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Making Fire in Clay
Yakov Sorin
In the Lower Bath Works, kiln-mender Iria Vale races a cracked conduit, a sealed vent, and a kilnmaster's thin patience while steam, brine, and clay make every repair cost something real. A stubborn apprentice keeps pace, a useless seal pin changes hands, and the walls keep their own accounts.
ProseHub


    
Heat on the Palm
Three repair tiles lay on the bench. One carried Iria's thumbprint in ash, one had a bite out of its corner, and the third lay face down so the crack would stay where it belonged, under the hand and out of the eye. The lower conduit ticked under the floor, two quick knocks and a drag, like a mouse trapped in a pipe. Too hot already. Wet clay, hot iron, and the sour edge of brine filled the room while the kiln wall gave off a dry heat that crawled into the knuckles, and Iria kept the trowel moving because a stopped hand invited questions, and questions invited Halen, and Halen came in with the wrong kind of silence. Marek had left the bad tile on the bench earlier, with the cut edges neat as a sermon and the wrongness still shining through the repair, so she took his place at the line, laid a thumb of paste over the split, pressed the glaze flush, and turned the tile over so nobody would have to stare at what was still inside it. Of course he had left it for her. He did that when the job ran thin and the room needed a cleaner answer than the one he had. She had not asked why his hands shook. She had already made the split disappear under a fresh coat, and the room could call that good enough for now. The ash tray at the far end held a silver seal pin, bright against the soot, with a bit of black wax caught in the groove like a flake of dried bloodless bark. Halen stood in the doorway with his inspection slate under one arm and the key cord looped through the other, giving the room the same long, flat stare he gave a cracked wall, not panic, only a careful count of what would cost less if it stayed standing. “You want the night slot,” he said. “I want the key,” Iria said. He set the slate against his hip. “Not after last week.” “That tile was soft.” “That tile ran.” The lower conduit clicked again under the floor, sharp enough to make the brine cup ring once on the bench. Iria wiped paste from her thumb onto the apron tie and kept her hand from reaching for the pin in the ash. Halen had the key. Halen had the rule. Halen had the kind of patience that turned into a locked door.
He picked up the silver pin with the tip of one nail, turned it once, and set it beside the slate as if it belonged to the office and not to this room. “City seal,” he said. “Someone from the invoices dropped it, or someone from the upper hall came down here with muddy cuffs. Either way, it stays off the floor.” Iria slid it into the apron pocket before he could finish the sentence. The wax on it was soft in one groove, hard in the next, which meant it had sat near heat but not in it, and that detail meant nothing useful, which was almost a pity. He did not ask for it back. He had better things to distrust than a pin. The lower conduit clicked through the floor again, then gave a thin scrape like stone dragged over stone, and that was enough for Halen to turn his eye to the wall seam beside the kiln mouth. “Your patch line moved.” “The wall moved first.” “That is not a sentence that opens a lock.” The old brick around the seam had a pale stain where heat ran too long against the backing clay, and above that stain the black patch in the arch stayed black in every firing, a small dead shape that took heat and gave nothing back. Iria had scrubbed it three times. It still stayed cold enough to sting the thumb. She did not ask why. Some parts of a room simply refused to answer. Halen tapped the slate against the heel of his palm. “The lower lock stays shut until I see one clean burn. No key. No night slot. No extra fuel.” “One clean burn,” she said. “That is generous.” “It is cheaper than a collapse.” He leaned in, close enough for her to catch lamp oil on his collar and the old glaze scar on his wrist, white and rope-thin. “If you want the kiln, you prove the line with your own hands first.” No key, then. Of course. He kept the cord tight against his palm, because men who signed the pay sheet always kept the cord tight. Iria set the trowel down, slow, and the handle left a crescent of paste across her skin where the grip had been too warm for too long. “Fine,” she said. “A small burn. If it holds, you open the lock.” “If it holds,” Halen said, “you come back with someone beside you who can name the fault before it starts talking again.”
