, the ones she'd cut short to support the header.

"Emmett. Hold this." She handed him the measuring stick. "Check my marks. Four feet between the king studs, thirty-six inches off the floor to the bottom of the opening, fifty-four to the top."

He measured. Checked. Nodded. "It's right."

"It's always right. But we check anyway. That's rule number two."

"What's rule number one?"

"Don't drop the fucking beam on my head."

She picked up the saw. The new one — Garret's twelve-gold masterpiece, sharp enough to have opinions about wood. She set the teeth against the first cut line. Looked at the wall. Eight inches of old-growth timber that had been standing here since before she was born, in this world or any other.

"Sorry about this," she said to the wall.

Then she cut.

The saw bit into the wood and the sound filled the bar — the raw, grinding shriek of steel teeth eating timber, the sound that said *something is being un-built so something better can be built in its place.* Sawdust erupted from the cut in a golden spray that caught the afternoon light and made the whole bar look like the inside of a snow globe filled with wood. Nell flinched. Dolly raised her wine glass higher to protect it. Griff's crew leaned forward. Cade didn't move.

She cut the first vertical line. Then the second. Then the horizontals — top and bottom of the opening, connecting the verticals, completing the rectangle. The saw sang. Her arms burned. The Nokia sat on her hip and judged the saw for being louder.

The cutout piece didn't fall. It held — friction, mostly, the timber swollen tight against itself. She hit it with the heel of her hand. Nothing. Hit it with the Nokia. The piece popped free and crashed onto the bar-side floor with a thud that shook the whiskey bottles on the far table.

Light came through the hole. Kitchen light. She could see Benny's stove through the opening, the prep counter, the back wall where the tap was. The kitchen and the bar, connected for the first time by something other than a door and a lot of yelling.

"Nell," she said. "Say something."

Nell was on the kitchen side. She leaned down to the opening — rough-cut, unfinished, sawdust still falling from the edges like snow.

"Can you hear me?" Nell said. At normal volume. Not yelling. Not shouting through eight inches of wall. Just talking.

"I can hear you," Lena said from the bar side.

"Oh," Nell said. "Oh, that's — oh."

"Yeah. That's the point."

Now the real work. The header. She looked at Emmett. He was covered in sawdust — hair, shoulders, the rolled-up sleeves, the ink-stained forearms. He looked like a scholar who'd been in a fight with a tree and lost. He also looked like he hadn't moved an inch from where she'd told him to stand, which meant he understood rule number one.

"Beam," she said.

They carried it together. One end each. Forty-five pounds of clear-grain old-growth timber, dense enough that her fingers dug into the wood just to keep a grip. They set it on the bar. She checked the length against the opening — five feet, spanning the four-foot gap plus bearing on each side. Perfect.

"Here's what's about to happen," she said. "I'm going up on that stool. You're going up on that stool." She pointed to two bar stools she'd positioned on either side of the opening. "We lift the beam together. We set it on top of the jack studs — those two short ones I just nailed in on each side. You hold your end. I nail mine. Then I come to your side and nail yours. The whole thing takes about ninety seconds if we don't drop it."

"And if we drop it?"

"Then we pick it up and try again, because that's what you do when you drop things. But we're not going to drop it. Are we, Emmett?"

"We are not going to drop it."

"Say it like you mean it."

"We are NOT going to drop it."

"Better. Let's go."

They got on the stools. Lena on the left, Emmett on the right. She gripped her end of the beam. He gripped his. His hands were shaking — slightly, the way hands shook when they were holding something they knew was important and were terrified of letting go.

"On three," she said. "One. Two. Three."

They lifted. The beam rose — awkward, heavy, the kind of weight that didn't cooperate with anything and wanted to go in every direction except the one you needed. She guided her end onto the left jack stud. It seated. She looked across at Emmett. His arms were up, the beam resting on his palms, his face red with effort, the veins in his forearms standing out against the pale, ink-stained skin.

"Set it," she said. "Right on the stud. Let the wood take the weight."

He set it. The beam dropped the last half inch onto the jack stud with a solid *thunk* that said *I'm here and I'm staying.*

"Hold it. Don't let go. I'm nailing."

She grabbed the hammer — the Nokia, obviously, because the Nokia was the best hammer she'd ever owned and the fact that it was a phone from 2003 was irrelevant to its performance. Three nails into the left side, driven through the beam into the king stud. The Nokia rang against the nail heads with the particular sound of indestructible plastic hitting iron — a sound this world had never heard and would never understand and which she would never explain.

She climbed down. Crossed to Emmett's side. Climbed up on his stool next to him — close, tight, both of them on the same stool, her hip against his hip, the sawdust on his shoulder pressing against her arm.

"You can let go," she said.

He let go. The beam held. His arms dropped to his sides and she could see them shaking — not from weakness, from the adrenaline of holding something heavy at full extension while a woman with a Nokia hammered nails two feet from his face.

She nailed the right side. Three more nails. Solid. The beam sat in the wall like it had always been there — eight by six, spanning the opening, carrying the load that the cut studs used to carry.

She stepped down. Looked at it. Grabbed the beam and pushed — hard, the way you tested something you'd just installed, the way you tried to break your own work because if it was going to fail, you wanted it to fail now and not when someone was standing under it.

It didn't move. It was in.

"Emmett."

"Yeah?" His voice was a little higher than normal. His arms were still shaking.

"You didn't drop it."

"I didn't drop it."

"Wright and Grail, Waterworks. First job. Header installed."

He looked at his hands. Sawdust and splinters and the red marks where the beam had dug into his palms. He looked at the beam. At the opening. At the pass-through taking shape in the wall — rough still, unfinished, but real. A hole where a wall used to be, held open by a beam that he'd helped put there.

"I need to sit down," he said.

"You earned it."

He sat on the bar stool and Nell appeared with a beer. She didn't ask. She just put it in his hand, because Nell was learning the rhythms and the rhythm right now was *this man needs a drink.*

Lena spent the next hour on the finish work. Cripple studs above the header — short vertical pieces filling the gap between the beam and the top plate. Sill plate at the bottom of the opening — a flat piece of timber that would be the shelf where food sat waiting for Nell to grab it. Trim on the edges — clean, square, hiding the rough cuts and making the whole thing look like it belonged.

The Nokia handled the nailing. The saw handled the cuts. The sawdust handled everything else — it was in her hair, in her eyes, in places she didn't want to think about, and it was going to be in this bar for the next week no matter how much Nell swept.

She stepped back. Looked at the pass-through.

Four feet wide. Eighteen inches tall. A clean, framed opening in the wall between the bar and the kitchen, trimmed out with straight-grain timber, the shelf smooth and level, the header solid above. On the kitchen side, Benny could set a plate on the shelf and Nell could grab it from the bar side without either of them raising their voice above normal conversation.

"Benny," she said. "Come look at this."

He came around from the kitchen. Stood next to her. Looked at the hole in his wall — the hole that wasn't a hole anymore, that was a pass-through, that was infrastructure, that was the difference between a bar with a kitchen and a bar with a restaurant.

He set a plate on the shelf. A plate with the last sweet breakfast cake on it, cold now, the glaze hardened, but sitting on the shelf the way plates were going to sit on this shelf for years.

"That works," he said.

"That works."

"Huh."

The rag. The bar. The pink.

Nell appeared on the bar side. Looked at the plate sitting on the shelf. Looked through the opening at Benny standing in the kitchen. She reached through and picked up the plate. Held it. Looked at it like she was holding something more important than a cold cinnamon roll on a plate.

"I don't have to yell anymore," she said.

"You don't have to yell anymore."

"I might still yell."

"I know you will, Nell. But now it's a choice, not a requirement."

Lena reached into her tool belt and pulled out something small. Metal. She'd been carrying it all day — had picked it up from Forge on her way back from the mine this morning without mentioning it to anyone, because some things were better as surprises.

A bell. Small, iron, mounted on a flat base. The kind of thing Forge could make in twenty minutes with his eyes closed — a dome of hammered metal with a striker inside, sitting on a plate heavy enough not to slide when you hit it. She'd described it to Forge three days ago. He'd had it ready this morning. One gold.

She set it on the shelf. Right in the center. The iron caught the lamplight.

Then she hit it with her palm.

*Ding.*

The sound was small and sharp and clear — not a church bell, not an alarm. A kitchen bell. The sound that said *food's up.* The sound that every diner and short-order kitchen and truck stop in America used to tell the server that the plate was ready and the clock was ticking and if you didn't grab it in the next thirty seconds, it was going to get cold and the cook was going to have opinions.

"That," Lena said, "is a service bell. When Benny's got a plate ready, he sets it on the shelf and hits the bell. One ding. Nell hears it from anywhere in the bar, comes to the window, grabs the plate, delivers it. No yelling. No guessing. No walking around the long way through the door. Benny cooks. Bell rings. Nell serves. That's how a kitchen works."

She looked at Benny. "Try it."

Benny walked around to the kitchen side. Looked at the bell sitting on the shelf. Looked at the plate with the cold cinnamon roll. He reached out and tapped the bell with one finger.

*Ding.*

Nell's head turned from across the bar like a hunting dog catching a scent. She was at the pass-through in three steps, hand on the plate before the sound had finished.

"That," Nell said, holding the plate, "is the best sound I've ever heard."

Benny hit the bell again. Just to hear it.

*Ding.*

"Huh," he said. And the pink was there — but it was a different pink. Not the embarrassed pink. Not the compliment pink. The pink of a man who had just been given a tool that made his kitchen real.

Nell grinned. The Nell grin — the one that was too big for her face and didn't care.

Lena wiped the sawdust off her hands. Wiped the sawdust off the Nokia. Looked at Emmett, who was still sitting on the bar stool with his beer, sawdust in his hair and splinters in his palms and his sleeves still rolled up and his coat still folded over a chair in his bookshop three buildings away.

He looked different without the coat. Thinner. More present. Like a man who'd been hiding behind wool and buttons and had just spent an afternoon holding a beam with his bare hands and was still processing the fact that he hadn't dropped it.

"Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For holding the beam."

"That's the job."

"That's the job. Yeah. It is."

She kissed him. Sawdust and all. Right there at the bar, with Benny wiping a glass and Nell grinning and Dolly raising her wine from across the room in a toast that nobody asked for but everybody needed.

Wright and Grail, Waterworks. First job complete.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. Sawdust on it.

Still there.

            

    
        B2 C14 - Steak, Eggs, and a Nod

    
    
    
    
                She needed a bath. She needed a bath the way drought-cracked earth needed rain — not wanted, not preferred, *needed*, in the biological-imperative sense where if she didn't get sawdust out of places sawdust had no business being, she was going to lose what was left of her mind.

She went upstairs. Stripped. The basin was on the washstand where it always was — ceramic, chipped at the rim, filled from a pitcher that she'd hauled up from the hand pump behind the kitchen that morning. Cold water. No tap. No plumbing. The irony of being a plumber who'd brought running water to an entire town and still had to pump her own bath water into a goddamn pitcher like it was 1847 was not lost on her. It was, in fact, the kind of irony that would have made her brother Duane say something devastating and accurate, which was why she was glad Duane was in another dimension.

She wrung the cloth. Scrubbed her hair over the basin. Scrubbed her arms. Scrubbed the back of her neck where sawdust had set up a permanent settlement and was apparently filing for statehood. The water in the basin turned brown. She dumped it out the window — the time-honored method of waste disposal in a building that predated indoor plumbing by about a century — refilled from the pitcher, and scrubbed again.

Clean shirt. The good jeans — the ones from the Copper Ridge tailor that fit like they'd been built around her body, because they had. Hair pulled back, still damp. She looked in the mirror. Same disaster, different hour. Freckles. Red hair. The face of a woman who had spent the afternoon cutting a hole in a wall and installing a beam with a man who'd never held lumber before today and hadn't dropped it.

She opened the drawer. The bras were stacked — three cotton, one green. The green one sat at the bottom like it was waiting for something. Like it knew something she didn't. Like it had opinions about timing and was keeping them to itself.

She closed the drawer.

Not yet. But the "not yet" was getting shorter. She could feel it — the distance between "not yet" and "maybe tonight" shrinking the way pipe shrinks when the temperature drops. Imperceptible unless you were measuring. She was measuring.

*Stop measuring the bra timeline, Lena. You are a grown woman with a pipe wrench and a business partner and you do not need to have a relationship with a piece of underwear.*

She went downstairs.

Henderson was at the bottom.

Not at the bottom of the stairs — at the swinging doors, halfway through them, his hat in his hand. Leaving. He'd been here. He'd come to the Ledger, walked in, talked to Benny, and was now walking out. He looked up at her on the stairs. Their eyes met.

He nodded.

That was it. One nod. The Henderson nod — the one that said *I did what you told me to do and it went the way you said it would go and I'm not going to make a speech about it because I'm Henderson and I don't make speeches.* He put his hat on. He walked out. The swinging doors creaked shut behind him.

She reached the bar. Sat on her stool. Nell appeared with whiskey — the girl was getting faster, reading the room better every hour. Two days and she already knew that Lena coming downstairs after a wash meant whiskey, not coffee.

"Smart girl," Lena said.

Nell beamed. The beam that was too big for the room and didn't care.

Benny was behind the bar. Rag in hand. But he wasn't wiping. The rag was just sitting there in his fist like a prop he'd forgotten to use. He was looking at the bar top. Not seeing it. Looking through it at something that was happening inside his own head.

"Benny."

He looked up. The pink was there — but it was a complicated pink. Not the happy pink. Not the embarrassed pink. The pink of a man who had been told something big and was still turning it over, testing the weight of it, trying to figure out where to set it down.

"Henderson was here," he said.

"I saw."

"He talked to me about — " He stopped. Started again. "He wants to invest. In the Ledger. In the expansion. The building next door. He'd fund the whole thing."

"I know."

Benny looked at her. The rag twitched. "You know?"

"He came to me first. Out at his ranch this morning — that door job that wasn't a door job. He wanted me to pitch it to you. I told him no. Told him to come to you directly. Rancher to cook."

"You told him to lead with the beef."

"He told you that?"

"He told me everything. That his cattle prices are up because of my cooking. That traders are changing their route to eat here. That his son's in the mountains and the ranch money needs somewhere to go." The rag moved — one slow pass across the bar, the processing gesture, the thing Benny did when his brain was working faster than his mouth. "He said one meal a night features his beef. That's it. That's the deal. He doesn't touch the kitchen. He doesn't tell me what to cook. One showcase."

"That's a good deal, Benny."

"I know it's a good deal." He set the rag down. Looked at her with the expression of a man standing at the edge of something and trying to decide if the drop was a cliff or a step. "What do you think I should do?"

"No."

"No?"

"I'm not answering that. It's your bar. It's your kitchen. It's your decision."

"Lena — "

"Benny, if I tell you what I think, you'll do it because I said it. Same reason I wouldn't pitch it for Henderson. You need to decide this on your own terms. Not because some plumber from North Carolina thinks it's a good idea. Not because a rancher with too much money and not enough sons thinks it's a good idea. Because *you* think it's a good idea."

He picked up the rag again. Put it down again. Picked it up. The processing loop — rag up, rag down, rag up — and she let him have it. She drank her whiskey and she let the man think.

"Huh," he said finally.

"Take your time."

"I might need a few days."

"Take a few days. Henderson's not going anywhere. His money's not going anywhere. The building next door isn't going anywhere." She finished the whiskey. Set the glass down. "Now feed me. I cut a hole in a wall today and installed a forty-five-pound beam with a man who prays to books and I am starving."

The rag. One clean pass. The shift — from processing Benny to cooking Benny, from the man with a decision to the man with a stove. She'd seen the shift a hundred times and it never got old. The weight left his shoulders. The focus came in. He disappeared into the kitchen.

---

*Ding.*

The bell. The service bell. Forge's iron bell on the pass-through shelf, and it was the first real ring — not a test, not a demonstration. Benny had put a plate on the shelf and hit the bell and the sound cut through the bar like a knife through butter flour.

Nell's head turned. She was at the far end of the bar, pouring someone a beer, and the bell brought her around like a compass finding north. Three steps. Plate in hand. Delivered to Lena's spot on the bar.

Steak and eggs.

Two thick-cut steaks — Henderson beef, obviously, seared in iron until the outside was black and crusty and the inside was pink and warm and weeping juice onto the plate. Three eggs, fried, the whites set and lacy at the edges, the yolks soft and golden and trembling like they knew they were about to be broken. A heel of bread on the side — yesterday's baguette, toasted, because Benny wasted nothing and yesterday's bread became today's toast and that was how a kitchen worked.

Simple. No sauce. No garnish. No side dish trying to steal the spotlight. Just meat and eggs and bread and the quiet confidence of a cook who knew that sometimes the best thing you could do with good ingredients was get out of their way.

She cut into the steak. The knife went through it like the beef wanted to be eaten — which it did, because Henderson's beef always wanted to be eaten, because Henderson raised cattle the way Forge made pipe: with thirty years of experience and no interest in cutting corners. The first bite hit her the way good steak always hit her — the sear first, then the salt, then the deep iron richness of beef that had been raised on grass and finished on grain and treated with the respect it deserved.

She broke a yolk. It ran across the plate in a golden river, pooling against the steak, soaking into the bread. She dragged the bread through it. Bit. Chewed. Closed her eyes.

This was the meal. Not the fancy one. Not the one that made her cry or yell or lecture Benny about cuisines he'd never heard of. This was the Tuesday-night meal. The meal that said *you worked hard today, here's protein and fat and carbohydrate, now sit down and be quiet and let your body do what it needs to do.*

Her dad had made steak and eggs. Saturday nights after a long week. Six kids at the table and a woman who'd left when Lena was nine and a cast-iron skillet that had been in the family longer than any of them. Dad didn't talk on steak-and-eggs night. He just cooked. He just fed them. And that was enough.

"Good?" Benny asked from the kitchen side of the pass-through. His face in the window. The pass-through she'd cut today. The window that existed because she'd put it there.

"Perfect," she said.

"Huh." He disappeared.

*Ding.* Another plate. Emmett's — because Emmett had walked in at his usual time, coat buttoned wrong, book under his arm, and Nell had already put a beer in front of him before he'd finished sitting down. The girl was learning. The girl was learning *fast.*

Emmett ate the way Emmett ate everything — quiet, focused, the small nod of appreciation that said more than any speech. He'd washed the sawdust out of his hair but she could still see splinters in his palms. The hands of a man who'd held a beam today. The hands of a man who was still processing the fact that he'd held a beam today.

"How are the hands?" she asked.

"Sore." He flexed them. Winced. "I didn't know lumber was that heavy."

"Lumber's always heavy. That's why we check our work. Because the thing you're installing is going to be heavy for a long time, and you only get one chance to put it in right."

"Is that a plumbing philosophy or a life philosophy?"

"Yes."

He smiled. The real one. The one she was still collecting.

They ate. The bar filled. Griff's crew came in from wherever Griff's crew went during the day. Dolly materialized at her table with wine and the expression of a woman who had heard about the pass-through from someone and wanted to inspect the results. Cade was in his corner. Cards out. Watching.

*Ding.* Plates for Griff's table. Nell moving. The bell working. The system working — cook to window to server to table, the way every diner and short-order kitchen in America had worked since someone figured out that a bell and a hole in a wall were better than yelling.

Benny was using it. Not self-consciously — naturally. Plate on the shelf. Hand on the bell. *Ding.* Back to the stove. He'd absorbed the rhythm in one evening, the way he absorbed everything that made his kitchen work better. The bell was already his.

Lena watched. Drank whiskey. Felt the particular warmth of a woman who had built something today that was already working.

"Good day," Emmett said.

"Good day."

"The beam held."

"The beam's going to hold for twenty years."

"I helped with that."

"You did."

He looked at his hands again. The splinters. The red marks. She reached across and took one of his hands — the left one, the one that had been shaking on the bar stool while she nailed three-inch spikes two feet from his face. She held it. Not romantically. Not performatively. The way you held the hand of someone who'd been brave today and didn't know they'd been brave.

"Thank you," she said. Again. Because some things were worth saying twice.

He kissed her. Right there at the bar. Not a big kiss — a tired kiss. The kind of kiss that happened between two people who were exhausted and sawdust-flavored and too worn out to be coy about the fact that they wanted to press their mouths together before going to sleep. Benny didn't look up. Nell grinned. Dolly raised her glass.

They were past sneaking. They were past the careful dances and the tentative goodnight pecks at the bookshop door. They were two people who kissed at the bar now, in front of everyone, because that's what they were and pretending otherwise was more work than either of them had the energy for.

"I should go," Emmett said. "I can barely keep my eyes open."

"Go. I'll see you tomorrow."

"Tomorrow." He stood. Coat still buttoned wrong. Book still under his arm. He'd sat through the entire meal with a book under his arm and hadn't opened it once, which for Emmett Grail was the equivalent of a love declaration carved into a mountainside.

He left. She didn't walk him. Three buildings. He'd make it.

*Ding.*

Nell looked up. Nothing on the shelf. She looked at the pass-through. Benny's face was in the window. He wasn't holding a plate. He was just looking through the opening — his kitchen, his bar, connected by a hole in a wall that a plumber had cut with a saw and a phone from 2003.

"Just testing," he said.

"Huh," Nell said.

Benny disappeared. Nell went back to pouring. The bar settled into its late-evening quiet — the particular hush of a room that was winding down, the conversations getting softer, the lamplight getting warmer, the whiskey doing its slow work on everyone's edges.

Lena sat on her stool. Last one at the bar, which was becoming her habit now that Emmett had started leaving before she did. She finished her whiskey. Listened to the quiet. The tap running in the kitchen — someone getting water. Her water. The bell sitting on the shelf, iron and silent, waiting for the next *ding.*

She went upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

She opened the drawer. Three cotton bras. One green.

She touched the lace. Just with her fingertips. The fabric was cool and soft and had no business being in a drawer in a saloon in a town that didn't know what lace was for.

She knew what lace was for.

She closed the drawer. Lay in the dark. Thought about beams and bells and a man who hadn't dropped it. Thought about Henderson's nod and Benny's decision and a town that was building itself from the inside out.

Thought about the green bra.

Thought about tomorrow.

She patted her hip. Nokia wasn't there — it was on the nightstand. But the habit was there. The check. The confirmation that the thing she carried was still where she'd left it.

Still there. Everything was still there.

            

    
        B2 C15 - Breakfast Rolls and a Sign

    
    
    
    
                Day 7.

The smell woke her up. Not gently — aggressively. The kind of smell that didn't knock on the door of your nostrils so much as kick it in, move the furniture around, and start redecorating.

Spice. Meat. Something warm and savory and wrapped in something else that was thin and toasted and —

She was downstairs before she'd finished lacing her boots.

Nell was behind the bar. Benny was at the pass-through — his face in the window, the window that had been there for three days now and already looked like it had been there forever. He set something on the shelf.

Not a plate. A bundle. A rolled-up, golden-brown, slightly charred cylinder about the size of her forearm, sitting on a plate but clearly not a plate-food. This was hand-food. Grab-and-go food. The kind of food that existed because someone somewhere had decided that breakfast should be portable and the rest of the world had spent centuries agreeing.

*Ding.*

Nell grabbed it. Set it in front of Lena. Stood back with the particular expression of a girl who had already eaten one and was waiting for the reaction.

Lena picked it up. It was warm. Heavy for its size — the weight of eggs and meat and something starchy packed tight inside a thin flour shell that had been toasted on iron until it was golden and slightly crispy at the folds. She could feel the filling shift inside when she tilted it.

She bit.

Eggs. Scrambled, soft, seasoned with something warm and slightly smoky — a pepper she couldn't name, but her tongue knew the shape of it. The way you know a word in a language you've forgotten. Sausage — crumbled, fried hard, the same Henderson sausage Nell had been learning to cook with. And underneath the eggs and meat, something shredded and crispy and golden that crunched when she bit through it.

Hash browns. The son of a bitch had made hash browns. Shredded potato — or whatever this world's version of potato was — fried in fat until the outside was lacework and the inside was soft and the whole thing existed solely to give the eggs and meat something to lean against.

All of it wrapped in a flour shell so thin she could almost see through it. Rolled tight. Sealed at the ends where the shell had been folded over itself like an envelope.

A burrito. Benny Harwick had made a goddamn breakfast burrito.

"Benny."

His face appeared in the pass-through. "Yeah?"

"What is this called?"

"Breakfast roll." He shrugged. The Benny shrug. "Eggs, sausage, shredded fry potato, some spice. Wrapped in a thin flour shell. Figured people might want breakfast they can carry."

*Breakfast they can carry.* The man had independently invented the concept of portable breakfast food. He'd looked at eggs and sausage and hash browns — three things that traditionally required a plate, a fork, and a seated position — and thought *what if I just rolled all this shit up in a tortilla and handed it to someone.*

"Benny, how did you — " She stopped. She'd stopped asking that question weeks ago. The answer was always the same. *I just threw some stuff together.* The man's brain received instructions from somewhere she couldn't see and executed them with the precision of a chef who'd trained at the Culinary Institute of Wherever The Fuck and the vocabulary of a man who called everything by what it looked like.

"It's a burrito," she said.

"It's a breakfast roll."

"It's a burrito, Benny. B-U-R-R-I-T-O. It's — you know what, never mind. Breakfast roll. Sure. It's perfect. The shell — what are you calling that?"

"Thin bread."

"It's a tortilla."

"It's thin bread."

"It's a — fine. Thin bread. I'm not fighting this one. Not today." She took another bite. The egg was still warm. The hash browns crunched. The sausage was salty and perfect and she was eating a breakfast burrito in a fantasy saloon and the cook didn't know he'd just invented Tex-Mex and she was going to have to live with that for the rest of her life.

Nell appeared with coffee. "Do you want another one? Benny made a whole tray."

"A whole tray."

"He said they're for the crews. So people can eat while they walk to work."

Lena looked at the pass-through. Benny was already back at the stove, rolling another one — hands moving fast, the flour shell spread flat, eggs ladled, sausage scattered, potato layered, fold, fold, tuck, roll, onto the iron for the sear. He'd built a system. He'd built an assembly line for breakfast burritos and he didn't know what an assembly line was and he didn't know what a burrito was and she was going to stop thinking about this because it made her brain hurt.

She finished the burrito. Drank her coffee. Slid the Ledger to Nell. Nell caught it one-handed without looking — a week in and the girl had every rhythm in this bar memorized like she'd been born behind it.

"Mae has nothing for me today," Lena said, standing up. "I'm checking on the crews, then heading to the Hallett trench. Long day."

"Want me to send burritos — breakfast rolls — to the work site?" Nell asked.

"Send all of them. Griff's crew will lose their minds."

---

She walked past the bookshop on the way to the south road and stopped.

Emmett was outside. Not inside at his desk — outside, on the boardwalk, standing on a step stool that looked like it had been borrowed from Mae's shop. He was holding one end of a wooden sign against the wall above his door. The sign was painted — clean, dark letters on a pale background, the kind of lettering that came from someone who worked with straight edges and good brushes.

**WRIGHT & GRAIL, WATERWORKS**

Garret's work. She recognized the timber — the same clean-grain stock he'd supplied for the pass-through. The sign was about three feet wide, a foot tall, with iron brackets at each end for mounting. Emmett was holding it in place with one hand and trying to mark the bolt holes with a pencil in the other, which was not going well because holding a sign and marking holes required either three hands or a partner and Emmett had neither.

"You need help," she said.

He looked down from the stool. Sawdust in his hair — wait, no, that was paint. White paint. On his collar, his sleeve, his jaw. The man had been doing something with paint before she got here and it had gone the way things went when Emmett tried to do physical tasks without supervision.

"I'm managing," he said.

"You have paint on your face."

"I'm aware."

"You have paint on your face and the sign is crooked."

He looked at the sign. It was, in fact, crooked. Not dramatically — just enough that a plumber who spent her life checking levels and measuring grade could see it from twenty feet away.

"Give me that." She climbed up on a crate next to his stool. Took the other end of the sign. Leveled it — by eye, which was all she needed, because thirteen years of checking pipe grade had calibrated her internal level to within a quarter bubble. "Mark it."

He marked it. She held. He drilled — slowly, carefully, the way Emmett did everything, with the focused precision of a man who had read about drilling holes in a book and was now applying the theory. The brackets went on. The sign went up. Four bolts, snug, the wood sitting flush against the clapboard of his shop.

They stepped back. Looked at it.

**WRIGHT & GRAIL, WATERWORKS**

Her name. His name. Their work. On a sign. On a building. In a town she'd stumbled into seven weeks ago with a dead phone and no plan.

"That's us," she said.

"That's us." His voice was quiet. The Emmett quiet — not shy, not nervous. The quiet of a man who was feeling something too big for the space his voice usually occupied.

She turned to him. He turned to her. They were standing close — the crate and the stool had put them at the same height, faces level, and she could see the paint on his jaw and the ink on his fingers and the look in his eyes that said *this is real and I still can't believe it.*

She held up her hand. Palm out. Flat. Fingers spread.

He looked at it. Looked at her face. Looked at the hand.

"What are you doing?"

"It's called a high five. You slap your hand against mine."

"Why?"

"Because we just put a sign up. Because our names are on a building. Because something good happened and where I come from, when something good happens, you high-five. It's a — it's a celebration thing. You slap my hand and it means *we did it.*"

He looked at her hand. Looked at his own hand. Raised it — slowly, the way you'd approach an animal you weren't sure about — and pressed his palm against hers. Not a slap. A press. Gentle. Like he was afraid of hurting her hand.

"Harder," she said.

He pulled back. Tried again. This time it was more of a pat. A firm, scholarly pat. Like he was testing the structural integrity of her palm.

"That's — you know what, that's fine. That's a high five. You'll get better at it."

"Will there be more occasions?"

"Emmett, I'm going to be high-fiving you every time we finish a job. You're going to get sick of it."

"I don't think I will," he said. And the look on his face — paint on his jaw, lens crooked, hand still raised from the worst high five in the history of celebratory gestures — was the look of a man who meant it.

She kissed him. Quick. On the mouth. Because their names were on a sign and his hand was still up and she couldn't not.

"I've got pipe to lay," she said.

"I know."

"Long day. Griff's crew is trenching the Hallett run and I need to be there when they hit the junction point."

"I'll have the Hallett invoice ready by supper."

"I know you will."

She stepped off the crate. Looked at the sign one more time.

Wright and Grail, Waterworks.

She walked south. Tool belt. Nokia. Boots checked.

---

The Hallett trench was clean.

Griff's crew had been at it since dawn — four men, shovels and picks, cutting a line from the main pipe route to the Hallett property at the end of the west road. The trench was eighteen inches deep, twelve inches wide, running straight and true along the route she'd staked out three days ago. The crew had learned her standards on the main line and they hadn't forgotten: clean walls, consistent depth, no roots left in the bottom, grade checked every twenty feet.

"Morning, Wright." Griff was at the head of the trench, drinking from a canteen. Sweat on his forehead despite the early hour. The man worked ahead of his crew the way a good foreman should — first one in, setting the pace.

"Morning, Griff. How's the grade?"

"Holding. Quarter inch per foot, just like you said. We hit a rock shelf about forty feet back — had to go around it. Added maybe six feet to the run."

"Show me."

He showed her. The deviation was clean — a gentle curve around the shelf, then back on line. She checked the grade with the stick she'd notched for the purpose — a straight piece of timber with marks at the right intervals, held level against the trench bottom. The water would flow. The curve wouldn't trap air. Griff's crew had done it right.

"Good work. Tell your boys that's professional-grade trenching."

"I'll tell them Wright said so. That's better than professional grade in this town."

Dell appeared. Because Dell always appeared. He was carrying a wooden crate and his face was doing the thing — the excited-duckling thing, the one that meant he'd heard about something and couldn't wait to share.

"Miss Wright! Nell sent breakfast rolls!"

"Burritos."

"What?"

"Never mind. Hand them out."

Dell distributed Benny's breakfast burritos to the crew with the reverence of a man handing out holy scripture. The reaction was immediate and unanimous — four miners eating with one hand and holding shovels with the other, because the burritos were designed for exactly this and Benny was a genius who didn't know he was a genius and the crew was going to demand these every morning for the rest of their lives.

Lena ate a second one herself. Standing at the edge of the trench. Looking at the line of turned earth running west toward the Hallett property where a family was about to get running water because a plumber from Raleigh had decided that pipes belonged in the ground and a rancher's investment money belonged in a kitchen and a scholar's name belonged on a sign.

Then she went to work.

The pipe was staged — Forge's sections, delivered yesterday on Henderson's cart, stacked alongside the trench on timber cribbing to keep them out of the dirt. Three-quarter inch bore, bell ends, the same design as the main line but smaller. Branch pipe. Distribution pipe. The pipe that carried water the last hundred feet from the main to the tap.

She dropped into the trench. The Nokia went on her hip. The caulking iron went in her hand. The oakum went in her belt pouch — Juna's hemp fiber, tarred and twisted, the stuff that packed into bell joints like it was born for the purpose.

First joint. She slid the spigot end of one section into the bell end of the next. Packed the oakum — tight, even, three wraps of tarred fiber pushed into the gap with the caulking iron. Then the solder — heated in Forge's portable pot that Dell was tending at the trench edge, poured into the joint in a smooth, continuous ring, filling the space above the oakum and sealing it shut.

One joint. Watertight. Permanent. The first of forty.

"Backfill," she called.

Griff's crew moved behind her — shovels working, dirt going back into the trench around the pipe, tamped down in layers the way she'd taught them on the main line. Not thrown in. Placed. Tamped. Layer by layer, because backfill that wasn't compacted settled, and settled backfill meant unsupported pipe, and unsupported pipe meant cracked joints, and cracked joints meant doing the whole goddamn thing twice.

They fell into the rhythm. Lena at the front, joining pipe. The crew behind, backfilling. Dell at the solder pot, keeping the temperature steady. Griff moving between them, checking, correcting, keeping the line moving.

Joint. Pack. Pour. Backfill. Tamp. Move forward six feet. Repeat.

The sun tracked across the sky. The trench filled behind her as fast as she cleared it ahead. By midmorning they'd laid sixty feet. By noon, a hundred and twenty. By the time the afternoon shadows started leaning east, they were two hundred feet in and the Hallett property was visible at the end of the trench — the foundation, the rising walls, the house that was going to have running water before it had a finished roof.

Her hands were black with tar. Her knees were mud. The Nokia had been used as a hammer six times — driving stakes, seating pipe, tapping a joint that wasn't sitting right. Her arms ached the way arms ached when you'd been packing oakum and pouring solder for eight hours straight.

Good ache. Working ache. The kind of ache her dad called *earned tired*, which was different from regular tired because regular tired meant you needed to rest and earned tired meant you'd done something that deserved to exist.

"That's the day," she said. Standing up in the trench. Stretching. Her back popped in three places. "We'll finish the run tomorrow. Junction to the main is going to need a tee fitting — I'll talk to Forge tonight."

Griff nodded. The crew shouldered their shovels. Dell collected the solder pot. The trench sat behind them — two hundred feet of filled earth with iron pipe underneath, sealed joints, proper backfill, the invisible infrastructure that nobody would see and everybody would use.

She climbed out of the trench. Wiped her hands on her jeans — the work jeans, not the good ones; she'd learned that lesson. Looked west at the Hallett property. Then east, back toward town, where a sign hung above a bookshop door with her name on it.

Wright and Grail, Waterworks. First branch line. Day one of forty joints, and the pipe was in the ground.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Tar on it.

Still there.

            

    
        B2 C16 - A Bath, a Pot Roast, and a Promise

    
    
    
    
                The perfume found her before Dolly did. It always did — arriving like an advance scout, floral and warm and completely unapologetic, announcing that Dolly Vane was somewhere nearby and the world should prepare itself accordingly.

"You look like someone dragged you behind a horse," Dolly said from the top of the stairs. She was leaning against her doorframe in something silk that had no business existing in a frontier town and watching Lena climb the steps with the slow, heavy tread of a woman who had been in a trench for eight hours and was carrying approximately three pounds of dried mud on her person.

"I feel like someone dragged me behind a horse. I need a bath."

"Darling, you need more than a bath. You need a resurrection." Dolly stepped aside and swept her arm toward the room. "Get in here before you ruin my hallway."

Dolly's room was the same as always — warm, lit by lamps that cast the kind of light that made everything look softer, the copper tub in the center already steaming because Dolly had seen Lena come in from the trench and had started filling it before Lena made it up the first step. The woman read people the way Lena read pipe grade — automatically, constantly, without effort.

Lena stripped. No modesty, not with Dolly — they'd been past that since the first bath in the first week, the bath that had cracked something open between them that neither had tried to close. She lowered herself into the water and the heat hit her muscles and her joints and her bones and every single part of her body that had been screaming for the last three hours said *thank you* in unison.

"Oh, fuck me," she breathed.

"Don't tempt me. You've got legs for days and you just put them in my bathtub." Dolly pulled a stool behind the tub and ran her fingers across Lena's shoulders — not massaging, just touching. Assessing. The way a sculptor checked marble. "God, your shoulders. Have you always had shoulders like this or is that the pipe work?"

"Dolly, my shoulders are covered in mud."

"Your shoulders are covered in muscle and the mud is just decoration. Tip your head back."

Lena tipped. Dolly's fingers went into her hair — the wet red mess, tangled with sawdust and tar residue and the accumulated sins of a day spent in a ditch. Dolly worked through it the way she did everything — thoroughly, patiently, with the particular attention of a woman who believed that touching someone's hair was an act of intimacy and she was right.

"When's the last time you washed this properly?"

"Define properly."

"With soap, with intent, and with someone who appreciates what they're looking at."

"Tuesday."

"It's not Tuesday."

"Everything's Tuesday. I don't know what day it is. I can't read the clock tower and I don't want to. Tuesday is a state of mind, Dolly. It's the day when nothing special is supposed to happen but things happen anyway."

Dolly laughed. The real laugh — the one that broke through the professional polish. She worked the soap through Lena's hair in long, slow strokes. The smell was good — something herbal, something clean, the soap Dolly kept for herself and the people she actually liked.

The water ran brown, then gray, then clear. Dolly rinsed. Her fingers stayed in Lena's hair longer than they needed to, working the clean strands between her fingers.

"You have beautiful hair, you know. When it's not hosting a construction site."

"It's red and it does whatever it wants and I lost control of it in 2009."

"Red hair, freckles, and those arms?" Dolly's hand trailed down Lena's bicep under the water. "If I were Emmett, I'd have lost my mind by now. How that man sits next to you every night and keeps his hands to himself is either the greatest act of self-control in the history of this town or evidence that he needs a direct invitation written in a language he can read."

"He keeps his hands to himself because he's a gentleman."

"He keeps his hands to himself because you haven't told him he can stop." Dolly's voice was warm but the words weren't soft. They never were. "Legs."

She was already reaching for the razor and the brush.

"Please. I feel like I'm growing a second pair of pants."

Dolly lathered the brush. Worked the soap along Lena's calf. The razor came out — sharp, maintained, Dolly's instruments were as precise as Forge's. The first stroke pulled clean and close and Lena watched the ceiling and didn't move.

"Look at this skin," Dolly said, running her thumb along the freshly shaved line. "Smooth as cream. You have *gorgeous* legs, Lena. Long, strong, the kind of legs that make a man forget his own name. And you keep them buried under denim like you're smuggling contraband."

"My legs spent today standing in a ditch. They're not gorgeous. They're functional."

"They're both. The two things aren't mutually exclusive." The razor moved to the other leg. "You know what I notice when you walk into a room? Before anyone notices the Nokia, before they notice the tool belt, before they notice the attitude?"

"What?"

"Your hips. You walk like a woman who knows where she's going and doesn't care who's watching. But the thing is — people ARE watching. Men watch. Women watch. I watch. Because you have the kind of body that makes people look, and you have absolutely no idea, and that's the most maddening thing about you."

"Dolly, I'm a thirty-five-year-old plumber with calluses on my hands and tar under my fingernails. Nobody is watching my hips."

"Emmett watches your hips."

"Emmett watches my *face.*"

"He watches your face because he's in love with you and your face is where you live. But I promise you — I *promise* you — he has noticed your hips. He's noticed your waist. He's noticed the way your shirt pulls across your chest when you reach for something on a high shelf. He's a scholar, Lena, not a monk. The man has eyes and a pulse and I guarantee you both are working overtime."

Lena felt the heat climb up her neck. Not embarrassment — something else. Something she didn't have a word for. The feeling of being told you were wanted by someone who had no reason to lie about it.

"You're impossible," she said.

"I'm accurate. There's a difference." Dolly rinsed the razor. Set it aside. Her hand stayed on Lena's knee — casual, warm, the touch of a woman who touched people for a living and did it without agenda. Or with very specific agenda that had nothing to do with what it looked like. "Stand up."

"What?"

"Stand up. In the tub. I need to get your back."

Lena stood. Water ran off her. She was naked in a copper tub in lamplight in front of a woman in silk and she didn't care because it was Dolly and Dolly had seen everything and judged nothing.

Dolly looked at her. Not a glance — a look. The slow, appreciative, head-to-toe inventory of a woman who assessed bodies professionally and was currently assessing one she genuinely admired.

"Jesus, Lena."

"What?"

"You. All of you. You're standing there like it's nothing and you look like — " She shook her head. "You have no idea what you look like, do you?"

"I look like a wet plumber."

"You look like a woman who could break a man in half and he'd thank her for it. Your arms alone — and your stomach, have you seen your stomach lately? The pipe work did this to you. You were pretty when you got here. You're *devastating* now."

"Dolly — "

"Turn around. Let me do your back."

Lena turned. The cloth was warm and soapy and Dolly worked it across her shoulders, down her spine, with the slow thoroughness of a woman who believed that every square inch of skin deserved attention. She worked the knots in Lena's lower back — gently, carefully, the touch that was professional and personal at the same time.

"When Kevin left," Dolly said quietly, "what did he take with him?"

The name hit different than it used to. Softer. Duller. Like a bruise that had faded from purple to yellow but was still there if you pressed it.

"My credit score and my belief in the basic decency of dental hygienists."

"He took more than that." The cloth moved. Slow circles on her shoulder blades. "He took the part of you that believes someone can look at all of this — " A gesture that encompassed everything. "— and stay."

The tub was quiet. The water was quiet. Lena's throat was doing something she didn't authorize.

"You're overstepping," Lena said. But her voice was wrong. Too quiet. Not enough edge.

"I'm not. I'm standing exactly where you need me to stand." Dolly rinsed the cloth. "Sit down. Let me do the conditioner."

Lena sat. Dolly worked the conditioner through her hair — slow, methodical, the kind of attention that made you feel like the most important person in the room because for Dolly, right now, you were. The flirtation settled into something quieter. Not gone — banked. Like a fire that Dolly could stoke whenever she needed to.

The bath shifted — the way conversations with Dolly always shifted.

"Tell me about the business," Dolly said.

"Wright and Grail. First branch line started today. Hallett property — two hundred feet in the ground by end of day. Crewe line starts next week. If Dunnigan comes around, that's three."

"And the money?"

"Emmett handles the money. Forty-six gold per house. Half up front, half on completion. Ten percent margin."

"Whose margin?"

Lena blinked. "Ours. Wright and Grail's."

"And what's Emmett's share of that margin?"

"We haven't — we're still working that out."

"Work it out." Dolly's voice was even. Not pushy. Just certain. "A man who does good work and doesn't get paid for it will eventually stop doing the work or stop respecting himself."

"I told him the same thing."

"Then finish it. Put a number on his time." She rinsed the conditioner. "How many families are waiting after these three?"

"Mae thinks at least four more by the end of the month."

"And the water tower? The big project?"

Lena looked at her. "When did I mention the water tower?"

"At dinner. Three nights ago. You were talking to Emmett about long-term infrastructure and I was two tables away with a glass of wine and ears, Lena. I have ears."

"You were eavesdropping."

"I was dining in proximity." Dolly wrung out Lena's hair with the towel. Her hands slowed. Something settled behind her eyes — something quieter than the flirting. "Can I tell you something?"

"You're going to tell me regardless."

"My clients are changing."

Lena sat up slightly. "Changing how?"

"The regulars — the ones who've been coming to me for years — they're not coming back as often. Harker used to visit every two weeks. He hasn't been in a month. The Greyson widow — every ten days, like clockwork. She came once three weeks ago and hasn't returned." Dolly folded the towel. "But the new ones — the ones who started coming in the last few weeks — they're different. They talk more. They stay longer. They come in with something specific on their minds and they leave looking like they've put something down they've been carrying."

"Isn't that the job?"

"The job is comfort. But this is different. The regulars used to need five visits to work through something. Now the new ones are working through it in one. Sometimes half of one. They sit down, they start talking, and I — " She paused. The razor was in her hand, not being used. Just held. The way Benny held his rag. "I see things now. About people. Things I didn't used to see. The root of what's wrong, not just the surface. A man comes in and says he's lonely and I can tell — I don't know how — that he's not lonely at all. He's guilty about something and the loneliness is just where the guilt lives. So I talk to the guilt instead of the loneliness and he leaves in half the time looking like a different person."

"That's — "

"That's new. That's been happening for a while. Gradually." She looked at Lena. The look was different — searching. "I keep better records than you'd think."

"Dolly, that sounds like you're just getting better at your job."

"Maybe." She didn't sound convinced. "But it feels like more than that. It feels like I know things I shouldn't know." She shook it off — toss of the hair, recalibration of the smile. "Anyway. Your bath's getting cold and you have a man to feed. Up."

Lena stood. Dolly handed her the big towel — the good one, the soft one. She toweled off while Dolly moved around the room, putting away the razor, the soap, the brush. Everything in its place.

"Dolly."

"Hmm?"

"The green bra."

"Yes?"

"I'll wear it when I'm ready."

"Oh, I know you will." Dolly set the last bottle on the shelf. Turned around. The flirt was back — not the banked version, the full blaze. "And when you do, that man is going to swallow his own tongue. Because you in green lace? With those shoulders and that waist and everything else I just spent an hour looking at?" She fanned herself with one hand, theatrical and genuine at the same time. "Emmett Grail won't survive it. They'll find him on the floor of his bookshop clutching a first edition and muttering your name."

"You're ridiculous."

"I'm right. And you know I'm right. That's why you're blushing."

"I am NOT — " She looked down. Her chest was pink. "That's the hot water."

"That's the truth and the hot water and you can blame whichever one makes you feel better." Dolly crossed the room and hugged her — arms around her shoulders, perfume enveloping them both, the warmth of a woman who had just spent an hour telling her friend she was beautiful and meant every syllable. "Five gold."

"Worth ten."

"I know. Friend rate."

"Dolly, I swear to God — "

"Go eat, gorgeous. You smell like a woman instead of a drainage ditch and we should preserve that while it lasts."

---

The Rusty Ledger smelled like something that had been happening low and slow all afternoon, the way the best things in a kitchen happened — patient, unhurried, the kind of smell that built itself layer by layer until it filled the room and made you forget you'd ever eaten anything else in your life.

*Ding.*

Nell at the pass-through. Plate in hand. Delivered to Lena's spot with the smooth, automatic efficiency of a girl who had been listening to a bell for three days and already responded to it the way a bird responded to dawn.

Pot roast.

Not just pot roast. Pot roast that had been braised in something acidic and sharp — she could smell the bite before she tasted it. The meat was Henderson beef, obviously, a chuck roast that had spent the afternoon in a covered iron pot, falling apart into shreds that barely held together on the plate. The color was darker than a normal braise — deeper, with a sheen that said something peppery and vinegary had been in the pot with it. Peppers. Whole peppers, softened to nothing, their heat dissolved into the liquid that had become the sauce.

Next to it: mashed potatoes. Not the polite kind. The real kind. Whipped with butter until they were obscene — fluffy, golden, the kind of mashed potatoes that existed as a vehicle for whatever was sitting next to them and were also somehow better than whatever was sitting next to them. Benny had salted them right. Benny always salted them right.

She took a bite of the roast.

Her eyes watered.

Not from sadness. From the *bite.* The heat wasn't on the surface — it was woven into the meat, infused during the braise, the slow steady burn of peppers that had spent hours dissolving into the cooking liquid. The beef fell apart on her tongue and the heat rose through it and the vinegar cut through the richness and the whole thing was —

Cody had made this. Not Benny. Her brother Cody. Two years ago. He'd called her on a Sunday and said *you gotta come over, I found this thing online, everybody's making it, you won't believe how easy it is.* Mississippi pot roast. A chuck roast with a packet of ranch seasoning and a jar of pepperoncini dumped on top and slow-cooked for eight hours. The internet had lost its collective mind over it. Cody had served it on paper plates in his apartment with the game on and three of the brothers arguing about football and the pot roast had been the only thing all six of them agreed on that entire afternoon.

This was better.

This was better because Benny didn't have ranch seasoning packets or pepperoncini or an internet to find the recipe on. He had beef and peppers and vinegar and time and whatever instinct told him to put them all in a pot and wait. The man had reinvented the viral pot roast of the American internet without access to the American internet, which was the kind of thing that should have been impossible and was instead just Tuesday.

She ate. She ate the way you eat when you've been in a trench all day and someone has been slow-cooking beef for you while you worked — grateful and silent and focused on the plate because the plate deserved focus.

The mashed potatoes were a crime against moderation. She didn't care. She dragged the roast through them. She ate them straight. She used the bread to mop up the braising liquid pooling on the plate like liquid gold with a kick.

Emmett walked in. His time. His stool. Nell had a beer waiting. He sat down and Nell delivered his plate — same roast, same potatoes — and he took one bite and his eyes went wide and stayed wide for about three seconds, which for a man who processed everything internally was the equivalent of screaming.

"What is this?" he asked.

"Pot roast with a temper."

"It burns."

"It burns good."

"It does burn good." He took another bite. Didn't flinch this time. The man was learning.

They ate together. The bar was full — it was always full now. A restaurant that didn't know it was a restaurant, serving food that didn't know it was cuisine, to a town that didn't know it was growing.

*Ding. Ding. Ding.* Nell moving. Bell ringing. The system working.

"Good day?" Emmett asked.

"Two hundred feet of pipe in the ground. Thirty-three joints. We'll finish tomorrow. Tee fitting at the junction — Forge will have it by morning."

"I saw the invoice from Garret. Sign materials — he only charged us for timber and brackets. Didn't charge for the painting."

"Why not?"

"He said it was his contribution. Wanted his name associated with the sign."

"That's Dustbreak."

"That's Dustbreak," Emmett agreed.

They finished supper. Whiskey — one each, because they were both too tired for two. The bar wound down. Nell cleared plates. Benny wiped the bar. The bell sat on the shelf, iron and quiet.

"Walk?" Emmett said.

"Three buildings."

They walked. The night was cool and clean and the boardwalk was quiet under their boots. The sign was visible from the street — she could see it above the bookshop door, the letters catching the lamplight from inside. Their names. Still there.

At the door he stopped. She stopped. Not a dance anymore. Just where they stood at the end of the day.

She kissed him. Not tired tonight. Clean tonight — Dolly's soap on her skin, her hair still damp, smelling like herbs instead of a trench. His hands found her waist. Her hands found his jaw. The kiss lasted longer than it needed to and not as long as she wanted it to and that was the space they were living in right now — the space between enough and more. The space where the green bra lived.

*Your shoulders. Your hips. Your waist. Everything else I just spent an hour looking at.*

Dolly's voice. In her head. Not pushing. Just there.

"Tomorrow," she said.

"More pipe?"

"More pipe. More joints. More backfill."

"I'll be at the desk. Crewe proposal."

"I know."

"And the Hallett materials reconciliation from Forge — "

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"Go to sleep."

He smiled. The real one. The one with the crooked lens and the paint still on his jaw.

"Good night, Lena."

"Good night, Emmett."

He went inside. She walked back. Three buildings. The sign overhead. The lamplight in his window — he was going to read before he slept, because Emmett Grail could not go to bed without reading.

Upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

She didn't open the drawer tonight. She didn't need to. She knew what was in it. She knew where it was going. She could feel the distance closing — not because anyone was pushing her, but because a woman in a silk robe had spent an hour telling her she was worth looking at and some part of her, the part she didn't let talk very often, was starting to think Dolly might not be full of shit.

She lay in the dark. Clean. Warm. Sore in all the right places. Two hundred feet of pipe in the ground and a sign on a building and a man three buildings away with paint on his jaw reading by lamplight.

*You look like a woman who could break a man in half and he'd thank her for it.*

She smiled in the dark.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C17 - Steak, Eggs, and a Hyphen

    
    
    
    
                Henderson's meat was coming in fast now — not the occasional brisket or the once-a-week rib roast from the early days. This was daily. Cuts arriving before dawn on Henderson's cart, wrapped in cloth, stacked in the cold box behind the kitchen. Beef. Pork. Henderson was running a supply line to the Rusty Ledger the way Forge ran iron to the pipe route — steady, reliable, and getting bigger.

Breakfast was steak and eggs. Again. Not that she was complaining — Henderson beef for breakfast was the kind of problem she wished she'd had back in Raleigh, where breakfast had been gas station coffee and whatever protein bar was in the glovebox of the van. Benny had seared the steak in iron with salt and pepper and nothing else, because the man had learned — or intuited, or been told by whatever cosmic cooking instructor lived rent-free in his brain — that good beef didn't need help. It needed heat and time and respect and then it needed to be left the hell alone.

The eggs were fried. The yolks were soft. The bread was toasted. She ate.

*Ding.*

Nell delivered coffee. The girl was a machine now — bell, plate, coffee, beer, clear, repeat. A week and change and she moved through the bar like she'd been born with a tray in her hand.

Benny came through the kitchen door. Not carrying food. Carrying the rag, but not using it. The rag-in-hand-but-not-wiping tell. The processing tell. Except this morning it was different — this morning his face wasn't the pink of a man thinking. It was the pink of a man who had already thought and was ready to talk.

He sat on the stool next to her. Benny never sat on a stool. Benny stood behind the bar. Benny wiped things. Benny cooked. Benny did not sit on stools in his own establishment because the bar was his workplace and you didn't sit down at your workplace while the workplace was open.

"Benny."

"I've decided."

She set down her fork. "Okay."

"Henderson's deal. I'm taking it."

"Good."

"He's generous. More generous than I expected. The money covers the building, the remodel, the kitchen buildout — all of it. And he doesn't want a cut of the business. No percentage. No ownership stake." The rag moved. One pass. Processing, but excited processing — the kind where the brain was running ahead of the mouth. "He wants a sign. In the expansion. Something that says the beef is his. 'Proudly Serving Henderson Meats' — his words, not mine. And one beef dish a day on the menu. That's it. One dish, his beef, my kitchen. He doesn't choose what I make. He doesn't tell me how to cook it. He just wants his name on the wall and his meat on a plate."

"That's the deal you should have taken three days ago."

"I needed three days." The rag stopped. He looked at it. Set it on the bar. When Benny set the rag down, it meant the processing was done and the decision was final. "He's expanding too. Not just beef. Pigs. He wants to see if pork takes off the way the beef has. Said he's been watching how I handle the sausage — the breakfast rolls, the gravy — and he thinks there's a market."

"Henderson's not wrong. If the beef sells, the pork sells. Different cuts, different meals, same principle — good meat in good hands."

"That's what he said. Almost those exact words." The pink deepened. Not embarrassment. Pride. Lena had seen Benny embarrassed a hundred times and proud maybe twice, and this was one of them. "I want to hire more help. Nell's good — Nell's great — but if I'm running a full kitchen in an expanded space, I need at least two more people. Somebody on prep, somebody learning the grill. Mae can find them."

"Mae can find anyone."

"And I need — " He stopped. Looked at her. The look was different from the processing look. This was the asking look. The one he used when he wanted something from Lena specifically and wasn't sure she'd say yes, even though she'd never said no to him in her life.

"What do you need, Benny?"

"I need you. For the expansion. The buildout." He leaned forward on the stool. "Henderson wants it too — he asked me to ask you. We need water in the rooms upstairs. Running water, like the tap behind the bar. We need it in the expanded kitchen — hot water, Lena, if you can figure that out, because washing dishes in cold water is the thing I hate most about this kitchen and I've never complained about it because I didn't know there was an alternative until you showed up. And we want — Henderson's idea, actually — a tap out front. On the boardwalk. Where people can see the water running. A public tap. So everyone walking past knows what Dustbreak has that no other town this size has."

"That's not small, Benny."

"I know."

"That's water to the rooms — multiple branch lines, probably a riser to the second floor, which means pressure calculations and a cistern or a pump because gravity won't push water uphill without help. That's hot water — which means I need to figure out a heat exchanger or a stove-side reservoir or something I haven't invented yet in this world. That's a public fountain, which is a whole separate supply line with drainage. This is a real project. This is Emmett-level planning."

"I know." The pink was still there. The pride was still there. And underneath both, something she'd never seen on Benny's face before — ambition. Not the gold-fever kind. Not the grinding kind. The quiet kind. The kind that said *I've been making food in a box for twenty years and I just found out the box has a door.*

"I'll talk to Emmett after breakfast," she said. "This needs a budget, a scope, a materials list, and a timeline. This is Wright and Grail work."

"Thank you, Lena."

"Don't thank me yet. I haven't quoted you a price. And I charge friends the same rate I charge everybody else because my dad taught me that discounts are how you lose respect and go bankrupt in the same week."

"Huh." The rag was back in his hand. Wiping now. Real wipes. The wipes of a man who had made a decision and was ready to get back to work.

Then he stopped. The rag went still. The pink changed — darker. Not pride anymore. Something uncomfortable. The face of a man who was about to say something he'd been holding onto and didn't want to hold anymore.

"There's one more thing."

"Okay."

"You're going to hate this."

"Benny, I hate a lot of things. Ketchup on biscuits. My ex-husband. The way this world doesn't have toilet paper. Be specific."

"My class changed."

She set her coffee down.

"I know you don't want to hear about it," he said quickly. "I know the rules. I know the — I know you don't want to know. But this is different. This is — " He pulled his Ledger from behind the bar. Not hers. His. Benny's own Ledger, the one he kept under the counter, the one he checked the way normal people checked the time. He held it up so she could see the screen. She didn't want to look. She looked anyway.

"I've been Barkeep for ten years," he said. "Level eight. For ten years. Nothing changed. Not the class, not the level. Nothing. And now — " He turned the Ledger so the glow caught her face. "Chef-Proprietor."

She looked at it. Two words. Hyphenated. The kind of class name that happened when whatever ran this world couldn't decide what a person was and crammed two answers into one slot because picking one would mean admitting the other existed too.

She knew what that felt like. She had a class name that looked like a government form had been in a bar fight with a thesaurus.

"Level nine," Benny said. Quietly. Like he was confessing something. "It moved, Lena. After ten years of nothing, it moved. I don't understand how. I don't understand why. I'm doing the same thing I've always done — cooking, serving, running the bar. But the Ledger says I'm something different now and I don't — " The rag twisted in his hand. "I don't know what to do with that."

She looked at him. Benny Harwick. Chef-Proprietor. Level nine. The man who'd been stuck at eight for a decade, who'd poured drinks and cooked food and wiped the same bar with the same rag in the same building every day for twenty years, and something had changed. Something had unstuck. The System — whatever the System was, whatever cosmic bureaucracy sat behind those glowing rectangles — had looked at Benny and decided he was more than he'd been.

She didn't know why. She didn't want to know why. The reasons lived behind a curtain she'd decided not to open when she arrived in this world, and she wasn't opening it now.

"Huh," she said.

Benny looked at her. Waiting for more. There was no more.

"Huh?" he said. "That's it? Huh?"

"What do you want me to say, Benny? Congratulations? The glowing rectangle thinks you're a chef now. I've thought you were a chef since the first eggs you put in front of me. The rectangle is just slow."

The pink. The real pink. The happy one. The one that spread from his ears to his neck and made him look like a man who'd been given something he didn't know he needed.

"Huh," he said.

"Yeah," she said. "Huh."

She picked up her coffee. Drank. Benny picked up the rag. Wiped. The Ledger went back under the counter. The morning settled into its rhythm — Nell pouring, the bell waiting on the shelf, the kitchen smelling like Henderson's beef and Benny's ambition.

Chef-Proprietor. It suited him. Not that she'd ever say that out loud.

She finished her steak. Finished her eggs. Left the Ledger where Nell had stashed it behind the whiskey bottles. Stood up.

"I'm going to the bookshop," she said. "Emmett needs to hear about this before lunch, because if I know that man, he's going to fill an entire notebook with columns and numbers before I've finished walking back, and he's going to enjoy every second of it."

"Tell him I'll feed him for free during the project."

"I will not tell him that. I will tell him Wright and Grail bills at the standard rate and if you try to give us a friends-and-family discount I will rip the tap out of your wall myself."

"Huh."

She walked out into the morning. Sun on the boardwalk. The sign above the bookshop visible from the Ledger's front steps — Wright and Grail, Waterworks. The sign that was about to get a lot more work.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Time to go talk to a man about a building.

            

    
        B2 C18 - Fifty-Fifty and a Bigger Problem

    
    
    
    
                She didn't yell. She walked in.

Emmett was at the desk. Always at the desk. Book open, ink on his fingers, lens crooked, coat buttoned wrong. He looked up and the warmth was there — the steady thing, the thing that didn't need announcing.

"We need to talk," she said. Then: "And before you make that face — in my world, those four words usually mean someone's about to get dumped, divorced, or told the dog is dead. This is none of those things. Relax."

He had, in fact, made that face. The face relaxed. Mostly.

She sat on the edge of his desk. The spot. Her spot. The one that put a ring on the wood that he pretended to mind and didn't.

"Two things," she said. "First one's about us. Second one's about Benny. First one first."

"All right."

"The money conversation."

Something shifted in his face — not resistance, but the careful bracing of a man who knew this was coming and had been hoping it would come later. Emmett Grail would rather catalog every book in Dustbreak by hand than talk about his own compensation. She'd learned that. She was done accommodating it.

"Wright and Grail is a partnership," she said. "Equal. Fifty-fifty. Profits belong to the company. We each own half. No argument, no negotiation, no 'I'll consider an appropriate rate,' no 'we'll figure out my part later.' Half. Done."

"Lena — "

"No."

"You do the physical work. The engineering. The pipe. The trenching. You're in the ground eight hours a day — "

"And you're at this desk eight hours a day building the budgets that make the ground work possible. Without your numbers, I'm a woman with a wrench and no clients. Without your proposals, Mae doesn't approve anything. Without your invoices, nobody pays us. Without your cost models, I don't know what to charge or whether we're making money or bleeding it." She leaned forward. "My dad had a partner once. Before Gloria. Guy named Frank. Frank did the books. Dad did the pipe. And for three years, Frank took twenty percent while Dad took eighty because Dad was the one 'doing the real work.' You know what happened?"

"What?"

"Frank left. Started his own outfit. Took half the client list with him because he was the one who'd built the relationships on the business side. Dad spent two years rebuilding. Almost lost the house. He told me later — sitting on the porch with a beer and the look of a man who'd learned something the hard way — 'The guy with the books is worth exactly as much as the guy with the wrench. The second you forget that, you lose the guy with the books and you deserve to.'"

Emmett was holding his pencil. Not writing. Holding.

"Fifty-fifty," she said. "That's not generous. That's accurate. And I need you to stop arguing with accurate."

He looked at the pencil. At the notebook. At the satchel with the flagged pages. At her.

"Fifty-fifty," he said. Quietly. The way he said things when he'd decided.

"Good. Write it down. Put it in the notebook. Whatever you need to do to make it real in your head, do it now, because I'm not having this conversation again."

He picked up the pencil. Opened the notebook to a fresh page. Wrote something — she couldn't see what, but his hand moved with the quick, precise strokes of a man who was recording a fact, not debating it. When he finished, he looked up.

"It's written down."

"Good. Now — Benny."

She told him. All of it. Henderson's deal — the money, the terms, the sign, the one-beef-dish-a-day showcase. The expansion into the building next door. The pigs. The apprentices. And then the ask: water in the rooms, hot water in the expanded kitchen, a public tap on the boardwalk.

Emmett didn't interrupt. He listened the way he listened to everything — with his whole body, the pencil moving occasionally as he noted something, the lens catching the light when he tilted his head. By the time she finished, he'd filled half a page with his small, precise handwriting.

"That's not a plumbing job," he said.

"No."

"That's infrastructure. Multiple systems — domestic supply to the rooms, commercial supply to the kitchen, public water with drainage. Each one has its own materials list, its own labor requirements, its own timeline. And they all have to tie into the existing main, which is already feeding two branch lines with a third in progress." He looked at his notes. "You said hot water."

"Benny wants hot water in the kitchen. For washing. And honestly, he's right — you can't run a real kitchen on cold water alone. Back home every commercial kitchen in America has a hot water heater. It's not optional. Health code requires it."

"Can you build one?"

She exhaled. Leaned back on the desk. "Honestly? I don't know yet. The cold water — that's gravity and pipe and oakum. I know how to do that in my sleep. Hot water is a different problem. You need a heat source and a way to store the heated water and a way to deliver it without losing all the heat before it gets to the tap. Back home we had tank heaters — a big insulated box with a burner underneath. Gas or electric. I don't have gas lines. I don't have electricity. I have fire and iron and whatever Forge can build me."

"So it may not happen immediately."

"The hot water may not happen in phase one. I need to sit down with Forge and figure out what's possible. Maybe a reservoir mounted next to the kitchen stove — the stove's already hot all day, so if I can run a copper coil through the firebox or mount a tank against the chimney wall, the stove does the heating for free. But that's experimental. I've never built one. I've seen diagrams. I know the principle. I don't know if Forge can fabricate what I need."

"So we scope it as a separate phase."

"We scope the cold water — rooms, kitchen supply, fountain — as phase one. That I can do. That's pipe and fittings and labor, same as the branch lines but more of it. The hot water goes into phase two, contingent on me and Forge figuring out a design that actually works. We tell Benny: you'll have water everywhere on day one. You'll have hot water when we solve the engineering, and we're working on it."

Emmett was writing. The pencil hadn't stopped since she said "phase one." He was drawing boxes on the page — not artistic boxes, structural boxes. Phase one. Phase two. Dependencies. The man was building a project plan with a pencil and he didn't know what a project plan was.

"And the fountain?" he asked.

"The fountain is phase one. That's just a branch off the main with a spigot and a drain basin. Decorative, but simple. The drain goes into a soak pit or a channel back to the stream. Henderson's right that it's good for the town — people seeing water flow is what sells the next ten families on getting a tap."

He counted on his fingers again. "At least four new connections off the main for the rooms. A riser to the second floor — which means pressure, which means you need the cistern or pump you mentioned. The kitchen supply line. The fountain with drainage. And eventually the hot water system." He looked up. "That's a significant scope even without the hot water."

"Which is why I'm here. I need you."

"You need more than me." He set the pencil down. The set-the-pencil-down move. The one that meant he was about to say something he'd been thinking and had decided was important enough to say without the pencil as a crutch. "Lena, this job is big enough to fund the next stage of the business. If Henderson's money covers the expansion buildout, then the fee Wright and Grail charges for the water work is real revenue. Not a civic project. Not a favor. Revenue. And that revenue could be the foundation for everything that comes next."

"What comes next?"

"The water tower. The mains. The distribution network you've been talking about since the first week. The thing you told Mae about — centralized storage, distributed delivery. That's not a Wright and Grail project. That's a town project. And it's going to need more than you in a trench and me at a desk."

She looked at him. He was doing the thing — the Emmett thing, where his brain ran three steps ahead of the conversation and he had to slow down to let her catch up. Except she wasn't behind. She was right there with him. She'd been thinking the same thing since Benny said *water in the rooms.*

"We need an office," she said.

"We need an office," he agreed. "Not the bookshop. A real workspace. Somewhere we can keep the plans, the budgets, the materials lists. Somewhere clients can come."

"We need crew. Griff's boys are good, but they're miners. If we're taking on a job this size plus finishing the branch lines plus whatever comes after — we need dedicated labor. Full-time, or close to it. Some of Griff's crew might be willing to come off the mine if the pay's right."

"We need to talk to Mae and Harlan."

There it was. The thing they'd both been circling. Not just Benny's expansion — the town. What Dustbreak was becoming. What it was going to need. Running water in one bar was a novelty. Running water in rooms, in kitchens, in a public fountain on the boardwalk — that was a statement. That was a town saying *we're not a crossroads anymore.* And once that statement was made, it couldn't be unmade. More people would come. More families. More buildings. More demand for water, for drainage, for everything Lena knew how to build and Emmett knew how to pay for.

"The Benny job is the trigger," she said. "But the real conversation is bigger. Mae needs to know what this town is going to look like in six months, a year. Harlan needs to be part of that — he's the sheriff, he's going to have to deal with the growth. And we need a budget for the big stuff. Not Benny's money. Town money. Civic money. The same kind of funding that paid for the first pipe."

"An advance on the Benny job," Emmett said. "Once we scope it and price it, Henderson's money funds the materials and the first phase of work. That gives Wright and Grail operating capital. Enough to set up properly — an office, dedicated crew, the foundation of a real operation. Then the civic conversation happens with Mae and Harlan, and we pitch the water tower and the mains as the next project."

"You've been thinking about this."

"I've been thinking about this since you told Mae about the water tower. I just didn't have the numbers yet." He opened the notebook to a clean page. Drew a line down the middle. Left column, right column. The Emmett system — everything had two sides, and both sides had to balance. "Give me the morning. I need to scope the Benny job — materials, labor, timeline, price. Phase one and phase two separated. I need to figure out the advance structure. And I need to put together a proposal for Mae and Harlan that shows them what Wright and Grail can do and what it's going to cost the town."

"Can you do all that by this afternoon?"

He looked at her with the expression of a man who had just been asked if he could do the thing he was born to do in the amount of time he needed to do it properly.

"I can have the Benny scope and the advance structure by midday. The Mae proposal will take longer — I want the numbers right. Tomorrow morning at the earliest."

"Midday for Benny. Tomorrow for Mae. That works." She stood up from the desk. Looked at the notebook — the fresh page, the line down the middle, the beginning of something that was going to fill a lot more pages before it was done. "Emmett."

"Yes?"

"Fifty-fifty."

"It's written down, Lena."

"I know. I just like hearing you say it."

The warmth. Not the pink — the warmth had replaced the pink weeks ago. The steady, quiet thing that lived in his face when he looked at her and didn't need to explain what he was looking at.

"Fifty-fifty," he said.

She kissed him. Quick. On the mouth. Because they were partners and because she could and because the morning was young and there was work to do and she wanted to carry the taste of him with her while she did it.

"I'll be at the Hallett trench. We've got seven joints to finish and a tee fitting to set. Send Nell with a message when you've got the Benny numbers."

"I'll send the numbers, not a message. Nell can carry a page."

"Even better."

She walked out. The sign was above her — their sign, their names, catching the morning light. Below it, through the bookshop window, she could see Emmett already bent over the notebook, pencil moving, the line down the middle filling with numbers on both sides.

The man was in his element. The man was going to build something beautiful out of columns and arithmetic and she was going to build something permanent out of iron and oakum and between the two of them they were going to give this town a future it didn't know it was getting.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She walked south. Toward the trench. Toward the pipe. Toward the seven joints that needed finishing before she could think about water towers and town meetings and the particular look on Mae's face when Lena told her that Dustbreak needed to start thinking like a real town instead of a crossroads with a saloon.

That was going to be a conversation. That was going to be a whole afternoon.

But first — pipe.

            

    
        B2 C19 - The Necessary Evil

    
    
    
    
                Mae had the tea out, which meant she was expecting them.

Not the everyday tea — the good tea, the tin she kept behind the counter next to the ledger books, the one that only appeared when Mae Cole was about to sit through a conversation she'd already decided was important enough to brew for. Four cups on the counter. Four. She'd known Lena was bringing Emmett, and she'd told Harlan to be here, and the tea was steeping before any of them had walked through the door.

The woman was terrifying.

Harlan was in the chair by the window — hat off, legs crossed, the posture of a man who'd been told to be here at this time and had shown up because his wife had told him to and Harlan Cole did not argue with his wife about scheduling or anything else.

Emmett was already there. He'd arrived before Lena — of course he had, because Emmett Grail did not do things on time, he did things early, and he was standing at the counter with his satchel open and three pages of notes laid out in a row like evidence at a trial.

"Morning, Mae. Harlan."

"Sit down, Lena." Mae's pencil was out. Not behind the ear — in her hand. The in-hand pencil meant she was ready to write, which meant she was ready to listen, which meant Emmett had already given her the preamble and they were past pleasantries.

"Emmett's got the numbers," Lena said, taking the tea because refusing Mae's tea was not something a person did if they wanted to continue living in Dustbreak. "I've got the engineering. Between the two of us we're going to tell you what Dustbreak needs and what it's going to cost. You're not going to like all of it."

"I rarely like things that cost money," Mae said. "Go ahead."

Emmett laid it out. He'd been up since before dawn — she could tell by the ink stains, which had migrated from his fingers to his wrists, which only happened during marathon writing sessions. Three pages. Three systems.

Page one: the Benny expansion. Water to the rooms, kitchen supply, the fountain. Phase one — cold water only. Materials estimate, labor estimate, timeline. Phase two — hot water, contingent on a design Lena hadn't built yet. Total cost for phase one, funded entirely by Henderson's advance. Wright and Grail's fee structured as a draw against the advance — materials up front, labor billed weekly, margin built in.

Page two: the branch lines. Three families — Hallett nearly done, Crewe starting next week, Dunnigan pending. Revenue projection. Cost per house. Margin per house. What Wright and Grail would clear after expenses.

Page three: the big one. The water tower. The mains. The distribution network. The thing that would turn Dustbreak from a town with one tap behind a bar into a town with water infrastructure. Estimated cost. Estimated timeline. Estimated labor requirements.

Mae read page three twice. Harlan leaned forward in his chair to read it over her shoulder. The pencil tapped the counter — once, twice. The tapping meant she was calculating something that wasn't on the page.

"This is well done," Mae said. To Emmett. Then to Lena: "The engineering is sound?"

"The engineering is sound. I've built systems like this. Not in this world — but the physics are the same. Water flows downhill. Pressure is pressure. Pipe is pipe. The water tower gives us centralized storage and constant pressure to the whole town. Without it, every new tap we add weakens the flow to every existing tap. With it, we can serve fifty houses and the pressure holds."

"And the cost."

"The estimate is on the page. It's rough — Emmett and I need to do detailed scoping with Forge on materials, and labor costs depend on how many crew we can get and for how long. But the order of magnitude is right. This is not a small project. This is the biggest thing this town has ever built."

Mae set the pages down. Took off her spectacles. Cleaned them on her sleeve — the gesture she made when she was about to ask the question she'd been saving. The question that lived behind all the other questions.

"That's all well and fine," she said. "The engineering is sound. The numbers are thorough. Mr. Grail, this is impressive work."

"Thank you, Mrs. Cole."

"But none of that matters if the town can't pay for it." She put the spectacles back on. Looked at Lena. Not at Emmett. At Lena. "The first pipe was funded from the mining levy surplus. That surplus is spent. Henderson's money covers Benny's expansion — that's private investment, not civic. The branch lines are paid by the families who want them. But a water tower? Mains running under every street? That's town infrastructure. That benefits everyone. And right now, this town has no mechanism for everyone to pay for something that benefits everyone."

The room was quiet. Harlan's chair creaked.

"In your world," Mae said. "How did they pay for things like this?"

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. She could feel it coming — the word, the concept, the thing she was about to introduce to a world that had never heard it and was going to hate it the same way every civilization in human history had hated it since the first village decided it needed a road and someone had to figure out who was paying for the gravel.

"There's no good way to say this," Lena said. "So I'm going to say it ugly and then we can talk about it. In my world, towns pay for shared infrastructure through taxes."

The word landed like a rock in a still pond.

"Taxes," Mae repeated. Flat. The way you'd repeat a word you'd never heard and weren't sure you liked the sound of.

"Taxes. A percentage — a small percentage — taken off the top of every transaction, every income, every piece of commerce that happens in the town. Everybody contributes. The money goes into a town fund. The town fund pays for the things that benefit everybody — roads, water, drainage, the sheriff's office, whatever the town needs that no single person can afford alone."

"Taking money from people," Harlan said. First words he'd spoken. His voice was even but his eyes were sharp. "Whether they want to give it or not."

"Whether they want to give it or not," Lena confirmed. "That's the part that tastes bad. I know. It tasted bad in my world too. People hated it. People fought wars over it. There's a whole chunk of my country's history that started because somebody decided the taxes were too high and the people paying them hadn't agreed to pay them and the whole thing went sideways for about eight years."

"Then why do it?" Mae asked.

"Because the alternative is worse." Lena leaned against the counter. "Right now Henderson can fund Benny's expansion because Henderson has money. The Halletts can pay for their tap because the Halletts have money. But what about the family that doesn't have forty-six gold? What about the widow on the north road who can't afford a branch line but is still hauling water from the stream in a bucket every morning? She benefits from the town growing. She benefits from traders coming through, from the mine producing more, from Benny's kitchen bringing people in. But she can't pay for a tap and she can't pay for a water tower and she's hauling buckets while the Halletts turn a handle."

Mae's pencil had stopped. She was listening with the focus she reserved for things that mattered — the real things, the things that went on the separate piece of paper, the things that got their own file.

"A tax doesn't have to be big," Lena said. "Two percent. Three percent. Off every gold piece that changes hands in this town. Henderson sells beef — three copper off every gold. Mae sells dry goods — three copper off every gold. Griff's mine produces ore — three copper off every gold. It adds up. Slowly. Quietly. And it goes into a fund that pays for the things no single person can afford but everybody uses."

"And what about the people who don't have water yet?" Harlan asked. "You're asking them to pay for something they don't benefit from."

"They benefit from it. They just don't know it yet." Lena straightened up. "Every new tap in this town makes this town more attractive. Every family that gets water tells someone in the next town. Every trader who stops here because there's a fountain on the boardwalk spends money at Mae's shop, drinks at Benny's bar, buys supplies he didn't plan on buying. The water isn't just water. It's the reason people come. It's the reason people stay. The widow on the north road doesn't have a tap, but she's selling eggs to miners who are only here because the town has water and a cook who knows what to do with Henderson's beef. She's already benefiting. She just can't see the pipe."

Mae looked at Harlan. Harlan looked at Mae. The look that married couples had — the one that was an entire conversation compressed into eye contact.

"There's more," Lena said. "And you're going to like this part even less."

"Wonderful," Mae said.

"In my world, towns don't just tax for infrastructure. They charge for services. Water isn't free. You pay for the water that comes through your tap — a monthly fee, based on usage. You pay for drainage — the sewage that goes out when the water comes in. The pipes under the street aren't charity. They're a utility. The town builds them, the town maintains them, and the people who use them pay a fee that covers the cost of keeping them running."

"Sewage," Harlan said. "You're talking about sewage now."

"I'm talking about the thing nobody wants to talk about, which is what happens to water after you use it. Right now Dustbreak doesn't have drainage. The wash water goes out the back door. The privy is a hole in the ground. That works when you've got twenty buildings and thirty people. It does NOT work when you've got fifty buildings and a hundred people and every one of them has running water they're pouring down a basin six times a day. That water has to go somewhere. If it goes into the ground under the town, you get contamination. If it goes into the stream, you poison the same water you're drinking. Drainage isn't glamorous. Nobody's going to hang a sign that says 'Proudly Serving Dustbreak Sewage.' But it's as necessary as the water tower, and it has to happen eventually, and it costs money, and the money comes from the people who use the water."

The room was very quiet. Mae's pencil was on the counter. Not in her hand. Not behind her ear. On the counter. Lena had never seen Mae put the pencil down during a conversation. It meant the woman was thinking with her whole brain instead of just the part that wrote things down.

"I know this tastes bad," Lena said. Quieter now. "It tasted bad in my world. It tastes bad in my mouth right now saying it. Nobody likes paying for things they can't hold in their hand. Nobody likes watching a piece of their income disappear into a fund they can't see. But the taste in your mouth from not having water — from hauling buckets, from drinking well water that makes you sick, from watching your kids get parasites from a contaminated stream — that taste is worse. I promise you. That taste is worse."

Mae picked up the pencil. Put it behind her ear. Picked up the pages Emmett had laid out. Straightened them. Set them in a neat stack on the counter.

"I need to think about this," she said.

"Take the time you need."

"I'm not saying no. I'm saying I need to think about how to say yes without this town tearing itself apart over it." She looked at Harlan. "We'll need to talk to people. Not everyone at once. One at a time. Henderson first — he understands investment. Then Forge. Then Griff. The people who already see what's happening."

"Mae builds the coalition," Lena said. "Same way she built support for the first pipe. One conversation at a time."

"Don't tell me how I build things, Lena Wright. I've been building things in this town since before you fell out of the sky." But the mouth did the thing. The almost-smile. The one that meant she was already three steps into a plan she wasn't sharing yet.

Harlan stood up. Put his hat on. Looked at Lena with the expression she'd come to think of as the Harlan face — the one that said *I don't understand how you do what you do but I've stopped fighting it.*

"Taxes," he said. Like he was tasting the word. "That's going to be a hard sell."

"Everything worth doing is a hard sell, Sheriff. Ask your wife."

Harlan almost smiled. Almost. He put his hand on Mae's shoulder — brief, light, the touch of a man who'd been married long enough that touch was shorthand for a conversation neither of them needed to have out loud. He walked out. The door closed behind him.

Mae was still looking at the pages. Not reading them — thinking past them. The pencil came out from behind her ear. Tapped the counter.

"The water tower," she said. "It's wood?"

"Stave construction. Wooden tank, iron hoops, elevated on a timber frame. It's how they were built in my world before steel became cheap. Holds water, gravity feeds the mains, constant pressure."

"Who builds it?"

And there it was. The question Lena had been turning over since Emmett put the water tower on page three.

"A cooper," she said. "Somebody who knows stave work — tight joints, shaped wood, watertight construction. Barrels and tanks are the same skill, just different sizes. And Dustbreak doesn't have a cooper."

"No," Mae agreed. "Dustbreak does not have a cooper." She set the pencil down. Picked it up again. The processing loop — but faster than usual, because Mae already knew where this was going. "The brewery town. Where Marv gets Benny's beer. They've got a cooper — same man who builds the casks for the brewery. Half a day's ride, same direction as Harwell's hemp farm."

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. Same road they'd taken for the oakum trip. Same buggy, probably. Except this time they'd push past the hemp farm to the brewery town.

"Day trip," Lena said. "Leave at dawn, talk to the cooper, check if anyone out there fires clay pipe for drainage, back by supper."

"Take Benny," Mae said. "He's been buying beer from Marv for twenty years and he's never once visited the brewery. It's time he saw where his supply comes from. And he'll want to talk to whoever is making the casks — if the same man can build a water tank, Benny should understand what that work looks like."

"Three birds," Lena said. "Cooper for the tower. Clay pipe for drainage — if it exists. Benny meets his brewer."

"And you still have days to finalize these estimates. You can't price the tower until you've talked to the cooper. You can't price drainage until you know whether clay pipe exists or needs to be invented." Mae tapped the pages. "Finish the Hallett line. Finalize the Benny scope — phase one, the cold water. Get that advance structured and Henderson's money moving. Then take the day trip. Get me numbers I can use."

"That's going to take — "

"Days. I know. I'm not in a hurry, Lena. I'm in a hurry to do this *right.* There's a difference, and I'd think a plumber would understand it."

Lena almost smiled. Almost.

"I want real numbers," Mae said. "What the tower costs. What the mains cost. What the cooper charges. Whether clay pipe exists and what it runs per foot. I want a proposal I can put in front of every business owner and every family in this town and say *this is what it costs and this is how we pay for it and this is what we get.* I don't want estimates. I don't want ranges. I want the kind of numbers that end arguments."

"Emmett will have them," Lena said.

"I know he will." Mae looked at Emmett. The look she reserved for people she respected — rare, specific, deployed with the precision of everything else Mae did. "Mr. Grail. This is good work."

"Thank you, Mrs. Cole."

"Don't thank me. I haven't said yes to anything. I've said I need to think, which is what I say when I've already decided the direction and I'm working out the route."

Lena almost smiled. Almost.

They walked out — Lena and Emmett, side by side, into the morning sun. The sundries door closed behind them. Through the window she could see Mae already reaching for the separate piece of paper. The infrastructure file. The file that was about to get a lot thicker.

"That went well," Emmett said.

"That went Mae. Which is better than well."

"The tax idea — "

"Is going to make me the most unpopular person in Dustbreak for about a week. Then they'll see the water tower going up and they'll forget they were angry. That's how it works. You hate the tax until you love the thing the tax built."

Emmett was quiet for a moment. Walking beside her. Their shoulders almost touching. The sign was above them — Wright and Grail, Waterworks — and the morning was warm and the town was about to have a conversation it had never had before.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"In your world — the taxes. Did people ever stop hating them?"

She laughed. The real one. Short and honest and a little sad.

"No, Emmett. Nobody ever stops hating taxes. That's the deal. You hate them and you pay them and the roads get built and the water runs and the kids don't get sick and you hate them a little less on the days when you remember what it was like before. And then April comes around and you hate them all over again."

"What happens in April?"

"Trust me. You don't want to know."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

They walked back toward the bookshop. The numbers were on Mae's counter. A day trip was forming — same road as the hemp farm, push past to the brewery town, a cooper and maybe clay pipe and Benny finally seeing where his beer came from. Not today. Not tomorrow. But soon. When the Hallett line was done and the Benny advance was moving and Mae had started her conversations.

Taxes. A day trip. A water tower that didn't exist yet.

God help them all.

            

    
        My Poll on the Economy and The Suck it is causing me

    
    
    
    
                Hey everyone. No chapter this time. I want to talk to you about something that's been bugging me and I want your honest opinion.

The economy system is driving me nuts.

Look, when I started writing this it made sense. Lena's a plumber. She fixes pipes, she gets paid, she buys materials, she eats Benny's cooking that somehow costs more than the plumbing jobs themselves. The economy was just part of the world. Fine.

But somewhere along the way it turned into a spreadsheet. And I'm sitting here writing scenes thinking about gold calculations instead of thinking about Lena crawling under someone's house covered in mystery gunk and cussing out a corroded valve. That's the good stuff. That's why you're here. Nobody showed up to this story because they wanted to watch a balance sheet go up.

Book 1 has spots where I can feel it dragging. Book 2 has the same problem and it bugs me. I'm about halfway through Book 3 right now and it's been so much better because I stopped worrying about the ledger and just let Lena be Lena. More banter with Benny. More of Nell's and Dell's chaos. More Lena getting into situations that would make a normal person quit and go home.

So here's the question. What do you actually want?

Be honest. I'd rather know now than find out 50 chapters from now that I've been doing accounting homework for no reason. Vote, and if you've got thoughts beyond the poll, throw them in the comments. I read everything.

            

    
        B2 C20 - The Advance and a Second Door

    
    
    
    
                Henderson was on the porch. Rocking chair. Same as always — the man lived on that porch the way Benny lived behind the bar, like he'd grown out of the wood and couldn't be removed without structural damage.

"Morning, Henderson."

"Morning, Miss Wright. Mr. Grail." The nod. One for each. Henderson had started nodding at Emmett about three days after the sign went up, which meant he'd noticed the sign, processed its meaning, and decided Emmett had earned the acknowledgment. For a man who communicated primarily through nods and silences, that was practically a standing ovation.

"Check your boots," he added. To both of them. The phrase that had become Henderson's hello.

They sat on the porch. Henderson didn't offer tea — Henderson offered nothing except honesty and the occasional brisket, and both were better than tea. Emmett opened his satchel and produced the pages — the Benny scope, phase one, cold water. Materials. Labor. Timeline. The advance structure.

Henderson read them the way Henderson did everything — slowly, carefully, with the patience of a man who had been alive long enough to know that rushing a document was the same as rushing a fence repair. He read each page twice. He asked three questions, all of which were good questions, and Emmett answered each one with the precise, detailed responses of a man who had anticipated the questions and prepared the answers before they left the bookshop.

"This is fair," Henderson said when he finished. "More than fair. The advance covers materials and first-phase labor. Wright and Grail draws against it as work progresses. Margin is reasonable." He looked at Lena. "I expected you to charge more."

"We charge what the work is worth. Not more, not less. My dad would haunt me from another dimension if I padded an invoice."

"Your dad sounds like a good man."

"He's a plumber. Same thing."

Henderson set the pages on the arm of the rocking chair. Smoothed them with one weathered hand. Then he did the thing — the Henderson thing, the one where he stopped rocking and you knew something was coming that he'd been sitting on.

"I want to talk to you about something else," he said.

"Henderson, if this is another door job — "

"It's not a door job." The almost-smile. Rare on that face. "You need an office."

Lena blinked. Looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. They'd talked about needing an office yesterday at the bookshop — not the bookshop, a real workspace — but they hadn't told anyone. Mae knew. Emmett's proposal mentioned it. But Henderson hadn't seen the proposal.

"How do you know we need an office?" she asked.

"Because I'm seventy years old and I've been watching businesses grow since before your father was born. A partnership with two people, a sign on a building, and a project list that gets longer every week needs a place to work that isn't someone's bookshop." He looked at the fields. At his cattle. At the road. "The building I sold to Benny — the one next to the Ledger. That used to be mine. I built it thirty years ago when I thought I might open a storefront for the ranch. Never did. Let it sit empty for a decade, then sold it to Benny for a fair price when he started talking about expansion."

"I remember."

"The building next to it — the one between Benny's expansion and those two empty lots before Emmett's bookshop. That one's mine too."

Lena felt something shift. The way something shifts when a piece of pipe you didn't know was loose suddenly clicks into place and the whole system makes sense.

"You're offering it to us," she said.

"I'm offering to sell it to you. Not give it. Sell." Henderson started rocking again. Slow. The creak of the chair marking time. "It's a good building. Stone foundation, timber frame, same construction as the Ledger. Needs work — the roof wants attention, the interior is bare, no fixtures. But the bones are solid. I had Garret look at it last year and he said ten gold in lumber would have it livable."

"How much for the building?"

"Seven hundred fifty gold."

Emmett's pencil was already moving. Lena could hear it — the scratch of graphite on paper, the sound of a man converting a number into context. Seven hundred fifty gold for a building on the main boardwalk of Dustbreak, between the Ledger expansion and Emmett's bookshop. In a town where property values were about to rise because water was coming.

"That's fair," Emmett said. Before Lena could respond. The pencil stopped. He looked up. "Based on comparable property values in the sundries records — which Mae let me review last week — a building that size with a stone foundation on the main road should be closer to nine hundred. Seven-fifty is below market."

"I'm not trying to gouge you," Henderson said. "I'm trying to put that building to use. It's been empty for five years. Empty buildings rot. Used buildings grow. I'd rather sell it reasonable to people who'll put it to work than watch it collapse because nobody cared enough to fix the roof."

"And you can finance it," Lena said. Not a question. She could see it — the same instinct that had driven the Benny investment. Henderson had capital. Henderson had property. Henderson had the patience of a man who understood that money sitting still was money dying.

"I can carry the note," Henderson said. "Ten percent over twenty years. Which, in a town where miners pay twenty to Marv for equipment loans and thirty to the traders for supply credit, is not a bad deal."

"Ten percent over twenty years is generous for a gold rush town," Emmett said. The pencil was moving again. "That puts the monthly payment at about seven gold. Manageable on our current draw structure, and the interest makes it worth Henderson's while over the life of the note."

"However you want to structure it. I'm not a bank, Mr. Grail. I'm a rancher who owns a building he's not using and knows two people who need one. Work out the terms that make sense for your business and bring them to me. I'll sign whatever you put in front of me as long as it's fair, and I trust you to make it fair because I trust the woman sitting next to you and she doesn't partner with people who aren't worth trusting."

He looked at Lena when he said it. The Henderson look — direct, steady, the look of a man who had decided something about you a long time ago and hadn't changed his mind since.

"Henderson," she said. "You just funded Benny's expansion. Now you're selling us a building at below market with owner financing at ten percent over twenty years. You're putting a lot of eggs in the Dustbreak basket."

"I'm putting eggs in the Lena Wright basket." He started rocking again. "The town was sleeping when you got here. Now it's awake. Benny's cooking is drawing people in. Your water is making them stay. That man's numbers — " A nod at Emmett. " — are making it all make sense on paper. I don't need to understand how you do what you do. I just need to see that it's working. And it's working."

The chair creaked. The cattle moved in the field behind the house. The sun was warm on the porch.

"We'll take it," Lena said.

"Lena — " Emmett started.

"We'll take it. Emmett will structure the terms. We'll use the Benny advance to fund the first phase of the water work, and the office gets its own financing on Henderson's note. Two separate arrangements, clean books, no mixing of funds." She looked at Emmett. "That's the right way to do it, isn't it?"

"That's exactly the right way to do it." The pencil was moving so fast she could hear the paper tearing slightly at the edges. He was writing a term sheet on Henderson's porch. The man was in heaven.

"Henderson," she said. "One question."

"Yeah?"

"The building. Does it have a door that needs fixing?"

The smile. The real one. Henderson's real smile, the one that came from somewhere deep and surprised his own face when it arrived.

"The door's fine, Miss Wright. The door's always been fine."

"Just checking."

She stood up. Emmett stood up. Henderson stayed in his chair — where else — and the rocking continued, steady and unhurried, the rhythm of a man who had just sold a building and funded a kitchen and was perfectly content to sit on his porch and watch what happened next.

They walked back to town. South road. Sun on their shoulders. Emmett's pencil was still in his hand — he was writing while he walked, which was a new behavior that Lena found both impressive and concerning, because the man was going to walk into a hitching post if he didn't look up.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?"

"Look up."

He looked up. Dodged the hitching post by about four inches. Looked back at the paper.

"We have an office," he said.

"We have an office."

"Between the Ledger expansion and my bookshop. On the main boardwalk. Wright and Grail, Waterworks — with its own building."

"With a door that doesn't need fixing."

He smiled. The real one. The one she was still collecting.

"I'll have the term sheet done by supper," he said.

"I know you will. Now put the pencil away before you walk into something that doesn't move."

He put the pencil away. Mostly. It went behind his ear, which was close enough. They walked side by side past the wash house, past the south end of the boardwalk, into Dustbreak proper. The Ledger on the corner. The expansion building next to it. And next to that — their building. Empty. Roof wanting attention. Stone foundation. Solid bones.

Wright and Grail, Waterworks. Two buildings from the Ledger. One building from the expansion. A straight shot from Emmett's bookshop.

The town was filling in. The gaps between buildings were becoming spaces between businesses, and the spaces between businesses were becoming a town, and the town was becoming something that hadn't existed eight weeks ago when a woman fell out of the sky with a dead phone and a wrench.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Now — the Crewe trench. Griff's crew was waiting. The second branch line wasn't going to dig itself.

            

    
        B2 C21 - Meatloaf, Keys, and a Nervous Cook

    
    
    
    
                She was halfway down the stairs when the swinging doors opened and Emmett walked in jingling something in his hand.

Keys. Two of them, iron, on a ring that looked like it had been sitting in Henderson's pocket for five years waiting for someone to give them to. Emmett was holding them up the way a kid holds up a trophy — not showing off, just marveling at the fact that the thing in his hand was real and belonged to him.

Belonged to *them.*

"He signed it," Emmett said. His face was doing something she'd never seen — not the pink, not the warmth, something brighter. The face of a man who had just walked out of a rancher's house with a deed and a set of keys and a financing arrangement that he'd written on the man's porch and the rancher had signed without changing a word. "Henderson signed the note. Seven-fifty, ten percent, twenty years. Seven gold a month. The building is ours."

She reached the bottom of the stairs. He was standing in the middle of the bar, coat buttoned wrong, satchel over one shoulder, keys in one hand and a rolled document in the other. He looked like a man who had just been handed the future and wasn't entirely sure where to set it down.

She crossed the room. Took the keys from his hand. Felt the weight of them — iron, cold, real. Two keys to a building on the main boardwalk of Dustbreak that had Wright and Grail's name on it as of about an hour ago.

"We own a building," she said.

"We own a building."

"In another dimension."

"In another — yes."

"I can't even own a building in Raleigh. I rented a duplex with a leaky kitchen faucet that I fixed myself and my landlord still raised the rent." She turned the keys over in her hand. "And now I own commercial property in a fantasy town with a man who can't button his coat."

"The coat is fine."

"The coat is never fine, Emmett."

He smiled. She kissed him. Right there in the bar, keys in her fist, his hand on her waist, the swinging doors still settling behind him. Nell was behind the bar pretending not to watch. She was doing a terrible job of pretending.

*Ding.*

Benny's timing was, as always, supernatural. The bell rang and Nell snapped to attention and the plate came through the pass-through and the smell hit the room like a warm blanket thrown over everything.

Meatloaf.

Not the sad, ketchup-glazed brick that Lena's school cafeteria had served every Thursday like a punishment for sins committed in a previous life. This was Henderson beef — ground, seasoned with something smoky and warm, shaped into a loaf that had spent the afternoon in a low oven doing the slow, patient work of becoming something greater than the sum of its parts. The top was glazed dark — not ketchup, something thicker, sweeter, with a sheen that said Benny had brushed it twice during the cook and the glaze had caramelized into a bark that crackled when Nell set the plate down.

Beside it: mashed potatoes. Again. Because Benny had discovered that mashed potatoes were the universal sidecar — the thing that went with everything, improved everything, and never once in the history of food had made a meal worse. He was right. He was always right about potatoes.

And next to the potatoes, a pile of something green. Steamed. Small, tight clusters on short stems — they looked like broccoli that had been shrunk in the wash. Tiny florets, deep green, tender enough that steam was still rising off them. Not broccoli. Smaller. Denser. Like broccoli's more concentrated little sibling that had all the same qualities in a tighter package.

She picked one up with her fingers. Bit. It was mild, slightly nutty, with a crunch that said Benny had steamed them just long enough and not a second more. She didn't know what they were. She didn't ask. She ate three more.

"What are these?" she asked, pointing at the green things.

"Tree buds," Benny said from the pass-through.

"Of course they are."

Emmett sat on his stool. Nell delivered his plate. He cut into the meatloaf and his eyes did the thing — the quiet widening, the three-second hold — and then he ate with the focused silence of a man who had spent the afternoon walking to Henderson's ranch and back and negotiating the purchase of commercial real estate and hadn't eaten since the breakfast burrito.

They ate. The bar filled. The evening settled in. And when the plates were clean and the whiskey was poured and Benny emerged from the kitchen with the rag in his hand, Lena told him.

"We bought the building next to your expansion."

Benny stopped wiping. "Henderson's building?"

"Henderson's building. Seven-fifty, financed — twenty-year note. It's going to be the Wright and Grail office."

"When?"

"Emmett signed the papers this afternoon. Henderson signed the note. We've got keys." She held them up. The jingle. Iron on iron.

Benny looked at the keys. At Emmett. At Lena. The pink came — not the processing pink, the happy pink. The one that said the world was doing something good and he was glad to be standing in it.

"Huh," he said.

"There's more," Lena said. "We need to talk about the day trip."

She told him about the cooper — the stave work, the water tower, the man in the brewery town who built casks and might be able to build a tank. She told him about the clay pipe question — drainage, sewage, the thing nobody wanted to talk about but everybody was going to need. And she told him about the brewery.

"Marv's been bringing your beer in from that brewery for twenty years," she said. "You've never been there. You've never seen how they make it. You've never met the people who brew the stuff you pour every night. Mae thinks you should come."

"To the brewery?"

"To the brewery. Half a day's ride — same direction as Harwell's hemp farm. We leave at dawn, talk to the cooper, visit the brewery, back by supper. One day."

Benny's face went through three stages in about four seconds. Stage one: excitement — the pure, golden-retriever flash of a man who had just been told he could visit the place where his favorite thing in the world was made. Stage two: calculation — the slightly less golden flash of a man who was realizing what a day trip meant for his kitchen. Stage three: panic.

"Nell would be alone," he said.

"Nell would be alone."

"All day."

"All day."

"She's been here a week and a half, Lena. She can make biscuits and gravy and pour beer and wipe a counter. She cannot run this bar alone for an entire day. The supper crowd — the miners, the families, the — she can't cook a dinner service by herself."

"Benny." Lena set her whiskey down. "What did Nell make for breakfast her second morning here?"

"Biscuits and gravy."

"And how was it?"

"... good."

"And what did she do today while you were in the kitchen working on — " She gestured at the meatloaf remnants. " — whatever miracle this was?"

"She ran the bar. Poured. Served. Cleaned. Handled the lunch crowd by herself because I was working on the glaze."

"The lunch crowd. By herself."

"It was a small lunch crowd."

"Benny, every lunch crowd in Dustbreak is a small lunch crowd. The dinner crowd is the big one, and you're right — she's not ready to cook a full dinner service alone. So don't make her. Prep the dinner before we leave. Something that holds — a stew, a braise, something that sits in a pot and gets better while we're gone. Nell reheats, plates, rings the bell. She doesn't have to cook. She just has to serve."

Benny's rag was in his hand. Twisting. The processing gesture, but with an undertone of something she didn't see often on Benny's face — the nerves of a man who had built a thing and wasn't sure it could stand without him holding it up.

"She'll be fine, Benny."

"You don't know that."

"I know that girl learned the Ledger handoff in two days. I know she makes a blonde roux that would make my grandmother weep. I know she reads the room better than half the bartenders I've met in thirteen years of walking into bars after work. And I know you trained her, which means she's better than you think she is, because you're better than you think you are, and whatever you teach sticks."

The rag stopped twisting. The pink came back. Not the panic pink — the other one. The proud one.

"One day," he said.

"One day. Dawn to supper. And you'll prep dinner before we leave."

"I'll prep dinner before we leave." He folded the rag. Set it on the bar. The decision. "When?"

"Few days. I need to finish the Hallett line — we connected today, by the way — and get the Crewe trench moving. Griff's crew broke ground on the Crewe line this afternoon. Once that's running and I can leave it with Griff for a day, we go."

"Huh." The rag came back up. One wipe. Not processing — settling. The wipe of a man who had made a decision and was making peace with it. "I want to see how they make the beer."

"You're going to see how they make the beer."

"And the cooper — this is the man who might build the water tower?"

"The tank for the water tower. Same skill as building casks, just bigger. If he can do it, and if the price is right, we've got the last piece of the puzzle for Mae's proposal."

"Huh." Another wipe. Then, quieter: "The Halletts have water?"

"The pipe's in. Tap's set. The house isn't finished — you can see straight through the studs to the pipe running up the wall. But Mrs. Hallett turned the handle this afternoon and water came out and she stood there in a house with no walls and cried." She paused. "That part's not in the invoice."

"Huh." The pink. The happy one. The one that started at his ears and worked its way down. "That's good, Lena."

"Yeah. That's good."

The bar was quiet now. Late evening. The miners had filtered out. Dolly had gone upstairs — wine glass empty, smile deployed one last time at the door. Cade was in his corner, but his cards were put away and he was watching the conversation the way Cade watched everything — with the patient focus of a man who saw patterns forming before anyone else knew they were patterns.

Emmett was at his stool. Keys on the bar. The rolled document — their deed, their building, their future — tucked in his satchel next to the notebook with the columns and the line down the middle. He was tired. She was tired. Benny was tired. Nell was wiping the far end of the bar with the careful focus of a girl who was pretending she hadn't heard every word of the last ten minutes and was already planning how to run a dinner service alone.

"Supper?" Emmett said. Meaning: walk. Three buildings. Goodnight.

"Supper," she said. Meaning: yes.

They walked. The boardwalk. The sign. His door. The keys in her pocket — his keys, their keys, the keys to a building that was going to become something.

The kiss was short. Sweet. The kind of kiss that happened between two tired people at the end of a day that had started with steak and eggs and ended with meatloaf and keys and a nervous cook who was going to spend the next three days teaching an eighteen-year-old girl how to run a bar alone for twelve hours.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

He went inside. The lamp came on. The book came out. Some things didn't change.

She walked back. Three buildings. Upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

The Halletts had water. The Crewe trench was started. They owned a building. Henderson's note was signed. And in a few days, she was going to take a buggy ride with a scholar and a cook to visit a brewery and talk to a man about a barrel the size of a house.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C22 - SOS and a Root Cellar

    
    
    
    
                Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. Ledger on the nightstand — glowing, warm, smug. She picked it up with two fingers and carried it downstairs like a biohazard.

Nell was behind the bar. The handoff was automatic now — Lena set the Ledger on the counter, Nell scooped it without looking, tucked it behind the whiskey. No words. No flinch. The ritual, perfected.

The smell from the kitchen was —

She stopped. Midway down the stairs. One hand on the wall. Nostrils flaring like a hound that had caught a scent it knew from a previous life.

She knew that smell. She knew it in her *spine.* She knew it the way you knew the smell of your grandmother's kitchen at six in the morning — the flour and the fat and the salt and the cream and the specific low-grade miracle of a woman who could turn poverty ingredients into the reason you got out of bed. She knew it from mess halls. From diners. From the truck stop on I-40 outside Burlington where the waitress called everybody "hon" and the coffee was burnt and the food was better than it had any right to be.

She came down the last four stairs at a speed that made Nell take a step back.

"BENNY!"

His face appeared in the pass-through. Innocent. The golden retriever look. The look that said *what, I just made breakfast, why are you yelling.*

"Get your ass out here RIGHT NOW."

He came through the kitchen door. Rag in hand. Lena was standing at the bar with both hands flat on the wood and her eyes locked on the plate Nell had just set in front of her with an expression that Nell, wisely, had backed away from.

A pile of thick, creamy white gravy — the sawmill kind, the kind made from sausage fat and flour and cream and the kind of love that only existed in kitchens where nobody had ever heard of cholesterol. Poured over two slices of bread that had been toasted on iron until they were golden and crispy and structurally capable of bearing the weight of what was sitting on top of them. And IN the gravy, folded through it like it had always been there, like it had been BORN there — thin slices of cured beef. Salted. Dried. Shaved thin as paper. Rehydrated in the cream gravy until they were tender and salty and goddamn *swimming* in the stuff.

"What." She pointed at the plate. "The fuck. Is this."

"Gravy and toast," Benny said. Carefully. The way you'd answer a question from someone holding a weapon. "With some thinly sliced cured beef Henderson brought over. He's been experimenting with curing — salting and drying, different flavors — "

"Henderson brought you DRIED BEEF and you PUT IT IN CREAM GRAVY and you SERVED IT ON TOAST."

"Is it... bad?"

"Bad? BAD?" She grabbed the fork. She was gesturing with it now — jabbing it toward the plate, toward Benny, toward the ceiling, toward the general concept of a universe that had allowed this moment to exist. "Benny Harwick, you beautiful, impossible, INSANE son of a bitch — this is SHIT ON A SHINGLE."

The bar went dead silent. Nell's mouth fell open. Two miners at a corner table froze mid-chew. Even the dust motes in the lamplight seemed to stop moving.

"It's... what?" Benny said.

"SHIT. ON. A. SHINGLE." She slammed the fork on the bar. Not hard enough to damage anything. Hard enough to make a point. "S-O-S. That is the name. That is what this dish is called in my world. Creamed chipped beef on toast. The United States MILITARY — the biggest, loudest, most heavily armed collection of human beings on the face of my planet — has been serving this EXACT dish to soldiers since before my GRANDFATHER was born. Every mess hall. Every base. Every branch of the service — Army, Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, all of them. MILLIONS of men and women who were too tired to complain, too hungry to care, and too goddamn honest to call it anything other than what it LOOKS like, which is — "

She gestured at the plate.

" — shit. On a shingle."

"Lena — "

"I'm NOT DONE." She picked up the fork again. Pointed it at Benny like a sword. "My grandfather ate this in Korea. My uncle Ray ate this at Fort Bragg. My brother Travis ate this in ROTC and came home and made it for us on Saturday mornings and we ate it out of a SKILLET on the STOVE because we were six kids and a plumber's salary and sometimes dinner was whatever was in the pantry and what was in the pantry was dried beef and flour and cream and bread and you made it WORK, Benny. You made shit on a shingle WORK. Because that's what this dish IS. It's poor food. It's military food. It's the food you make when you've got nothing and you need to feed everybody and you figure out how to turn nothing into something that sticks to your ribs and gets you through the day."

She took a bite.

The gravy was perfect. Of course it was perfect. Thick, peppery, rich with the salt from the cured beef and the fat from whatever Benny had used as a base — butter, probably, because Benny used butter like other people used air. The beef was tender and salty and the toast was holding up under the weight of everything Benny had put on top of it and the whole thing tasted like a Saturday morning in a kitchen in Raleigh with six siblings fighting over the skillet.

"Oh, you BASTARD," she said, through a mouthful. "It's GOOD. It's so fucking good, Benny. WHY is it good? Why is EVERYTHING you make good? You don't have a RECIPE. You don't have a COOKBOOK. You don't have the INTERNET. You have a bar and a stove and whatever Henderson drops off before dawn and you make THIS — "

She took another bite. Bigger. Angrier. The anger of a woman who was furious at how good something tasted and had no outlet for the fury except to keep eating.

"SOS," Benny said. Quietly. Testing the letters. "What does it stand for?"

"Shit on a shingle. But HERE'S the thing — " She was pointing the fork again. Gravy dripping off it. Nell had retreated to the far end of the bar. " — SOS is ALSO a distress signal. In my world, ships at sea used to send it when they were SINKING. Three short, three long, three short — a pattern that meant 'save our souls.' SAVE. OUR. SOULS. That was the signal. That was the last thing you sent before the water came over the deck and the lights went out and everybody started swimming for something that floated."

She took another bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Pointed the fork at the ceiling.

"So SOMEHOW — and I want you to appreciate the absolute batshit insanity of this, Benny — somehow, in the history of my world, the same three letters ended up meaning BOTH 'we are going to die in the ocean' AND 'creamed beef on toast.' The same acronym. The same letters. One means the ship is going down and the other means BREAKFAST. And NOBODY — not ONE person in the entire history of human civilization — has ever adequately explained how those two meanings ended up sharing the same three letters. But they DO. And it's PERFECT. Because when you're eating shit on a shingle at oh-four-hundred in a mess hall in a desert on the other side of the world and you haven't slept in thirty-six hours and your boots have sand in them and you can't remember what day it is — your soul DOES need saving. And the beef on toast is the only thing doing the saving."

She finished the plate. Scraped it. Used the last piece of toast to mop up the gravy the way Travis had taught her — "You don't waste the gravy, Lena, the gravy is the POINT" — and set the fork down.

The bar was still silent. Nell was pressed against the back wall. The two miners had stopped eating entirely and were watching with the expressions of men who had just witnessed a religious experience and weren't sure if they were supposed to applaud or pray.

Emmett walked in. He'd been listening from the doorway — she could tell by the look on his face, which was the look of a man who had just heard the most unhinged, profane, deeply passionate culinary-military-maritime-historical lecture of his life and wanted to write every single word of it down.

"That's extraordinary," he said, sitting on his stool. "The same signal for drowning and for breakfast. The linguistic overlap alone — "

"It's the military, Emmett. Nothing makes sense and everything is an acronym and the food has a swear word in the name and it's the best meal on the menu. That's just how it works."

Nell delivered his plate. Emmett took one bite. Closed his eyes. Chewed. Opened his eyes. Took another bite. Didn't speak. Took a third bite. Still didn't speak. The man had entered a state of focused consumption that was beyond words, beyond manners, beyond the basic social contract that said you should probably acknowledge the people sitting next to you while you ate.

"Good?" she asked.

"I want this every morning."

"You cannot have this every morning. Your heart will explode. Your arteries will file for divorce. You will die face-down in cream gravy and Dolly will have to identify the body."

"Then every other morning."

"Emmett."

"Every third morning. Non-negotiable."

Lena looked at Benny. Benny looked at Lena. The pink was nuclear — ears, neck, the top of his chest visible above the collar. The pink of a man who had just been screamed at for five minutes straight and every word of the screaming had been a compliment.

"Don't call it shit on a shingle in front of Mae," Lena said.

"I wasn't going to call it that."

"What were you going to call it?"

"Gravy and toast."

"Of course you were."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The wipe.

She finished her coffee. Emmett finished his plate — every drop, every smear, the fork scraping porcelain with the determination of a man who would not be defeated by residual gravy. He had cream on his chin and didn't know it and she wasn't going to tell him because she liked it there the same way she'd liked the paint.

---

The key fit. The lock was stiff — five years of sitting unused had done what five years always did to iron in a damp climate — but it turned, and the door opened, and they walked into their building for the first time as owners.

It smelled like dust and old wood and the particular absence of life that buildings developed when nobody lived in them. Not rot — Henderson had been right about the bones. The structure was sound. Stone foundation, timber frame, the same construction as the Ledger. But the emptiness had a weight to it. The kind of weight that said *I used to be something and then I wasn't and now maybe I will be again.*

The front room was large. Bigger than she'd expected from the outside — the boardwalk frontage was modest, but the building went deep. A main room that could hold a desk, a drafting table, a meeting area. Room for plans on the walls. Room for Emmett's notebooks and her pipe drawings and the kind of organized chaos that a working office accumulated. The ceiling of the front room had a dark stain — water damage, at least two seasons old, tracking from the corner where the roof met the wall. She filed it. Roof leak. Priority one.

"This is the front," Emmett said. He was already pacing it. Counting steps. Measuring with his feet the way Lena measured with her eyes. "Sixteen by twenty. Maybe eighteen."

"Closer to eighteen. The joists are on two-foot centers — I can see nine of them." She pointed at the ceiling where the floor of the second story showed its bones. "Good timber. No sag."

Two smaller rooms in the back — separated from the front by a timber partition with a doorway cut in it. Each one about ten by ten. Offices. Or storage. Or both.

"One for you, one for me," Emmett said.

"One for plans and one for books. You'll need your reference library close."

"I was thinking the same thing." The warmth. The Emmett warmth. The one that said *we think the same way and I love that about you* without saying any of it.

They went upstairs. The staircase was narrow — single file, steep, the kind of stairs that frontier buildings built because floor space was more valuable than convenience. Lena put her hand on the railing at the top.

The railing came off in her hand.

Not dramatically — it didn't explode. It just... separated. The post at the top of the stairs tilted away from the wall with the slow, gentle surrender of something that had given up on being attached and was waiting for someone to notice. Lena stood there holding a four-foot piece of railing that was no longer connected to anything, looking at the gap where it used to be.

"That needs fixing," Emmett said.

"That needs fixing." She set the railing against the wall. Added it to the list that was growing every second she spent in this building.

The top of the stairs opened into a hallway with three doors. The first — the big one, at the front of the building overlooking the boardwalk — was the master. A good-sized room, maybe fourteen by sixteen, with a window that would let in morning light and a view of the street below. The other two were smaller. Ten by ten, maybe less. Side by side, facing the back of the building.

"Three bedrooms," Emmett said.

"Or two bedrooms and a records room. Or one bedroom and two workrooms. Or — " She stopped. They were standing in the master bedroom of a building they owned together and the implications of that were hanging in the air like sawdust after a cut. "We'll figure out the upstairs later."

"Later," Emmett agreed. Quickly. Pink.

They went back down. The main floor had one more surprise — a hatch in the floor of the back room. Iron ring, set flush with the boards. She pulled it.

Cool air. The smell of earth — not surface earth, deep earth. The kind of damp, mineral cold that came from being ten feet underground where the sun never reached and the temperature never changed.

"Root cellar," she said. She lowered herself through the hatch. The ladder was rough but solid — timber rungs, mortised into the frame. She dropped the last two feet and landed on packed earth.

The cellar was beautiful. Not decoratively — structurally. The stone foundation didn't stop at ground level. It went down. Ten feet, maybe more, of stacked stone walls extending below grade, creating a room roughly the same footprint as the back office above it. Cool. Dry enough. The ceiling was the underside of the main floor joists — visible, accessible, solid.

"Emmett. Get down here."

He came down the ladder with the careful precision of a man who had never descended into a cellar before and was treating it as a scholarly expedition. He reached the bottom. Looked around. His eyes adjusted to the dim light filtering through the hatch above.

"This is — "

"This is perfect. Cool, constant temperature, below grade. You could store documents down here. Records. Plans. Anything that needs to stay dry and protected. Or — " She ran her hand along the stone wall. Cold. Steady. " — if Benny ever needs cold storage, this is twenty feet from his kitchen. This cellar stays cool year-round. You could keep meat down here. Beer. Anything that wants to be cold."

"Henderson's building had a root cellar?"

"Henderson built this thirty years ago when he thought he was opening a storefront. A man who runs cattle knows about cold storage. He built this the way he built his smokehouse — for keeping things that needed to be kept." She looked up at the joists above her. Sound. No rot. No water damage despite the damp air. "The bones on this building aren't just good, Emmett. They're excellent. Henderson built this the way Forge builds pipe — for thirty years, not five."

They climbed back up. Closed the hatch. Stood in the back room — their back room, in their building, with a cellar underneath and three bedrooms above and a front room that was going to become the office of Wright and Grail, Waterworks.

"I need to get to the Crewe line," she said. "Griff's crew is waiting. Second day of trenching and I need to be there when they hit the property boundary."

"I need to get to the bookshop. The Benny scope needs the final materials reconciliation from Forge, and I want to start the Mae proposal outline while the numbers are fresh."

They stood there. In their building. Looking at each other. The dust. The empty rooms. The railing leaning against the wall upstairs.

"After supper," she said. "We come back. Lamplight. Brooms. We start cleaning this place out."

"After supper," he agreed. "I'll bring the lamp from the bookshop."

"I'll bring the brooms from Benny's."

"It's a date."

"Emmett Grail, did you just ask me on a date to sweep a dusty building by lamplight?"

"I believe I did."

"That is the most you thing you've ever done." She kissed him. Quick. In their building. Because it was theirs and they were standing in it and the dust didn't matter and the railing didn't matter and the roof leak didn't matter. Not yet. Tonight they'd sweep. Tomorrow they'd fix. And the day after that, and the day after that, until the building was Wright and Grail the way the sign on the bookshop was Wright and Grail — real, permanent, theirs.

She walked out into the morning. Tool belt. Nokia. The Crewe trench was waiting. The second branch line wasn't going to dig itself.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Keys in her pocket. Still there too.

            

    
        B2 C23 - Corned Beef and a Cleaning Date

    
    
    
    
                The Crewe trench was behaving.

That was the word for it — behaving. Like the ground had heard what happened on the Hallett line and decided not to make trouble. Clean soil, no rock shelf, no roots thicker than a finger. Griff's crew had the rhythm now — they'd been doing this long enough that the shovels moved without instruction and the grade checks happened without Lena asking. She walked the line in the morning, confirmed the route, marked the tee junction where the branch would tap into the main, and then dropped into the trench and started joining pipe while the crew dug ahead of her and backfilled behind.

By afternoon they were a hundred and forty feet in. The Crewe property was visible — closer than the Halletts, shorter run, fewer joints. Another day, maybe a day and a half, and the second branch line would be in the ground.

She climbed out of the trench at the end of the day with tar on her hands and mud on her knees and the particular ache in her lower back that said she'd been bent over pipe joints for seven hours and her spine had opinions about it. Good opinions. Earned opinions. The kind of opinions that came with thirty-three sealed joints and a hundred and forty feet of iron in the ground that was going to carry water to a family that was currently hauling buckets.

Dell handed her a beer. Stream-cold. She drank it standing at the edge of the trench, looking at the filled earth behind her and the open cut ahead, and felt the thing she felt at the end of every good work day — the quiet satisfaction of a woman who had moved something from the "not done" pile to the "done" pile and the pile was getting smaller.

"Tomorrow?" Griff asked.

"Tomorrow. We'll hit the property line by midmorning if the soil holds. I want to set the tee fitting before lunch and start the riser to the house in the afternoon."

"We'll be ready."

She walked back to town. South road. Sun low and orange behind her. Nokia on her hip. Keys in her pocket.

---

She washed at the basin. Pitcher. Cold water. Cloth. The irony still wasn't funny.

Clean shirt. Work jeans — not the good ones. She was going back out tonight for the cleaning date and there was no point putting on nice clothes to sweep a building that hadn't been touched in five years.

She came downstairs.

*Ding.*

The smell had been building since she'd walked through the swinging doors, but it hit different when Nell set the plate in front of her. Not the sharp hit of spice or the sweet ambush of Benny's dessert experiments. This was slow. Deep. The smell of something that had been in a pot for hours — meat and salt and something earthy and green and a warmth underneath it all that said *this has been cooking since this morning and it's been waiting for you.*

Corned beef.

A thick slab of Henderson's beef — cured, salted, slow-braised until it fell apart under the fork in long, tender shreds that glistened with the cooking liquid. The color was deep — not the pink of fresh beef, the darker, richer tone of meat that had spent time in salt and then spent more time in a pot with liquid and heat and patience. The grain of the meat was visible, each fiber separating cleanly, the way corned beef was supposed to separate — the way her grandmother's corned beef separated on St. Patrick's Day in a kitchen in Raleigh where nobody was Irish but everybody ate like they were.

Cabbage. Wedges of it, pale green, soft but not mushy — added in the last half hour, she could tell, because the leaves still had structure but the cores were tender. They'd absorbed the braising liquid, taken on the salt and the fat from the beef, and turned from a vegetable nobody got excited about into the reason you came back for seconds.

Potatoes. Not mashed this time — whole, small, skin-on, cooked in the same pot as the beef and the cabbage, swimming in the same liquid, tasting like everything they'd been sitting next to for the last six hours.

Carrots. Cut thick. Orange and soft and sweet the way carrots got when they'd been braised low and slow until the sugar in them came out and met the salt from the beef and created something that had no business being as good as it was.

She took a bite of the beef. Closed her eyes.

"Benny."

His face in the pass-through. "Yeah?"

"You absolute freak."

"Is it — "

"This is corned beef and cabbage. This is IRISH food, Benny. You have now cooked food from — I've lost count — at least six different countries from my world and you've never heard of a single one of them. You're making food from a country that's famous for drinking and fighting and potatoes and you've never seen an ocean or heard of Ireland or drunk a Guinness in your LIFE."

"I don't know what any of those things are."

"I KNOW you don't know what any of those things are. That's what makes it INSANE." She took another bite. The beef was melting. The cabbage was perfect. The potatoes were doing things that potatoes should not be able to do outside of an Irish grandmother's kitchen. "This needs dark beer."

"There's dark beer in it."

She set her fork down. Looked at the plate. Looked at Benny. Looked at the plate again.

"There's dark beer. In the braise."

"Henderson's beef, salt, the dark beer Marv brought in last week — the heavy one, the one that tastes like bread — cabbage, potatoes, carrots. Low heat. All day." The shrug. The Benny shrug. "I thought the beer would give it something. It did."

"You braised corned beef in stout. You BRAISED it in STOUT, Benny. That's — do you understand — that's what they DO. That's what the Irish DO. They braise beef in dark beer because the beer gives it body and bitterness and it cuts through the salt and makes the whole thing taste like — like — "

She gestured at the plate with both hands. She didn't have words. The words had left. The words had packed their bags and walked out of the bar because the food had made language unnecessary.

"Of course there's dark beer in it, you beautiful freak," she said. "Of COURSE there is. Because why WOULDN'T there be. Why would ANYTHING in this kitchen make sense. Why would I expect to sit down to a meal in a fantasy saloon and NOT be eating a dish that took an entire civilization a thousand years to perfect, made by a man who thinks stout is 'the heavy one that tastes like bread.'"

"Is that... not what it is?"

"It is EXACTLY what it is, Benny. It tastes like bread because it's made from the same grains as bread. It's beer that wanted to be bread and didn't commit. And you put it in a pot with beef and cooked it all day and accidentally invented Irish pub food and I need you to give me a glass of that dark beer RIGHT NOW so I can drink it with this meal the way GOD and the IRISH intended."

Benny poured. The dark beer — Marv's heavy stock, the one that came in the squat brown bottles and poured like motor oil and tasted like toast and coffee and something slightly bitter that made you want another sip before you'd finished the first one. He set it in front of her. She drank. The beer met the beef in her mouth and the combination did something that should have been illegal — the bitterness of the stout cutting through the salt of the corned beef, the carbonation lifting the richness, the roasted grain flavor sitting next to the braised meat like they'd been introduced at a party and immediately decided to get married.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Never change."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The pink that could power a small city.

Emmett walked in. His time. His stool. Nell had the beer waiting — the dark one, because Nell had heard the rant and had already decided that tonight was a dark beer night for everyone. Smart girl.

Emmett took one bite. The eyes went wide. Three seconds. Then he ate the way Emmett ate when Benny hit the deep places — silent, focused, methodical, the fork moving with the steady rhythm of a man who was not going to stop until the plate was empty and possibly not even then.

"What country is this from?" he asked, between bites.

"Ireland. Green island. Rain. Whiskey. Poetry. Fighting. These people survived a famine and came out the other side with the best comfort food on the planet. Do not get me started on Ireland, Emmett. We'll be here all night."

"I'd like to hear about Ireland."

"You'll hear about Ireland. But not tonight. Tonight we clean."

---

The building was dark when they unlocked it. Lena had two lamps — borrowed from Benny, who had handed them over with the expression of a man who was happy to contribute to the renovation of a building that was twenty feet from his kitchen. Emmett had one from the bookshop. Three lamps for two people in an empty building at night.

They swept. Starting from the back, working forward, the way you cleared a job site — methodical, thorough, one room at a time. Five years of dust came up in clouds that caught the lamplight and turned the air gold. Cobwebs in the corners. Mouse droppings behind the back wall — she'd deal with that later. Dead insects on the windowsills. The particular archaeology of neglect — layers of abandonment that came up one sweep at a time.

Emmett swept the way Emmett did everything — carefully, precisely, with the focused attention of a man who was treating a broom the way he treated a pencil. He swept in straight lines. He swept the corners. He found a rag somewhere and wiped the windowsills and the door frames and the tops of the partition walls where the dust had settled into a felt-thick layer.

Lena swept the way she did everything — fast, aggressive, with the efficiency of a woman who had cleaned job sites since she was fourteen and knew that speed mattered more than elegance when you were dealing with this much dirt. She moved furniture — what little there was, a broken stool and a crate Henderson had left behind — and swept under it. She pulled the hatch open and swept the debris down into the cellar, which she'd deal with tomorrow. She found a bucket in the back room, filled it from the public tap — two blocks, annoying, another argument for running water to this building — and mopped the front room floor on her hands and knees because the dust had turned to grime in places and grime needed water.

They worked for two hours. The lamps burned low. The building went from abandoned to merely empty — the dust was gone, the floors were clean, the windows let in moonlight instead of filtering it through five years of filth. It wasn't finished. The roof still leaked. The railing was still broken. The cellar still needed clearing. But it was *clean.* It was a space you could stand in and imagine something.

Emmett leaned the broom against the wall. Lena set the bucket down. They were standing in the front room — the room that was going to be their office, their workspace, the place where Wright and Grail happened. The lamps were low. The moonlight came through the windows. Their shadows stretched across the clean floor.

They sat down. Right there. On the floor. Backs against the wall. Side by side. The wall was cold stone and the floor was damp from the mopping and neither of them cared because they were too tired to stand and too satisfied to leave.

He took her hand. She let him. Their fingers laced together — his ink-stained and callused from pencils, hers tar-stained and callused from pipe. Two different kinds of hands that had spent the day doing two different kinds of work for the same thing.

"This is ours," she said.

"This is ours," he said.

The lamps flickered. The building settled around them — the quiet sounds of old timber and stone adjusting to the idea that someone was here again, that the emptiness was ending, that the rooms were going to be rooms again instead of spaces where dust lived.

They sat. Holding hands. On the floor of their building. In the quiet.

That was enough.

            

    
        B2 C24 - Warm Beer, Cold Kiss, and a Finished Line

    
    
    
    
                Breakfast burritos. By request.

Not hers — Griff's crew. Dell had apparently walked into the Ledger at dawn and told Nell that the digging crew wanted breakfast rolls and would she please tell Benny that the men in the trench had discussed it and the vote was unanimous. Nell had told Benny. Benny had started rolling before Lena came down the stairs.

"The crews are ordering food now," Lena said, watching Benny assemble a tray of burritos through the pass-through with the focused efficiency of a man who had built this particular assembly line and could run it in his sleep.

"They asked," Benny said. "I make what people ask for."

"You make what people didn't know they wanted and then they ask for it again. That's not cooking, Benny. That's a drug operation."

"Huh." The shrug. The roll. Fold, fold, tuck, sear. Another burrito on the tray.

She ate hers at the bar. Tuesday burrito. Every day was Tuesday and every Tuesday was a good day for burritos. Nell had the coffee ready before Lena's hand reached the counter, which was either psychic or observational and with Nell it was getting harder to tell the difference.

Ledger handoff. Whiskey bottles. Gone.

---

Mae was behind the counter. Pencil out. The List.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning. The Crewe line?"

"Should finish today. Soil's been clean — no rock, no roots. I'm hoping to set the tap by end of day."

"Good." A mark on the paper. The infrastructure file. "Nothing on the list for you today. Finish your line. I need you free for the trip tomorrow."

"The cooper trip. If the Crewe line finishes."

"It'll finish. You don't leave things unfinished." Mae set the pencil down. The set-the-pencil-down thing. "I've spoken to Henderson. And Forge. And Griff. About the tax conversation."

"Already?"

"I don't wait, Lena. I build." The pencil went back behind her ear. "Henderson understood immediately. Forge needed an hour. Griff needed ten minutes — the man thinks in economics even if he doesn't know the word. All three are willing to be the first voices in support when I bring it to the town."

"Mae, that's — "

"That's what I do. Now go finish your pipe. I'll have more for you when you get back from the brewery town."

She went.

---

The trench was waiting. Griff's crew was already in it — shovels moving, the rhythm established, the grade holding. Dell was at the far end distributing burritos from the tray Nell had sent over, and the sounds coming from the trench were the sounds of men eating with one hand and digging with the other and being entirely content with both.

Lena dropped in. Caulking iron. Oakum. Solder pot — Dell had it hot and steady, the kid had learned to tend the pot the way a smith's apprentice learned to tend a forge, by watching and adjusting and never letting the temperature drift.

She joined pipe. Joint after joint. The rhythm she knew better than breathing — spigot into bell, pack the oakum, pour the solder, call for backfill, move forward six feet. The Crewe property was close now. She could see the foundation from the trench — stone, knee-high, the frame going up, the house taking shape around the pipe that was coming to meet it.

By midmorning they'd crossed the property line. By late morning they were at the house. She was measuring the riser — the vertical run from the underground branch to the tap point on the wall — when a shadow fell across the trench.

Emmett. Standing at the edge, satchel on his shoulder, two bottles in his hand. He looked like a man who had walked from the bookshop to the Crewe property with the specific intention of delivering lunch and information and was slightly winded from the walk because Emmett's primary form of exercise was turning pages.

"Beer," he said, holding out a bottle.

She took it. Warm. Room temperature. The same temperature as the air and the dirt and everything else that wasn't sitting in a mountain stream.

She drank it anyway. It was terrible. Warm beer was always terrible. Back home she'd rather drink tap water than a warm Bud Light, and Marv's standard stock wasn't Bud Light — it was heavier, yeastier, and the warmth made it taste like bread soup with regrets.

"That is genuinely awful," she said.

"I know. I'm sorry. I couldn't carry a stream."

"You're forgiven. What've you got?"

He crouched at the edge of the trench. Opened the satchel. The notebook came out — the one with the line down the middle, the one that had been getting thicker every day.

"Hallett completion payment cleared. Forty-six gold from the Halletts, minus materials, minus labor, minus Forge's pipe invoice." He paused. The pencil tapped the page. The tap that meant he had something to say and wasn't sure she'd like it. "Wright and Grail's margin on the job: six gold, four silver."

"Our first profit."

"Our first profit. And our first problem." He looked at her. The lens was crooked but his eyes were sharp. "Lena, you can make six gold running two delivery trips for Mae in a single day. That job took — what — five days of trenching, two days of pipe work, materials from Forge, labor for Griff's crew? A week of work for two people and a four-man crew, and we cleared six gold. That's not a margin. That's a rounding error."

She leaned against the trench wall. He was right. She'd known it was thin when Emmett built the original budget — forty-six gold per house had felt reasonable when she was pricing it as a solo plumber doing favors off Mae's list. But Wright and Grail wasn't a solo plumber anymore. Wright and Grail was two partners, a crew, an office, and a building note at ten percent.

"The ten percent margin I built into the original quote was based on you doing the work alone," Emmett said. "No office overhead. No building payment. No dedicated crew costs. Now we have all three, and the margin doesn't cover them. If we price the Dunnigan line the same way — forty-six gold, same structure — we'll clear less than the Halletts because Forge's pipe costs went up with his last material buy."

"So we reprice."

"We reprice. The Crewe line is already contracted — we honor that. But Dunnigan hasn't signed yet. And anyone after Dunnigan gets the new rate." He flipped to a fresh page. She could see the columns forming — the Emmett system, the line down the middle. "I'm working the numbers. I want to bring the margin up to at least twenty percent — closer to twenty-five if the market will bear it. That means the per-house price goes up. Probably sixty to sixty-five gold, depending on run length and soil conditions."

"Will people pay sixty-five?"

"Will they haul buckets from the stream instead?" He closed the notebook. "I'll have the new rate card ready by the time we get back from the brewery town. But I wanted you to see the Hallett numbers first. Because six gold is what happens when we undercharge, and I'd rather we learn that lesson on the first job than the tenth."

"My dad learned that lesson on the tenth. Almost lost the house."

"Then we're ahead of schedule."

She almost smiled. Almost.

"Crewe advance?" she asked.

"Received. Twenty-three gold — half up front, per terms. Materials ordered from Forge. First draw against the Benny advance also processed — Henderson's money is moving. And I made the first installment on the building note. Early."

"You paid Henderson early."

"I don't like carrying debt when I have the funds to reduce it. The sooner the note is paid down, the less interest accrues." He flipped a page. "If you finish the Crewe line today, we're in good shape despite the thin margin. Wright and Grail's operating fund has enough to cover the trip tomorrow and the next two weeks of labor for Griff's crew. The Benny phase one scope is finalized. I have the cooper questions written out — dimensions, materials, timeline, capacity. And I've drafted a preliminary list of drainage questions in case anyone in the brewery town knows about clay pipe."

"You've been busy."

"I've been at my desk since dawn. This is what I do." He closed the notebook. Looked at her — standing in a trench, mud to her knees, tar on her hands, oakum fibers in her hair. The look on his face was the one she was still collecting. The one that said *I am looking at the most extraordinary woman I've ever met and she's standing in a ditch.*

"You think you'll finish today?" he asked.

"Twelve joints left. Maybe fifteen if the riser gives me trouble. I'll be done by late afternoon."

"Then tomorrow. The trip. Dawn."

"Dawn. You, me, Benny. Buggy. Same road as the hemp farm, push past to the brewery town. Cooper first, brewery second, back by supper."

"I'll arrange the buggy tonight."

"You already arranged the buggy, didn't you?"

"I arranged it this morning. In case you said yes."

"I'm standing in a ditch, Emmett. Why would I say no to a day out of a ditch?"

He smiled. The real one. She reached up — she was three feet below him, standing on pipe, and he was crouching at the edge of the trench with his notebook in one hand and a warm beer in the other — and she grabbed the front of his coat. The wrongly-buttoned coat. She pulled him down.

He almost fell in. He didn't fall in. He caught himself with one hand on the edge of the trench and she kissed him with the other hand still on his coat, pulling his face down to hers. It was not a clean kiss. It was not a gentle kiss. It was the kiss of a woman who was covered in mud and tar and oakum and had been laying pipe since dawn and wanted to put her mouth on the man she loved before he walked back to his desk and his pencils and his perfectly organized notebook.

She let go. He straightened up. There was mud on his chin — her hand had transferred it. Tar on his collar — her fingers had left it. And the look on his face was the look of a man who had just been kissed by a woman standing in a ditch and had no complaints about any part of the experience.

"You have mud on your face," she said.

"I'm aware."

"Go do your numbers, Emmett. Fix our prices."

"Going." He stood. Picked up the satchel. Picked up the empty beer bottle — because Emmett Grail did not leave litter at a job site, even a job site that was a trench in the dirt. "Dawn tomorrow."

"Dawn tomorrow."

He walked back toward town. She watched him go — coat buttoned wrong, satchel over his shoulder, mud on his chin that he wasn't going to wipe off because she'd put it there and Emmett Grail kept the things she gave him.

She turned back to the pipe. Twelve joints. Maybe fifteen. The Crewe family was going to have water by sundown.

She picked up the caulking iron. Packed the oakum. Poured the solder.

The work was there. The work was always there. And tomorrow — tomorrow was a buggy ride and a cooper and a brewery and a cook who was going to see where his beer came from.

But first — pipe. Always pipe first.

            

    
        B2 C25 - Reubens and an Early Night

    
    
    
    
                She hit the swinging doors like she was kicking them off the hinges.

Not angry. The opposite of angry. The kind of energy that came from standing in a trench for nine hours and watching the last joint seal and the last section of backfill get tamped and the Crewe family's tap get set into a wall that didn't have plaster yet but DID have water — cold, clear, mountain water running through iron pipe that she'd laid with her own hands while a woman who'd been hauling buckets for thirty years stood in her unfinished kitchen and turned a handle and watched the future come out of a hole in the wall.

Two lines done. Two families with water. The third was coming. The business was real. The work was DONE.

"BENNY!" She slammed both hands on the bar. Nell jumped. A miner at the far table spilled his beer. She didn't care. "You wonderful bastard. TELL me you did something amazing with that leftover corned beef."

Benny's face appeared in the pass-through. The golden retriever look — except this time it had something else behind it. Surprise. Genuine surprise. The face of a man who had been caught doing something he thought was private.

"How did you know?" he asked.

She looked at him sideways. The look that said *are you serious right now.*

"Because that's what you ALWAYS do, Benny. That's what you've done since the first week I sat at this bar. One night we're having shrimp, the next night you've made a gumbo with it. One night it's roast chicken, the next morning it's chicken hash. You don't waste ANYTHING and you turn leftovers into something better than the original and you've been doing it so consistently that I could set a clock by it if I could read the clock tower, which I can't, but the POINT stands."

She leaned forward. Both elbows on the bar. The posture of a woman who was about to make a prediction and was absolutely certain she was right.

"Let me guess. You took the leftover corned beef — the stuff from last night, the salt-cured Henderson beef that you braised in dark beer. You sliced it thin. You put it on bread — not regular bread, the dark bread, the one with the grain in it that tastes like the beer's cousin. Rye bread, Benny, that's what it's called, and I'll teach you to spell it later. You layered the sliced beef on the rye. Then you took that cabbage — the cabbage from last night that you didn't serve, the extra — and you did something to it. You let it sit. You let it pickle. You let it ferment in its own juice overnight with salt and maybe some vinegar until it got sour and tangy and crunchy. And then you put THAT on the beef, on the rye, and you grilled the whole sandwich on your flat top until the bread was crispy and the beef was warm and the cabbage was — "

She stopped. Benny was staring at her through the pass-through with his mouth slightly open. The rag was in his hand. It was not moving. Nothing was moving. Benny Harwick was frozen in a state of complete, bewildered awe.

"She really is the prophet," he mumbled. Not to her. Not to anyone. To the air. To the kitchen. To whatever force he believed was running the universe that had placed this woman in his bar.

"Stop it, Benny. Stop it RIGHT now. I am not a prophet. I am a plumber who has been eating food her entire life and knows what comes after corned beef because EVERYBODY knows what comes after corned beef. You just made a Reuben. R-E-U-B-E-N. It's the natural progression. Corned beef on rye with sauerkraut — that's the pickled cabbage, by the way, sauerkraut, and yes I know that's a word from ANOTHER country entirely and no I am not going to explain Germany to you tonight — grilled until it's hot and crispy and melty. It's what you DO with leftover corned beef. It's what every deli in America has been doing with leftover corned beef since somebody figured out that bread and beef and sour cabbage and heat were the four food groups that mattered."

She slapped the bar.

"Lay it on me. I love them."

Benny disappeared. She heard the flat top sizzle. She heard bread hit iron. She heard the particular sound of a sandwich being pressed — the hiss of butter on hot metal, the slow crackle of bread going from soft to crispy, the settling weight of good ingredients doing good work under heat.

*Ding.*

Nell delivered it. The plate was hot. The sandwich was golden-brown on the outside — the rye had crisped in butter on the flat top until it was dark and crunchy and had that particular sheen that only came from bread that had been pressed against hot iron with intent. She picked it up. It was heavy — the corned beef was thick inside, shaved thin but layered deep, warm from the grill. And the cabbage — the sour, tangy, fermented cabbage that Benny had made overnight by doing something he probably called "letting it sit in its own water" — was threaded through the beef like a bright, acidic counterpoint to all that salt and richness.

She bit.

The crunch came first — the rye, crispy and dark, shattering slightly at the edge where the butter had done its work. Then the beef — warm, salty, tender, still carrying the ghost of last night's dark beer braise. Then the sauerkraut — sour and sharp and alive, cutting through the richness of the beef the way a good acid should, waking up her whole mouth and making the next bite inevitable before she'd finished chewing the first.

"Oh, Benny," she said. Through the sandwich. Through a mouthful of reuben that had no business existing in a world that didn't know what a deli was. "Oh, you GLORIOUS bastard."

"Huh." From the pass-through. The pink was visible even through the little window. Nuclear pink. The pink of a man who had been called a prophet and a bastard in the same minute and was pleased about both.

She ate. She ate the way you eat a reuben — with both hands, leaning forward so the drippings landed on the plate and not her shirt, taking bites that were too big because the sandwich demanded it and moderation had no place at this table. The sauerkraut juice ran down her wrist. She didn't care. The bread held. The beef melted. The whole thing was the best sandwich she'd eaten since the last time she'd been to the deli on Hillsborough Street in Raleigh, and that deli had been in business for forty years and employed a man named Sal who hand-sliced the corned beef and would fight you if you asked for mustard instead of Russian dressing.

This was better than Sal's. She was never going to tell Sal that.

Emmett walked in. His time. His stool. Nell had a beer waiting — the regular one, not the dark. He sat down and looked at Lena, who was holding a half-eaten sandwich with sauerkraut juice on her chin and an expression of aggressive contentment on her face.

"Good day?" he asked.

"The Crewe line is done. The tap is set. Mrs. Crewe cried. I'm eating a Reuben sandwich in a fantasy saloon. Today is the best Tuesday of my life."

"It's not — "

"Everything is Tuesday, Emmett. Sit down. Eat your sandwich."

*Ding.* Nell delivered his plate. He picked up the reuben with the careful, two-handed grip of a man approaching an unfamiliar food with scholarly caution. He bit. The crunch. The chew. The swallow. The eyes.

"That's — "

"I know."

"The sour cabbage is — "

"Sauerkraut. I know."

"It's extraordinary."

"I know. Eat."

He ate. She ate. The bar was warm and the sandwiches were hot and the evening settled around them the way evenings did in the Ledger — gradually, comfortably, like a room putting on a sweater.

"Tomorrow," she said. "Dawn. You talked to Benny?"

"Benny's ready. He prepped a lamb stew this afternoon for Nell to serve tomorrow night. It's in the pot. She just has to keep the fire going and ladle it when the bell rings."

"Lamb stew. That'll hold."

"He also left her a page of instructions. Written out. In his handwriting, which is — "

"Terrible."

"Enthusiastic."

"Emmett, his handwriting looks like a spider fell in an inkwell and ran across the page."

"It's legible. Mostly." He wiped his mouth. Sauerkraut juice. "The buggy's at the livery. I'll pick it up before dawn. If we're on the road by sunrise, we'll hit the brewery town by midday. Cooper first, brewery after. Back by supper."

"Benny's going to vibrate the entire way there."

"I'm aware. I've allocated extra time for... Benny."

She laughed. The real one. The one that came from somewhere warm.

They finished. Whiskey — half a glass each. Not even a full pour. Tomorrow started early and the road was long and neither of them wanted to climb into a buggy at dawn with a headache and a cook who was going to talk about beer for four hours straight.

"Early night," she said.

"Early night."

The walk. Three buildings. The sign in the lamplight. His door.

The kiss was quick. Clean. The kind of kiss that said *tomorrow is going to be a long day and I want to start it knowing what your mouth tastes like.*

"Dawn," she said.

"Dawn."

He went inside. She walked back. Three buildings. Upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

She lay in the dark. Two lines done. Two families with water. A building with their name on it. A trip tomorrow — a cooper, a brewery, a nervous cook, and a scholar with a notebook full of questions.

The town was growing. The work was growing. The life she hadn't planned was growing.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C26 - The Road to the Cooper

    
    
    
    
                The buggy was at the hitching post. The horse was the same calm brown mare from the hemp farm trip — she recognized the temperament, the *I've done this a hundred times and you're not special* posture. Emmett was on the bench, satchel in his lap, notebook already open. The man had started working before the sun cleared the horizon.

Lena climbed up. The bench seat was narrow. Their shoulders touched. She didn't move. Neither did he.

No Benny.

"Five gold," she said.

Emmett looked up from the notebook. "Five gold what?"

"Five gold says that after Benny sees the brewery, all he's going to talk about for the next month is how he can do it himself. How he can brew. How he can build a setup behind the Ledger. How he already has the water and the grain and the time and all he needs is somebody to show him the process."

"Benny? A brewer?" Emmett closed the notebook. The genuinely skeptical face — the one that came from a man who categorized the world into clean, logical boxes and didn't like it when things spilled between them. "Those are completely different disciplines. Cooking and brewing have almost nothing in common. Different skills, different equipment, different class tracks entirely. A Chef-Proprietor doesn't become a brewer any more than a Scholar becomes a — "

She gave him the sideways look. The one where she turned her head about fifteen degrees and her mouth did the thing that wasn't quite a smile and wasn't quite a smirk but was definitely the expression of a woman who knew something he hadn't figured out yet.

He stopped.

"I see your point," he said. Slowly. The way Emmett acknowledged being wrong — carefully, precisely, like he was documenting the error for future reference. "But I'll take the bet anyway. He loves food too much. The kitchen is where his heart is. He's not going to abandon that for — "

"Emmett. Dear, sweet, delusional Emmett." She patted his knee. "Beer is nothing more than liquid food."

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. The lens caught the dawn light. She could see the moment the argument reorganized itself behind his eyes — the categories shifting, the boxes rearranging, the clean logical framework admitting a new variable it hadn't anticipated.

"Five gold," he said. "I'll take the bet."

"You're going to lose."

"I'm aware that's a possibility. I'm betting anyway."

"Spoken like a man who's learned nothing from watching Cade play cards."

The swinging doors banged open.

Benny came out carrying a basket in one hand and a sack in the other and wearing an expression that Lena had never seen on his face before — the expression of a man who was leaving his bar for the first time in longer than anyone could remember and was experiencing the simultaneous thrill and terror of an animal that had just noticed the cage door was open.

"I left Nell three pages of instructions," he said, climbing into the back of the buggy with the grace of a man who had never climbed into a buggy before and was treating it as an engineering problem. "Three pages. Breakfast is prepped. Lunch is cold cuts and bread. Dinner is the lamb stew — she just has to keep the fire going and ladle when the bell rings. I wrote it all down. Twice. The second time in bigger letters."

"She'll be fine, Benny."

"I also labeled the spice jars. She's been grabbing the wrong ones."

"She'll be FINE."

"And I told her not to touch the flat top. Under any circumstances. The flat top is mine."

"Benny. Get in the buggy. We're going."

He got in. The basket went on the seat beside him — breakfast, probably, because Benny did not leave the Ledger without bringing food the way normal people didn't leave the house without bringing shoes. Emmett picked up the reins. The horse started walking. Dustbreak slid past them — the Ledger, the expansion, their building, the bookshop, the sign — and then they were past the south edge of town and on the open road and the morning was gold and cool and the horse moved with the unhurried certainty of an animal that knew the way and didn't need to be told.

---

The road east was familiar for the first hour — the same route as the hemp farm trip, the same ridge, the same views. But where the hemp farm turnoff went north, they kept going east, and the country opened up. Rolling hills. Fields. The occasional farmstead visible in the distance — buildings and fences and the slow movement of livestock that said people lived here and had been living here long enough to mark the landscape.

Benny was in the back seat. Eating from the basket — because of course he was — and looking at the countryside with the wide, wondering eyes of a man who had spent twenty years behind a bar and was now seeing what existed beyond it.

"Benny, when's the last time you left Dustbreak?" Lena asked.

He thought about it. The rag wasn't in his hand — he had no rag out here — so his hands did the processing thing without it, fingers working against each other. "Five years? Six? Marv took me to the supply market in Copper Ridge. I bought spices."

"Six years."

"The bar doesn't run itself."

"The bar is running itself right now. Nell is running it. And you're sitting in a buggy eating whatever's in that basket — what IS in that basket?"

"Breakfast rolls. And some of those little cured beef strips Henderson's been experimenting with. And bread with butter and honey. And — "

"You packed a picnic."

"I packed provisions for a journey."

"You packed a picnic, Benny."

"Huh." He offered a breakfast roll to Emmett, who took it one-handed while driving the buggy, which was becoming a skill Emmett was developing — reading, writing, eating, and steering a horse simultaneously. The man was going to be terrifying once he had practice.

The road stretched. The sun climbed. And Lena talked.

She told Benny about Italy. About a country shaped like a boot where people had been making pasta for centuries and argued about the right way to make sauce the way her family argued about the right way to make biscuits — violently, passionately, and with absolute certainty that everyone else was wrong. She told him his layer pasta was lasagna. That his square noodles were ravioli. That the tomato sauce he'd been building since the shakshuka was the foundation of an entire civilization's relationship with food.

She told him about Mexico. About tortillas — his thin bread — and how an entire culture had built its cuisine around the idea that anything could be improved by wrapping it in something flat and warm. That his breakfast rolls were burritos. That the spiced beef he'd been making with Henderson's meat was closer to barbacoa than he'd ever know and she was not going to explain barbacoa right now because they'd be here all day.

She told him about France. That his butter flour was a roux and that roux was the backbone of French cooking and that an entire country full of people who thought they were better than everybody else had built their culinary identity on exactly the thing Benny did every morning before breakfast — mixing fat and flour in a pan and turning it into the base for everything.

She told him about Ireland. About the corned beef. About stout in a braise. About a country that had survived on potatoes and stubbornness and turned both into art.

Benny was silent through all of it. Not the Benny silence of processing — the other silence. The silence of a man who was hearing something that mattered and didn't want to interrupt it with sound. His face was doing something she couldn't read. Not pink. Not the golden retriever look. Something deeper. Something that looked like a man who was learning that the things he'd been making in a kitchen in a town nobody had heard of were connected to something vast and old and real.

Then she stopped. Mid-sentence. Because Benny had just pulled a soft round bun out of the basket and was tearing it in half to scoop up some of the cured beef strips, and the sight of it hit her like a pipe wrench to the sternum.

"Hold on," she said. "Benny. Those buns. The ones you make with the leftover bread dough."

"Yeah?"

"You served them with the brisket. Way back. The soft round ones. You've been making them on and off ever since."

"When I've got extra dough. They're nothing, Lena. Just little rolls."

She was staring at the bun in his hand. At the beef next to it. At the gap between them that Benny couldn't see and she couldn't stop seeing. Six inches. Six inches between the two halves of the most important food in American history and the man was eating them SEPARATELY.

Her heart cracked. Not the dramatic kind — the quiet kind. The hairline fracture of a woman watching a genius hold the answer in both hands and not see it.

"Why haven't you done more with those buns?" she asked. Carefully. Like she was defusing a bomb. "You do something new with every ingredient Henderson brings you. But those buns — you just serve them on the side. Every time. You never — " She stopped. Bit the inside of her cheek. Hard.

*Don't. Don't you dare. He has to find it himself.*

"Never what?" Benny asked.

"Nothing." Her voice was wrong. Too tight. "Forget I said anything."

"You look like you're in pain."

"I AM in pain, Benny. I am in actual physical distress and I cannot tell you why." She turned back to face the road. Her hands were gripping the bench seat like she was trying to strangle the wood. "Just — think about those buns. Think about what else you could do with them. That's all I'm going to say. If you haven't figured it out in a few weeks, I'll tell you. But dammit, Benny, I want you to get there on your own."

"Get WHERE?"

"I can't — " She made a sound. A strangled, frustrated, deeply Lena sound — the sound of a woman who wanted to scream an answer across the countryside and was physically preventing herself from doing it. "I have MISSED it, Benny. Every single day since I got here. More than my truck. More than my phone. More than toilet paper. And you have everything you need to make it happen and I can't say another WORD or I'll ruin it and this is genuinely the hardest thing I have ever done and I once snaked a sewer line in a crawl space full of copperheads."

"It's... a bun, Lena."

"It is NOT just a bun. It is — " Cheek. Bite. Hard. " — I'm done. I'm done. Don't ask me again. Just think about the buns."

Silence. The buggy creaked. The horse walked. Benny looked at the bun in his hand. Looked at the beef strip in his other hand. Looked at the bun.

"Huh," he said.

Emmett leaned toward Lena. Quietly. "What is it?"

"Not in front of Benny."

"Is it really that important?"

She looked at him. The sideways look. The one that said *you have no idea.*

"It changed the world, Emmett. My entire country runs on it. Every town, every city, every road, every corner. Rich people eat it. Poor people eat it. Kids eat it. Presidents eat it. It costs almost nothing to make. It takes five minutes. And it's perfect. And Benny is sitting back there eating the two halves of it SEPARATELY and I might actually die."

The buggy rolled on. The brewery town was ahead. The cooper was waiting. And somewhere in the back seat, a cook was looking at a bun and a piece of beef and didn't know he was holding the future in both hands.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

The road was long and the morning was warm and she was going to lose her mind if he didn't figure it out soon.

            

    
        B2 C27 - Staves, Steam, and a Happy Cook

    
    
    
    
                They smelled the brewery before they saw it. Grain and yeast and something warm and slightly sweet — the smell of fermentation, the smell of sugar being eaten by something alive and turned into something better. The road curved around a low hill and there it was: a cluster of stone and timber buildings set against the base of a ridge, with a brook running down out of the hills alongside it and steam rising from a chimney that was doing serious work.

But Lena wasn't looking at the brewery.

She was looking at the grain silos.

Two of them. Standing beside the main building like sentries. Fifteen feet tall, maybe more — cylindrical, tapering slightly at the top, capped with conical timber roofs. And they were made of *staves.* Wooden staves — shaped, fitted, bound with iron hoops at regular intervals, the same construction she'd described to Mae in the sundries. The same principle as a barrel. The same skill. Just bigger. Much bigger.

"Emmett." She grabbed his arm. The reins jerked. The horse looked back with the expression of an animal that did not appreciate sudden movements.

"EMMETT." She was pointing. Both hands. The notebook fell off his lap. She didn't care. "That. RIGHT THERE. Those silos. Do you see them?"

"I see them."

"That is what we need. THAT. That exact thing. Except waterproof and elevated. Those are grain storage — they don't need to hold liquid. But the construction is the same. Staves, hoops, fitted joints. If you seal the inside and mount it on a timber frame twenty feet in the air, that's a water tower. That's our water tower. That cooper is already building structures this size. He's already DOING it, Emmett. We don't have to convince him it's possible. He's done it TWICE and they're standing RIGHT THERE."

Emmett was already writing. The notebook had been retrieved from the buggy floor and the pencil was moving before she'd finished talking. He was sketching — not well, Emmett could not draw, but he was drawing the silo shape with dimensions and notes and the word WATERPROOF underlined three times.

"Drop Benny at the brewery," she said. "We'll come back for him. I need to find the cooper NOW."

Benny was already half out of the buggy. The brewery doors were open and the smell was pulling him like a rope — grain and yeast and the particular warmth of a place where things were being made. His face was the face of a man walking into a church he didn't know he'd been looking for.

"Go," Lena said. "We'll find you."

He went. He didn't look back. The brewery swallowed him and the doors stayed open and somewhere inside a cook was about to meet the people who made his beer and the world was going to get a little bit bigger for Benny Harwick.

---

The cooper's shop was two buildings over from the brewery — a long, open-sided structure with a high roof and the smell of fresh timber and hot iron. It was not a small operation. This was a working shop with inventory — finished casks stacked along one wall, staves drying in racks, iron hoops in coils on the floor. Two workers were shaping staves at benches with draw knives, and a third was firing the inside of a half-assembled cask over a brazier, the heat bending the wood into its curve.

The cooper himself was easy to spot — he was the one yelling. A thick man, mid-fifties, with forearms that rivaled Forge's and a voice that carried across the shop the way Lena's voice carried across a job site. He was correcting one of the workers on the angle of a stave joint, and the correction involved pointing, shouting, and physically taking the draw knife and demonstrating the cut himself.

"That's a craftsman," Lena said to Emmett. "That's a man who cares about his joints."

"You recognize the type?"

"I AM the type."

They waited until the demonstration was done. The cooper set down the draw knife, wiped his hands on his apron, and turned to find two strangers standing in his shop — a woman in work clothes with a Nokia on her hip and a man in a wrongly-buttoned coat holding a notebook.

"Help you?"

"Lena Wright. Wright and Grail, Waterworks. Out of Dustbreak." She held out her hand. He shook it — firm, calloused, the handshake of a man who worked with his hands and respected people who did the same. "This is Emmett Grail, my partner. We're here about a project."

"Dustbreak." He said it the way people said the name of a small town they'd heard of but never thought about. "Marv's route. The beer town."

"The water town, now. That's why we're here." She pointed back toward the brewery. "Those grain silos you built. The big ones."

"Those are mine. Built them four years ago. Twelve-foot diameter, sixteen-foot height, quarter-ton capacity each." Pride in the voice — the quiet, factual pride of a man who knew exactly what he'd built and didn't need to embellish it.

"We want you to build something similar. But for water."

His eyebrows went up. Not skepticism — interest. The interest of a craftsman being asked to do something new with a skill he already had.

"Water storage," he said. "How much?"

"Two to three thousand gallons. Enough to supply a town of fifty houses with constant pressure. We'd be mounting it on an elevated timber frame — twenty, maybe twenty-five feet up — so gravity feeds the distribution mains below."

"An elevated water tank." He was nodding now. Slowly. The way Henderson nodded — the nod of a man who was already thinking about how to do the thing before he'd agreed to do it. "I've done water tanks. Smaller — for the brewery, for distilleries up the ridge. They cache water for their mash. Biggest one I've done is about eight hundred gallons. But the principle scales. Water swells the wood. Makes the joints tighter than any caulk. A properly built stave tank with good timber and iron hoops will hold water for thirty years without leaking."

"That's what I wanted to hear."

"The tank itself — you're looking at ten feet in diameter, seven feet tall for three thousand gallons. White oak staves, two-inch thickness, charred on the inside for waterproofing. Iron hoops — I'd want eight for a tank that size, maybe ten. Conical roof to keep debris out." He was pacing now. Thinking with his feet the way Emmett thought with his pencil. "The frame is separate work. Timber supports, cross-braced, bolted at the joints. I've got timber men here who can build that — they've done elevated platforms for the brewery's cooling tanks."

"Can you give us a price?" Emmett asked. The pencil was ready. The notebook was open.

The cooper looked at him. Looked at the notebook. Looked at Lena. The look of a man assessing whether the people in front of him were serious.

"The tank — staves, hoops, charring, assembly, delivery to Dustbreak — a hundred and forty gold. The frame — timber, hardware, labor for the build — another eighty. That's the tank on the ground and the frame standing. Your people would need to lift the tank onto the frame, but I can send a man to supervise if you need it."

Emmett wrote. Lena did the math in her head. Two hundred and twenty gold for the tank and frame. Forge's pipe for the mains would be another — she'd need to scope that separately. Labor for the installation, the plumbing, the connections. Call it four hundred total for the water tower project, maybe four-fifty with contingency.

That was real. That was a number Mae could work with.

"Timeline?" she asked.

"The tank is six weeks from when I start. The timber's not a problem — I've got white oak drying in the yard. The hoops I can source from the ironworks up the ridge. The frame is faster — three weeks, maybe four. I could start both in parallel if you put down a deposit."

"How much for the deposit?"

"Forty gold. Covers my materials commitment. Non-refundable if you cancel, applied to the final price if you don't."

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. The look they'd developed — the partnership look, the one that said *are we doing this* without either of them having to ask.

"We're not ready to commit today," Emmett said. "We need to take these numbers back to our town and put them in front of the people who are funding the project. But we wanted to meet you, see your work, and confirm that the build was feasible."

"It's feasible. I'll put the quote in writing if you want. Bring it back to your people, take your time. The offer stands for sixty days."

"Written quote would be excellent." Emmett was already writing the terms in his notebook — mirror copy, his record and the cooper's, the same document in two hands. The man was born for this.

They shook hands. The cooper promised the written quote by the time they'd finished at the brewery.

---

The brewery was everything Benny had ever wanted and didn't know how to ask for.

They found him in the mash room — a cavernous stone space where grain was being steeped in hot water in vats that were chest-high and wide enough to swim in. He was standing next to a man in a leather apron who was clearly the head brewer, and they were both looking into a vat with the intensity of two people staring into something holy. The brewer was talking. Benny was listening with his whole body — the way he listened when Lena told him about food from her world, except bigger. Deeper. The listening of a man who was watching the source of something he'd poured every night for twenty years and was seeing it made for the first time.

"He's been here for two hours," the brewer told Lena when she approached. "Asked more questions than any customer I've ever had. Smart questions, too. About the grain ratios. About the water temperature. About why the dark beer tastes different from the light." He looked at Benny with the expression of a man who had expected a bartender and found something else entirely. "You didn't tell me he was a chef."

"He didn't know he was a chef until recently."

They'd given Benny the full tour. The grain storage — the silos Lena had been staring at from the road. The mash room where the grain met the water. The fermentation hall where the yeast did its work in wooden vessels the size of small rooms. The conditioning cellar — underground, cool, where the finished beer rested in casks before Marv loaded them onto his cart for the weekly run to Dustbreak and a dozen other towns along the route.

Benny had samples. Three of them, in small cups, lined up on a barrel lid. He was tasting them the way Lena tasted Benny's food — with focus, with silence, with the particular attention of someone who was cataloguing flavors the way Emmett catalogued numbers.

"This one," he said, holding up the darkest of the three. "This is what I put in the braise."

"That's our porter," the brewer said. "Roasted grain, long fermentation. We do about forty casks a month."

"How do you get the roast flavor? Is it the grain or the process?"

"Both. We roast the barley before the mash — dark, almost burnt. Then the fermentation pulls the flavor out. The yeast does half the work."

Benny was nodding. The nod that wasn't processing — the nod that was absorbing. Filing. Building something in his head that he wasn't going to share yet because it wasn't ready.

Lena caught Emmett's eye. The look. The *I told you so* look.

Emmett reached into his pocket. Pulled out five gold. Set them in her hand without a word.

"That was fast," she said.

"He asked about grain ratios, Lena. In the first ten minutes. I know when I've lost."

They let Benny have his time. The brewer was happy to talk — Benny's questions were the questions of someone who understood ingredients and process, even if the specific process was new. They talked about water quality — the brook, the mineral content, how it affected the flavor. They talked about temperature — how cold changed the beer, how the conditioning cellar did something to the flavor that warm storage didn't. Benny filed all of it. Every word.

When they finally pulled him away — gently, the way you'd pull a kid away from a toy store — he was carrying two bottles the brewer had given him as samples. A porter and something lighter that the brewer called his summer stock. Benny held them like they were sacred texts.

"Good visit?" Lena asked as they walked back to the buggy.

"Lena." Benny's face was doing something she'd never seen. Not pink. Not the golden retriever. Something closer to what Emmett's face had done when she'd said *Wright and Grail* for the first time — the face of a man who'd been handed a piece of himself he didn't know was missing. "The things they're doing in there. The grain and the water and the yeast and the way the temperature changes everything — it's cooking. It's exactly cooking. It's the same thing I do in my kitchen except the meal takes three weeks and you drink it instead of eating it."

She looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at his empty pocket where the five gold used to be.

"Beer is liquid food," she said.

"Beer is liquid food," Benny agreed. Like he'd discovered gravity.

"Huh," she said.

---

The cooper had the written quote waiting. Emmett took it, read it twice, tucked it into his satchel with the reverence of a man filing a holy document. Two hundred and twenty gold. Six weeks for the tank. Four weeks for the frame. A deposit of forty gold to start.

Mae was going to have her ammunition.

They climbed into the buggy. Benny in the back with his two bottles and his basket — still half-full, because Benny had packed for an army and there were only three of them. He offered a cured beef strip and a bun to Emmett. Emmett took both. Lena took a burrito that had gone cold and didn't care because cold burritos were still burritos and she'd been talking to a cooper for two hours while Benny had been having a religious experience.

The horse turned west. The sun was past its peak and starting its long slide toward the horizon. Four hours of road ahead. Four hours of buggy and dust and the particular comfort of a trip that had gone exactly right.

"Benny," she said. About an hour into the ride home. The brewery town was behind them and the hemp farm turnoff was ahead and Benny hadn't stopped talking about mash temperatures and grain ratios since they'd left.

"Yeah?"

"I want to tell you something. And I need you to hear it the way I mean it, not the way it might sound."

The talking stopped. Benny's hands went still — no rag out here, so they found each other and held on. The processing posture.

"You want to brew. I can see it. Emmett can see it. The brewer back there could see it. It's written on your face like a sign, and I'm not going to tell you not to do it because I think you'd be incredible at it."

"But."

"But." She turned in the seat. Looked at him. "Your restaurant expansion hasn't even started construction yet. Henderson's money is committed. The kitchen buildout, the expanded dining room, the new hires — none of that has happened. You've got a bar that's running on Nell and a prayer, and an expansion that's still a set of plans in Emmett's notebook. You are currently operating a business that requires one hundred percent of your attention, and you want to add a second one."

"I wasn't saying I wanted to start tomorrow — "

"I know. But I've watched people do this, Benny. In my world. I watched a plumber named Danny Kowalski open a second location before his first one was stable. The first shop was great — good crew, good clients, Danny was hands-on every day. Then he opened the second shop across town and split his time and within a year the first shop lost three clients because Danny wasn't there to manage the jobs, and the second shop never got off the ground because Danny was always running back to the first one to put out fires. He lost both. Had to close the second shop and spend two years rebuilding the first one's reputation."

Benny was quiet. Listening the way he'd listened at the brewery — with his whole body.

"Brewing is a great idea. It's a PERFECT idea for you. Where I come from, there's a business model — a bar that brews its own beer. They're called brewpubs. They're everywhere. Every city, every college town. The food brings people in, the beer keeps them there, and the profit on beer you brew yourself is enormous because the ingredients are cheap and you're cutting out the middleman. No offense to Marv."

"Marv charges a lot for delivery."

"Marv charges a lot because Marv is the only option. If you're brewing your own, even small batches — twenty, thirty gallons at a time — your cost per glass drops to almost nothing. That's margin, Benny. Real margin. The kind of margin that funds everything else."

"So why not start now?"

"Because you can't run a kitchen expansion AND learn a new craft AND manage a bar AND train new staff AND keep your quality where it is all at the same time. Something will slip. And the thing that slips is always the thing you built first, because it's the thing you take for granted. The kitchen is your foundation. The expansion builds on it. The brewery builds on the expansion. You skip a step, the whole thing wobbles."

She held up three fingers. "Step one: get the expansion built. Get the kitchen running. Get your new people trained. Get the Henderson showcase stable — one beef dish a night, consistent, the thing people come for. Step two: get to the point where the expanded operation doesn't need you every second of every day. Where Nell can handle a lunch service. Where your new cooks can run the grill. Where you can take a morning off without the whole thing collapsing. Step three: THEN we plan the brewery. You, me, Emmett. We scope it the same way we scope everything — budget, timeline, materials, space. We figure out where it goes, what it costs, and how to build it without disrupting what's already working."

Benny looked at the porter bottle in his hand. At the road. At the bottle again.

"How long?" he asked. "Before step three?"

"Honestly? Six months. Maybe less if the expansion goes smooth and your new hires are good. Mae can find good people. You can train them. And once the kitchen is running without you holding it up every minute, you'll have the time and the headspace to learn brewing without risking everything you've already built."

"Six months."

"Six months to do it right. Or you can rush it and spend two years fixing what broke." She turned back to face the road. "My dad used to say the fastest way to kill a good business is to start a second one before the first one can stand on its own. He was right. He was always right about the things that cost him money to learn."