Sela came down the stair with a brine kettle in one hand and a bronze hook in the other, her higher shoulder catching the doorway first, as if the frame had been built to take a hit from that side and nobody had told the wall otherwise. “Say it plain,” she said. “Is it the conduit or the arch?” “Both if the room stays lucky,” Iria said. “That is not plain.” “It is enough.” Sela put the kettle on the bench with a wet thump and looked at the silver pin in Iria's apron pocket without asking about it. Her right boot had a split toe stitched up with copper wire, and when she shifted her weight the repaired seam gave a small squeak against the stair wood. “Show me the fault,” she said. “I have shown you the fault.” “You have shown me a tile.” Halen handed her a second slate and left them with the key still on his cord, which was almost worse than leaving it out of reach, because it meant he planned to stand close enough to judge the smoke. The descent to the service shaft took them past the wash cistern, where boiled linen gave off a starch smell that cut through soot, and down by the storage room where sacks of crushed shell leaned against the wall in crooked stacks, and into the lower passage where heat collected in the stone and turned every breath into a small labor. Too much steam. Iria tied the sash tighter, though the cloth already sat wet at her waist, and took the bronze hook from Sela before Sela could put her hand near the hot brace plate. “I can hold it,” Sela said. “I said I can hold it.” “You are holding the kettle.” “Then stop making work for two people and let one of us do it well.” That would have been easier if she had not said it as if the room itself ought to apologize. Iria cut the first line of fresh clay along the cracked face of the lower sleeve, using the thumbnail of her fused ring finger to press the edge flat, and the old scar around the joint dragged in the heat until the knuckle went pale. The hairline split in the practice brick beside the sleeve caught the lamp light and turned into a silver thread for one blink, then vanished again under soot. Small things. Small things were the ones that opened whole walls when no one bothered to name them. She kept the trowel steady and did not hand the hook back.
The patch line did not run straight. It bent around an old peg hole and climbed into the support beam above the sleeve, which meant the tile was only the face of the trouble and the trouble had been waiting under the floor for years, patient as rot in a beam that nobody wanted to price out. Sela crouched at the far side of the shaft, one hand braced on the brick and the other resting near the brass heat-strip clipped to the arch. The strip had already lost one pale band, and the next band darkened while Iria watched it. Another notch gone black. “The load is wrong,” Sela said. “The line is carrying too much from the west side.” “The west side has always carried too much.” “Then someone shaved the beam.” “Or the brick settled.” “Or you do not want the answer that fits.” The brass strip clicked against its hook, a small tinny sound, and she wanted to pretend the sound belonged to the room and not to the meter. Halen had made the strip for exactly this sort of work, a thin band of brass painted in pale marks that burned away as the kiln drained body heat from the worker standing closest to it. One mark for a clean hour. One mark for a hard one. Three marks and the hands started to lose their grip. Four and the jaw went dry enough to crack. The strip was already down to two. “If I call Halen now,” Sela said, “he closes the shaft and sends three people in with crowbars.” “Then he spends fuel.” “And you spend less time pretending the beam can be bullied back into shape.” Iria shifted the hook, and the metal bit the skin at the base of her thumb. The line at the beam's edge had a chalky skin over it where old paste had been reheated too many times, calcined into a brittle crust that flaked off under her nail in white curls. No sabotage. No neat story. Just a beam too thin, a brace cut too close, and a long habit of hiding small ugliness under fresh clay until the heat came for it. “Hold that,” she said, and when Sela reached for the far side, Iria let her. It cost less than arguing, which made the room quieter and worse at once. The lower conduit gave one hard click, then nothing, and the silence after it had weight enough to lean on the wall. “There,” Sela said. “That line again.” She pointed to a second split tucked under the sleeve plate, not in the tile at all but in the old backing brick where the paste had no reach. “That is the one you missed.” Iria did not say she had seen it. She had not. Not yet.