Benny was quiet for a long time. The buggy creaked. The road stretched. The sun moved. He ate a bun — slowly, thoughtfully, the eating of a man who was chewing on more than bread.

"You'll help me plan it?" he said. Finally. "When it's time?"

"Benny, when it's time, Emmett and I will build you a brewing operation that makes that brewery back there look like a hobby. Wright and Grail doesn't just do water. We do infrastructure. And a brewhouse is infrastructure."

"Huh." He looked at the porter bottle one more time. Set it carefully in the basket, next to the summer stock. Not drinking them. Saving them. The way you save a promise.

"Huh," he said again. And that was enough.

---

The sun was touching the ridge when Dustbreak appeared ahead — the cluster of buildings, the clock tower catching the last light, the boardwalk and the signs and the particular look of a town that was smaller than it felt. They'd been gone since dawn. Twelve hours. The longest day Benny had spent away from his bar in six years.

Emmett's satchel was full — the cooper's written quote, his own notes, the sketches, the numbers. Everything Mae needed. Everything Wright and Grail needed to turn an idea into a proposal and a proposal into a water tower.

Benny was out of the buggy before the horse stopped. Through the swinging doors. Into the kitchen. Lena could hear Nell's voice — "Everything's fine, Benny. The stew is almost gone. They loved it." — and Benny's response, which was not words but the sound of a man opening a pot lid and checking the seasoning and finding it acceptable.

He was home.

Lena climbed down from the buggy. Emmett climbed down beside her. They stood in the street — dusty, tired, road-worn, the particular exhaustion of a day that had started before sunrise and covered more ground than any day since the hemp farm trip.

"We have numbers," Emmett said.

"We have numbers."

"Two hundred twenty for the tank and frame. Forge will need to quote the mains pipe separately. Labor, installation, connections — I can estimate those based on the branch line costs per foot. I'll have a complete proposal for Mae by tomorrow evening."

"Tomorrow evening."

"Including the tax projections. What a two percent levy generates annually based on Mae's commerce records. What a three percent levy generates. What a monthly water fee per household looks like at three different usage tiers."

"You're going to build Mae a tax model."

"I'm going to build Mae the most comprehensive infrastructure funding proposal this town has ever seen. Which, admittedly, is also the first infrastructure funding proposal this town has ever seen. But it's going to be thorough."

She kissed him. In the street. In the last light. Because the day had been long and good and he had a satchel full of the future and she was too tired to be coy about wanting his mouth on hers.

"Good Tuesday," she said.

"Good Tuesday."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

They walked inside. The Ledger smelled like lamb stew and bread and the particular warmth of a bar that had been holding itself together all day on the strength of an eighteen-year-old girl and three pages of instructions written twice in increasingly large handwriting.

Nell was behind the counter. Alive. Unbroken. The bar was intact. The stew pot was nearly empty, which meant the dinner service had gone well. And Nell was wearing an expression that Lena recognized — the expression of a person who had been trusted with something important and had not dropped it.

"How was it?" Lena asked.

Nell grinned. The grin that was too big for the room.

"I only burned one thing," she said. "And it was the bread, and nobody noticed because the stew was really good."

"That's my girl."

Benny's face appeared in the pass-through. He was already cooking something. Of course he was. The man had been away from his kitchen for twelve hours and his first act upon returning was to start making food, because Benny Harwick without a stove was like a fish without water — technically alive but not really living.

*Ding.*

The bell. The system. The rhythm of a bar that had learned to run without its cook for one day and was welcoming him back with the sound of iron on iron.

Good Tuesday. The best one yet.

            

    
        B2 C28 - The Ammunition

    
    
    
    
                The sign was on the wall.

Not the bookshop wall — their wall. The same sign, Garret's hand-carved letters, same clean edges. WRIGHT & GRAIL, WATERWORKS. Emmett had moved it over at dawn while Lena was still shaking her boots — unbolted it from the bookshop front, carried it one door over, and mounted it above the entrance of their building where the boardwalk could see it. By the time she'd walked over from the Ledger with two cups of Nell's coffee, the sign was hung, the front door was open, and Emmett Grail was sitting at a desk.

Not the bookshop desk — a new desk. Or rather, an old desk that was new to this building. He'd carried it over from the bookshop's back room the night before, along with two chairs, a lamp, and enough notebooks to fill a shelf that didn't exist yet. The desk sat in the front room — their front room, the eighteen-by-sixteen room with the water stain on the ceiling and the good timber joists — and on the desk was every piece of paper Emmett had generated in the last week. The Benny scope. The branch line financials. The cooper's written quote. The infrastructure file. And in the center of it all, open to a fresh page, the notebook with the line down the middle.

He was building the ammunition.

"Morning," she said. Set his coffee on the desk. He took it without looking up. The pencil didn't stop.

She pulled the second chair around to his side of the desk and sat next to him. Their elbows touched. The desk wasn't big enough for two people to work side by side, and neither of them moved.

"Where are we?" she asked.

"The water tower is the centerpiece. Everything flows from it — literally." He tapped the page. A sketch — better than his usual, which meant he'd been practicing, or that he'd traced something from a reference book. It showed the tank on its frame, elevated, with lines radiating down and outward. "The cooper's quote: a hundred and forty for the tank, eighty for the frame. Two hundred twenty total, delivered and assembled. Deposit of forty to start. Six weeks for the tank, four for the frame."

"Where does it go?"

"South end of town. Where the main comes in from the mountain." He drew a small square on the page — the water tower's footprint. "The intake pipe feeds the tower from below. The tower stores and pressurizes. From the top of the tower, a distribution main runs north into town."

"And the pump. We haven't talked about the pump."

This was the piece she'd been chewing on since the cooper trip. The current system was gravity-fed — water flowed downhill from the mountain intake to the Rusty Ledger. But an elevated tank sitting twenty-five feet in the air at the south end of town needed water pushed UP into it. Gravity wouldn't do that. Not without a source higher than the tank, and the terrain didn't give them one at that location.

"Windmill," she said.

Emmett looked up. The pencil stopped. "A windmill."

"A windmill-driven pump. Same thing the ranchers use to fill cattle troughs — you've seen them. Piston in a cylinder, draws water on the upstroke, pushes it on the down. The wind wheel at the top works the pump handle the same way a person would, except it never gets tired and it never takes a day off. Henderson's probably got one on his south pasture."

"He has two," Emmett said. "I've seen them."

"Same principle. We just scale it up. Instead of filling a trough, it fills the tank. The tank stores the water, gravity does the rest. It's not new technology, Emmett. It's existing technology applied to a bigger job."

"Can Forge build the pump mechanism?"

"Forge can build the piston, the cylinder, the crankshaft — that's ironwork, same as pipe fittings. The wheel and the tower frame are carpentry — Garret at the lumber yard, or we bring in the cooper's timber crew. The engineering is straightforward. It's just a lever that the wind pulls instead of your arm."

"Cost?"

"Forge's ironwork — call it thirty to forty gold for the pump mechanism. The tower and wheel — maybe another forty in timber and labor. I want to say eighty total, but put a hundred in the budget and let me refine it with Forge."

Emmett wrote. One hundred gold for the windmill pump. Added to the two-twenty for the tank and frame. Three-twenty and climbing.

"Now the mains," she said. She leaned forward, took the pencil from his hand — he made a small, involuntary sound, the sound of a man whose pencil had been taken — and drew on the page. A straight line running north from the water tower, down the length of the main road.

"Not center," she said. "Offset. East side of the road, three feet off the building line. The main runs down the street on the east side."

"Why not center?"

"Because drainage goes center. When we build the sewer — and we WILL build the sewer, maybe not this year, maybe not next year, but it's coming — the drainage pipe goes down the middle of the road. Biggest pipe, deepest trench, center line. If I put the water main in the center now, I have to rip it up when the sewer goes in. So the water main goes east, the sewer goes center, and if we ever need a second main or a gas line or anything else, the west side of the road is open."

"You're designing for infrastructure that doesn't exist yet."

"I'm designing for infrastructure that WILL exist. Every city in my world that didn't plan for growth ended up tearing up their own streets to fix what they should have done right the first time. We do it right the first time."

Emmett was writing again. She'd given the pencil back — she had to, the man was twitching without it.

"The main needs to extend past the current housing," she said. "At least a hundred feet beyond the last building on each end. Probably more on the south end because that's where growth is coming — Henderson's land, the new families, the expansion. If we stop the main at the last house, we're digging it up in six months to extend it. Run it long now. The pipe is cheap compared to the labor of trenching twice."

"How much pipe?"

"The main street is — what, four hundred feet from the crossroads to the south edge? Add a hundred past each end. Call it six hundred feet of distribution main. Larger bore than the branch lines — three-inch instead of two-and-a-half. This is the trunk that feeds everything. Forge can quote me the pipe, but at his current rates, six hundred feet of three-inch iron is probably a hundred and twenty to a hundred and fifty gold."

Emmett stopped writing. Looked at the numbers. Looked at her.

"Before I total this," he said, "the margin."

"Twenty percent. Every line."

"Every line." He went back up the column and adjusted each number — the cooper's quote, the windmill, the pipe, the fittings, the labor. Each one bumped by a fifth. Not a separate line at the bottom — baked into each item, the way her father had done it, the way every contractor she'd ever worked with had done it. The client sees the total. The client doesn't see the markup. That's how the business stays in business and the client doesn't feel nickel-and-dimed.

"We learned from the Hallett job," she said. "Six gold on a week's work. Never again."

"Never again." He finished the adjustments. Drew the column down.

Water tower (tank + frame): 264 goldWindmill pump: 120 gold
Distribution main (600 ft, 3" iron): 168 goldFittings, valves, tee junctions: 36 gold
Labor (trenching, installation, backfill): 96 gold
Contingency (10%): 68 gold

Total: 752 gold.

He drew the double line under the total. The Emmett seal — the double underline that meant this number was real enough to put in front of someone.

They both looked at it. Seven hundred and fifty-two gold. For a water tower, a windmill pump, and a distribution main that would serve fifty houses and leave room for a hundred.

"That's the number," she said.

"That's the number." He tapped the page. "Clean. One total. Mae sees what the project costs. She doesn't need to see how we get paid — she needs to know the town can afford it and the people building it aren't going to cut corners because the margin's too thin."

"My dad would like you."

"Your dad would terrify me." He drew a second line — the separation between the project cost and the funding model. "Mae's going to need the rest. The tax projections. What a two percent levy generates annually. What a three percent generates. What the water utility fees look like per household per month. How long it takes the fund to accumulate enough to start construction, and what the phased payment schedule looks like with the cooper's deposit and Forge's materials buys."

"Can you have all that by this afternoon?"

He looked at her with the expression of a man who had been awake since before dawn, had already built half the proposal, and was now being asked if he could finish the other half in four hours.

"I can have it by lunch," he said.

"Show-off."

"I've been working on the tax model since the Mae meeting. The commerce records she gave me — the annual transaction volume through Cole's Sundries, the mine output, Henderson's beef sales, the Ledger's bar and kitchen revenue, Forge's contracts, Dolly's business, the saddlery — I've been running the numbers for a week. Total annual commerce through Dustbreak is higher than most people realize. The Ledger alone does more business than any other establishment in town — miners every night, beer, food, rooms. Henderson's beef operation is growing. The mine output is steady. Add it all together and two percent across the board generates approximately eighty gold per year at current volume. Three percent puts it closer to a hundred and twenty."

"And as the town grows — "

"As the town grows, commerce grows. More families means more spending at Mae's, more meals at Benny's, more iron from Forge. The tax base compounds. And the water utility fees stack on top. If thirty houses are paying two gold per month for water service, that's sixty gold per month — seven hundred and twenty per year. Combined with a three percent levy, the town generates over eight hundred gold annually. The project pays for itself in the first year of operation."

"That's the argument. That's what Mae needs to hear."

"That's what Mae is going to hear. With tables. And projections. And a sensitivity analysis that shows what happens if growth is slower than expected."

"A what?"

"A pessimistic scenario. What if only twenty houses sign up instead of thirty. What if commerce grows at half the rate. What does the math look like in the worst case." He was writing faster now. The pencil was a blur. "I want Mae to be able to answer every question before it gets asked. I want the numbers to be so solid that the only argument against this project is 'I don't want to pay,' and the answer to that is 'then you don't get water.'"

She watched him work. The pencil. The columns. The line down the middle — costs on the left, revenue on the right. The man was building a financial model with a pencil and a notebook and he didn't know what a financial model was, and it was going to be more thorough than anything Lena had seen come out of a computer.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?" The pencil didn't stop.

"This is really good."

The pencil stopped. He looked at her. The warmth. The steady thing. The thing that had replaced the pink weeks ago and hadn't wavered since.

"Fifty-fifty," he said.

"Fifty-fifty."

She picked up her coffee. He picked up his pencil. The morning light came through the window of their office — the window that still had a water stain on the ceiling above it and a broken railing upstairs and a root cellar below — and they worked. Side by side. Elbows touching. Building the thing that was going to change Dustbreak from a crossroads into a town.

Mae was getting this before supper. And it was going to be bulletproof.

            

    
        Author's Note -- A Quick Thank You (and a Shameless Plug)

    
    
    
    
                Hey, it's Gwen.

I want to take a second to say thank you. Genuinely. The last week has been kind of unreal. The comments, the ratings, the follows, the people binging twenty chapters in a sitting and then leaving a review that makes me stare at my screen like Benny staring at a brisket; I see all of it and it means more than I can put into words. Which is ironic, because words are supposedly my thing.

You all are the reason this story keeps growing, and I don't take that for granted. Every comment, every rating, every "just binged this"; that's fuel. That's what keeps the chapters coming at the pace they've been coming. So thank you. Seriously.

Now. The shameless plug.

I've got a book that just launched on Kindle Unlimited. It's called The Stranding, Book 1 of the Rings of Almanidus series. It's alien sci-fi romantasy; a human shuttle pilot and an alien tactical captain get stranded together on a planet that doesn't want them there, and things escalate from there in every direction you're thinking and a few you're not.

It's got tech. Real tech; FTL drives, quantum comms, kinetic weapons, nanites. It's got politics between alien houses that would make a royal court blush. It's got a slow-burn romance that is very much not slow once it stops being slow. It is not LitRPG, but the worldbuilding is in your face and it doesn't hold your hand.

If any of that sounds like your kind of thing: The Stranding; Rings of Almanidus, Book 1

And if romantasy isn't your lane, no worries; Lena's still here, still laying pipe, and still yelling at Benny. Back to your regularly scheduled plumbing.

— Gwen


            

    
        B2 C29 - Sirloin, a Vote, and a Girl Who Swears

    
    
    
    
                Mae didn't ask them to sit down. She was already reading.

Emmett had delivered the full package to Cole's Sundries an hour before they arrived — the cost breakdown, the tax model, the utility fee projections, the sensitivity analysis, the cooper's written quote. All of it in his precise handwriting, organized the way Emmett organized everything — clean, logical, numbered pages with cross-references. He'd left them on the counter with a note that said "Mrs. Cole — for your review."

By the time Lena and Emmett walked in, Mae had read all of it. The pages were spread across the counter in order. Her spectacles were on. The pencil was behind her ear — not in her hand. The behind-the-ear pencil meant she'd already finished taking notes.

"Sit," Mae said.

They sat. The chairs by the window. Harlan's usual spot was empty — this wasn't a Harlan meeting. This was a Mae meeting. Numbers. Plans. The quiet machinery of a town about to decide what it wanted to be.

"I've read it," Mae said.

"And?" Lena asked.

"And I'm not going to question the engineering or the costs." She looked at Emmett over the spectacles. "The first time you two came to me with a proposal, I grilled you for an hour. I made you justify every number. I made you explain things I already understood because I wanted to know if YOU understood them." The mouth did the thing. The almost-smile. "I don't need to do that again."

She tapped the cost page. "One question about the numbers before we move on. What's your margin?"

"Twenty percent," Lena said. "Every line item."

"Good." Mae set the page down. The word came out flat and final — not praise, not surprise. Approval. The approval of a woman who had watched two people make a mistake and was watching them not make it again. "You lost your marbles on the Hallett job, didn't you."

"Six gold," Emmett said. Quietly. The quiet of a man who was still embarrassed about it.

"Six gold on a week's work. I saw the invoice." Mae looked at Lena. "Your father would have had words."

"My father would have had a lot more than words."

"Twenty percent is right. It keeps you in business. It keeps the quality where it needs to be. And it means you're not cutting corners on the water tower because you priced yourself into a hole." She moved the cost page to the bottom of the stack. Done with it. "Now — I have two questions. Neither of them is about the money."

"Go ahead."

"The first: have you accounted for expansion? If this town doubles in the next two years — which is optimistic but not impossible given what's happening — does the system you're proposing handle it? Or are we back here in eighteen months asking for a second water tower?"

"The distribution main is oversized deliberately," Emmett said. "Three-inch bore instead of two-and-a-half. That gives us capacity beyond the current fifty-house projection. The water tower at three thousand gallons can handle peak demand for up to seventy-five houses. And the main extends a hundred feet past the current building line on both ends, so we're not trenching twice when new construction goes up."

"And if we hit a hundred houses?"

"At a hundred, we'd need to expand the tower — either a second tank on the same frame or a larger replacement. But that's a problem for three to five years from now, and by then the tax fund and utility fees will have generated enough surplus to cover it without a new levy."

"Good." Mae made a mark on the page. One mark. The mark that meant *satisfied.* "Second question. The vote tomorrow. I've spoken to Henderson, Forge, and Griff. They're all in support. But this town has more than three voices. If someone asks why they should pay a tax for a water tower they didn't ask for, what's the answer?"

"The answer is on page four," Emmett said. "The economic impact analysis. Every new family that moves to Dustbreak because of the water infrastructure spends gold at every business in town. The levy pays for itself through increased commerce within the first year. The families who are paying the tax are also earning more because of what the tax built."

"And if they don't care about economics? If they just don't want to pay?"

"Then they don't get water," Lena said. "That's the line. The tax builds the tower and the mains. The utility fee gets you connected. If you don't want to pay the fee, you don't get a tap. The tax is the price of living in a town that works. The fee is the price of the water in your kitchen."

Mae looked at them. At the pages. At the pencil behind her ear. She picked up the pages, straightened them, set them in a neat stack, and placed them in the drawer behind the counter. The drawer. Not the counter. Not the shelf. The drawer — the one where Mae kept the things that were decided.

"Town vote," Mae said. "Tomorrow evening. After supper. The Ledger — it's the only space big enough. I'll have Harlan post the notice this afternoon. Every business owner, every family head, anyone with a stake in this town. I'll present the plan. Emmett's numbers. Your engineering. The tax and the fee structure. And we vote."

"You think it'll pass?"

"Henderson, Forge, and Griff are three of the loudest voices in this town. They're in. The families who already have water are in — the Halletts and the Crewes aren't going to vote against the system that gave them taps. The miners want it because it means the town grows and the town growing means more work. The traders want it because water on the boardwalk means more reason to stop." Mae put the spectacles on top of her head. The gesture she made when she was done working and was now just talking. "It'll pass. The question isn't whether. The question is how loudly the holdouts complain before they realize they're outnumbered."

"Mae Cole," Lena said. "You are a terrifying woman."

"I'm a practical woman. There's a difference. Now go eat. You look like you've been staring at numbers all day."

"We have."

"Then stop. The numbers are done. Tomorrow is about people, not numbers. Get some sleep."

They walked out. The evening was warm. The sundries door closed behind them.

"She put it in the drawer," Emmett said.

"She put it in the drawer."

"That means — "

"That means it's happening, Emmett."

---

The Ledger smelled different tonight. Not the usual Benny smell — not the low, steady warmth of a man who had been in the kitchen since dawn building something slow and complicated. This was sharper. Hotter. The sizzle of meat on iron and the particular crack of fat hitting a hot surface.

Benny was behind the bar.

Not in the kitchen. Behind the bar. Wiping. Pouring. Doing the Benny things — the rag, the glass, the nod. But the kitchen door was open, and through it Lena could see Nell.

Nell was at the stove.

Not assisting. Not reheating. Cooking. She had a pan on the flat top — Henderson's sirloin, thick-cut, seared hard on one side and resting while she turned her attention to the potatoes. Baked potatoes, split and steaming, the insides fluffy and white. Carrots in a separate pan, glazed with something that smelled like butter and honey.

"Benny," Lena said, sitting on her stool. "Is Nell cooking supper?"

"Nell is cooking supper." The rag moved. One pass. The processing gesture, but there was something else under it — pride. Not his usual pride, the pink kind. A different pride. The pride of a man who had taught someone something and was watching them do it without him.

"I'm letting her work the kitchen more," he said. Quietly. Like it was a confession. "She's ready. Not for everything — not for the complicated stuff, not for the braises or the sauces. But a sirloin? She can sear a sirloin. The girl has good hands."

*Ding.*

The bell. Nell's hand. The plate came through the pass-through and Nell appeared behind it — blonde hair tied back, flour on her apron, the flush of a girl who had been standing over a hot stove for an hour and was proud of what she'd made but wasn't going to say so because she'd learned from Benny that cooks didn't announce their own food. The food announced itself.

Sirloin. Thick, dark crust, pink center visible where the steak had been sliced to show the cook. Baked potato, split and buttered. Carrots, glazed and glistening.

Lena cut into the steak. The knife went through clean — good sear, good rest, the juice staying in the meat instead of running onto the plate. She took a bite. Salt. Pepper. Iron. The particular flavor of Henderson's beef that she'd come to think of as the taste of Dustbreak — grass-fed, clean, honest meat cooked by someone who respected it.

It was good. It wasn't Benny-level — Benny would have done something with the crust, added a compound butter, hit it with herbs at the last second. But it was solid. Competent. The steak of a cook who was learning and learning well.

"Nell."

Nell was back at the pass-through. Watching. The way Benny watched when he sent out a new dish — hovering, reading the face, waiting for the verdict.

"Come here," Lena said.

Nell came around the bar. She was eighteen and she was nervous and she was standing in front of Lena Wright with her hands twisted in her apron the way Benny twisted his rag.

"This is a good steak," Lena said. "The sear is right. The rest is right. You didn't overcook it, which means you're paying attention to the heat and not the clock. The potatoes are done and the carrots are — " She took a bite of the carrots. Butter and honey glaze. " — really good. You're doing good work, Nell."

The flush deepened. Not Benny's pink — Nell's was different. Brighter. The flush of a girl who hadn't been told she was good at things often enough and was hearing it from someone whose opinion mattered.

"Thank you, Miss Wright."

"Lena. I've told you. It's Lena."

"Thank you, Lena." She said it carefully. Like she was trying it on. The name. The familiarity. The permission to call the woman everyone else in town called Miss Wright or Wright or *the plumber* by her first name.

"Now go cook Emmett's steak. He's going to walk through those doors in about thirty seconds and he's going to be hungry and if you give him a steak as good as this one he'll probably propose."

"He's already — aren't you two — "

"It's an expression, Nell. Go cook."

Nell went. The kitchen door swung. Lena heard the pan sizzle — another sirloin hitting hot iron.

Emmett walked in. Thirty seconds. The man was predictable in the best way.

He sat on his stool. Nell's steak arrived. He ate with the quiet focus that meant it was good. Lena watched him eat and watched Nell watch him eat through the pass-through and saw the same thing on both their faces — satisfaction. The satisfaction of work done well and recognized.

"The vote's tomorrow," Emmett said between bites.

"The vote's tomorrow."

"Are you nervous?"

"No. Mae's running it. Mae doesn't lose votes."

"She's never held a vote before."

"Mae has been holding votes since before we got here. She just doesn't call them votes. She calls them conversations, and by the time the conversation is over everybody agrees with her and thinks it was their idea." She finished her whiskey. Half glass. "We should get some sleep. Tomorrow's going to be a long evening."

They finished. Plates clean. Nell cleared them — quick, efficient, the Ledger handoff that she'd mastered in the first week. As she picked up Lena's plate, she paused.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"Benny told me about the fencepost." Nell set the plates down on the bar. She was looking at Lena with an expression that was half admiration and half something else — the something else of a girl who was assembling a vocabulary from the people around her and had decided which person's vocabulary she wanted most. "Henderson's gate. How everybody kept saying the hinge was the problem and you took one look at it and said the hinge wasn't the damn problem — the fencepost was rotted and the whole thing was leaning and you could replace hinges until you were dead and the gate would still drag because nobody was fixing what was actually broken. And you just — fixed the post. Dug it out, set a new one, and the gate worked."

"Benny told you that?"

"Benny tells me everything you say. He writes some of them down." She picked up the plates again. "I just wanted to say — I thought that was... fuckin' cool."

The word landed in the bar like a small, bright firecracker. Not the F-word — Nell had heard that plenty from the miners. The combination. The deployment. The deliberate, conscious choice of an eighteen-year-old girl to say *fuckin' cool* to a woman she admired, in a bar, while holding dirty plates, because she'd decided that was the kind of person she wanted to be.

Lena looked at her. Eighteen years old. Blonde. Slightly spoiled, slightly sheltered, three weeks into a job that was turning her into something her parents probably hadn't planned on. Standing in a bar using language she'd borrowed from someone else's vocabulary and wearing it like a new pair of boots she wasn't sure fit yet.

"Thank you, Nell," Lena said. "That might be the nicest thing anyone's said to me in this world."

Nell grinned. The grin that was too big for her face. She disappeared into the kitchen with the plates and the grin and the new words, and Lena could hear her say it again — quietly, to herself, behind the kitchen door — like she was practicing.

*Fuckin' cool.*

Lena smiled. The real one. The one that came from somewhere she didn't usually let people see.

---

The walk. The boardwalk. The sign on their building, visible in the lamplight. One door past it, Emmett's bookshop.

"Tomorrow," he said.

"Tomorrow."

The kiss was slow tonight. Not quick, not urgent. The kiss of two people standing on a boardwalk the night before something big, who had built the thing together and were going to watch it get voted on by people they cared about in a town they were building.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

He went inside. The lamp came on. The book came out.

She walked back. One door. Past the sign. Past the expansion. Into the Ledger. Upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

Tomorrow was the vote. Tomorrow was the town deciding what it wanted to be. Tomorrow was Mae Cole standing in front of Dustbreak with Emmett's numbers and Lena's engineering and asking people to pay for something they couldn't hold in their hands.

She lay in the dark. Not nervous. Not scared. Ready.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C30 - Varnish, Shingles, and a Vote Day

    
    
    
    
                The newel post was the first thing. And the hardest.

The stairs ran up the left wall as you came through the front door — steep, narrow, single rail. No double railing. Nobody doubled-railed a staircase in a frontier building. The handrail came out of the wall on the right side, followed the rake of the stairs down, and terminated at a newel post mounted on the last step. Freestanding. That post was the anchor for the whole system — every pound of weight a person put on the railing as they came down the stairs transferred through the handrail into that post and into the floor. It had to be immovable.

The old one had separated from the wall the first time she'd touched it. Dry rot at the base, where moisture had wicked up from the floor over thirty years and eaten the wood from the inside. The post looked solid until you leaned on it and it tilted away like a drunk at last call. Decorative, not structural. Not anymore.

She'd picked up the new post from Garret at the lumber yard before sunrise — turned oak, four inches square at the base, tapered to a round cap at the top. Clean grain. Good wood. The kind of post that would hold weight because the wood itself wanted to hold weight.

The problem was the mounting. A freestanding newel post on the last step couldn't just be nailed down. Nails would pull out. Screws would strip. The post needed to be BOLTED — through the step, through the floor, into a cross member underneath. And underneath was the root cellar.

She pulled up the step tread — four screws, pry bar, careful not to crack the wood. Below it: the floor joist. Single joist, running front to back. Not enough bearing surface for a bolt that had to hold a person's weight on a tilting moment arm.

"Emmett," she called down. "I need you in the cellar."

"The cellar?"

"The cellar. Bring the lamp."

She went down first — through the hatch in the back room, down the ladder, into the cool dark. Emmett followed with the lamp, descending the rungs with the careful precision of a man who was treating a root cellar the way he'd treat an unexplored library.

She found the joist from below. Right there — the underside of the stair landing, the single joist she'd seen from above. Too narrow for a single bolt.

"I need a cross member," she said. She'd brought a length of oak — two-by-six, cut to span between the joist and the next one over. She set it perpendicular to the joist, tight against the underside of the subfloor, and clamped it. Two lag bolts through the cross member into the joist to hold it permanently. Now she had a platform — wide, solid, something a through-bolt could bite into.

She drilled up. The auger bit went through the cross member, through the subfloor, through the step tread she'd already drilled from above. A clean hole, straight and true, daylight visible at the top.

"Hand me the bolt."

Emmett handed it up. Half-inch, eight inches long, square head. She fed it up from below, through the cross member, through the subfloor, through the step. The end poked out the top where the newel post would sit.

She climbed back up. Set the post over the bolt — the hole she'd pre-drilled in the base of the post slid down over the shaft. The post sat on the step, bolt protruding through the top of the base into the hollow core she'd bored for the nut.

Now the hard part.

She lay on her stomach on the step with her arm shoved down into the bore hole of the post, open-end wrench in her fingers, trying to find the nut she'd started on the bolt by feel. There was no room. The bore was four inches wide and her hand was in it and the wrench was in her hand and the nut was somewhere at the bottom of the hole and she could feel the threads with her fingertips but couldn't see a damn thing.

"This," she said to the ceiling, "is why plumbers drink."

The nut caught. One thread. She turned the wrench. A quarter turn. The nut advanced. Another quarter turn. Slow. Agonizing. The wrench could only swing about thirty degrees before it hit the inside of the bore and she had to reset it. Quarter turn. Reset. Quarter turn. Reset. Each turn pulling the bolt tighter, pulling the post down against the step, pulling the step down against the subfloor, pulling the whole assembly into compression against the cross member in the cellar below.

It took twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of lying on her stomach with her arm in a hole turning a wrench a quarter turn at a time while her shoulder screamed and her fingers went numb and the nut advanced so slowly she could have counted the threads.

But when she was done, the post didn't move. She grabbed it with both hands and pulled. Nothing. She leaned her full weight against it — a hundred and forty pounds of plumber hanging off a newel post at the bottom of a staircase. Nothing. Not a creak. Not a shift. The bolt was tight, the cross member was solid, and the post was going to be there when the building fell down around it.

"Good," she said. To nobody. To the post. To her father, who had taught her how to mount a newel post when she was fifteen and had made her do it three times because the first two weren't tight enough.

The handrail came next. She'd had Garret cut it to length based on her measurements — the rake of the stairs, plus the horizontal run at the bottom where it curved into the post cap. She marked the wall bracket point at the top — four feet above the step nose, standard height — and drilled into the wall stud. Bolt through the bracket, bracket into the stud. Solid.

At the bottom, the rail met the newel post. She marked the joint, drilled the bolt hole through the rail and into the post, fed the bolt through, set the nut on the back side, and torqued it down. The rail was rigid — no flex, no play, anchored at both ends.

Last step: the cover-up. Every bolt hole got a dowel plug — oak dowels, cut to the diameter of the bolt holes, tapped in with a mallet until they sat flush with the surface. The bolt heads and nuts disappeared under wood that matched the post and rail. She scraped each plug smooth with the back of a chisel, taking off the high spots until her fingers couldn't find the seam.

"Emmett. Come up here."

He appeared at the bottom of the stairs. She handed him the block plane — the small smoothing plane she'd bought from Garret.

"This is a smoothing plane," she said. "It does one thing — takes a thin shaving off the surface of the wood. You push it along the grain. ALWAYS with the grain." She ran her finger along the oak of the newel post. "You see these lines? That's the grain. You go with it, you get a smooth cut. You go against it, you get tearout — the blade catches and rips instead of shaving. The wood looks like hell."

"With the grain," Emmett said. He was looking at the wood the way he looked at a page of text — reading it, parsing the pattern.

"With the grain. Light pressure. Let the blade do the work. You're not pushing through the wood — you're skimming across it. Think of it like writing. You don't press the pencil through the paper."

She put the plane in his hands. Positioned his grip — left hand on the front knob, right hand on the rear handle. Set the blade depth thin. A beginner's setting.

"Start on the post. Smooth the whole thing. Then the rail. Then — " She pointed at the dowel plugs. "Those. Get them flush and smooth so you can't feel them. When everything's planed, there's a jar of varnish and a brush on the landing. Linseed oil. You brush it on thin, with the grain — same direction you planed. One coat. Let it dry."

"One coat. With the grain."

"You're a natural. I'll be on the roof."

---

The roof was a saltbox — steep pitch in front, rising sharply over the second floor to give the bedrooms their ceiling height, then breaking at the ridge and dropping in a long, low slope all the way to the rear eave. Most of the damage was on the front face, where the steep pitch caught the wind and the rain hit hardest. The water stain on the front room ceiling tracked from the corner, which meant the leak was at the junction of the front pitch and the ridge cap.

She climbed the ladder she'd borrowed from Garret. The roof was cedar shingle — split, not sawn. Split shingles had the grain running straight through, which meant they shed water naturally. Sawn shingles cut across the grain and soaked it up like a sponge. Henderson had built this roof right.

She found the leak in ten minutes. Three shingles at the ridge junction — cracked, curled, the cedar gone gray and brittle. Water was getting under them, running down the sheathing, dripping into the front room below.

She worked from the ridge down. Pry bar under the old shingle — gentle, don't crack the neighbors. Pull the nails. Slide the shingle out. Slide the new one in — fresh cedar from Garret's stack, the smell sharp and clean in the sun. Two nails at the top, set high enough that the shingle above would cover the nail heads. Exposed nail heads were water paths. Water paths were leaks. Leaks were Lena climbing this ladder again in two years, and she was not climbing this ladder again in two years.

She could see the whole town from up here. The boardwalk below. The clock tower. Mae's sundries. The Ledger on the corner. Henderson's ranch to the south. Dustbreak. Her town.

She replaced nine shingles. Renailed the ridge cap with a double overlap. Tested it with water from her canteen — sheeted off clean, no penetration. Done.

She climbed down. Inside, she could hear the plane. Emmett was working the post — long, even strokes, curls dropping to the floor. She checked his progress. The post was smooth. The rail was smooth. He was on the dowel plugs now, taking whisper-thin shavings until the plugs were flush and invisible.

"Any tearout?" she asked.

"The rail. Near a knot. The grain changed direction and the blade caught."

"That's how you learn. The knots are where the grain turns. You just have to feel it."

"I felt it. After the knot."

The varnish was next — he'd already started on the post. Linseed oil, brushed on thin, with the grain. The oak was darkening as the oil soaked in, going from pale and raw to warm honey brown. Even strokes. No drips. No puddles.

"Good work, Emmett."

He looked up. Shavings in his hair. Oil on his fingers alongside the usual ink stains. The lens was crooked. His coat was draped over the railing — he'd taken it off to work. Emmett Grail had voluntarily removed a piece of clothing to do physical labor.

"I think I understand now why you love this," he said.

"Why I love what?"

"Building things. With your hands. The way the tool and the material have a conversation. The grain talks and the blade listens and the result is something that wasn't there before."

"It's exactly like writing. Except it holds up a railing instead of an argument."

By midafternoon the railing was done, the post was varnished, and the roof was patched. The building smelled like cedar and linseed oil and fresh-planed oak.

Emmett was back at the desk. The pencil was back. The numbers were final.

"Supper," Lena said. "Then the vote."

He looked at his hands. Ink on the right. Linseed oil on the left. Sawdust under his nails.

"I've never had this many things on my hands at once."

"Welcome to the trades, Emmett. It doesn't wash off. You just accumulate layers."

He looked at her. The warmth. Always the warmth.

"I like the layers," he said.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Time to go eat. And then time to find out if Dustbreak wanted to be a town.

            

    
        B2 C31 - Tacos, Taxes, and a Drink With Nell

    
    
    
    
                Benny had turned the Ledger into a party.

Not the subtle kind — not the quiet gathering of regulars that happened on a normal evening. This was deliberate. Every table had been pushed to the walls. The bar itself was covered in long, flat pans lined with towels, each pan holding something different, each one steaming or glistening or both. The room was full — fuller than Lena had ever seen it. Every chair, every stool, every inch of standing room. Miners, ranchers, families, traders. The whole town, or close to it. Mae had called them and they had come.

But before the vote — before Mae's spectacles and Emmett's numbers and the word that was going to change Dustbreak — there was food. Because Benny.

Lena pushed through the crowd to the bar. Looked at the pans. Looked at Benny. Looked at the pans again.

"BENNY."

He was behind the bar. Beaming. The golden retriever at maximum wattage.

"What IS this?"

"It's like a breakfast roll," he said, "but not a roll. Smaller. Open. You hold it in your hand and you pick what goes in it." He held one up — a small, thin shell of flatbread, curved, fried crispy at the edges but still pliable in the middle. Not a tortilla. Smaller. Shaped. The exact size of a human palm. "I made the shells this morning. Thin bread, cut into circles, draped over the back of a ladle and fried until they hold their shape."

He gestured at the pans. "Then you choose. I've got ground beef — seasoned, with those spices Mae got from the northern traders. Braised spicy beef — slow-cooked since this morning, pulled apart with forks. Chicken — roasted, shredded, tossed with peppers. And then the fresh things." He pointed down the line. "Chopped tomatoes. Grated cheese — the hard white one from the dairy farms. Shredded lettuce. Those green soft fruits — the ones you told me about, the ones that grow south of here. You called them — " He squinted. "Abaquedos?"

"Avocados, Benny. AVOCADOS." She was gripping the edge of the bar. "You have avocados?"

"Marv brought them in two days ago. A whole crate. They're soft and green and they taste like butter that decided to be a fruit."

"That is EXACTLY what an avocado is."

"So you scoop whatever you want into the shell and you eat it with your hands." He demonstrated — ground beef, tomatoes, cheese, a slice of the green fruit. He folded the shell slightly and took a bite. Grease ran down his wrist. He didn't care.

"BENNY." She grabbed his arm. "You beautiful, impossible, BRILLIANT motherfucker. This is a TACO BAR. You made a TACO BAR."

"A what?"

"A taco. That thing in your hand. That is a TACO. And this — " She swept her arm across the pans, the toppings, the shells, the entire beautiful ridiculous spread. " — is a taco bar. Self-serve. Pick your protein, pick your toppings, build your own. This is what every party in my COUNTRY looks like. This is what we do at graduation parties and Super Bowl Sundays and office birthdays and — Benny, I could KISS you."

"Please don't."

"I won't. But I could." She grabbed a shell. Loaded it. Ground beef, tomatoes, cheese, avocado. She took a bite and made a sound that was not appropriate for a public gathering.

"Tell me you have limes," she said.

"What are limes?"

"Little green fruits. Round. Sour and sweet at the same time. You squeeze the juice on the taco and it — " She closed her eyes. "It makes everything better. They grow in warm climates. Tropical. If Marv can find avocados, he can find limes."

"I'll ask Marv."

"If you can find limes, I can teach you how to make a drink that'll change this bar forever."

"What drink?"

"A margarita."

"Who's Margaret?"

"Never mind, Benny." She loaded a second taco. "Just hand me a plate."

He handed her a plate. She loaded four tacos. Emmett appeared beside her and she loaded four more on his plate without asking because the man would stand there with an empty plate studying the options for twenty minutes if she let him.

"Eat," she said. "The vote's in an hour."

They ate. The town ate. The Ledger was loud and warm and smelled like spiced beef and fried bread and the particular energy of a room full of people who didn't know they were about to make a decision but were happy to eat while they waited.

---

Mae stood up at eight. Or whatever the clock tower said — Lena didn't read it. Mae stood up when the eating slowed down and the room shifted from feeding to talking and the moment was right.

She didn't use a podium. She didn't stand on a stage. She stood behind the bar — Benny's bar, the center of Dustbreak, the place where every conversation that mattered eventually happened — and she spoke.

Lena didn't need to listen. She'd heard the numbers. She'd built the engineering. She sat at a table in the corner with Emmett and watched Mae do what Mae did — present facts without emotion, answer questions without defensiveness, and let the numbers make the argument because the numbers were bulletproof and Mae knew it.

The room listened. Henderson spoke in support — brief, factual, the nod turned into words. Forge spoke — even briefer, because Forge used up words fast. Griff spoke from the back — the mine produced, the miners spent, the water made the spending possible. The Halletts spoke. Mrs. Hallett, specifically, who stood up and said that turning the handle on her kitchen tap was the best moment of her life in Dustbreak and if three copper on every gold she spent was the price of other families getting that same moment, she'd pay it and be glad.

There were objections. A prospector from the hills who lived in a canvas tent and hadn't been inside a building with plumbing since he'd arrived. A rancher from the north road who said he had his own well and didn't see why he should pay for a tower that wouldn't serve him. Two miners who didn't object to the tax but wanted to know who was managing the fund and who decided where the money went.

Mae answered each one. The prospector: the tax was on commerce, not on existence. If he wasn't buying or selling in town, he wasn't paying. The rancher: the well was his, but the road he used to get to town was everyone's, and the water tower was no different. The miners: the fund would be managed by Mae's office — transparent, audited, open books. Emmett's numbers available to anyone who asked.

The vote was a show of hands. Mae counted. Harlan verified. It wasn't close.

The tax passed. Three percent on commerce. A monthly water utility fee for connected households. A town infrastructure fund, managed by Cole's Sundries, audited quarterly, open to public review.

The room was quiet for about three seconds after the count. Then it wasn't quiet. Then it was the Ledger on a good night — loud, warm, the sound of people who had just done something together and were celebrating the doing of it even if half of them weren't entirely sure what they'd done.

Benny brought out more taco shells. The bar refilled. Beer flowed. Lena sat in her corner and watched Dustbreak become a town that taxed itself, and she thought about April and the IRS and her father doing his returns on the kitchen table with a calculator and a glass of bourbon and the specific expression of a man who hated every number on the page and filed on time anyway because that's what you did.

---

"Benny."

He looked up from the bar. She leaned across.

"Give Nell an hour off. The food's out. People are serving themselves. She's been on her feet since this morning and she deserves a drink and a chair."

Benny looked at Nell — who was behind the bar, pouring, clearing, wiping, the machine she'd become. The girl hadn't stopped moving since the doors opened. "She's — "

"She's eighteen and she's worked a twelve-hour day and she's going to sit down and have a drink with me or I'm going to come back there and make her. Your choice."

"Huh." The rag. One wipe. "Nell. Take an hour."

Nell looked up. Confused. The confusion of a person who had been told to stop working and didn't know what that meant.

"Go sit with Lena," Benny said. "She'll bite me if I don't let you."

"He's not wrong," Lena said.

Nell untied her apron. Hung it on the hook behind the bar — the hook that was becoming her hook, the way the stool was Lena's stool and the desk was Emmett's desk. She came around the bar and sat in the chair Lena had pulled out for her.

Lena poured her a whiskey. Small. Nell was eighteen and Lena wasn't about to get her drunk, but the girl had earned a drink and she was going to have one.

"How are you doing?" Lena asked.

Nell looked at the glass. At the room. At the chaos of a town meeting that had turned into a taco party. "I'm... good? I think I'm good."

"You think?"

"I've never worked this hard in my life." She took a sip. Made a face. Took another sip. The face was smaller the second time. "My feet hurt every night. My hands smell like onions. I burned myself on the flat top twice this week and Benny yelled at me once — actually yelled, not the loud-happy Benny yell, the real one — because I grabbed a pan handle without a towel."

"Benny yelled at you for grabbing a hot pan barehanded?"

"He was really upset. I think he was more scared than angry. He put my hand in cold water and held it there and wouldn't let me go back to work for an hour." She looked at her hand. Lena could see the mark — a thin pink line across the palm, already healing. "He told me his hands look the way they do because he didn't have anyone to yell at him when he was learning."

"Benny's a good teacher."

"Benny's the best person I've ever met." She said it without hesitation. Without qualification. The way you said something you'd already thought about and decided was true. "My parents — they sent me here because they didn't know what to do with me. I was too old for school and too young for — I don't know. Marriage, I guess. That's what they wanted. Find a husband in a bigger town. Settle down. Have kids." She took another sip. The face was gone now. "I don't want that."

"What do you want?"

"I want this." She gestured at the bar. At the kitchen. At the chaos. "I want to cook. I want to learn what Benny knows. I want to be good at something that matters. Not good at being someone's wife. Good at something that's MINE."

Lena looked at her. Eighteen. Blonde. Three weeks ago she'd been a slightly spoiled girl whose parents had shipped her off to a frontier town because they didn't know what else to do. Now she was a girl with a burn scar on her palm and flour under her nails and the vocabulary of a woman she admired and the first real opinion she'd ever had about her own life.

"You're doing it, Nell. You're already doing it."

"Am I?"

"You ran the bar tonight while Benny built that entire taco spread. You haven't dropped a plate in a week. You read the room better than people twice your age. And you said 'fuckin' cool' to me last night, which means you're developing taste in vocabulary, which is the first sign of an independent mind."

Nell laughed. A real one. Not the nervous giggle she'd had the first week — a real laugh, the kind that came from the belly and surprised the person making it.

"My mother would die if she heard me say that."

"Your mother isn't here. You are. And you get to decide what comes out of your mouth and what you do with your hands and what kind of person you want to be. Nobody else gets that vote."

Nell looked at her whiskey. At the room. At Benny behind the bar, doing his thing, the rag and the glass and the nod. At the crowd that was eating tacos and talking about taxes and living in a town that was becoming something new.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"Can I ask you something?"

"Always."

"Did you always know what you wanted to be? Like — did you always know you were going to do this?"

Lena took a drink. The whiskey was warm and the question was honest and the girl deserved an honest answer.

"No. I fell into it. My dad was a plumber. His dad was a plumber. I grew up holding pipe before I knew what pipe was. I didn't choose it — it chose me. And for a long time I resented that, because I thought choosing was important. I thought the thing only mattered if you'd picked it off a shelf instead of having it handed to you." She set the glass down. "I was wrong. The thing that matters is whether you're good at it and whether it makes you feel like you're doing something real. You didn't choose the kitchen. The kitchen chose you. Benny chose you. And you're good at it, Nell. You're really good at it. The choosing doesn't matter. The doing does."

Nell's eyes were shiny. Not crying — the almost-crying of a girl who was hearing something she needed to hear from someone she needed to hear it from.

"Thank you," she said. Quietly.

"Finish your drink. Then go help Benny clean up. He's going to need you — that man made enough food for a siege and somebody's going to have to wash the pans."

"I don't mind washing pans."

"I know you don't. That's how I know you're going to be fine."

Nell finished her whiskey. Stood up. Looked at Lena one more time — the look of a girl who was filing something away in a permanent place — and walked back to the bar. The apron came off the hook. The towel went over her shoulder. She was back.

Lena watched her go. Eighteen years old and already more sure of herself than Lena had been at twenty-five. Maybe that was the kitchen. Maybe that was Benny. Maybe that was just Nell, underneath the blonde and the spoiled and the parents who hadn't known what to do with a daughter who wanted more than a husband and a house.

Or maybe it was Lena. Maybe it was having someone who said *you're good at this* when nobody else had thought to.

She finished her whiskey. Found Emmett. He was at a table with Griff, talking about crew schedules and trenching timelines and the particular logistics of building a water tower while also running branch lines and finishing a bar expansion. The man was planning three projects simultaneously and his notebook was open and his pencil was moving and he had taco grease on the page and didn't care.

"Emmett."

He looked up. "Hmm?"

"It passed."

"I know."

"We're building a water tower."

"I know." The warmth. The steady thing. "I've already started the construction schedule."

"Of course you have."

The walk home was short. The boardwalk. The sign. His door.

"Big day tomorrow," she said.

"Big day every day."

The kiss was quick. The kind of kiss that said *I'm tired and you're tired and tomorrow we build something and that's enough.*

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

She walked back. One door. Past the sign. Into the Ledger. The bar was winding down — the taco pans were mostly empty, the beer was mostly gone, and Nell was washing dishes in the kitchen while Benny wiped the bar and hummed something that sounded suspiciously like a song he'd heard Lena singing last week.

Upstairs. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

The vote had passed. The tax was real. The water tower was funded. And somewhere downstairs, an eighteen-year-old girl was washing pans and building a life she'd chosen for herself, using words she'd borrowed from a plumber who'd fallen out of the sky.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C32 - Leftover Tacos and a Change of Address

    
    
    
    
                Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. Ledger held out like roadkill. Downstairs.

Nell was behind the bar. The handoff. The stash. No words, no eye contact, smooth as a card trick. The girl was getting faster at it — the Ledger disappeared behind the whiskey bottles before Lena's hand had fully left the counter.

"Quick hands," Lena said.

"Learned from the best." A flash of grin. The grin that was becoming Nell's grin — not Benny's golden retriever, not Lena's smirk. Something in between. Something her own.

*Ding.*

The plate came through the pass-through. Lena looked at it. Looked at the pass-through. Looked at the plate again.

Tacos. Leftover tacos. The shells from last night, re-crisped on the flat top. The ground beef reheated. The braised spicy beef reheated. The tomatoes fresh, the lettuce fresh, the cheese grated — but the proteins were yesterday's. Benny had taken last night's taco bar and turned it into this morning's breakfast.

"BENNY."

His face appeared. Innocent. Always innocent.

"Did you phone in breakfast?"

"I don't know what that means."

"It means did you just reheat last night's dinner and put it on a plate and call it breakfast."

"I re-seasoned the beef. I added eggs to the ground meat. The shells are fresh-fried this morning. The — "

"Benny. These are leftover tacos."

"They're *morning* tacos."

She picked one up. Ground beef and egg, which — she had to admit — was actually a smart move. The egg bound the beef and added richness and turned last night's dinner protein into this morning's breakfast protein without Benny having to do anything except crack four eggs into a hot pan. The shell was crispy. The tomatoes were cold and fresh against the warm filling.

She took a bite. It was good. Of course it was good. Leftover tacos were always good. Back home, cold leftover tacos eaten standing over the kitchen sink at seven in the morning were one of the great unsung pleasures of American life.

"Tacos work on any Tuesday," she said. "Breakfast or dinner."

"It's not Tuesday, Lena."

"Sure it is."

"It's — " He stopped. The rag came up. One wipe. The processing wipe of a man who had long ago accepted that Lena Wright's relationship with the days of the week was not something he was going to understand or fix. "Huh."

She ate. Nell poured coffee. The morning settled.

---

Emmett was at the desk. Their desk, in their office, in their building that smelled like linseed oil and cedar and the faint ghost of last night's varnish. The notebook was open. The pencil was moving. The man had probably been here since before the sun cleared the ridge.

"Morning," she said. Set his coffee on the desk. He took it without looking up. Their ritual now — the coffee, the pencil, the not-looking-up. The domestic machinery of two people who worked together and didn't need to narrate it.

"We need to plan," he said.

"I know. The tower, the mains, the Benny phase one, the Dunnigan line — "

"Before that." The pencil stopped. He looked up. The look was different this morning — not the warmth, not the project look. The practical look. The Emmett look that meant he'd been thinking about something logistical and had already solved it and was now going to present the solution whether she wanted to hear it or not. "We need to talk about your room."

"My room."

"At the Ledger. You're paying Benny — what — five gold a week for room and board?"

"Four. He gave me a rate."

"Four gold a week. Sixteen a month. And your income from Mae's list has slowed to almost nothing because you're working full-time for Wright and Grail. The last delivery job you ran for Mae was — "

"Over a week ago. I know."

"Your personal income has dropped significantly. Your expenses haven't. And we have three bedrooms upstairs that are sitting empty in a building we already own." He tapped the ceiling with the eraser end of the pencil. "Move here."

She looked at the ceiling. At the stairs — the stairs she'd just rebuilt, with the newel post she'd bolted through the floor and the railing she'd planed and the balusters Emmett had varnished. At the building that was theirs. At the master bedroom upstairs with the window that faced the boardwalk and the morning light.

"Emmett, this is — the Ledger is home."

"The Ledger is two doors down. You'll still eat there. You'll still drink there. You'll still hand Nell the Ledger every morning and steal Benny's food and sit on your stool and do everything you do now. The only difference is you'll sleep here instead of there, and you'll save sixteen gold a month doing it."

"It's not about the money."

"It's a little bit about the money, Lena. We have a building note, a water tower to fund, and a business that just repriced because we learned that six gold on a week's work is not a margin. Every gold you're not spending on a room you don't need is a gold that stays in the operating account."

She leaned against the doorframe. He was right. She knew he was right. The math was the math and Emmett's math was never wrong. Four gold a week to sleep thirty feet from where she worked when she could sleep HERE — in a building she owned, with a roof she'd just patched, with a railing she'd just mounted, with a root cellar full of nothing that could be full of something.

But the Ledger. The room upstairs. The basin and the pitcher and the nightstand where the Nokia lived. The sound of Benny's kitchen below her in the morning. The smell of whatever impossible thing he was making seeping through the floorboards before she'd opened her eyes. The creak of the stairs. The swinging doors. The stool.

"Once Benny's expansion is done, it's one door," Emmett said. Quietly. The quiet he used when he knew she was fighting something and was giving her room to lose. "The expansion building sits between us and the Ledger. When it's finished, the buildings will practically share a wall. You'll be able to hear Nell ring the bell from your bedroom. And Benny will still make your breakfast. You'll just walk a little further to eat it."

"One door."

"One door. Once the expansion's built."

She looked at the stairs. At the landing. At the hallway above where three doors led to three rooms and the first one — the big one, the master, the one with the window — was waiting for someone to put a bed in it.

"I don't have a bed."

"Garret can build a frame in two days. The mattress — Mae can source one from the Copper Ridge traders. Or Dolly knows where to get linens and bedding."

"You've already planned this."

"I've been thinking about it since we bought the building. I just wanted to wait until the railing was done so you wouldn't fall down the stairs in the dark."

She almost laughed. Almost.

"One door," she said again.

"One door. And you keep your stool."

She looked at him. The ink-stained fingers. The wrongly-buttoned coat draped over the chair. The lens catching the morning light. The man who had just told her to move into the building they owned together, not because of anything romantic or implied, but because the math said she should and Emmett Grail did not argue with math.

"Fine," she said. "Once I've got a bed and a basin and somewhere to put the Nokia, I'll move. I'll tell Benny tonight so he's not blindsided."

"He'll understand."

"He'll turn pink and say 'huh' and wipe the bar and pretend he's not sad about it and then he'll make me something incredible for dinner because that's what Benny does when he has feelings he doesn't know what to do with."

"That's exactly what he'll do."

"I know. That's why I'm going to eat it and not say a word about the pink."

The pencil went back to the paper. The morning light came through the window. The building was quiet — the quiet of a place that was about to become someone's home and didn't know it yet.

"Now," Emmett said. "The construction schedule."

He flipped to the master page — the one with everything on it, the one that looked like a wall of text and numbers and arrows that only made sense if you were Emmett Grail. The water tower. The mains. The Benny phase one. The Dunnigan branch line. The windmill pump. The cooper's timeline. Forge's pipe production capacity. Griff's crew availability.

They worked through it. The morning became midday. The coffee went cold and was replaced and went cold again. Emmett built the schedule the way he built everything — methodically, precisely, with dependencies mapped and timelines overlapping and every piece of work sequenced so that nothing waited on something that wasn't done yet. The cooper's tank took six weeks — those six weeks ran in parallel with the mains trenching. The windmill components from Forge ran in parallel with both. The Benny phase one could start immediately because the materials were already ordered and the advance was already drawn.

It was boring. It was the most boring and most important work they'd done since the Hallett budget. It was columns and timelines and material lists and crew rotations and none of it was interesting and all of it was necessary and by the time the light shifted from morning to afternoon they had a plan that would carry Wright and Grail through the next three months.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?"

"We're really doing this."

He looked up from the schedule. The pencil stopped. The warmth.

"We're really doing this."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

A few more nights at the Ledger. A bed frame from Garret. A basin and a pitcher and a nightstand. Then — two doors down. New room. Same stool. Same town. Same work.

Same Emmett, one door over.

She could live with that.

            

    
        B2 C33 - The First Meeting

    
    
    
    
                Three days later the bed came up the stairs.

Griff carried one end. Dell carried the other. The frame was Garret's work — simple, solid, oak slats on a pine rail, the kind of bed that didn't creak because the joints were tight and the wood was dry. The mattress came separately, on a handcart from Mae's — stuffed cotton batting, thick enough to be comfortable, thin enough to be honest about what it was. Not luxury. Function. A place to sleep that wasn't a room she was paying for.

They set it against the wall in the master bedroom. The window was open. Morning light. The boardwalk visible below. Her boardwalk. Her town. Her room now.

The basin and pitcher came next — ceramic, blue-glazed, from the same Copper Ridge trader who'd sold Mae the mattress. A nightstand that Garret had knocked together in an afternoon — a box with a shelf, really, but it held the Nokia and the pitcher and that was all it needed to do. A hook on the back of the door for the tool belt. A second hook for the coat she didn't own yet but would probably need when the weather turned.

Griff's crew brought up a second desk too — not for the bedroom, for the office downstairs. The front room was filling in. Emmett's desk against the back wall. Lena's against the side. Two chairs for clients. Three loose chairs for meetings. And on the walls — Emmett's work. Plans. Charts. Timelines. The water tower sketch with WATERPROOF underlined three times. The mains route drawn on a page torn from the notebook and pinned to the timber with a nail. The cooper's written quote, framed in nothing, tacked to the wall next to the door where anyone walking in could see it. The construction schedule — the master page, the one with everything — hung behind Emmett's desk like a battle plan.

The office looked like an office. The bedroom looked like a bedroom. The building looked like it belonged to someone.

"All right," Lena said, when the last chair was set and the last plan was hung and Griff's crew was standing in the front room looking at her like men who were waiting for something. "Sit down. All of you."

They sat. Griff in the chair closest to her desk. Dell on the floor — because Dell always sat on the floor when there weren't enough chairs, the kid had the bones of a twenty-year-old and didn't know what sitting in a chair was for yet. The other two — Hask and Reeve, the quiet ones, the diggers, the men who showed up every morning and moved dirt without complaint — took the loose chairs by the window.

Emmett stood. He'd been sitting all morning but he stood for this, because Emmett understood that some things needed to be said standing up.

"Before we go over the plan," he said, "we need to talk about employment."

The room shifted. Not physically — the air. The attention. Four miners and a foreman who had been casual labor for weeks were suddenly listening the way they listened when Lena said something about pipe.

"Real full-time jobs," Emmett said. "Formal employment. Wright and Grail is a company now — a real one, with an office and a building note and a construction schedule that runs three months out. We need experienced workers, and you are the most experienced crew in Dustbreak. You've been digging our trenches, hauling our pipe, backfilling our lines. You know the work. You know the ground. You know how Lena operates."

He looked at Griff. "If you or any of your team want to come on full time, we'd like to know. It's a formal position — steady pay, consistent hours, working under Lena and myself. You'd be Wright and Grail employees."

The room was quiet. Dell was looking at Griff. Hask was looking at his boots. Reeve was looking at the ceiling.

"Take a few days," Emmett said. "Think about it. Talk to your families. The mine isn't going anywhere — if you want to keep it as a part-time gig, nobody's stopping you. But we'd rather give these jobs to you than go to Mae looking for labor we'd have to train from scratch."

"Now," Emmett said. He looked at Lena. "The plan. Lena?"

She stood up. Walked to the wall where the plans were hanging. The mains route. The water tower footprint. The windmill sketch. The timeline.

"Main lines first," she said. "These are the big ones — three-inch bore, running the length of the main road. They go in as fast as Forge can make them, and Forge has been stockpiling pipe for two weeks. We've got enough sections to start and he's producing more every day."

She tapped the water tower sketch. "The tower is still about three weeks out — the cooper needs time to finish the tank and the frame. But we don't wait. We dig the foundation now. The cooper sent over the footprint dimensions." She pointed to a page pinned below the sketch — measurements, a square drawn to scale, notes in handwriting that wasn't Emmett's. "Ten by ten at the base. Four feet deep. Stone and timber cribbing. We can have the hole dug and the cribbing set before the tank arrives."

She moved to the windmill sketch. "We also need a windmill pump. We're building that ourselves, based on the design Henderson's been running on his south pasture for years. Same mechanism, bigger scale. I've got the lumber order in with Garret and the pump components ordered from Forge. Iron's about a week out. Lumber's ready when we are."

She stepped back. Looked at the room. Four men and a foreman who'd been digging ditches for her since the first branch line.

"We could start tomorrow if we wanted to," she said. "But the going would be slow — we'd be waiting on materials every other day. If we hold a week, let Forge and Garret get ahead of us, we hit the ground at full steam and we don't stop until the tower's up and the mains are in."

She crossed her arms. The posture she used when she was about to say something she meant.

"I don't see this ending. Once these lines are in and the water's flowing, every family in Dustbreak is going to want service. That means more branch lines. More taps. Steady work for as long as this town is growing, and this town is not done growing. We've also got the expansion at the Rusty Ledger — they just finished demolition of the interior of that building and the framing crew, the same guys who built the Crewe house, are coming by this afternoon to talk about the buildout. That means I need to be on two job sites at once, which means I need people I trust running pipe when I'm not standing over them."

She looked at Griff. At Dell. At Hask and Reeve.

"Which means I need an apprentice. Somebody who wants to learn plumbing — real plumbing, not just digging trenches. Pipe fitting, joint work, solder, oakum, layout, the whole damn thing. If any of you want that, come see me after. Don't be shy about it — I learned this trade from a man who yelled at me for six years and I turned out fine, so I promise you'll survive."

She unfolded her arms. Let the posture relax.

"Thanks for coming, guys. Thanks for the work you've already done. I mean it — the Halletts have water because of you. The Crewes have water because of you. This is the start of something big. You know that. Everybody in this room knows that. This is your chance to get on board early, and I swear on my father's pipe wrench that I will make it worth your while."

Smiles. Nods. Dell was grinning so hard his face was going to cramp. Hask and Reeve exchanged a look — the look of two men who had been thinking about this and had already made up their minds. The room filed out. Handshakes at the door. Dell punched Griff's shoulder on the way out, which was how Dell expressed every emotion he had.

Griff stayed.

He waited until the door closed and the footsteps faded down the boardwalk. Then he turned to Lena. His hat was in his hands — he'd taken it off when he sat down and hadn't put it back on, which was Griff's version of formality.

"Miss Wright."

"Griff."

"I'd like to learn plumbing."

She looked at him. Mid-forties. Weathered. The kind of man who'd spent twenty years climbing a mountain every morning and swinging a pick and climbing back down and doing it again the next day without complaint. His hands were calloused in the wrong places for pipe work — the pick calluses, the shovel calluses, not the wrench calluses. But his hands were strong and his mind was sharp and he'd never once needed to be told something twice.

"I'm getting older," he said. The hat turned in his hands. "Climbing up and down that mountain, digging ditches in the cold and the rain — I can't do it forever. My back knows it even if my pride doesn't."

"Griff, plumbing is still hard work. Still physical. You're going to be in trenches, carrying pipe, crouching in tight spaces — "

"Yeah, but it's smart work." He looked at her. The Griff look — direct, honest, the look of a man who didn't waste words on things he didn't mean. "And you're a smart woman. I want to learn what you know. I want to understand WHY the pipe goes where it goes, not just dig the hole you tell me to dig."

She held his gaze. A mine foreman who wanted to learn plumbing. A man who'd run a crew for years and was willing to start over as an apprentice because he'd watched a woman lay pipe and understood that what she was doing was worth learning.

"If this means you're on board full time," she said, "let's give it a go."

The smile. Not a big one — Griff didn't do big smiles. But it was real, and it reached his eyes, and when he put his hat back on and shook her hand, the handshake was the handshake of a man who had just changed careers and was glad about it.

He walked out. The door closed. The office was quiet.

She turned to Emmett. He was at his desk, pencil in hand, the ghost of a smile on his face.

"How'd I do?"

"Those men would follow you anywhere, Lena."

She sat down at her desk. Her desk. In her office. In her building. With a bedroom upstairs that had a bed in it and a basin on the nightstand and a Nokia that would be sleeping somewhere new tonight.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Time to build a water tower.

            

    
        B2 C34 - Chalk Lines and a Toilet Lecture

    
    
    
    
                William showed up at the office after lunch. Knocked on the doorframe — the door was open, it was always open during working hours because Lena didn't believe in closed doors on a job site and the office was a job site now.

"Miss Wright? Mr. Grail?"

"Come in."

He was the framing crew lead — the same crew that had built the Crewe house. Mid-thirties, square-built, the kind of man whose hands were permanently shaped around a hammer handle. He'd come straight from the expansion building next door. Sawdust in his hair. Plaster dust on his boots. The man had been swinging a demolition bar since sunrise.

"William," he said, shaking Lena's hand. Then Emmett's. "Henderson sent me over. We've got the interior walls down to studs. He wants to talk about the water work before we start framing the new layout."

"What's the scope?" Lena asked.

William pulled a folded paper from his back pocket — Henderson's list, written in the blocky handwriting of a rancher who knew exactly what he wanted and didn't waste words getting there.

"Water to each room upstairs. Every room gets its own tap. He wants rough-in for drains in every room too — for whenever the sewage system happens. Doesn't want to have to tear open walls later to accommodate that. Wants another tap in the expanded kitchen. Wants a tap in the front bar where customers can see water being poured — a showpiece, he called it. A tap out front, on the boardwalk, feeding a water trough for horses and mules." William flipped the paper over. There was more. "And he wants a room on the ground floor — small, just one — plumbed for a public bathroom. For future use, he said. Didn't explain what that meant. Just said you'd know."

Lena looked at the paper. Looked at Emmett. Looked at the paper again.

Henderson wanted a public bathroom. Henderson — the seventy-year-old rancher who had never seen a toilet, who had been using an outhouse his entire life, who had no frame of reference for indoor plumbing beyond the tap behind Benny's bar — had looked at the trajectory of what was happening in Dustbreak and decided that his building needed a room set aside for a thing that didn't exist yet. Because Henderson was the kind of man who built for thirty years, not five. Because Henderson saw where the pipe was going even if he didn't know what would be at the end of it.

"Henderson's a smart man," she said. Quietly. The quiet of a woman who had just been reminded that she wasn't the only person in this town thinking about the future.

"He wants to do it right the first time," William said. "His words."

"Yeah. That's Henderson." She set the paper on the desk. "The drain rough-in is the right call. If we frame these walls closed without drain pipe in them, we're cutting them open again in a year. Better to stub it in now and cap it than pretend sewage isn't coming. And the bathroom — " She tapped the paper. "Tell Henderson I know exactly what that means. And he's right." She looked at Emmett. "We need to see the building."

"I'll get my notebook," Emmett said. He already had his notebook.

---

The expansion building was gutted. William's crew had done clean work — the interior walls were stripped to studs, the old plaster and lath piled in the alley behind the building for hauling. The bones of the place were visible now — the timber frame, the floor joists, the stud bays where new walls would go. The original stone foundation was solid, same as their building next door. Henderson built things to last.

Lena walked the ground floor first. Slowly. The way she walked a pipe route — eyes on the structure, hands on the studs, counting bays, measuring spans in her head.

"The utility chase goes here," she said. She put her hand flat against the interior of the west wall — the wall that faced the W&G building, the shared wall once everything was connected. "Vertical chase, ground floor to second floor. This is where the supply riser goes up and the drain stack comes down. One chase, one penetration through the floor, one route. Everything runs through here."

She pulled chalk from her belt. Drew a vertical line on the stud — floor to ceiling, eighteen inches wide. "This bay stays open. Don't frame it, don't block it, don't touch it until I've got my pipe in. I'll close it up myself after the pipe's set."

William nodded. His pencil was out — not Emmett's pencil, a carpenter's pencil, flat and wide. He was marking the stud.

She moved to the back corner of the ground floor. A small space — maybe six by eight feet, tucked behind the main room. Close to the chase. Close to the drain stack.

"The bathroom goes here," she said. She chalked the outline on the floor — the doorway, the walls, the space inside. "Frame this as a separate room. Solid walls, floor to ceiling, a door that closes. Inside, I need the supply stub and the drain stub roughed in and capped. The drain goes straight down into the cellar and connects to the main drain run. The supply branches off the riser in the chase."

"What goes in the room?" William asked. Reasonably.

"Not yet. The room gets built. The plumbing gets stubbed. And when the time comes, I'll install the fixture." She looked at him. "Henderson said I'd know. He's right. I know. And when this town has a sewer, that room is going to be the first indoor public bathroom in Dustbreak, and people are going to line up for it."

William wrote it down. He didn't ask what a bathroom was. He was a framer. He framed what the client asked for and the plumber specified. The why was somebody else's department.

She moved to the back of the building. "Drain."

"What about it?"

"This building has a root cellar?"

"Stone foundation goes down about eight feet. Same as the one next door."

"Benny's going to love that." She lifted the floor hatch — same style as their building, iron ring, timber frame. Cool air. She dropped down. Emmett stayed up — he'd learned his lesson about cellar ladders and was content to take notes from above.

She found what she needed in two minutes. The foundation wall on the street side. She marked a spot — knee height, center of the wall.

"The drain stack comes down through the chase into the cellar," she called up. "It hits the cellar floor and turns horizontal. I need a slope — quarter inch per foot, minimum. The horizontal run goes under the foundation wall and out to the street." She was pacing now, measuring the distance from the cellar floor to the estimated depth of the future sewer main at the center of the road. "If the street sewer goes in at four feet below grade — which is where I'd put it — then my horizontal run needs to exit the foundation at about three feet below the cellar floor level to hit the right depth at the street."

She climbed back up. Drew on the wall with chalk — the drain route, the slope, the exit point through the foundation.

"We stub it out past the boardwalk and cap it," she said. "Clean cap, sealed, buried. When the sewer goes in — and it will — we dig down, connect to the main, and pull the cap. No remodel. No tearing open walls. The pipe is already there, waiting."

William was writing everything down. Emmett was writing everything down. Two pencils moving in parallel, carpenter and scholar, recording the same information in two completely different languages.

She walked them through the rest. The supply lines — one riser in the chase feeding branches to each room upstairs. The kitchen tap — a branch off the ground floor supply, same as the existing Ledger tap behind the bar. The showpiece bar tap — front and center, visible to customers, the thing Henderson wanted people to see. The boardwalk trough — a separate branch running through the front wall, feeding an iron trough mounted at hitching-post height. The bathroom supply and drain — stubbed, capped, waiting.

Every route got chalked on the studs. Every branch got marked. The soffits — the dropped ceiling sections where horizontal pipe needed to run without cutting into load-bearing headers — got outlined in blue chalk so William's framers would know where to build the bulkheads.

By the time they were done, the gutted building looked like a blueprint. Chalk lines on every surface. Blue for soffits. White for supply. Red for drains. Green for the bathroom rough-in. Emmett's notebook had six pages of notes. William's had four.

"We'll have the proposal over in two days," Lena said. "Full scope, materials, timeline. Emmett will price it."

"Henderson wants it started as soon as the framing's done."

"Then tell your framers to leave my chase alone, frame that bathroom where I marked it, and we'll be ready when they are."

William shook hands. Left. The building was quiet — chalk lines and bare studs and the ghost of a plumbing system that would exist in three weeks.

---

They walked back to the office. One door. Lena was still thinking about the drain slope — the math of it, the grade, the depth at the street. And the bathroom. The small room in the back corner with stubbed plumbing and a door that closed and nothing inside it yet. Emmett was flipping through his notes, organizing pages, cross-referencing.

"Lena."

"Yeah?"

"The drains." He stopped walking. They were on the boardwalk, between the expansion and their building. "I don't understand drainage. You keep talking about it — where the water goes after it's used. Down the drain, through the pipe, under the street, out to — where? Where does it go? You pour waste down a hole and then what?"

She looked at him. The genuine confusion on his face. Not ignorance — Emmett was never ignorant. He just hadn't been exposed to the concept, because this world didn't have it. Nobody here had thought about what happened after the water went down. They just... poured it out the back door.

"Come inside," she said. "I need paper."

They sat at the desk. She pulled a sheet from the stack Emmett kept in the drawer — good paper, smooth, the kind he used for clean copies. She picked up his pencil. He made the sound. She ignored it.

She drew.

A box first. A room. Then, in the corner of the room — a shape. A basin, roughly oval, mounted on a short pedestal. A tank above it, mounted on the wall. A chain hanging from the tank.

"This," she said, "is a toilet."

"A what?"

"A toilet. A water closet. The single most important invention in the history of my world, and I am including fire, the wheel, and the printing press in that assessment." She tapped the basin. "You sit on this."

"You sit on — "

"You sit on it. Or squat, depending on the era and the culture, but mostly sit. It's shaped for sitting. Your — everything — goes into the basin. Into water that's already sitting in the bottom." She drew the water line inside the basin. "The basin holds about a gallon of water at all times. You do your business into that water."

Emmett was staring at the drawing with the expression of a man who was learning something he had not anticipated learning today.

"When you're done," she said, "you pull this chain." She tapped the chain connected to the tank above. "The chain opens a valve in the tank. The tank is full of clean water — fed by the supply line, same pipe that feeds your kitchen tap. When the valve opens, the water rushes down into the basin, flushes everything in the basin down through the drain at the bottom, and carries it away. Gone. Down the pipe. The tank refills automatically from the supply line — there's a float valve inside that shuts off the water when the tank is full. Ready for the next use."

"And the waste goes — "

"Down." She drew the pipe below the basin. A vertical drop, then a curve — she drew it carefully, the distinctive S-shape. "This is the most important part. The trap. See this curve? The pipe goes down, then back up, then down again. Like a letter S on its side. There's always water sitting in the bottom of that curve — the same way water sits in any low point in a pipe. That water is a seal."

"A seal against what?"

"Sewer gas." She tapped the pipe below the trap. "Everything that goes down the drain ends up in a sewer pipe under the street. A big pipe. Carrying waste from every building in town. That pipe is full of — well. It's full of what you'd expect it to be full of. And it produces gas. Methane, hydrogen sulfide, other things that smell terrible and can actually make you sick if you breathe enough of it. The water in the trap blocks that gas from coming back up through the pipe and into your room. The gas can't get past the water. So your room smells like a room, not like a sewer."

She sat back. Emmett was looking at the drawing. His eyes were doing the thing — the thing they did when he encountered a new idea and was processing it the way he processed everything, by fitting it into the framework of what he already knew.

"So no smell," he said.

"No smell. Not in the room. Not in the building. The waste goes down, the trap holds, the gas stays in the sewer where it belongs. In my world, every toilet in every house in every building has a trap. It's the first thing they teach you in plumbing school. Well — they didn't teach me in school, they taught me in my dad's truck at six in the morning on the way to a job, but the principle is the same."

"And the sewer pipe under the street — that's the drainage you've been talking about. The big pipe in the center of the road."

"That's the drainage. Every building connects to it through a lateral — a smaller pipe that runs from the building to the main sewer. The main sewer runs downhill — always downhill, gravity does all the work — to a point outside of town where it either goes into a treatment facility or, in the early days, just discharged into a river far enough downstream that nobody had to smell it."

"We don't have a river far enough downstream."

"No. Which is why sewage treatment is a future problem that I haven't solved yet. But the pipe work — the drains, the traps, the laterals, the main — that's all stuff I can build right now. The disposal end is the question mark. Might be a leach field. Might be a settling pond. Might be something I haven't thought of. But the pipe comes first. Always pipe first."

Emmett picked up the drawing. Held it at arm's length. Tilted his head. The lens caught the light.

"This is remarkable," he said.

"It's a toilet, Emmett. There are four hundred million of them in my country. Every gas station, every restaurant, every house. They're not remarkable. They're the bare minimum of civilization."

"In this world they'd be remarkable."

"In this world they'd be a damn revolution." She took the drawing back. Folded it. Put it in the desk drawer — the drawer where she kept things she wasn't done thinking about. "But that's a future problem. Right now we've got a proposal to write for the expansion. Henderson wants his water and his drains and his horse trough and his bathroom that doesn't have a toilet yet, and Emmett Grail is going to price it, and Lena Wright is going to build it, and the toilet can wait until we figure out where the shit goes."

"Literally."

"Literally."

He smiled. She smiled. The pencil went back to his hand — she'd given it back, because the man was starting to twitch. The notebook opened to a fresh page. The expansion proposal. Materials. Labor. Timeline. The same columns, the same line down the middle, the same system that was going to build this town one page at a time.

They worked. The afternoon light came through the window. The chalk lines were drying in the expansion building next door. A small room in the back corner was framed in green chalk, waiting for a fixture that didn't exist in this world yet.

That was going to change. She could feel it. The same way she'd felt the water tower coming, the same way she'd felt the mains coming. The pipe was always first. But the toilet was next.

The world just didn't know it yet.

            

    
        B2 C35 - Chicken and Dumplings and a Handshake

    
    
    
    
                The smell was warm and thick and heavy in the best way — the kind of smell that wrapped around you like a blanket your grandmother knitted and refused to let go. Flour and butter and chicken and something herbal underneath it all, the low steady warmth of a broth that had been on the fire since morning.

*Ding.*

The plate was a bowl. Deep, wide, filled to the rim. Chicken and dumplings. Chunks of Henderson's chicken — not whole pieces, pulled apart into shreds, tender and swimming in a broth that was golden and thick and had the particular opacity of a stock that had been reducing for hours. The dumplings were irregular — torn from dough, not cut, dropped into the broth to cook, swelling into pillowy lumps that were half bread and half gravy because they'd absorbed the liquid they'd been sitting in. Little bits of carrot floated through it — orange coins, soft, sweet from the long cook. And on the side, a biscuit. Because Benny.

"Benny," Lena said. "This is stick-to-your-gut food right here. This is almost entirely carbohydrates."

"I don't know what that means."

"That's fine. It basically means it's mostly bread and gravy. And it's amazing." She tore the biscuit. Dunked it. The broth soaked into the bread the way broth was supposed to soak into bread — completely, immediately, turning a dry thing into a wet thing that tasted like everything good about a kitchen in winter. "This is the kind of food that my grandmother made when it was cold outside and there were too many kids in the house and she needed everybody to eat and sit down and shut up for twenty minutes."

"Did it work?"

"Six kids. Nothing worked. But the dumplings helped."

Nell came around the bar. Not from the pass-through — around the bar, apron off, whiskey bottle in one hand, two glasses in the other. She was grinning. The grin. The one that was too big for her face and was becoming a permanent fixture.

She set a glass in front of Lena. Poured. Set one in front of herself. Poured smaller.

"I made it," she said.

Lena looked at the bowl. Looked at Nell. Looked at the bowl.

"You made this."

"Benny told me what to do. He walked me through the broth — the bones, the vegetables, the herbs, the simmer time. I pulled the chicken. I made the dumplings. He watched but he didn't touch anything." The grin widened. "Rolling out the dough was the hardest part. It kept sticking to the counter and I had to flour it three times and Benny said I was using too much flour and then I wasn't using enough and then he just stood behind me and said 'feel it' and I stopped thinking and started feeling and the dough did what it was supposed to do."

"And the broth?"

"On since this morning. Low heat. I kept checking it and Benny kept telling me to stop checking it. He said the broth knows what it's doing and I just have to let it work." She took a sip of her whiskey. Smaller face this time — she was getting used to it. "The flavor depth is amazing."

Lena set her spoon down. "Wait. What?"

"The flavor depth."

"Nell. Did you just say 'flavor depth'?"

"Yeah." The grin shifted — not smaller, but different. Proud. The pride of a girl who had made something up and knew it was good. "I just made it up. It's like — you can taste the time through the broth. So many layers. The chicken is one layer. The herbs are another. The vegetables broke down and became something else entirely. And then the dumplings absorb all of it and they taste like everything at once. That's flavor depth."

Lena looked at her. Looked at Benny, who was behind the bar, rag in hand, pink from the ears down, the pride so thick on his face you could have spread it on a biscuit.

"BENNY. Give this girl a raise."

"She's an apprentice, Lena. She doesn't get paid yet."

"Then start paying her, because a girl who invents 'flavor depth' on her third week is not an apprentice. She's a cook."

Nell's flush went nuclear. She took another sip of whiskey to hide it. Didn't work. Nothing was going to hide that flush.

Lena ate. The dumplings were perfect — Nell's dumplings, Nell's broth, Nell's pulled chicken. Not Benny's. Nell's. The girl had made something from scratch under instruction and it was good. Not great — Benny's version would have had something else in it, some extra note, some instinct that couldn't be taught. But it was good. Honest. The food of a person who was learning and cared about the learning.

---

She saw them through the window first. Emmett and Griff, standing just outside the swinging doors, talking. Emmett's hands were moving — not the pencil gesture, the other one, the one he'd started doing when he was excited about something. Griff was talking and Emmett was listening and then Griff said something and Emmett's face did a thing she'd never seen before.

"That's fucking brilliant," Emmett said.

Through the window. Clear as a bell. Emmett Grail, standing on the boardwalk of Dustbreak, deploying the F-word with the confident sincerity of a man who had no idea he was using it wrong and every idea that he meant it.

Griff smiled. Shook Emmett's hand. Emmett stepped aside and held the door as Griff came through the swinging doors into the Ledger.

"Ms. Wright."

"Griff. Sit down."

He sat. Hat off. Hands on the bar. The formal Griff — the one who showed up when something mattered.

"I've decided to take your offer," he said. "Full time. All of us — me, Dell, Hask, Reeve. Whoever you need. We're yours."

"All four of you?"

"All four. Dell didn't even think about it — the kid said yes before I finished the sentence. Hask and Reeve talked it over with their wives and came back this morning. The mine's been slowing down anyway. The vein's thinning. Griff's crew doing water work is better pay and steadier hours than Griff's crew pulling rock out of a hill that's running out of rock."

"Griff, that's — " She stopped. "Wait. What did you just say to Emmett? Outside."

"I said I wanted to talk to you. Why?"

"Because he just cursed."

"He — what?"

"Emmett. Outside. Just now. He said 'that's fucking brilliant' to you. I heard it through the window."

Griff looked at the window. Looked at Lena. The confusion of a man who didn't understand why this was noteworthy.

"I told him about the mine drainage problem — how the lower shaft floods every spring and we've been bailing it by hand for three years. I said if Wright and Grail ever wanted a side project, a drainage pipe from the lower shaft to the stream would save us a month of bailing every year. That's when he said — "

"That's when he said a word he learned from me and has never once used correctly in his life. Dammit, Emmett." She shook her head. But the corner of her mouth was doing something. Not quite a smile. The ghost of one. "He didn't even do it right."

"It sounded right to me."

"It was close. The delivery was off." She held out her hand. "But that's not your problem. Griff — welcome to Wright and Grail. You and your boys are now honest-to-goodness employees. Steady pay. Steady hours. Real work."

He shook her hand. The handshake of a man who had spent twenty years in a mine and was walking out of it into something new.

"When do we start?" he asked.

"Tuesday."

"When's Tuesday?"

"Three days, Griff. Three days."

"All right, Ms. Wright. Three days." He stood up. Put his hat on. The hat-on was Griff's version of the handshake — formal, final, the gesture of a man who had committed. "Thank you."

"Thank me after your first week in a trench. Then thank me again after your first soldered joint. Then curse me after your first time threading a nut onto a bolt from inside a four-inch bore hole with an open-end wrench in a space the size of your fist."

"That sounds terrible."

"It IS terrible. That's plumbing. Welcome aboard."

He left. The swinging doors settled. The bar was quiet.

Emmett walked in. Coat buttoned wrong. Satchel over his shoulder. He kissed her. Not a greeting kiss — a kiss. In the bar. In front of Benny and Nell and two miners at the corner table who pretended not to notice. Then he sat on his stool.

She looked at him. The sideways look. The one that was fifteen degrees and a smirk and the expression of a woman who knew something.

"Right idea," she said. "But your delivery was off."

He looked at her. Blank. The blankness of a man who had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.

"What delivery?"

"Never mind, Emmett. Eat your dumplings."

*Ding.* Nell set a bowl in front of him. He picked up the spoon. The first bite landed and his eyes closed. The second bite and his eyes opened. The third bite and the spoon didn't stop until the bowl was empty and the biscuit was gone and he was looking at the bottom of the bowl with the expression of a man who was considering whether it was socially acceptable to lick it.

"Don't," Lena said.

"I wasn't going to."

"You were thinking about it."

"The thought occurred."

Three days until Tuesday. Four new employees. A water tower to build. A main to dig. An expansion to plumb. A toilet drawing in a desk drawer.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Good Tuesday. Even when it wasn't Tuesday.

---

The walk was different tonight.

Not three buildings to the bookshop. Not the Ledger stairs. One door. Their building. Her building now — her bed upstairs, her basin on the nightstand, her Nokia on a nightstand that wasn't Benny's.

Emmett walked her. Of course he walked her. The man was one door the other direction and he still walked her, because Emmett Grail did not let the woman he loved walk to her own front door alone at night even if her front door was twelve feet from his.

She unlocked the door. The office was dark — Emmett's desk, her desk, the plans on the walls, the chairs. The smell of linseed oil and cedar. Their building.

The stairs were on the left. Her stairs now. The newel post she'd bolted through the floor. The railing she'd planed. The balusters Emmett had varnished.

He stopped at the bottom step.

"I could walk you to your door," he said. The gentleman voice. The one that came from whatever book he'd read about how a man was supposed to treat a woman, except the book hadn't accounted for the fact that the woman in question was a plumber from Raleigh who could bench-press the gentleman.

"Emmett." She turned on the first step. They were the same height now — her on the step, him on the floor. Eye to eye. "If you walk me to my door, you're not just going to see my door. You're going to see my room. And if you see my room, you're going to notice the bed. And if you notice the bed, I'm going to notice you noticing the bed. And then we're going to have a conversation that neither of us is ready to have standing in a hallway at the top of a staircase after chicken and dumplings and whiskey."

The pink. The real pink. The kind that started at his ears and went all the way down to wherever pink went on Emmett Grail.

"The bottom of the stairs is fine," he said.

"The bottom of the stairs is fine."

She kissed him. Standing on the first step, one hand on the newel post she'd bolted into the floor, the other on his collar — the wrongly-buttoned collar, always wrong, always his. It was a good kiss. Slow. The kind that said *I'm going upstairs alone tonight and that's the right thing and I still want you to know what you're missing.*

She let go. He stood there. Pink. Warm. The look.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

He turned. Walked out. She heard his footsteps on the boardwalk — one building over, the bookshop door opening, the lamp going on. She stood on the stairs and watched through the office window as the light appeared in his shop. He was home. She was home. Twelve feet apart and a wall between them.

She went upstairs. The railing held. The balusters were solid. The hallway was dark. The master bedroom door was open. The window let in moonlight. The bed was there — Garret's frame, the Copper Ridge mattress, sheets that Dolly had picked out because Dolly had opinions about thread count even in a world that didn't have a word for it.

Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand. Her nightstand. Her room. Her building.

She lay in the dark. The sounds were different here. No Benny below. No kitchen warmth seeping through the floorboards. No creak of the Ledger settling into its nightly rhythms. Just the building. The timber. The wind through the window she'd left cracked. And through the wall — faintly, barely — the sound of a page turning in a bookshop one door over.

Emmett reading. The last sound she heard before she fell asleep.

She could live with that.

            

    
        B2 C36 - Balancing the Books

    
    
    
    
                She slept like the dead.

Not the restless dead — the good dead. The kind that lay down in a comfortable box and didn't move for eight hours and woke up wondering what year it was. The bed was good. Garret's frame didn't creak. The mattress held her weight without the sag of the Ledger bed, which had been accommodating miners and travelers for thirty years and had the structural integrity of a hammock. The window was cracked and the air was cool and the building was quiet except for the faint, distant sound of Benny's kitchen coming to life below and two doors down.

She lay there for a full minute. Staring at the ceiling. Her ceiling. The ceiling she'd patched from the outside three days ago, the one that didn't leak anymore because she'd replaced nine cedar shingles and renailed the ridge cap with a double overlap and tested it with canteen water.

Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. Ledger picked up from the nightstand — the rectangle, the glowing thing, the debit card she refused to look at.

Downstairs. Through the office. Past Emmett's desk and her desk and the plans on the walls. Out the door. Boardwalk. Two doors to the Ledger. Through the swinging doors.

Nell was behind the bar.

"Morning," Lena said. She held out the Ledger. "Benny usually balances my books. Can you take care of that for me?"

Nell took it with the eagerness of a girl who had been given a task and intended to execute it perfectly. She set it behind the bar next to the whiskey bottles — the stash spot, the place where the Ledger lived during the day. Then she looked at it. Actually looked at it, the way Benny had taught her to read the account screen.

The grin disappeared.

"Lena."

"Yeah?"

"You don't have enough to cover it." Nell's face had gone from eager to worried in about two seconds. The face of an eighteen-year-old who had just seen a number she didn't like on behalf of someone she cared about. "You're... you're in the red. About fourteen gold."

Lena closed her eyes. Fourteen gold in the hole. She'd known it was bad. She hadn't known the number. Hadn't wanted to know the number. Too much focus on the job — the pipe, the tower, the mains, the expansion, the office, the building, the railing, the roof. She'd been so busy building a company that she'd forgotten to check whether the person running the company could afford to eat.

"Crap." She opened her eyes. "OK. Hold that back there. Let me talk to Emmett."

*Ding.*

Eggs. Bacon. The Benny standard — not fancy, not experimental, just breakfast. Fuel. She ate standing up because sitting down felt like it would take too long and she needed to have a conversation about money before the number got any worse.

She left the plate. Walked back. Two doors. Into the office.

---

Emmett was at the desk. Of course he was. The pencil was moving. The notebook was open. The man had probably been here since the sun hit the window.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning." He didn't look up. The pencil kept moving.

"We need to talk about money."

The pencil stopped. He looked up. The look — not the warm one, not the project one. The one that said *I've been waiting for you to bring this up.*

"I'm fourteen gold in the hole," she said. "Personal account. Nell just told me."

He didn't react. Didn't flinch. Didn't reach for the notebook. He just nodded.

"I know," he said.

"You KNOW?"

"I've been tracking your personal burn rate since the Hallett job. You stopped running Mae's deliveries about twelve days ago. Your last income was roughly three gold — that delivery to the mine, the one where Dell told you about the pig. You've been spending approximately one gold a day on food and drink, plus four gold a week on the room until you moved here. I estimated you'd hit fourteen in the red by now. It's actually a little better than I expected — the room savings from the last three days helped."

"You knew I was going broke and you didn't say anything?"

"I knew you were focused on the work. And I knew we'd have this conversation before it became a crisis." He opened the notebook to a page she hadn't seen — not the project page, not the infrastructure page. A page with her name at the top. Two columns. The Emmett system, applied to Lena Wright's personal finances without her knowledge or permission.

She should have been angry. She wasn't. She was grateful, and that was worse.

"Show me the company books," she said. "Where are we?"

He flipped to the company page. The real one. The one with everything.

"Wright and Grail operating account: approximately ninety-two gold." He ran his finger down the column. "Income: Hallett job — forty-six. Crewe job — forty-nine. Henderson materials advance for the expansion plumbing — thirty. Infrastructure fund, twenty percent upfront — one fifty. Total income: two seventy-five."

"And the expenses?"

"Forge pipe for both branch lines — thirty-eight. Fittings and solder — eight. Griff's crew labor, nine days of work across both jobs at five gold a day — forty-five. Cooper deposit — forty. First payment on the building — seven. Office setup and building repairs — twenty-three. Forge retool and initial three-inch pipe — fifteen. Your furniture — nine." He looked up. "Total expenses: approximately one eighty-three. Balance: ninety-two."

"That's the company. What about us? We haven't taken a single gold out of that account for ourselves."

"No. We haven't." He set the pencil down. The set-the-pencil-down gesture. The one that meant the next thing he said was going to be important. "Which is why we need to set a draw. Right now. Today."

"How much can we afford?"

He flipped to a fresh page. Drew the line down the middle. She watched his hand move — left column, right column, the machine engaging.

"The infrastructure project. Total contract: seven hundred and fifty-two gold. Our actual costs — materials, labor, everything at base price — come to five hundred and seventy gold. The twenty percent markup across all line items gives us a gross margin of one hundred and fourteen gold. The ten percent contingency adds sixty-eight. If we use none of the contingency, our profit is one eighty-two. If we use half — which is realistic, because something always goes wrong — our profit is approximately one hundred and forty-eight gold."

"Split fifty-fifty."

"Split fifty-fifty. That's seventy-four gold each over the life of the project."

"How long is the project?"

"Nine weeks. Maybe ten, depending on weather and Forge's production rate."

"So seventy-four gold over nine weeks." She did the math before he could. "That's about eight gold a week."

"Eight gold and two silver per week, to be precise. Paid as a weekly draw from the company operating account." He wrote it down. The number. The weekly draw. Eight gold, two silver.

"And I'm burning about a gold a day on food and drinks at the Ledger. That's seven gold a week."

"Seven gold a week in personal expenses. Eight gold, two silver per week in draw income. That leaves you a surplus of one gold, two silver per week."

She stared at the number. One gold and change per week. After everything — the water tower, the mains, the company, the building, the crew, the three weeks of dawn-to-dark labor — she was going to clear about a gold a week in personal income.

"At that rate," she said, "how long until I'm back above water?"

Emmett's pencil moved. The calculation was fast — he didn't need to think about it, the numbers were already in his head.

"You're fourteen gold in the red. At a surplus of one gold, two silver per week, you're back to zero in..." The pencil stopped. "Approximately twelve weeks."

"Twelve weeks."

"Twelve weeks on the infrastructure draw alone. But." He held up the pencil. The *but* pencil. The pencil that meant there was more. "The infrastructure project is not our only revenue. The Henderson expansion — we've got the materials advance but the full proposal isn't delivered yet. When it is, that job will generate additional profit on top of the infrastructure draw. At the new twenty percent markup, a job that size will add meaningful income. And the Dunnigan branch line, plus any other branch lines that come in once the mains are flowing — each one at the new rate. Those stack."

"So twelve weeks is the worst case."

"Twelve weeks is the floor. The infrastructure alone. Once the expansion proposal is signed and we start billing branch lines at the new rate, your personal surplus goes up and the twelve weeks compresses. Realistically — and I don't say 'realistically' unless I've modeled it — you're back to zero in six to eight weeks."

She leaned back in her chair. Six to eight weeks of being in the red, even with income. Six to eight weeks of watching Nell's face fall every morning when she checked the balance. Six to eight weeks of eating Benny's food on credit that was slowly, painfully being paid back at one gold and change per week.

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"My dad went through this every year. The lean months. The months where the work was there but the cash wasn't. He used to say 'the pipe pays eventually — you just have to survive until it does.'"

"Your father was a wise man."

"My father was a stubborn man who ate a lot of peanut butter sandwiches in February." She sat up. "Set the draw. Eight gold, two silver per week each. Starting this week. And Emmett — put yourself on the same draw. Fifty-fifty means fifty-fifty. You don't eat less because I'm the one with the wrench."

"I wasn't going to."

"You were thinking about it."

The pink. Just a touch. Just the ears. The pink of a man who had absolutely been thinking about taking a smaller draw so she could take a larger one and had been caught before he could suggest it.

"Fifty-fifty," she said. "The guy with the books is worth exactly as much as the guy with the wrench. We settled this."

"We settled this," he agreed. The pencil moved. Two lines on the page — Lena Wright, 8.2 gold/week. Emmett Grail, 8.2 gold/week. The double underline under both. The Emmett seal.

"How's the company account look after the draws?"

"Draws for both of us: sixteen gold, four silver per week. Company burn rate including crew wages, materials, and the building note: approximately fifty-five gold per week. Total weekly outflow: seventy-one gold. Weekly income from the infrastructure fund: approximately seventy-five gold." He drew the bottom line. "Net positive. Four gold per week surplus in the operating account. Not comfortable. But solvent."

"Solvent."

"Solvent. And it improves the moment the Henderson expansion proposal is signed and we get the full advance."

She looked at the page. The columns. The lines. The numbers that added up to a life that was technically above water as long as nothing went wrong and Forge kept making pipe and Mae kept releasing funds and Henderson kept investing and the weather held and the ground cooperated.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?"

"Twelve weeks."

"Six to eight, realistically."

"Six to eight weeks until I can buy a whiskey without doing math in my head first."

He smiled. The real one. "I'll buy your whiskey until then."

"Like hell you will. Fifty-fifty, Emmett. I buy my own whiskey."

The office was quiet. The pencil was down. The math was done. And Lena sat in the chair across from a man who had tracked her finances for weeks without being asked and had waited for her to come to him because he knew she would, and she looked at the notebook — the page with her name on it, the columns, the numbers — and something loosened in her chest. Not the money. Something else. Something that had been tight since before she fell into this world.

"Emmett."

"Yes?"

"I need to tell you something and I need you to not be a scholar about it for thirty seconds."

He set the pencil down. The real set-down — not the thinking set-down. The listening set-down.

"I know I'm avoiding the System," she said. "I know. I'm not an idiot. I know that glowing rectangle on my nightstand has information I should be looking at. Levels, stats, quests, whatever the hell else it tracks. I know there's probably shit in there that would help me — tell me why I can read now, tell me why Benny's cooking food he's never heard of, tell me why that thing has different numbers on it every morning even though I haven't touched it. I know all of that."

She looked at the ceiling. Her ceiling. The one she'd patched.

"And I cannot make myself give a shit."

He didn't say anything. The listening.

"It's not that I'm too stupid to learn the System. I'm not. I could sit down with that Ledger and figure it out in a day. Nell figured it out in an hour. I could read the stats, check the levels, optimize the whatever. I COULD." She looked at him. "But the second I start doing that — the second I start paying attention to numbers that aren't pipe measurements — I become a different person. I become the person who checks her stats before she picks up a wrench. I become the person who thinks about XP instead of joints. I become a fucking gamer, Emmett, and I am not a gamer. I am a plumber. I fix shit. That's what I do. That's ALL I do. And if the System wants to give me points for fixing shit, it can put them wherever it wants because I'm not going to look."

The office was quiet. Emmett's hands were still. No pencil. No notebook. Just a man listening to a woman tell him who she was.

"But here's the problem," she said. Quieter now. The voice she didn't use in the trench or at the bar or anywhere except this office with this man. "I'm in the red because I don't pay attention. I almost ran this company into the ground because I was too busy being a tough-shit plumber to check my own bank balance. My dad did the same thing — brilliant with a wrench, disaster with a checkbook. He had a partner early on who handled the books. When the guy left, Dad almost went under in six months. Couldn't find his own invoices. Didn't know what jobs he'd billed and what he hadn't. Nearly lost the house before he figured out he needed help." She paused. "So he hired Gloria. And Gloria sat in that back office for twenty years with a calculator and a filing cabinet and she ran every number that went in or out of Wright and Sons, and Dad never looked at a spreadsheet the entire time. Because when the water's flooding the house, you don't stop to check the bank account. You grab the wrench. That's what Wrights do. That's what I do. And Gloria's not here."

She leaned forward. Elbows on her knees. Looking at him.

"I need you to be my numbers guy, Emmett. Not because I can't — because I won't. I am telling you, honestly, to your face, that I am constitutionally incapable of giving a damn about the System and I need somebody who does. I need you to track the money, read the Ledger, check the stats if you want to, do whatever you need to do with the information. And I need you to not judge me for refusing to do it myself. Because I know it's a flaw. I know it almost cost us. And I know it's going to keep being a flaw because I am a stubborn bitch from Raleigh who would rather eat ramen for a month than open a spreadsheet."

She sat back. Exhaled. The longest speech she'd given anyone in this world that wasn't about plumbing.

Emmett looked at her. Not the scholar look. Not the numbers look. The other one. The one that was warm and steady and had been there since the first time she'd walked into his bookshop and asked for a book she couldn't read.

"Lena."

"What."

"I've been doing that since the day we became partners. I was always going to do that. You didn't have to ask."

"I know I didn't have to. I wanted to. There's a difference." She pointed at the notebook. "That page with my name on it? The one you made without telling me? That's not a violation of my privacy, Emmett. That's the nicest goddamn thing anyone has ever done for me. Including the bath. Don't tell Dolly I said that."

The pink. Both ears. Down the neck. The full Emmett.

"Your secret is safe."

"Good. Now." She stood up. Cracked her knuckles. Reset. The vulnerability was over. The plumber was back. "I believe we have a proposal to finalize and a Henderson to pitch and a whole goddamn water system to build. You handle the numbers. I'll handle the pipe. And if I ever go fourteen gold in the hole again, you tell me BEFORE Nell does. Because that girl's face this morning almost broke my heart and I don't need that on a Tuesday."

"It's not Tuesday."

"Everything's Tuesday, Emmett."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. The thing that was worth nothing in gold and everything in identity. The thing that didn't care about her bank balance.

Six to eight weeks. She could do six to eight weeks. She'd done worse with less in Raleigh, eating ramen and running emergency calls at two in the morning for landlords who wouldn't pay the overtime rate. At least here the food was good and the man buying it was Benny and the company she was building was real.

The pencil went back to the paper. The draw was set. The books were balanced. The math was the math.

Time to go lay some pipe.

            

    
        B2 C37 - Trenches, Footers, and a Proposal

    
    
    
    
                Nothing like being fourteen gold in the hole to make you dig faster.

The mains trench started at the south end of town, right where the water tower footprint would go. Griff's crew — her crew now, Wright and Grail employees, the words still strange in her mouth — hit dirt at sunrise. Five men. Five shovels. One plumber standing in the trench with a string level and a grade stake, making sure the pipe bed was right because pipe bed was everything and she was not going to lay three-inch iron on an uneven grade just because she was broke and motivated.

Dell dug like he was being chased. Hask and Reeve worked in their usual steady rhythm — not fast, not slow, the rhythm of men who could shovel for twelve hours because they'd been shoveling for twenty years and had stopped wasting energy a decade ago. Griff was learning the grade stakes — Lena had shown him how to read the string, how to check the depth against the mark, how to scrape the last inch of dirt out of a trench bottom with the flat of the shovel instead of the point. He was careful. Methodical. The way he'd been careful in the mine.

"You're overthinking it," she told him at midmorning. He was checking the same grade stake for the third time.

"I want to get it right."

"You got it right the first time. The second and third times were just anxiety. Trust the string, trust your eyes, move forward."

He moved forward. She could see him fighting the urge to look back. That would pass. Every apprentice checked their work too many times in the first week. By the second week they'd learned to trust themselves, and by the third they'd forgotten they ever doubted.

The pipe went in behind the trench. Forge had fifteen sections of three-inch iron stacked at the south end — ninety feet, five days of production since the retool. Dell and Hask carried them to the trench edge two at a time. Lena dropped in, packed gravel for the bed, set the first section. Spigot into bell. Oakum. Solder. The rhythm. The same rhythm she'd been running since the first branch line, except now the pipe was bigger, the trench was deeper, and the stakes were a water tower instead of a kitchen tap.

They laid all fifteen sections by midday. Ninety feet in the ground. The trench was ahead of the pipe supply now — Griff's crew had dug past the last section by forty feet. They'd be waiting on Forge tomorrow. That was fine. Tomorrow she'd have Emmett in the trench and the crew could work the tower foundation.

She broke at midafternoon. Left Griff supervising the backfill — he could handle that, he'd been backfilling trenches since before she'd arrived in this world — and walked south to the tower site.

The cooper's footprint drawing was in her back pocket. Ten by ten at the base. Four feet deep. Stone and timber cribbing. She paced it out, drove four stakes, ran string between them. The square sat on flat ground at the south edge of town where the mountain intake pipe would feed up into the tank. Good drainage. Solid ground — she tested it with the pry bar, hitting rock at about three feet. That was fine. Rock at three feet meant she could crib the foundation on stone instead of tamped earth, which was better for a structure that was going to hold three thousand gallons of water twenty-five feet in the air.

She marked the dig points. Drove reference stakes for the cribbing depth. Left a note on the center stake for Griff — DIG HERE, 4 FEET, SQUARE TO THE STRING — because Griff could read and the crew could dig and they didn't need her standing over them while they moved dirt.

---

The office smelled like ink and linseed oil.

Emmett was at the desk. The pencil was down — unusual. He was reading something. Not his own writing — a document, several pages, organized in the way Emmett organized documents when they were going to be seen by someone else. Clean handwriting. Numbered pages. The Emmett seal at the bottom of the last page.

"The expansion proposal?" she asked.

"Finished. Sit down."

She sat. He turned the document toward her.

"Henderson's scope. Water to four rooms upstairs — each one gets a tap and a branch line off the main riser. Drain rough-in for every room — supply stub and drain stub, capped, waiting for the sewer. New kitchen tap. Showpiece bar tap. Boardwalk horse trough. Public bathroom rough-in. The utility chase, the drain stack, the horizontal run to the street cap." He ran his finger down the cost column. "This is a different kind of job than the mains."

"How so?"

"The mains are simple. Long runs of straight pipe. Dig, lay, seal, backfill, repeat. The labor is in the trenching, not the plumbing. This — " He tapped the expansion page. "This is the opposite. Short runs. Tight spaces. Every room needs its own branch off the riser. Every branch needs fittings — tees, elbows, reducers, valves. The drain work is even worse — the stack, the horizontal runs, the slope calculations, the bathroom stub. The pipe footage is modest — maybe eighty, ninety feet total inside the building. But the fitting count is enormous and every fitting is a joint and every joint is your time."

"Lots of bends."

"Lots of bends. Lots of connections. Lots of labor hours per foot of pipe, which is the inverse of the mains job where it's lots of feet per labor hour." He flipped to the cost page. "Here's how it breaks down."

She looked at the numbers. The Emmett system. Columns. Lines. Every item with its twenty percent baked in, invisible to the client.

"Forge pipe — two-and-a-half-inch branch line, about forty sections for the supply work. Plus three-inch for the drain stack and four-inch for the horizontal run to the street. Total pipe cost to us: about eighty-eight gold. With the markup, Henderson sees a hundred and six."

"Fittings?"

"That's where this job gets expensive. Tees, elbows, valves, taps — I counted thirty-seven individual fittings across all the rooms, the kitchen, the bar, the trough, and the bathroom. Forge's fittings aren't cheap because every one is custom ironwork. Base cost: twenty-five gold. Henderson sees thirty."

"Drain pipe and materials?"

"Twenty gold base for the drain iron and the oakum and solder for the whole job. Henderson sees twenty-four."

"Labor?"

"This is the big line. You and the crew, working inside the building instead of in a trench. Tighter quarters, slower work, more precision. I'm estimating two to three weeks. At five gold a day for the crew plus your time — which is company time, not a separate charge — call it seventy-five gold base. Henderson sees ninety."

He drew the subtotal. Then the contingency.

"Subtotal to Henderson: two hundred and fifty gold. Contingency at ten percent: twenty-five. Total proposal: two hundred and seventy-five gold."

Lena looked at the number. Two seventy-five. For a building that was going to have water in every room, drains ready for a sewer that didn't exist yet, a showpiece tap in the bar, a horse trough on the boardwalk, and a bathroom waiting for a toilet.

"What's our profit?"

"If we use no contingency — which we won't, because we'll use some — our margin is about fifty gold. Realistically, after contingency and the inevitable surprises that come from working inside a thirty-year-old building with walls you haven't opened yet: thirty-five to forty gold."

"Split fifty-fifty."

"Split fifty-fifty. Seventeen to twenty gold each, over the life of the job." He looked at her. "That stacks on top of the infrastructure draw. Your weekly income goes up. Your twelve-week timeline to break even gets shorter."

"How much shorter?"

The pencil moved. "If the expansion runs concurrently with the infrastructure — which it will, you'll be splitting your time between the two — the additional profit adds roughly two gold per week to each of our draws. Your personal surplus goes from one gold two silver per week to about three gold per week. At three gold per week, you're out of the hole in..."

"Five weeks."

"Four and a half." He drew the double underline. "And that's before the Dunnigan branch line or any other house connections. Every new branch line at the twenty percent rate adds more."

She looked at the proposal. Clean. Professional. Every number justified, every line item sourced, the margin invisible and the total defensible. Henderson would look at two seventy-five and see a fair price for a building full of water. He wouldn't see the twenty percent on every line that kept Wright and Grail in business. That was the point. That was how it worked.

"Send it," she said.

"I'll deliver it to William in the morning. Henderson will have it by lunch."

"Henderson will sign it before supper. The man's been waiting for this since he wrote that list on the back of a piece of paper and handed it to his framing crew lead."

Emmett stacked the pages. Squared the edges. Set them in the drawer — not the desk drawer, the filing drawer, the one he'd organized with tabs for each project. Infrastructure. Expansion. Branch lines. The man had a filing system in a world that didn't have filing cabinets, and it worked better than anything Lena had seen in an office with actual technology.

"How'd the trench go?" he asked.

"Ninety feet in the ground. All fifteen sections Forge had ready. We're ahead of the pipe supply now — the crew dug past the last section by forty feet. We'll be waiting on Forge tomorrow."

"I'll come help with the pipe work tomorrow. You'll need someone on the solder pot."

"I'll need someone on the solder pot." She leaned back. The chair creaked — the cheap chair, the loose chair, the one that wasn't Emmett's good chair because they only had one good chair and it was his. "I also staked out the tower foundation. Ten by ten, four feet deep. Hit rock at three, which is actually good — we can crib on stone. Griff's crew can start digging it while we lay pipe."

"Two jobs at once."

"Three, once the expansion starts. Welcome to general contracting, Emmett. Everything happens at the same time and nobody waits for anything because waiting costs money and we don't have money."

He smiled. The real one. The one that said *I'm in over my head and I don't care because I'm in over my head with you.*

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Ninety feet of pipe in the ground. A tower foundation staked. A two-hundred-and-seventy-five-gold proposal in the filing drawer. Four employees who kept mumbling about working for a prophet, which she despised, but they dug fast and they dug straight and if calling her a prophet made them check their boots every morning she'd live with it.

Four and a half weeks. That's how long until she could buy a whiskey without doing math.

She could do four and a half weeks.

            

    
        B2 C38 - Braised Ribs and a Promise to Nell

    
    
    
    
                The Henderson expansion proposal was done.

Emmett had priced it the way he priced everything — line by line, column by column, the twenty percent baked into every item so the total looked like a total and not an itemized argument. Water to every room upstairs. Kitchen tap. Showpiece bar tap. Boardwalk trough. Drain rough-in throughout. The bathroom stub. Two hundred and eighty-five gold to the client, give or take, depending on final materials pricing from Forge. They'd deliver it to William in the morning and William would walk it to Henderson and Henderson would read it the way Henderson read everything — once, slowly, and then he'd nod.

"Supper," Lena said, pushing back from her desk. The office smelled like pencil shavings and linseed oil and the particular exhaustion of two people who had been doing math for six hours.

"Supper," Emmett agreed. He closed the notebook. Capped the ink. Set the pencil in the groove he'd worn into the desk where the pencil lived when it wasn't in his hand, which was approximately four minutes per day.

They walked together. One door past the sign. Past the expansion — dark, gutted, chalk lines drying on the studs. Past the Ledger's expansion building. Into the Rusty Ledger through the swinging doors.

The smell hit her before she sat down. Deep. Dark. The kind of smell that came from meat that had been in a pot since morning — braised, slow, the collagen breaking down over hours until the beef fell apart at the suggestion of a fork. Something underneath it — onion, maybe, or root vegetables that had cooked down into the sauce and stopped being vegetables and started being flavor.

*Ding.*

Braised beef ribs. Not the barbecue kind — the braised kind, the kind that sat in liquid all day and absorbed it and became something between meat and gravy. The ribs were dark, almost black at the edges where the braise had caramelized, the meat pulling away from the bone in thick, soft shreds. And underneath — wide noodles. Flat, hand-cut, the kind that Benny had started making after she'd described pasta to him two weeks ago. Not quite pappardelle — wider, thicker, more like egg noodles that had been rolled by a man who didn't own a pasta machine and was using a rolling pin and a knife and pure stubbornness. But they worked. The sauce clung to them — the braising liquid reduced to a thick, meaty glaze that grabbed every surface of every noodle and held on.

She took a bite.

The beef dissolved. Not chewed — dissolved. The kind of tender that only happened when meat sat in liquid for eight hours and gave up its structural integrity in exchange for flavor. The noodles were dense enough to hold the sauce without going soggy, chewy enough to have texture, soft enough to not fight the beef for attention. And the sauce — the sauce was everything. Dark, rich, the concentrated essence of an entire day of cooking compressed into a tablespoon of liquid that tasted like what you'd get if you could eat time.

"Benny."

"Hmm?" He was behind the bar. Wiping. Always wiping.

"This is — " She pointed at the bowl with her fork. "This is a restaurant dish. In my world this would cost thirty dollars and come with a side of pretension and a waiter who asks if you'd like to hear about the wine pairings."

"I don't know what a dollar is."

"It doesn't matter. What matters is this is the best thing you've made this week and you made tacos two days ago, which means the bar keeps going up and at some point you're going to hit a ceiling and I'm afraid of what happens when you do."

"Huh." The rag. One pass. The pink. He went back to the kitchen.

Emmett ate beside her. The quiet focus. The spoon — he'd switched to a spoon because the sauce demanded it, and Emmett was a man who matched his utensil to the food's requirements. When the bowl was empty he looked at the bottom of it and Lena saw the thought cross his face and she just said "No" before he could consider it and he set the spoon down.

Nell came around the bar. Whiskey bottle. Two glasses. The evening ritual — not every night, but the nights when Lena was at the bar late enough and Nell had earned a break. She poured. Set the glass in front of Lena. Poured her own. Smaller.

She sat. She didn't say anything right away. But the face was there — the face from this morning. The worried face. The face of a girl who had seen a number and couldn't un-see it.

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"I know what you saw this morning."

The worry deepened. "I wasn't going to — "

"I know you weren't. You're not Benny — you don't turn pink and pretend you didn't see it." Lena took a sip. The regular whiskey. Not the good whiskey. The regular whiskey was fine. The regular whiskey had always been fine. "I talked to Emmett. We set a draw today — a weekly paycheck, basically. It starts this week. I know what the number looks like right now. It looks like I can't afford to be sitting here drinking whiskey on your bar tab."

"I wasn't thinking that."

"You were thinking something close to it, and you're allowed to. You're holding my books." Lena set the glass down. "Here's what's happening. The draw covers my expenses and leaves a little extra every week. The hole fills in over the next couple months. It's not fast. It's not comfortable. But the math works and Emmett doesn't make math that doesn't work."

"OK." Nell's voice was small. Not scared — careful. The careful of a girl who was holding someone else's financial information and feeling the weight of it.

"I'm not going to stiff Benny. I'm not going to run out on a tab. I've never done that in my life and I'm not starting in another world." She picked up the glass again. "So when you check the balance in the morning and it's still red, don't panic. It's going in the right direction. It's just going slowly. Like pipe. One joint at a time."

Nell nodded. The worry was still there but it was smaller now — contained, filed, the worry of a girl who had been told the plan and trusted the person telling it.

"Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"For what it's worth — I would have poured the whiskey anyway."

"I know you would have. That's why I told you."

Nell smiled. The real one. She clinked her glass against Lena's — a gesture she'd learned from watching Lena and Emmett, the bar clink, the small collision that meant more than the sound it made.

They drank. Emmett was at a table in the corner with his notebook, writing something that was probably tomorrow's delivery schedule or next week's crew rotation or a love letter to his own organizational system. Benny was behind the bar. The miners were at their tables. The Ledger was warm and full and doing the thing the Ledger did on good nights — being the center of a town that was getting bigger than it knew.

Lena finished her whiskey. One glass. The regular.

"Emmett. Time."

He looked up. Closed the notebook. The walk. The boardwalk. The sign. Their building. The door. The stairs.

He stopped at the bottom step. She stopped on the first step. Eye to eye.

"The proposal's done," he said.

"The proposal's done."

"Tomorrow we deliver it. Then we start laying pipe."

"Tomorrow."

The kiss was quick tonight. Not short — quick. The difference between quick and short was important. Short meant not enough. Quick meant enough, delivered efficiently, by two people who were tired and solvent and had a plan.

"Good night, Emmett."

"Good night, Lena."

She listened to him leave. The boardwalk. The bookshop door. The lamp.

Upstairs. Railing held. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

Through the wall — the page turning. The sound she was learning to fall asleep to. The sound of a man she loved reading a book twelve feet away through oak and plaster.

Fourteen gold in the red. One gold and change per week in the right direction. Six to eight weeks until zero.

She could do six to eight weeks.

She'd done worse.

            

    
        B2 C39 - Western Omelette and a Level She Didn't Ask For

    
    
    
    
                She could hear him before she opened her eyes.

Not through the wall — not the page turning, not the lamp clicking, not the sounds that had become her lullaby. Below her. Downstairs. In the office. The scratch of pencil on paper. The creak of the desk chair. The particular rhythm of a man who had been awake since before sunrise and was already three pages into something.

She lay in bed and listened. Her ceiling. Her building. Emmett's pencil through the floor.

She could get used to this.

Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. She padded to the basin on the nightstand — the blue-glazed ceramic, the pitcher, the morning ritual.

The Ledger was in the basin.

She stared at it. The rectangle. The glowing thing. Sitting in the bottom of the basin like a bar of soap someone had dropped. Submerged in the inch of water she hadn't dumped from last night's wash.

"You have got to be kidding me."

She plucked it out. Shook it. Water dripped off the edges. The screen glowed — unchanged, unbothered, the same steady light it always had. Not a flicker. Not a glitch. Completely dry within seconds, as if the water had been an inconvenience the device had decided not to acknowledge.

"Waterproof." She held it at arm's length. "Of course you're waterproof. So much for chucking you into the stream."

She set it on the nightstand. It sat there glowing. Smug. The smuggest rectangle in any dimension.

She washed. Got dressed. Picked up the Ledger — reluctantly, the way you'd pick up a bill you didn't want to open — and went downstairs.

Emmett was at his desk. Jacket on, buttoned wrong. Notebook open. Two pages of numbers already filled. The coffee she'd left for him last night — cold, untouched, because Emmett didn't drink cold coffee but also wouldn't throw it away because waste was a moral failing in the Grail household.

"Morning," he said. The pencil didn't stop.

"Morning." She walked to his desk. Held out the Ledger. "Here, smart boy. See if you can destroy this."

He looked up. Looked at the Ledger. Looked at her. The confusion of a man being handed a glowing rectangle with an instruction that made no sense.

"Destroy — what?"

"It was in my basin this morning. Submerged. Didn't even blink. I've dropped it, thrown it, shoved it behind whiskey bottles, left it in the rain, and it keeps showing up like a stray cat that won't take a hint. So I'm delegating. You're the problem-solver. Solve this problem. Make it go away."

He took it. Held it the way he held everything — carefully, analytically, tilting it toward the light. The screen faced him. His eyes moved across it. The reading eyes. The scholar eyes. The eyes that couldn't look at text without parsing it.

"Lena."

"What."

"Did you know you're level eight? You've been getting —"

"Zzzzzt." She put her finger on his lips. Pressed. Not hard — the pressure of a woman who was shutting down a conversation with physical contact because words weren't fast enough. "Zip it."

He went still. The Ledger in one hand. Her finger on his mouth. His eyes — wide, warm, the pink starting at the ears.

She removed the finger. Replaced it with a kiss. Not a peck — a kiss. Slow enough to make the point. On the mouth of a man who was holding her stats in his hand and had just been told not to read them.

She pulled back. Smiled. The real one.

"Buy me breakfast, big boy."

She turned and walked toward the door. Not fast — the walk. The strut. The particular sway that Lena Wright deployed when she knew someone was watching and wanted them to keep watching. Through the office. Past the plans on the wall. Out the front door. Into the morning.

Behind her, she heard the Ledger hit the desk. A thunk — tossed, not placed. Then the chair scraping back. Then the scramble for his jacket — which he was already wearing, buttoned wrong, but Emmett's instinct when leaving a building was to grab his jacket regardless of whether it was on his body. Then the footsteps. Quick. Uneven. The footsteps of a man who had just been kissed and told to buy breakfast and was trying to catch up to a woman who had a three-second head start and no intention of slowing down.

---

The Ledger smelled like eggs.

Not the usual egg smell — not the scrambled-with-cheese or the fried-in-butter smell. A different egg smell. Richer. Layered. The smell of eggs that had been asked to do something more complicated than lie flat in a pan.

*Ding.*

She looked at the plate. The eggs were folded. Not scrambled — folded. A half-moon of cooked egg, golden on the outside, slightly browned at the edges, bulging in the middle with things that were not egg.

"BENNY." She poked it with her fork. Green things fell out. "Why are there green things in my eggs?"

"Because I had leftovers." He said it the way he said everything — like the explanation was obvious and the question was the problem. "Peppers. Some ham. Cheese. Onions. Just stuff left over from last night. Didn't want it to go to waste, so I chopped it all up and folded the eggs around it."

She cut into it. The filling spilled out — diced green peppers, cubed ham, melted cheese pulling in strings, soft onion that had been sautéed before it went into the fold. The eggs themselves were cooked just past set — not rubbery, not runny, the exact texture of eggs that had been handled by someone who understood that the difference between good eggs and great eggs was thirty seconds and attention.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"This is a Western omelette."

"It's eggs with leftovers."

"It's a WESTERN OMELETTE. In my world this is — " She took a bite. Chewed. Closed her eyes. Opened them. "This is a diner staple. This is what you order at six in the morning after a long night when you need something hot and filling and you don't want to think about it. Ham, cheese, peppers, onions, folded into eggs. It has a name. It's a whole thing."

"It's leftovers in eggs."

"It's a WHOLE THING, Benny." She took another bite. The cheese was doing something obscene between the ham and the peppers. "You know what? In my world there are entire breakfast restaurants dedicated to this. They have a guy standing behind a table — like your taco bar — with a whole pile of ingredients. Meats, vegetables, cheeses, mushrooms, tomatoes, whatever. And you just walk up and point at things. 'I want that, and that, and some of that.' And the guy folds it all into eggs right in front of you. It's called an omelette station."

"A station."

"A station. For omelettes. Dedicated. The guy does nothing else. All morning. Just stands there and folds things into eggs."

Benny looked at the kitchen. Looked at the bar. Looked at the kitchen again. She could see the gears turning. She could see the station appearing in his mind — the table, the ingredients, the assembly line, the theater of it. The golden retriever was computing.

"Don't," she said. "I know what you're thinking."

"I'm not thinking anything."

"You're thinking about putting an omelette station in the expansion."

"I'm thinking about leftovers in eggs."

"You're thinking about an omelette station and you're going to do it and it's going to be amazing and I'm going to hate you for making this town better at breakfast than anywhere I've ever lived."

"Huh." The rag. One wipe. The pink.

Emmett sat down beside her. His omelette arrived — Nell brought it, grinning, because Nell had apparently been in the kitchen learning to fold eggs while this conversation was happening. He ate with the quiet focus. She ate with the loud appreciation. The omelettes disappeared.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there. The Ledger was on Emmett's desk, abandoned, probably still glowing, definitely still smug.

Level eight. Whatever that meant.

She didn't care. She had pipe to lay and a breakfast to digest and a man who'd chased her out of an office because she'd kissed him and told him to buy her food.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C40 - The Bounce

    
    
    
    
                The trench was open and the pipe was waiting.

Ninety feet of 3" iron mains pipe — fifteen sections, six feet each — stacked on the bank under canvas. Five days of Forge's production, sitting in the morning sun, ready to go in the ground. Griff's crew had been trenching ahead for two days while the pipe accumulated. The trench ran south from the crossroads, four feet deep, gravel bed laid, the grade checked with a string and a level. Clean work. Griff ran a tight crew.

"All right," Lena said. She was standing in the trench with Griff. Dell, Hask, and Reeve were on the bank, holding the first section steady on the edge, ready to lower it. "Today you learn oakum."

Griff looked at the bell end of the first pipe section — the flared opening that would receive the spigot end of the next section. The joint. The place where two pieces of iron became one continuous pipe, sealed against pressure, sealed against leaks, sealed against every drop of water that would flow through this line for the next thirty years.

"The caulking iron," she said. She held it up — flat, blunt, wide as two fingers, the striking end mushroomed from a thousand hammer blows. "This is the most important tool in the trench. More important than the shovel, more important than the level, more important than the solder pot. This is what makes the joint."

She set the first two sections together — spigot into bell, the smaller end sliding into the flared end with a quarter inch of gap all the way around. Even spacing. She checked it with her fingers, walking around the joint, feeling the gap.

"Even spacing," she said. "All the way around. If the pipe is sitting heavy on one side — if the gap is wider on top than on the bottom — the joint won't seal. The oakum needs the same space to pack into on every side. So before you touch the oakum, before you touch the iron, you check this gap. Fingers. All the way around. If it's not even, you adjust the pipe until it is."

Griff checked. Fingers in the gap. Slow. Careful. The fingers of a man who had been handling rock and ore for twenty years and was now being asked to feel the difference between a quarter inch and three-eighths.

"Good?" she asked.

"Even."

"Good." She pulled the oakum rope from the coil on her shoulder — tarred hemp, dark brown, the fibers twisted into a loose rope about as thick as her thumb. She tore off a length. "This is oakum. Tarred hemp rope. It goes into the gap first — it's the gasket, the seal, the thing that keeps the water in and the dirt out. Without this, the solder has nothing to sit on and the joint leaks."

She started packing. Caulking iron in her left hand, hammer in her right. She set the iron against the oakum at the top of the joint and tapped — not hard, not soft. The tap of a woman who had packed ten thousand joints and knew exactly how much force the oakum needed to compress into the bell without bottoming out.

"Not too tight," she said, tapping around the circumference. "Not too loose. You're compressing the fibers into the gap — pushing them down and in, filling the space between the spigot and the bell. If you pack too tight, you crush the fibers and they lose their flexibility. The joint can't breathe. If you pack too loose, the oakum shifts when the solder goes on and you get gaps."

She worked around the joint. Tap. Move. Tap. Move. The rhythm of caulking — steady, consistent, the hammer falling at the same pace as her breath.

"Feel it through the iron," she said. "The caulking iron talks to you. When the oakum is right — when it's seated and compressed but not crushed — the iron bounces. You feel a little spring in the hit. When it's too tight, the iron stops dead. When it's too loose, the iron goes too deep. You're looking for the bounce."

She finished the joint. Set the caulking iron down. Ran her fingers around the packed oakum — even, consistent, sitting about a quarter inch below the rim of the bell. Room for solder on top.

"Now you."

She handed him the caulking iron. The hammer. The oakum rope. Dell and Hask lowered the next section into the trench. Griff set the spigot into the bell. Checked the gap with his fingers. Even.

He tore off a length of oakum. Set it into the gap at the top. Picked up the caulking iron. Picked up the hammer.

"Tap," she said. "Don't swing. Tap."

He tapped. The first hit was too light — the oakum barely moved. The second was too hard — the iron sank deep and the oakum compressed flat on one side.

"Ease off," she said. "Find the middle. You're not driving a nail. You're persuading the rope."

He adjusted. The third tap was better. The fourth was better still. By the tenth he had something like a rhythm — not her rhythm, not yet, but the beginning of one. The oakum was moving into the joint, packing down, filling the gap.

"Feel the bounce?"

"I think so."

"You'll know when you feel it. It's like — " She thought about it. "It's like when you're writing and the pen hits the page at the right angle and the ink flows without you pushing. The tool wants to do the right thing. You just have to let it."

He looked at her. The look of a man who had just been given a plumbing instruction in the language of penmanship and understood it perfectly.

He packed the rest of the joint. Slow. Careful. Not perfect — the bottom was slightly loose, the top slightly tight. But the oak was in the joint and the gap was filled and for a first attempt it was solid.

"Good," she said. "The bottom needs a little more. Gravity pulls the oakum away from the bottom of the joint, so you always need to push harder down there than you think. But that's good work, Griff. Do two more and let me see them."

He did two more. The second was better than the first. The third was better than the second. By the third joint his hammer strokes were consistent and the oakum was seating evenly and the bounce was there — she could hear it in the sound of the iron, the particular ring that meant the oakum was right.

"OK," she said. "Here's the deal. I'm going to go work on the Ledger expansion. You keep packing — your guys hold the pipe, you pack the joints. Don't rush. One at a time. When I come back we'll go through each joint together. One at a time. Nothing gets solder until it passes inspection. Got it?"

"Got it." He looked at the caulking iron in his hand. At the trench. At the pipe. The look of a man who had just been trusted with something important and intended to earn that trust. "I've got this. I'll see you in a couple of hours."

"Couple of hours." She climbed out of the trench. Brushed the gravel off her knees. "And Griff?"

"Yeah?"

"The bounce. Listen for it."

"I'll listen."

She walked north toward the expansion building. Behind her, she heard the hammer start — tap, tap, tap. Griff's rhythm. Not hers. His. The beginning of a plumber.

            

    
        B2 C41 - Threads, Solder, and Guy Fieri

    
    
    
    
                The tools were waiting for her at the expansion building.

She'd ordered them when Henderson signed the work order — die stock with a 3/4" threading die, a hacksaw with a replaceable blade, a bag of iron pipe hangers, a coil of hemp wrap, and a jar of linseed oil. Forge had it all ready in two days. The 3/4" supply pipe was stacked outside — three bundles of six-foot sections pulled from stock. Lighter than the mains pipe. She could carry four sections at a time.

She set up on the ground floor near the chase. Tools on a plank across two sawhorses — the die stock, the hacksaw, the hangers, the hemp, the oil, a measuring string, and a carpenter's pencil she'd stolen from William's crew and had no intention of returning.

Two pipes to every room. One cold supply, live from the riser. One stubbed and capped for future hot water — dead pipe, waiting for the day she and Forge figured out the stove-side heat exchanger. When that day came, the pipe would already be in the walls.

She measured the first run. Marked the pipe. Set the hacksaw against the mark and cut — steady, even strokes, the iron parting clean. Filed the burr off the cut end, then set the die stock on the pipe.

Threading was different from oakum work. No hammer. No percussion. Rotational — slow, steady, the die biting into the iron one ratchet click at a time. She could feel the threads forming through the handle, the shavings curling off in thin silver ribbons. She threaded both ends. Tore a strip of hemp, dipped it in linseed oil, wrapped it clockwise around the male threads — three wraps, tight. The oil darkened the hemp and made it tacky. She threaded the fitting on, hand-tightened until the hemp compressed, then two turns past hand-tight with the wrench.

First pipe hung from the joist with two hangers. Cold supply, ground floor, running from the riser to the kitchen tap. Second pipe — the hot water stub — went in parallel, six inches away, dead-ended with a cap. Waiting.

Measure, cut, thread, wrap, assemble, hang. The rhythm of interior plumbing — quieter than trench work, more precise. She ran both supply lines to every ground floor location — kitchen, bar tap, bathroom stub. Two pipes each. Hangers every four feet. Hemp-wrapped threads, two turns past hand-tight.

By midday the ground floor supply rough-in was half done and the building smelled like linseed oil and iron shavings.

---

She found Griff's crew at the south end of the mains trench after lunch.

Griff was in the trench. Caulking iron in hand, oakum on his shoulder. Dell and Hask on the bank holding pipe. The hammer was going — tap, tap, tap. His rhythm. Steadier than this morning. More confident.

She dropped into the trench. Walked the line. Checked each joint with her fingers — pressing the oakum, feeling for gaps, testing the compression.

Eight joints done. Seven were solid — even packing, good compression, the oakum seated in the bell the way it should be. One was packed too loose on the bottom.

"This one." She tapped the joint. "Feel that? The oakum's sitting on top instead of seated in the bell. The bottom needs more. Remember — gravity works against you down there."

Griff felt it. Nodded. "I'll repack it."

"Repack it. The other seven are good. Great job, Griff — you'll be a master pipe layer in no time."

The trench went quiet for half a second.

Dell snorted. Hask made a sound like a man trying not to laugh and failing. Reeve — the quietest human being in Dustbreak — muttered "master pipe layer" under his breath and started wheezing. The cat-calling started from the bank. Somebody whistled.

"Yeah, yeah. You're all twelve years old." She climbed out. "Get back to work."

"Yes ma'am, MASTER pipe layer," Dell said, and the trench dissolved.

She shook her head. The corner of her mouth did a thing.

"All right. Soldering." She dropped back in. Lit the solder pot — charcoal, bellows, the crucible settling into the coals. "Watch the pour. Slow. Even. You're filling the gap between the oakum and the rim of the bell. Too fast and it runs past the oakum and pools at the bottom. Too slow and it cools before it seats. Steady stream — think pouring honey, not water."

She did two joints. Griff watched. She handed him the ladle.

His first pour was a little fast — the solder ran thin on one side. She had him add more. The second was better. The third was clean — even fill, smooth surface, the solder sitting in the joint like it belonged there.

"Good. Keep going. Do the rest of the line. I'll check them tomorrow morning."

"Tomorrow?" The look of a man who'd expected supervision and was being given trust.

"Tomorrow. You've got the feel. If something feels wrong — if the oakum doesn't seat or the solder doesn't flow — stop and wait for me. Don't force it. But I think you've got this."

Griff straightened up in the trench. Not taller — straighter. The posture of a man who'd spent twenty years with a pick and was now holding a caulking iron and discovering his hands could do something new.

"Thank you, Ms. Wright."

"Don't thank me yet. Thank me when the line holds pressure and nothing leaks."

"It won't leak."

"That's the right answer."

---

Emmett was at the desk. The master schedule was open.

"How'd Griff do?"

"One joint out of eight needed rework. Seven clean. Soldering's coming along — another week and I can leave him unsupervised on the mains."

The progress mark went in the notebook. "The expansion?"

"Ground floor supply rough-in half done. Both pipes to every location — cold live, hot stubbed. I'll finish the ground floor tomorrow, start the risers to the second floor. Still waiting on drain pipe from Forge."

"Forge has the 3" drain sections on the schedule for next week. Fourteen more mains sections first, then he switches."

"That works. I've got a week of supply work inside."

"Henderson's first payment cleared today. Fifty percent — one thirty-seven, five silver."

She did the math. Half of two seventy-five. The new pricing. The twenty percent baked in.

"Company book?"

"Better. Infrastructure draw from Mae came in on schedule. Crew wages covered through the month. The expansion payment gives us a cushion." He looked up. "We're not comfortable. But we're not worried."

"I'll take not worried."

---

*Ding.*

Chicken fried steak. A slab of Henderson's beef — pounded thin, breaded, fried golden until the crust crackled when you looked at it. Smothered in white gravy — thick, peppery, flour-and-drippings, the kind that existed solely to make everything it touched better and had never once been accused of being healthy. Mashed potatoes. Not the fancy kind. Butter and salt and enough cream to make a cardiologist weep.

"JESUS, Benny. Is today American diner day? Did Guy Fieri visit you in a dream last night?"

The blank look. "I don't know who that is."

"Of course you don't. He's a large man with unfortunate hair who drives a red car to restaurants and yells about flavor." She cut into the steak. The crust shattered. The meat inside was tender and thin and exactly what chicken fried steak was supposed to be — the Texas answer to the schnitzel, the diner solution to a tough cut, the thing her grandmother made every Sunday after church.

Benny's gravy wasn't from a jar. Benny's gravy was from the pan — drippings, flour, milk, coming together the way they'd been coming together in Southern kitchens for two hundred years.

"Just keep it up, you brilliant fucking bastard."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. The pink.

Emmett ate beside her. Gravy on his chin. He didn't care. Nobody cared. Chicken fried steak night was not a night for dignity.

---

The perfume arrived before Dolly did.

She slid into the seat next to Lena with a glass of wine and the particular energy of a woman who had something on her mind and intended to take her time with it.

"Evening, sugar."

"Evening, Dolly."

Dolly looked at Emmett. Looked at Lena. Looked at the space between them — smaller than it used to be, stools closer, elbows touching. She smiled the Dolly smile. The one that saw everything and communicated volumes.

She winked at Lena.

Lena ignored the wink. This was a mistake. Ignoring Dolly's winks was like ignoring a cat that had decided to sit on your lap — the ignoring only made it more committed.

"I was thinking about redecorating my room," Dolly said. Conversationally. "New curtains. Something fresh. I was thinking green."

"Green," Lena said. Flatly.

"Mm-hmm. A nice deep green. Like emerald. Or maybe something lacier. Green lace curtains — wouldn't that be lovely?"

"Dolly."

"What? I like green. Very flattering color. Looks good against skin." She sipped her wine. "I was also thinking about new linens. For the bed. Something in green, maybe. Silk, if Mae can source it. Green silk against white sheets — "

"DOLLY."

"What?" The innocence. The absolute, crystalline, unimpeachable innocence of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing and was enjoying every second of it. "I'm just talking about my room, sweetheart. Interior decorating. Perfectly normal conversation."

"Nothing about you is perfectly normal."

"That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me." She looked at Emmett. At Lena. The wink came back — slower, more deliberate. The kind that carried a message that could not be misunderstood by anyone who had ever worn something green and lacy under their shirt and thought nobody knew about it.

"You know," Dolly said, leaning back, wine glass catching the lamplight, "I read somewhere that green is the color of new beginnings. Fresh starts. Growth." She paused. "Isn't that interesting?"

"Fascinating," Lena said. Through her teeth.

"I thought so." Dolly finished her wine. Stood up. Smoothed her dress — which was, Lena noticed with a groan she kept entirely internal, trimmed in green ribbon along the collar. "Good night, sugar. Good night, Emmett. Sleep well."

She glided upstairs. The perfume lingered. The damage was done.

Emmett looked at Lena. "What was that about?"

"Nothing."

"It didn't sound like nothing."

"It was aggressively, intentionally, specifically nothing. Eat your potatoes."

He ate his potatoes. She finished her whiskey. The regular. And she absolutely did not think about green lace curtains or green silk sheets or the color of new beginnings.

Not once.

Not even a little.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C42 - Latkes, Moses, and a Time Lord

    
    
    
    
                *Ding.*

Three of them. Small, golden, crispy-edged, each one perfectly round and sitting on the plate like little fried discs of something that smelled like potatoes and onions and the particular magic of hot oil meeting starch. And on top of each one — a poached egg. Not scrambled, not fried. Poached. The white set firm, the yolk still liquid under the surface, a small dome of protein perched on a crispy throne. Green onions scattered across the top like confetti.

She stared at the plate. Stared at Benny. Stared at the plate.

"BENNY."

He was behind the bar. Innocent. Always innocent.

"What do you call this one?"

"Leftover mashed potatoes from last night." He shrugged the Benny shrug — the one that preceded every culinary revelation. "Mixed with a little egg to bind them, shaped into patties, fried in butter until they got crispy. Poached eggs on top because I had eggs and the pan was already hot. Green onions because I had green onions."

She picked one up. Bit into it. The outside crackled — the potato crust shattering into the soft, creamy interior, the egg yolk breaking and running down the side in a slow golden river that pooled on the plate and mixed with the onion.

"They're LATKES, Benny."

"They're leftover potatoes."

"They're LATKES. Traditional Jewish food. Served the world over. Any time — breakfast, lunch, dinner, holidays, Tuesday. Fried potato cakes. It's a classic, Benny. For the love of MOSES." She took another bite. The yolk was doing something with the crispy potato that should have been illegal. "You're sure you're not a Time Lord in disguise?"

"I don't know what ANY of that means."

"Uh-huh."

She ate all three. The poached eggs were perfect — same as the ones he'd been making since he figured out eggs benedict. The man had mastered the poach weeks ago and now he was putting them on fried potato cakes like it was the most obvious combination in the world. Which it was. It just shouldn't have been obvious to a man who'd never heard of a latke.

The man was either a genius or a temporal anomaly and she was no longer sure which.

---

She split the day the same way she'd split yesterday. Morning with Griff, afternoon in the expansion.

Griff was in the trench when she arrived. Caulking iron going. The rhythm was better today — steadier, more confident, the hammer strokes falling with the kind of consistency that only came from repetition and attention. Dell and Hask had the routine down — holding pipe, feeding oakum, staying out of Griff's way when he was working a joint.

She dropped in. Walked the line. Checked every joint from yesterday's afternoon work — the ones she'd left him to do alone after the soldering lesson.

Every joint was clean. Every one. The oakum was packed even, seated deep, the compression consistent all the way around. Even the bottoms — where gravity pulled and Griff had struggled on day one — were solid. She pressed. She prodded. She ran her fingers around each bell looking for the soft spots, the gaps, the places where a lesser plumber would have rushed.

Nothing. Eight joints. Eight perfect joints.

"Griff."

He looked up from the joint he was packing. Oakum on his shoulder. Sweat on his face. The hands of a man who was becoming something new.

"Yesterday's joints. All eight."

"Yeah?"

"Perfect. Every one."

The smile. Not the big Dell grin — Griff didn't do big smiles. But it was there. Real. The smile of a man who had put his hands on something and done it right and had somebody he respected tell him so.

"All right," she said. "Let's solder. Show me."

She watched him do four joints. Lit the pot, heated the solder, and stepped back. Griff poured. Slow, steady, the ladle moving around the circumference the way she'd shown him — honey, not water. The solder filled the gap above the oakum and settled smooth. No runs. No thin spots. No pooling.

He was getting it. Fast. Faster than she'd expected. The man had spent twenty years training his hands to be precise in dark, dangerous places, and it turned out that precision transferred. A pick and a caulking iron weren't that different — both required feel, both required control, both punished you for rushing.

She watched him finish the fourth joint. Set the ladle down. Look at the line of pipe stretching south through the trench — his pipe, his joints, his work.

"Ms. Wright," he said. Quietly. The quiet of a man who was about to say something he meant. "I want you to know — this is the most satisfying work I've ever done. The mine was honest work. But this..." He looked at the joint. At the solder cooling in the sun. "This stays. This is going to be here in thirty years carrying water to people I'll never meet. That's something."

"That's plumbing, Griff. Welcome to the trade."

---

The expansion was waiting. She picked up where she'd left off — second floor supply risers. The 3/4" pipe went up through the chase, through the hole she'd drilled in the floor between the joists, and into the second floor wall cavities. Two pipes to each room. Thread, wrap, assemble, hang. The rhythm of interior work.

By midafternoon the first floor supply rough-in was complete and the second floor was started. Every tap location had two pipes — cold live, hot stubbed and capped. Every joint was hemp-wrapped and wrenched two turns past hand-tight. Every hanger was screwed to a joist. The expansion building had the skeleton of a plumbing system inside its walls, waiting for water.

She cleaned up. Stacked the leftover pipe sections. Hung the hacksaw and the die stock on the nails she'd driven into the stud by the chase — her tool wall, her space, the plumber's corner of a building that was becoming a restaurant.

Great day of work.

---

Emmett had the rundown ready when she walked in. The pencil didn't stop — he talked and wrote simultaneously, which was a skill he'd developed over the last two weeks and which Lena found both impressive and slightly unsettling.

Forge was on track. Mae's weekly draw had cleared. Griff's crew was paid through the week. The expansion was on schedule. The mains were ahead of schedule — Griff's clean joints meant less rework, which meant faster progress, which meant they'd reach the water tower foundation site sooner than planned.

"Good day," she said.

"Good day," he agreed. The pencil stopped. He looked up. The warmth.

"Supper?"

"Supper."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C43 - Lavender, Hyphens, and Green Beginnings

    
    
    
    
                The perfume ambush happened between the bar and the door.

One moment Lena was reaching for Emmett's arm to start the walk home. The next moment a hand — warm, manicured, smelling like lavender and intent — closed around her other wrist and pulled.

"Borrowing her," Dolly said to Emmett. Not asking. Informing. The way a river informs a rock that the water is going this direction now.

"I — " Emmett started.

"She'll be back. Go read your book. This is girl business."

Emmett looked at Lena. Lena looked at Dolly. Dolly looked at both of them with the expression of a woman who had already decided how the next hour was going and was not interested in amendments.

"Go," Lena said to Emmett. "I'll find you."

He went. The wrongly-buttoned coat disappeared through the swinging doors and into the night. Dolly's hand was still on Lena's wrist. The grip was firm. Not painful — purposeful. The grip of a woman who was taking you somewhere whether you wanted to go or not.

"Dolly, what — "

"Upstairs. Now."

They went upstairs. Dolly's room. The lamp was already lit. The wine was already poured — two glasses on the table, which meant Dolly had planned this before dinner, which meant Dolly had been sitting at the bar all evening waiting for the right moment to kidnap her.

"Sit," Dolly said.

Lena sat. Took the wine. Waited.

Dolly didn't sit. She stood by the window. The lamplight caught the side of her face — the lines, the warmth, the particular beauty of a woman who had stopped fighting her age and made peace with it years ago. She was holding her Ledger. Not in her holster — in her hand. Open. The screen glowing.

"My class changed," Dolly said.

Lena set the wine down. "Changed how?"

"It's hyphenated." Dolly turned the Ledger around so Lena could see the screen. "Companion-Counselor."

The words glowed on the screen in the same steady light that every Ledger produced. Two words. A hyphen. A class that hadn't existed a month ago because Dolly had been a Companion for twenty years and the System had never seen a reason to call her anything else.

"When?" Lena asked.

"I noticed it three days ago. I'd been feeling the shift for weeks — the thing I told you about in the bath. Seeing deeper into people. Knowing the root of what's wrong before they tell me. But I assumed that was just... experience. Getting better at the work." She looked at the screen. "Then I checked the Ledger. And there it was. A hyphen."

"OK. So you got better at your job and the System noticed. That's what it does, right? It watches and it reclassifies — "

"Lena." Dolly's voice was quiet. The quiet that Dolly used when she was done being charming and was being real. "In my entire life — and I have been in this profession for twenty years, in six different towns, serving clients from Tier 1 settlements to Tier 4 — I have never seen a hyphenated class. Not once. Not on anyone. Not on the most skilled healer in Ridgemont. Not on the master smith in Copper Ridge who's been working iron for forty years. People get class changes — Barkeep to Chef, Miner to Foreman, that happens. But a hyphen? Two classes joined together? That doesn't happen."

She set the Ledger down on the table. Next to the wine. The screen still glowing.

"Until you."

"Dolly — "

"First it was you. Master Pipe Layer and whatever the rest of that ridiculous title is — the one that's so long Benny can barely read it. Fine. You're a Visitor. You're from another world. Maybe that's how it works for Visitors. Nobody here has ever met one, so nobody knows." She picked up her wine. Didn't drink it. Held it. "Then it was Benny. Chef-Proprietor. Level nine. After a DECADE of being stuck at level eight as a Barkeep. And here's what bothers me, Lena — you didn't teach Benny to cook. You didn't give him lessons. You mentioned pizza ONE TIME at the bar and three days later he's making it from scratch like he's been doing it his whole life. You described a pot roast to Emmett at dinner and Benny overheard it and the next week it's on the menu. He's not learning from you. He's ABSORBING it. Just by being near you."

She took a sip now. Set the glass down.

"And now me. The woman who gives you baths and tells you you're beautiful and listens to you talk about your ex-husband and your pipe and your stubborn refusal to look at your own damn Ledger. I didn't study counseling, Lena. I didn't train for it. I just started SEEING things about people — the same way Benny started knowing about food he'd never tasted. It's coming from somewhere, and the only thing that changed in my life is you." She looked at Lena. The look was searching — not angry, not scared. Curious. The curiosity of a woman who had spent her whole life reading people and had just realized one of them was changing her without trying. "Has Emmett's class changed?"

"I have no idea. You know I don't pay attention to that shit."

"I know you don't. That's what makes this so terrifying. You're not DOING anything. You're not casting. You're not trying. You're just... existing near people. And the people near you are becoming things the System has never seen before."

"Dolly, I get up. I do my job. I hang out with my friends, one of which is you. I eat Benny's amazing food. I kiss Emmett goodnight. I go to sleep. I rinse and repeat. It's a simple life."

"Girl." Dolly sat down now. Across from her. Wine glass between them. The Ledger still glowing on the table between them like a campfire they were both staring into. "There is NOTHING simple about your life. You popped into existence in this world and almost got run over by Harlan. You couldn't read, couldn't use a Ledger, couldn't do anything except fix pipe — and within a month you'd built the first water system in the region, started a business, and apparently started radiating some kind of... proximity effect that makes the people around you evolve. Not because you're teaching them. Because you're NEAR them. Benny didn't learn from you, Lena. Benny caught it. Like a fever. And so did I."

"You make it sound like I'm contagious."

"Maybe you are. In the best possible way." Dolly's smile came back — softer than the flirt smile, warmer. The smile of a woman who was genuinely fond of the person she was talking to and was worried about her. "I'm not complaining, Lena. Companion-Counselor is... it feels right. It feels like what I've been becoming. I see people more clearly now. I help them more deeply. My work is better. I'M better. Whatever you're doing to us, it's not bad. It's just..."

"Unexplained."

"Unexplained. And in my experience, unexplained things in this world eventually get explained by someone you'd rather not meet."

The room was quiet. The lamp flickered. The wine sat between them. Dolly was scared in a way Dolly was never scared, and Lena didn't know what to do with that because Dolly was the one who was supposed to have the answers.

"Will you tell me?" Lena asked. "If you find out more. If you hear anything — from your clients, from travelers, from anyone. Will you tell me?"

"I'll tell you everything. Always."

"Same."

They looked at each other. Two women in a lamplit room above a bar in a town that was changing because one of them had fallen out of the sky and couldn't stop fixing things.

"Come here," Dolly said.

Lena came. The hug was different from the bath hugs — not the one-armed, post-shave, here's-your-towel hug. A real hug. The kind where Dolly held on and Lena let her and neither of them pretended it was casual. Lavender and wine and the warmth of a woman who had become, without either of them planning it, one of the most important people in Lena's life.

"You smell like linseed oil," Dolly said into her shoulder.

"You smell like everything good in the world."

"I know. It's a gift." She pulled back. Held Lena at arm's length. Looked at her. "Now go collect your bookseller before he falls asleep reading and burns the shop down with a lamp."

"He doesn't fall asleep reading."

"He will tonight. You kept him waiting."

---

She found him on the bench outside the bookshop. Not asleep — reading. Lamp in the window behind him, book in his lap, the patient posture of a man who would sit on a bench in the dark for as long as it took because the woman he loved was upstairs with her friend and he'd been told to wait.

"Hey."

He looked up. Closed the book. "Everything OK?"

"Everything's fine. Dolly needed to talk."

"About?"

"Girl stuff."

He accepted this the way he accepted everything Dolly-related — with the quiet understanding that there were rooms in Lena's life he wasn't invited into and that was fine because the rooms he WAS invited into were enough.

They walked. The boardwalk. The sign. Their building. The door. The stairs.

He stopped at the bottom step. She stopped on the first step. Eye to eye.

"Good night, Emmett."

She kissed him. Slow tonight. Not urgent. The kiss of a woman who was thinking about things she hadn't been thinking about an hour ago — green lace and new beginnings and the way Dolly had said *proximity effect* like it was a diagnosis and Lena had no symptoms except the fact that everyone around her was becoming more than they'd been before.

She pulled back. His eyes were warm. The pink was there.

"Good night, Lena."

He left. She stood on the stairs. Listened to the boardwalk. The bookshop door. The lamp.

She went upstairs. Railing held. Hallway dark. Bedroom. Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

She opened the drawer.

It was there. Folded. Green. Lacy. The thing Dolly had given her in another life — weeks ago, a different room, a different version of herself. She touched it. Didn't pick it up. Just touched the fabric. Felt the lace under her fingers.

Green. The color of new beginnings. Dolly's words. Dolly's ribbon. Dolly's curtains and silk sheets and the relentless, unsubtle campaign that was less about lingerie and more about permission.

She closed the drawer.

Not tonight. But the drawer was closer to opening than it had ever been.

She lay in the dark. Through the wall — the page turning. Emmett reading. The sound she fell asleep to every night. The sound of a man who was twelve feet away and would wait at the bottom of those stairs for as long as she needed him to.

Companion-Counselor. A hyphen that shouldn't exist. A pattern that was forming around her like water finding its level.

She didn't understand it. She didn't need to. She just needed to keep getting up, doing the work, eating the food, kissing the man, and being the person who had accidentally started something she couldn't name.

Simple life.

Sure.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C44 - Avocado Toast, Green Numbers, and a Hole in the Ground

    
    
    
    
                Two weeks had passed like pipe — one joint at a time.

The mains trench ran south from the crossroads now, three hundred feet of 3" iron in the ground, sealed and backfilled, Griff's joints holding clean. He was running the mains crew alone most days — Lena checked his work every morning and hadn't found a bad joint in a week. Dell and Hask and Reeve had settled into the rhythm of a real crew, not a borrowed one. They showed up before sunrise. They dug. They held pipe. They backfilled. They went to the Ledger and ate whatever Benny put in front of them and said "check your boots" to each other on the way out like it was a prayer.

The Henderson expansion was almost done — supply rough-in complete, every room plumbed with two lines, cold and hot. The drains were the holdup. Forge had been making mains pipe for the infrastructure project and couldn't switch to drain pipe without falling behind on the town's timeline. So the 3" drain stack and the 4" rough-in sat in the chalk lines on the studs, waiting. William's framers had closed up the walls everywhere except the chase and the drain routes, which stayed open because Lena had told them to and William's framers did what the plumber said.

The water tower foundation was done as of yesterday. Ten by ten. Four feet deep. Stone and timber cribbing set into the earth at the south end of town, square and level, checked with string and lead weight. Griff's crew had dug it in three days between mains shifts. It sat in the ground like a promise — an empty box waiting for the frame that was five days out from the cooper.

Lena hadn't looked at her balance in two weeks. She knew Nell checked it every morning — the frown, the small nod, the gradual relaxation of a girl who had been watching a number climb and was starting to believe it would keep climbing. But Lena hadn't asked. She ate. She drank the regular whiskey. She worked. The math was the math and Emmett had said six to eight weeks and she'd decided to trust the math and stop thinking about the number.

---

Emmett was at the desk when she came down. Same as every morning. Pencil moving. Coffee cold. Coat buttoned wrong.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning." The pencil stopped. He looked up. The look was different today — not the warm look, not the project look. The smile look. The one he saved for things that genuinely pleased him.

"What?"

"Your balance." He tapped the notebook — the page with her name on it, the two columns, the Emmett system applied to Lena Wright's personal finances. "You're in the green."

She stood in the middle of the office. Boots on. Nokia holstered. Tool belt not yet buckled. Standing in the building she owned, in front of a man who tracked her money without being asked, hearing two words she hadn't heard since Book — since a long time ago.

"How much?"

"One gold, four silver. As of this morning's draw."

"One gold and four silver."

"It's not a fortune. But the line crossed. You're above zero."

One gold and four silver. After two weeks of eating on credit, switching to the regular whiskey, watching Nell's face every morning, doing the math in her head at dinner — *that's a gold I don't have yet* — and never once saying it out loud. One gold and four silver meant she could buy a whiskey tonight without the math. One gold and four silver meant Nell wouldn't frown. One gold and four silver meant the pipe was paying.

"Thank you," she said. Not for the number. For tracking it. For knowing she needed to hear it. For being the man who kept the books so she didn't have to.

"Fifty-fifty," he said.

"Fifty-fifty."

She picked up the Ledger from the desk — the rectangle, the smug waterproof bastard, still glowing, still there. She'd give it to Nell this morning. Not to check the balance — to settle up. Whatever she owed from the lean weeks, Nell could debit it. Clean the slate.

"Breakfast," she said. "Then the foundation. I want the whole crew to see it before we move on."

"I'll get my jacket."

"You're wearing your jacket, Emmett."

He looked down. He was wearing his jacket. "I'll get my notebook."

"Better."

---

Two doors. The Ledger. Swinging doors. Nell behind the bar. The handoff — Ledger passed, stashed, smooth.

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"Check my balance. Whatever I owe from the last two weeks — the deficit, the carry — square it up. Debit the account. I want the slate clean."

Nell pulled the Ledger from behind the bottles. Looked at the screen. The frown didn't come. Instead — a smile. The real one. The Nell grin that was too big for her face.

"You're in the green, Lena."

"I know. Emmett told me. Clean it up."

Nell processed the transactions — the accumulated food and drink from the lean weeks, debited against the balance. Her fingers moved on the screen with the confidence of a girl who had been managing Lena's accounts for two weeks and had gotten good at it. The numbers settled. The slate was clean.

"You're still in the green," Nell said. "Just barely. But green."

"That's all I needed to hear."

*Ding.*

The plate came through. She looked at it. Looked at the pass-through. Looked at the plate again.

Toast. Thick-cut bread, toasted golden on the flat top. And on top of the toast — mashed avocado. Bright green, chunky, spread thick across the surface with a fork. And on top of the avocado — a poached egg. Perfect. The white set, the yolk a dome, the whole thing sitting on a bed of green like a sunrise over a field.

"BENNY."

His face appeared.

"You from California now?"

The blank look. The eternal blank look. "I don't know where that is."

"It's a place where people pay twelve gold for exactly what you just put on my plate and then take a picture of it and show it to everyone they know."

"Why would they take a picture of toast?"

"Because it's AVOCADO TOAST, Benny. It's a whole cultural movement. People in my world write think-pieces about it. Economists blame it for an entire generation not being able to buy houses. It has its own discourse. You just reinvented one of the most controversial breakfast items in modern American history and you did it because you had leftover avocados and bread."

"I had leftover avocados and bread."

"Of COURSE you did."

She bit into it. The toast crackled. The avocado was cool and rich against the warm bread. The egg yolk broke and ran down into the green, golden mixing with green, and she thought about nothing — not money, not pipe, not the number — just the taste of something simple that a man had made from leftovers because his hands couldn't stop creating.

"Benny."

"Hmm?"

"This is worth twelve gold."

"It's leftover avocados on bread, Lena."

"I know. That's what makes it perfect."

Emmett ate his beside her. He ate it with a fork and knife because Emmett ate everything with a fork and knife including things that were designed to be picked up with your hands. She didn't correct him. Some battles weren't worth fighting.

---

They walked south. All of them.

Lena. Emmett. Griff. Dell. Hask. Reeve. The whole crew, walking down the main road past the trench — past three hundred feet of backfilled pipe, the gravel settled, the dirt tamped, the line invisible under the road except for the slight difference in color where the ground had been disturbed and put back. Three hundred feet down, three hundred to go.

The foundation was at the south end. Past the last building. Past Henderson's fence line. The spot where the mains terminated and the water tower would rise.

They stood at the edge and looked down.

Ten by ten. Four feet deep. Stone cribbing on all four sides — flat stone laid by Griff's crew, fitted tight, mortared with the same lime-and-sand mix the builders used for house foundations. Timber cross-members at the bottom, notched and bolted, the platform that would bear the weight of the frame and the tank and three thousand gallons of water. The gravel bed was laid. The drainage was cut — a weep channel at each corner to keep groundwater from pooling under the structure.

It was a hole in the ground. It was the most important hole in Dustbreak.

"Five days," Lena said. "The frame arrives in five days. The cooper's on schedule. When it gets here, we erect it on this foundation, bolt it down, and start building up. The tank comes two weeks after the frame. The windmill goes up in parallel — Forge has the pump mechanism almost done and Garret's cutting the wheel and tower lumber this week."

She looked at the crew. At Griff, who'd dug this hole and cribbed it and laid the stone. At Dell, who'd hauled the gravel. At Hask and Reeve, who'd mortared the walls. At Emmett, who'd calculated the footprint and checked the dimensions against the cooper's specs.

"This is it," she said. "This is where the water tower goes. Everything we've been building — the mains, the branch lines, the trenches, the joints — it all flows from here. This foundation holds the tower. The tower holds the water. The water feeds the town. And every person in Dustbreak who turns a tap and gets clean water is going to owe it to this hole in the ground and the men who dug it."

Dell grinned. Hask nodded. Reeve — quiet, always quiet — looked at the foundation and then at Lena and said the most words she'd ever heard him say at once: "It's a good hole, Ms. Wright."

"It's a damn good hole, Reeve."

Griff was standing at the north edge. Looking south — toward Henderson's land, toward the open ground where the town would grow. His hat was off. The hat-off that meant something mattered.

"When the tower goes up," he said, "you'll be able to see it from the mine."

"You'll be able to see it from everywhere. That's the point."

He put his hat on. "What's next?"

"What's always next. Pipe. We've got three hundred more feet of mains to lay and Forge has sections waiting. Back to the trench, gentlemen. The hole's not going anywhere."

They walked back. Griff's crew split off toward the trench — shovels, caulking irons, the tools of their new trade. Emmett walked beside Lena, notebook in hand, pencil behind his ear where he'd started keeping it because he'd watched her keep the carpenter's pencil there and habits were contagious.

"Good day," he said.

"It's not even midmorning."

"It's already a good day. The foundation's done. You're in the green. The frame arrives in five days. And you smiled at breakfast."

"I smile at breakfast."

"You smiled at breakfast differently today."

She looked at him. The wrongly-buttoned coat. The pencil behind his ear. The ink on his fingers. The man who noticed when her smile was different and said so because Emmett Grail noticed everything and kept the things that mattered.

"Yeah," she said. "I did."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Then she went to work. The expansion was waiting — the last of the second-floor supply risers, the tap stubs, the final connections before the drain pipe arrived. And after that, back to the mains. Back to the trench. Back to the pipe.

Always pipe first.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C45 - Stroganoff and the Hyphenation Club

    
    
    
    
                Emmett was waiting on the boardwalk when she came back from the mains.

Not the usual waiting — not the bench, not the book, not the patient posture of a man who was content to read until she appeared. He was standing. Pacing, almost. The notebook was in his hand but closed, which was wrong because Emmett's notebook was never closed during working hours. He looked like a man who had found something and needed to show it to someone immediately.

"Lena."

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. Something happened." He held up his Ledger. Not hers — his. The one he kept in his satchel, the one he used for business transactions and account management. He'd checked it during a routine transfer to Forge and the screen had shown him something he wasn't expecting. "My class changed."

She stopped on the boardwalk. Mud on her boots. Oakum under her nails. The end of a long day of checking Griff's joints and laying the last hundred feet of mains pipe before the trench crew moved to the tower site.

"Changed how?"

"It's hyphenated." He turned the screen toward her. She didn't want to look — she never wanted to look at any Ledger, hers or anyone else's — but she looked.

Scholar-Quartermaster.

"Scholar-Quartermaster," she read. "Emmett, you're a bookshop owner who got promoted to supply sergeant."

"I know what a quartermaster is, Lena. It's the person who manages logistics, supplies, and operational resources for — "

"I know what it is. I'm saying the System looked at you — a man who reads poetry and buttons his coat wrong — and decided you were a QUARTERMASTER. That's the funniest thing the System has done since it called me Master Pipe Layer."

He didn't laugh. He was doing the Emmett thing — the processing thing, the eyes moving behind the lens, the brain fitting a new piece into a framework that was suddenly much larger than he'd thought.

"When did Benny's change?" he asked.

"Weeks ago. Chef-Proprietor."

"And Dolly?"

She looked at him. The boardwalk was empty. The sun was going down. The mains trench stretched south behind her, three hundred feet of Griff's work, and somewhere at the end of it was a hole in the ground waiting for a water tower.

"Three days ago. She told me the other night. That's what the girl talk was about." She crossed her arms. "Companion-Counselor."

"Benny. Dolly. Now me." The notebook came open. The pencil appeared from behind his ear. He was writing. Of course he was writing. "Lena, this is a pattern. The three people closest to you — "

"I know what it is, Emmett. Dolly already connected the dots. I don't want to — "

"I want to investigate."

"Of course you do."

"I want to get all four of us together. Tonight. Compare notes. When did the changes happen? What were the precursor behaviors? Is there a correlation between bond strength and evolution timing? Because if Benny changed first, then Dolly, then me — that's chronological order of relationship proximity, which suggests — "

"Emmett."

The pencil stopped.

"I want nothing to do with the System. You know that. I have never looked at my own Ledger on purpose. I don't check my class. I don't check my level. I don't check my stats. That thing is a smug waterproof rectangle that lives in my basin and I want it to stay there and leave me alone."

He looked at her. The pencil in his hand. The notebook open. The look of a man who understood what she was saying and was going to wait for the *but* because he knew there was a *but.*

She loved him. That was the problem. She loved a man who wanted to investigate and she couldn't say no to a man she loved when he was holding a pencil and looking at her like the answer to a question he'd been carrying around all day.

"Fine," she said. "One meeting. Tonight. After supper. You, me, Benny, Dolly. One conversation. And then I go back to not caring."

"That's all I'm asking."

"That's never all you're asking. You're asking for one conversation the way Benny asks if I want 'just a taste' and then puts a whole plate in front of me."

"I'll keep it focused."

"You'll keep it under an hour."

"I'll keep it under an hour."

She uncrossed her arms. "Buy me dinner first, Quartermaster."

The pink. "I thought we were fifty-fifty."

"We are. But you just got a promotion. You're buying."

---

*Ding.*

The plate was a bowl. Wide, shallow, filled with something that was simultaneously familiar and impossible.

Strips of beef — tender, dark, shredded — swimming in a thick, pale brown sauce that had a tang to it, something sour and rich at the same time. The sauce clung to wide noodles — the same hand-cut pasta Benny had been making since the braised ribs night. The beef was soft enough to fall apart on the fork. The sauce was —

She tasted it. The tang. The richness. The sour note underneath the cream.

"Benny."

"Leftover pot roast from last night," he said. Before she could ask. "Pulled it apart. The sauce is the braising liquid reduced down with some of that milk that went sour — I was going to throw it out but it thickened when I heated it and mixed with the drippings and — "

"BENNY. This is BEEF STROGANOFF."

"It's leftover pot roast with sour milk and noodles."

"It's BEEF STROGANOFF. It's RUSSIAN, Benny. It's been served in fine dining restaurants for two hundred years. Sour cream — that's what the sour milk became when you cooked it — beef in a rich sauce over egg noodles. This is a CLASSIC."

"It's leftovers, Lena."

"Everything you make is leftovers and everything you make is a classic and I am LOSING MY MIND."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. The pink.

She ate. Emmett ate. The stroganoff was perfect — the sour cream sauce clinging to the noodles, the beef dissolving, the whole thing warm and rich and the kind of food that made you close your eyes on the second bite because the first one hadn't been enough to process.

---

After supper. After the plates were cleared and the bar was winding down and Nell was washing dishes in the kitchen. The back table — the one in the corner, away from the miners, away from Cade's table. Four chairs. Four people.

Benny sat. The rag stayed behind the bar, which meant Benny was off-duty, which happened approximately never. Dolly sat. Wine glass in hand. The silk and the perfume and the sharp eyes. Emmett sat. Notebook open. Pencil ready. And Lena sat with her whiskey — the regular — and the expression of a woman who had been dragged to a meeting she didn't want to attend about a topic she didn't want to discuss.

"All right," Emmett said. "Thank you all for — "

"This isn't a board meeting, Emmett. Just talk."

"Right." He set the pencil down. Picked it up. Set it down again. "My class changed today. Scholar-Quartermaster."

Benny looked at Dolly. Dolly looked at Benny. The look of two people who had been waiting for this and were not surprised.

"Chef-Proprietor," Benny said. Quietly. The rag wasn't there and his hands didn't know what to do. "About three weeks ago."

"Companion-Counselor," Dolly said. "Noticed it eight days ago. Been feeling the shift for weeks before that."

Emmett picked up the pencil. Wrote. Three names. Three classes. Three dates.

"Benny first," he said. "Then Dolly. Then me." He looked at Lena. "In the exact order you became close to each of us."

The table was quiet. Benny was staring at the table the way he stared at the bar when he was processing something too big for words. Dolly was sipping wine with the measured calm of a woman who was not calm. Emmett's pencil was moving.

"None of us trained for the second class," Dolly said. "I didn't study counseling. Benny didn't study restaurant management. Emmett didn't study — what is a quartermaster, exactly?"

"Logistics and operational resource management."

"He didn't study that. We all just... started doing things we hadn't done before. And the System noticed."

"I started seeing people differently," Dolly said. "The root of what's wrong instead of the surface."

"I started cooking things I'd never cooked," Benny said. Not looking up. "Things I'd never tasted. Things I didn't know existed. Like they were already in my head and I just had to reach for them."

"I started managing," Emmett said. "Not just tracking numbers — building systems. Schedules. Dependencies. Logistics. Things I'd read about in books but never applied until — " He stopped. Looked at Lena. "Until you needed me to."

Three sets of eyes on her. The plumber from Raleigh who didn't look at her Ledger and didn't care about the System and had spent the last month laying pipe and eating omelettes and falling in love and apparently radiating some kind of proximity effect that made the people around her become more than they'd been before.