Marek brought the charcoal basket up from the fuel store with both hands and the edge of his bad ankle turned in on the stair with each step, making the basket tilt left, then right, then left again. “Set it down,” Iria said. “I can carry it.” “You can carry the small sack.” “This one is not worth the extra bruise.” He set his jaw at that, which was his way of asking for more help without using the word, and she took the basket from him before he could argue. It was heavier than it looked, full of fine black grains that got under the fingernails and turned the palms into soot traps. “Go fetch the shell water,” she said. “The clean one.” “That is Halen’s errand.” “Then let Halen lose the time.” Marek blinked once, turned, and ran it anyway. She had done the same to him two winters ago, and the same before that, because a quick hand in a hard room felt like virtue until the numbers came due. The brine kettle hissed when Sela tipped a little into the cooling dish, and the smell rose sharp enough to scrape the back of the throat. Good. The paste wanted that edge. Iria mixed clay dust, crushed shell, and the black grit with the heel of her hand until the mass turned the color of old river mud, then fed it into a narrow brace mold and pressed the strip flat with the bronze hook. The beam above them gave one low groan, so small it could have been a pipe settling, yet the sound ran through the shaft and set the dust on the shelf to quivering. “Too much pressure,” Sela said. “It only needs one more clamp.” “That is how the last one split.” “The last one split because the line was lazy.” “The last one split because it was asked to carry a bad load.” Iria worked faster, which was the wrong answer and the one she always chose first. Her fused finger dragged across the mold edge; the skin there had gone almost white in the heat, then pink again where the brine touched it. She smoothed a tiny ridge of paste over the seam instead of opening it back up, a small soft lie made with the side of her thumb. Sela saw it. Of course she did. “That ridge will pop.” “It will seal.” “It will pop.” “Then I will trim it before the burn.” She had already taken up the trowel before the sentence ended, and that was the shape of the old habit, one tool in her hand and no room left for anyone else's mistake. The brass heat-strip lost another band while they argued, leaving one thin mark near the hook. Halen would call that close. Iria called it expensive.
The shallow brine tray under the bench held cooling spoons and a split wedge, the kind of ugly little thing every workroom owned and nobody praised. Sela balanced the bronze hook across the tray rim while Iria lined the brace mold to the lower sleeve, and the first touch of hot clay against hot clay made a sound like a lip snapped against a cup. “Again,” Sela said. “Lower, not higher.” Iria pressed the seam flat with the heel of her palm. The scar across the fused knuckle tugged as the heat moved into the bone. She set her shoulder into it and lifted the plate by a hair's width, just enough to slide the brace under before the clay set to stone. “If it shifts now, we start over.” “If it shifts now, we are already starting over.” “Then stop talking.” Sela did, which left the room to the sound of the conduit line ticking behind the brick and the small wet scrape of paste on clay. Iria hated the moment before a fit held. It always asked for the hand to stay on too long, to test once more, to push once more, to pretend that a tiny extra shove made the work cleaner. She kept pushing anyway. The edge seated. A thin ribbon of brine ran from the tray across the bench and darkened the sawdust below it, making a black crescent in the grime. The brass strip on the arch flashed white where the steam hit it, and the pale marks on its face shrank another notch. Steam turned on brass with a hard sizzle, then flattened out into a wet haze that clung to the bar and dripped back into the tray in fat clear drops. Good, until it was not. “There,” Sela said. “That side holds.” “For now.” “For now is better than before.” The line at the back of the sleeve still sat open by a finger-width, and the old brick there had a bruise-color shadow under the soot. Iria scraped a thin slurry of clay into the gap and smoothed it with the bronze hook, then pushed too much into the corner and had to wipe the excess away with the edge of her sleeve. Her mouth tasted of metal. Not the clean bite of tools. The older taste that came from working a room too hot for too long. “You keep taking the high side,” Sela said. “Someone has to.” “No, someone keeps taking it from everyone else.” Iria did not answer that. She could, later, when the seam held or failed and the numbers made their own speech, but not now, with the clay still soft and the brine tray still steaming under the bench like a small hot animal that refused to die. The brace was in. The second split was not. That was something.