"I don't know what's happening," she said. "I genuinely don't. I don't feel anything special. I don't feel like I'm doing anything. I get up. I work. I eat Benny's food. I drink Benny's whiskey. I let Emmett do math at me. I go to sleep. That's it."

"That's not nothing," Dolly said softly. "That's everything. You're living. Fully. With us. And whatever you are — Visitor, anomaly, whatever the System calls you — being near you makes the rest of us... more."

"Is that bad?" Benny asked. The first time he'd looked up. The question was genuine — not rhetorical, not philosophical. A man asking if the thing that had changed his life was going to hurt him.

"No," Lena said. Immediately. Without thinking. "It's not bad. Benny, you're a better cook than anyone I've ever met in two worlds. Dolly, you're helping people in ways they didn't know they needed. Emmett, you're running a company that's bringing water to a town that didn't have it." She looked at each of them. "Whatever this is — whatever I'm doing without knowing I'm doing it — it's making you better at the things you were already good at. It's not changing who you are. It's just... turning up the volume."

Dolly smiled. The real one. Not the flirt, not the wink. The smile of a woman who was relieved.

"Turning up the volume," she said. "I like that."

"So what do we do?" Emmett asked. The pencil was ready.

"We keep doing what we're doing," Lena said. "We work. We eat. We live. And if anything weird happens — weirder than this — we tell each other. That's the deal. No secrets. Not about this."

"Agreed," Dolly said.

"Huh," Benny said. Which was Benny for *agreed.*

"Agreed," Emmett said. He made a note in the notebook. She couldn't see what it said but she was fairly sure it was the most organized set of minutes any secret club meeting had ever produced.

"One more thing," Lena said. "Whatever this is — whatever it is that's happening — it's good. Look at this table. Look at us. A plumber, a cook, a companion, and a bookshop owner who became a quartermaster. We're all better than we were before. We're all doing things we didn't know we could do. And we're sitting in a bar in a town that has running water because we built it together. I don't know what the System calls that. I don't care. I call it Tuesday."

Dolly raised her glass. Benny raised his beer — the first time Lena had ever seen Benny drink at his own bar. Emmett raised his water because Emmett didn't drink when he was taking notes. Lena raised her whiskey.

"To hyphens," Dolly said.

"To hyphens," they said.

They drank. The meeting was over. The Hyphenation Club — Dolly's name, assigned immediately, non-negotiable — had held its first and possibly only session. Benny went back behind the bar. The rag reappeared. Dolly went upstairs with the particular grace of a woman who had gotten what she came for. Emmett closed the notebook.

Lena sat at the bar. The regular whiskey. Her stool.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?"

"Quartermaster suits you."

The pink. "Thank you."

"Don't let it go to your head. You still button your coat wrong."

He looked down. The coat was buttoned wrong. He didn't fix it.

She walked him to his door. Not their building — his bookshop. Because tonight felt like a bookshop night. A bench night. The kind of night where you stood outside a door and said goodnight the way you'd said it a hundred times and meant it a hundred different ways.

"Good night, Quartermaster."

"Good night, Master Pipe Layer."

She laughed. The real one. The snort. The one that came from the place she didn't let people see.

She kissed him. On the boardwalk. Under the sign. Under the stars of a world that had a System that was watching and a woman who was paying attention and a green bra in a drawer that was one day closer to being worn.

She walked back. Their building. Her stairs. Her railing. Her room.

Boots off. Shaken. Checked. Nokia on the nightstand.

Through the wall — the page turning.

She didn't open the drawer tonight. She didn't need to. She knew it was there. She knew it was coming. The same way she'd known the water tower was coming, the same way she'd known the mains were coming, the same way she'd known from the first night she heard that page turning through the wall that the bottom of the stairs wasn't going to be enough forever.

The Hyphenation Club. Four people. Four hyphens. One plumber who didn't know what she was doing and was doing it anyway.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C46 - The Frame Goes Up

    
    
    
    
                The cooper's cart arrived at dawn.

Two carts, actually — one for the timber, one for the hardware. The frame had been built in sections at the cooper's shop and broken down for transport: four main posts, twenty feet of white oak each, square-cut and mortised at the joints. Cross-braces in bundles. Bolts in a crate. And on the second cart, coiled like a sleeping snake, two hundred feet of hemp rope and a block and tackle that looked like it had hoisted things heavier than a water tower frame and would do so again without complaint.

The cooper's man rode on the lead cart. Stocky. Quiet. The kind of man who didn't introduce himself until the work started and then you understood exactly who he was by the way he touched the timber. He climbed down, looked at the foundation, walked the perimeter, checked the corners with a square he pulled from his belt, and nodded once.

"Good foundation," he said. To Griff. Not to Lena. Griff had built it and the cooper's man could tell.

"Thank you," Griff said. Hat off. The hat-off that meant something mattered.

By the time the sun cleared the ridge, the whole crew was there. Griff. Dell. Hask. Reeve. Emmett — coat off, sleeves rolled to the elbow, ready to work. He'd shed the coat plenty of times since they'd started the company — the newel post, the furniture, the building repairs — but today he looked like he meant it. Garret had sent two of his framers — timber men, the kind who understood mortise and tenon and could read a joint the way Lena read a pipe fitting. Henderson had sent two ranch hands without being asked, because Henderson watched the south road from his porch and had seen the carts and knew what they meant.

And behind them, gathering on the boardwalk, on the road, on Henderson's fence line — the town. Not everyone. But enough. Miners who weren't on shift. Wives with children on their hips. The Greyson widow. Old Dunnigan, leaning on his fence post. Cade, standing at the edge of the crowd with his hat low and his eyes sharp, watching everything the way Cade always watched everything. Nell, who had left the bar unattended for the first time since Benny hired her because she wasn't missing this.

Benny was behind the bar. Benny was always behind the bar. But the swinging doors were propped open so he could see the south end of town from the pass-through, and Lena caught him looking twice before the first post went up.

The cooper's man ran the raise.

He didn't ask permission. He didn't defer to Lena. He walked to the center of the foundation, looked at the posts laid out on the ground, and started talking — not loud, not commanding. Just clear. The voice of a man who had raised structures before and knew exactly how many hands went where and when.

"First post goes in the northeast corner. Two men on the base — that's the mortise into the sill plate. Four men on the ropes. One man on the block." He pointed. Assigned. Griff and Dell on the base. Hask and Reeve and the two ranch hands on the rope. The cooper's man himself on the block and tackle, which he rigged to a temporary A-frame he'd assembled from two bracing timbers and a crossbar in about four minutes.

Lena stood back. This wasn't her skill. She knew pipe. She knew trenches. She knew joints and grade and the way water moved through iron. But timber framing was the cooper's man's language, and she was smart enough to let a craftsman work.

"Ready on the ropes?"

"Ready."

"Lift."

The first post rose. Not fast — slow, controlled, the hemp rope running through the block and tackle with a sound like a deep breath being drawn. Four men pulled. The post tilted up from horizontal, passing through forty-five degrees, the base sliding into the mortise on the sill plate as Griff and Dell guided it. The rope creaked. The block groaned. The post climbed.

It was the most beautiful thing Lena had seen since the first water ran through Benny's tap.

Twenty feet of white oak rising against the sky like a finger pointing at something nobody could see yet but everyone knew was coming. The post reached vertical. Griff checked the plumb with a string and weight — dead true. Dell drove the first bolt through the base plate while the rope men held tension. The bolt seated. The wrench turned. The post stood on its own.

The crowd made a sound. Not a cheer — more like a breath. A collective exhale. The sound of fifty people watching something become real.

"Second post. Southwest corner. Same procedure."

The second post went up faster. The rope men had the rhythm now. The block and tackle sang. Griff and Dell moved to the southwest mortise and the post rose and plumbed and bolted in half the time.

Third post. Fourth post. The corners of a rectangle, twenty feet in the air, four white oak columns standing against the blue sky like the skeleton of something enormous.

Then the cross-braces. Horizontal timbers slotted into the mortises cut at the top of each post — the cooper's man climbed like a cat, twenty feet up with a rope around his waist and a mallet in his hand, fitting the joints with the casual precision of a man who had done this so many times his hands worked without consulting his brain. The cross-braces locked the posts together. The frame stopped being four separate columns and became a structure — rigid, square, braced against wind and weight and the three thousand gallons of water that would eventually sit on top of it.

The diagonal braces went in last. X-pattern between the posts, bolted at the intersections, turning the frame from a table into a tower. Each brace was checked with the square. Each bolt was torqued. The cooper's man came down from the top, dusted his hands, and looked at the frame the way Forge looked at a finished piece of ironwork — not proud, exactly. Satisfied. The satisfaction of a man who had built a thing correctly and knew it would stand.

"Tank goes on top when it arrives," he said to Lena. "Two weeks. Same rigging, bigger load. I'll come back for that."

"Thank you."

"Good crew." He nodded at Griff. At Dell. At the ranch hands. At Emmett, who had spent the entire raise holding rope and pulling when told and was now looking at his hands with the expression of a man discovering something new about himself. "Good foundation. The frame will hold."

The frame stood. Twenty feet tall. White oak against blue sky. Visible from the crossroads, from the Ledger, from Henderson's porch. The first vertical structure in Dustbreak that wasn't a building or a clock tower. The skeleton of the water tower, waiting for its skin.

Griff's crew stood at the base and looked up. Dell grinned. Hask nodded. Reeve took his hat off and put it back on and took it off again, which was the most emotion Lena had ever seen from Reeve. The ranch hands shook Griff's hand and walked back toward Henderson's land with the particular stride of men who had helped build something and wanted to tell someone about it.

Emmett was examining his palms. "Rope blisters. Different from pencil calluses?"

"Everything about today was different from pencil calluses." She looked at the frame. "Is it always like this?"

"The feeling?"

"The feeling."

She looked at the frame. Twenty feet of white oak. The promise of water. The thing they'd been building toward since the first trench.

"Yeah," she said. "It's always like this."

---

The Ledger was packed.

Not the usual packed — the celebration packed. The kind of packed where every table was full and people were standing along the walls and Nell was moving so fast between the pass-through and the tables that she looked like she was in three places at once. The frame raising had turned into an event. The whole town had watched it go up and now the whole town was at the bar because that's what Dustbreak did — it worked, and then it ate, and the eating was the reward.

*Ding.*

Pizza.

Not the first pizza — Benny had cracked the code weeks ago, the flatbread and the tomato reduction and the cheese and the heat. But this was different. This pizza had something on it that Lena could smell from ten feet away, and the smell was doing something to her brain that was equal parts recognition and horror.

She looked at the plate. She looked at the small, silvery-brown fish laid across the top of the pizza in neat rows. She looked at Benny.

"BENNY."

"Hmm?"

"Are those ANCHOVIES on my pizza?"

"They're the small salted fish from the barrel Mae gets from the coast trader. I put them on the flatbread with the cheese because they were salty and I thought the salt would go well with the — "

"ANCHOVIES, BENNY. You put ANCHOVIES on a PIZZA. This is the most divisive food decision in the history of my ENTIRE WORLD. Wars have been fought over this. FRIENDSHIPS have ended. There are people where I come from who would rather eat the BOX the pizza came in than eat a pizza with anchovies on it."

"Are you one of those people?"

"I am the QUEEN of those people! I am the founding member of the anti-anchovy coalition! I once stopped talking to my brother Cody for three days because he ordered anchovy pizza and made me SMELL it!"

She pushed the plate away. Pulled it back. Pushed it away again. The smell was — the smell was actually —

She took a bite.

The salt hit first. Then the cheese. Then the anchovy — not the overwhelming, fishy, turn-your-stomach anchovy of a bad pizza joint back home. This was different. The salt fish had melted into the cheese during the bake, dissolving into a savory, umami-rich layer that was less "fish on pizza" and more "salt and depth and the particular magic of a preserved protein that had been doing this exact thing to Mediterranean food for two thousand years."

"God DAMN it, Benny."

"Is it bad?"

"It's INCREDIBLE and I HATE that it's incredible. You've ruined me. I can never go home. I can never face my family. I am an anchovy pizza person now and it's YOUR fault."

Emmett took a slice. Chewed. Considered. The Emmett consideration — analytical, unhurried, cataloguing the flavors the way he catalogued numbers.

"I like it," he said. Simply.

"Of COURSE you like it. You have no food opinions. You'd eat a boot if I put gravy on it."

"That's not true. I have very specific opinions about coffee."

"Your coffee is a war crime, Emmett. Your coffee opinions are inadmissible."

Down the table — the crew table, where Griff and Dell and Hask and Reeve had claimed the corner and were eating everything Nell put in front of them — Griff took a slice. Bit into it. Chewed. His eyes went wide.

"Ms. Wright, this is the best thing I've ever eaten."

"GRIFF. You are a HEATHEN. You are an anchovy-loving HEATHEN and I swear to God if you eat another slice I will fire your newly trained, oakum-packing, solder-pouring ass so fast — "

Griff took another slice. Grinning. The first full grin she'd ever seen from Griff — the kind of grin that broke through twenty years of mine work and quiet professionalism and said *I am eating something delicious and my boss is yelling at me about it and this is the best day of my life.*

Dell reached for a slice. Lena pointed at him. "Don't you DARE."

Dell took the slice. Bit into it. Gave her a thumbs up.

"I'm surrounded by traitors," she said. She took another bite of her own slice. The anchovy melted on her tongue. She closed her eyes. "Brilliant, delicious traitors."

Benny was behind the bar. Wiping. The pink was there but so was something else — the quiet satisfaction of a man who had just watched an entire bar full of people eat something he'd made and fight about it and love it and fight about loving it. The golden retriever had fetched the stick and brought it back and the whole park was arguing about whether it was a good stick and the retriever didn't care because everyone was paying attention to the stick.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Anchovy pizza is pizza number two. The pineapple was number one. This is number two. And somehow you've managed to make the SECOND most controversial pizza topping in human history. You skipped right past pepperoni and went straight to war crimes. Twice."

"I'm putting fish on bread, Lena."

"You're building an EMPIRE of fish on bread and I will die on this hill while eating the thing I said I'd never eat. Put it on the menu. Permanently. And when someone orders it and someone else at the table makes a face — and they WILL make a face — you tell them the Master Pipe Layer approved it personally and they can take it up with her."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. The biggest pink she'd ever seen.

The bar was loud and warm and full of people who had watched a water tower frame go up and were now arguing about fish on pizza and it was, Lena thought, the most perfect evening in the short, ridiculous, beautiful history of Dustbreak.

She finished her slice. Then she had another one. Then she had a third because she was a hypocrite and the anchovies were perfect and Benny was a genius and the frame was standing twenty feet tall at the south end of town and her balance was in the green and the man next to her had rope blisters on his scholar hands and the world was good.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C47 - Flat Meat and French Fries

    
    
    
    
                Mae's Tuesday delivery had included a meat grinder. Benny had mentioned it at breakfast — a hand-crank, cast iron, clamp-mounted thing that Mae had sourced from the coast trader after Benny told her he was spending an hour every morning chopping sausage meat by hand. Mae found it. Mae ordered it. Mae delivered it. Because that's what Mae did.

Lena hadn't thought about it again until supper.

She smelled it from the boardwalk.

Not the usual Ledger smell. Not stew or roast or braise. Something different. Something hot and fast — the smell of fat rendering on a flat iron surface, the sizzle of protein hitting heat, the particular crack of a Maillard reaction happening at speed. The smell of a diner at eleven in the morning. The smell of a Saturday in Raleigh when her dad fired up the backyard grill and her brothers fought over who got to flip the patties.

She stopped walking. The smell hit her again and her knees went soft and her throat closed and she thought *that's not possible* and then she pushed through the swinging doors.

Through the pass-through she could see Benny at the griddle. Two patties — thin, smashed flat against the iron with the back of a spatula. She could see the press marks, the edges lacy and crisp where the meat had spread and the fat had rendered into the hot surface. Cheese on top of one — melting, draping over the edges, laid on while the meat was still screaming hot so it melted into the patty instead of sitting on top. And next to the griddle — an egg. Frying. The white setting crisp at the edges, the yolk still liquid.

And on the other side of the kitchen — a pot of oil. Bubbling. And in the oil — potato sticks. Golden. Rising to the surface as the starch crisped and the interior went soft and the oil did the thing that oil did to potatoes when the temperature was right and the cut was thin and the universe was functioning correctly.

She couldn't speak.

Through the pass-through she watched Benny pull the first patty off the griddle. Set it on the bottom half of a brioche roll — one of his rolls, the soft ones with the egg wash and the butter that made them golden and slightly sweet. Second patty on top of the first. Double stacked. The cheese was between them, bonding the two patties together in a bridge of melted dairy. The fried egg went on top — laid gently, the yolk intact, a golden dome sitting on a tower of smashed beef and melted cheese.

Top bun.

He pulled the fries from the oil. Shook them. Salt — a pinch, from the wrist, the way every cook who had ever fried a potato had salted them since the beginning of time. He piled them next to the burger on the plate.

*Ding.*

Nell brought it to the bar. Set it in front of Lena's stool. She still hadn't sat down. She was standing three feet inside the swinging doors with her tool belt on and oakum in her hair and her mouth open.

"What," she said. Not a question. A sound.

"Flat meat," Benny said from behind the pass-through. The rag was in his hand. "The grinder Mae brought. I fed the tough chuck through it and the meat came out soft, so I formed it into patties and pressed them on the griddle. The cheese melted on top. The egg seemed right. And the potatoes — " He shrugged. "I cut them into sticks and put them in the oil because I had oil and I had potatoes and it seemed like the right shape."

"It seemed like the right shape."

"They're better thin. I tried thick ones first. Too soft in the middle. Thin ones get crispy."

She sat down. She picked up the burger. It was heavy — the weight of two smashed patties and melted cheese and a fried egg on a brioche bun, the weight of something that should not exist in this world and did because a man with a meat grinder and a griddle had reached into some place she couldn't explain and pulled out the most perfect expression of American food culture ever created.

She bit into it.

The bun compressed. The egg yolk broke — golden, running down through the cheese, between the patties, soaking into the brioche. The beef was thin enough to be crispy at the edges and juicy in the center, the smash creating a crust that crackled against her teeth. The cheese was everywhere — binding, stretching, the salt of it mixing with the salt of the beef and the richness of the egg. And through all of it — the bun. Soft. Sweet. Holding everything together the way a good bun was supposed to, absorbing the juices without falling apart, the structural integrity of a roll made by a man who understood bread.

She ate a fry. Hot. Crispy. Salty. The interior was fluffy and soft and the exterior was golden and crunching and it was a French fry. It was a perfect French fry. It was the platonic ideal of a French fry produced by a man who had never heard the word "French" and didn't know that fries existed and had just cut a potato into sticks and dropped them in oil because "it seemed like the right shape."

The tears started before she could stop them.

Not the crying kind — the overwhelmed kind. The kind that happened when something hit you in a place you didn't know was exposed. The hamburger. The fries. The egg on top. The brioche bun. It was every Saturday in Raleigh. It was her dad at the grill with a beer in his hand telling her brothers to stop touching the patties. It was the diner on Hillsborough Street where she'd eaten after late-night emergency calls, sitting at the counter at two in the morning with a burger and fries and the bone-deep satisfaction of food that didn't pretend to be anything other than exactly what it was.

She was crying into a hamburger in another world and she didn't care.

"Lena?" Benny's voice. Concerned. The rag stopped moving.

She put the burger down. Walked around the bar. Into the kitchen. Benny was standing at the griddle with his spatula in one hand and the rag in the other and the expression of a man who had made something and wasn't sure if it was good or if it had broken his best friend.

She grabbed his face. Both hands. Pulled him down. Kissed him on the cheek — hard, the kind of kiss that left a mark, the kind that was gratitude and love and grief and joy and the particular madness of a woman who had just eaten the most important food of her life in the least likely place in the universe.

"Benny." Her voice was wrecked. Tears on her face. Hands still on his cheeks. "That is a hamburger. That is a HAMBURGER. It is the single most quintessential American food ever created. It is the thing my entire country is KNOWN for. Billions of them are eaten every year. They are served in every city, every town, every gas station, every backyard, every school cafeteria, every baseball stadium in America. And you just made one — a PERFECT one — with a meat grinder and a griddle and leftover potatoes because it seemed like the right shape."

She let go of his face. The pink was so deep it had gone past pink into something that might have been red. Benny's ears were glowing. His cheeks were glowing. His entire face was a sunset.

"And the FRIES, Benny. The fries. French fries. That's what those potato sticks are called. They are served WITH the hamburger. Always. ALWAYS. They are a PAIR. You cannot have one without the other. It's a RULE. And you just invented both of them on the same day without knowing either of them existed."

"I had leftover potatoes and tough chuck — "

"You had leftover potatoes and tough chuck and you made the AMERICAN DREAM, Benny. You made the thing that every single person in my world eats when they want to feel like everything is going to be OK."

She wiped her face. Walked back to her stool. Sat down. Picked up the burger. Took another bite. The tears were still there but the crying was done and what was left was the eating — the pure, focused, reverent eating of a woman who was home for the first time since she'd been hit by a cart.

Emmett walked in. His time. His stool. Nell brought his plate — same burger, same fries, same egg.

He took a bite. Chewed. His eyes did the thing.

"This is extraordinary," he said.

"This is a hamburger, Emmett. This is the quintessential American food. This is what my entire country runs on. Forget apple pie. Forget baseball. THIS is America on a plate."

"It's very good."

"It's not VERY GOOD. It's a religious experience. It's the culmination of two hundred years of culinary evolution compressed into a brioche bun by a man who doesn't know what a drive-through is."

Emmett took another bite. Ate a fry. Nodded with the quiet respect of a man who understood that this food meant something to the woman next to him that went beyond flavor.

Griff's crew came in. Dell sat down. Nell brought plates. The burgers went out — one after another, the griddle working, Benny smashing patties and frying eggs and pulling fries from the oil with the rhythm of a line cook at a diner that didn't exist yet but had already found its chef.

The bar was quiet for about thirty seconds. The quiet of an entire room eating something for the first time and processing it.

Then the noise started. The good noise. The noise of people who had just tasted something that was going to change the way they ate forever and needed to tell each other about it.

Griff came to the bar. Plate clean. Not a fry left.

"Ms. Wright. That flat meat — "

"Hamburger, Griff."

"That hamburger. Can I have another one?"

She looked at him. Looked at Benny through the pass-through where two more patties were already sizzling.

"Get in line."

The Rusty Ledger served hamburgers until the chuck ran out. Henderson was going to need to send more beef in the morning. Benny was going to need more potatoes. And she was going to need to have a conversation with Mae about sourcing brioche flour in bulk because this was not a one-night thing. This was a forever thing. This was the thing that was going to put the Rusty Ledger on whatever map this world had.

She sat at her stool. Last fry. Last bite of bun. Emmett beside her, egg yolk on his chin.

"Emmett."

"Hmm?"

"He already figured out ketchup in the first month. Now he's got burgers and fries. How long before he builds a drive-through?"

"What's a drive-through?"

"Never mind. Some things this world isn't ready for."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Good Tuesday. The best one.

            

    
        B2 C48 - Last Joint, White Pizza, and a Prodigal Son

    
    
    
    
                The last joint went in after lunch.

Six hundred feet. One hundred sections. Ninety-nine joints. Thirty-two days of trench work, oakum packing, solder pouring, and backfill. The mains ran from the water tower foundation at the south end of town to the crossroads at the center — a buried iron river waiting for water, sealed and graded and tested section by section, every joint checked twice, every bell packed, every pour inspected.

Griff soldered the last one himself.

She watched from the bank. Didn't drop into the trench. Didn't check his work. Didn't touch the caulking iron or the ladle or the solder pot. Just stood at the edge with her arms crossed and watched a man who had been a miner six weeks ago pour molten solder into the last joint of a water main with the steady hand of a plumber who knew what he was doing.

The solder settled. Smooth. Even. No runs. No gaps. The joint cooled in the afternoon sun and Griff set the ladle down and looked at the line of pipe stretching north through the trench — his pipe, his crew's work, six hundred feet of iron that would carry water to Dustbreak for the next thirty years.

Dell was the first to clap. Then Hask. Then Reeve — who didn't clap so much as hit his hands together three times with the mechanical precision of a man who had never applauded anything in his life and was doing his best.

Griff climbed out of the trench. Hat off. Sweat on his face. The hands of a plumber.

"Ms. Wright."

"Griff."

"Last joint."

"Last joint." She held out her hand. He shook it — firm, calloused, the handshake of a man who had earned something. "Six hundred feet. Zero leaks. You did that."

"We did that."

"You did the joints, Griff. Every one of them for the last three weeks. Your oakum. Your solder. Your hands." She looked at the trench. At the backfill crew already starting at the south end, shoveling gravel and dirt back over the pipe. "When that tower fills and the water comes down through this line, every joint it passes through is one you packed. That's yours. Nobody can take that."

He put his hat on. The hat-on that meant the feeling was too big and needed to be put away for later.

"Backfill?" he asked.

"Backfill. Then we wait for the tank."

---

The backfill took the rest of the afternoon. Gravel first — six inches over the pipe, hand-packed, protecting the iron from the weight of the earth above it. Then dirt — tamped in layers, each one compacted before the next went in. The trench disappeared section by section, the pipe vanishing under the road, the scar in the earth healing over until all that was left was a faint line of disturbed ground running south from the crossroads.

By suppertime the mains were invisible. Six hundred feet of infrastructure, buried, waiting. The most important thing in Dustbreak that nobody could see.

---

*Ding.*

She looked at the plate. The flatbread was different tonight.

Not the usual pizza — not the tomato reduction and melted cheese she'd come to expect. The crust was thinner than before. Rounder. She'd heard Benny earlier through the pass-through — a rhythmic slapping sound she'd ignored because she was tired and hungry and didn't have the bandwidth to investigate kitchen noises. He'd been tossing the dough. Actually tossing it — spinning it in the air the way pizza makers did in shop windows, stretching it thin and round with centrifugal force instead of pressing it flat with his hands.

The crust was proof. Thin. Even. Slightly charred at the edges from the heat. A real pizza crust — the kind that crackled when you bit through it and went chewy underneath.

But on top — no tomato. No red sauce. Instead: olive oil, brushed across the surface. Garlic, sliced thin and scattered. Pulled chicken — shredded, scattered across the oil and garlic in loose piles. Something green — an herb, maybe the wild rosemary that grew along the stream bank. And cheese — not the usual melted blanket but a lighter application, dotted across the surface in patches that had browned and blistered in the heat.

"BENNY."

He appeared at the pass-through. Innocent. Eternal.

"You TOSSED the dough."

"It gets thinner when you spin it. The weight pulls it out from the center. Pressing it with my hands always left thick spots."

"You figured out the toss."

"I dropped it twice."

"Everyone drops it twice. That's how you learn the toss." She picked up the slice. The crust held — no droop, no fold, the structural integrity of a properly tossed thin crust. "And then instead of putting tomato sauce on it you put OLIVE OIL and CHICKEN."

"The tomato sauce felt heavy. I wanted something lighter. The oil was right there. The chicken was left over from lunch. The garlic — "

"You had garlic and it seemed right."

"It seemed right."

She bit into it. The crust crackled. The oil and garlic hit first — fragrant, warm, the base note of every Italian grandmother's kitchen. The chicken was tender and savory and the herb — whatever it was — cut through the richness with something green and sharp. The cheese was salty and browned where the heat had hit it and stretchy where it hadn't.

"Benny. This is a white pizza."

"It's flatbread with oil and chicken."

"It's a WHITE PIZZA. It's what you order at the fancy place, Benny. It's the pizza you get on date night when you want to impress someone who thinks regular pizza is too pedestrian. It has a WINE PAIRING. Restaurants in my world charge twenty dollars for exactly what you just put on my plate and they put it on a marble slab and bring it to your table with a little sprig of something decorative and an attitude."

"I put it on a plate."

"You put it on a plate and it's BETTER than the twenty-dollar version because you tossed the dough by hand and used real garlic instead of garlic oil from a bottle and the chicken was braised yesterday by a man who understands that leftovers are the foundation of all great cooking."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. The pink.

She ate the whole thing. Every slice. Licked her fingers. Emmett ate his with a fork — because of course he did — and nodded in the way that meant he appreciated the food and also appreciated that Lena was having a spiritual experience next to him and knew enough to stay quiet during it.

The crew ate. Dell had two. Hask had one and a half. Reeve had one slice and said "good" which was the longest food review he'd ever given. Griff had three slices and looked like a man who had finished a water main and eaten a white pizza on the same day and wasn't sure which accomplishment was bigger.

The bar was warm and full and loud in the good way. The mains-are-done way. Miners and families and Griff's crew and Henderson in his chair by the window and Dolly on her stool and Cade at his corner table and Nell running plates and Benny behind the bar and the particular hum of a town celebrating something it had built together.

Then the swinging doors opened.

The man who walked in didn't belong. Not in the way Lena hadn't belonged on her first day — she'd been confused, lost, hit by a cart. This man wasn't confused. He was angry. The anger was on him like dust on a miner — in the set of his jaw, in the way he stood, in the way his eyes moved across the room looking for someone specific.

He was late twenties. Maybe thirty. Thin in the way that meant he hadn't been eating well, not in the way that meant he was lean. His clothes had been good once — the kind of riding clothes that cost money and showed it — but they were worn now. Road-worn. The clothes of a man who had been somewhere for a long time and hadn't found what he was looking for.

His eyes found Henderson.

The bar didn't go quiet. Not yet. The noise continued — the chatter, the forks, the laughter. But Lena saw it. She saw the man's eyes lock on Henderson's chair and she saw Henderson look up and she saw something happen on Henderson's face that she had never seen before.

Pain.

Not the pain of an injury. The pain of recognition. The pain of a man seeing something he'd been hoping for and dreading in equal measure.

"Dale," Henderson said. Quietly. The quiet of a man who had been saying that name in his head for three years and was now saying it out loud.

"Dad."

The bar started to go quiet. Conversation dying at the near tables first, then spreading outward like ripples. Heads turning. Forks stopping. The particular silence of a room that had just realized something private was about to become public.

Dale didn't sit down. He stood in the middle of the bar — the center of the room, the spot between the tables and the counter, the place where everyone could see him and he knew it. He wanted the audience. The anger needed witnesses.

"I've been riding for two days," Dale said. His voice was tight. Controlled. The control of a man who was about to lose control. "I came through Ridgemont. Talked to some traders. You know what they told me? They told me my father — the man who owns the biggest ranch in Dustbreak — has been pouring money into a BAR. Into a WATERWORKS company. Into a plumber nobody's ever heard of." His eyes found Lena. Locked on her. "They told me you've been spending my inheritance on pipe."

The silence was complete now. Every table. Every stool. Nell had frozen behind the bar. Benny's rag had stopped. Even Cade's cards had gone still.

"Sit down, Dale," Henderson said. Still quiet. Still in the chair.

"I don't want to sit down. I want to know where the money went. YOUR money. OUR money. The ranch money. The cattle money. The money that was supposed to — "

"Supposed to what?" Henderson's voice didn't rise. It never rose. The man spoke the way he lived — steady, measured, from the porch. "Supposed to fund another claim? Another mountain? Another three years of digging holes that don't have gold in them?"

Dale's face went red. Not pink — red. The red of a man who had been called out on the thing he'd been running from.

"That's not — I was PROSPECTING. I was building something — "

"You were spending." Henderson stood up. Slowly. The way Henderson did everything. He wasn't a big man but he filled the space he stood in. "You were spending money I gave you because you're my son and I believed you when you said you had a plan. Three years. Four claims. Nothing to show for it except a horse you rode half to death and clothes that don't fit anymore because you haven't been eating."

"At least I wasn't throwing it away on PIPE."

"The pipe is bringing water to this town." Henderson's voice was still quiet. Still steady. But there was something underneath it now — something heavy. "The pipe is making every property in Dustbreak worth more than it was a year ago. The pipe is why Henderson's beef is in every kitchen on this street instead of just three. The investments I've made are WORKING, Dale. Every gold piece I put into this town is coming back with interest. Can you say the same about a single gold piece I gave you?"

Dale opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. The anger was building — she could see it, the way you could see pressure building in a pipe that was about to blow. He wasn't hearing the numbers. He wasn't hearing the logic. He was hearing his father choose a town over his son and the anger was bigger than the facts.

"Those people — " Dale gestured at Lena, at Emmett, at the room. "Those STRANGERS are getting YOUR money. OUR money. The ranch — "

"The ranch is mine." Henderson's voice changed. Not louder. Harder. The bedrock under the soil. "The cattle are mine. The land is mine. I built them. With my hands. Over thirty years. Not your hands, Dale. Not your thirty years. Mine."

The bar was so quiet she could hear the oil popping in Benny's kitchen.

Henderson took a step toward his son. One step. The step of a man who was about to do something that cost him everything and had decided the price was worth it.

"Son." The word was gentle. Genuinely gentle. The last gentleness he had left. "The ranch is still there. The cattle are still there. Come home. Work it with me. That's all I've ever wanted. That's all I've been waiting for — three years, Dale. Three years of waiting for you to come home and say 'I'm ready to work.' Say it now. Say it and we'll walk out of here and go home and none of this matters."

The olive branch. The last one. Held out in a bar full of people who were watching a father offer his son the thing the son had been too proud to ask for.

Dale looked at his father. Looked at the room. Looked at the tables full of people eating pizza made by a cook his father had invested in, drinking water that flowed through pipes his father had paid for, sitting in a bar his father had helped expand. He looked at all of it — the evidence of his father's choices, the proof that Henderson's money had built something real — and he didn't see any of it.

"I don't want your ranch, Dad." The words came out flat. Dead. The deadness of a man who had stopped pretending. "I don't want your cows. I never did. I want what they're WORTH. What all of this is worth. And you're giving it away to strangers while your own blood gets nothing."

The bar didn't breathe.

Dale had just said it. In front of everyone. In front of Mae and Benny and Dolly and Griff and every person in Dustbreak who mattered. He'd told the whole town that his father's ranch — thirty years of work, the cattle, the land, the legacy — was just a number. Something to sell. Something to liquidate. Something to cash out the day the old man died.

Henderson looked at his son.

She'd seen Henderson nod. She'd seen Henderson sit. She'd seen Henderson do the quiet, steady things that Henderson did — the porch, the chair, the cattle, the patience. She had never seen Henderson's face do what it did now. The hope left. Not slowly — all at once. Like a lamp going out. The last three years of waiting and hoping and leaving the door open, extinguished by six words from the mouth of the boy he'd raised.

*I don't want your ranch, Dad.*

"You're done, boy."

Not angry. Not loud. Three words. Spoken the way you'd close a book you'd finished reading and knew you'd never open again.

Henderson walked to the door. Past his son. Past the tables. Past the bar. He didn't look back. The swinging doors settled behind him and through the window she watched him walk south — toward the ranch, toward the porch, toward the chair, toward the thirty years of work that his son had just told him were nothing but a price tag.

Dale stood in the center of the bar. Alone. The anger was gone — drained out of him the way water drains from a pipe when you open the valve at the bottom. What was left was something smaller. Something that looked like a man who had just realized what he'd done and didn't know how to undo it.

Nobody spoke to him. Nobody moved. The bar held its silence the way a church holds silence — not empty, just waiting.

Dale left. Through the swinging doors. Into the night. She didn't watch which direction he went.

The bar stayed quiet for a long time. Then Benny's rag started moving. Then Nell picked up a plate. Then someone at a table cleared their throat. And slowly, piece by piece, the noise came back — quieter than before, softer, the noise of people who had witnessed something painful and were giving it space.

Lena sat at her stool. The white pizza was cold. The whiskey was untouched. Emmett's hand found hers under the bar — not a grip, just contact. The warmth of a man who knew that what had just happened was going to matter and that the woman next to him was going to carry some of the weight.

She squeezed his hand. Didn't let go.

Six hundred feet of pipe in the ground. A white pizza on a plate. A water tower frame waiting for its tank. And a rancher walking home alone in the dark because his son had told him the only thing he couldn't unhear.

Not a good Tuesday. But a necessary one.

            

    
        B2 C49 - Waffles, Hoofprints, and a Missing Box

    
    
    
    
                The waffle iron was new.

Benny had ordered it through Mae — catalog from the coast trader, cast iron, hinged, with a grid pattern that pressed diamonds into the batter instead of squares. He'd been flush with cash for the first time in his life and spending it the way a man spends money when he's never had it before: on tools. New pans. A whisk made from twisted wire that was better than the fork he'd been using. A set of ceramic bowls in three sizes. And now this — a waffle iron that he was wielding like a man who had just discovered a new religion and was ready to convert everyone in the building.

"Batter cakes," he said, setting the plate in front of her. "Grid cakes. Whatever. They're cakes. In a grid."

"Waffles, Benny. They're waffles."

"Waffles." He tested the word. Filed it. Moved on. On top of the waffles: sliced fruit — something purple-red and sweet that she didn't recognize but her taste buds didn't care about taxonomy. A drizzle of tree syrup. A pat of butter still melting into the grid squares, pooling in the little diamond wells like tiny golden lakes.

She took a bite. Crispy outside, soft inside, the butter and syrup hitting together the way God intended when He invented breakfast. Benny had nailed the batter — not too thick, not too thin, the kind of batter that puffed in the iron and held its structure without going dense. The fruit was tart against the sweetness and the whole thing was warm and ridiculous and perfect.

"Benny. This is a Sunday morning food. This is the food you make when it's raining and nobody has anywhere to be and the whole world smells like butter. My mom used to make these. Not as good as yours, and if you ever meet her — which you won't, because she's in another dimension — don't tell her I said that."

The pink. The rag. "Huh."

Nell appeared from the kitchen side of the pass-through. Glaze on her chin from the ones she'd already eaten. No shame whatsoever. The girl had the metabolism of a hummingbird and the self-awareness of a golden retriever.

"Lena." Nell's face was doing something different. Not the grin. The other thing — the worried thing, the thing her face did when she had information that wasn't fun. "The water's been off since last night."

Lena set the fork down. "Off."

"Benny noticed around midnight. The tap stopped. He's been hauling buckets from the hand pump since before dawn." Nell lowered her voice, which was Nell's version of being discreet and still audible to the entire bar. "He's... not happy about it."

From the kitchen, the sound of a bucket being set down harder than a bucket needed to be set down. Followed by the particular silence of a man who was hauling water by hand after six weeks of running taps and had opinions about it.

Lena looked at the tap behind the bar. Dry. The handle sat there like a broken promise.

"How long has it been off?"

"Since about two in the morning, Benny thinks. He got up to get a drink and nothing came out."

Six hours. The gravity-fed line from the mountain — the original pipe, the one that fed the Ledger and the Hallett house and the Crewe house — had been dead for six hours. That line ran on gravity. No pump to fail. No valve to stick. The only way it stopped flowing was if the source stopped feeding.

The intake.

She stood up. Left half a waffle on the plate, which was a war crime against breakfast but the tap was dry and that was bigger than syrup.

She found Emmett in the office. Coat buttoned wrong. Pencil moving. He looked up with the warm look — the morning look, the one that meant he'd been working since dawn and was happy to see her.

"Water's out," she said. "Benny's been hauling buckets since midnight. The tap's dead."

The pencil stopped. "Since midnight?"

"I need to walk the line. The whole thing, south to north, all the way to the intake. If it's a joint failure, I'll find it. If it's the intake, I'll find that too."

"I'll come with you."

"No. I need you here. Go to Mae — tell her the line is down, I'm inspecting, I'll report back. She's going to start getting complaints from Hallett and Crewe if she hasn't already."

He nodded. Set the pencil down — the real set-down. "Be careful."

"It's a pipe, Emmett. Not a bear."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

---

She walked the line.

South to north. Starting at the Ledger tap, working backward. Every joint. Every section. Every place where the pipe emerged from the ground at a clean-out or a valve. She checked them all — hand on the pipe where she could reach it, ear to the ground where she couldn't, looking for the wet spot that would mean a break, the hiss that would mean a leak, the sag that would mean a section had shifted.

Nothing. The pipe was fine. Every joint she'd packed, every bell she'd sealed, every section Griff's crew had laid and backfilled — all of it holding. Dry as a bone inside, but structurally perfect. The pipe wasn't the problem. The pipe was doing exactly what pipe did when nothing was feeding it: sitting there, empty, waiting.

The walk took two hours. The trail up the mountain was familiar now — she'd walked it dozens of times during construction, knew every switchback, every root crossing, every place where the grade steepened and the pipe dove deeper. The air got cooler as she climbed. The stream was running — she could hear it before she saw it, the same cold mountain water that had been feeding Dustbreak since she'd put the first section in the ground.

The stream was fine. The water was fine.

The intake was gone.

She stopped. Stared. The place where the intake box had sat — the wooden box with the filter grate, the thing she'd built by hand with Juna's hemp screen and Forge's iron frame, the thing that sat in the stream and caught the water and fed it into the pipe — was empty. The stream flowed over bare rock where the box had been. No box. No filter. No grate.

And the pipe — the first section, the one that connected to the intake box through an oakum-and-solder joint — was wrong. She could see it from ten feet away. The bell end was shattered. Not cracked — shattered. The oakum was torn out in ragged strips, hanging from the broken rim like dead vines. The solder had snapped clean — the crystalline fracture of tin-silver alloy that had been pulled apart by a force it was never designed to resist.

This joint was made for compression. Water pushing against the seal. Not tension. Not pulling.

Someone had pulled the intake box off the pipe.

She looked at the ground. The streambank was churned — mud and gravel torn up in a fan pattern radiating out from where the box had been. And in the mud, clear as a signature: hoofprints. Deep ones. The kind a horse makes when it's pulling against weight. And leading away from the stream, heading north up the trail — drag marks. Two parallel gouges in the dirt, the width of a rope under tension, cutting through the mud and over the rocks and up the trail into the trees.

She followed the drag marks. A hundred yards. Two hundred. The gouges got shallower as the ground got harder, the trail turning to packed dirt and rock where the rope had skipped and bounced instead of digging in. But the path was clear. North. Away from Dustbreak. Away from the intake. Away from the thing that someone had wrapped a rope around and pulled off its foundation with a horse.

She followed for another quarter mile. The marks faded on hard ground. Whoever had done this had dragged the intake box a long way — long enough that going after it wasn't worth the time. The box was gone. The grate was gone. The pipe section that had been connected to the box was gone too — she could see now, walking back, that the pull had ripped the first section clean out of the trench. The trench itself had caved in where the pipe had been torn free, dirt and gravel collapsing into the void, a ten-foot section of destroyed infrastructure where yesterday there had been a sealed, functioning water main.

She stood at the edge of the cave-in. Looked at the shattered bell end of the second section — the one that was still in the ground, still connected to the rest of the line, still perfect from here all the way to Benny's kitchen. Six hundred feet of good pipe. Useless without a source.

She didn't say the name. She looked at the hoofprints and the drag marks and the shattered joint and she didn't say it.

She turned around and walked back down the mountain.

---

Mae was behind the counter. Spectacles. Pencil. The List. And something Lena hadn't seen before — three people standing in front of the counter, talking at the same time.

The Halletts. The Crewes. And a man she didn't recognize who was apparently renting a room above the hardware store and had been promised, by somebody, that there was running water in this town.

"One at a time," Mae said. Not loud. Mae didn't need loud. She had the voice of a woman who had been managing people for forty years and could shut down a room with a shift in her spectacles.

The room shut down. Mae looked at Lena. Looked at Emmett, who was standing by the wall with his notebook, having apparently been here for a while.

"Report," Mae said.

"Intake's gone. Ripped off the main. First pipe section pulled out with it. Trench caved in at the connection point. Hoofprints and drag marks heading north — someone tied a rope around the box, hitched it to a horse, and rode." She paused. "The box is gone. Dragged a long way. Not recoverable."

Mae's pencil stopped. The spectacles shifted. The mouth did the thing — not quite a smile, never quite a smile, but something that processed information and filed it in a place that would be dealt with later.

"How long to repair?"

"I need a new intake box — timber, a new grate. Forge can make the grate but he'll need a few hours. I need a repair sleeve for the damaged pipe end and a replacement section for the one that got ripped out. Trench needs re-digging and backfilling at the connection point. Half a day of work once I have the parts."

"Cost?"

"I don't know yet. I need to talk to Forge. Timber's easy — Garret has stock. The grate is the bottleneck."

Mae looked at the three people who had been complaining. The Halletts. The Crewes. The man from above the hardware store. They had been listening to Lena's report with the particular expression of people who had just learned that the thing they were upset about was not a malfunction but a deliberate act.

"You heard her," Mae said. "Half a day once she has parts. Go home. It'll be fixed by supper."

They went. Not happily, but they went. Because Mae said so, and in Dustbreak, Mae saying so was the end of the conversation.

Mae waited until the door closed. Then she looked at Lena. The look that wasn't the business look or the list look. The look that said *I know who did this and you know who did this and we are not going to say it out loud in front of people.*

"I'll figure out the funding," Mae said. "You go get your parts."

Lena nodded. Turned to Emmett. "I'll be at Forge. Come find me if anything changes."

"Go," he said. The pencil was already moving. The notebook was open. He was calculating the repair cost before she'd left the room, because that's what Emmett did — he heard a problem and started building the number that would solve it.

She walked to Forge's shop. The sound of the hammer was already going — the steady, rhythmic clang that meant Forge was working and the world was still turning, even when someone had ripped a piece of it out of the ground.

---

Forge looked at the broken bell end she'd carried down the mountain. Looked at the torn oakum. Looked at the solder fracture. His face did nothing, because Forge's face never did anything, but his hands turned the pipe section over twice and she knew he understood.

"Tension failure," he said. Not a question.

"Someone pulled the intake box off with a horse. Took the first section with it. I need a repair sleeve to join the new section to the existing line, a replacement six-foot section, and a grate for the new intake box. Timber I can get from Garret."

Forge set the broken section on the bench. "Sleeve and section I have. The grate — I need to cut and weld new iron stock. Three hours."

"Three hours."

"Maybe two and a half if Wren helps."

"Two and a half is better. I'll be back."

She stopped at Garret's. Got the timber for the intake box — cedar planks, cut to size, and a bag of iron nails. She could build the box on site. It wasn't elegant work — just a wooden box with an open top and a grated bottom that sat in the stream and kept the debris out while the water flowed in. She'd built the first one in an afternoon. She could build the second one faster now that she knew what worked.

She carried the timber back toward the office. Heavy. Awkward. The kind of load that made her miss the mule cart and also made her grateful that her arms had been hauling pipe for two months and didn't complain the way they would have on Day 1.

---

Henderson was leaving the office when she came around the corner.

She almost didn't see him — he was already past the door, hat on, walking south toward the ranch road with the slow, steady gait of a man who had somewhere to be and no reason to hurry getting there. But he saw her. Stopped. The hat tipped.

"Miss Wright."

"Henderson."

The nod. The one that said everything and nothing. He looked at the timber in her arms. Looked at the direction she'd come from — Forge's shop, the hardware store. He knew what she was carrying and why.

He didn't say anything else. He turned and walked south. She watched him go for a moment — the straight back, the steady pace, the hat that never sat crooked — and then she went inside.

Emmett was at the desk. The pencil was down. The notebook was closed. He looked up at her and his face had the particular expression of a man who had just had a conversation he wasn't expecting and needed a moment to process it.

"Henderson was here," he said.

"I saw him leaving."

"He paid for the repair. All of it. Didn't ask for a number first — I gave him the estimate and he transferred it before I finished the sentence." Emmett opened the notebook. Showed her the entry. The number. The transfer confirmation. Henderson's name. "And he ordered a water line to the ranch."

Lena set the timber down. Leaned against the desk. The spot.

"He said 'when you're ready,'" Emmett continued. "That's all. The repair cost. The ranch water line. 'When you're ready.' Then he left."

She looked at the notebook. At the number. At Henderson's name next to a transfer that covered every gold piece of damage his son had done, plus a new job that would run a water line two miles south to a ranch that had never had plumbing and had never asked for it until today.

Nobody said the name. Emmett didn't say it. She didn't say it. The name sat in the room like a chair nobody was sitting in.

"OK," she said. "Forge has the grate in two and a half hours. I've got the timber. I need Griff's crew for the trench work — can you send Dell?"

"Already sent word. Dell's on his way up."

She looked at him. Standing in the office with his notebook and his pencil and his coat buttoned wrong, having handled a client meeting and a financial transaction and a crew dispatch while she was at Forge's shop. The business partner. The numbers guy. Gloria in a crooked coat.

"Thank you," she said.

"That's the job."

"Yeah. It is."

She kissed him. Quick. Sawdust and timber resin on her hands. Then she picked up the cedar planks and headed for the door.

"Lena."

She turned. He was standing behind the desk with his hands at his sides and his coat buttoned wrong and his lens crooked and sawdust on his shoulder from where she'd leaned into him. No pencil. No notebook. No numbers.

"I love you," he said.

Not pink. Not stammered. Not buried in a sentence about coat buttons the way she'd done it. Just the words, standing on their own, in the quiet of the office on the worst morning of the month. He said it the way he said everything that mattered — carefully, precisely, like he'd checked the math and was sure.

She stood in the doorway with cedar planks on her shoulder and looked at the man who had just said the thing she'd been waiting to hear and hadn't known she was waiting.

"I know," she said. "I've known since the budget."

She walked out. Up the mountain. Cedar planks on her shoulder and a Nokia on her hip and a repair to make before supper and three words she was going to carry with her all the way to the intake and back.
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                The grate was good.

Forge's work always was — the man didn't make things that weren't — but this one was better than the original. Tighter spacing on the iron bars, cleaner welds, a lip around the edge that would seat into the bottom of the intake box and lock in place instead of just sitting there. He'd improved the design without being asked, because that's what Forge did. He saw how something was made the first time and the second time he made it better. Iron and water. The man's whole philosophy in three words.

She carried it up the mountain with Dell and two of Griff's crew. Griff himself was already at the site — he'd gone up ahead with shovels and the tamping bar, taken one look at the caved-in trench and the shattered bell end, and started clearing debris without being told. By the time Lena arrived with the grate and the repair sleeve and the new pipe section, Griff had the trench re-dug to depth and was standing in it with his arms folded, waiting.

"Ready when you are, Wright."

"You're getting too good at this."

"You're a bad teacher. Your students don't need you anymore."

"That's what a good teacher does, Griff. Works herself out of a job."

She built the intake box first. Cedar planks. Iron nails. Nokia as hammer, because the Nokia was always the hammer. The box was simple — three sides, open at the upstream face so the water could flow in, the grate seated in the bottom to catch debris. She'd built the first one in a couple of hours, learning as she went. This one took forty minutes. The wood was cut. The design was in her hands. She didn't need to think about it anymore — her body knew where the nails went, knew how deep to seat the grate, knew the angle that would keep the box stable in the current without shifting.

She set it in the stream. Wedged it against the rocks on the bank. The water hit the grate and filtered through clean — no leaves, no gravel, just cold mountain water doing what it had been doing for a thousand years, except now it had somewhere to go.

"Pipe," she said.

Dell handed her the new section. Six feet of iron, 2.5-inch bore, quarter-inch walls, bell end flared and clean. Forge's work. She fitted the spigot end into the intake box outlet — the hole she'd cut in the downstream side of the cedar, sized to the pipe, sealed with oakum packed tight around the joint. Hemp fiber compressed into the gap with the caulking iron, each layer tamped firm, building the mechanical seal that would hold the water in and the world out.

The solder came next. Tin-silver, melted in the ladle over the portable brazier Dell had carried up the mountain strapped to his back like a man who had been told "bring the hot thing" and had not asked questions. She poured it slow — the solder flowing into the oakum, filling the gaps, hardening into a seal that would hold pressure from the inside and laugh at anything trying to get in from the outside.

One joint done. The intake box connected to the new section.

Now the repair sleeve. This was the hard part — joining the new section to the existing line where the old pipe had been ripped out. The second section's bell end was shattered from the tension failure, the oakum torn out, the solder fractured. She couldn't pack a damaged bell. She needed the sleeve.

The repair sleeve was Forge's invention — a short iron cylinder, slightly wider than the pipe's outside diameter, that slid over both ends and bridged the gap. Oakum packed on both sides. Solder poured on both sides. Two seals instead of one, with the sleeve holding everything in alignment.

"This is a fernco," she said to nobody in particular.

"A what?" Dell said.

"Nothing. Earth thing. It's a coupling that connects two pipes when one of them is damaged and you can't make a standard joint." She slid the sleeve over the new section's spigot end, positioned it so it straddled the joint — half on the new pipe, half on the old. "Hold this. Don't move."

Dell held it. He did not move. Dell had learned that when Lena said "don't move," she meant it the way gravity meant it — as a law, not a suggestion.

She packed oakum on the new side first. Caulking iron. Tap, tap, tap — the rhythm she could do in her sleep, the hemp fiber compressing into the gap between the sleeve and the pipe, building the seal layer by layer. Then the old side — trickier, because the damaged bell end was ragged and the oakum had to compensate for the uneven surface. She packed it tighter. More layers. More taps. The caulking iron finding the gaps and filling them with the patience of a woman who had been doing this since she was sixteen and would be doing it when she was sixty.

Solder on both sides. Pour, set, cool. Pour, set, cool. The tin-silver alloy flowing into the oakum, locking it in place, hardening into a seal that was ugly as hell and would hold for thirty years.

She stepped back. Looked at the joint. The sleeve was visible — a fat collar around the pipe where two sections met, packed and soldered on both sides. It wasn't pretty. It was the plumbing equivalent of a scar — functional, permanent, and proof that something had been broken and fixed.

"Backfill," she said.

Griff's crew moved. Gravel first — six inches over the pipe, hand-packed, the same way they'd done six hundred feet of mains. Then dirt. Tamped in layers. The trench filling in section by section until the repair was invisible, buried under the earth with everything else she'd built.

She walked back to the intake box. Checked the seal. Checked the grate. Checked the stream flow hitting the filter at the right angle with the right volume.

"Open the valve," she said.

Griff turned the valve at the junction — the shutoff she'd installed between the intake and the main during the original construction. The valve she'd put there because every good plumber puts shutoffs where they might need them, even when nobody asks, because the day you need to isolate a section is the day you're grateful you planned ahead.

She heard it. The sound of water entering pipe. Not a rush — a fill. The slow, steady sound of six hundred feet of iron filling with mountain water, the air pushing out ahead of the flow, the pressure building as gravity did its work. She put her hand on the pipe above the repair sleeve. Felt the vibration. Felt the water moving inside the iron — cold, alive, heading south.

"It's flowing," she said.

Dell pumped his fist. Hask nodded. Reeve said nothing, which from Reeve was a parade. Griff watched the valve for a count of ten, watching for leaks at the handle, watching for anything wrong. Nothing wrong. Just water doing what water did when you gave it a pipe and a hill and a reason.

"Let's go," she said. "We need to get down before the water does. I need to tell everyone to flush their lines."

---

She sent Dell ahead at a run. The kid was fast and he was loud and he knew every door in Dustbreak, which made him the perfect emergency broadcast system. His instructions were simple: every house on the old main — the Ledger, the Halletts, the Crewes — open your taps now. Run three to four gallons into a bucket. The water's going to be brown. Don't drink the brown water. Don't cook with the brown water. Don't panic about the brown water. It's just dirt in the line from the repair. Run it until it clears, then you're good.

By the time she got back to town, she could already hear it — the sound of water running into buckets through open windows. The Hallett woman was on her porch watching brown water pour out of a tap into a wash basin, her face caught between disgust and relief. The Crewe kid was fascinated — holding his hand under the stream, watching the color change from mud to rust to amber to clear. Nell had the bar tap open full and was filling buckets behind the counter while Benny stood next to her with his arms folded and an expression that said *my kitchen has been held hostage by a hand pump for fourteen hours and someone is going to answer for this.*

The water ran brown. Then rust. Then amber. Then clear.

Lena stood behind the bar and watched the tap run clean and felt the particular satisfaction of a plumber who had fixed the thing that was broken and put the world back the way it was supposed to be. Not the first time. Not the best time. But real. The water was flowing. The system worked.

Benny filled a glass. Looked at it. Held it to the light. Clear. Clean. Mountain water.

He drank it. Set the glass down. Picked up the rag.

"Huh," he said.

"Huh yourself," she said. "You're welcome."

---

Supper was burgers.

Not Benny's first — he'd made them before, the day the meat grinder arrived, and the bar had lost its collective mind. But Benny didn't repeat. Benny evolved. The patties were the same — ground Henderson beef, seared on flat iron, the Maillard crust that haunted her dreams — but he'd been thinking since the first round. She could tell because of what was sitting on top.

A fried onion ring. One thick ring, battered and fried golden, perched on top of the patty like a crown. And on top of the ring, pooling in the center where the onion curved up: ketchup. Not a lot. Just enough. The red against the gold against the brown of the crust, the whole thing sitting on a soft roll that he'd figured out how to bake without going dense.

She stared at it.

It was beautiful. Not fancy-restaurant beautiful — diner beautiful. The beauty of a thing that was exactly right without trying to be anything more than what it was. The onion ring added crunch on top of the crust. The ketchup added sweet and acid to cut the beef. And the whole thing looked like something you'd see on a menu board at the kind of place that had been open since 1953 and didn't need to advertise because the parking lot was always full.

"Benny. What made you put an onion ring on it?"

"People liked the fried potatoes. The oil, the crunch. So I thought — what else fries well? Onions fry well. And the ring shape fits on top of the patty." He shrugged. "It seemed right."

It seemed right. The man's entire creative process in three words.

She picked it up. Bit through the ring first — the batter cracked, the onion pulled soft and sweet underneath, the ketchup hit with the beef and the bun and everything came together the way a chord comes together when every note lands at the same time. The fries on the side were better too — crispier, the double-fry method finally clicking, the exteriors holding their crunch instead of going limp after thirty seconds.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You should put these on the menu."

He blinked. "I don't have a menu."

"Exactly. You should. And these should be the first thing on it." She pointed at the burger — the patty, the ring, the ketchup, the bun. "Not flat pies. Not waffles. Not whatever experiment you're running behind the closed door. This. The burger. The thing that every single person in this bar orders when you make it and nobody sends back. This is your anchor."

"My what?"

"Your anchor item. The thing that's always available. The thing people come in knowing they can get. Everything else you cook is a surprise — the daily thing, the creative thing, the 'what's Benny making tonight' thing. That's great. Keep doing that. But you need one thing that's always on. One thing that's reliable. One thing that Henderson's ranch hands can ride in and order without wondering if it's available." She paused. "And it uses Henderson's beef. Every day. Consistent demand. He'd love that."

Benny looked at the burger. At the bar. At the grill behind him where the flat iron still had patty grease sizzling on it. She could see the math happening — not Emmett math, not columns-and-numbers math, but Benny math. The math of a cook who was realizing that having a signature dish wasn't a constraint on his creativity. It was a foundation for it.

"Flat meat patty," he said. "On a roll. With whatever I want on top."

"Burger, Benny. It's a burger. And yes — whatever you want on top. That's the beauty of it. The base is the same every time. The toppings are where you get creative. The onion ring. Cheese. That barbecue sauce you made. Whatever. The patty and the bun are the anchor. The rest is you."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. But not the usual wipe — the thinking wipe. The one that meant something was settling into place in the back of his head where the good ideas lived.

"And Benny?"

"Yeah?"

"Put a price on it. A real price. Don't just make it and hand it to people. This is a menu item. It costs something. Emmett can help you figure out the margin — what the meat costs, what the bun costs, what you charge. You're running a restaurant now, not a charity kitchen."

"I'm running a bar."

"You're running a bar with a pass-through and a waffle iron and a meat grinder and a cook who just put a fried onion ring on a burger like he's been doing it his whole life. You're running a restaurant, Benny. You just haven't put up the sign yet."

The pink. Both ears. The full Benny.

Emmett was at his stool. He'd heard all of it — of course he had, the man heard everything that involved numbers or business or Lena being right about something — and he was already writing in the notebook. The Wright & Grail notebook, the one with the columns. Except now he was writing in a section she hadn't seen before. A section that said LEDGER OPERATIONS at the top in Emmett's precise hand.

"I didn't ask you to do that," Benny said, looking at the notebook.

"You didn't have to," Emmett said. "That's the job."

Lena looked at Emmett. At Benny. At the burger on the plate and the notebook on the bar and the water running from the tap that had been dry fourteen hours ago and was flowing again because she'd carried cedar planks up a mountain and packed oakum into a sleeve joint while Dell held the pipe and didn't move.

One bad day. One ripped-out intake. One ride up the mountain and back down and up again and back down again. One emergency repair that was already buried and invisible. One rancher who paid for the damage and ordered more pipe. One cook who just got his first menu item. One partner who was already doing the books for a business that wasn't his because that's what partners did.

She finished the burger. Drank the whiskey. The tap behind the bar ran clear and cold and steady, the way it was supposed to, the way it would keep running until the next time something went wrong and she fixed it again, because that's what plumbers did. They fixed things. And then they fixed them again. And then they ate a burger and went to bed.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Tuesday.
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                She picked up the Ledger from the nightstand. Didn't look at it. Didn't hold it at arm's length. Didn't carry it like a dead animal the way she had in the early days. She just picked it up — the warm, glowing rectangle that showed up every morning whether she wanted it to or not — and carried it to the office the way you carried the mail. A thing that needed to go somewhere. Not her problem what was in it.

Emmett was at the desk. Always at the desk. He looked up, took the Ledger, and opened it with the practiced ease of a man who had been doing this every morning for weeks. Eyes moving. The reading lens perched on his nose. She could see him checking — the level number first (always the level number first, because Emmett tracked her progression the way other men tracked horses or stocks or weather), then the balance, then the transactions. His pencil came out. Three quick notes in the margin of his notebook — updates to whatever running tally he kept in his head and on paper and probably in his dreams.

"Anything interesting?" she asked. The question she asked every morning. The question he answered honestly and she pretended not to hear.

"Nothing that changes the plan." The answer he gave every morning. The answer that meant *yes, actually, several things, but you don't want to know and I'll handle it.*

He closed the Ledger and set it on the corner of the desk. Nell would pick it up later and stash it behind the bar. The relay. Lena to Emmett to Nell. Three people, one rectangle, zero interest from the person whose name was on it.

"Breakfast," she said. "Then the cooper's man. Big day."

"Big day," he agreed. The pencil moved.

---

The smell met her at the swinging doors.

Not a new smell. An old one. The oldest one — the one from her first week, the one that had stopped her in her tracks when Benny had somehow produced eggs benedict in a world that had never heard the words. Butter and egg yolk and something rich and warm, the smell of a hollandaise that had no business existing in a magitech frontier town and existed anyway because Benny Harwick's brain did things nobody could explain.

But underneath the familiar — something different. A brightness. A sharpness that cut through the butter the way lemon cut through butter, which was impossible because the last hollandaise hadn't had —

She sat on her stool. Nell set the plate down.

She stared at it.

Eggs benedict. The same dish. The same architecture — poached egg on meat on bread, sauce on top. But every component had changed. The bread wasn't the heavy, dense thing Benny had used the first time around — it was a muffin. A real muffin. Round, split in half, toasted golden on the flat iron, and when she picked up one half and looked at the inside she made a sound that was not appropriate for a bar at seven in the morning.

Nooks and crannies. Actual nooks and crannies. The bubbly, pockmarked interior of a sourdough English muffin — the holes and ridges and little caves that caught the butter and held the sauce and made every bite a different landscape of texture. The bread had a tang to it, the sour bite of a real sourdough starter, which meant Benny had been keeping a culture alive somewhere in that kitchen. Feeding it. Tending it. The man was raising bread the way Henderson raised cattle.

"Benny. What do you call these?"

"Fried bubbly bread." He shrugged. "The batter — the dough — it bubbles when it sits. Little holes all through it. Then you fry it on the iron and the outside gets crispy but the holes stay."

"Benny, you just described an English muffin. You just invented an English muffin from scratch, including the sourdough starter, and you called it 'fried bubbly bread.'"

"It's fried. It's bubbly. It's bread."

She couldn't argue with the man's naming logic. She never could.

The meat was different too. Not the ham from the first round — this was cured pork tenderloin, sliced thin, pink at the center with a salt-cured edge. Henderson's meat. The tenderloin was lean and delicate where the earlier ham had been fatty and heavy, and the cure was Benny's own work — he'd been experimenting with salt curing for weeks, and this was the result. Clean flavor. Not overpowering. The kind of meat that supported the egg instead of fighting it for attention.

And the hollandaise.

She tasted it before she saw it — the sauce draped over the poached egg in a golden ribbon, pooling in the nooks and crannies of the muffin where it collected like tiny lakes of butter and sunshine. The first taste was the same. Rich. Warm. The double-boiler emulsion of butter and egg yolk that Benny had nailed weeks ago.

Then the lemon hit.

Just a touch. A brightness at the back of the tongue that lifted the whole sauce out of its richness and made it sing instead of sit. The butter was still there but now it had a partner — the acid cutting the fat, the way acid was supposed to cut fat, the way every decent hollandaise in every decent brunch place in Raleigh had a squeeze of lemon in it and the ones that didn't were just warm butter pretending to be a sauce.

And then — underneath the lemon, barely there, a ghost of heat. A warmth at the back of the throat that built slowly and faded clean. His hot sauce. The one he'd been working on for weeks — she'd seen the bottles on the kitchen shelf, the experiments with different peppers and vinegar ratios. He'd put a touch of it in the hollandaise. Not enough to make it spicy. Just enough to make it alive.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"This is the same dish you made me in my first week."

"It's eggs on bread with sauce."

"It's the same dish. But every single thing about it is better. The bread is better. The meat is better. The sauce is — Benny, the sauce has lemon in it."

"The sour fruit. From the southern trader. Mae got a crate of them last week."

"Lemon juice in hollandaise. That's — that's textbook. That's what they teach you in culinary school. And you just — "

"It was too heavy. The sauce. Always too heavy. The sour fruit — I squeezed one into the pot and it changed. The whole thing changed."

"You added acid to cut the fat."

"I added the sour fruit because it tasted better."

Same thing, Benny. Same goddamn thing. The man was reinventing classical French technique from first principles because the butter was "too heavy" and the sour fruit "tasted better," and somewhere in Paris the ghost of Auguste Escoffier was either weeping with pride or spinning in his grave and she honestly couldn't tell which.

"And the hot sauce."

"Just a drop. Nell said it was too much last time. One drop this time."

"One drop is perfect. One drop is what they do at every good brunch spot in the American South. You just invented Southern-style eggs benedict with a hollandaise that has lemon and hot sauce, Benny. In a world that doesn't have the American South. Or brunch. Or the word 'benedict.'"

"It's eggs on fried bubbly bread with sauce."

"Huh," she said.

He blinked. She'd never said it back to him before. The word just came out — his word, his sound, the thing he said when something landed and he needed a moment to file it. She'd borrowed it without thinking, the way Emmett borrowed her profanity.

The pink. Both ears. The full Benny.

She ate the whole thing. Every bite. The nooks and crannies catching the hollandaise. The cured pork clean and salty against the richness. The lemon lifting the sauce. The hot sauce whispering underneath. The poached egg splitting open when she cut into it, the yolk running into the muffin's crannies like it was filling them on purpose, like the bread had been designed — by a man who didn't know what an English muffin was — to catch and hold exactly this.

She set the fork down. Looked at the empty plate. Looked at Benny, who was already making another round for Griff's crew.

Back in the early days, this dish had been good. Today it was perfect. The same architecture. Every component upgraded. The cook who'd stumbled into eggs benedict that first week had just served her a plate that would hold its own against any brunch spot she'd ever been to, and he'd done it with fried bubbly bread and sour fruit and one drop of hot sauce.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Don't ever stop cooking."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The smallest smile she'd ever seen on his face — the one that wasn't the pink, wasn't the grin, was something quieter. The smile of a man who knew he was good at something and was still surprised every time someone noticed.

---

The cooper's cart arrived at midmorning.

Same man. Stocky. Quiet. The square on his belt and the mallet on his hip and the particular way he looked at timber before he touched it — checking the grain, reading the wood, deciding whether it deserved his hands. He'd been here two weeks ago for the frame. He'd said he'd come back for the tank. He was back.

Two carts again. The first one carried timber — not the heavy posts and cross-braces of the frame raise, but lighter stock. Long straight pieces, squared and notched at the ends. Gantry timber. The scaffolding that would hold the block and tackle high enough to hoist three thousand gallons of water tank onto a twenty-foot frame.

The second cart carried staves.

Lena had seen barrel staves before — every plumber dealt with water barrels eventually, and she'd replaced enough old wooden water mains in Raleigh to know how coopering worked. But these were different. These were water tower staves. Long — eight feet, maybe nine. Wide. Curved along their length, shaped on a form to follow the circumference of a tank that would be twelve feet across when assembled. Each one was thick enough to hold against three thousand gallons of outward pressure. Each one had been shaped, steamed, and dried in the cooper's shop over two weeks.

The iron rings were on the second cart too. Heavy. Black. Ten feet across. Sized to the tank's circumference at five different heights — bottom, quarter, middle, three-quarter, top. When the staves were assembled and the rings were driven on hot, the iron would cool and contract and squeeze the staves together with a force that no water pressure could overcome. The same physics that made a barrel watertight, scaled up to hold a town's water supply.

The cooper's man looked at Griff's crew. Nodded — the short nod, the one he'd given them at the end of the frame raise. He'd watched them work two weeks ago. He knew what they could do.

"Gantry," he said. He walked Griff to the timber cart, pointed at the notched ends, traced the shape with his hands — A-frame, thirty feet, block and tackle at the apex, braced in three directions. He explained it in about forty words. Griff nodded once. The cooper's man turned to the stave cart and started unloading. The gantry was Griff's problem now.

---

Griff's crew built the gantry.

Lena directed. Griff executed. Dell and Hask and Reeve carried and held and bolted. The gantry was simple in concept — a tall A-frame structure built next to the water tower frame, high enough to position the block and tackle above the frame's top crossbeams. The tank would be rigged to the block, hoisted straight up, then guided sideways onto the frame. Simple in concept. Heavy in execution.

The timber went up fast. Griff's crew had the rhythm now — they'd done the frame raise, they'd done the Benny expansion header, they'd done trench shoring and temporary bracing on a dozen jobs. They understood timber. They understood bolts. They understood the physics of tall things that wanted to fall over and the bracing that stopped them.

By noon the gantry stood next to the frame — thirty feet tall, braced in three directions, the block and tackle rigged at the apex with the same hemp rope and hardware that had raised the frame posts two weeks ago. The gantry creaked in the breeze. It held. Griff tested it — hung his full weight on the rope, bounced twice, watched the joints. Nothing moved.

"It'll hold," Griff said.

"It'll hold the tank?"

"It'll hold whatever we put on it." The confidence of a man who had built something correctly and knew it.

---

While the gantry went up, the cooper built the tank.

Lena watched when she could — between directing the gantry crew, between checking joints and testing braces. She watched because coopering was a craft she respected and didn't know, and watching a master work was how you learned the things you couldn't teach yourself.

He laid the staves out on the ground in a circle. Bottom ring first — the heavy iron hoop laid flat, and the staves set inside it vertically, their curved edges mating together, the joints tight. Two of Henderson's ranch hands worked with him — not because he'd asked, but because he'd looked at the ten-foot iron rings on the cart and then looked at the ranch hands and the ranch hands had understood. These weren't barrel rings you flipped with one hand. These were heavy iron hoops wider than a man was tall, and moving them — especially hot — was a three-person job or it was a dead-person job.

The staves stood in the ring like the petals of a flower closing. He fitted a temporary rope around the top to hold them together while the three of them worked the bottom ring up from the base. One man on each side with long-handled tongs, the cooper in front with the mallet. The ring slid over the staves — tight, impossibly tight, the iron biting into the wood as the cooper drove it upward. Heavy blows. Precise blows. Each one landing in the same spot, walking the ring up the staves a quarter inch at a time while the ranch hands held it level with the tongs, keeping the hoop from cocking sideways and binding against the wood.

Then the fire.

He built a forge — not Forge's forge, but a cooper's forge. A long trough of charcoal, narrow enough for the ring to sit across it, the coals banked high on both sides. The second iron ring went into the coals. Ten feet of iron, glowing. She watched it heat — black turning red at the edges first, the heat creeping inward toward the center of each section, the whole ring expanding as the metal warmed. The trough was barely long enough. The ends of the ring hung over the coals, cooler than the middle, and the cooper rotated it twice with the tongs to even out the heat.

When it was ready — and he knew when it was ready the way Forge knew when solder was ready, by color, by feel, by the particular shimmer of air above hot iron — the three of them moved.

Fast. All at once. The cooper called it — one word, sharp — and the two ranch hands grabbed the ring with long tongs, one on each side, lifting it off the coals. Ten feet of red-hot iron, sagging slightly under its own weight between the two grip points, radiating heat that Lena could feel from fifteen feet away. They carried it to the tank — six steps, fast, the iron losing heat with every second. The cooper was already at the tank, mallet in hand, guiding them in. They lifted the ring over the top of the staves and dropped it.

The ring fell over the staves. The wood hissed — steam erupting from every joint where the hot iron met the timber, the water in the wood vaporizing on contact, a ring of white vapor rising off the tank like smoke from a crown. The cooper drove the ring down with the mallet. Fast. Before the iron cooled. Three blows, four, five — each one precise, the ranch hands still steadying the ring with their tongs, keeping it level as the cooper hammered it into position. The ring seated. The staves compressed. The hissing faded.

Then the ring cooled. And as it cooled, it shrank. The iron contracting around the wood, pulling the staves tighter than any amount of hammering could achieve. The physics of thermal contraction doing in ten minutes what no human force could do in a day. The staves creaked. Settled. Became a wall.

They did this five times. Five rings. Bottom to top. Each one heated in the trough, carried with tongs, dropped over the staves, driven into position, cooled. The three of them working in a rhythm that got tighter with each ring — the ranch hands anticipating the lift, the cooper anticipating the seat, nobody talking except the one-word call that started each carry. The tank taking shape ring by ring — a cylinder of shaped wood and iron, twelve feet across, eight feet tall, held together by the same physics that held a barrel together, just bigger. Much bigger. And much more dangerous to assemble — ten feet of red-hot iron didn't forgive mistakes, and the ranch hands had the focus of men who understood that.

The last step was the charring. He built a fire inside the tank — small, controlled, the coals spread across the bottom. The interior wood blackened and hardened, the fire sealing the surface, closing the pores of the timber against water penetration. The tank smoked. The smoke rose straight up out of the open top like a chimney, and for a few minutes the south end of Dustbreak smelled like a campfire and a workshop and the particular sharp sweetness of wood being transformed by heat into something stronger than it was before.

When the fire burned down, the cooper raked the coals and inspected the interior. Blackened. Sealed. Watertight. He ran his hand along the inside wall — the way you'd run your hand along a finished piece of furniture, checking for rough spots, for gaps, for anything that wasn't right.

"Tank's done," he said. "Ready for the hoist when you are."

---

Hollis arrived in the afternoon.

She hadn't sent for him. Mae had. The sign painter from the lumber yard — the same man who had carved and painted the Wright & Grail sign — walked up to the tank with a bucket of paint in each hand and a set of brushes rolled in a cloth under his arm. He looked at the tank. Looked at the staves. Looked at the surface — smooth from the coopering, blackened from the charring, a canvas of dark wood and iron rings.

"Mae sent me," he said.

"I can see that. What are you painting?"

He unrolled the cloth. Inside, on a piece of paper in Mae's handwriting — not Lena's, not Emmett's, Mae's precise schoolteacher script — two words for one side and two words for the other.

DUSTBREAK on the south-facing side. The side you'd see coming into town from the Henderson ranch, from Ridgemont, from anywhere south.

HENDERSON BEEF on the north-facing side. The side you'd see from the crossroads. From the Ledger. From the town.

Lena looked at the paper. Looked at Hollis. Looked south, toward the ranch road, where Henderson sat on his porch and watched the world and didn't ask for anything and invested in everything.

"Mae arranged this."

"Mae arranged it. Henderson doesn't know."

"How much?"

"Covered." Hollis set the paint down. Opened the first bucket — white. Clean. The kind of paint that would stand out against charred wood the way a name stands out against a sky.

"When you need it done?"

"Before the hoist. It goes up with the paint on it. Henderson sees it when the tank rises."

Hollis looked at the tank. At the surface. At the curve of the staves and the iron rings and the space between them where the letters would go.

"Two hours," he said. "Don't touch the south side until it dries."

He went to work. The brush moved with the same steady precision that had carved the W&G sign — Hollis wasn't an artist, he was a craftsman, and the difference was that an artist worried about beauty while a craftsman worried about legibility and let the beauty happen on its own. The letters went on clean. White against black. DUSTBREAK in tall, square letters that could be read from two hundred yards. HENDERSON BEEF in the same style, same size, on the opposite side.

She watched the letters appear. D. U. S. T. B. R. E. A. K. The name of the town she'd stumbled into, spelled out on a water tank she'd helped build, painted by a man Mae had sent because Mae thought of everything, funded by a rancher whose son had tried to tear the whole thing down a week ago.

Hollis finished. Stepped back. Nodded at his work the way craftsmen nodded — not pride, just accuracy confirmed.

"Don't touch it for an hour," he said. "Then it's yours."

---

The hoist happened at four in the afternoon.

The whole town came. Not the partial crowd of the frame raise — everyone. Every miner not underground. Every rancher within riding distance. Every wife, every child, every shopkeeper who could close for an hour. Henderson was on his fence line — he'd walked up from the ranch road and stood where he always stood when Dustbreak did something worth watching, at the edge of the crowd, hat on, arms folded, the quiet audience of a man who invested in things and watched them grow.

He couldn't see the north side of the tank from where he stood. The HENDERSON BEEF lettering faced away from him. He'd see DUSTBREAK first. The other side would come later — when the tank rotated during the hoist, or when he walked around to check, or when someone told him. Mae had planned that too, probably. The reveal was in the rotation.

The cooper's man rigged the tank. Four ropes, evenly spaced, running from iron hooks bolted to the bottom ring up through the block and tackle at the top of the gantry. The geometry was simple — pull the ropes, the tank goes up. Guide the ropes, the tank goes sideways. Set the tank on the frame. Bolt it down.

Simple geometry. Three thousand pounds of wood and iron on the end of a rope.

"Twelve men on the pull," the cooper's man said. "Four on the guide lines. Nobody under the tank. Nobody."

Griff's crew took the pull — Dell, Hask, Reeve, plus the ranch hands Henderson had sent again, plus Garret's framers, plus four miners Griff had recruited with the promise of beer and the threat of being left out. Twelve men on the main rope, which ran through the block at the top of the gantry and back down to the ground. Mechanical advantage. The block cut the effective weight in half. Six men could have done it. Twelve made it controlled.

The guide lines went to Emmett, Griff, and two of Garret's men — one on each corner of the tank's base, holding ropes that would keep the tank from swinging during the lift and guide it onto the frame once it cleared the top.

Lena stood at the base of the frame. Looking up. Twenty feet of white oak and cross-braces, waiting for the thing they'd been built to hold.

"Ready on the pull?"

Twelve voices. "Ready."

"Ready on the guides?"

Four voices. "Ready."

"Lift."

The rope went taut. The block groaned — the deep, wooden sound of hemp under load, the pulleys turning, the gantry absorbing the weight. The tank shifted on the ground. Tilted. Then lifted — the bottom clearing the dirt, an inch, then six inches, then a foot. Three thousand pounds of coopered timber and iron rising off the ground on four ropes and the strength of twelve men and a block and tackle that had been doing this longer than any of them had been alive.

The tank rose.

It rose the way important things rise — not fast, not slow. Deliberately. The rope men pulling in rhythm, hand over hand, the block singing with each pull. The guide lines kept the tank centered — Emmett on the south guide, leaning back, both hands on the rope, the reading lens knocked sideways by the effort and his coat somewhere on the ground where he'd thrown it an hour ago. Griff on the north guide, steady as the frame itself. The tank climbed past ten feet. Past fifteen. The iron rings caught the afternoon sun and flashed — five bands of black iron against dark wood, the geometry of a thing built to hold water and weather and time.

At eighteen feet, the tank cleared the top of the frame. The guide lines went to work — Griff pulling north, Emmett easing south, the two Garret men adjusting east and west. The tank swung — gently, the pendulum motion of a heavy thing on a long rope — and the crowd held its breath.

The tank rotated as it swung.

The south side — DUSTBREAK in white letters against the charred wood — had been facing the crowd. As the guide lines pulled the tank over the frame, it turned. A quarter rotation. The south-facing side swung east. The east side swung north. And the north side — the side that had been facing away from the crowd, away from Henderson, away from everyone — swung into view.

HENDERSON BEEF.

White letters on black wood. Clean. Square. Legible from two hundred yards. The name of the man who had invested in every piece of what they were building, painted on the water tank his money had helped construct, visible from the crossroads to anyone who looked south.

Henderson saw it.

She was watching. She'd positioned herself where she could see his face when the lettering came around, because some moments you needed to witness even if nobody asked you to. Henderson's arms uncrossed. His hat came off — not the processing gesture, not the hand-through-hair. Just off. Held at his side. His face did something she'd never seen it do.

The old rancher looked at his name on the water tower and his jaw tightened and his eyes got bright and he put his hat back on and he didn't say a word.

The tank settled onto the frame. The cooper's man was up top — he'd climbed the gantry while the tank was rising and was standing on the crossbeams, guiding the base onto the bearing points with his hands, the way you'd guide a lid onto a pot. The tank seated. The wood met the wood. The sound it made was a deep, solid *thunk* that resonated through the frame and into the foundation and into the ground — the sound of weight finding its home.

"Down on the pull!" the cooper's man called. "Hold the guides!"

The rope went slack. The tank sat on the frame under its own weight — three thousand pounds of coopered timber pressing down on twenty feet of white oak, the mortise and tenon joints taking the load, the cross-braces distributing it evenly to the four posts, the four posts carrying it down to the stone foundation Griff had built. The frame didn't creak. The frame didn't shift. The frame held, because it had been built correctly by a man who understood timber and another man who understood stone and a woman who understood that the thing underneath was always more important than the thing on top.

The cooper's man bolted the tank to the frame. Iron bolts through the base ring into the crossbeams. Six bolts. Each one sunk and torqued. The tank wasn't going anywhere — not in wind, not in rain, not if every horse in Henderson's stable tried to pull it off. She thought that last part and didn't say it. Nobody needed to say it.

The crowd cheered. Not the breath of the frame raise — a real cheer. The sound of a town watching something it had been waiting for, something it had funded and argued about and invested in and hoped for, finally becoming real. Hands clapping. A whistle from somewhere in the back — Dell, probably. Nell's voice carrying over the crowd because Nell's voice always carried over everything.

---

The tin roof went up last.

Conical. Hammered tin, shaped at Forge's shop, delivered that morning and leaning against the foundation all day like a hat waiting for its head. It was light compared to the tank — fifty pounds, maybe sixty. The cooper's man rigged it to the block with a single rope while Griff's crew hauled it up in one smooth pull. It rose fast — spinning slightly on the rope, the tin catching the late afternoon sun, throwing light across the crossroads in quick flashes.

It settled on top of the tank like a cap. The cooper's man fitted it over the rim — a lip around the inside edge that seated against the top ring of the staves, holding it in place. Two bolts through the rim into the iron ring. Done. A conical tin roof, keeping the rain and the leaves and the birds out of three thousand gallons of mountain water.

The water tower was complete.

Frame. Tank. Roof. Twenty-five feet of structure standing at the south end of Dustbreak, visible from every road and every rooftop and Henderson's porch. DUSTBREAK in white letters facing south. HENDERSON BEEF facing north. A tin cap on top catching the last of the afternoon sun like a beacon.

Lena stood at the base and looked up. The shadow of the tower fell across the road — the first new shadow in Dustbreak that hadn't been cast by a building or a person. A shadow that said *something was built here.*

Emmett was next to her. Coat back on. Buttoned wrong. Lens straightened. Rope blisters on top of the rope blisters from two weeks ago. His notebook was in his hand but the pencil wasn't moving. He was just looking up.

"We still need to connect it," she said. "The downpipe from the tank to the mains. The fill line from the new intake. The overflow."

"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

They stood there. Looking up at the thing they'd built — not just the tower, but everything under it. The pipe in the ground. The trenches. The joints. The company. The sign on the building and the name in the notebook and the Ledger she didn't read and the man who read it for her.

The cooper's man climbed down from the frame for the last time. Dusted his hands. Looked at the tower the way he'd looked at the frame two weeks ago — not proud. Satisfied. The satisfaction of a man who had built something that would stand.

"Good crew," he said. Same words as last time. Same nod.

He loaded his tools on the cart. Didn't stay for dinner. Didn't stay for beer. The cooper's man had built a water tower and he was going home, because that was the job and the job was done and he wasn't the kind of man who needed applause for doing his job correctly.

The cart rolled north. The sun went down. The tower stood.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C52 - Margaritas, Cheeseburgers, and a Lost Shaker of Salt

    
    
    
    
                She didn't know what got into her.

The tower was up. The tin cap was on. The crowd had gone home and the bar was filling for supper and she should have been sitting on her stool with a whiskey and a plate of whatever Benny was making, tired and satisfied and done. That was the script. That was what Lena Wright did at the end of a day — she sat down and she ate and she drank and she let the work settle into her bones like heat into pipe.

Instead she walked behind the bar.

Nell looked at her like she'd just seen a horse walk into a library. Lena had never been behind the bar. Not once. That was Benny's territory, Nell's territory — the sacred space where drinks happened and Ledgers got stashed and the rag lived. Customers sat on the other side. That was the rule. That was how bars worked.

"Lena?" Nell said. "What are you — "

"Those crates." Lena pointed at the wooden boxes stacked against the wall behind the whiskey shelf. She'd been noticing them for weeks — small crates, different sizes, arriving with the supply wagons. Benny's samples. The liquor supplier from the coast had been sending bottles — different spirits, different regions, things Benny was tasting and testing for the bar. He wanted to serve more than beer and whiskey, so the trader was sending options. The crates sat behind the bar like presents nobody had opened yet. "What's in those?"

"Benny's samples. He hasn't gone through all of them yet. He opens one every few days, tastes it, decides if he wants to order more — "

Lena was already pulling the first crate open.

Bottles. Twelve of them, packed in straw, different shapes and colors. She pulled one out. Clear liquid in a tall bottle. Sniffed the cork. Vodka, maybe. Or something close. Too clean, too neutral. She set it aside.

Next bottle. Amber. Short and wide. Sniffed. Sweet. Very sweet. Honey-based, probably. Not what she was looking for.

Next. Dark brown. Sniffed. Rum. Or something rum-adjacent — the sugarcane sweetness, the molasses depth. Nice. Not today.

Next. Golden. She pulled the cork and the smell hit her and she froze.

Agave. Or something so close to agave that her nose didn't care about the botanical distinction. The sharp, vegetal, slightly sweet smell of a spirit made from a desert plant that had been roasted and fermented and distilled into something that burned clean and tasted like sunshine and bad decisions.

"Oh," she said. Quietly. The way you say "oh" when you find something you forgot you lost.

She set the bottle on the bar. Kept digging. Third crate, second row — a shorter bottle, dark glass, something viscous inside. She pulled the cork. Orange. Sweet, thick, fragrant — orange peel and sugar and something floral underneath. A liqueur. An orange liqueur. Not Cointreau, not Grand Marnier, but the same family. The same idea. Sweet citrus in a bottle, waiting to meet its soulmate.

She set it next to the golden bottle. Looked at the two of them sitting on the bar like destiny.

"BENNY."

His face appeared in the pass-through. Flour on his cheek. The golden retriever look — curious, alert, slightly confused by the volume.

"Those lemons — the yellow tart things you used in the sauce this morning. You got the green ones too, right?"

"The small green ones? Harder than the yellow ones? Sharper?"

"Yeah. Those. Give me one."

He handed a lime through the pass-through. Small. Hard. Green. She held it to her nose and the smell cut through the bar — sharp, bright, the smell of a fruit that existed for one purpose and that purpose was to make other things better.

Nell was watching. The whole bar was not watching yet, because Lena was behind the bar doing something nobody understood, and the polite thing to do was pretend it wasn't happening until it became clear whether she was having a breakdown or a revelation.

She found two pint glasses. Clean. Heavy. She picked up the golden bottle — the tequila-that-wasn't-tequila — and poured. Two shots. Generous. The liquid was golden and clear and it smelled like the desert and the ocean had met somewhere and agreed on a drink.

Then the orange liqueur. Two shots. Thick, sweet, coating the side of the glass like syrup.

Then the lime. She cut it in half with a knife from behind the bar, squeezed the whole thing into the glass. The juice hit the liquor and the color shifted — golden to something warmer, something that caught the bar light and held it.

"Shame we don't have ice," she muttered.

She grabbed the second pint glass. Inverted it over the first. Pressed the rims together — a seal, not perfect, but good enough. She lifted both glasses and shook.

Hard. The way you shook a cocktail when you meant it — not the gentle back-and-forth of a bartender making a show, but the full-arm, shoulder-engaged, rattle-the-bones shake of a woman who had watched her brother Travis do this at every family barbecue for fifteen years and had absorbed the technique through pure exposure.

"SALT, BENNY. I need salt. On a flat plate."

A plate appeared through the pass-through. Salt in a mound. Benny's hand retreated. Smart man. He knew when Lena was operating and the correct response was to provide materials and stay out of the blast radius.

She ran the cut lime around the rim of a fresh pint glass — the third glass, the serving glass. The juice wet the rim in a thin, even line. She pressed the rim into the salt on the plate, rotating slowly, the crystals sticking to the citrus in a white crust that looked exactly right. Exactly like every margarita glass she'd ever been handed at every Tex-Mex restaurant and beach bar and backyard party in her entire adult life.

She separated the two shaker glasses — carefully, the suction resisting, the liquid inside cold from the shake even without ice. She poured through the gap between the rims, straining the liquid into the salt-rimmed glass. The drink filled the glass — golden, bright, smelling like limes and sunshine and a place that was very far from a magitech frontier town.

She set the glass on the bar.

Nell was staring at it.

"What IS that?" Nell asked.

Lena picked up the glass. Took a sip. The salt hit first — the crust on the rim breaking against her lip, the crystals dissolving on her tongue. Then the lime. Then the tequila, golden and warm, cutting through everything. Then the orange liqueur, sweet and round, smoothing the edges. The four flavors hit in sequence and then merged into something that was more than any of them alone — the particular alchemy of a margarita, the drink that had no business being as perfect as it was, the drink that tasted like someone had figured out how to put a sunset in a glass.

Close. Not quite — the tequila-that-wasn't-tequila was a little smokier than what she was used to, and the orange liqueur was sweeter, and there was no ice so it was room temperature instead of cold. But close. Close enough that her eyes stung and she thought about a patio in Raleigh and a Friday afternoon and the sound of her brothers arguing about nothing while the sun went down.

"Here," she said. She slid the glass to Nell. "Taste it. Get the salt on the rim first."

Nell picked up the glass. Took a sip the way Nell took sips of everything — with her whole face involved, the eyes going first, then the nose, then the mouth. The salt hit. The lime hit. The tequila hit.

Nell's eyes went wide. Not the food-wide that happened when Benny served something new. A different wide. The wide of a girl who had been drinking beer and whiskey her entire life and had just discovered that alcohol could taste like a vacation.

"Lena. What — this is — how did you — "

"Give it to Emmett."

Emmett was on his stool. Coat on. Buttoned wrong. Notebook closed for once, because the day was done and even Emmett stopped working when the pencil had nothing left to say. He took the glass from Nell with the careful hands of a man who trusted Lena's judgment about most things and was prepared to trust it about this.

He sipped. The salt. The lime. The golden warmth.

Of course Emmett liked it. Of course he did. The man who drank terrible coffee and had never met a sweet drink he didn't enjoy — of course a margarita was his thing. His face did the Emmett thing — not the pink, not the scholar look. The surprise look. The look of a man who had just tasted something that didn't fit into any category he had and was going to need a new column in his notebook.

"This is extraordinary," he said. The Emmett word. The word he used when "good" wasn't enough and "delicious" was too casual.

"Pass it down," Lena said.

The glass went down the bar. Griff's crew got it next — Dell took a sip and made a sound that wasn't appropriate for a public establishment. Hask tasted it and nodded, which from Hask was a five-star review. Reeve drank and said "good," which was a Michelin star. Dolly intercepted the glass on its way back, tasted it, raised an eyebrow — the professional assessment eyebrow, the one that said *I deal in pleasures for a living and this qualifies* — and passed it to Cade, who drank from his corner without comment and set the glass down in a way that meant he wanted more but wasn't going to say so.

Benny heard the commotion. He came out from the kitchen — apron on, flour on his hands, the face of a man who had heard his bar making sounds it didn't usually make and needed to investigate. The glass had made its way back to the bar. Lena poured the last of the shake into it. Ran the lime on the rim. Salted it. Slid it to him.

Benny picked it up. Looked at it — the color, the salt rim, the way the light came through the golden liquid. He drank. Not a sip. A real drink. The salt on his lip. The lime on his tongue. The tequila-that-wasn't-tequila hitting his chest and spreading warm.

His eyes went wide. The Benny wide — not just surprise, but the particular wide that meant his cook's brain had just received information it was going to do something with. The wide that meant he wasn't just tasting a drink. He was tasting components. Ratios. Possibilities.

"What is this, Lena?"

She leaned on the bar. The bartender lean — elbows down, weight forward, the posture of every bartender in every movie who was about to tell you the story of a drink.

"This," she said, "is a whole culture in a glass. Where I come from, this drink has a name and the name means more than the recipe. It means sun. It means the ocean — the real ocean, Benny, the one that goes on forever. It means white sand beaches and long sailboat cruises between islands and sitting under a palm tree with your feet in the water and absolutely nowhere to be. It's not just a drink. It's a state of mind. It's the drink you order when you've decided that today — right now — nothing matters except the salt on the glass and the sun on your face."

She stood up. Took a breath. And then — because the drink was in her blood and the tower was up and the tin cap was catching the last light through the open door and the day had been long and good and she was Lena goddamn Wright from Raleigh, North Carolina — she sang.

"*Wastin' away again in fuckin' Margaritaville... searchin' for my lost shaker of salt...*"

She sang it badly. She sang it the way you sing Buffett — loud, off-key, with more feeling than skill and more whiskey than feeling. The kind of singing that wasn't about the notes. It was about the sun and the sand and the shaker of salt and the memory of a place you might never have been that felt like home anyway.

Emmett groaned. The groan of a man who loved a woman and wished she couldn't sing.

"*Some people claim that there's a woman to blame... but I know... it's my own damn fault.*"

She finished. Grinned. The grin of a woman who had just committed a crime against music and felt great about it.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" He was still holding the glass. Still processing. The cook's brain was spinning.

"Tell me I can get a cheeseburger tonight. Just a cheeseburger. With cheese. On a bun. The burger you made the other day — patty, bun, cheese, done. That's all I want. A cheeseburger in paradise and another one of these."

She tapped the bar where the glass had been.

"I can do that," Benny said. The rag came out. The thinking wipe. But his eyes were still on the empty glass, on the salt residue on the rim, on the lime half sitting on the bar like evidence of something that had just changed.

"The drink," he said. "What's it called?"

"Margarita."

"Mar-ga-ri-ta." He said it slowly. Tasting the word the way he'd tasted the drink. Filing it the way he filed everything — in the place where things lived that mattered, the place where "fried bubbly bread" lived and "flat pie" lived and "burger" lived. The place where Benny kept the things Lena taught him.

"Margarita," he said again. Nodded. Picked up the rag.

Nell was already behind the bar. She had the golden bottle in one hand and the orange liqueur in the other and a lime on the cutting board and a fresh glass waiting. She hadn't missed a beat. She'd watched Lena make it once — the pour, the shake, the rim, the strain — and she was rebuilding it from memory with the focused precision of an eighteen-year-old who had just found her calling.

"Two shots of the gold?" Nell said.

"Two shots of the gold. Two of the orange. One whole lime."

"Salt on the rim?"

"Salt on the rim."

Nell poured. Shook — less aggressive than Lena, but cleaner, tighter, the shake of a girl who had been pouring beer for weeks and understood how liquid moved. She rimmed the glass. Salted it. Strained the drink in.

She slid it to Dolly, who was already waiting with her hand out and an expression that said *I saw the first one and I've been patient long enough.*

Lena sat on her stool. The correct side of the bar. Nell slid a second margarita in front of her — the third one made in this world, built from bottles that had been sitting in a crate behind the bar waiting for someone to know what they were.

The cheeseburger came through the pass-through twelve minutes later. Patty, bun, cheese. That was it. That was all. The simplest version of the thing she'd told Benny to put on the menu — no onion ring, no barbecue sauce, no creative flourish. Just meat and bread and melted cheese, the way God intended when He invented the cheeseburger, which He definitely did on a Friday because cheeseburgers were a Friday food and anyone who said different was wrong.

She bit into it. Drank the margarita. Salt on her lip. Lime on her tongue. Cheese on the burger. The tower out the window, visible through the propped-open swinging doors — DUSTBREAK in white letters against the sky, the tin cap catching the last sliver of sunset.

A cheeseburger in paradise.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Tuesday.

            

    
        B2 C53 - Biscuits, a Windmill, and the Last Joint

    
    
    
    
                Her head hurt.

Not the sharp, stabbing kind — the slow, warm, full-skull kind that said *you had a wonderful time last night and now your brain is sending you the invoice.* The kind that Advil was made for, except Advil didn't exist here and neither did Tylenol or aspirin or any of the chemical miracles her species had invented specifically because it kept inventing drinks like the margarita.

Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. Ledger picked up, carried to the office, handed to Emmett without a word. He took it. Opened it. Did his thing. She didn't wait for the report. She walked to the Ledger and pushed through the swinging doors with the energy of a woman who needed two things in this world and those things were carbohydrates and salt.

Benny knew.

He always knew. The man read a room the way Forge read iron — by feel, by instinct, by the way the air moved when someone walked in. He looked at Lena and he saw the margarita aftermath and the plate was already on the bar before she'd sat down.

Sausage biscuits and gravy.

The biscuits were split and golden. The gravy was thick and peppered and heavy with pork sausage — crumbled, browned, suspended in the white flour-and-fat base that had been the cornerstone of Southern breakfast since before anyone wrote it down. The gravy pooled in the biscuit halves like it was settling in for a long stay. On the side: more sausage. Links this time. Henderson's pork, cured and smoked and split on the flat iron until the casing crackled.

This was her Saturday morning meal. Back home, Saturday morning meant she'd been out Friday night. Friday night meant drinks. Drinks meant Saturday morning biscuits and gravy — the meal that absorbed the sin and replaced it with butter and flour and the particular grace that only heavy breakfast food could provide. It wasn't Saturday. It was never Saturday. But Benny didn't know about Saturdays. He just knew that Lena had been drinking something new last night and the something new had involved a lot of salt and lime and singing that made Emmett put his face in his hands, and the correct response was biscuits and gravy.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You're a good man."

"Huh." The rag. The bar. The pink — but gentle. The morning-after pink.

She ate. The gravy hit her stomach like a warm blanket on a cold floor. The biscuits were better than they'd been in the early days — lighter, flakier, the sourdough starter he'd been maintaining for the fried bubbly bread had found its way into the biscuit dough and given it a tang that cut the richness of the gravy. He was cross-pollinating. His bread experiments were feeding his breakfast experiments. The cook was becoming an ecosystem.

Nell appeared with coffee. Strong. Black. The way Lena drank it when her head was full of last night and her body needed to get through today.

"How many margaritas did you have?" Nell asked. The grin. The Nell grin — the one that said *I counted and I'm asking anyway.*

"I stopped counting after four. Which means I had more than four. Which means today is going to be a long day and I'm going to spend it building a windmill with a hangover."

"Dell had six."

"Dell weighs a hundred and forty pounds. Dell is either dead or invincible and I'm not sure which."

"He's outside. He looks fine."

"Of course he does. He's twenty-two. At twenty-two your body forgives everything. At thirty-three your body sends a lawyer."

She finished the biscuits. Finished the coffee. Stood up. The room tilted slightly, then settled. The gravy was doing its work — absorbing, steadying, rebuilding the foundation that the tequila-that-wasn't-tequila had spent all night undermining.

"All right," she said. "Let's go build a windmill."

---

The pieces had been staged at the tower site for three days.

Forge's ironwork sat on a canvas tarp: the pump cylinder — a foot-long iron tube, bored smooth on the inside, with a piston that fit so tight you could feel the compression when you pushed it by hand. The crankshaft — a bent iron rod that converted the rotary motion of the wind wheel into the up-and-down stroke of the piston. Connecting rods. A flywheel. Valve assemblies — check valves that let water in on the upstroke and pushed it out on the downstroke, the same principle as every hand pump she'd ever fixed, just driven by wind instead of a person.

Garret's timber sat next to it: the windmill tower frame — four legs, cross-braced, fifteen feet tall. Lighter than the water tower frame but the same construction philosophy. And the wind wheel itself — eight wooden blades, each one shaped from a single plank, angled to catch the prevailing wind and convert it into rotation. The blades were bolted to a hub that would sit at the top of the tower, connected to the crankshaft by a gear assembly that Forge had built from iron stock and that Lena had spent an hour staring at two days ago because the man had essentially invented a reduction gear without knowing what a reduction gear was.

Henderson's ranch hands had delivered the whole lot on one of Henderson's carts, because Henderson had two windmill pumps on his south pasture and understood exactly what was being built and wanted to help. They'd also brought something else: the old pump cylinder from Henderson's first windmill — the one he'd replaced last year. A spare. "In case," Henderson had said, and Lena had thanked him and set it aside and known that "in case" was Henderson's way of saying *I've been running these for twenty years and things break and the smart rancher keeps a spare.*

The tower went up first.

Griff ran the raise. Not the cooper's man — Griff. This was his job now. He'd watched the frame raise and the gantry build and he'd been studying the windmill tower plans on the office wall for a week, and when the time came he walked to the timber and started talking. Short sentences. Clear instructions. The voice of a man who had been a mine foreman for twenty years and knew how to move people and material without wasting a word.

The four legs went up in pairs — two A-frames, tilted vertical, bolted at the base to a stone footer that Dell and Hask had poured three days ago. The cross-braces went in next, locking the legs together, turning two A-frames into a tower. The platform at the top — a flat timber surface where the wind wheel and pump mechanism would sit — went up on ropes, the same block and tackle they'd used for everything, and Griff bolted it into position from the top while Dell held the safety line below.

Fifteen feet. Not as tall as the water tower, but tall enough to catch the wind above the rooflines and the trees. Tall enough to turn.

The pump mechanism went up next. Forge had built it in sections — the cylinder assembly, the crankshaft assembly, the gear box. Each piece hoisted separately, bolted into position on the platform. Lena went up for this part. Not because Griff couldn't do it — because the pump was plumbing. The pipe connections, the valve orientations, the alignment of the piston in the cylinder — that was her language. She climbed the tower with a wrench in one hand and the Nokia on her hip and she bolted the pump mechanism to the platform the way she'd bolted a thousand fixtures in a thousand crawl spaces: by feel, by torque, by the way the metal talked when it was tight enough.

The wind wheel went up last. Eight blades on a hub, the hub on a shaft, the shaft through the gear box to the crankshaft. The blades were heavy — each one was solid wood, four feet long, angled at fifteen degrees to the prevailing wind. Getting the assembled wheel up to the platform took six men on the rope and Lena on the platform guiding the shaft into the bearing housing with both hands while Griff held the gear box steady from the other side.

The shaft seated. The bearing took the weight. The wheel hung in the air — eight blades, four feet each, a circle of wood and iron that wanted to turn and was waiting for the wind to tell it to.

"Pin it," Lena said. "It stays locked until we're ready for the cutover."

Griff drove the locking pin through the shaft. The wheel held still. Patient. Ready.

---

The pipe connections took the rest of the morning.

Three lines. Three connections. The plumbing that turned a tower and a tank and a windmill into a water system.

**The fill line.** Two-inch iron, running from the pump outlet at the base of the windmill tower, across thirty feet of open ground, and up the side of the water tower frame to the tank. The pipe climbed the frame on iron brackets that Forge had welded — U-shaped cradles bolted to the timber, holding the pipe against the posts as it rose. At the top, the fill line entered the tank through a hole bored in the staves just below the rim. Oakum and solder on the joint — the seal between iron pipe and wooden tank, the marriage of two materials that didn't naturally belong together but would hold because she'd packed it right.

**The downpipe.** Three-inch iron — the big one. Running from the bottom of the tank, straight down the center of the water tower frame, to a tee junction at the base. One side of the tee connected to the new 3-inch distribution mains running north into town. The other side had a shutoff valve — the master valve for the entire system. Open the valve, three thousand gallons of gravity-fed water pressure hits the mains. Close it, the town goes dry. The most important handle in Dustbreak, and it was going to sit four feet off the ground at the base of the water tower where anyone could reach it.

She thought about that for a moment. Then she thought about Dale Henderson and a horse and a rope. Then she built a locked iron cage around the valve handle. Forge had made it — she'd asked him three days ago, quietly, without explaining why. A hinged box of iron straps that enclosed the valve handle. Padlock on the hasp. Two keys — one for Lena, one for Mae.

Nobody asked about the cage. Nobody needed to.

**The overflow.** A simple pipe near the top of the tank — if the windmill kept pumping after the tank was full, the overflow directed the excess water back to the stream instead of flooding the tower base. Gravity out. The simplest pipe in the whole system, and the one that proved Lena had thought about what happened after everything worked.

Griff soldered the fill line joints. His oakum was clean. His pours were even. She checked every one — not because she didn't trust him, but because checking was the job and the job didn't change just because the person doing the work was good at it.

Dell and Hask connected the downpipe to the mains. The tee junction at the base of the tower — the point where the new system met the new distribution line — was the biggest fitting they'd installed. Three-inch iron, three-way, with the shutoff valve on the town side and the fill line connection on the tank side. They packed the oakum. They poured the solder. They looked at Lena when they were done, and she checked it, and it was right.

The overflow she did herself. Alone. At the top of the tank, fifteen feet up, leaning over the rim with a wrench and a length of pipe and the Nokia tapping against the staves every time she leaned forward. The overflow joint was simple — pipe through the tank wall, sealed with oakum and solder, angled downward on the outside to direct the water away from the frame. Five minutes of work. She took fifteen. Not because it was hard. Because it was the last pipe she was going to install on this project, and she wanted to do it right.

She climbed down. Wiped her hands on her jeans. Looked at the system.

Water tower. Tank. Tin roof. Windmill tower. Wind wheel — pinned, still, waiting. Pump mechanism. Fill line running up the frame. Downpipe running down to the mains. Overflow at the top. Master valve in its cage, locked shut. Distribution main running north into town under six hundred feet of backfilled trench. Three-inch iron all the way to the crossroads, with branch tees ready for every house on the street.

All of it connected. All of it sealed. All of it tested dry — every joint checked, every fitting torqued, every valve verified.

And none of it flowing. Not yet. The stream that fed the old gravity line — the original pipe that kept the Ledger and the Hallett and Crewe houses running — was still doing its job. You couldn't pull that water into the new system without killing the old one. The cutover — switching from the old gravity feed to the new windmill-and-tower system — was the next problem. A problem for the next chapter of whatever this was. Build a new intake upstream. Or split the existing feed. Or build a weir that served both systems. She had three ideas and hadn't picked one yet and didn't need to pick one today.

Today was about finishing the build. And the build was finished.

She looked at the last joint she'd soldered. The overflow pipe, gleaming dull where the tin-silver had hardened. The final connection. The last piece of a system that started with a sketch on Emmett's notebook and ended here — a water tower with DUSTBREAK painted on one side and HENDERSON BEEF on the other, a windmill that was ready to turn, and six hundred feet of main line waiting for water.

"That's the last joint," she said.

She didn't say it loud. She said it the way you said things that were true and heavy and done. But the crew heard her. They always heard her.

Dell threw his hat in the air.

Then Hask threw his. Then Reeve — and Reeve taking his hat off for ANY reason was an event, but throwing it was something nobody in Dustbreak had ever seen and might never see again. The ranch hands whooped. Griff, standing at the base of the windmill tower with solder on his hands, took his hat off and held it over his heart. The mine foreman turned plumber's apprentice, standing next to the thing he'd helped build, honoring it the only way he knew how.

Emmett's arms went around her. He'd been standing back all morning — watching, not working, the notebook closed for once because this was a pipe day and pipe days belonged to the crew. But when the hats went up, he was there. Not the careful arms from the early days — the full hold, the arms of a man who had watched numbers become pipe become a tower that stood against the sky with his name on the company that built it.

She held him back. Tight. The way you hold something you built together.

Dell hugged Hask. Hask let him, which was unprecedented. Reeve stood apart and nodded repeatedly, which was Reeve's version of a group hug. The ranch hands were shaking hands and slapping backs. One of them climbed the windmill tower to shake Griff's hand, except Griff was on the ground, so he just stood on the platform by himself and looked out over Dustbreak and didn't come down for a while.

Lena pulled back from Emmett. Looked at his face. The face that wasn't pink anymore, hadn't been pink in a long time. The steady face. The face of a partner.

"Wright and Grail," she said.

"Waterworks," he said.

She looked up at the tower. The tank. DUSTBREAK facing south. HENDERSON BEEF facing north. The tin cap catching the afternoon light. The windmill beside it — eight blades pinned still, waiting for the day the wind would tell them to turn.

Not today. Today the system was built. The water would come later — when the cutover was planned, when the old line could be retired or split, when the engineering was right. She wasn't going to rush it. She'd learned that from her dad, from thirteen years of crawl spaces, from every job she'd ever done: the last ten percent of a project was where the mistakes lived. You didn't hurry the last ten percent. You did it right, and then you did it right again, and then you had a beer.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She didn't say Tuesday. She didn't say anything. She just stood there, with Emmett's hand in hers and the wind moving through the blades that weren't turning yet and the sound of her crew celebrating behind her, and she let it be enough.

It was enough.

            

    
        B2 C54 - BBQ, Green Lace, and the Stairs

    
    
    
    
                She went to Mae first.

Cole's Sundries. Pencil. Spectacles. The List. The particular smell of dry goods and tea and a woman who had been running a town from behind a counter for forty years and showed no signs of stopping.

"Windmill's up," Lena said. "Pump mechanism is mounted. Wind wheel is pinned. Fill line to the tank is connected. Downpipe to the mains is connected. Overflow is in. Every joint is soldered, every fitting is torqued, every valve is verified."

Mae made a mark on the list. The pencil went back behind the ear.

"And?"

"And we need to plan the cutover. The three buildings on the old gravity line — Ledger, Hallett, Crewe — they're still running on the original pipe from the mountain. We can't switch them to the new system until we test every section of the mains under pressure. That means filling the tank, pressurizing the lines, checking for leaks. Then we cut the old intake, connect the stream to the windmill pump, and bring the whole system live at once."

"How long?"

"A few days to test. Maybe a week. Depends on what we find."

"You'll find leaks."

"I'll find leaks. There are always leaks. That's why you test."

Mae nodded. The nod that meant the information was received and filed and would be acted upon when Mae decided it was time to act upon it.

Then the spectacles shifted. The mouth did something different. Not the business thing. Not the list thing. Something Lena hadn't seen before — or had seen, but only in glimpses. The thing Mae's face did when she was about to say something that wasn't about water or money or the list.

"Lena."

"Yeah?"

"When are you going to stop torturing that boy?"

She blinked. "What?"

"Emmett." Mae said the name the way she said everything — precisely, without decoration. "That man has been at your side every day for two months. He's done your books. He's held your pipe. He's carried timber and hauled rope and gotten blisters on hands that were made for pencils. He told you he loves you. He meant it. And every night you walk him to the bottom of the stairs and you stop."

Lena opened her mouth. Closed it.

"I'm not blind, Lena. Nobody in this town is blind. Dolly sees it. Benny sees it. Nell sees it and she's eighteen. The only person who seems confused about what happens next is you."

The spectacles settled. The pencil didn't move. Mae looked at her the way Mae looked at a ledger that didn't balance — patient, certain, waiting for the error to correct itself.

"He's not going to push," Mae said. "That's not who he is. He'll wait at the bottom of those stairs for the rest of his life if you let him. The question is whether you're going to let him."

Lena stood in the sundries and felt something shift. Not the ground. Something inside her. The thing that had been tight since Kevin, since Detroit, since the dental hygienist and the divorce papers and the year of sleeping alone in a house that used to have two people in it. The thing that Dolly had seen and Emmett had been patient with and Mae had just named out loud in a dry goods store on a Tuesday.

"Go," Mae said. Gently. The gentleness that Mae almost never used, which made it devastating when she did. "Go do whatever you need to do to be ready. And then stop making that man wait."

She left. The bell over the door chimed behind her.

---

Dolly's door was open.

Not all the way — cracked, the way Dolly left it when she was working but available, the professional's equivalent of a neon sign that said *come in and tell me everything.* Lena knocked. Pushed the door. The room was warm and smelled like lavender and wine and the particular sweetness of a woman who had turned comfort into an art form and sensuality into a business model.

"Baby doll." Dolly was at her vanity. Robe — the silk one, the one that was tied loosely enough to be a suggestion rather than a garment. Wine glass in hand. Afternoon Dolly. The most dangerous version. "I was wondering when you'd show up."

"You were?"

"Sweetheart, the whole town watched you build a water tower and then stand at the base of it holding a man's hand while your crew threw their hats. Benny sent Nell up here twenty minutes ago to tell me you were on your way to Mae's. I've had the water heating since then." She uncrossed her legs. The robe shifted. Dolly didn't adjust it. Dolly never adjusted anything that was doing its job. "You're here for the tub."

"I'm here for the tub."

"And the hair."

"And the hair."

"And you brought a bag." Dolly's eyes dropped to the cloth bag in Lena's hand. The smile that appeared was not the professional smile. It was the predatory one — the one that said *I know exactly what's in that bag and I've been waiting for this day since I ordered the green one.* "Oh, baby doll. You brought THE bag."

"I brought A bag. With clothes in it. Clean clothes. For wearing. In public."

"Mm-hmm." Dolly stood up. The robe did things when Dolly stood up. Physics did things. Lena had seen Dolly stand up a hundred times and every single time she had the same thought, which was *how does one woman contain that much woman and still move like water.* "Get undressed. Get in the tub. I'll do your hair and you'll tell me everything and I promise I'll only make it sexual about sixty percent of the time."

"That's your low estimate?"

"I'm being generous because you look like a woman who has made a decision and I don't want to distract you from it." She paused. "Much."

Lena stripped. She'd stopped being self-conscious about nudity around Dolly approximately three minutes into their first bath together, when Dolly had looked at her naked body with the clinical appreciation of a woman who assessed bodies for a living and said "You could crack a walnut with those thighs, sweetheart" and Lena had laughed so hard she'd sloshed water onto the floor.

"Look at you," Dolly said, watching Lena step into the tub. The voice was low. The eyes were doing the Dolly thing — the slow sweep, top to bottom, that made you feel like you were being unwrapped. "Two months of hauling pipe and swinging hammers. Your arms are — baby doll, your arms are obscene. If I had arms like that I'd never wear sleeves."

"If you had arms like this you'd scare off half your clients."

"And attract the other half. Get in. All the way in. Let me look at — let me see your hair."

"You were not about to say 'let me see your hair.'"

"I was absolutely about to say 'let me see your hair.' Your hair is what I'm interested in. Your hair and nothing else. I am a professional." She picked up the soap and the pitcher. "Lean back."

Lena leaned back. The water hit the perfect point on her neck — the Dolly temperature, the one that made your spine dissolve.

Dolly's hands went into her hair.

This was the thing. This right here. Dolly's fingers in her scalp were — they were something else. Something between a massage and a conversation and, if Lena was being honest, something that lived in a neighborhood adjacent to foreplay and only stayed on the right side of the property line because both of them knew where the line was and Dolly enjoyed standing exactly on top of it.

"You're wound tight," Dolly murmured. Her thumbs worked the base of Lena's skull. Slow circles. Firm pressure. The kind of touch that said *I know exactly what I'm doing to you and I'm enjoying every second of it.* "Tighter than usual. And your usual is a bowstring."

"I built a windmill today."

"You built a windmill every day this week, baby doll. This isn't windmill tension." Her fingers slid forward along Lena's temples. Slow. "This is man tension. This is I-made-a-decision-and-now-my-whole-body-knows-it tension. I can feel it in your scalp, your neck, your shoulders. You're vibrating like a — "

"Do not finish that sentence."

"I was going to say tuning fork."

"You were NOT going to say tuning fork."

"You're right. I was going to say something much more fun." She poured warm water through Lena's hair. "Mae talked to you."

"How does everyone in this town know everything before I do?"

"Because this town is a bar, sweetheart, and I am the bartender of feelings. What did Mae say?"

"She told me to stop torturing Emmett."

"Mae's a smart woman. I've been saying the same thing for weeks but I say it with more cleavage and less authority." Her hands worked the soap through Lena's hair — long strokes, fingertips against the scalp, the kind of washing that had no business being as intimate as it was. "What else?"

"She told me he'd wait at the bottom of the stairs for the rest of his life."

"He would. That man has the patience of a saint and the stamina of — "

"DOLLY."

"Of a man who reads books all day and has excellent posture. What did you think I was going to say?" The innocence in her voice was so thick you could spread it on toast. "I'm just saying. Scholars are surprising, sweetheart. They're... attentive. Detail-oriented. The kind of man who takes notes and remembers what you liked and — "

"I am going to drown myself in this tub."

"Not before I finish your hair, you're not." She tipped Lena's head back for the rinse. The warm water streamed through, carrying the soap away. Dolly's fingers followed the water — through the strands, separating them, gentler now. "You've decided."

"Yeah."

"Tonight?"

"Tonight."

"Are you nervous?"

"I'm a thirty-three-year-old woman, Dolly. I'm not nervous about sex."

"I didn't ask if you were nervous about sex. I asked if you were nervous. There's a difference. Sex is easy. Letting someone see you — really see you, not just naked but open — that's the hard part." The rinse was done. Dolly wrapped Lena's hair in a towel with the practiced twist. "And you, baby doll, have been keeping yourself locked tighter than that valve cage on the water tower."

Lena sat in the tub. Wet. Warm. Her hair in a towel and her armor somewhere on the floor with her dirty clothes.

"He's not Kevin," Dolly said. Quieter now. The real voice, under the flirting. "You've been waiting for him to turn into Kevin since the day you met him. Waiting for the dental hygienist. Waiting for the exit. And he has refused — every single day — to be anything other than exactly who he is. A man with ink on his fingers and a coat buttoned wrong who loves you so much he tracked your finances for weeks without being asked and never once mentioned it." She put her hand on Lena's shoulder. The touch that wasn't professional or sexual. Just warm. Just real. "He's not going to leave, Lena. Not tonight. Not ever."

"You don't know that."

"I know men, baby doll. It's literally my job. And that one? That one is yours. Now get out of my tub before I change my mind about sending you to him and keep you for myself."

"You couldn't handle me, Dolly."

"Oh, sweetheart." The smile. The full Dolly smile — the one that was ninety percent warmth and ten percent something that made your pulse skip. "I could absolutely handle you. But Emmett called dibs and I respect the process."

---

She dried off. Dolly did her hair — not fancy, just clean and loose, falling past her shoulders the way it did when she wasn't pulling it back into the messy ponytail that was her default for work. It looked different down. Softer. Like a different version of the same woman.

She pulled on the clean jeans. The good shirt — cotton, fitted, the one Nell had picked out from Mae's stock because Nell had opinions about shirts and Lena had learned to trust them. Then she reached into the bag.

The green bra.

She'd packed it at the bottom, underneath everything else, the way you packed a thing you'd decided to bring but weren't ready to admit you'd decided to bring. Dark green. Soft. The lace along the top edge catching the lamplight the way it had caught the lamplight the first time Dolly had unwrapped it and held it up and Lena had stared at it like it was a weapon she wasn't sure she knew how to use.

She held it up. Turned to Dolly.

Dolly didn't gasp. Didn't clutch her chest. Didn't do any of the theatrical things Dolly usually did. She just leaned back on the vanity stool, crossed her arms under the robe in a way that did criminal things to the neckline, and smiled. The slow smile. The cat smile. The smile of a woman who had ordered that bra two months ago and planted it in a drawer like a seed and had been watering it with patience ever since.

"There she is," Dolly said. Low. Warm. "I was wondering when you two were going to meet."

"Don't."

"Baby doll, I have been waiting for this moment since I wrapped that thing in tissue paper and you looked at it like it was going to bite you. And now you're standing in my room holding it like you finally figured out it's not a weapon — it's an invitation." She tilted her head. The eyes moved from the bra to Lena's face and back. "Put it on. I want to see you put it on and I want to watch your face when you remember what it feels like to dress for someone instead of dressing for a trench."

"That's the creepiest pep talk anyone has ever given me."

"You're welcome. Put it on."

"He's not going to see it for more than about thirty seconds, Dolly."

"Oh, HONEY." Dolly uncrossed her arms and pressed both hands together like a woman receiving a blessing. "Thirty seconds is all it takes. Thirty seconds of that man looking at you in green lace and his brain is going to come out of his ears. He reads BOOKS, Lena. He's been living in his imagination for thirty years. You show up in that and every fantasy he's ever had is going to look like a rough draft."

"I hate you so much right now."

"You love me and we both know it. Now put the damn bra on before I put it on you myself, and trust me sweetheart, if I'm the one putting it on you, nobody's leaving this room tonight."

"Jesus CHRIST, Dolly."

"I'm a professional. I'm stating facts. Put. It. On."

Lena put it on. Under the shirt. It fit the way it had fit the first time — perfectly, because Dolly's supplier knew her measurements and Dolly's supplier did not make mistakes. The green lace sat against her skin like a secret. Invisible under the shirt. Nobody would see it, nobody would know it was there. Except her. And eventually, if the night went the way Mae and Dolly and apparently the entire town thought it should, one other person.

Dolly looked at her. Not the professional assessment. Not the flirting. Just looking. The way a friend looks at another friend when something important is about to happen and the only thing left to do is let it.

Dolly hugged her. Tight. The real hug — not the flirting, not the performance. The arms of a woman who had watched Lena Wright rebuild herself one pipe at a time and was proud of where the pipes had led.

Lena held on. Tight. The way you hold onto the person who saw you first and never stopped seeing you.

Then Dolly pulled back. Put both hands on Lena's shoulders. Looked her dead in the eye.

"Go give him hell, Lena."

Dolly slapped her on the ass. Hard enough to leave a handprint. Hard enough to make Lena yelp and spin around and point a finger that was shaking with laughter.

"You are the WORST friend I have ever had."

"I'm the best friend you've ever had and that ass proves it." She shooed her toward the door. "Go. Before I change my mind and lock the door."

"You wouldn't."

"Try me. Now GO."

---

Supper was Henderson's barbecue and macaroni and cheese.

The barbecue was Henderson's beef — brisket, slow-smoked behind the kitchen, the same method Benny had been perfecting since the first time he'd built a pit and filled it with coals and discovered that if you left meat in smoke long enough, something miraculous happened to the collagen. The bark was dark. The smoke ring was pink. The meat pulled apart when Benny sliced it, the fibers separating along the grain like they'd been waiting for permission.

But the macaroni and cheese was the revelation.

Benny had gotten a pasta press. She didn't know where — Mae, probably, another catalog order, another tool for the man who was turning a bar kitchen into a restaurant one piece of equipment at a time. The press was hand-cranked, brass and iron, and it produced short curved tubes of pasta that were unmistakably, impossibly, exactly what they looked like.

Elbow macaroni. The bastard had made elbow macaroni.

"Cheese and curls," Benny said, setting the dish on the bar. A deep ceramic bowl, golden and bubbling at the edges, the pasta swimming in a sauce that was clearly — even from two feet away — a baked cheese sauce that had been under heat long enough to develop a crust on top. The crust was browned and crackled and underneath it was molten cheese and pasta and the particular promise of a dish that had been feeding Americans since before America knew it was America.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"You made mac and cheese."

"I made cheese and curls."

"You made MAC AND CHEESE, Benny. This is — this is the food they serve at church potlucks and family reunions and the kind of restaurant where the menu hasn't changed since 1974 because it doesn't NEED to change because mac and cheese is PERFECT. It's the food my grandmother made every Thanksgiving in a casserole dish the size of a bathtub and nobody was allowed to eat anything else until the mac and cheese was gone because everything else was a side dish and mac and cheese was the MAIN EVENT."

"It's cheese and curls."

She ate it. The pasta was al dente — or whatever the Benny equivalent of al dente was, the intuitive sense that pasta was done when it still had a little resistance in the center instead of going soft all the way through. The cheese sauce was sharp and rich — two cheeses, maybe three, she couldn't tell, melted together into something that coated the pasta and clung to the inside of every curl the way cheese sauce was supposed to cling to the inside of every curl. The crust on top was the crown — baked, browned, the cheese caramelized into a shell that cracked when she pushed her fork through it and revealed the molten gold underneath.

"I'm going to cry," she said. "I'm not going to cry. I'm a grown woman. I don't cry about cheese."

She did not cry. Her eyes were wet. That was the steam. There was a lot of steam coming off the mac and cheese. Perfectly normal amount of steam.

She ate it with the brisket. The smoke and the cheese and the pasta and the bark and the meat — the combination that every barbecue joint in the Carolinas understood and that Benny had arrived at from first principles because his brain connected dots nobody else could see.

One whiskey. Just one. The margaritas from last night were still sending invoices and she didn't need to add to the balance.

Emmett ate next to her. The mac and cheese on his plate, the brisket on the side, the quiet contentment of a man who had watched a windmill go up and a woman he loved laugh about cheese and was having a very good evening.

The bar settled into the late rhythm. Griff's crew in their corner. Dolly at her table — she'd come down from upstairs and taken her usual spot and caught Lena's eye exactly once and the look she gave was the look of a woman who had done her part and was now watching the rest unfold. Cade in his corner. Nell behind the bar, moving plates, filling glasses, the focused energy of a girl who was becoming very good at a job she hadn't known she wanted.

Benny wiped the bar. The rag. The rhythm. The man who fed a town and didn't know why he was so good at it and didn't need to know.

The evening wound down. People left. The tables emptied. Nell started washing glasses. The swinging doors swung less frequently and then stopped swinging at all.

Emmett was on his stool. The last stool. The one next to hers. His notebook was closed. His pencil was in his pocket. His coat was buttoned wrong and his lens was straight and his hands were resting on the bar with the quiet patience of a man who would sit here as long as she sat here and leave when she left and walk her to the stairs and say good night and go home to his bookshop and come back tomorrow and do it all again.

Mae's voice. *He'll wait at the bottom of those stairs for the rest of his life if you let him.*

Dolly's voice. *Go give him hell, Lena.*

She stood up. Looked at him.

"Walk me home?"

"Of course."

They walked. Two doors down the boardwalk. The same walk they'd taken every night for weeks — the short walk, the quiet walk, the walk that ended at the bottom of the stairs inside the W&G building where Emmett said good night and Lena went up alone.

The building was dark. The office was closed. The stairs were in front of her — the stairs she'd climbed every night, the stairs where she stopped and he stopped and they said the things they said and then she went up and he went home.

She took his hand.

He let her. The way he always let her — the scholar's hand in the plumber's hand, the ink against the calluses, the particular warmth of a man who never reached first but never pulled away.

She didn't stop at the bottom.

She stepped onto the first stair. Still holding his hand.

He followed.

She climbed. One step. Two. Three. His hand in hers. His footsteps behind hers on the stairs that creaked in the places she knew they creaked and were solid in the places she knew they were solid.

She didn't look back. She didn't need to. He was there. He'd always been there.

*Lena Wright will return in Book 3.*

            

    
        B2 Epilogue: Margaritaville

    
    
    
    
                The woman walked into the Rusty Ledger at lunch.

The bar was empty — the gap between breakfast and the evening crowd, the hour when Benny was in the kitchen and Nell was behind the bar wiping glasses and the swinging doors didn't swing. She came in quiet. Same tall frame. Same dark hair pulled back neat. Same riding clothes that were clean in the way that clean things were expensive. Same Ledger in its holster — the thin one, the quiet one, the kind that didn't glow unless she wanted it to.

She walked to the bar. Sat down. Looked at Nell.

"What can I get you?" Nell asked. The professional smile. The bartender greeting she'd perfected in the weeks since Lena had put a margarita in her hands and Nell had rebuilt it from memory in under two minutes.

"What do you recommend?"

Nell brightened. "We have this thing now called a menu. But I recommend the cheeseburger and a margarita." She paused. Made a face — the face of an eighteen-year-old trying to remember something an adult had said that she didn't quite understand. "Something about paradise and salt shakers. I don't get it."

The woman laughed. A real laugh — warm, surprised, the kind of laugh that came from a place deeper than the joke. The kind of laugh that said the joke wasn't a joke at all.

"Sure," she said. "I'll take that." She watched Nell reach for the golden bottle — the tequila-that-wasn't-tequila — and start building the drink. "How's Lena doing?"

Nell didn't stop mixing. Didn't look up. The question landed easy — casual, friendly, the way you'd ask about someone you knew.

"Oh, you know Lena?" Nell's face lit up. "She's awesome. I love her. She's level eight now, but you know..." She glanced at the Ledger stashed behind the whiskey bottles — Lena's Ledger, the one Nell kept for her every day, the one Lena still wouldn't touch. "She doesn't exactly check."

The woman lifted an eyebrow. "Oh?"

Nell sighed. The long sigh. The sigh of a girl who had been reading someone else's stats for months and had opinions about them that she wasn't allowed to share.

"Yeah."

Nell slid the margarita across the bar — salt rim, lime, golden, the drink that Lena had invented in this world and Nell had perfected. She put the order through the pass-through for the cheeseburger. Benny's hands appeared. Took the ticket. Disappeared.

The cheeseburger came through five minutes later. Patty, bun, fried onion ring on top, ketchup pooling in the center of the ring. The anchor item. The first thing on the menu.

"Thanks," the woman said. She picked up the burger. Took a bite.

Her eyes rolled back. The slow roll — the kind that started at the first crunch of the onion ring and traveled through the beef and the bun and the ketchup and arrived somewhere in the back of her skull where the part of the brain that remembered good food lived. The sound she made wasn't quite a groan. It was closer. It was the sound of a woman who hadn't had a cheeseburger in a very long time and had just been reminded what she was missing.

Then the margarita. She picked up the glass. Got the salt on the first sip — the crust breaking on her lip, the lime cutting through, the golden warmth underneath. She set the glass down. Closed her eyes.

"Errmygod."

Nell grinned. The Nell grin. The pride of a bartender watching her drink land.

The woman finished the burger. Finished the margarita. Every bite, every sip, with the focused attention of someone who was tasting more than food. She transferred the payment from her Ledger — the thin one. More than the meal was worth. The sender line, if Nell had checked, would have been blank. But Nell didn't check. Nell was eighteen and the gold was good and the woman was nice.

She stood. Straightened her coat. Looked at the tap on the wall — the iron spout, the brass handle, the pipe running down the riser. The same look she'd given it last time. The look of someone checking on something she'd been watching from a distance.

"Thanks for lunch," she said.

"Anytime. Come back for supper — you should try the pizza. The anchovy one is... controversial."

The woman smiled. The warm smile. The one that was either genuine or very practiced and with this woman you still couldn't tell.

She pushed through the swinging doors. Stepped onto the boardwalk. The afternoon sun hit the south end of town where the water tower stood — DUSTBREAK in white letters on the charred wood, HENDERSON BEEF on the other side, the tin cap catching the light. And next to it, the windmill. Eight blades, pinned still, waiting.

She looked at the tower. At the windmill. At the town that had changed since the last time she'd ridden through.

She started walking toward her horse, tied at the post outside the sheriff's office. And as she walked — quietly, to herself, almost under her breath — she was humming.

*Wastin' away again in Margaritaville...*

The boardwalk was empty. Nobody heard her. Nobody saw the way her mouth curved around the melody — the easy familiarity of a song she hadn't heard in this world until today, a song that shouldn't exist here, a song that came from a place with beaches and sailboats and lost shakers of salt and a woman named Lena Wright who sang it badly after too many drinks.

She mounted her horse. Rode south. The humming faded with the hoofbeats.

The swinging doors settled. The bar was quiet. Nell wiped a glass.

Outside, the leaderboard updated. The numbers next to LENA WRIGHT shifted — quietly, the way they always shifted, noticed by no one and everyone at the same time.

The windmill waited. The tower stood. The water would come.

Check your boots.

---

*Lena Wright will return in Book 3: Pulling My Pipe*

            

    
        Author's Note — Book 2 Wrap & What's Next

    
    
    
    
                That's a wrap on Book 2. Lena has running water, a business, a bookseller, and pants that fit. She's doing better than most of us.

If you've been here since Chapter 1, thank you. If you binged both books in a weekend and you're reading this at 3am with sauerkraut cravings and opinions about pipe joints; first of all, that's beautiful. Second, you're one of us now and there's no cure.

Book 3 starts next week. Possibly as early as Tuesday. I'm still finishing up the last stretch of it, so we'll be shifting to one chapter per day instead of the frankly unhinged pace you've gotten used to. I realize I've trained you like Pavlov's readers and I'm sorry. Sort of. Not really.

The chapters will keep coming. Lena's not done. Dustbreak's not done. And Benny definitely isn't done; that man has feelings about root vegetables he hasn't even discovered yet.

Shameless Plug Part II: Electric Boogaloo

While you're waiting for Tuesday, if you want more Gwen in your life, I've got a sci-fi romantasy series on Kindle Unlimited. The Stranding (Rings of Almanidus, Book 1); a human shuttle pilot and an alien tactical captain stranded on a planet that doesn't want them there. It's got FTL drives, alien politics, nanites, and a slow-burn romance that stops being slow. No plumbing. Some pipe-adjacent metaphors. I regret nothing.

The Stranding — Rings of Almanidus, Book 1

See you Tuesday. Bring snacks.

— Gwen

            

    
        Apple Fritters, a Glow, and a Plan

    
    
    
    
                She woke up before he did.

Not on purpose — her body just did that. Thirteen years of five-thirty mornings and crawl spaces and the particular internal clock of a woman who had never once in her adult life slept past sunrise, not even when she wanted to, not even when the man next to her was warm and breathing slow and his arm was across her waist in a way that made moving feel like a crime against something sacred.

She moved anyway. Carefully. The way you move when the person you're leaving in the bed is someone you want to come back to. She slid out from under his arm, set her feet on the floor, and sat on the edge of the mattress for a moment, listening. His breathing didn't change. Still deep. Still slow. The breathing of a man who had stayed up later than he was used to and was paying for it with the particular unconsciousness of a scholar who had discovered something that wasn't in any of his books.

The coat rack was new.

It was standing in the corner by the door — wrought iron, three hooks, the kind of thing Forge would make in an afternoon if someone asked nicely. It hadn't been there yesterday. It hadn't been there the day before. The coat wasn't on it — the coat was on Emmett, or on the floor, or draped over the chair, because the coat went where the coat wanted regardless of available infrastructure. But the rack was there. Standing in her room. Without invitation. Without discussion. Like it had always been there.

"A coat rack," she said. Quietly. To the room. To the man who was still asleep and couldn't hear her. "It's been ONE NIGHT, Emmett. One night and you brought FURNITURE. What's next, a DRESSER? A reading lamp? You going to wallpaper the place? Put up CURTAINS?"

He didn't stir. The breathing stayed deep and slow and completely innocent of the fact that his coat rack was being prosecuted in absentia.

She shook her head. Washed at the basin. The water was cold — no hot water in this building yet, that was a future Lena problem — but she'd been washing in cold water since the soybean field and her body had stopped complaining about it weeks ago. She dressed. Clean jeans. Work shirt. Cotton bra — the work one, not the green one. The green one was on the floor somewhere and she was not going to think about where the green one was while the man who had taken it off was still asleep three feet away.

Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered.

She picked up the Ledger from the nightstand. Carried it downstairs to the office and set it on Emmett's desk where he'd find it. He'd do whatever he did with it — the Emmett thing, the morning routine she didn't ask about — and then pass it to Nell. The relay. Same as every morning. Except this morning Emmett's desk was in the same building as her bed and there was no walk between the bookshop and the office because the walk was now a flight of stairs and the man who used to walk home at night had not walked home last night.

And had apparently sent a coat rack ahead of himself as an advance scout.

She went to breakfast.

---

The Rusty Ledger was in the gap between the last miner leaving for the shaft and the first ranch hand coming in for coffee. Nell was behind the bar — rag in hand, mouth already moving.

"— and I'm not saying the clouds looked weird this morning but they DID look weird, like stretched out, like someone pulled them, and I was telling Benny that the stretched clouds usually mean wind later and he said 'Huh' which I think means he agrees but it's hard to tell because 'Huh' means about fourteen different things coming from Benny and I've been trying to make a list but the list keeps getting longer and I don't think it has an end point — oh! Morning, Lena."

She poured the coffee before Lena fully sat down. Black. Strong. The cup was on the bar by the time the stool stopped squeaking.

"Morning, Nell."

"Morning." Nell set the pot down. The rag was still going — wipe, wipe, wipe, the Benny rhythm she'd absorbed in her first week. Then the rag stopped. Nell looked at her. Looked again. The second look was longer. The eyes narrowed. The head tilted. The face of an eighteen-year-old girl who had just seen something she couldn't name but recognized on instinct.

"What's up with you?" Nell said. "You're — hang on. You're GLOWING. You are literally glowing right now. Your face is doing a thing it doesn't normally do and I've been looking at your face every morning for weeks and this is NEW, this is a completely new face, and I'm not saying it's a good face because ALL your faces are good faces but this one is — different. Really different. Like you found something. Or something found you. Or —"

"I'm not glowing. It's the light in here."

"It's the same light as every morning and I should know because I turn the lamps on at five and they haven't changed and YOUR FACE has changed and —"

"Shut up, Nell."

"— I'm just saying you look really pretty today and that's not a CRIME, Lena —"

"NELL."

The rag resumed. The grin didn't stop. It went underground — tucked behind the rag, behind the wipe, behind the particular restraint of a girl who had been told to shut up and was choosing to obey with her mouth but not with her eyes.

Benny was at the pass-through. He'd come out of the kitchen at the sound of voices — the bartender's radar, the thing that pulled him to the front of the house whenever something interesting was happening. He looked at Lena. At the red. At the particular way she was sitting on her stool — the same stool, the same bar, the same woman, except something was different and Benny could see it the way he could see when a sauce was missing an ingredient.

"Huh," Benny said. The knowing Huh. The slow one. The rag came out. The wipe. Not the busy wipe — the processing wipe. The wipe that said *I see it and I'm not going to say anything because I'm a bartender and bartenders keep secrets, but I see it.*

Then a second, quieter "Huh." Directed at the bar surface. The Huh that wasn't for anyone. The Huh that was Benny talking to himself.

He disappeared back into the kitchen.

---

The plate came through the pass-through three minutes later.

Apple fritters.

Golden. Crispy on the outside, soft and dense on the inside, dusted with something that looked like powdered sugar and smelled like cinnamon and heaven and the kind of bakery that existed on the corner of every small town in America and opened at four in the morning because the dough had to rise before the farmers came in.

"BENNY."

His face appeared. Flour on his cheek. The golden retriever.

"You're a PASTRY SHOP now? You're a — these are APPLE FRITTERS, Benny. These are the things they sell at the county fair next to the funnel cakes. These are the things my brother Jesse used to drive FORTY-FIVE MINUTES to get from a gas station in Fuquay-Varina — a GAS STATION, Benny, a place that sells FUEL for VEHICLES — because that gas station had the best apple fritters in Wake County and Jesse would FIGHT you if you said different. Jesse would get in his truck at SIX IN THE MORNING on a SATURDAY and drive to a GAS STATION to buy PASTRY because in my country, Benny, in my BEAUTIFUL INSANE country, the best baked goods are sometimes found at the places that ALSO sell motor oil and lottery tickets and beef jerky and Jesse KNEW this and he would fight ANYONE who tried to tell him that a proper bakery did it better because Jesse Wright did not recognize the authority of proper bakeries. You're making PASTRY. In a BAR. Jesse would have loved you."

"They're fried apple cakes."

"They're apple fritters and you're a madman and I love you."

She bit into one. The crunch gave way to soft, warm, apple-studded dough, the sugar melting on her tongue, the cinnamon hitting behind it. The apple pieces were tender — not raw, not mushy. Cooked just enough that they held their shape but gave when you bit. The outside was golden and crackly and the inside was a pillow and the whole thing was so good she closed her eyes and made a sound that Nell had the decency to pretend she didn't hear.

"Huh," Benny said. The happy Huh. The pink one. The one that came with flour on his cheek and the expression of a golden retriever who had fetched the stick correctly and was waiting to find out if he should fetch another one.

She was on her second fritter when the swinging doors opened and Emmett walked in.

He looked like a man who had woken up in an unfamiliar bed and gotten dressed in a familiar coat and walked two doors down a boardwalk in the early morning light without fully understanding how any of the previous twelve hours had happened. The coat was buttoned wrong. The lens was crooked. His hair was doing something she'd never seen it do, which was nothing, because he hadn't looked in a mirror.

He walked to her stool. Stood behind her. And kissed the back of her head. Softly. The way you kiss someone when you've just woken up and they're the first thing you wanted to find and you found them.

"Nice coat rack," she said. Without turning around.

"I don't know what you're —"

"Three hooks. Wrought iron. Corner by the door. Ring any bells?"

"I thought the room could use —"

"The room could use NOTHING, Emmett. The room was FINE. The room was a PERFECTLY GOOD room with a bed and a basin and a window and now it has a coat rack that appeared in the middle of the night like a MUSHROOM because you can't just SLEEP somewhere without FURNISHING it."

He sat on his stool — the one next to hers, the one that had been his stool for months — and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

"Coffee," he said.

"Nell, give the man his sugar milk."

Nell poured. Not black. Cream and sugar. A lot of cream. A lot of sugar. The Emmett coffee. Nell had been stocking cream and sugar behind the bar since the third time she'd watched Lena's partner wince through a cup of black like a man swallowing medicine.

"He drinks his coffee like a kid at a birthday party," Nell said to nobody in particular, already wiping a glass, already moving on. "Which is fine, LOTS of people like sweet coffee, my aunt takes hers with honey which is honestly worse because it gets STICKY on the rim and you have to wash the cup twice and —"

"Nell."

"Right. Shutting up."

She did not shut up. She moved to the other end of the bar and continued at a lower volume, narrating the cream-and-sugar situation to a row of empty stools.

Emmett drank. The first sip hit and some version of the man she knew came back online behind his eyes. He looked at the apple fritter on her plate. Looked at Benny. Looked at the fritter again.

"Is that —"

"Don't ask. Just eat." She pushed one toward him. He bit. He chewed. The scholar face appeared — the cataloging, the analysis, the sensory processing that happened behind his eyes when he tasted something new.

"This is extraordinary," he said. The Emmett word.

"EVERYTHING Benny makes is extraordinary, Emmett. That's the PROBLEM. Eat your fritter."

The swinging doors opened again. Perfume. Four seconds before the woman. Wine glass in hand at seven in the morning because Dolly Vane did not recognize the authority of clocks.

She walked to the bar. Sat on the stool on Lena's other side. Crossed her legs. Looked at Lena the way a woman looks at a painting she's been waiting to see unveiled.

"Baby doll," Dolly said. Her voice was warm silk poured over gravel. "You look like someone spent all night doing something I have been BEGGING to do to you since the day you walked into this bar covered in mud and smelling like a creek, and I am deeply, PERSONALLY offended that it wasn't me."

"DOLLY."

"Look at you. Look at that FLUSH. That's not coffee. That's not the light. That's the look of a woman who found out what the upstairs is for." She leaned in. Close. Too close. The perfume was everywhere. Her fingers found a strand of Lena's hair and tucked it behind her ear with the slow, deliberate touch of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing and was going to keep doing it. "Tell me everything. Tell me RIGHT now. Was he gentle? He looks gentle. I bet he was gentle. I bet he was so gentle you wanted to SCREAM —"

"DOLLY. I am EATING A FRITTER."

"You're glowing like a lantern and you expect me to talk about PASTRY?"

"YES. Pastry. We're talking about PASTRY. Benny made apple fritters and they're incredible and that is the ONLY thing happening at this bar right now."

Dolly looked at the fritter. Looked at Lena. The eyebrow went up — just one, just slightly. The eyebrow that said *we are going to talk about this later and you are going to tell me everything and there is no version of your life where you escape this conversation.*

"Fine," Dolly said. She picked up an apple fritter with two fingers, delicately, as though it were a piece of evidence. She bit. Chewed. Set it down.

"That's very good, Benny."

"Huh." From the kitchen. The confused Huh. He'd been complimented without yelling. He didn't know how to process a compliment that wasn't delivered at volume.

Dolly sipped her wine. Watched Lena sideways. The slow look. The deliberate look. The look that said this wasn't over, that tonight there would be wine and questions and Lena's walls were going to come down whether she was ready or not, and Dolly was going to be the one holding the lockpick.

---

She finished her coffee. Emmett had his pencil out, jotting something — not columns, not numbers. A quick note. A reminder. The Emmett shorthand for whatever was in his head.

"What are we doing today?" she said. To the room. To herself. To the day.

"The bar expansion," she said. "Drainage rough-in. We finish today, maybe tomorrow. Then the cutover." She looked at Emmett. "You're talking to Forge about the valve cage hardware. Then go find the Halletts and Crewe — let them know we're cutting water for a day sometime this week. Tell them to fill buckets the night before."

"Dell can go door to door," Emmett said. "He's loud."

"Dell can go door to door AFTER he finishes the trench section he was supposed to finish yesterday. Dell got distracted by a butterfly or a cloud or whatever shiny thing crossed his field of vision and I lost two hours of digging to whatever is happening inside that boy's skull." She took a breath. "Speaking of which — Griff's got the crew at the expansion by now. I need to get over there before Dell tries to solder something unsupervised and burns the building down."

She stood. Looked at the bar. Nell was wiping glasses and talking to them about the weather. Benny was invisible behind the pass-through, the sound of dough being worked coming through the wall like a heartbeat. Dolly was on her stool with her wine and her eyebrow and her plans for later. Emmett was beside her, coat buttoned wrong, pencil in hand, already thinking about the day.

"Emmett."

"Hm?"

"The coat rack stays."

She said it over her shoulder, already heading for the door. She didn't see his face but she knew what it looked like — slightly embarrassed, slightly proud, zero intention of ever removing it.

She pushed through the swinging doors and into the morning.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Time to work.

            

    
        Drain Pipe, Deep Dish, and a Declaration of War

    
    
    
    
                The drain pipe was a different animal.

Supply lines were polite. They fit in your hands. They went where you pointed them. They cooperated, because the whole point of a supply line was to get water from one place to another and the pipe didn't argue about the route.

Drain pipe argued about everything.

Heavier. Thicker. Mean. The kind of pipe that needed three men to carry a six-foot section and even then someone was grunting. Every single piece had to be held in place — exactly in place, not close to in place — while someone else packed the joint, because once a drain line was sealed in a wall, nobody was coming back to fix it without tearing the wall apart.

Griff's crew had gotten comfortable on the supply work. The drain rough-in was a rude awakening.

"Higher," Lena said. "Two inches above the floor line or the trap won't clear."

Dell and Hask had the vertical section between them — six feet of three-inch iron standing straight up in the wall chase, held in position by muscle and stubbornness. Dell's face was the color of a man discovering that iron pipe didn't care about his feelings.

"DELL. If you drop that pipe I'm going to make you carry it back up the hill from wherever it lands and I'm going to TIME you."

"I'm not dropping it —"

"Your arms are shaking. I can see your arms shaking from HERE. Hask, you good?"

"I'm good." Hask was always good. Hask was the human equivalent of a load-bearing wall. You put weight on him and he held it and didn't have opinions about it.

"Reeve, strap it."

Reeve drove the screws. The strap bit into the timber. The pipe held.

"Good. That's one."

"How many more?" Dell asked, arms still vibrating.

"Seventeen."

"Seven-TEEN?"

"Did I stutter? Seventeen. And the next one's longer. So maybe eat something before we start it, because if you pass out in this wall chase I'm leaving you there and framing around you. You'll be the world's first load-bearing Dell."

Hask laughed. Griff didn't laugh. Griff's mouth did something that on a geological timescale might eventually become a smile.

---

The vertical joints were Lena's. The crew wasn't ready for overhead solder work yet — that was a different skill set, and she wasn't letting anyone near a live chase until they'd practiced on scrap. So Lena climbed into the wall chases and soldered the verticals while the crew ran the horizontals.

She worked fast. The joints were clean — thirteen years of crawl spaces had made her hands know things her brain couldn't explain. She poured solder on a vertical joint while yelling instructions through the stud bay to Griff on the other side.

"Grade's off on that horizontal. See it? Drop the far end a quarter inch."

"I see it."

"Fix it before you pack it or I swear to God, Griff, I will come over there and —"

"It's fixed."

"Already?"

"Already."

She leaned around the stud. The horizontal was level-perfect. The joint was clean. She looked at Griff. He looked back. The look that said *I fixed it before you finished the sentence because I'm Griff and that's what I do.*

"Showoff."

The almost-nod. The Griff compliment received.

"DELL."

"Yes ma'am?"

"Stop watching and start prepping the next section. And Dell?"

"Yeah?"

"Try to keep your head out of your ass today. I know it's comfortable in there but I need you in this dimension."

"Yes ma'am."

"And stop calling me ma'am. I'm not your mother."

"Yes m— yeah. Okay."

Hask was laughing again. Reeve had his gloves on and was already positioning the next section because Reeve could sense the sequence of a job the way some people could sense weather, and Reeve was always three steps ahead and silently judging everyone who wasn't.

---

They worked until the light through the open framing turned gold. The rough-in was three-quarters done — verticals in, horizontals mostly run, vents through the roof. Good day. Hard day. The kind of day that put calluses on calluses.

"That's enough," Lena said. Her shoulders ached. Her hands smelled like solder and oakum and the particular iron-and-flux smell that lived in wall chases the way dust lived in attics. "We'll finish tomorrow morning. Then we tell the framing crew they can close the walls."

Griff's crew set down their tools. Dell stretched — the kid managed to look exhausted, which meant the drain pipe had earned its reputation. Hask cracked his neck. Reeve put his hat back on.

"Good day," Griff said. Two words. No inflation.

"Good day," she agreed. "All of you. Even Dell."

"What did I do?"

"You didn't drop anything. That's an achievement. Go celebrate. Get a beer. Tell Nell I said you can have TWO."

Dell was gone before she finished the sentence. The promise of beer and Nell in the same location was the most powerful motivational force in Dustbreak.

---

Supper was pizza.

She saw it coming through the pass-through and her brain did the thing it always did when Benny made pizza — the quick scan, the hope, the assessment, the emotional result.

But this wasn't a normal pizza.

This was... tall. The plate came through the pass-through and the thing sitting on it wasn't flat. It wasn't the thin, crispy, fold-it-in-half pizza she'd been praying for. This was a pie. A deep, thick, golden-crusted PIE with a raised edge that went up two inches and cheese UNDERNEATH the sauce and the sauce on TOP — thick, chunky, red, ladled over the cheese like a blanket over a sleeping giant.

She stared at it.

"BENNY."

His face appeared. Flour. The golden retriever. Unaware of the international incident he had just precipitated.

"What. Did. You. Do."

"Deep flat pie. The crust was too thin last time. I made a thicker one. Put it in the deep pan. The cheese went in first because it melts better under the sauce when it bakes longer and —"

"Benny. BENNY. Do you have ANY idea what you have done? Do you have ANY idea what you have just created? This is not a pizza. This is a DECLARATION OF WAR. This is the culinary equivalent of FORT SUMTER. You have just fired the first shot in a conflict that has been raging in my world for EIGHTY YEARS and has NEVER been resolved and NEVER WILL BE because BOTH SIDES ARE INSANE."

"It's a deep flat —"

"It's CHICAGO DEEP DISH, Benny! CHICAGO. DEEP. DISH. You put the cheese under the sauce! You baked it in a deep pan! You made the crust thick and buttery and — oh God, is that BUTTER in the crust?"

"I put some of the rendered beef fat in the dough. It makes it —"

"IT MAKES IT A CHICAGO DEEP DISH CRUST, BENNY. You used BEEF TALLOW in PIZZA DOUGH and created the single most CONTROVERSIAL pizza in the history of HUMAN CIVILIZATION. There are people in New York City — a city of EIGHT MILLION HUMANS — who would sooner eat their own SHOES than eat this pizza. There are people in Chicago who would FIGHT those people in the STREET for saying that. There are DOCUMENTARIES about this. DOCUMENTARIES, Benny. About PIZZA. About whether THIS —" she pointed at the plate like it was a crime scene "— is even ALLOWED to call itself pizza or whether it's a goddamn CASSEROLE with IDEAS ABOVE ITS STATION."

Nell was behind the bar, both hands over her mouth, shaking. Not crying. Laughing. The silent, full-body, tears-in-the-eyes laugh of an eighteen-year-old who had just watched her mentor have a complete psychological breakdown over a pie.

"— and I'm not done, Nell, stop LAUGHING —"

"I'm not laughing, I'm —"

"You are CRYING from LAUGHING and I can SEE you —"

"It's just — your FACE, Lena, your face is doing so many things right now and I wish I could —"

"NELL."

She turned back to the pizza. Took a breath. Pointed at it again.

"Jon Stewart — a man who hosted the most important comedy show in my country for SIXTEEN YEARS — once spent EIGHT MINUTES on NATIONAL TELEVISION yelling about this pizza. EIGHT MINUTES. On a show about POLITICS. Because Chicago deep dish is not a food, Benny. It's a POLITICAL POSITION. It's a GANG AFFILIATION. If New York and Chicago were two hundred miles closer together there would be ACTUAL ORGANIZED VIOLENCE over this pizza. The only reason there ISN'T is because Indiana is in the way and nobody goes to Indiana on PURPOSE."

"Is it bad?" Benny asked. The rag had stopped. The pink was there but confused. The golden retriever had fetched a stick and the park was screaming at him and he didn't know why.

She looked at the pizza. At the thick, buttery crust. At the cheese melted underneath the sauce in a golden, bubbling layer. At the chunky tomato sauce on top, the kind of sauce that took hours and tasted like someone's grandmother had been cooking it since before the war.

She picked up a fork. Because you couldn't eat this with your hands. That was the POINT. That was the entire ARGUMENT. A pizza you had to eat with a FORK was either the greatest innovation in food history or the greatest betrayal of everything pizza stood for, depending on which side of the Mason-Dixon Line of Cheese you were born on.

She cut a piece. Lifted it. The cheese stretched — long, golden, ropey strands that connected the slice to the rest of the pie like it didn't want to let go.

"God DAMN it, Benny."

"Is it —"

"It's PERFECT. It's a perfect Chicago deep dish pizza and I am FURIOUS about it because I am from NORTH CAROLINA and I don't have a DOG in this fight but if I DID my dog would be a New York dog because New York pizza is CORRECT and you can FOLD it and you can EAT it with your HANDS like GOD intended when He invented pizza in NAPLES in the EIGHTEENTH CENTURY —"

She took another bite. The cheese pulled. The sauce was warm and bright. The crust crumbled and held at the same time.

"— but THIS is also correct in its own DERANGED, MIDWESTERN, FORK-REQUIRING way and I hate that it's correct and I hate that you made it and I hate that I'm going to eat three pieces of it and ask for more because Benny Harwick, you absolute BASTARD, you have now produced the SECOND most divisive food in my culture in this BAR and I swear on my father's pipe wrench that if you figure out New York thin crust next week I am going to lose my ENTIRE MIND —"

She stopped. Closed her mouth. Opened it again.

"Don't figure out New York thin crust."

"What's New York thin —"

"NOTHING. It's NOTHING. Forget I said it. Eat your pizza. This pizza. This SPECIFIC pizza which is DELICIOUS and WRONG and I love it."

Benny picked up the rag. The wipe. The confused pink of a man who had been yelled at for ten minutes by a woman eating his food with increasing speed and volume simultaneously.

"Huh," he said. The full Huh. The one that carried every flavor at once — confused, proud, bewildered, pleased, and slightly afraid. The golden retriever Huh. The one that meant *I don't understand anything that just happened but the stick is being eaten so I think we're okay.*

Emmett had his pencil out. He was writing something in the notebook. She looked over his shoulder. He'd written: *Chicago deep dish — Lena says controversial. Eight-minute comedy show. Fork required. Investigate.*

"Emmett, put the pencil down and eat the pizza."

"I'm documenting —"

"EAT. THE. PIZZA."

He ate the pizza. The scholar face appeared. The analysis. The cataloging.

"This is extraordinary," he said.

"EVERYTHING Benny makes is extraordinary, Emmett. That's the PROBLEM. The man can't make a bad pizza. He can make a CONTROVERSIAL pizza. He can make a pizza that would start a FISTFIGHT in an airport. But he cannot make a BAD one and it's making me insane."

She finished three pieces. She asked for more. She hated herself for asking. The cheese stretched and the sauce was perfect and the crust was buttery and the whole thing was a casserole pretending to be a pizza and she loved it the way you loved a thing you knew was wrong but couldn't stop wanting.

Nell was making something behind the bar — pouring two things together into a glass, frowning at it, pouring a third thing in, tasting it with a spoon, making a face, adding something sweet. She pushed it across the bar toward Dolly, who was at her table with her wine glass already empty.

Dolly picked up the glass. The pinky went out. She sipped. Something crossed her face that was either delight or a very sophisticated form of denial.

"Oh, that's LOVELY, baby Nelly. What's in it?"

"I don't know," Nell said. "The brown one and the sweet one and some of the fruit squeeze and I think that last bit was a mistake but it might also be the best part?"

Dolly took another sip. Pinky still out. "Make me another one."

Lena looked at the glass. It was the color of a sunset that had been in a fight. She looked at Dolly drinking it like it was champagne. She looked at Nell already pouring things into another glass and narrating the process to nobody.

"Nell, what is that?"

"I'm calling it a Sunset Cup! Or maybe a Tuesday Pour. I haven't decided. Do you want one?"

"I want a whiskey."

"But this has FRUIT in it —"

"Whiskey, Nell."

Dolly was watching her from across the room. Not the pizza. Not the rant. She was looking at Emmett. Then at Lena. Then back at Emmett. The slow look. The deliberate look. The look of a woman who had washed someone's hair and sent someone up a flight of stairs and wanted a full report. Her eyes found Lena's and one eyebrow went up — just one, just slightly — and the question it asked had nothing to do with pizza.

Lena's face went red. Again. The second time today. She looked away. Dolly smiled into Nell's mystery drink.

Cade was in his corner. Cards on the table. He'd seen everything — the rant, the look, the blush — because Cade saw everything. His face gave away nothing. He took a bite of his slice and went back to his cards.

Benny wiped the bar. The rag. The rhythm. The Ledger was settling into its after-supper quiet and somewhere behind the pass-through, the sound of dough being worked said tomorrow would bring something new. It always did. That was the problem and the miracle of Benny Harwick — the man couldn't stop making things, and the things he made kept being foods that Lena recognized from a world he'd never seen, and she couldn't explain it and she'd stopped trying.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She had another piece. She didn't apologize for it.

            

    
        Cleanouts, a Completion Draw, and the Next Trench

    
    
    
    
                The last cleanout went in at half past noon.

Lena screwed the cap down. Wiped her hands on the rag. Looked up.

Done.

Every supply stub capped. Every drain stub capped. Every joint soldered — the verticals by her hands, the horizontals by Griff's. The whole system tested for alignment and grade and ready for the framing crew to close the walls around it.

"That's it," she said. "Rough-in's done. Framing crew can close it up."

Griff walked the length of the expansion. He looked at the pipe the way he always did — quiet, assessing, the face of a man who had learned to see plumbing as a system with logic and sequence and purpose. He stopped at the main stack. Ran his hand along the iron.

"Good work," he said.

"Good work," she agreed. "All of you. Griff — your horizontals are clean. I mean that."

The almost-nod. Dell grinned with his mouth full of whatever Nell had brought over — the kid ate like a furnace and Nell had figured this out within three days of meeting him.

"Dell."

"Mmrph?"

"Chew. Swallow. Then speak."

Dell chewed. Swallowed. "Yeah?"

"You made it through the whole rough-in without dropping a section, soldering your own hand to a pipe, or setting anything on fire. I'm putting that on your headstone. 'Dell: He Didn't Burn It Down.'"

"That's not —"

"Take the afternoon. All of you. Get some food. Rest your backs. Tomorrow we start on Henderson's ranch line."

"Henderson's getting water?" Dell said. The words came out the way Dell said everything — loud, surprised, as though the world kept happening and nobody had warned him.

"Henderson's getting water. It's a long trench. You'll hate it."

Dell looked at the half-eaten whatever-it-was in his hand. Looked at Hask. Looked back at Lena.

"How long?"

"Long enough that you'll have time to rethink every choice that led you to a career in digging."

"I didn't choose digging. Digging chose me."

"That's the saddest thing anyone's ever said in this building and I've heard Dolly's clients through the walls. Go. Get out. Beer. Nell. Whatever you do when I'm not looking, which I don't want to know about."

Griff's crew gathered tools and filtered out through the expansion's open door frame. She heard Dell's voice on the boardwalk — "Henderson's getting WATER?" — and then the boots on the boards fading toward the Ledger.

She was alone in the expansion. Standing in the middle of it. Looking at her work.

Supply and drainage. Clean water in, dirty water out. The two halves of every plumbing system that ever existed, running parallel through the same walls, never touching. The invisible infrastructure that nobody would see once the walls went up. Nobody would turn a tap and think about the three-inch iron running behind the plaster. That was the deal. Plumbing was the thing that worked so well you forgot it existed.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

---

Emmett walked in twenty minutes later.

She heard the coat before she saw him — the particular sound of Emmett's coat catching on the rough-cut frame because the expansion didn't have finished door jambs yet and Emmett's coat caught on everything. He appeared with a pencil behind his ear and the energy of a man who had been out in the world all morning and had brought the world back with him.

"You're done," he said. Looking at the pipe.

"We're done. Framing crew can close it up."

He nodded. The Emmett nod — the one that meant he'd heard the information, processed its implications for three other things, and was already updating the plan in his head.

"Henderson's in," he said.

"I heard. I told the crew."

"No — I mean I just came from Henderson's porch. Sat with him for an hour. The man drinks coffee that could strip paint and he doesn't believe in cushions but he's in. The ranch line is real. I've got Forge making the fittings already — talked to him on the way back. He says a week for the first batch, which means we can start digging tomorrow and the pipe will be ready when we need it."

"Look at you. Out in the world. Talking to people. Making things happen."

"I talk to people."

"Emmett, six months ago you talked to BOOKS. Now you're sitting on Henderson's porch negotiating timelines over bad coffee. That's growth."

"His coffee isn't that bad."

"You put four sugars in everything. You wouldn't know bad coffee if it bit you."

He smiled. The Emmett smile — small, precise, like everything else about him. Then he looked around the expansion. At the pipe in the walls. At the capped stubs. At the empty space that was about to become rooms.

"We built this," he said. Quietly. Not to her specifically. To the building. To the fact of it.

"We built this," she agreed. "And tomorrow we start building the next thing, because that's what we do. We build things and then we build more things and we never stop building things because I am a PLUMBER, Emmett, and plumbers don't know how to sit still."

"I've noticed."

"Go back to the office. Figure out what Griff's crew needs for the trench tomorrow. And Emmett?"

"Hm?"

"There are BOOKS on my desk. In my office. On MY desk."

"Those are reference materials for the —"

"They are BOOKS. On MY desk. You have your OWN desk. Your desk is RIGHT THERE. Three feet from my desk. And yet somehow your books have MIGRATED to my desk like they're looking for better real estate."

"I needed the space for the —"

"First the coat rack. Now books. What's tomorrow, Emmett? A reading chair? A BOOKSHELF? Am I going to come downstairs and find you've built a LIBRARY in my office?"

He opened his mouth. Closed it. The look — slightly embarrassed, slightly proud, zero intention of moving the books.

"The books are staying, aren't they," she said.

"The reference materials are in an optimal position relative to the —"

"Get out. Go plan the trench. Take your optimal positioning with you."

He went. She heard the coat catch on the door frame again. Heard his boots on the boardwalk.

She gave it another minute. Looked at the pipe one more time. Ran her hand along the main stack the way Griff had — not checking it, just touching it. Saying goodbye to a job well done.

Then she headed for supper.

---

She saw the buggy before she saw Dell.

It was parked in the street outside the Ledger. New. Freshly built — the wood was still light, the iron fittings still bright, the wheels clean. Someone had paid real money for this buggy and it was obvious because the buggy had the particular shine of a thing that had been bought instead of earned.

But that wasn't the problem.

The problem was the ANGLE.

The front axle was jacked up. Higher than the rear. The whole buggy was tilted — nose to the sky, ass to the ground, like a dog stretching after a nap except the dog was a vehicle and the stretch was permanent and someone had done this ON PURPOSE.

Lena stopped walking.

She stood in the middle of the boardwalk and stared at the buggy the way you stare at something that shouldn't exist. The way you stare at a crime that has already been committed and cannot be undone. The way you stare at a thing that you thought you had left in another dimension and had followed you here anyway because the universe was cruel and human stupidity was a law of physics that transcended the boundaries of space and time.

Dell was standing next to it.

He was leaning against the high side — the FRONT side, the side that was a foot higher than it should be — with his hat tilted back and his arms crossed and the expression of a man who had just purchased the coolest thing he had ever owned and was waiting for the world to notice.

Nell was on the boardwalk. She was looking at the buggy with the face of an eighteen-year-old girl who had told a boy his buggy looked cool because the boy had asked and the boy was Dell and what was she supposed to say, that it didn't?

"Hey, Miss Wright! What do you think?"

Lena didn't answer. She walked off the boardwalk. Into the street. She walked around the buggy. Slowly. The way a detective walks around a body. She looked at the front axle — raised, shimmed, the springs sitting on wooden blocks that someone had cut and fitted specifically for this purpose. She looked at the rear axle — stock height. She looked at the angle. The tilt. The geometry of a vehicle that was pointing at the sky for no reason.

She completed her circuit. Came back to Dell. Stood in front of him. Looked at him the way a mother looks at a child who has just drawn on the wall with permanent marker.

"Dell."

"Yeah?" The grin. The proud grin. The grin of a young man who had no idea what was about to happen to him.

"What did you do to this buggy."

"I raised the front! Had the wheelwright put blocks under the front springs. Makes it sit higher in the front. Looks fast, right? Like it's going uphill even when it's standing still."

"Dell."

"Nell said it looked cool."

Nell's face went through six expressions in two seconds, the last of which was the particular horror of a girl who had just been named as an accomplice in a crime she didn't know was a crime.

"I didn't — I said it looked DIFFERENT —"

"You said it looked COOL, Nell —"

"I said it looked cool because YOU looked excited and I didn't want to —"

"BOTH OF YOU. STOP."

They stopped. The street was quiet. Griff had appeared in the doorway of the Ledger — she didn't know when — and was leaning against the frame with his arms crossed, watching. The expression on his face was the Griff equivalent of buying a ticket to a show and settling into his seat.

"Dell. Do you know what this is called?"

"A raised front?"

"This is called a CAROLINA SQUAT. It is called a Carolina Squat because it was invented — if 'invented' is even the right word for a crime against engineering — in the great state of NORTH CAROLINA, which is WHERE I AM FROM, Dell. My HOME. The place I was BORN and RAISED and learned to drive on roads that were FULL of trucks that looked EXACTLY like this buggy, except they were TRUCKS and they had ENGINES and they cost FORTY THOUSAND DOLLARS and the men who drove them could not SEE OVER THE HOOD because the front was so high that the ROAD disappeared and they were basically DRIVING BLIND while pointed at the SKY —"

She was pacing now. The street was her stage. Dell was frozen against his buggy. Nell had both hands over her mouth. Hask had come out of the Ledger and was standing behind Griff. Reeve was behind Hask. A small crowd was forming because when Lena Wright started pacing in the street, Dustbreak showed up.

"— and my state, Dell. MY STATE. The state of North Carolina. The state that gave the world flight — the WRIGHT BROTHERS, Dell, two men named WRIGHT, which is MY NAME, invented the AIRPLANE in North Carolina — that state looked at these trucks and said 'this is so stupid that we need to make it ILLEGAL.' The state LEGISLATURE got involved. POLITICIANS. Men and women who can't agree on ANYTHING — who can't agree on ROADS or TAXES or what DAY it is — looked at the Carolina Squat and said 'THAT. That right there. That is the ONE THING we can all agree is too stupid to allow.' And they BANNED it. They made it AGAINST THE LAW. In the state where it was INVENTED. Because it was SO DANGEROUS and SO POINTLESS and SO PROFOUNDLY, AGGRESSIVELY DUMB that the only appropriate response from the governing body of a civilized society was to say NO. Just — NO. Stop it. You can't do this anymore. We are taking this away from you because you cannot be trusted with it."

She stopped pacing. Turned to Dell.

"And you. YOU. A man who carries PIPE for a living and should understand that ANGLES MATTER and GRADE MATTERS and things that are TILTED when they shouldn't be TILTED are BAD — you looked at a perfectly good buggy and said 'what if this was WORSE? What if this COULDN'T SEE WHERE IT WAS GOING? What if I took a FUNCTIONAL VEHICLE and made it ACTIVELY DANGEROUS because I think it looks FAST while it's STANDING STILL?'"

Dell's grin had been gone since approximately the word "legislature." He was standing very straight and very still and his hat was no longer tilted back because the hat had sensed the danger and corrected itself.

"It's... just blocks," he said. Quietly. "I can take them out."

"You're DAMN right you can take them out. You're taking them out TONIGHT. You're going back to that wheelwright and you're telling him to put this buggy back the way GOD and the CARPENTER intended it to be and if I see this vehicle on this street tomorrow morning looking like it's trying to LAUNCH ITSELF INTO THE SUN I am going to take those blocks and I am going to —"

Griff looked at her.

Not a word. Just the look. The look that said *you're winding down, I can hear it, and we've all enjoyed the show, and now it's time to come inside and eat.*

She stopped. Closed her mouth. Glared at Griff. Glared at Dell. Glared at the buggy.

"Fix it," she said.

"Yes ma'am."

She didn't correct the ma'am. She walked past the buggy, past Dell, past Nell who was still standing on the boardwalk with her hands over her mouth, and pushed through the swinging doors of the Ledger.

Behind her, she heard Dell say to Nell, very quietly: "She really didn't like it."

And Nell, equally quiet: "Dell, I think it's illegal where she's from."

"How can a BUGGY be illegal?"

"I don't know but she said the word 'legislature' and I don't even know what that means but it sounded REALLY serious."

---

Inside, the Ledger smelled like something warm and savory and Benny.

She sat at the bar. Nell came in behind her — the girl had the self-preservation instincts to wait thirty seconds before following — and went straight behind the bar, rag in hand, talking before her feet stopped moving.

"— so I DIDN'T know it was a thing from her world, I just said it looked cool because he was SO excited and his face was doing the thing where he looks like a puppy and I can't say no to the puppy face, I can't, it's a WEAKNESS, and now I'm an accomplice to a — what did she call it? A Carolina something? And I don't know what Carolina IS but —"

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"Whiskey."

Nell poured. Fast. The whiskey was on the bar before Nell's mouth caught up to her hands, which was a rare event because Nell's mouth was usually ahead of everything.

*Ding.*

The plate came through. Lena looked at it. She'd deal with Benny's latest invention in a minute. Right now she needed the whiskey to hit and the image of Dell's nose-up, ass-down buggy to stop burning behind her eyes like a brand.

Dolly materialized. She did that — appeared at the bar the way weather appeared on a horizon. One moment the stool was empty. The next moment perfume and wine and the eyebrow.

"Baby doll," Dolly said. "I heard you from upstairs. My client heard you from upstairs. My client's tension is back because of you, which means I have to start over, which means you owe me an hour."

"Dell bought a buggy."

"I saw."

"He SQUATTED it."

"I don't know what that means but it sounded catastrophic."

"It means he jacked up the front so the whole thing points at the sky like a — like a — Dolly, the STATE I come from made this ILLEGAL. I left one dimension and the stupidity FOLLOWED me."

Dolly looked at her. The slow look. The look that peeled layers. Then she leaned in — close, too close, the perfume like a cloud — and put her hand on Lena's forearm.

"Baby doll. You just screamed at a boy about his buggy for five minutes in the middle of the street. You know what you need?"

"Don't say it."

"You need to come upstairs and let me —"

"DOLLY."

"— run you a bath. I was going to say a bath." The smile. The Dolly smile. The one that said *we both know I wasn't going to say a bath.* "You're so tense your shoulders are touching your ears. When was the last time someone took care of you instead of you taking care of everyone else?"

Lena looked at her. At the hand on her arm. At the warmth in Dolly's eyes that was real — genuinely, completely real — underneath the performance.

"I'm fine, Dolly."

"You're extraordinary, baby doll. But fine is not a word I'd use." She squeezed Lena's arm. The squeeze was the real thing — the thing underneath the flirtation, the thing that said *I see you and you're tired and I'm here.* "Eat your supper. Drink your whiskey. Yell at Dell some more if it helps. But sometime this week you're coming upstairs and you're going to sit in a tub and I'm going to wash your hair and you're going to tell me about the coat rack and the books and whatever else that man has smuggled into your life, and you're going to let me be your friend for an hour. Deal?"

"Deal."

"Good." She kissed Lena's temple. Light. Quick. The kind of kiss that landed between friendship and something else and lived there permanently. Then she picked up her wine, slid off the stool, and walked back to her table with the particular grace of a woman who had just gotten exactly what she wanted without raising her voice.

Lena watched her go. Took a breath. Drank the whiskey.

She looked at the plate.

She'd deal with whatever Benny had made. Tomorrow she'd dig a trench. Tonight she'd eat and drink and try to forget that the Carolina Squat had crossed dimensional boundaries to haunt her.

Cade was in his corner. Cards out. He caught her eye across the room. Didn't wave. Didn't nod. Just held the look for a beat longer than a stranger would. The look that said *I saw the whole thing and I'm filing it.*

Then he went back to his cards.

Tuesday. Long Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She picked up her fork and stabbed whatever Benny had made.

            

    
        Cincinnati Chili and the Second Meeting

    
    
    
    
                The ranch water trench was moving.

Griff's crew had broken ground that morning — south road, past Henderson's gate, following the fence line toward the ranch house. Good soil. No rock. The kind of digging that made everyone optimistic and made Lena suspicious, because good soil on day one meant the universe was saving something unpleasant for day three.

She'd spent the afternoon in the trench with the crew, laying the first stretch of pipe behind the dig. Standard work. Good work. The kind of work where she soldered joints while yelling at Dell about his grip and Dell gripped harder and Hask laughed and Griff said nothing because Griff was already three sections ahead and didn't need to be told.

"DELL, if you let that pipe drift one more inch I'm going to weld YOUR hand to it so it CAN'T drift."

"It's not drifting!"

"It's drifting like a boat, Dell. Hask, tell him it's drifting."

"It's drifting."

"SEE?"

"It's barely —"

"Barely is how walls crack. Barely is how joints fail. Barely is the word that comes right before 'why is there water in the basement.' HOLD. THE. PIPE."

Dell held the pipe. The pipe stopped drifting. Lena soldered the joint, clean and fast, and moved on to the next one without looking back because the joint was good and she knew it was good and thirteen years of crawl spaces meant she didn't need to check.

She washed at the trough after. Headed for the Ledger. Emmett was already at his stool — she could see him through the window, pencil behind his ear, talking to Nell about something that was making Nell talk even faster than usual, which was like discovering a river could go uphill.

She pushed through the swinging doors. Sat down. Nell had whiskey on the bar before Lena's weight was fully on the stool.

"How's the trench?" Emmett asked. Not looking up from whatever he was scribbling.

"Fifty feet. Good soil. Don't say that out loud."

"Why not?"

"The soil can hear you."

He smiled. The pencil kept moving — a quick note, not a ledger. A reminder about something Forge had told him, or something Henderson needed, or one of the twelve things Emmett was tracking in his head at any given moment.

The smell from the kitchen was interesting. Meat. Tomatoes. Something warm underneath that she couldn't quite place. Benny had been in there all day, which meant whatever was coming had been building for hours.

*Ding.*

Nell brought the bowls. Ground beef in a thick sauce — dark red, rich, fragrant — ladled over Benny's hand-cut noodles. She looked at it. Looked like Bolognese. Not exactly — the meat was coarser, the sauce thicker, and there was something in the color that was off. Darker. More complex.

She took a bite.

The meat was good. Seasoned, well-browned. Tomatoes. Onion. All correct. All exactly what a meat sauce should be.

Then the warmth hit.

Not heat — warmth. Something underneath the tomato, underneath the beef. Sweet. Aromatic. Almost floral. She chewed. Frowned. Took another bite. The note was there again — warmer, more insistent. It was —

*Cinnamon.*

She set her fork down. Picked it back up. Took a third bite, slower, letting the sauce sit on her tongue. Cinnamon. Definitely cinnamon. And underneath the cinnamon, something darker, richer —

*Chocolate.*

She stared at the bowl.

"Benny."

"Hmm?" From the pass-through. The rag. The innocent face.

"What's in this sauce?"

"Beef. Tomatoes. Onion. That brown bark spice — the one that smells like the inside of something warm." He paused. "And I shaved some of that dark cake into it. The bitter one. It melted."

"The brown bark spice is cinnamon, Benny."

"If you say so."

"And the dark cake is chocolate."

"Huh." The rag. One wipe. "It needed something. The sauce was flat. The bark made it warm and the cake made it deep."

She looked at the bowl. At the noodles. At the sauce that was, unmistakably, undeniably, Cincinnati chili served over spaghetti.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Do you know what you've done?"

"I made supper."

"You made Cincinnati chili. You made the single most controversial food in the history of my country. A food that has divided families. Ended friendships. Started arguments in bars that lasted DECADES. There are people in my world who would rather eat a boot than put cinnamon and chocolate in chili, and there are people who would die on the hill that it's the only way to eat it, and those two groups of people have been screaming at each other since nineteen twenty-two."

"It's just sauce, Lena."

"IT IS NOT JUST SAUCE." She pointed at the bowl with her fork. "This — THIS — is a war crime against two separate cuisines. You have taken chili — which is a SACRED FOOD in the American South, Benny, a food with RULES — and you have put cinnamon and chocolate in it, which is what happens when someone from Ohio gets hold of a recipe from Texas and decides it needs to be more INTERESTING. And then you put it on PASTA. Chili does not go on pasta. Chili goes in a bowl. By itself. With cornbread. MAYBE with cheese on top if you're feeling generous. You do not ladle it onto noodles like a — like a —"

She ran out of analogy. The analogy part of her brain had short-circuited somewhere around "cinnamon" and hadn't recovered.

Emmett was eating. Quietly. The focused silence of a man who had learned that when Lena was in the middle of a food rant, the correct response was to keep chewing and wait for the weather to pass.

"It's good, though," he said. Without looking up.

"I didn't say it wasn't GOOD, Emmett. I said it was a WAR CRIME. Those are not mutually exclusive. Some of the best food in history has been made by people who should have been arrested for making it."

She took another bite. The cinnamon was there — warm, layered, sitting underneath the chili powder like a secret the sauce was keeping. The chocolate deepened everything without sweetening it. The noodles caught the thick sauce and the whole thing was rich and strange and exactly the kind of food that made you angry because you couldn't stop eating it.

"I hate this," she said, taking another bite. "I want you to know that I hate this and I'm eating it under protest and if anyone from my world ever shows up and asks me if I ate Cincinnati chili I will deny it with my dying breath."

"Huh." Benny's pink. The rag.

She finished the bowl. Scraped the bottom. Considered asking for more, decided her dignity couldn't survive a second helping of a food she'd just called a war crime, and pushed the bowl away.

"One of these days," she said to the pass-through, "you're going to make something I don't have a speech about."

"Hasn't happened yet," Benny said. From somewhere behind the wall. She could hear the smile in his voice even through the plaster.

---

Henderson found her at the bar after the plates were cleared.

Not found — materialized. The way Henderson did everything. One moment the stool was empty, the next moment Henderson was on it, the way a rock appears in a field.

"Got a minute, Miss Wright?"

"For you, Henderson, always."

The silence. Henderson's warmup period. You didn't rush the man.

"Something happened," he said. "With my Ledger."

Lena's whiskey stopped halfway to her mouth.

"What kind of something?"

He pulled out his Ledger. Set it on the bar the way he set everything on surfaces — carefully, deliberately. Turned it toward her.

Rancher-Steward.

She read it twice.

"When?" she asked.

"Noticed it this morning. Might have been there longer — I don't check it every day." He looked at the screen. "But this morning my hands felt different on the fence wire. Steadier. Like the wire was showing me where it wanted to go instead of me forcing it. So I looked."

"Rancher-Steward."

"That's what it says."

"Henderson, do you know what a steward is?"

"A man who takes care of things that matter." Simple. The way he said everything. "Not just cattle. Things that grow. Things that need tending."

She looked at him. Then at Emmett, who had stopped pretending to read his notebook and was openly listening with his pencil poised.

"We need to talk about this," Emmett said. The pencil was twitching. "Tonight. The office."

"Emmett —"

"Fifteen minutes. That's all."

"We are not having another meeting about magic rectangles."

"It's relevant data, Lena. Henderson's evolution follows a different pattern than —"

"It follows the pattern of me telling a man about GRAVEL and the magic rectangle giving him a PROMOTION for it. That's not a pattern. That's a rectangle having a panic attack."

"Fifteen minutes."

"FINE. Fifteen minutes. And then I'm going to bed."

---

The W&G office had five chairs.

Emmett had borrowed two from the Ledger while Lena was washing up. Nell had been given instructions — "pour drinks, don't burn anything, we'll be an hour" — and had nodded with the focused composure of a girl who was definitely going to eavesdrop from the boardwalk if she could figure out which window was closest.

Benny came first. No rag. Off-duty. He sat down, crossed his arms, and looked at the floor. His entire body language said *I am here because people I care about asked me to be here and I will contribute nothing and leave as soon as possible.*

Dolly came second. Wine glass. Legs crossed. She looked at Lena and her mouth curled.

"Baby doll, we need to stop meeting like this. People are going to talk." She looked Lena up and down — slowly, deliberately, the full Dolly scan. "You have solder on your neck. It looks like a hickey. I'm choosing to believe it's a hickey."

"It's SOLDER, Dolly."

"Whatever helps you sleep at night, baby doll."

Henderson arrived last. Knocked on the door frame, because of course he did. The man owned property on this street and he still knocked. He sat in the fifth chair the way he sat on his porch — patient, unhurried, taking up exactly the space a seventy-year-old rancher needed.

"Thank you for coming," Emmett said. The notebook was open. The pencil was ready.

"Don't make it formal, Emmett," Lena said.

"Right." He looked at Henderson. "Would you tell everyone what you told Lena?"

Henderson looked at the room. Benny behind his crossed arms. Dolly with her wine. Emmett with his pencil. Lena with her whiskey.

"My class changed," he said. "Rancher-Steward. Started after Miss Wright fixed my fence post." He paused. "That's the whole story."

"Huh," Benny said. To the floor. His contribution for the evening.

"Now," Emmett said, leaning forward, "this changes my theory from the first meeting. I originally proposed that class evolution followed bond proximity — the closer someone was to Lena, the earlier they changed. But Henderson, you're not in our inner circle. You're a client. A friend. Which means the variable isn't closeness, it's —"

"When's the last time you two kissed?" Dolly said. To Lena. Completely ignoring Emmett's theory.

"DOLLY. We are in a MEETING."

"I'm just asking because last time we had one of these, you and Emmett weren't sharing a building, and now there's a coat rack upstairs that I KNOW wasn't there last week, and I think the proximity question has layers you haven't considered."

"The coat rack has NOTHING to do with HYPHENS, Dolly."

"It has everything to do with hyphens, baby doll. Everything in your life has everything to do with everything else. That's kind of the whole point."

Emmett's pencil had stopped. He was looking at Dolly with the expression of a man who had just heard something that was either profound or completely irrelevant and couldn't determine which.

"Can I get back to my —"

"Emmett, nobody's stopping you," Lena said. "Go. Theory. Hit us."

"The variable isn't closeness. It's whether someone genuinely LISTENED to —"

"I don't KNOW what I did," Lena said. "That's the thing, Emmett. I don't KNOW why Henderson's a Steward. I told him about GRAVEL. GRAVEL. I told a man to put rocks around his fence posts so they wouldn't rot. That's not a PHILOSOPHY. That's DRAINAGE."

"But it changed how he thought about —"

"It changed how he thought about FENCE POSTS. The rectangle took 'thinks differently about fence posts' and turned it into a whole new CLASS. That's not me doing something special. That's the rectangle PANICKING."

"The rectangle doesn't panic," Emmett said.

"It absolutely panics. It sees someone doing something it doesn't have a box for and it slaps a hyphen on them because hyphens are the only tool it has. It's a BUREAUCRAT, Emmett. It's a magic bureaucrat with one stamp and it uses that stamp on EVERYTHING."

Dolly was sipping her wine with the expression of a woman watching a tennis match she was enjoying enormously.

"She's not wrong," Dolly said.

"She's not ENTIRELY right either," Emmett said. The pencil was on the notebook but nothing was being written because the conversation had gone sideways twice in two minutes and Emmett's organizational system couldn't keep up.

"I think," Henderson said.

Everyone looked at him. Henderson speaking mid-meeting was like a mountain clearing its throat.

"I think the lady told me why my fence posts rotted. And I started asking why about other things. And the rectangle noticed." He stood up. "That's it. Doesn't need to be more complicated than that."

He walked to the door. Stopped at the frame.

"Miss Wright."

"Henderson."

"Check your boots."

"Always do."

He left. The boardwalk. The boots on wood, steady and unhurried.

The four of them sat in the office. The fifth chair empty. The lamp making shadows on the wall.

"That lasted eight minutes," Dolly said. She was looking at the empty chair with amusement.

"I told you fifteen was generous," Lena said.

Emmett's pencil was on the notebook. He'd written a date, a class name, and one word: *gravel.* That was the sum total of the evening's scholarly output.

"I didn't finish my theory," he said.

"Nobody was going to let you finish your theory, Emmett. That's the whole point of these meetings. You start a theory, Henderson says one sentence, Benny says 'Huh,' Dolly asks about our sex life, and we all go home knowing exactly as much as we did before."

"I didn't ask about your sex life," Dolly said. "I asked when you last kissed. There's a difference, baby doll. One is a question. The other is an invitation." She stood. Set the wine glass down. Touched Lena's shoulder on the way past — the brief press, warm, the Dolly touch that said *we're not done, you and me.* "But if you ever want to answer the other one, you know where I am."

"DOLLY."

"Goodnight, baby doll." She was already at the door. The perfume lingered.

Benny stood. The meeting was over. He knew it the way he knew when a braise was done — not by time, by feel. The rag was back at the bar and the rag needed him.

"Huh," he said. At the door. To everyone. To no one.

Emmett closed the notebook. The pencil went behind his ear. He looked at Lena across the office, the five chairs, the empty room.

"I still think there's a pattern," he said.

"I know you do." She stood. Kissed his cheek. "Come upstairs. It's late. And Emmett?"

"Hm?"

"If I find a SECOND reading lens on the nightstand I swear to —"

"Goodnight, Lena."

"Goodnight, Emmett."

They went upstairs. To the room with the coat rack and the books and the reading lens that may or may not have multiplied and the particular quiet of two people who had built something together and were still figuring out what it was.

Wednesday tomorrow. More trench. More pipe. More Dell.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Always there.

            

    
        Spaghetti and Eggs

    
    
    
    
                She woke up to silence.

Not the old silence — not the silence of a room with one person in it. The new silence. The silence of a room that had recently held two people and now held one because the other had slipped out before dawn with the quiet precision of a man who got out of bed the way he got out of everything — carefully, deliberately, without disturbing the thing he was leaving.

She pulled on clothes. Work clothes — the cotton bra, the jeans, the shirt that had survived months' worth of pipe work and was developing the kind of character that polite people called "well-worn" and honest people called "ready to be a rag." Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered.

She opened the drawer for a clean pair of socks.

There were extra socks in the drawer.

Not her socks. Her socks were the thick wool ones she'd bought from Cobb's shop — dark, practical, the kind of socks a plumber wore because a plumber's feet lived in boots for fourteen hours a day and needed socks that could survive it. These were thinner. Lighter. Folded. Neatly. In a way that suggested the person who had put them there had THOUGHT about where they were going.

She held up a pair. Looked at them. Looked at the drawer. Looked at the empty bed where the man who owned these socks had been sleeping six hours ago.

"SOCKS, Emmett," she said. To the room. To the empty bed. To the particular audacity of a man who was escalating from coat racks to books on desks to reading lenses on nightstands to CLOTHING IN HER DRAWER. "There are SOCKS in my drawer. Not on the floor. Not on the chair. In the DRAWER. Folded. You FOLDED them. You folded your socks and put them in MY drawer like a man who has DECIDED something and didn't bother to INFORM the other party."

The room didn't answer. The room had a coat rack and books downstairs and a reading lens on the nightstand and now socks in the drawer and the room was clearly on Emmett's side.

She put on her own socks. Closed the drawer. The Emmett socks stayed where they were because of course they did. Everything Emmett put somewhere stayed there. That was the whole strategy. Place it. Don't discuss it. Wait for the prosecution to rest.

---

She padded downstairs and there he was.

Lamp still burning even though morning light was coming through the window. Emmett was in his chair, coat buttoned wrong — two buttons off, which was ambitious even for him — reading lens perched on his nose, pencil moving with the particular speed that meant today was a big day and the big day had a checklist.

He didn't look up until her hand was on his shoulder, and then he turned and she kissed him — morning breath and all, because Lena Wright had never in her life let hygiene get between her and a good morning kiss and she wasn't starting in another dimension.

"Big day," she said.

"Big day." The pencil stopped. His eyes had the bright, focused look of a man who had been awake since before dawn organizing the sequence of events that would switch an entire town's water supply from one system to another. He was in heaven. Emmett Grail in front of a logistics problem was a golden retriever in front of a tennis ball.

"Socks," she said.

"Hm?"

"In my drawer. Folded."

"I needed somewhere to —"

"You have a BUILDING, Emmett. You have an entire BOOKSHOP with DRAWERS in it. Drawers that have been YOUR drawers for YEARS. And yet somehow your socks decided they needed to relocate to MY drawer, in MY room, like they were fleeing a hostile jurisdiction."

"They're just socks."

"First the coat rack. Then the books. Then the reading lens. Now socks. What's next? A WARDROBE? Are you going to show up with a MATTRESS? Am I going to come home and find you've built a SECOND FLOOR?"

He looked at her with the Emmett look — slightly embarrassed, slightly proud, zero intention of removing the socks.

"Need food and coffee. Now. STAT."

"The crew's already at the Ledger. Griff came in twenty minutes ago."

"Of course he did."

He capped the ink. Set the pencil in the groove. Stood up and straightened the coat, which accomplished nothing because the buttons were wrong and would remain wrong until he took it off tonight and maybe hung it on the coat rack that started all of this.

They walked to the Ledger together.

---

The bar was full.

Griff was at the far end with Dell, Hask, and Reeve — the full crew, fed and coffeed and waiting. They had the particular energy of men who'd been told that today mattered and had responded by showing up early and eating everything Nell put in front of them. Dell was on his second plate of something. Hask was staring into his coffee like it contained instructions. Reeve had his gloves on because Reeve was always ready ten minutes before everyone else and spent the intervening time silently judging the unprepared.

Lena sat at the bar. Emmett sat next to her. Nell appeared with coffee — black for Lena, cream and sugar for Emmett.

"Morning — oh you're here early, both of you, that's good because the crew's been here since FOREVER and Dell already ate two plates and I think Hask is asleep with his eyes open which I didn't know people could DO but he's been staring at his cup for like ten minutes and hasn't blinked and it's honestly a little scary and — oh! Benny's got something weird."

"Benny always has something weird."

"No, I mean —" Nell glanced toward the pass-through. The face of a girl who had seen the food and was still processing what she'd seen. "It's REALLY weird. Like, I've seen weird, Lena. Benny does weird every day. This is a new kind of weird. This is weird that looks like it might have been alive recently and died in a skillet and I'm not saying it's BAD, I'm just saying when you see it you should maybe — prepare yourself."

*Ding.*

The plate came through the pass-through and Nell delivered it with the particular care of a person handling something they weren't entirely sure was food. She set it in front of Lena and stepped back — not far, but far enough to establish deniability.

Lena looked at the plate.

It was leftover spaghetti — last night's noodles, the hand-cut ones, tangled and matted from spending the night in a cold pot, tossed with whatever sauce Benny had left over. And woven through all of it, holding the whole thing together, were scrambled eggs. Cooked in. Not on top — IN. The eggs had been poured over the leftover spaghetti in a hot skillet and everything had cooked together into a dense, lumpy, brown-and-orange mass that looked like something a field surgeon would cover with a cloth and tell the family he'd done everything he could.

"Is that brains?" Dell said. From across the bar. Loudly. With the tact of a twenty-year-old miner who had never learned the difference between an inside thought and an outside sentence.

"It looks like something that came out of a creature," Hask said. "Not something you put in one."

Griff was staring at the plate with the quiet assessment of a man who had eaten underground for fifteen years and had standards about what qualified as food, and this was testing them.

Nell's face was a masterpiece of professional neutrality. She was trying very hard to have no opinion. She was failing.

Emmett looked at the plate. Looked at Lena. The look of a man who trusted the woman he loved and also wanted to see her eat it first.

Lena picked up her fork. Cut into the mass. The eggs had bound the noodles and the sauce into something cohesive — a slab, almost. The bottom was dark and crispy where it had sat against the hot skillet. The edges of the noodles had gone golden brown. The sauce had caramelized where it touched iron.

She took a bite.

The table went quiet. Griff's crew was watching. Nell was watching. Emmett was watching. Even Benny's shadow was visible in the pass-through — he was standing just behind the wall, listening, because Benny always listened for the first bite.

Lena chewed. Closed her eyes. Chewed again.

*Nana's kitchen. Saturday morning. The stovetop skillet — the big one, cast iron, older than Lena, older than Dad. Leftover spaghetti from Friday night. Eggs from the carton in the fridge door. Butter in the pan. The sizzle. The smell of noodles crisping in hot fat. Her brothers fighting over who got the corner piece with the most crust. Dad at the counter with his coffee, not fighting, because Dad always made sure he got his piece before the boys came downstairs.*

She opened her eyes.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" From behind the wall. Cautious. The tone of a man who was bracing for a rant.

"Where did you learn this?"

"I didn't learn it. I had leftover sauce and leftover noodles and eggs, and a hot skillet seemed like the right thing to do. The eggs held everything together. The bottom got crispy." A pause. "I wasn't sure about it."

"Benny, my family calls this spaghetti and eggs."

"I'm calling it a spaghetti omelette."

"You can call it whatever you want. My Nana made this. My DAD made this. Every Saturday morning with whatever was left from Friday supper — didn't matter if it was spaghetti, or ziti, or any kind of pasta with sauce. Eggs, butter, hot skillet, flip it once if you can, serve it with salt and pepper." Her voice had gone somewhere she didn't expect it to go — not the rant voice, not the lecture voice. The memory voice. "My brothers fought over the crispy edges. Travis always got the biggest piece because he was the oldest and he'd smack your hand with a spatula if you reached for it. Brody burned his mouth every single time because he couldn't wait for it to cool and nobody felt sorry for him because we told him every week and he never listened. And my brother Cody —" She almost laughed. "Cody used to tell girls he was dating that it was a 'traditional Italian frittata' because he was too embarrassed to say 'my dad dumps leftover spaghetti in a pan and pours eggs on it.' Every single girl took one look at the plate and said it looked like brains."

"It DOES look like brains," Dell said.

"It TASTES like home. Shut up and get your own."

The bar was quiet for a different reason now. Not the silence of people waiting for a rant — the silence of people hearing something they hadn't heard before. Lena talking about home. Lena talking about family. Not the ex-husband. Not the complaints. The real thing — the kitchen, the skillet, the brothers, the Saturday mornings.

Griff was looking at her with an expression she'd never seen on his face. The almost-smile — the Griff version, which was really just a slight relaxation of the face that was normally set to "foreman."

"No rant this morning?" he asked.

"No rant this morning, Griff."

"Not even a little one? Nothing about how this is a crime against breakfast?"

"The people of Ohio can rest easy today. This one's family."

Dell flagged Nell. Nell looked at Benny through the pass-through. Benny looked at Dell. The pink came — not because of the compliment, but because someone other than Lena had voluntarily asked for the thing that looked like a medical emergency.

"Salt," Lena said to Nell. "And pepper. And if Benny has any of that hard cheese — the crumbly one he grates on things — I want some of that too."

Nell brought salt, pepper, and a small dish of grated cheese that looked like Parmesan's frontier cousin. Lena sprinkled all three over the plate and took another bite. The cheese melted into the hot eggs. The salt sharpened everything. The pepper cut through the richness.

She ate the whole plate. Every bite. Including the crispy edges, which she ate last, because the crispy edges were the best part and you saved the best part and that was a rule she'd learned at a kitchen table in Raleigh from a father who knew how to cook leftovers and six brothers who knew how to fight over them.

Emmett ate beside her. Quiet. Methodical. He'd cut the spaghetti omelette into precise squares because Emmett ate everything in precise squares, even things that were fundamentally unsquareable.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Don't ever change this one. Don't add anything. Don't make it fancier. Leftovers, eggs, hot skillet, crispy edges. That's it."

"Huh." The rag. The wipe. But she could hear something in the "Huh" that was different from the usual "Huh." Softer. The "Huh" of a man who had accidentally made something that mattered more than flavor.

She pushed the plate back. Wiped her mouth. Looked at the bar — Griff's crew, fed and waiting. Emmett, pencil behind his ear. Nell, clearing plates and telling the empty stools about Hask's blinking problem.

"All right," she said. "Cutover day. Everybody listen up."

She stood. The bar went quiet.

"Today we switch Dustbreak to the new system. Tower, mains, the whole thing. Emmett's got the sequence — fourteen steps, in order, no skipping. If something goes wrong, we stop and fix it before we move on." She looked at Griff. "Your crew's on valve work."

"Ready," Griff said.

"Dell, you're on the collection box and the windmill. When I say pull the pin, you pull the pin. When I say stop, you stop. If you touch ANYTHING I don't tell you to touch, I will bury you in the trench we just finished."

"Yes ma'am."

"Hask, Reeve — you're on checkpoints. Emmett will tell you where. If you see a leak, you yell. If you see a drip, you yell. If you see something that MIGHT be a drip, you yell. I would rather get yelled at about nothing than miss something."

"And if it all works?" Griff asked.

"If it all works, the old gravity main shuts down and Dustbreak runs on the tower."

She looked at her crew. Her people. Fed on spaghetti and eggs and coffee and whatever it was that made a group of miners follow a plumber into a trench every morning without being asked twice.

"Let's go," she said.

Griff stood. The crew stood. Emmett's pencil appeared — she didn't see him pull it out, but there it was, ready for the day.

They headed for the door. Lena last. She stopped at the pass-through.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Thank you. For breakfast."

The pink. Not the processing pink or the happy pink. A different one. The pink of a man who understood that what he'd just heard — the Nana, the brothers, the Saturday skillet — was a piece of Lena Wright that she didn't give to many people.

"Check your boots, Lena."

"Always do, Benny. Always do."

She pushed through the swinging doors and into the morning.

Cutover day.

            

    
        Cold Beer, Hot Pipe, and Running Water

    
    
    
    
                The old main shut off with a quarter turn and a sound like a giant swallowing.

"That's it?" Dell said.

"That's it," Lena said. "Congratulations. You just killed the water supply for an entire town. If anybody needs to take a shit in the next four hours, they'd better have planned ahead."

"I planned ahead," Hask said.

"Nobody asked, Hask."

Griff was already moving to the first checkpoint. Emmett had his pencil out and a list he'd written last night, rewritten this morning, and was now reading with the intensity of a man who had found a possible fifteenth step and was deciding whether it merited inclusion.

"Emmett."

"Hm?"

"It's fourteen steps. It was fourteen steps last night. It's fourteen steps now. Stop looking for fifteen."

"There might be fifteen."

"There's not fifteen."

"The overflow valve —"

"Is step eleven. It's already in there. I watched you write it."

He looked at the list. Looked at her. The faintest hint of disappointment — the expression of a man who'd been denied an additional line item. He folded the paper. Not all the way.

---

They worked the checkpoints through the morning. Open a valve, check the joint, move on. The rhythm of it was familiar — the same rhythm as every other pipe day, except today every valve mattered because today wasn't practice.

The bad joint showed up at checkpoint seven.

"Fuck," Lena said.

"How bad?" Griff asked, from ten feet down the trench.

She was on her knees, hands on the pipe, feeling the weep. Not a gusher. Not a spray. A weep — the kind of leak that whispered instead of screamed.

"Bad enough. Not catastrophic. I need the torch and about twenty minutes of everybody not talking to me."

"I can do the joint," Griff said.

She looked at him. He looked back. The look of a man who had learned to solder from the woman currently on her knees in a trench, and who knew — because she had told him fourteen times — that the student does the work when the student is ready.

"You sure?"

"I'm sure."

She climbed out. Griff climbed in. She watched from the edge — arms crossed, jaw set, every muscle in her body fighting the urge to reach down and take the torch back. Emmett was beside her. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. He just stood close enough that his shoulder touched hers, which was the Emmett version of holding her hand.

Griff cleaned the joint. Heated the pipe. Fed the solder. It wicked in — bright, even, the way it was supposed to. He held the heat for three more seconds because Lena had taught him that the three extra seconds were the difference between a joint that held and a joint that held for a while.

"Check it," Griff said.

She leaned over. Ran her thumb across the joint. Dry. Clean. No weep.

"That's a good joint, Griff."

He nodded. Climbed out. Wiped his hands on his pants. That was it. No celebration. No speech. Griff had fixed a joint and it was good and they were moving on.

---

By noon, all fourteen steps were done. Emmett had a check mark next to every one. He folded the list and put it in his coat pocket. All the way this time.

"We're good?" Lena asked.

"We're good."

"Then let's feed the bitch."

Dell looked at Hask. Hask looked at Reeve. Reeve looked at nobody because Reeve was already walking toward the collection box at the stream.

Lena pulled the pin on the windmill.

The blades caught the wind. Slow at first — a lazy turn, then another, then the gears engaged and the pump caught and from somewhere inside the tower she heard it. The sound of water moving through pipe. Her pipe. Their pipe.

"Holy shit," Dell said.

"Language, Dell."

"You say 'shit' every five minutes."

"I'm the boss. Shut up and listen."

They listened. The pump cycled. Water climbed the fill line into the tank. She couldn't see it from down here, but she could hear it. The hollow ring of water hitting the bottom of an empty coopered tank. A sound like rain on a wooden roof, except the rain was coming from below.

"How long till we can flush?" Griff asked.

"Few feet of water in the tank. Couple hours. Depends on the wind."

"So we wait," Griff said.

"So we wait."

Dell was already gone. Nobody had told him to go. Nobody needed to. Dell had one job when there was downtime and that job was beer, and he was halfway up the mountain trail before Lena finished her sentence.

---

They sat in the shade of the tower.

Emmett had his back against one of the white oak legs, pencil behind his ear, watching the blades turn. Griff sat on an overturned bucket. Hask was flat on his back in the grass with his hat over his face. Reeve was sitting upright with his gloves still on because Reeve didn't believe in downtime and was ready to resume operations the moment someone said the word.

"Take your gloves off, Reeve."

"I'm fine."

"You've been wearing those gloves for six hours. Your hands are going to look like raisins."

"I said I'm fine."

"Reeve."

"Ma'am."

"Take. Your gloves. Off. That's an order from your boss who will make your life a living hell if you don't sit down and relax for twenty goddamn minutes."

Reeve took his gloves off. Slowly. With the expression of a man committing a war crime.

Lena leaned back against the tower leg across from Emmett. She could hear the water above them — not just the initial ring anymore, but a deeper sound now. Fuller. The tank was filling. She closed her eyes and let the sound wash over her.

"You're smiling," Emmett said.

"I'm not smiling."

"You're smiling and your eyes are closed, which means you're smiling at something inside your head, which is usually when the best smiles happen."

"Emmett Grail, if you write that down I will divorce you and we're not even married."

The pencil stopped. She opened one eye. He was smiling too. The Emmett smile — small, precise, like everything else about him.

"I wasn't going to write it down."

"Liar."

"I was going to paraphrase."

Dell came crashing back down the trail with a wooden crate on his shoulder. Inside: eight bottles of beer, cold from the mountain stream, sweating in the afternoon air. He set the crate down in the middle of the group like a man delivering sacrament.

"Dell," Lena said. "I take back forty percent of the shit I've said about you."

"Only forty?"

"Don't push it."

She grabbed a bottle. Popped the cork with her belt knife. The beer was cold — genuinely cold, stream-cold, the kind of cold that made your teeth ache on the first sip and your shoulders drop on the second. She drank half of it in one pull and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"God, that's good."

Griff took a bottle. Drank it the way Griff drank everything — steadily, without hurry. Hask sat up, took a bottle, and drank it lying back down. Reeve accepted a bottle with the reluctance of a man who was drinking on duty and would never forgive himself.

"Reeve, you're off duty. I literally just told you that."

"Noted."

"Drink your beer."

"I'm drinking it."

"Drink it like you mean it."

Reeve took a sip. A slightly larger sip. This was the Reeve version of cutting loose.

Emmett drank his beer in small, measured sips and jotted something on the back of the fourteen-step list. She didn't ask what. Probably the weather and the brand of beer, because Emmett Grail didn't let a day like this go unrecorded.

---

They flushed the lines at four.

Lena opened the master valve — the one in the cage, the one with two keys, the one that Forge had built a locked iron box around because some things needed to be harder to break than they were to build. She turned the handle. The pipes groaned. Air hissed out of the open taps at the Ledger, at Hallett's, at Crewe's. Brown water first. Then cloudy. Then clear.

"Nell!" Lena shouted from the street. "Turn your tap!"

Nell's voice from inside the Ledger: "IT'S ON!"

"What's coming out?"

A pause. Then: "WATER!"

"What color?"

"CLEAR! It's CLEAR, Lena, it's — oh my God it's actually WATER, it's coming out of the TAP, like actual WATER from an actual TAP and I'm not even doing anything it's just COMING OUT and —"

"NELL. Is it clear?"

"It's clear! It's beautiful! I'm going to CRY —"

"Don't cry on the tap, Nell!"

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. Fourteen steps. All checked. Tank filling. Lines flushed. Three properties running off the tower.

"Wright and Grail," she said.

"Waterworks," he said.

She kissed him. In the street. In front of Griff's crew and Nell in the doorway and the entire town of Dustbreak, such as it was. She kissed him the way she did everything — without half measures, without apology, without giving a single solitary shit who was watching.

Dell threw his hat.

Hask threw his hat.

Reeve did not throw his hat but he touched the brim, which for Reeve was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

Griff stood at the base of the tower with his arms crossed and his face set to the expression that, on anyone else, would have been a grin. On Griff it was just a slight rearrangement of the granite. But his eyes were bright. And when Lena looked at him — really looked — he nodded. Once. The nod that meant *we built this* and *it works* and *I'm proud of you* and *don't you dare make me say any of that out loud.*

"All right," Lena said. She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, which she would deny doing later. "I'm starving. Somebody tell Benny we're coming and we're hungry and if supper isn't ready in thirty minutes I'm going behind that bar and cooking it myself."

"That's a threat," Griff said.

"That's a PROMISE, Griff."

They walked back to the Ledger together. All of them. Covered in dirt and solder and sweat, boots checked, pipe laid, water running. The tower behind them with DUSTBREAK on one side and HENDERSON BEEF on the other, catching the late afternoon light.

They heard it before they saw it.

A sound like a furnace coughing. A low, wet, rattling WHOOMPF from somewhere ahead of them on the street, followed by a hiss, followed by something that sounded like a dragon with bronchitis clearing its throat after a long nap.

Then the smoke.

Black. Thick. POURING into the late afternoon air like someone had set a tire on fire. A rolling, billowing, opaque CLOUD of black smoke rising from in front of the Rusty Ledger, blotting out the golden light and turning the street into something that looked like a factory district in a coal town on the wrong side of the industrial revolution.

Dell's buggy was in the middle of it.

The front axle was level. He'd taken the blocks out. Good boy. Responsible citizen. Learned his lesson. And then — and THEN — he had bolted a coal burner to the back of the frame. Not a small one. Not a tasteful one. A squat iron box with a chimney pipe and a hand-lever on the side, and Dell had PULLED THAT LEVER, and the damper had opened, and the burner had belched, and now the entire street in front of the Ledger was engulfed in a rolling black fog that smelled like a mine shaft had mated with a locomotive and their offspring had parked itself in front of a bar.

Dell was standing next to the buggy. IN the smoke. Grinning. The hat was tilted back. The arms were crossed. The pose of a young man who had just done something he believed was incredibly cool and was waiting for the applause.

Nell was in the doorway of the Ledger, waving smoke out of her face with a rag, coughing, and — through the coughing — saying something that sounded like "— I TOLD him to try it when you got back because I wanted to SEE your face and I think maybe I should have thought that through because I can't BREATHE and —"

Lena walked through the smoke. Through it. The black cloud parted around her like she was walking through a curtain made of bad decisions. Her eyes were watering. Not from emotion this time. From soot.

She stopped in front of Dell.

"DELL."

"Pretty cool, right? Watch — " He reached for the lever again.

"DO NOT TOUCH THAT LEVER."

His hand froze.

"Dell. Do you know what you have done?"

"I made it smoke."

"You made it ROLL COAL, Dell. ROLL. COAL. Do you know what rolling coal IS? Do you have ANY idea what you have just independently reinvented?"

"It's just a coal burner with a damper that —"

"Rolling coal is what happens when a certain kind of man — a very SPECIFIC kind of man, Dell, a man with a truck that cost more than his EDUCATION — modifies his vehicle to BELCH BLACK SMOKE on PURPOSE. Not because it serves any function. Not because it makes the vehicle faster or stronger or better in ANY measurable way. But because he wants EVERYONE BEHIND HIM to know that he is there and he does not care about their lungs or their paint job or their CHILDREN sitting in the back seat with the windows down."

She was pacing. The smoke was still rolling. Nell had retreated inside the Ledger. Hask and Reeve had stopped walking and were watching from a safe distance. Emmett had his hands in his coat pockets and the expression of a man who recognized that this was going to take a while and had made peace with it.

"In my world, Dell, there are men — grown men, ADULT men with JOBS and MORTGAGES — who spend THOUSANDS of dollars modifying their diesel trucks to produce MORE smoke. Not less. MORE. They reprogram the ENGINE. They remove the filters that were put there by the GOVERNMENT to keep the AIR BREATHABLE. And then they drive up next to someone in a small car — a car that gets good gas mileage, a car driven by someone who is trying to be RESPONSIBLE — and they FLOOR IT. They dump BLACK SMOKE onto that car. Into the windows. Into the vents. Into the lungs of whoever is inside. And they think this is FUNNY. They think this is a STATEMENT. They think they are making a POINT about — I don't even know what, Dell. FREEDOM? MASCULINITY? The God-given right to turn the AIR INTO A HEALTH HAZARD because a HONDA made you feel INSECURE?"

"I don't know what a Honda is," Dell said. Very quietly. Very still. The hat had corrected itself again.

"A Honda is a car made by people who believe in EFFICIENCY, Dell, and rolling coal is the automotive equivalent of PUNCHING efficiency in the FACE. The EPA — the agency my government created specifically to stop people from POISONING THE AIR — has tried to make this illegal. TRIED. Because there are enough people who do it and enough POLITICIANS who think the right to pollute is a CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUE that the law can't keep up with the STUPIDITY."

She stopped pacing. Pointed at the coal burner. The smoke had thinned to a steady stream — the initial belch was over, but the burner was still going, still producing a thin column of black that rose into the evening sky like a middle finger made of carbon.

"You took the blocks out like I asked. I RESPECTED that. I thought — she learned something. The boy heard me. The buggy is FIXED. And then you went to FORGE — a man I RESPECT, a man who makes TOOLS and VALVE CAGES and things that MATTER — and you asked him to build you a COAL BURNER so your HORSE-DRAWN BUGGY could BELCH SMOKE like a FREIGHT TRAIN having a PANIC ATTACK. And Forge BUILT it. Because Forge builds what people ask him to build because that's his JOB and he doesn't know that what you asked for is a WAR CRIME AGAINST THE ATMOSPHERE."

"Nell said —"

"I KNOW Nell said it looked cool! Nell says EVERYTHING looks cool because Nell is EIGHTEEN and has no frame of reference for ANYTHING and YOU —" she pointed at the doorway where Nell's face was visible through the thinning smoke, eyes wide, rag pressed to her mouth "— you need to stop telling boys their terrible ideas are COOL because they will ALWAYS DO THE TERRIBLE THING if a girl tells them it's cool, Nell. ALWAYS. That is the HISTORY of the HUMAN SPECIES across MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS."

Griff was in his spot. Arms crossed. Leaning against the Ledger's door frame. The Griff face — the one that was watching the show, the one that was absolutely not smiling, the one where the geology shifted by a millimeter and a half which was the Griff equivalent of falling out of a chair laughing.

She looked at him. He looked back. The look.

Not yet. She wasn't winding down. Not even close.

"Dell."

"Yes ma'am."

"How much did you pay Forge to make that thing?"

"I —"

"You know what, I don't want to know." She closed her eyes. Opened them. "Here is what is going to happen. You are going to close that damper. You are going to drive this buggy — LEVEL, because the blocks are out, which is the ONE thing you did right this week — to Forge's shop. You are going to ask Forge to REMOVE the coal burner. And you are going to bring me the coal burner so I can use it for something that ACTUALLY MATTERS, like heating solder, because I am not going to let a perfectly good piece of Forge's ironwork go to waste just because it was commissioned by a LUNATIC."

"Yes ma'am."

"And Dell?"

"Yeah?"

"If I see smoke coming out of that buggy ever again, I am confiscating the buggy. The whole thing. The wheels, the axle, the horse. You will walk to work. You will walk HOME from work. You will walk until your boots wear out and then you will walk in your SOCKS. Am I clear?"

"Crystal clear, ma'am."

"Stop calling me ma'am."

"Yes ma— yeah."

She turned. Walked through the last wisps of smoke. Through the Ledger's swinging doors. Past Nell, who was standing behind the bar with both hands flat on the wood and the expression of a girl who had just learned that encouraging Dell had consequences that scaled with the engineering budget.

She sat on her stool. The bar was quiet. Even Benny was silent behind the pass-through — no rag, no wipe. Just listening. The way the whole bar listened when Lena came in from the street still smoking.

"Whiskey," she said.

Nell poured. Didn't speak. Didn't breathe. Put the glass on the bar and retreated to the far end like a deer that had heard a twig snap.

Lena drank. Set the glass down. Looked at the ceiling.

Cutover day. The best day. Running water. A kiss in the street. Fourteen steps, all checked. Griff's good joint. Nell crying at the tap. Hats in the air.

And then the smoke.

Behind her, through the swinging doors, she heard Dell's buggy creak as he climbed onto the seat. The horse — a patient animal that had done nothing wrong and deserved none of this — started walking. The coal burner's chimney ticked as it cooled. The smoke dissipated. The street returned to normal.

Hask's voice, from somewhere outside: "Dell."

"Yeah?"

"That was the worst thing you've ever done."

A pause. Then Dell: "It was pretty cool, though."

Another pause. Then Hask: "Yeah. It was pretty cool."

Cutover day. Done.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She pushed her glass toward Nell. "Another."

Nell poured. Still silent. A personal record.

            

    
        BBQ Pizza, Empire State, and a Day Off

    
    
    
    
                The bar smelled like smoke and something sweet.

Not wood smoke. Not cook-fire smoke. The particular smoke of meat that had been sitting over low heat for longer than it had any right to, rendered down to something dark and sticky and dangerous. Lena smelled it the moment she pushed through the swinging doors and her brain said *oh no* before her mouth could form the words.

*Ding.*

The plate came through the pass-through. Nell delivered it while talking.

"— so Benny's been in there ALL day and I kept asking what he was making and he kept saying 'food' which is NOT an answer, that's like saying 'thing' when someone asks what you're holding, and the SMELL has been coming through the wall since noon and I've been smelling it for HOURS and I still don't know what it — oh here it is."

She set the plate down.

The pizza was beautiful — Benny's crust was always beautiful, the dough golden, the edges puffed, the bottom charred in exactly the right places. And on top of it was pulled pork in a dark, sweet glaze, caramelized onions, and a drizzle of something that looked like reduced fruit sauce.

BBQ pizza.

"COME ON, BENNY."

"What?" From behind the wall. Genuinely confused. The tone of a man who had spent the entire afternoon slow-cooking pork while the rest of the town was playing with pipes, and could not fathom why this was not being received as the masterpiece it was.

"It's GOOD," she said, because it was. She'd taken a bite before she'd finished yelling. The pork was tender. The glaze was sweet and smoky and had a kick at the back that meant Benny had found another use for his hot sauce. The onions were perfect. The crust held up under the weight. It was, objectively, a very good pizza. "It's good, Benny. It's always good. That's not the POINT."

"What's the point?"

"The point is —" She took another bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Pointed the crust at the pass-through. "Empire State Building."

Silence from behind the wall. The processing silence. Then: "What?"

"Empire State Building, Benny."

"I don't know what that means."

"I know you don't."

"Is it a kind of topping?"

"No."

"Is it a cooking method?"

"No."

"Is it —"

"It's a building, Benny. A very tall, very famous building. And that's all I'm going to say."

Emmett looked up from whatever he was scribbling. The look of a man who had just been handed a puzzle and was already three steps into solving it. "A building."

"Don't help him."

"I wasn't going to help him."

"You were about to help him. I can see the pencil twitching."

"The pencil is stationary."

"The pencil is THINKING, Emmett. I know that pencil. Put it down."

Emmett put the pencil down. Picked up his beer. Drank with the careful neutrality of a man who absolutely was going to help Benny later and was simply waiting for Lena to leave the room.

She ate the rest of the pizza. Every bite. Because it was good. It was always good. And that was the tragedy — Benny kept making excellent pizzas that were not the pizza she wanted, and she couldn't tell him what she wanted because the game was the game and the game was that he had to get there on his own.

---

Griff's crew filtered out after supper. Griff with the nod. Dell with his hat crooked. Hask already half asleep. Reeve with his gloves back on because the moment supper ended he was back on duty in his own head.

Emmett kissed her cheek and headed for the door — he had things to sort out for tomorrow's trench work, and Emmett sorted things the way other people breathed. She'd find him at the W&G office later, pencil moving, coat buttoned wrong.

The bar was quiet now. Benny was in the kitchen doing whatever Benny did after service — the cleaning, the prep, the mysterious ritual of a man who treated his workspace the way a surgeon treated an operating room. Nell was behind the bar, wiping glasses, stacking plates, and talking to the glasses about the pizza.

"— because I THOUGHT it was going to be the regular kind, the flat kind, and then it was BBQ which I didn't even know you could PUT on a pizza but apparently you can put ANYTHING on a pizza because Benny puts everything on everything and the man doesn't have LIMITS and —"

"Nell."

"— and Lena said 'Empire State Building' which I don't know what that IS but it sounds important and Emmett's pencil was twitching which means he's going to figure it out before anyone and —"

"NELL."

"Yeah?"

"Sit down for a second."

"I've got three more glasses —"

"The glasses aren't going anywhere. Sit."

Nell sat. On the stool next to Lena. The way she sat was the way she did everything — all at once, like a bird landing. She folded her hands on the bar and looked at Lena with the expression of a girl who had been told to sit and was now waiting to find out if she was in trouble.

"You're not in trouble."

"I didn't think I was."

"You absolutely thought you were. Your face did the thing."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you look like a puppy that heard a newspaper rustle."

Nell's mouth twitched. The almost-smile of an eighteen-year-old who was trying very hard to be professional and kept getting ambushed by the fact that her boss's girlfriend was funny.

"What's on your mind?" Lena asked. Because something was on her mind. Lena had been watching her all through supper — the little pauses, the glances toward the kitchen, the way she'd opened her mouth twice to say something and then closed it and gone back to wiping. Something was brewing behind those eyes and it wasn't the closing routine.

"Can I ask you something?"

"You can ask me anything."

"How do I — okay so Benny hasn't given me a day off." The words came out in a rush now because Nell's words always came in a rush when the thing she was saying mattered. "He hasn't SAID I can't have one, he just hasn't MENTIONED it, and every morning I come down and there's work and I do the work and at the end of the night there's more work and I do THAT too and I LIKE it, I do, I really do, but I've been here for — I don't even know how long because I stopped counting and I haven't had a day where I just DIDN'T, you know? Where I just — stopped. And I don't know how to ASK because he doesn't really TALK about things like scheduling and days off, he just works and I work and the work is THERE and —"

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"He's a guy."

"What?"

"He's a GUY, Nell. He's not thinking about your schedule. He's not thinking about days off. He's not thinking about whether you need a break. He's thinking about what's in the kitchen and what needs to come out of the kitchen and whether the rag is clean. That's it. That is the entire contents of the Benny brain at any given moment."

"So what do I do?"

"You tell him."

"Tell him what?"

"Tell him you're taking a day off. Don't ask. Tell. Walk up to that pass-through tomorrow morning and say 'Benny, I'm taking a day off on —' whatever day you want. Pick a day. Say it out loud. Done."

"What if he says no?"

"He won't say no."

"But what if —"

"Nell. Listen to me. I have been dealing with men my entire adult life. My dad. My brothers. My ex-husband. Emmett. Griff. Benny. Every single one of them. And here is the thing that nobody tells you when you're eighteen years old: men do not think about shit that you don't put in front of their face. They're not being mean. They're not being selfish. They're just — not thinking about it. It doesn't exist in their brain until you put it there. You have to tell them what to do. Not ask. Tell."

"That feels rude."

"It's not rude. It's communication. Asking is 'would it be okay if maybe possibly I could perhaps have a day off sometime if it's not too much trouble.' Telling is 'I'm off on Thursday.' One of those gets you a day off. The other one gets you a conversation about whether it's a good time, which it never is, because there's always work."

Nell was quiet for a moment. Processing. The same way Benny processed — turning the information over, examining it, deciding where it fit.

"Thursday," she said.

"Thursday what?"

"I'm off on Thursday."

"See? That wasn't hard. Now go say it to the pass-through."

Nell looked at the kitchen door. Looked at Lena. Looked at the kitchen door again.

"Now?"

"Right now. While it's in your head. Before you talk yourself out of it."

Nell stood up. Walked to the pass-through. Stood there for a moment with the posture of a girl standing at the edge of a diving board.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" The rag. The wipe. From behind the wall.

"I'm taking Thursday off."

Silence. The processing silence. Then: "Huh."

That was it. No argument. No negotiation. Just "Huh." The Benny response.

Nell turned around. Looked at Lena. The face of a girl who had just discovered that the hardest part of getting what you want is asking for it.

"Told you," Lena said.

"He just said 'huh.'"

"That's a yes."

"How do you know that's a yes?"

"Because if it was a no, he would have said 'no.' Benny doesn't use extra words. 'Huh' means he heard you, he processed it, and he doesn't have a problem with it. Welcome to the wonderful world of communicating with men. It's simpler than you think and more exhausting than it should be."

Nell sat back down. Picked up her glass. Drank. Set it down with the very slight smile of a girl who had just negotiated her first day off and was feeling approximately seven feet tall.

They were quiet for a moment. The good quiet. The kind where two people were comfortable enough to not fill the silence with words. Which for Nell lasted approximately eight seconds.

"Lena?"

"Yeah."

"Can I tell you something else?"

The voice was different now. Smaller. Not gone — Nell's voice never fully went away — but pulled back, like a river that had hit a bend and was figuring out how to go around it.

"Dell's been — okay so Dell has been TALKING to me." The words came out in a heap, the way Nell's words always did when she was feeling something she hadn't organized yet. "Not just talking, he always talks, everybody talks, but he's been talking to ME. Like — after supper. When the crew stays late. He asks me things. Where I'm from. What I like. What kind of — I don't know, he asks WEIRD things, like what my favorite color is, and who ASKS that, nobody asks that, except apparently Dell asks that and then he remembers the answer and brings it up THREE DAYS LATER like it was important, like my favorite color is INFORMATION he needed to HAVE, and —" She paused. Took a breath. "He brought me a flower last week. Pretended he found it on the ground. Except it still had dirt on the roots because he pulled it out of the ground about thirty seconds before he walked in and he's not smart enough to shake the DIRT off first."

*Oh.*

Lena set her beer down. Looked at Nell. Really looked. The pink was coming — not Benny pink, not the processing kind. The eighteen-year-old kind. The kind that meant a boy had been paying attention and she'd noticed.

"Dell," Lena said. "Our Dell. Hat-crooked, runs-for-beer, 'is that brains,' rolled coal on my cutover day Dell."

"He's sweet."

"He's twenty years old and I've seen him eat a sausage sideways."

"He's SWEET, Lena."

"Does Griff know?"

"I don't think so."

"Does Benny know?"

"Benny doesn't know what day it is. Benny knows what's in the skillet."

Lena almost choked on her beer. "Fair point. So Thursday —"

"He asked if I wanted to go walking sometime. Then he turned red and knocked over his beer and Hask laughed at him and he left." Nell was turning the glass again. "I was thinking Thursday might be sometime."

*God, that's adorable. And stupid. And adorable.*

"So why hasn't he asked you properly?"

Nell looked at her. The look that said she already knew the answer and was waiting for Lena to arrive at it.

"Because of me," Lena said.

"He looks at you like you're his general. He's not going to ask me on a proper date without making sure you're okay with it first."

*For fuck's sake.*

"Nell. I am not that boy's mother."

"I know that. You know that. Dell does not know that."

Lena rubbed her face with both hands. Somewhere out there, one of her pipe layers — a grown man who could carry a crate of beer down a mountain trail at a dead sprint — was too scared to ask a girl to go walking because he thought he needed permission from his boss.

"Fine. When Dell comes to me with his hat in his hands looking like he's about to ask for my daughter's hand in marriage, I will not murder him."

"That's all I'm asking."

"I might scare him a little."

"Please don't."

"I'm going to scare him a little, Nell. It's good for him. Builds character."

Nell smiled. The real one. The full one.

Then the smile flickered. Something else behind it. The thinking face.

"Lena?"

"Yeah."

"Where should we... go? He doesn't have a lot of money. I mean he HAS money, he makes real money now, but he doesn't HAVE money because he — "

"Because he spent it all on the buggy."

"He spent it ALL on the buggy. The buggy and the blocks and the coal burner thing and whatever Forge charged him for THAT and I think he's talking to someone about new WHEELS and —"

Lena put her beer down. Closed her eyes. Opened them.

"Nell. Let me tell you something about men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two who work in the trades."

"Okay."

"Every single one of them — EVERY single one, in my world, in this world, in whatever world exists between these two — gets their first real paycheck, the first paycheck that has actual MONEY on it, money they earned with their HANDS doing real WORK, and do you know what they do with it?"

"Buy a buggy?"

"They buy a VEHICLE. A truck. A car. A buggy. Whatever the local equivalent is of a thing with wheels and an engine — or in Dell's case, a thing with wheels and a HORSE and a COAL BURNER bolted to the back of it — and they dump EVERY CENT they earn into making that vehicle louder, taller, shinier, faster, or in Dell's case, SMOKIER. They will eat ramen noodles for dinner. They will wear the same pair of boots until the soles fall off. They will live in a room the size of a closet with three roommates and a mattress on the floor. But the TRUCK — the truck will have new tires. The truck will have a lift kit. The truck will have a sound system that costs more than the truck itself. Because they think — they genuinely, honestly, in their heart of hearts BELIEVE — that girls care about the truck."

"I don't care about the buggy."

"I KNOW you don't care about the buggy! NO girl has EVER cared about the truck! In the entire HISTORY of the human species, no woman has ever looked at a man and said 'I wasn't interested until I saw his VEHICLE.' That has NEVER HAPPENED. And yet every twenty-year-old tradesman on EARTH believes it with the same certainty that he believes the sun will rise tomorrow. Dell is not SPECIAL in this regard, Nell. Dell is EVERY first-year apprentice who ever lived. He has money. He had money. He gave it all to FORGE so his buggy could belch SMOKE at people."

"So where do we go?"

"Walk. You go for a WALK. Take him to the stream. Take him up the mountain trail where he gets the beer. Sit on a rock. Talk to each other. It's free. It's always been free. The best date in the history of human romance is two people going somewhere quiet and talking until they forget what time it is. You don't need money for that. You don't need a buggy. You definitely don't need a buggy that SMOKES."

Nell was quiet. Thinking. The glass turned slowly on the bar.

"The stream's nice," she said.

"The stream is perfect."

"He knows where the cold beer is."

"He knows where EVERYTHING cold is. The boy has an internal compass for cold beer. Take advantage of that."

Nell smiled again. Bigger this time.

"Thank you, Lena."

"Don't thank me. Thank Dell's complete inability to manage money. It's the only reason he's taking you on a walk instead of trying to impress you with that goddamn buggy."

They sat at the bar together. The quiet bar. The end-of-the-day bar. And a Thursday somewhere ahead of them that belonged to a girl and a boy who hadn't figured out the asking part yet but were going to.

Lena finished her beer. Set the bottle on the bar. Looked at the pass-through — dark now, Benny's shadow gone, the kitchen quiet.

"Goodnight, Nell."

"Goodnight, Lena. And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"What's an Empire State Building?"

"Goodnight, NELL."

She headed for the door. The W&G office was two doors down, and Emmett would be at his desk with the pencil and the coat buttoned wrong. She walked the boardwalk in the dark because it was a short walk and a warm night and at the end of it was a man who documented everything and a coat rack that hadn't existed a week ago and socks in a drawer that hadn't been there this morning and a room upstairs that was slowly, quietly, without anyone's permission, becoming home.

            

    
        A Bookshelf, a Line at the Door, and Fried Mystery Meat

    
    
    
    
                She woke up to a bookshelf.

Not a big one. Three shelves. Oak. Clean lines, simple joinery — Cobb's work, or someone with Cobb's eye. It was standing against the wall between the window and the basin, in a space that yesterday had been empty and today was not, because Emmett Grail had apparently decided that the furniture migration was no longer a slow campaign and had escalated to a full-scale invasion.

There were already books on it.

Not many — six, maybe seven, stacked neatly, spines out. His books. From his shop. From his shelves. Relocated to HER bedroom in the middle of the night while she was sleeping three feet away, because the man who couldn't button his coat had somehow carried a bookshelf up a flight of stairs without waking her, which meant either he was quieter than she gave him credit for or she was more tired than she wanted to admit.

She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at it.

"A BOOKSHELF," she said. To the room. To the books. To the particular audacity of a man who had gone from coat rack to desk books to reading lens to socks to an entire piece of FURNITURE in less than a week. "You skipped the DRESSER, Emmett. You skipped the reading chair. You went straight from SOCKS to a BOOKSHELF. There was a PROGRESSION. There was a SYSTEM. Coat rack, books, lens, socks — that's a logical escalation. That's a man moving in one drawer at a time. But a BOOKSHELF is not a drawer. A bookshelf is a STATEMENT. A bookshelf says 'I live here and I'm bringing my LIBRARY.' A bookshelf is — "

She stopped. Looked at it again. At the books on it. At the clean oak shelves and the simple joints and the way it fit into the space like it had been measured for it. Because it had been measured for it. Emmett had measured the space. He'd gone to a carpenter and said "I need a shelf that fits THIS wall" and the carpenter had built it and Emmett had carried it up the stairs and she hadn't heard a thing.

"You measured," she said. Quieter. "You measured my wall."

The room didn't answer. The bookshelf stood there, full of his books, fitting perfectly, saying nothing.

She got dressed. Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. She walked past the bookshelf on the way out and ran her finger along the top shelf. Dust-free. He'd wiped it before he put the books on. Of course he had.

---

Emmett was not in the office.

The pencil was on the desk. The coat was gone. A note in his handwriting: *Gone to Forge — fitting order for Henderson's line. Back by breakfast.*

Out in the world. Making things happen. The new Emmett. She was still getting used to the new Emmett, the one who left notes instead of sitting at a desk. She liked him. She also liked having someone to yell at about the bookshelf, and that someone was currently at the blacksmith's shop being useful instead of being available for prosecution.

She headed for the front door.

There were people outside.

Not a crowd — four, maybe five. Standing on the boardwalk near the W&G sign. Miners by the look of them — dirt under the nails, heavy boots, the particular patience of men who were used to waiting for things underground and had brought that patience to the surface.

One of them saw her through the window and straightened up. Hat came off.

"Miss Wright?"

She opened the door.

"Morning. What can I do for you?"

"We heard about the water." The man — middle-aged, beard, the callused hands of someone who swung a pick for a living — looked past her into the office like it might contain a tap he could drink from. "The Ledger's got it. The Halletts. Crewe's place. We were wondering — our building's on the south end. Four of us in there. We'd like to get hooked up."

"Get hooked up," she repeated.

"To the water. The mains. Whatever you call it. We want water in our building."

Behind him, the other men were nodding. One of them had a hat in his hands. Another was holding a piece of paper that looked like it might be a list of things wrong with his current water situation, which was probably "don't have one."

"How many buildings we talking about?" Lena asked.

"Ours is the big one. Four units. But Talbot's across the street has been asking too. And I think Declan's wife was at Mae's yesterday talking about it."

She looked at the boardwalk. Five men. Two more buildings mentioned. Declan's wife making inquiries. The cutover had been three days ago and the town had already figured out that running water existed and they wanted it. Word traveled in Dustbreak the way it traveled everywhere — at the speed of want.

"I hear you," she said. "And I want to get you connected. But I'm going to be honest with you — I've got one crew and they're on Henderson's ranch line right now. That's a contracted job. I can't pull them off it."

"When's Henderson done?"

"Few weeks. After that, I can start hookups. But it's not just running a pipe from the main to your wall. There's drainage. Waste lines. It's a bigger job than it looks."

The man nodded. He looked like a man who understood that good things took time because he worked underground and underground everything took time.

"We'll wait," he said. "Just wanted to get our name in. Didn't know if there was a list."

"There's a list now," she said. "Come back after breakfast — I'll have something for you to sign."

They filed off the boardwalk. She watched them go. Five men walking south, back to their building, back to their buckets and their well water and the particular inconvenience of a life without taps. They'd wait. They'd wait because they'd seen what the Ledger had and they wanted it and they were willing to be patient because patience was what miners did.

She closed the door. Stood in the office. Looked at the W&G sign on the wall.

A list. A waiting list. People lined up for water hookups and she didn't have the crew to do them. Griff was on Henderson's line — that was weeks of trench work. Dell, Hask, and Reeve were with him. She could do hookups herself, but she was one person and she couldn't be in a trench AND managing the Henderson job AND inspecting her own work AND —

She needed help.

Not another miner she could teach to dig. She had plenty of those. She needed someone with SKILLS. Someone who could learn pipe work fast because they already understood materials and joints and tolerances. Someone who could eventually inspect work that she'd done, because a plumber inspecting her own plumbing was like a student grading her own test — it wasn't wrong, but it wasn't right either.

She needed Mae.

---

Mae was counting something when Lena walked in. She was always counting something.

"Morning, Mae."

"Morning." Mae didn't look up from whatever ledger she was reviewing. "Heard you had visitors."

"News travels."

"In this town? News doesn't travel. News ARRIVES. Before you do, usually." She set the pencil down. Looked at Lena. The Mae look — the one that had already figured out what you were going to ask and was waiting to see if you'd ask it correctly. "You need someone."

"I need someone."

"For the hookups."

"People are already lining up, Mae. I've got five this morning. There'll be more by the end of the week. Everybody saw Nell's tap and now they all want one, and I can't do it alone. Griff's on Henderson's line for weeks. I need a second person — someone who can actually work with their hands. Not a digger. A tradesperson."

"What trade?"

"Doesn't have to be plumbing. Nobody in this world knows plumbing except me and Griff and Griff's still learning verticals. But someone who works with materials. Joinery. Finish work. Someone who understands tolerances — a thirty-second of an inch, that kind of precision. Someone I can teach pipe work to because they already have the hands for it."

Mae was quiet for a moment. The thinking quiet. Not the Henderson quiet — Mae's quiet was shorter and sharper, like a knife being turned in the light.

"A finish carpenter," Mae said.

"A finish carpenter would be perfect. Someone who's spent their career looking at other people's rough work and deciding if it's good enough to build on top of."

"And eventually?"

"Eventually they inspect. Not for me — for the town. For YOU. Someone who can look at a pipe job and say 'this is right' or 'this isn't right' and have it mean something official. Because right now I'm the only person who can evaluate plumbing work in Dustbreak and I'm also the only person DOING plumbing work in Dustbreak and that's a conflict of interest that would make every building inspector I ever dealt with back home lose their mind."

Mae picked up her pencil. Wrote something. Set the pencil down.

"I know someone," she said.

"Of course you do."

"Up north. Bigger town. Good reputation. Finish carpenter — cabinets, trim, detail joinery. Smart. Reads, studies, knows the WHY of her materials, not just the how. She's been looking for real work — not just cabinet jobs. Something with a future."

"She?"

"Her name's Clara Pryce." Mae looked at her. The look that said *yes, she, and if you have a problem with that I'd like to hear it now so I can dismiss it.* "She'll be here within the week if I send word today."

"Send word today."

"I already did. Yesterday. When I saw the line forming at your door."

Lena stared at her.

"Mae. The line formed THIS MORNING."

"The line formed this morning. The QUESTIONS started two days ago. Talbot asked me about hookups on Monday. Declan's wife was in here Tuesday. I sent a letter to Clara Tuesday evening." She picked up her tea. Sipped it with the particular calm of a woman who had been running a town since before Lena fell out of the sky and did not need to be told when demand was building. "She's good, Lena. You'll like her. She's precise."

"How precise?"

"She measures three times."

"I measure once."

"I know. That's why you need each other."

Lena looked at Mae. Mae looked at Lena. The two women who held Dustbreak together — one from the front, one from the office — having the kind of conversation they always had, which was the kind where Mae had already done the thing Lena was asking for and was patiently waiting for Lena to catch up.

"Thank you, Mae."

"Don't thank me. Go eat breakfast. And Lena?"

"Yeah?"

"There's a bookshelf in your bedroom."

"How do you KNOW that?"

"Emmett ordered it from Cobb three days ago. Cobb told his wife. His wife told Hallett's wife. Hallett's wife told me." She sipped her tea. "It's a nice shelf. Cobb does good work."

"I hate this town."

"You love this town. Go eat."

---

The Ledger smelled like hot iron and something frying.

Not the usual frying — not the batter smell, not the oil-and-flour smell she'd gotten used to since Benny discovered the deep fryer. This was different. Meatier. Sharper. The smell of protein hitting a hot surface and searing.

Nell was behind the bar, already talking.

"— so Benny's been in there since BEFORE I got up, which is saying something because I get up at FIVE, and he was already making noise, like GRINDING noise, like a machine noise, and I looked through the pass-through and he's got this THING — it's like a handle that goes into a tube and you crank it and meat comes out the other end and I don't know WHERE he got it but it's making a sound like a cat in a rainstorm and —"

"Nell."

"— and then he stuffed the meat into these TUBE things, like casings, like SAUSAGE casings but WIDER, and Henderson brought them over yesterday, the casings I mean, from the ranch, from a pig I think, and Benny's been —"

"NELL. Coffee."

"Right! Coffee. Black. Here."

The cup appeared. Lena drank. The coffee hit and some part of her brain came online that had been waiting for caffeine to authorize its participation in the day.

*Ding.*

The plate came through. Nell delivered it with the expression of a girl who had already seen what was on it and had opinions she was choosing to share through facial expression rather than words, which for Nell was an act of extraordinary restraint.

Lena looked at the plate.

Toast. Good — Benny's bread, thick-cut, toasted golden. Egg on top — fried, the yolk still soft, the edges crispy. Cheese melted over the egg — the hard white cheese Benny grated on everything. And underneath all of it, between the toast and the egg, a round, flat, pink disc of meat. Fried. The edges were curled up where the heat had hit them. The surface was browned and slightly caramelized and glistening with its own fat.

She picked up the toast. Looked at the meat. Looked at it again.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" From behind the wall. The rag. The cautious tone.

"What is this?"

"I ground the pork. Seasoned it — salt, that red spice, some of the smoked powder. Stuffed it into the wide casings Henderson brought. Let it set overnight in the cold room. This morning I cut a round off and fried it flat."

She bit into it.

The meat was — salty. Smoky. A little sweet from the fat rendering in the pan. The texture was smooth and dense, not crumbly like a sausage patty — pressed and uniform, the way meat looked when it had been ground fine and forced into a casing and left to set. The edges were crispy where they'd curled in the heat. The cheese melted into the egg and the egg melted into the meat and the toast held all of it together and the whole thing was —

"BENNY."

"Is it bad?"

"It's a fried BOLOGNA sandwich, Benny. It's a FRIED BOLOGNA SANDWICH. With an EGG on it. With CHEESE on it. Do you have any idea — this is a GAS STATION food. This is the food of CONSTRUCTION WORKERS and TRUCK DRIVERS and EVERY KID who grew up in the rural American South. My brother Travis ate this sandwich EVERY SINGLE MORNING for FOUR YEARS of high school. Every morning. Same sandwich. Fried bologna, egg, cheese, white bread. He'd make it himself because Dad was already at work and Mom was — " She stopped. Blinked. "Mom was getting the rest of us ready for school and Travis was old enough to use the stove and he made this EXACT sandwich and he'd eat it standing up in the kitchen because he didn't have time to sit down and he'd leave the pan on the burner and I'd have to clean it because Travis didn't clean ANYTHING and —"

She took another bite. Chewed. The salt and the smoke and the fat and the crispy edge and the soft egg and the melted cheese.

"It's perfect, Benny."

"Huh." The pink. The confused pink — he'd been bracing for a rant and gotten a memory instead and didn't know which one required the rag.

"What are you calling it?"

"Flat round meat on toast."

"It's bologna."

"Buh-loan-ya?"

"Bo-LO-na. Nobody pronounces it right. Nobody has EVER pronounced it right. The word is spelled one way and said another way and that's just how it IS and don't ask me why because I don't KNOW why and nobody knows why and it's been wrong for a hundred years and we all just go along with it."

"Flat round meat," Benny said. From behind the wall. The tone of a man who had decided.

"Fine. Flat round meat. Put it on the board."

"Huh." The happy Huh. The Huh of a toddler who had been told his name for a thing was the right name.

She ate the rest of the sandwich. Every bite. Including the last piece of crust where the cheese had welded itself to the toast and the bologna grease had soaked through the bread and turned it into something that was technically toast and functionally a delivery vehicle for salt and fat and memory.

Emmett walked in. Coat buttoned wrong. Pencil behind his ear. The energy of a man who had already been to Forge's shop and back.

"Fittings are ordered," he said. Sat down. Looked at her plate. "What was that?"

"Flat round meat on toast."

"Is that what Benny's calling it?"

"That's what Benny's calling it and that's what it IS and I don't want to hear the word 'bologna' come out of anyone's mouth in this bar because it's SPELLED wrong and SAID wrong and Benny got it MORE right than my entire civilization. Flat round meat. It's honest. It's accurate. It's the most correct name for that food that has ever existed."

Emmett looked at her. At the empty plate. At the expression on her face, which was the expression of a woman who had eaten a gas station breakfast in another dimension and was having feelings about it.

"I'll have what she had," he said to Nell.

"COMING UP — and oh, Lena, there were MORE people at the door while you were at Mae's, two more, they want water too, and I told them to come back after breakfast like you said to the first ones and they said okay but one of them asked if there was a list and I said YES there's a list but I don't actually KNOW if there's a list, IS there a list? Should I MAKE a list? I can make a list. I'm good at lists. I made a list of Benny's Huhs once and it had fourteen entries and —"

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"Make a list."

"How many names?"

"All of them. Everyone who shows up wanting water, you put their name on a piece of paper. Building, name, what they need. I'll figure out the schedule when Clara gets here."

"Who's Clara?"

"Mae's sending someone. Finish carpenter. She'll be here within the week."

Nell's eyes went wide. New information. New person. The Nell brain was already processing at full speed, generating questions faster than her mouth could deliver them, which was saying something because her mouth could deliver questions at approximately the speed of light.

"A CARPENTER? Is she nice? How old is she? Where's she from? Does she eat breakfast? Should I make sure Benny has enough flat round meat for —"

"NELL. List. Names. Paper. Go."

"Going!"

She went. The rag was abandoned. A piece of paper appeared from somewhere behind the bar. Nell was already writing, already talking to the paper, already narrating the creation of Dustbreak's first water hookup waiting list to a room that had stopped listening three sentences ago.

Lena looked at the empty plate. At Emmett's coffee. At the pass-through where Benny was grinding something — the rhythmic crunch of the hand grinder, the sound of a man who had discovered a new tool and was going to use it on everything he could get his hands on.

The grinder. The casings. Henderson's pork.

Flat round meat today. Tomorrow — who knew. The casings were there. The grinder was there. Benny was there. And Benny with a new tool was like Dell with a new buggy modification — the tool was going to be USED, and the results were going to be INTERESTING, and Lena was going to have to eat whatever came out the other end and have feelings about it.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

A bookshelf in her bedroom. A line at her door. A carpenter coming from up north. A waiting list being written by an eighteen-year-old who couldn't stop talking.

Tuesday.

She took a sip of Emmett's sugary coffee when he wasn't looking. It was terrible. She drank it anyway.

            

    
        A Broccoli Head and a Day Off

    
    
    
    
                She found the crew at the Henderson trench by mid-morning.

The dig was moving well — another twenty feet since yesterday, good soil, no rock. Griff had them in a rhythm: Hask and Reeve on shovels, Dell hauling spoil, Griff checking grade behind them with a string line and the particular focus of a man who had internalized "a quarter inch matters" and would never un-internalize it. The trench was clean. The walls were straight. Lena could have laid pipe in it blindfolded.

She walked the edge, checking the grade by eye — because she could, because thirteen years meant she could look at a trench and know if it was right the way most people could look at a table and know if it was level. It was right. Griff's work was always right.

"Looking good," she said.

Griff looked up. The almost-nod.

"Another forty feet and we're at the ranch house gate. After that it's the property run to the building. Two weeks, maybe less if the soil holds."

"Soil's holding," Griff said.

"Don't say that out loud."

"I know."

She was about to check the string line at the far end when she heard boots on the road behind her. Fast boots. The particular boots of someone who was walking with purpose but trying to look like he wasn't. The boots of a young man approaching his boss with a request and a haircut.

She turned around.

Dell was walking toward her from the direction of town. Hat in his hands — literally in his hands, not on his head, which was the Dell signal for "I'm about to ask for something and I've already decided to be respectful about it." He was wearing clean clothes, which was unusual for a workday. His boots were brushed, which was unusual for any day.

And his hair.

His hair was —

She didn't say anything. She couldn't say anything. Her mouth opened and then closed and then opened again and nothing came out because her brain was processing what it was seeing and the processing was taking longer than usual because what it was seeing was IMPOSSIBLE.

The sides of Dell's head were shaved. Not short — SHAVED. Close to the skin, tight, clean, the work of someone with a razor and a steady hand. And on top — ON TOP — was a mass of tight, springy curls that rose straight up from his scalp like a mushroom cloud made of hair. It was tall. It was round. It was piled on top of his head in a shape that had no business existing on a human skull, a shape that looked like someone had taken a head of broccoli, scaled it up to human size, and glued it to a twenty-year-old miner.

Lena sat down.

Not on a chair. Not on a bench. On the edge of the trench. She just — sat. Her legs made the decision without consulting her brain because her brain was occupied. She put her face in her hands and stayed there.

"Miss Wright?"

She didn't move.

"Miss Wright, are you okay?"

She breathed into her palms. In. Out. The kind of breathing you did when something had happened that required a moment before you could form words.

"Miss Wright, I came to ask about tomorrow — I was hoping I could have the day off, and if the answer is no because of the haircut I can —"

She looked up. Through her fingers. At Dell. At the hair. At the broccoli. At the anxious face of a boy who thought the problem was the day off and not the architectural catastrophe happening six inches above his eyebrows.

"Dell."

"Yeah?"

"You can have the day off."

"I can?"

"You can have EVERY day off if it means I don't have to look at your HEAD."

"What's wrong with my —"

"What's WRONG with it? DELL. What is — who DID this to you? Who looked at your head and said 'yes, the correct thing to do here is remove all the hair from the sides and leave a TOPIARY on top?' Was it a barber? Was it a FRIEND? Was it someone who HATES you? Because this is not a haircut, Dell. This is an ACT OF AGGRESSION against your own SKULL."

Dell's hand went to his head. The reflexive touch — the touch of a person who had been told their hair was wrong and needed to feel it to confirm it was still there. The curls bounced under his fingers. They bounced. The hair BOUNCED. It had its own physics. It existed in a gravitational relationship with Dell's head that defied everything Lena understood about how hair worked.

"I thought it looked —"

"Do NOT say cool. Do not say the word COOL. If the word 'cool' comes out of your mouth right now I am going to put you BACK in the trench and FILL IT IN."

"Nell said —"

"I KNOW Nell said it looked cool. Nell is EIGHTEEN. Nell thinks EVERYTHING looks cool. Nell told you the BUGGY looked cool and the buggy nearly got you ARRESTED in a state that doesn't EXIST in this dimension. Nell is not a reliable source of aesthetic information, Dell. Nell is an ENABLER. Nell is the reason you look like a VEGETABLE."

Hask had stopped digging. He was leaning on his shovel with the expression of a man who had been given an unexpected break and was going to enjoy every second of it. Reeve was still digging because Reeve didn't stop for entertainment, but his shovel had slowed to approximately half speed, which was the Reeve version of watching.

"In my world," Lena said, and she was standing now, she didn't remember standing but she was standing and the rant was happening and there was nothing to be done about it, "in my WORLD, Dell, this haircut is called a BROCCOLI CUT. Do you know what broccoli is? It's a VEGETABLE. A green VEGETABLE that children HATE and parents FORCE them to eat and it looks EXACTLY like the top of your head right now. There is a generation — an entire GENERATION — of young men in my world who walk around looking like a VEGETABLE because someone on the INTERNET told them it was attractive. The INTERNET, Dell. A thing I can't even begin to explain to you. Just know that it's a place where bad ideas go to become POPULAR and this haircut is one of the WORST ideas that ever came out of it."

She was pacing along the edge of the trench now. Dell was standing very still. His hand was still on his head. The broccoli was still bouncing.

"And the WORST part — the absolute WORST part — is that I can't tell you WHY it's bad. I can tell you why the Carolina Squat is bad — it's DANGEROUS. I can tell you why the coal burner is bad — it POLLUTES. But this? This is just UGLY. It's ugly and I can't EXPLAIN why it's ugly because ugly doesn't have a reason. It just IS. It's the haircut equivalent of a FEELING and the feeling is WRONG and every person over the age of thirty in my world agrees that it's wrong and every person UNDER thirty thinks we're crazy and NOBODY is going to change ANYONE'S mind because that's how GENERATIONAL AESTHETIC DISPUTES work. They don't get RESOLVED. They just — EXIST. Until the generation with the haircut gets OLD and looks back at pictures and says 'oh God, what was I THINKING' and by then there's a NEW terrible haircut and a NEW generation of old people screaming about it and the CYCLE NEVER ENDS."

She stopped. Breathing hard. Not from exertion — from the particular cardiovascular demand of a rant about hair that had hit an existential level she wasn't expecting.

Dell looked at her. At the trench. At Hask, who was making no effort to hide his amusement. At Reeve, whose shovel had stopped entirely.

"So... I can have the day off?"

"YES, Dell. You can have the day off. Take your BROCCOLI HEAD and go walking with Nell and have a wonderful time and don't you DARE let her cut your hair because between the two of you there is not ONE functioning aesthetic sensibility and if left unsupervised you will BOTH end up looking like a PRODUCE SECTION."

"Thank you, Miss Wright."

"Go. Before I change my mind. And Dell?"

"Yeah?"

"Wear the hat."

"The hat?"

"The HAT, Dell. Put the hat ON your HEAD. Cover the — just wear the hat. Please. For me. As a personal favor. Wear the hat."

Dell put the hat on. The broccoli disappeared. He looked like Dell again — hat-crooked, grin-wide, the boy who fetched beer and carried pipe and was about to take a girl walking because that was what you did when you were twenty and broke and someone had told you the stream was nice.

"Thank you, Miss Wright."

"Stop thanking me and go away."

He went. Up the road. Back toward town. The hat was on. The grin was visible from fifty feet.

Lena watched him go. Turned back to the trench.

Griff was looking at her.

The look.

The *you're done now* look. The *the show was good and I enjoyed it and now it's time to come back to work* look. The Griff look that said everything without saying anything and landed every single time because the man had earned it by being Griff.

She held his gaze for a second. Glared. The glare bounced off Griff the way everything bounced off Griff — without effect, without acknowledgment, absorbed into the granite.

"Fine," she said. "How's the grade on the last twenty feet?"

"Clean."

"Joints?"

"Ready for you when you want them."

"I want them after lunch. I'm going back to plan the hookup schedule with Emmett. Clara's coming in a few days and I need to have something for her to walk into."

"The carpenter."

"The carpenter. Mae's person. Finish work, detail joinery, measures three times."

Griff was quiet for a moment. The Griff quiet — not empty, just patient.

"Good," he said. Two words would have been generous. One was Griff.

"Keep them digging. And Griff?"

"Yeah."

"Did you see the hair?"

The Griff face. The geology. The millimeter shift.

"I saw it."

"And?"

"Huh," Griff said. Which was not his word. Which was Benny's word. Which meant the haircut had crossed a threshold that required borrowing someone else's vocabulary because Griff's own two-word system didn't have a classification for what he'd seen on Dell's head.

Lena stared at him. Griff stared back. For one second — just one — something passed between them that might have been a laugh if either of them had been the kind of person who laughed out loud on a job site. They weren't. So it passed, unspoken, and settled into the space between them the way all Griff communications settled — acknowledged, understood, and never mentioned again.

She turned and headed back toward town. Behind her, she heard Hask say to Reeve: "Broccoli."

And Reeve, without breaking stride on the shovel: "Noted."

---

Emmett was at the W&G office. Coat buttoned wrong. Pencil behind his ear. He'd spread Nell's waiting list on the desk — the handwritten one, the one Nell had been adding names to all morning in handwriting that got progressively larger as her excitement about the list grew.

"Seven names," he said when she walked in.

"Seven already?"

"Eight if you count the one Nell added this morning who might have just been asking about the weather but Nell put him on the list anyway because, and I'm quoting, 'he looked thirsty.'"

"That's not how waiting lists work."

"I told her that. She told me she was being 'proactive.' I think she learned that word from you."

Lena sat in her chair. Looked at the list. Eight names — buildings, locations, rough notes in Nell's handwriting. Some of the notes were useful ("south end, four units, no current water"). Some were Nell ("seems nice! Has a dog!").

"Clara's coming within the week," she said. "Mae already sent word. We need a plan for her — what she's walking into, what I need her to learn first, how the hookups sequence."

Emmett's pencil came down from behind his ear. The jotting started — quick notes, not columns. Logistics, not ledgers.

"We'll need to figure out which buildings connect first. Closest to the main makes sense — shorter runs, less pipe, faster results. Then work outward."

"And drainage. Every hookup needs a waste line. We can't just give people taps and nowhere for the water to go."

"The drain field."

"The drain field." She looked at the wall where the plans used to be — the water tower sketch, the mains route. Those plans were done. These were new plans. New problems. The town was growing and the plumbing had to grow with it. "We'll figure it out. That's what we do."

"That's what we do." He looked at her. Pencil poised. "How was the trench?"

"Good. Grade's clean. Griff's got it."

"And Dell?"

"Dell has a day off tomorrow. Dell also has a haircut that looks like a vegetable. I don't want to talk about it."

"A vegetable?"

"I SAID I don't want to talk about it, Emmett."

The pencil twitched. She could see it. The pencil wanted to write "Dell — vegetable haircut — investigate." The pencil wanted it BADLY. Emmett held it still through what appeared to be an act of enormous willpower.

"I'm going to ask Nell about it later," he said.

"I know you are. And Nell is going to tell you it looks COOL and you are going to write that down and someday I'm going to find that note in your notebook and I'm going to set it on FIRE."

He smiled. The Emmett smile. Small. Precise. Full of a man who loved a woman who yelled about vegetables and wouldn't change a single thing about her.

"Come on," she said. "We've got hookups to plan and a carpenter to prepare for and a town that wants water and a list that has a man on it because he LOOKED THIRSTY."

"Tuesday," Emmett said.

"Always Tuesday."

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

They got to work.

            

    
        Square Pizza, a Vegetable Update, and a Promise

    
    
    
    
                Supper.

The planning had eaten the afternoon — hookup schedules, building sequences, material lists for Emmett to take to Forge in the morning. The kind of work that happened at a desk and made her back hurt in a different way than trench work. She was ready for food and whiskey and the particular decompression of the Ledger at the end of the day.

Nell had whiskey on the bar before the stool stopped squeaking. The girl was developing precognition. Either that or she started pouring the moment she saw Lena's shadow through the window, which was just as good.

"— and so Dell came by AFTER he talked to you and he was wearing the HAT, like you told him, but then he took it off because Hask asked him to and OH MY GOD, Lena, did you SEE it? The hair? Because I saw it YESTERDAY when he got it done and I told him it looked AMAZING and it DOES, it looks so GOOD, like the sides are all clean and tight and then the TOP is all —" she made a gesture with both hands above her own head, a rising, blooming motion, like a flower opening or a small explosion happening in slow motion "— it's so TALL and CURLY and it makes his face look different, like more — I don't know, more STRUCTURED? And he was so NERVOUS about it, he kept touching it like he thought it might fall off, and I told him to STOP touching it because you can't keep TOUCHING it or it'll flatten and —"

"Nell."

"— and I think it really suits him, I really do, like he looks GROWN UP for the first time since I've known him and —"

"NELL."

"Yeah?"

"Whiskey."

"You already have whiskey."

"More whiskey."

Nell poured. Lena drank.

Emmett was at his stool. He'd come in five minutes before her — coat buttoned wrong, pencil behind his ear, the satisfied energy of a man who'd had a productive day talking to people and making things happen. He leaned toward Nell with the particular casualness of a man who had been holding a question all afternoon.

"Nell, Lena said something earlier about Dell's hair looking like a vegetable. Do you know what she meant?"

Lena's forehead hit the bar.

"A VEGETABLE?" Nell said. "What vegetable? Like a root thing? Like a squash? It doesn't look like a SQUASH, it looks AMAZING, it looks like — oh, maybe she meant one of those leafy ones? The round ones that grow in bunches?"

"She didn't specify," Emmett said. He had the pencil out now. Of course he did. "She said 'vegetable' and then said she didn't want to discuss it further. Which usually means it's important."

"It's not IMPORTANT —" Lena said into the bar.

"Maybe she meant a cabbage?" Nell said. "Because it IS kind of round on top, but it's not GREEN, it's his regular color, so cabbage doesn't really —"

"It's not a cabbage," Emmett said. "She was very specific. She said it looked like a vegetable and she sounded upset about it."

"I'm upset about it RIGHT NOW —"

"Oh! Maybe one of those flower vegetables? The ones with the little — you know, where the top part is all bunched up and —"

"That's the one," Lena said. Without lifting her head. "That's the one, Nell. The one where the top is all bunched up. Stop talking about it."

"But which ONE? There are like THREE vegetables that look like that and I don't know which one you —"

"ALL of them. He looks like ALL of them. He looks like the entire PRODUCE SECTION and I want to stop talking about this IMMEDIATELY."

Nell looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Nell. Two people who had been given a puzzle with a missing piece and didn't have the vocabulary to solve it because neither of them had ever seen a broccoli and Lena was face-down on a bar refusing to elaborate.

"I'm going to figure this out," Emmett said. Quietly. To Nell. Not to Lena. Because Emmett knew when to include Lena in a conversation and when to have the conversation three feet away from her at a volume she could pretend not to hear.

"I'll ASK around," Nell said. "Someone in town must know what vegetable she's —"

"NOBODY in town knows what vegetable I'm — I am going to need a LOT more whiskey."

Nell poured. Emmett's pencil was moving. She could hear it scratching. He was writing something. She didn't look. She didn't need to. He was writing *Dell — haircut — vegetable (type unknown) — Lena upset — investigate.*

*Ding.*

The plate came through the pass-through. Nell delivered it. Lena lifted her head from the bar because food outranked suffering, and looked at it.

The broccoli left her brain entirely because what was sitting on the plate was wrong in a way she hadn't seen before.

It was pizza. She could tell it was pizza because it was flat and had cheese and sauce and was on Benny's crust. But the crust was different. Thin. Not the thick, doughy, golden crust Benny had been making. Not the deep dish fortress from a few nights ago. This was THIN. Cracker-thin. The kind of thin where you could almost see through it if you held it up to the light. Brittle. The edges were crispy to the point of fragile — the crust shattered when she looked at it too hard.

The sauce was there. The cheese was there. But the cheese was — wrong. It wasn't the stretchy, melty, pull-apart cheese she'd been watching Benny put on pizzas for months. This cheese was smoother. Creamier. It had melted into a flat, uniform layer that looked almost PROCESSED — a consistent, gooey blanket of cheese that didn't pull, didn't stretch, and sat on the sauce with the particular confidence of a cheese that had no interest in being mozzarella.

And it was cut in SQUARES.

Not triangles. Not the wedge-shaped slices that every pizza on Earth — every CORRECT pizza — was cut into. Benny had taken a knife and cut the pizza into a grid. Squares. Rectangles. Little geometric shapes that had no pointed end, no crust handle, no way to pick them up without getting sauce on three of your fingers.

She stared at it.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" The rag. The innocent face. The golden retriever who had fetched something from a dimension of pizza that Lena had not been emotionally prepared for.

"What cheese is this?"

"I mixed three of them. The hard white one, the soft yellow one, and some of that smoked one from the catalog. Melted them together in a pot and poured it over."

"You MELTED CHEESES TOGETHER and POURED THEM."

"It melts better that way. Smoother. Covers everything even."

"Benny. You invented PROCESSED CHEESE. You took three separate cheeses and turned them into ONE cheese that doesn't exist in nature. Do you understand what you've done?"

"I made cheese better?"

"You made cheese EASIER. Which is what a city in my world called St. Louis did when they INVENTED THEIR OWN CHEESE because the cheeses that ALREADY EXISTED weren't good enough for them. Benny, there is a cheese in my world called PROVEL. It does not occur in nature. It was CREATED. By HUMANS. In MISSOURI. A state that is mostly famous for an ARCH and CONFUSION about whether it's the Midwest or the South. They created a CHEESE that doesn't exist anywhere else on EARTH and they put it on PIZZA and they cut the pizza in SQUARES and the rest of the country has been SCREAMING about it ever since."

"What's wrong with squares?"

"WHAT'S WRONG WITH SQUARES? Pizza is a TRIANGLE, Benny. Pizza has been a triangle since the DAWN of CIVILIZATION. You cut a circle into wedges and you get triangles and the triangle has a POINT and the point is where you START EATING and the crust at the back is the HANDLE and the handle is where you HOLD IT and this system has worked for CENTURIES and nobody — NOBODY — had a problem with it until ST. LOUIS looked at a triangle and said 'what if this was a SQUARE' and ruined the GEOMETRY of PIZZA for an ENTIRE METROPOLITAN AREA."

She picked up a square. It was too thin. It bent in the middle. The cheese slid. She had to use two hands — one to hold, one to stabilize — because the square had no structural integrity, no crust handle, no engineering to it. It was a piece of pizza that had been designed by someone who had never eaten pizza standing up, which was the CORRECT way to eat pizza and everyone knew it.

She bit into it.

The cracker crust shattered. The cheese — the processed, melted, impossible cheese — was smooth and creamy and had a flavor that wasn't quite mozzarella, wasn't quite cheddar, wasn't quite anything she could name. It was its own thing. A cheese that existed in the space between cheeses. A cheese that had no ancestry and no heritage and tasted like someone had taken the CONCEPT of cheese and streamlined it.

"God DAMN it, Benny."

"Is it —"

"It's GOOD. It's good and it's WRONG and it's good. The crust is a CRACKER. The cheese is a SCIENCE EXPERIMENT. The squares are an INSULT to EUCLID. And it's GOOD. It's good the way St. Louis pizza is good, which is to say it's good in a way that makes everyone outside of St. Louis FURIOUS because it shouldn't work. It SHOULDN'T work. Cracker crust and fake cheese and squares should be a DISASTER and instead it's — this."

She ate another piece. And another. The cracker crust was addictive — the snap, the shatter, the way it broke apart in your mouth instead of chewing like bread. The cheese was wrong but it was also RIGHT in a way she couldn't explain. It melted consistently. It covered everything. It didn't fight you.

"The thing about St. Louis pizza," she said, to nobody, to the bar, to the pizza, "is that it is the ONLY pizza in America that every other pizza city agrees is wrong. New York and Chicago can't agree on ANYTHING. They fight about deep dish versus thin crust like it's a RELIGION. But you put St. Louis pizza in front of a New Yorker AND a Chicagoan and they will BOTH look at it and say 'what the HELL is that.' It is the ONE THING that unites the pizza world — the shared agreement that St. Louis went too far. They invented a cheese. They used a cracker. They cut it in squares. They broke every rule and they don't CARE."

"Huh," Benny said. From behind the wall. The confused Huh. The Huh of a man who had put cheese on a flat thing and was being told he'd committed a regional offense.

"What are you calling this one?"

"Cracker flat pie."

"Of COURSE you are."

Emmett had his pencil out. She looked over. He'd written: *St. Louis — processed cheese, cracker crust, squares. Both NY and Chicago agree it's wrong. Rare unity. Investigate Provel.*

"Emmett."

"I'm just —"

"I can SEE what you're writing."

"It's historically significant."

"It's a PIZZA."

"It's a pizza that unites warring factions. That's diplomacy. That's worth documenting."

She ate another square. Then two more. The plate was disappearing at a rate that contradicted everything she'd said about the pizza being wrong, but that was the curse of Benny's cooking — the food was always better than her objections to it.

Nell was behind the bar, making something. Pouring things. Tasting. Frowning. Pouring more things. A new experiment — something purple, something sweet, something that was going to taste like a bad decision and look like a sunset and Dolly was going to love it.

She was reaching for the last square when the perfume arrived.

Four seconds before the woman. Always four seconds.

Dolly didn't sit. She stood behind Lena's stool — close, too close, the way Dolly stood when she wanted something and was going to use every tool in her arsenal to get it. Her hand found Lena's shoulder. Not a pat. A press. The slow, warm, deliberate press of a woman who knew exactly where the tension lived in Lena's body because she'd been mapping it since the first bath.

Then she leaned in. Close. Her lips brushed Lena's ear. Not a kiss — closer than a kiss. The space where a kiss would be if the kiss decided to be a whisper instead.

"Baby doll." The voice was low. Warm. The voice Dolly used when she meant business and the business was Lena. "You promised me a bath. Tomorrow. You, me, hot water, and the story about the bookshelf and the socks and whatever else that man has smuggled into your bedroom." Her fingers moved from Lena's shoulder to the back of her neck — one finger, tracing a slow line down to the collar of her shirt. "I'm going to wash your hair. I'm going to pour you wine. And you're going to tell me everything. And I mean EVERYTHING, baby doll. Starting with the coat rack and ending with whatever face you made when you found those socks in your drawer."

Lena's face was red. The bar was right there. Nell was right there. Emmett was right there. And Dolly's mouth was against her ear and Dolly's finger was on the back of her neck and the whisper was doing things to her spine that had no business happening in a public establishment.

"Dolly."

"Tomorrow. After supper. My room. The big tub." Another brush of lips against her ear. "Don't make me come find you."

"Fine."

"Fine what?"

"Fine, Dolly. Tomorrow. Bath. Hair. Wine. The whole — yes. Fine."

"Good girl."

The finger left her neck. The perfume stayed. Dolly straightened up, picked up the glass of whatever purple thing Nell had made, sipped it — pinky out, always pinky out — and walked back to her table with the unhurried grace of a woman who had just gotten exactly what she wanted and had barely had to try.

Lena sat at the bar. Red-faced. The last square of pizza in her hand. Emmett beside her, pencil frozen mid-word, wearing the expression of a man who had witnessed something he was not going to write down no matter how historically significant it was.

"Don't," she said.

"I wasn't going to."

"Your pencil was."

"The pencil has been disciplined."

She ate the last square. Cracker crust. Wrong cheese. Squares instead of triangles. Good. Always good. Benny couldn't make a bad pizza and Dolly couldn't make a quiet entrance and Nell couldn't stop talking and Dell's hair looked like a vegetable nobody could identify and Emmett's pencil had opinions about diplomacy and somewhere in the back of the kitchen the meat grinder was sitting on a shelf waiting for tomorrow.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She looked at the purple drink in Dolly's hand across the room. Dolly caught her looking. The eyebrow. One. Just one. The eyebrow that said *tomorrow, baby doll.*

She looked away. Drank her whiskey. The whiskey was easier to understand than anything else in her life right now, and that was saying something because whiskey was just angry grain water and even THAT was more straightforward than Dolly's finger on the back of her neck.

Tuesday.

Always Tuesday.

            

    
        Stakes, Tap Lines, and a Bath

    
    
    
    
                The Henderson trench was almost done.

She could see it from the gate — a clean line running from the main road across the property, the trench walls straight, the grade consistent, the pipe already in the ground for most of the run. Griff had the crew in the last stretch, fifty feet from the ranch house. Hask and Reeve were on shovels. Griff was checking grade. Dell was not there because Dell was off today, probably somewhere with Nell getting something done to his body or his buggy that Lena would have to see tomorrow and have feelings about.

"How long?" she asked, walking the edge.

"Two days," Griff said. Without looking up. "Maybe less if the soil holds."

"Don't say —"

"I know."

The pipe was good. She checked three joints by feel — thumb across the solder line, looking for weep, looking for cold spots. Clean. All clean. Griff's work. Getting better every week. Another month and she'd let him do verticals without supervision, which was a sentence she never thought she'd think about anyone and here she was thinking it about a former mine foreman who'd learned to solder six months ago.

"Henderson's happy," Griff said.

"Henderson's always happy. Henderson's happiness operates at a frequency that doesn't register on normal instruments."

The almost-nod. The Griff equivalent of a laugh.

"Two more days and he's got water at the ranch house. Then I need the crew back for hookups. We've got seven buildings on the list and more coming in every day."

"Ready when you are."

She looked at the trench. At the pipe. At Hask and Reeve digging in the steady, unhurried rhythm of men who had been underground for years and brought that patience to the surface.

"Good work, Griff."

"Good work."

She headed back to town.

---

The rest of the morning was stakes and string.

She walked the town with a bag of wooden stakes, a ball of string, and the particular focus of a woman who was planning pipe routes in her head while her boots walked the ground. Seven buildings on Nell's list. Seven hookups — supply AND drainage for each. She needed to figure out the shortest runs from the main to each building, where the drain lines would go, and how to sequence the work so Clara could start learning on the simpler connections before tackling the complicated ones.

She drove stakes at each building's connection point — a wooden peg in the dirt near the foundation wall, a piece of string tied to it running back toward the main. Seven stakes. Seven strings. Seven future tap lines that would bring water into buildings that had never had it and take waste water out to a drain field that she was going to have to build and wasn't going to think about the engineering of because the engineering was a problem for next week and today was a stakes-and-string day.

People watched her from doorways. The miners from the waiting list. Talbot's people. Declan's wife, who came out and offered her water from a bucket, which was ironic in a way that Lena appreciated but didn't say out loud.

"Soon," she told each of them. "Clara's coming. Henderson's almost done. We'll get to you."

They nodded. They waited. Dustbreak waited the way miners waited — patiently, underground, knowing the rock would eventually give.

By noon, all seven buildings were staked. The string lines ran from the main like spokes on a wheel, marking the routes she'd dig. Standing in the middle of the street, looking at the web of string, she could see the system taking shape. Not just the mains anymore — the distribution. The capillaries. A town getting plumbed, one building at a time.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

She went to find Emmett. There were material lists to build and a carpenter arriving any day and the kind of planning that happened at a desk with a pencil and a man who couldn't button his coat.

---

She almost forgot about the bath.

Not forgot — pushed it aside. The way she pushed everything aside that wasn't pipe or planning or the next thing on the list. She'd been at the desk with Emmett until supper, working through the hookup sequence, the material orders, the timeline for Clara's first week. Emmett had talked to Forge. Forge needed three days for the fittings. The pipe was coming from the catalog supply up north — Emmett had arranged delivery through Henderson's freight contact, because Emmett arranged everything through everybody because that was who Emmett was now.

Supper was at the Ledger. Benny had made something with the flat round meat — sliced thin, layered on bread with cheese and something pickled. She didn't rant about it. She ate it. It was good. Everything Benny made was good.

Emmett kissed her cheek and headed for the office. She watched him go — coat catching on the door frame, pencil behind his ear, the stride of a man who had twelve things to do before morning and was looking forward to all of them.

She was about to follow him when the perfume arrived.

Not from across the room this time. From right beside her. Dolly was already on the next stool, wine glass in hand, the eyebrow up.

"Baby doll."

"Dolly, I've had a long —"

"You've had a long day. You always have a long day. That's why you need this." She stood. Extended her hand. Not a suggestion — an instruction. "Come."

"I should go check on —"

"Emmett has twelve things to do and none of them require you. Nell can close the bar. Benny is already cleaning. There is nobody in this building who needs you for the next hour except me." The hand stayed extended. The eyes were warm. The mouth was doing something that was half smile, half dare. "Come upstairs, baby doll. I've been heating the water since four."

Lena looked at the hand. At Dolly. At the bar — Nell wiping glasses and talking to them about something, Benny's shadow moving behind the pass-through, the quiet hum of the Ledger winding down.

She took the hand.

---

Dolly's room smelled like lavender and steam.

The tub was against the far wall — a big copper thing, deeper than it looked, filled with water that was still sending wisps of heat into the air. Towels were folded on a chair. A bottle of wine was open on the side table with two glasses already poured. Candles — three of them, real wax, the kind that cost more than they should — were lit on the windowsill, throwing soft light that made the room look like a painting of a room instead of the room itself.

Dolly closed the door. Leaned against it. Looked at Lena the way she always looked at Lena — like she was the most interesting thing in any room she walked into and Dolly had been waiting all day to get her alone.

"Clothes off, baby doll."

"Dolly —"

"Clothes. Off." She pushed off the door. Walked toward Lena. Slow. The walk she used when she wanted someone to watch her move, which was always, because Dolly moved the way some people sang — like her body had been practicing for an audience her whole life. She stopped in front of Lena. Close. Her fingers found the top button of Lena's work shirt.

"I can undress myself."

"I know you can." She undid the button. Slowly. "But you're not going to. Because you've been undressing yourself every day for thirty-five years and tonight someone else is doing it and you're going to stand there and let it happen because that's what friends do."

"Friends don't usually —"

"Friends who are me do." The second button. Her eyes never left Lena's. "The shirt is filthy. You smell like iron and sweat. Your shoulders are up around your ears. When was the last time someone took care of you, Lena? Actually took care of you? Not asked what you needed. Not waited for instructions. Just — did it."

The third button. The fourth. The shirt opened. Dolly slipped it off Lena's shoulders and set it on the chair with the towels. Her hands were warm. Her fingers lingered on Lena's collarbone — a touch that lasted two seconds longer than it needed to, which was the Dolly way, which was always two seconds longer than it needed to be, which was the whole point.

"I can do the rest," Lena said.

"I know." Dolly stepped back. Handed her a glass of wine. "Get in the tub. I'll do your hair."

Lena got in the tub.

The water was perfect. Not hot enough to burn — hot enough to make every muscle in her body release at once, like the heat had found the tension and told it to leave. She sank in up to her shoulders. The lavender was in the water — oil, or petals, or whatever Dolly used that made her room smell like a garden that had been left out in warm rain.

She drank the wine. Closed her eyes. The day started to dissolve — the stakes, the string, the trench, the hookup schedule, Emmett's lists, the bookshelf, the waiting list, Dell's hair, the meat grinder, the pizza, the squares.

Dolly's hands were in her hair.

Not washing yet. Just touching. Running fingers through it, finding the tangles, working them out with the slow patience of a woman who had done this before and knew that the first five minutes weren't about the hair. They were about the walls. You started at the outside — the tangles, the knots, the surface — and worked your way in. The hair was just the door. The conversation was the room behind it.

"Tell me about the bookshelf," Dolly said.

And there it was. The real thing. The reason for the bath and the wine and the candles and the lavender. Dolly hadn't heated water for two hours to wash dirt out of Lena's hair. She'd heated it to get past the armor. The steam, the heat, the hands in her hair — all of it was the lockpick. The question was the key.

"It's a bookshelf," Lena said. "Oak. Three shelves. Cobb built it."

"Mmhm." Dolly's fingers worked through a tangle near the nape of her neck. Slow. Gentle. "And?"

"And it was in my bedroom when I woke up. With books on it. His books."

"Mmhm."

"He measured the wall, Dolly. He went to Cobb and said 'I need a shelf that fits this specific wall' and Cobb built it and Emmett carried it up the stairs while I was sleeping."

"And how did that make you feel?"

"Like a woman whose bedroom is being colonized one piece of furniture at a time."

"That's what you SAID it made you feel. I asked how it MADE you feel."

The water was warm. Dolly's hands were in her hair. The wine was working. The walls were doing the thing they always did with Dolly — the thing where they stopped being walls and started being curtains, and the curtains were translucent, and Dolly could see through them because Dolly could always see through them.

"It made me feel..." She stopped. Took a breath. The water moved. "It made me feel like he was staying."

"He IS staying, baby doll."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"I know he's staying. He's been staying. The coat rack was staying. The books on the desk were staying. The reading lens was staying. The socks were staying. He's been staying since the first night and we both know it and neither of us has said it and —"

"And the bookshelf scared you."

The water was quiet. The candles flickered. Dolly's hands were still, holding a section of Lena's hair, waiting.

"The bookshelf was different," Lena said. Quietly. The voice she used with Dolly that she didn't use with anyone else — the voice that existed only in this room, only in warm water, only when someone's hands were in her hair and the armor was off. "A coat rack is a maybe. Books on a desk is work overflow. A reading lens is convenience. Socks are — socks. But a bookshelf is a DECISION. A bookshelf is permanent. You don't carry a bookshelf up a flight of stairs at midnight for a woman you're MAYBE living with. You carry a bookshelf for a woman you've DECIDED to live with. He decided. Without telling me. Without asking. He just — decided."

"And that scares you because the last man who decided things without telling you was Kevin."

The name landed in the water like a stone.

"Kevin decided to leave," Lena said. "Kevin decided he was done. Kevin decided that thirteen years and a mortgage and a marriage weren't enough and he found someone who was more interesting than a woman who came home smelling like pipe dope and had calluses on her hands. Kevin made all of his decisions without telling me and every single one of them was a decision to leave."

"And Emmett's decisions are all decisions to stay."

"Every one. Every single one. The coat rack stays. The books stay. The lens stays. The socks stay. The bookshelf stays. HE stays. He keeps staying and he keeps not asking permission and I keep letting him and I don't know what that means except that it means something and I'm scared of what it means because the last time something meant something it ENDED and I —"

She stopped. Closed her eyes. The water was warm. Dolly's hands started moving again — slow, soapy now, working the lather through her hair with the patient rhythm of a woman who knew that the thing that needed washing wasn't the hair.

"Baby doll," Dolly said. Her voice was different now. Not the purr, not the performance. The real voice. The voice underneath the Dolly that everyone saw — the voice of a woman who understood damage because she saw it walk through her door every night wearing different faces. "Listen to me."

"I'm listening."

"That room upstairs. Your room. Before Emmett, what was in it?"

"A bed. A basin. A window."

"What else?"

"Nothing. That's it. Bed, basin, window."

"Nothing on the walls. Nothing on the floor. No pictures, no books, no blankets that weren't strictly necessary. Nothing that said Lena Wright lives here."

"I'm not a decorator, Dolly."

"You're not a decorator because you've never stayed anywhere long enough to decorate. You WORK. You move from job to job and room to room and you bring your boots and your wrench and your phone that doesn't work and nothing else because nothing else has ever been worth carrying." Dolly's hands worked the soap through the length of Lena's hair. Slow. Thorough. "That room was EMPTY, baby doll. Not simple. Not minimalist. EMPTY. The room of a woman who was ready to leave at any time because leaving was what people did and you wanted to be ready when it happened."

The water was quiet. The candles flickered.

"And then a man put a coat rack in the corner. And you let him. And then he put books on your desk. And you let him. And then a reading lens and then socks and then a bookshelf and you let him every single time. You ribbed him and you yelled about it and you called it a colonization and an invasion and a furniture migration — but you never told him to take any of it back."

"No," Lena said. Quietly. "I didn't."

"Because you didn't want him to."

"No."

"Because what he's doing — one coat rack, one book, one pair of socks at a time — is the opposite of what Kevin did. Kevin took things away. Kevin REMOVED himself from your life piece by piece until there was nothing left. Emmett is putting things IN. He's filling the empty room. Not because he thinks it's empty — because he wants to be in it. With you. And he's doing it slowly because he knows you. He knows that if he'd shown up with a wagon full of furniture on day one, you'd have run. So he brings one thing at a time and waits to see if you throw it out and you never throw it out and so he brings another."

Dolly rinsed the soap from Lena's hair. Clean water. Warm. The lavender.

"There was nothing in that room, baby doll. Nothing of his. Nothing of YOURS, really — just the minimum a person needed to sleep and wash and leave. And now there's a coat rack and books and a reading lens and socks and a bookshelf. That's not a man moving in. That's a man saying 'I want to share space with you.' There's a difference. Moving in is logistics. Sharing space is a promise."

Lena sat in the tub. Clean hair. Warm water. The candles on the windowsill making the room glow.

"He measured the wall," she said.

"He measured the wall."

"He measured MY wall. For HIS bookshelf."

"And it fit perfectly."

"It fit perfectly."

Dolly's hand found Lena's cheek. Wet. Warm. She turned Lena's face toward her — gently, the way you turn something precious — and looked at her. Not the Dolly look. Not the eyebrow. Not the performance. Just Dolly. The woman underneath. The woman who saw the real thing in people and named it.

"Let him stay, baby doll. Let the bookshelf stay. Let all of it stay. Not because he's earned it — because YOU deserve a room that has things in it. You deserve a room that someone filled because they wanted to be in it with you."

Lena looked at her. At Dolly's eyes. At the warmth in them that was real, always real, underneath everything.

"Thank you, Dolly."

"Don't thank me. Thank the bookshelf." She kissed Lena's forehead. Soft. The kind of kiss that lived on the border between everything and nothing and stayed there. "Now get out of my tub before you prune. And baby doll?"

"Yeah?"

"Next time he puts something in your room? Don't yell about it." The smile. The real one. "Just move it to a better spot."

---

She walked back to the W&G office in the dark. Clean hair. Lavender on her skin. The boardwalk under her boots and the night air cool and the town quiet.

Emmett was at his desk. Lamp burning. Pencil moving. Coat on the rack — the coat rack, the one that started everything, the three iron hooks in the corner of a room that used to be empty.

She walked up behind him. Put her hand on his shoulder. He turned.

She kissed him. Not the morning kiss. Not the bar kiss. The kind of kiss that said something she didn't have words for yet but was getting closer to.

"What was that for?" he said. Quiet. The Emmett quiet.

"The bookshelf."

"The bookshelf?"

"The bookshelf is fine, Emmett. The bookshelf can stay."

He looked at her. At the clean hair. At whatever was on her face that he could see and she couldn't. The Emmett look — the one that understood more than he said, which was everything, because Emmett always understood more than he said.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay."

She sat at her desk. The one with his books on it. She didn't move them.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Always there.

            

    
        A Razor, Home Fries, and Blue Light

    
    
    
    
                She woke up before he did. Same as always.

She swung her feet to the floor. Looked at the bookshelf — still there, still full of his books, still fitting the wall like it had been born there. She didn't yell at it. Progress.

She washed at the basin. Reached for the shelf where she kept her things — the soap, the cloth, the comb she'd bought from Cobb's wife.

There was a razor on the shelf.

Not hers. She didn't own a razor. She owned a belt knife that she used for everything from popping cork tops to scraping solder and occasionally threatening Dell. This was a proper razor — folding, bone-handled, the kind of thing a man used to shave his face in the morning. It was sitting next to her soap as though it had always been there, as though razors naturally occurred next to bar soap the way birds naturally occurred in trees.

She picked it up. Looked at it. Looked at the bed where Emmett was still breathing slowly, face half-buried in the pillow, coat draped over the chair because she'd told him three days ago that if the coat ended up on the floor one more time she was going to burn it.

She set the razor down. Didn't yell. Didn't say a word. Just — moved it to a better spot.

The other side of the shelf. His side. Because the shelf had sides now.

She got dressed. Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered. She picked up the Ledger from the nightstand — hers, the one that respawned every morning — and carried it downstairs to the office. Emmett was still asleep, which meant the handoff was going to be creative today. She went back upstairs, crept to his side of the bed, and set the Ledger on the pillow next to his head. Close enough that it would be the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes. Close enough that it might actually touch his face if he rolled over.

She grinned. Went to breakfast.

---

The Ledger smelled like potatoes and butter.

Not fancy potatoes. Not the kind of potato situation that required a speech. Just — potatoes. Cubed. Fried in a skillet with onions until the edges were golden and crispy and the onions were soft and sweet. Scrambled eggs on the side, loose and soft, the kind of eggs that said "someone cooked these gently and with attention" as opposed to the kind that said "someone attacked these eggs and the eggs lost."

Simple. Good. The kind of breakfast that didn't need a rant because it didn't come from anywhere controversial. It came from everywhere. Every diner, every kitchen, every morning in every country where people had potatoes and eggs and a hot pan. It was universal breakfast. The breakfast that transcended culture.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"This is perfect."

"Huh." The quiet Huh. The one that meant *I know.*

She ate. The potatoes were crispy where they should be crispy and soft where they should be soft and the onions were caramelized and the eggs were seasoned and the whole thing was the kind of meal you didn't think about while you were eating it because thinking about it would ruin it. Some food was for rants. Some food was for eating.

Nell was behind the bar. Wiping. Talking. But the talking was different today. The talking had a QUALITY to it that Lena recognized — a brightness, a breathlessness, a particular speed that meant the talking wasn't about the glasses or the weather or whatever Benny was making. The talking was about a boy.

"— and so we went to the STREAM, just like you said, and he brought a blanket, which I don't know where he GOT a blanket because I don't think Dell OWNS a blanket that isn't on his bed but he had one and it was clean and we sat on the rocks by the cold part where he keeps the beer and we just TALKED, Lena, we talked for HOURS, and he's actually really SMART when he's not being — you know, DELL — and he told me about the mine and how dark it is underground and how the first time he went down he was so scared he couldn't breathe and I didn't know that, I didn't know he was SCARED, because he never LOOKS scared, he always looks like he's fine, like everything is FINE, but he told me that the first WEEK he almost quit and the only reason he didn't was because Griff told him that the dark gets smaller the longer you're in it and that's the most beautiful thing I've EVER heard anyone say about ANYTHING and —"

"Nell."

"— and then he showed me this THING he does with flat rocks where he skips them on the water and he's actually REALLY good at it, like really GOOD, and he tried to teach me but I'm terrible at it, my rocks just SINK, they go straight down like they WANT to drown, and he was laughing and I was laughing and his laugh is really — it's a really good laugh, Lena. He laughs with his whole BODY. Like even his SHOULDERS laugh. And —"

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

Lena looked at her. At the glow. At the particular vibration of an eighteen-year-old girl who had spent an afternoon by a stream with a boy who laughed with his whole body and skipped rocks and was scared of the dark.

She groaned. She smiled. She nodded.

"I'm happy for you, Nell."

"REALLY?"

"Really. He sounds — it sounds like a good day."

"It was the BEST day. It was the best day I've had since I GOT here and I know that's only been a few weeks but it was the best one and I wanted to tell you because you're the one who told me to go to the STREAM and you were RIGHT, the stream was PERFECT, and —"

"Nell."

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad. Now pour me more coffee before I start crying and ruin my reputation."

Nell poured. The grin was enormous. The grin was the kind of grin that made you remember being eighteen and hopeful and sitting on a rock by a stream with someone who made the dark feel smaller.

---

The Henderson trench was finishing.

She could see it from the road — the last twenty feet, Griff and the crew in the hole, the pipe going in behind them. Hask on the shovel. Reeve on the shovel. Dell —

Dell was standing at the edge of the trench. Hat crooked. Broccoli head in full bloom above it. Grinning.

"Miss Wright!"

"Dell. You're supposed to be working."

"I AM working. I just wanted to say — thank you. For yesterday. The day off. It was —" The grin got bigger, which shouldn't have been possible because the grin was already using all available face. "It was really good."

"I heard. Nell told me. Nell told me EVERYTHING. Nell told me about the stream and the blanket and the rocks and the laugh and I think she might still be telling me right now even though I'm standing HERE because Nell's mouth doesn't require her to be in the same ROOM as the person she's talking to."

"She talks a lot."

"She talks MORE than a lot, Dell. She talks like a river that someone forgot to dam. And she talks about YOU now, which means MY mornings are going to be about YOUR dating life for the foreseeable future and I want you to know that I am holding you PERSONALLY RESPONSIBLE for that."

"Yes ma'am."

"What did I say about —"

"Yeah. Sorry." The grin. The hat. The broccoli. The boy.

She shook her head. "Get back in the trench. You're finishing Henderson today."

"Today?"

"Today. Griff says today. And when Griff says today, he means today."

Dell jumped back into the trench with the enthusiasm of a young man who had just had the best day of his life and was carrying that energy into a hole in the ground. Griff watched him land. The Griff face. The millimeter.

"He's useless today," Griff said. Quietly. To Lena.

"He's in love, Griff. It's the same thing."

The almost-nod. The one that might have contained agreement if agreement had a face and that face was made of granite.

"Henderson by end of day?" she asked.

"End of day."

"Good. Tomorrow the crew starts hookups. Seven buildings on the list. Clara arrives any day — Emmett's heard from Mae, she's on the road."

"Ready when you are."

She left them to it. Henderson by end of day. Then the hookups. Then Clara. The pipeline was full and the work was coming and the town was growing and somewhere in the trench Dell was digging faster than he'd ever dug because a girl had told him his laugh was good and the world was made of light.

---

She spent the afternoon finishing the staking.

Three more buildings had been added to the list — Nell's handwriting getting larger and more enthusiastic with each entry. Ten total now. Ten hookups. Ten supply lines, ten drain lines, ten connections to the main. She walked each route with stakes and string, marking the runs, noting the obstacles — a foundation that was too close to the street, a root system that would need cutting, a building with a stone footer that was going to make the tap connection interesting.

She used the Nokia to beat in the stakes.

It was the right tool for the job. Heavy enough to drive a wooden peg into packed earth, small enough to swing with one hand, and indestructible because the Nokia was always indestructible. She'd been using it as a hammer since the second week and it had never complained. The phone that couldn't call anyone could beat a stake into the ground like it was born for it. Travis would have laughed. Dad would have nodded.

Ten stakes. Ten strings. The web of future pipe spreading through Dustbreak like a nervous system growing into a body.

She checked in with Emmett at the office. He was back from Forge — fittings on schedule, pipe delivery confirmed, Clara expected within two days. The hookup materials were lined up. The schedule was built. Tomorrow they'd start.

"We're ready," she said.

"We're ready," he said. Pencil behind his ear. Coat buttoned wrong. The look of a man who had woken up with a Ledger touching his face and hadn't mentioned it but would absolutely mention it later.

---

Supper.

*Ding.*

The plate came through and Nell delivered it and Lena looked at it and her heart sank.

It was fried things. A pile of fried things. Battered and golden and stacked on the plate like a little crispy mountain. Some of them were clearly good — she could see shrimp-shaped objects in there, pink tails sticking out of golden batter. She could see what looked like a piece of fish, thick and flaky under the crust. There was something that might have been a root vegetable, cut into rounds, fried dark.

But MOST of the plate was not those things.

Most of the plate was green. Or had been green. Sliced into rounds and strips and odd shapes and battered and fried into anonymity — zucchini, or this world's equivalent. Squash. Some kind of leafy thing that had gone limp inside its batter shell and was now a sad, soggy ghost of a vegetable pretending to be food. And buried underneath all of it, hidden at the bottom of the pile like hostages in a basement, were the shrimp.

Three of them.

Three shrimp under fourteen pieces of fried squash.

"BENNY."

"Yeah?" The rag. The innocent face.

"How many shrimp are on this plate?"

"Three. They're the river ones — hard to get. I only had a few."

"And how many pieces of squash?"

"I don't know. A lot. The squash was —"

"The squash was CHEAP. The squash was FREE. The squash was sitting there in a pile being SQUASH and you had three shrimp and you thought 'how do I make three shrimp look like a meal' and the answer was 'BURY THEM UNDER A MOUNTAIN OF FRIED VEGETABLES' and Benny, I need you to understand something. What you have done here — this exact thing, this precise crime — is committed EVERY SINGLE DAY in THOUSANDS of restaurants in my world."

She picked up a piece of fried squash. Held it up. The batter was golden and crispy and perfect and inside it was a limp, watery slice of summer squash that had given up on life the moment it hit the oil.

"In my world there is a food called TEMPURA. It is a JAPANESE food. It is BEAUTIFUL. The pictures — the PICTURES, Benny — show shrimp. Big, gorgeous, perfectly fried shrimp in light, crispy batter. The pictures show fish. The pictures show maybe a sweet potato. The pictures are a PROMISE. The pictures say 'order this and you will receive a plate of fried seafood that will make you believe in God.'"

She set the squash down. Picked up one of the three shrimp. Held it up like evidence.

"And then the plate arrives. And what's on it? THREE SHRIMP. Three shrimp and SEVENTEEN pieces of zucchini. And a green bean. There's always a green bean, Benny. A single, solitary, FRIED GREEN BEAN that nobody ordered and nobody wanted and nobody in the history of Japanese cuisine has EVER bitten into a fried green bean and said 'yes, THIS is what I came for.' The green bean is there because green beans cost NOTHING and shrimp costs EVERYTHING and the restaurant figured out that if you put enough batter on a vegetable it LOOKS like it might be something good and by the time you bite into it and discover it's SQUASH you've already paid eighteen dollars and the shrimp are gone because there were only THREE."

"There's no green bean on the plate," Benny said. From behind the wall. Defensive. The first time Benny had ever sounded defensive about food.

"There WOULD be if you had green beans, Benny! You would have battered a green bean and put it on this plate and I KNOW you would because that's what EVERYONE does when they have oil and batter and not enough protein. They fill the plate with VEGETABLES and hide the good stuff underneath and they think you won't NOTICE —"

She ate a shrimp. It was perfect. The batter was light and crispy and the shrimp was sweet and tender and the crunch gave way to the ocean and it was so good she wanted to cry because there were only three and two of them were now gone and the plate was still full of SQUASH.

"— but you ALWAYS notice, Benny. ALWAYS. Because the first bite is a vegetable and the second bite is a vegetable and you're DIGGING through the pile like an archaeologist looking for ARTIFACTS and when you finally find the shrimp at the bottom it's the greatest discovery of your LIFE but also the most disappointing because there are THREE and you wanted TWELVE and the restaurant KNEW you wanted twelve and they gave you three and charged you for twelve and called it a TEMPURA PLATTER."

She ate the last shrimp. Looked at the plate. Fourteen pieces of fried squash remained. Golden. Battered. Identical. A field of mediocrity where greatness had briefly lived.

"The squash is good though," she said. Because it was. The batter was perfect. The technique was flawless. The squash was just — squash. It couldn't help being squash. It was doing its best.

"Huh," Benny said. The wounded Huh. The Huh of a man who had been told his fried food was a bait and switch and didn't have enough shrimp to argue with.

"More shrimp next time, Benny. LOTS more shrimp. And less squash. MUCH less squash. The squash-to-shrimp ratio on this plate is a CRIME and if I'm going to teach you ANYTHING about fried food it's that the protein is the STAR and the vegetables are the BACKUP DANCERS and the backup dancers do NOT get more stage time than the star. That's not how SHOWS work and that's not how PLATES work."

"More river ones," Benny said. To himself. To the rag. The sound of a man making a mental note. "Less squash."

"MUCH less squash."

"Huh."

---

They left together. Lena and Emmett. The boardwalk. The dark. The warm night. His coat catching the night air, buttoned wrong, always wrong. Her hand found his and they walked the two doors to the W&G office the way they walked everywhere — together, without hurry, the particular pace of two people who had stopped rushing because the thing they were walking toward was each other.

She saw the light before she saw the buggy.

Blue.

Not firelight. Not lamplight. Not the warm orange glow of anything that burned. This was BLUE. Cool, steady, sourceless blue light coming from underneath Dell's buggy, pooling on the dirt street like spilled paint, illuminating the ground beneath the carriage in an otherworldly wash of color that had no business existing under a horse-drawn vehicle in a frontier mining town.

She stopped walking. Emmett stopped beside her.

The buggy was parked in its usual spot. Level — the squat was fixed. No smoke — the coal burner was gone, confiscated, repurposed for solder heating. But underneath the carriage, bolted to the frame, mounted in iron brackets that were definitely Forge's work, were four crystals. Blue. Glowing. The kind of magictech crystals that the mining operation used for underground lighting, repurposed from their intended function of helping people see in a mine shaft to their new function of making a buggy glow blue for absolutely no reason.

Dell was leaning against the buggy. Nell was beside him. They were both looking at the ground — at the blue light pooling under the carriage, reflecting off the dirt, casting their boots in a glow that made them look like they were standing in a very small, very sad nightclub.

"Don't you like it, Miss Wright?" Dell said. Grinning. The grin. Always the grin. "Nell and I did this yesterday after our walk. Found the crystals at the supply house. Forge mounted them this morning."

Lena stared.

At the buggy. At the blue light. At the two of them standing in it like they'd discovered something magical instead of something that would have gotten Dell's truck impounded in every state east of the Mississippi.

She opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

She closed it.

Opened it again.

Nothing.

The rant wasn't there. The rant was somewhere in her brain trying to form but it couldn't because the signal from her eyes — blue light, under a buggy, horse-drawn, crystals, Forge's brackets, Nell helped — was so overwhelming that her speech center had simply refused to participate. The circuit breaker had tripped. The fuse had blown. The part of Lena's brain that converted outrage into words had looked at the situation and filed a grievance and gone home.

Emmett leaned toward her. "Is that —"

"Zzzt."

"I was just going to ask if —"

"Nope."

"It looks like those crystals from the —"

"Not. A. Word."

She turned. Walked to the W&G office. Opened the door. Walked inside. Closed the door behind her. Stood in the dark office with her hand still on the knob and her eyes closed and the image of blue light pooling under a horse-drawn buggy burned into her retinas like a brand.

Behind the closed door, very faintly, she could hear Dell say to Nell: "I think she liked it."

And Nell: "She didn't say anything."

And Dell: "Exactly. Last time she talked for ten minutes. This time she didn't talk at all. That means it's GOOD."

And Nell, after a pause: "I don't think that's how it works, Dell."

And Dell: "It's definitely how it works."

Emmett opened the door. Came in. Closed it gently behind him. Stood next to her in the dark.

"Do you want to talk about —"

"He put GROUND EFFECT LIGHTING on a BUGGY, Emmett."

"I don't know what that —"

"GROUND EFFECT LIGHTING. It's — in my world there are LIGHTS that people bolt to the BOTTOM of their cars so the car GLOWS. The ground underneath GLOWS. It serves NO PURPOSE. It makes the car ZERO percent faster. It makes the car ZERO percent safer. It does NOTHING except make the car look like it's hovering over a puddle of colored light and the only people who do it are TWENTY-YEAR-OLD MEN with HONDA CIVICS and TOO MUCH FREE TIME and Dell has done it to a HORSE-DRAWN BUGGY with MINING CRYSTALS."

"Is it dangerous?"

"It's not DANGEROUS, Emmett. It's STUPID. It's the most aggressively POINTLESS modification you can make to a vehicle and he's done it with MAGIC ROCKS. He went to a SUPPLY HOUSE and bought MINING EQUIPMENT — equipment designed to help people SEE UNDERGROUND — and bolted it to the bottom of a BUGGY so the DIRT could GLOW BLUE. The DIRT, Emmett. He is illuminating DIRT."

"So it's not —"

"I can't make him take it off. I can't. There's no REASON to make him take it off. It doesn't pollute like the coal burner. It's not dangerous like the squat. It's just — blue. It's just blue light on the ground and it does NOTHING and I hate it and I can't explain why I hate it and THAT'S the worst part. The coal burner I could point to a REASON. The squat I could point to SAFETY. This is just — AESTHETIC SUFFERING. He has caused me AESTHETIC SUFFERING and there is no RULE against it."

She stood in the dark. Breathing. The blue light was coming through the window, faintly, pooling on the office floor like an accusation.

"I'm going to bed," she said.

"Okay."

"The buggy glows blue."

"I know."

"I can't stop it."

"I know."

"Goodnight, Emmett."

"Goodnight, Lena."

She went upstairs. To the room with the bookshelf and the coat rack and the reading lens and the socks and the razor on the shelf — his side of the shelf, because the shelf had sides now. She took off her boots. Checked them. Set them by the door.

Through the window, faintly, she could see blue light on the street below. Dell's buggy. Glowing. The horse standing patiently in the blue, because the horse had accepted its fate the way horses accepted everything — with dignity and without comment.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. On the nightstand. Still there.

Always there.

            

    
        Pants, Branch Lines, and a Girl with a Bag

    
    
    
    
                She opened the drawer and there were pants.

Not her pants. His pants. A single pair, folded so precisely that the creases were symmetrical, the legs aligned, the waistband tucked under in a way that suggested the person folding them had treated the act like a geometry problem and solved it. They were sitting next to his socks — the socks she'd never removed, the socks that had started the clothing phase of the invasion — and together they formed a small, neat colony of Emmett's wardrobe in the drawer that had been hers and was now, apparently, theirs.

She looked at the pants. Looked at the socks. Looked at the razor on his side of the shelf and the bookshelf against the wall and the reading lens on the nightstand and the coat on the rack by the door.

She didn't yell. She didn't even talk to the room. She just closed the drawer and got dressed.

The pants could stay. The pants were fine. The pants were folded so neatly it was obscene and she was choosing to interpret that as a compliment to her drawer rather than an invasion of it.

Boots. Shaken. Checked. Nokia holstered.

He was up. She could hear him downstairs — the pencil, the paper, the particular sound of Emmett Grail preparing for a big day the way other people prepared for war. Today was the first day of branch lines. Today the hookups started. Today the ten stakes she'd driven into the ground became the beginnings of ten pipe runs that would bring water into buildings that had never had it.

She came down the stairs and he was at his desk, coat on, coat buttoned wrong, pencil moving. He looked up when he heard her boots and the look on his face was the look of a man who had been waiting for this morning the way a kid waits for a birthday — barely contained, organized, ready.

She walked up to him. Put both hands on his face. Kissed him. Not the morning peck. The real one. The one that said *today is big and you made it possible and I love you and your pants are folded obscenely and I'm not going to talk about it.*

"Big day," she said.

"Big day." The smile. The Emmett smile.

She handed him the Ledger. He took it. Tucked it into the satchel. No discussion. The handoff was automatic now — muscle memory, the daily rhythm of two people who had built a business together and a life together and didn't need to explain the mechanics of either.

"I'm going to breakfast. Then the crew. Then we plan."

"I'll be here."

She kissed him again — shorter this time, a punctuation mark — and headed for the Ledger.

---

Nell was already talking when Lena pushed through the swinging doors.

"— and did you SEE it last night? The LIGHT? The blue LIGHT? Because I was closing up and I looked out the window and the whole STREET was blue, like the ground was GLOWING, like someone had spilled the SKY onto the dirt, and Dell said the crystals were from the supply house and Forge mounted them in like TWO HOURS because Forge is incredible, honestly Forge can build ANYTHING, and the light just SITS there under the buggy like a little pool of — I don't even know what to call it, it's like MAGIC but it's not magic it's just CRYSTALS and —"

"Nell."

"— and some of the miners were walking by and they STOPPED, Lena, they just stopped and LOOKED at it and one of them said 'that's the dumbest thing I've ever seen' and Dell said 'thank you' like it was a COMPLIMENT and —"

"NELL. Coffee. Now. Please. Before I die."

"Right! Coffee! Black! Here!"

The cup. The first sip. The caffeine hitting her bloodstream like reinforcements arriving at a siege.

*Ding.*

The plate came through. Nell delivered it still talking about the crystals but Lena had stopped listening because the plate demanded attention.

It was an omelette. Pale yellow, folded in half, the edges just set, the center still soft. And inside — she could see it through the fold — dark green leaves and white crumbles of something that looked like cheese but wasn't any cheese she'd seen Benny use before. Softer. Creamier. Almost chalky at the edges.

She cut into it. The green was spinach — or this world's version, same wilted dark leaves, same iron taste, same way it collapsed into nothing when it hit heat. And the white crumbles were — she put a piece in her mouth — tangy. Sharp. Creamy and crumbly at the same time, the way a cheese tasted when it was young and fresh and hadn't been pressed or aged or turned into anything other than what it was.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"Is this goat cheese?"

"It's from Henderson's goats. Soft. I pressed the curds yesterday."

"Benny. You made GOAT CHEESE. You made goat cheese and put it in a spinach omelette and —"

She took another bite. And another. The eggs were perfect — just set, not rubbery, cooked with the gentle attention that Benny gave to everything. The spinach was wilted but not dead. The goat cheese was tangy and rich and melted into the eggs in a way that made everything brighter, the way a squeeze of lemon makes everything brighter except this was cheese and it was doing the same thing.

She didn't rant. There was no rant for this. This was a spinach and goat cheese omelette and it was divine and it existed in every brunch restaurant in America and it was perfect and there was nothing to say about it except that it was perfect.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"This is the best thing you've ever made for breakfast."

The pink. The deep pink. The pink of a man who had just been told the best thing and didn't know what to do with his hands because the rag suddenly wasn't enough.

"Huh." Quiet. Almost a whisper. The Huh that meant *thank you* in a language that only used one word.

She ate every bite. Cleaned the plate. Drank her coffee. The day was starting right. Spinach and goat cheese and coffee and a man downstairs with obscenely folded pants and a town that was about to get branch lines.

---

The crews were at the first stake by the time she got there.

Griff had them organized — Hask and Reeve on shovels, Dell marking the trench line with string, the materials laid out along the route. Pipe. Fittings. Solder. Everything Emmett had ordered, everything Forge had built, everything lined up and ready for the first branch line of the first hookup in Dustbreak's history.

She walked the line. Checked the string. Checked the stake. Checked the distance to the main.

"All right," she said. "Listen up."

They listened. Griff. Hask. Reeve. Dell — hat crooked, broccoli in bloom, standing at attention with the particular enthusiasm of a boy who had been told to listen and was listening so hard his ears were practically vibrating.

"This is the first hookup. First of ten. Maybe more by the time we're done. Every one of these branch lines is a connection between the main and someone's building. Someone's HOME. When we're done with this run, there's going to be a tap inside that building and water is going to come out of it and someone is going to turn it on for the first time and that moment — THAT moment — is the whole point. Everything else is just pipe and dirt."

She looked at them. Her crew. Dirty boots, calloused hands, miners who had learned to lay pipe because a woman from another world had told them to and they'd said yes.

"Don't screw it up."

"Yes ma'am," Dell said.

"Dell, I swear to —"

"Sorry. Yes boss."

"Better. Griff, you're running the trench. I'll be back after lunch to lay the first joints. If you hit rock, stop and mark it. If you hit a root, cut it and keep going. If Dell does something stupid —"

"When," Hask said.

"— WHEN Dell does something stupid, Griff handles it. I don't want to hear about it unless something is on fire or bleeding. Questions?"

"No questions," Griff said.

"Good. Dig."

They dug. She watched the first shovel go in — Hask, steady, the blade cutting clean into the soft ground. The sound of a trench starting. The sound that meant everything was moving.

She headed back toward the bookshop.

---

The door to Emmett's shop was open. She could see him through the window — not at the counter, not behind the desk. He was in the stacks. Moving. Pulling books off shelves and stacking them in crates. Not browsing — packing. The systematic, methodical packing of a man who had made a decision about something and was executing it with the same precision he brought to everything.

She walked in. The bell above the door chimed. He looked up.

"What are you doing?"

"Packing."

"I can see that. Why are you packing?"

He set a book in the crate. Straightened up. The coat was buttoned wrong. The pencil was behind his ear. He looked at her with the particular directness that Emmett used when he was about to say something he'd been thinking about for a while and had organized in his head the way he organized everything — neatly, thoroughly, with all the supporting evidence arranged in a column.

"The shop isn't getting my attention," he said. "It hasn't been. Not for weeks. I open it in the morning and I leave it to go talk to Forge. I come back to close it and I've been at your desk all day. The books are important — they'll always be important — but they're not what I DO anymore. What I do is W&G. What I do is logistics and materials and schedules and talking to people about things they need before they know they need them." He paused. "What I do is you."

She looked at him. At the crates. At the half-empty shelves. At the man standing in the middle of a bookshop he'd run for years, surrounded by the evidence of the life he was choosing to leave behind for the life he was choosing to build.

"My rent comes due at the end of the month," he said. "I want to clear out before then. Move the inventory to storage — or to our office, the ones we use. The rest can go to Mae. She'll find homes for them."

"End of the month," she said. She didn't know what month it was. She'd stopped tracking months the same way she'd stopped tracking days — every day was Tuesday and the months were just longer Tuesdays.

"I'm not asking permission," he said. Quietly. The way he said things when he'd already decided and was informing her the way he informed her about everything — by making it a fact and waiting for her to catch up. "I'm telling you. Because that's what you told Nell to do. Don't ask. Tell."

She smiled. The smile that happened when Emmett used her own words on her and they worked.

"You've been paying attention."

"I always pay attention. That's the whole problem."

She walked to him. Through the stacks, past the crates, past the books that had been his life before she fell out of the sky and made him a quartermaster. She kissed him. In his bookshop. Between the shelves. The kind of kiss that was an answer to a question he'd already answered himself.

"I'll help you move the inventory," she said.

"You don't have to —"

"Emmett. Shut up. I'll help you move the inventory."

He smiled. The Emmett smile. Small. Precise. Full.

She left him packing. Walked back toward the W&G office with her hands in her pockets and the sun on the street and the sound of shovels in the distance where her crew was digging the first branch line of a town that was growing because she'd shown up and started fixing things.

---

There was a girl standing in front of the W&G office.

Not standing — waiting. The particular stance of a person who had arrived somewhere new and was deciding whether to knock or wait or leave and come back later. She had a bag over one shoulder — canvas, heavy, the kind of bag a tradesperson carried because it held tools and tools were the only thing worth carrying. She was maybe thirty. Brown hair pulled back tight. Clean hands — not soft hands, but clean hands, the hands of someone who washed the sawdust off at the end of every day because precision started with clean hands.

She saw Lena and straightened up.

"Miss Wright?"

"That's me."

"Clara Pryce. Mae sent me."

Lena looked at her. At the bag. At the hands. At the eyes — sharp, assessing, the eyes of a person who was already looking at the building's door frame and evaluating the joinery.

"You're early."

"Mae said within the week. I left the same day the letter arrived." The voice was precise. Not cold — precise. The voice of a woman who said exactly what she meant and didn't add words for decoration. "I didn't see a reason to wait."

"I like you already. What did Mae tell you?"

"That you need someone who can learn pipe work. That you need someone who can eventually inspect. That you measure once and I should measure three times and that's why we need each other." A pause. The very slight hint of something that might have been a smile on a less controlled face. "She also said the food was worth the trip."

"Mae's not wrong about the food. Come on — let me introduce you to some people."

She took Clara to the Ledger.

Nell was behind the bar. The moment the swinging doors opened with a new face behind Lena, the Nell brain engaged. The eyes went wide. The mouth opened. The questions began forming at the speed of light.

"Nell, this is Clara Pryce. She's our new carpenter. Clara, this is Nell. She runs this bar, she never stops talking, and she's going to ask you fourteen questions before you sit down. Answer the ones you want. Ignore the rest."

"Hi!" Nell said. "Where are you FROM? How was the TRIP? Are you hungry? Do you like omelettes? Benny made an INCREDIBLE omelette this morning and I think there might be some of that goat cheese left and —"

"Nell."

"— do you have a favorite COLOR? Because Dell asked ME that on our first date and I thought it was WEIRD but actually it's really SWEET and —"

"NELL. Let the woman breathe."

Clara was looking at Nell with the expression of a person who had just encountered a weather system and was recalculating. "I'm from up north. The trip was fine. I ate on the road. And my favorite color is blue."

"BLUE! Oh that's perfect because Dell's buggy has these CRYSTALS that glow blue and —"

"Nell. Go get Benny."

Nell went. Still talking. To the pass-through. To the kitchen. To the air. Clara watched her go with the faintest recalibration of her expression — the kind of micro-adjustment a precise person made when their model of reality needed updating.

"Does she always —"

"Always. You'll get used to it. Everybody gets used to it."

Benny appeared in the pass-through. Rag in hand. The look — the slow assessment, the quiet processing, the pink that came whenever someone new was standing in his bar and he had to acknowledge their existence.

"Benny, this is Clara. Clara, this is Benny. He's the cook. He's the best cook you'll ever meet. He doesn't talk much."

"Huh," Benny said. To Clara. The greeting Huh. The one that contained *welcome* and *I will feed you* and *please don't make me say more words.*

Clara nodded. The clean nod of a woman who understood economy of communication and respected it.

"Here's the deal," Lena said. "You start tomorrow morning. First thing. Meet me at the W&G office — two doors down, you passed it coming in. We've got ten hookups on the list and more coming. I'm going to teach you pipe work. You're going to learn fast because Mae says you know materials and joinery and tolerances and if she's right, the pipe will come easy."

"Mae's right."

"Good. In the meantime, Nell can set you up with a room upstairs. You need to eat, you eat here. You need anything from town, Nell knows where everything is. Get settled tonight. We start at dawn."

Clara nodded. The bag shifted on her shoulder. She was already looking around the bar — at the walls, the ceiling, the door frames. Evaluating. Measuring with her eyes the way Lena measured with her hands.

"Thank you, Miss Wright."

"Lena."

"Lena." The almost-smile again. The controlled one. "I won't be late."

"I know you won't."

A sound from the stairs. Not footsteps — something quieter. The particular rustle of a woman who moved through space the way perfume moved through air. Dolly appeared on the landing. Wine glass. Legs. The eyebrow.

"Well." She looked at Clara. The full Dolly scan — up, down, bag, boots, hands, face. Three seconds. The assessment of a woman who could read a person the way Benny read a kitchen. "You must be Clara."

Clara looked at Dolly. At the wine glass. At the particular presence that Dolly brought into a room the way a thunderstorm brought pressure. "I am."

"Mae told me about you." Of course Mae had told Dolly. Mae told Dolly everything because Dolly and Mae were the two women who ran Dustbreak from opposite ends and met in the middle. "I'm Dolly. I live upstairs. I'm going to take very good care of you."

"I don't need —"

"I know you don't need anything, baby." The voice dropped. Not the whisper — not the Lena whisper. Something softer. Something that said *I'm not going to push, I'm just going to be here.* "But you've been on the road for days and you're carrying a bag that weighs more than you do and there's a hot bath upstairs and clean sheets and a glass of wine with your name on it." She extended her hand. "Come on. Lena can have you tomorrow. Tonight you're mine."

Clara looked at the hand. At Dolly. At Lena.

"Go," Lena said. "Dolly's going to feed you wine and wash your hair and by the time she's done you'll feel like you've been here for years. That's what Dolly does."

Clara took the hand. Dolly led her up the stairs. Their voices drifted down — Dolly's warm and low, Clara's precise and careful, and then, somewhere halfway up, a sound that Lena didn't expect. A laugh. Clara laughed. A short, surprised, involuntary laugh — the laugh of a woman who had been traveling alone for days and had walked into a bar in a mining town and been ambushed by a woman in a wine glass who called her "baby" and meant it.

Then giggling. Both of them. Dolly and Clara giggling together on the stairs like two women who had just discovered they were going to be friends and the discovery had caught them both off guard.

Lena stood at the bar. Listened to the giggling disappear into the upstairs hallway. Looked at Nell, who was beaming. Looked at Benny, who was back behind the pass-through, rag in hand, already thinking about what to cook for the new person.

"Huh," Lena said.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Always there.

            

    
        Boxes, a Blooming Onion, and an Early Night

    
    
    
    
                She spent the afternoon carrying boxes.

Emmett had more books than any one person should own. Crate after crate, shelf after shelf — histories, trade manuals, bound catalogs, loose manuscripts tied with string, and a surprising number of books about subjects she didn't recognize in a language she could read but couldn't place. He'd organized everything by category because of course he had. Each crate was labeled in his handwriting. Each label was spelled correctly and underlined. The man packed boxes the way he did everything — with more care than the task required and zero awareness that the care was excessive.

They carried them together. Next door, into the back rooms of the W&G office that had been empty since Lena rented the building. The rooms were small — storage rooms, probably, intended for supplies that never materialized because the previous tenant hadn't had supplies. But they had walls and a floor and a door and shelves that Emmett had already measured because Emmett had already been here with a string and a pencil while Lena was at the trench site.

"These can stay here," she said, setting a crate against the wall. "We've got the space. Heck, you could even open a library back here. Set up the shelves, make it a lending room. Then you'd have everything you love under one roof."

She said it without thinking. And then she heard what she'd said.

*Everything you love. Me. The books. The work. Under one roof.*

She looked at him. He was crouching over a crate, arranging spines, and he hadn't reacted to the sentence, which meant he either hadn't heard it or had heard it and was choosing not to make it a moment because Emmett sometimes knew when to let a thing exist without pointing at it.

*What is happening to me.*

She was Lena Wright. She was a plumber from Raleigh, North Carolina. She had six brothers and an ex-husband and thirteen years of crawl spaces and a belt knife and a phone that didn't work and she was standing in the back room of a waterworks office in another dimension suggesting that her — her WHAT? Her boyfriend? Her partner? Her man-who-folded-pants-obscenely? — should consolidate his entire life into her building so they could share a roof and she hadn't even HESITATED. The words had come out like they'd been waiting in line and the door had finally opened.

*Dolly did this. Dolly and her bath and her hands in my hair and her "let him stay" and now I'm building the man a LIBRARY.*

She set down the next crate. Harder than she needed to. The books rattled.

"Everything okay?" Emmett said.

"Fine. Just — fine. Keep stacking."

They stacked. The rooms filled. The bookshop emptied. By the time the light shifted toward evening, the back rooms of Wright & Grail Waterworks had enough books to educate a small town, which was coincidentally exactly where they were.

---

Supper.

The Ledger was warm and full. Griff's crew had come in from the first day of branch line trenching — dirty, tired, the good kind of tired, the kind that came from a day that moved and accomplished and left marks in the ground. Dell was at his usual spot, hat on the bar, broccoli visible, Nell orbiting him like a satellite that couldn't stop transmitting. Hask was eating something that involved a lot of bread. Reeve was eating something that involved very little of anything because Reeve ate the way he worked — efficiently, without excess, and with his gloves nearby.

Emmett was next to her. Coat off — hung on a hook behind the bar, which was new, because Emmett usually wore the coat until bedtime like a man who had been cold once in his life and had never recovered. Without the coat he looked different. Lighter. The pencil was still behind his ear. Some things were structural.

*Ding.*

The plate came through and Nell brought it and Lena looked at it and something in her chest went still.

Steak. Henderson steak — thick cut, charred on the outside, pink in the middle, resting in its own juices on a plate that Benny had warmed because Benny warmed plates now, because someone had told him that warm plates keep food warm and Benny had absorbed it the way he absorbed everything, without comment, permanently.

And next to the steak, taking up the rest of the plate, was an onion.

Not a slice of onion. Not onion rings. A whole onion. It had been scored — cut from the top down in a radial pattern, the cuts going almost to the root but not through it, so the layers had opened like a flower when they hit the oil. The whole thing had been battered and fried, the layers fanning out like petals, golden and crispy and glistening, each layer separate but still connected at the base, the entire structure looking like something between a chrysanthemum and a fever dream.

"Benny."

"Yeah?" The rag. But different. The rag was slower tonight. The tone was — proud? Not the confused pink. Something quieter. The tone of a man who had made something he knew was good and was waiting for confirmation he didn't need.

"How long have you been working on this?"

"Few days. The scoring was hard. First two fell apart. Third one held but the batter was too thick. This is the fourth."

"Four onions."

"Four onions." The rag. One wipe. "I like the fryer. It does things that the skillet doesn't. Things open up in the oil. The heat gets everywhere at once. The batter sets fast and the inside steams and —" He paused. Benny pausing was like Henderson pausing. It meant the next sentence mattered. "I tried a lemon."

"You fried a LEMON?"

"Sliced it. Battered it. Put it in the oil."

"And?"

Benny's face appeared in the pass-through. The full face — not the usual half-hidden-behind-the-wall face. He leaned into the opening and made an expression that started at his mouth and traveled upward through his cheeks and ended at his eyebrows, which were doing something that eyebrows should not be asked to do. His lips pressed together. His eyes squeezed shut. His entire face contracted toward the center like it was trying to collapse into itself. It was the face of a man who had bitten into pure citric acid encased in hot batter and his mouth had declared war on the rest of his body.

Nell made a sound that was half laugh, half snort. Emmett's pencil twitched. Even Hask looked up from his bread.

"It PUFFED," Benny said, face returning to normal — or what passed for normal behind the wall. "The juice boiled inside the batter and the whole thing swelled up and the shape went wrong and when I bit into it my whole mouth —" The face again. Briefer this time. A flashback. His mouth remembered and his face couldn't help re-living it.

"Benny, some things are not meant to be fried. Lemons are one of those things."

"Huh." The concession Huh. Rare.

She turned back to the onion. Pulled a petal off. It separated with a crispy snap — the batter cracking, the onion underneath soft and sweet and steaming. The batter was spiced — she could taste the red pepper, the smoked powder, something else underneath that was warm and slightly bitter.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"In my world there is a restaurant chain called Outback Steakhouse. It is an Australian-themed restaurant that is not Australian. It was invented by Americans who had never been to Australia and decided that what America needed was a restaurant where everything was named after Australian things but none of the food was Australian. And their most famous dish — the thing people WENT there for, the thing that put them on the MAP — was a fried onion. They called it the Bloomin' Onion. Scored. Battered. Fried whole. Opened up like a flower. Served with a dipping sauce. It started a TREND. Every chain restaurant in America spent the next ten years trying to copy it. Some of them called it an Awesome Blossom. Some called it an Onion Petal. One of them just called it a Big Onion because naming things is hard when you're stealing someone else's idea."

She ate another petal. The crunch. The sweet onion underneath. The spice.

"You just independently invented the Bloomin' Onion, Benny. In a frontier mining town. With no knowledge of Australia, Outback Steakhouse, or the casual dining wars of the nineteen nineties."

"Huh." The proud Huh. Quiet. The Huh of a man who had been told he'd invented something that mattered in a world he'd never seen, and was choosing to feel about it privately.

"It's wonderful, Benny."

The pink. Not the confused pink. Not the wounded pink. The real pink. The deep, warm, I-made-something-beautiful pink that came maybe once a week and never lasted long enough.

Emmett reached over and pulled a petal from the onion. Bit into it. Chewed. The Emmett chew — thoughtful, evaluative, the chew of a man who was already composing the notebook entry.

"That's extraordinary," he said.

"Huh," Benny said. Two compliments in a row. The rag needed backup.

They ate. The steak was perfect — Henderson beef, seared by a man who had learned to respect heat the way Lena had taught him to respect pipe. The onion disappeared petal by petal, Lena and Emmett pulling from opposite sides, meeting in the middle where the batter was thickest and the onion was sweetest. The last few petals were the best — concentrated, crispy, caramelized at the edges where the oil had done its longest work.

She pushed the plate back. Drank her whiskey. Looked at Emmett. At the pencil behind his ear and the coat on the hook and the empty plate between them and the bar around them and the town outside that they were building pipe by pipe and day by day.

"Early night," she said.

"Early night?"

"Clara starts tomorrow. First day with a new apprentice. I need sleep."

"You need sleep," he agreed. With the voice of a man who was agreeing with the words and not necessarily the reasoning behind them.

She stood. He stood. She put money on the bar for the steak — Mae's barter system handled most meals but Henderson beef was Henderson beef and it deserved to be paid for. Emmett reached for his coat. She watched him take it off the hook, watched him put it on, watched him button it wrong — one off, always one off, the coat equivalent of a permanent condition.

"Goodnight, Nell."

"Goodnight! And tell Clara I said —"

"I'm not telling Clara anything, Nell. Clara is upstairs with Dolly and whatever is happening up there is between them and I am not getting involved."

"But I just wanted to —"

"GOODNIGHT, Nell."

"Goodnight!"

They walked to the W&G office. Emmett reached for the door. She reached past him and took his hand instead.

"Not the office," she said.

"But I was going to —"

"Emmett. Not. The office."

He looked at her. At the hand. At whatever was on her face that made the pencil go still and the coat stop mattering and the notebook close in his head the way it sometimes closed in his hand — all the way, fully, because the thing in front of him was more important than anything he could write down.

"Upstairs?" he said.

"Upstairs."

She pulled him toward the door. Up the stairs. Past the coat rack and the bookshelf and the reading lens and the socks and the pants and the razor and all the things he'd put in her room one piece at a time until the room wasn't hers anymore — it was theirs, and she'd stopped fighting it, and tonight she wasn't tired, she was something else, something that had been building all day through folded pants and a kiss between bookshelves and a blooming onion shared petal by petal and a man who had closed his shop because what he loved was her.

She pulled him up the stairs and he followed because Emmett always followed when Lena led and tonight she was leading and the door closed behind them and the room was warm and the bookshelf was there and the Nokia was on the nightstand and the town was quiet.

Tuesday.

Good Tuesday.

            

    
        No-Bean Chili and a Cornbread Problem

    
    
    
    
                Clara's first day had gone well.

The short version: she was good. The long version: she was better than good. She had hands that understood materials the way Griff's hands understood a shovel — instinctively, precisely, with the particular confidence of someone who had been doing fine work for years and knew what a thirty-second of an inch felt like without a measuring tool. Lena had shown her a solder joint in the morning and Clara had made one by lunch and the joint was clean. Not perfect — first joints were never perfect — but clean. Tight. The kind of first joint that told you the second would be better and the tenth would be right.

They'd spent the day on the first branch line — the closest building to the main, the simplest run, the one Lena had chosen specifically because a first day needed a win and a short run was a win waiting to happen. Clara had measured everything three times, which was exactly what Mae had said and exactly what Lena needed.

"Same time tomorrow," Lena had said at the end of the day.

"Same time tomorrow," Clara had said. With the very slight almost-smile that Lena was learning was Clara's version of enthusiasm.

That was the day. That was the work part of the day. The rest of the day was the Ledger, and the Ledger was where the food happened, and the food was where Benny happened.

---

Supper.

The smell was wrong.

Not BAD wrong. Just — thin. The usual Benny smell was thick, layered, the kind of smell that told you something had been building all day. Tonight's smell was watery. Soupy. The smell of something that had been cooked in too much liquid and was still looking for an identity.

*Ding.*

The plate came through. Nell delivered it. Lena looked at the bowl.

It was chili. Sort of. A bowl of thin, reddish-brown liquid with things floating in it. Ground meat — loose, crumbly, the kind of ground meat that had been cooked once already and then recooked in a pot, which gave it the particular texture of meat that had been through two lives and was tired of both. Beans — multiple kinds. She could see at least three. Small dark ones. Larger pale ones. Something kidney-shaped and red that was disintegrating at the edges. The liquid they were swimming in was more broth than sauce — thin, watery, the color of something that wanted to be chili but hadn't committed.

She stared at the bowl.

"Benny."

"Yeah?"

"What is this?"

"I had leftover beef from yesterday — the ground stuff from the flat round meat. It was going to turn if I didn't use it. So I put it in a pot with the beans and the tomatoes and some water and the peppers and let it cook."

She took a bite.

The meat was — fine. Not good. Fine. The twice-cooked texture of beef that had already had a career and was now in its second act. The beans were soft — overcooked, giving up their shape, turning the broth slightly starchy. The tomatoes had dissolved into the water and turned it into something that was technically a sauce in the same way that a puddle was technically a body of water. The spice was there but timid.

She took another bite. And another.

She knew what this was.

Not from a restaurant. Not from a recipe. From a parking lot. From the cab of her truck at one in the morning after a job ran late, eating with a plastic spoon under a fluorescent light that made everything look like a crime scene.

"It's good, Benny."

"Huh." The uncertain Huh. He could hear the "but" coming.

"It IS good. It's warm and it's filling and you used the leftovers instead of wasting them and that's SMART. That's what good cooks do." She took another bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Looked at the bowl. "But Benny, you have accidentally made the most SPECIFIC food in the history of my world."

She turned to Emmett. Because this wasn't a Benny rant. This was a story. And stories were for the bar.

"In my world there is a restaurant called Wendy's. It is a FAST FOOD restaurant — a restaurant where you drive your car up to a WINDOW and a teenager hands you food through the window and you eat it in a PARKING LOT. And their chili is made from LEFTOVER HAMBURGER PATTIES. The patties that didn't sell during the day. The ones that sat on the grill too long and got dry and nobody ordered them. At the end of the night, they chop up those leftover patties and throw them in a pot with beans — MULTIPLE kinds of beans — and tomato water and whatever else is lying around and they cook it and serve it as CHILI."

Clara looked up from her bowl. She'd been eating methodically — spoon moving at precise intervals, the same amount each time, the way a person ate when eating was a task to be completed correctly. "How many kinds of beans?"

"At least three. Maybe four. Nobody knows the exact recipe. It's a CORPORATE SECRET."

"That seems like too many variables," Clara said. "If you're using three types of bean, each with a different starch content and cook time, the consistency can't be controlled. Two would be more —"

"Clara."

"Sorry."

"No — you're RIGHT. The consistency CAN'T be controlled. That's WHY it's watery. That's why Wendy's chili is ALWAYS watery. Too many beans, too much liquid, leftover meat that's already been cooked once. The whole thing is a structural compromise. It's the engineering equivalent of using three different pipe diameters in the same run and hoping the pressure sorts itself out."

Clara's eyes sharpened. She understood that analogy. She filed it. Lena could see her filing it — the micro-expression of a woman who had just been given a framework for understanding food in terms of tolerances and specifications, which was the only framework Clara had.

"The thing about Wendy's chili," Lena said, eating another bite, "is that it costs ninety-nine cents. You can buy it at one in the morning. It comes in a cup with a plastic spoon and a napkin that's too small and you eat it in your truck in a parking lot and it's WARM and it's THERE and at one in the morning those are the only two things that matter. I ate this chili a hundred times. After fourteen-hour days. After crawl spaces. After the kind of jobs where you come out covered in someone else's plumbing decisions and you don't want to cook and you don't want to think and you just want something HOT in a cup. It was never GREAT chili. But it was always THERE. And sometimes there is enough."

She looked at the bowl. At the watery, beany, leftover-meat chili that Benny had made because he had leftovers and didn't want them to go to waste. Which was exactly why Wendy's made it. Which was exactly why it existed.

"It's good, Benny," she said again. To the pass-through. Because he needed to hear it twice. Because the man had made dinner from scraps and it deserved to be called good even if it was Wendy's chili in another dimension. "My dad would respect this. Wright and Sons never wasted anything either."

"Huh." The quiet Huh. The one that meant he'd heard everything — not just the words, but the parking lot and the truck and the plastic spoon and the fluorescent light. Benny always heard more than you said.

She finished the bowl. Scraped the bottom. The bottom was the same as the top because Wendy's chili didn't have layers — it was the same all the way through, which was either its greatest flaw or its most honest quality depending on how tired you were when you ate it.

Then she picked up the cornbread.

Golden. Warm. A square, cut clean from a pan. She bit into it.

Sweet.

Not a little sweet. SWEET. Sugar-sweet. The kind of sweet that meant someone had put actual sugar into cornbread batter and the result was something that was technically cornbread the way a muffin was technically bread.

She closed her eyes.

"It's good, Benny. It's good. The corn is right and the texture is right and it's GOOD." She opened her eyes. "But this is not my dad's cornbread."

She wasn't talking to Benny. She was talking to the bar. To Emmett. To Clara at her table and Nell behind the bar and Dolly wherever Dolly was. To the memory of a kitchen in Raleigh.

"My dad made cornbread every Sunday. Cast iron skillet. Bacon grease — a quarter inch in the bottom, heated in the oven until it was SMOKING. He'd mix the batter in a bowl — cornmeal, buttermilk, egg, salt. That's it. That's the LIST. No sugar. Not a grain. And when the skillet was hot enough, he'd pour the batter in and the grease would SCREAM. You could hear it from the living room. That scream was Sunday. That scream was dinner's almost ready. That scream was my whole CHILDHOOD."

She looked at the cornbread. Sweet. Soft. No crust. No scream.

"The bottom would get this CRUST. Golden. Crispy. Salty from the grease. He'd flip the whole thing out of the skillet onto a plate and the crust would be on top like a crown. And we'd break it apart with our hands — not cut it, BREAK it — and eat it with whatever was on the table. Chili. Beans. Greens. Didn't matter. The cornbread was the thing that made everything else make sense."

She took another bite of Benny's cornbread. Sweet. Soft. Good, because Benny's food was always good.

"My granddad used to crumble cornbread into a glass of buttermilk. Every night. I thought it was DISGUSTING until I was twenty-five and I tried it and I understood everything about that man in a single bite."

Clara was looking at the cornbread on her own plate. Evaluating it. The Clara look — the one that assessed structural properties the way other people assessed taste. "The crumb is uniform," she said. "Too uniform. If the fat rendered from the bottom up instead of being distributed through the batter, the density gradient would be different. You'd get a crust on the contact surface and a lighter crumb above it."

Lena stared at her.

"What?" Clara said. "It's material science."

"It's CORNBREAD, Clara."

"Cornbread is material science. All baking is material science."

Lena looked at Emmett. Emmett looked at Lena. The look of two people who had just realized that Mae had sent them a second Emmett who spoke in density gradients and meant it.

"There's a war about this in my world," Lena said, turning back to the bar. "Sugar or no sugar. The South says no sugar, bacon grease, cast iron, crust. The North says sugar. Both sides are certain. Both sides have been fighting about it since before I was born. The food wars are the ones that never end. The history books never mention them, but they're the ones that MATTER."

She drank her whiskey. Looked at the empty bowl. Wendy's chili and sweet cornbread. In another dimension. At a bar instead of a parking lot. With whiskey instead of a Frosty and a woman at the next table describing cornbread crust as a "density gradient."

Behind the wall, very faintly, she heard the rag. One wipe. And then the sound of Benny moving — not toward the pass-through but toward the shelf where he kept things. The sound of a man who had heard a story about a skillet and bacon grease and a scream and was filing it in the place where he filed everything Lena said about food. He wouldn't mention it. He wouldn't ask. But one morning — not tomorrow, not the next day, but one morning — there would be a skillet on the stove and grease in the bottom and batter that screamed when it hit the iron.

That was how Benny learned. Not from instructions. From stories.

Dolly caught Lena's eye from the stairs. Raised her glass. The silent toast.

Lena raised her whiskey back.

Tuesday.

She patted her hip. Nokia. Still there.

Always Tuesday.

            