Halen came back with the inspection slate and stopped at the shaft mouth, one boot on the step above the other, as if he meant to stay there long enough to count the cost twice. “One burn,” he said. “That is all.” Iria wiped paste from the side of the hook and set it down. “The brace is seated.” “The brace is seated in cool clay. I am not impressed by a thing that has not yet been asked a hard question.” “Then ask it.” He lifted the slate, marked one line with the stylus, and held it out so Sela could read the short list beside it: fuel use, seam depth, shaft temperature, lock status. Plain marks. No ornament. No mercy either. The silver seal pin still sat in Iria's apron pocket and pressed a cold spot against her hip every time she shifted. Halen did not bring it up. Better. “Keep the clamp on that far side,” he said to Sela. “When the fire rises, the lower line will try to open on the west end first.” Sela took the clamp without asking for a second explanation, which was good sense and bad for Iria's pride. “If it opens,” Halen said, “the lower bath drains cold by morning. The soap house closes for a week. The tanners lose their rinse. Half the district starts shaving firewood out of furniture, and Marek loses the wage that buys broth.” He said it like numbers, which was how he carried most bad news. “One burn,” he said again. “No more guessing.” Iria almost spoke over him. Almost. The words sat on her tongue, heavy and useless, while Sela fitted the clamp to the outer lip and checked the angle with two quick taps of the bronze hook. Halen's gaze moved from one hand to the other, then to the heat-strip, which had darkened another band while they worked and left only one pale mark near the hook. “You are half spent,” he said to Iria. “I can still hold a seam.” “That is not the same as holding a room.” He set the slate on the bench. “If this line takes the burn, you do the full cycle before the third bell. If it doesn't, you shut it down yourself.” He slid the key a finger's width along the cord, still not giving it over, only letting the brass catch the lamp light and throw it back at the wall. The room went small around that metal flash. Demand. Nothing else. The work had become a test in plain sight, and there would be no clean way around it now. “Bring the fire up,” Halen said. “Show me the line.”
They fed the fire a pinch at a time. The first pinch took, the second ran hot, and the third turned the mouth of the kiln red enough to stain the brick around it. Iria crouched by the arch with the brass heat-strip hooked above her wrist, and each new gust from the flue sent steam across the bar so the white paint dulled, then flaked, then gave way to a darker mark under the brass. One band gone. Another half gone. “Hold there,” Sela said. “It wants to climb.” “Let it climb.” “No. Let it settle first.” The line at the west end of the sleeve sat steady for three breaths, then flexed once under the growing heat and gave a tiny, mean click. Not a crack. Not yet. Something close enough to make the teeth go plain and the shoulders stiff. Iria put her hand on the far clamp and kept it there while the brine tray steamed under the bench and sent up a wet, mineral smell that cut through the kiln smoke. Her left ring finger had gone numb to the joint, which made the old fused bone useless for the job and useful only for reminding her how much heat the room had already taken from her. Halen stood at the mouth of the shaft with the slate tucked under his arm, watching the strip and the brace and the wall as if he could hold all three together by standing in the right place. “Again,” he said. Sela shoved a wedge of clay under the far side of the plate. Iria did not reach across her to do it better. She kept the clamp. The seam settled. The clicking stopped. Then the second weak span above the sleeve shivered, not open, only bent, and the whole line pulled itself back by the breadth of a fingernail. “There,” Sela said. “That one.” “I see it.” “Then move.” Iria moved. She let Sela take the hot side, and the room did not break from the shock of it. They cut away the warped sliver, lifted the brace a notch, and packed the gap with fresh clay mixed from the brine dish and the last of the black grit, every press of the hook leaving a shallow ridge that would harden by dawn if the fire held. The brass strip dropped to its last pale mark. “One more burn,” Halen said. “If it lasts.” “It will last,” Iria said. The words came out plain, almost ugly. Nobody answered with comfort. The kiln did that work itself.
By the time the third bell scraped from the upper yard, the repair slate held three marks in Halen's hand and one in Sela's. Iria set the stylus down beside them and kept her thumb away from the fresh seam, because touching it once more would only start the whole argument again. The lower sleeve had taken the heat. The patch sat hard and dull against the old brick, and the beam above it no longer gave that thin tired groan each time the fire climbed. Not fixed. Held. There was a difference, and everyone in the room could name it without speaking. Halen read the slate, then the seam, then the heat-strip, which now showed one dark band and a rubbed spot where the brass had worn thin from handling. He turned the key once on its cord and did not pass it over. “It holds for now,” he said. “For now,” Sela said, with the same flatness Iria had used on the bench. “For now is what we had.” “No,” Halen said. “For now is what you get before the full burn.” He looked at Iria, not at the patch, and the look carried no praise, only a clean demand for the next piece of work. The silver pin still rode in her pocket, forgotten there and still useless. Good. Useless was better than a wrong answer. He set the slate on the bench beside the brine tray. “You want the key? Bring it to red by the third bell and keep the seam from opening once. No shortcuts. No extra hands slipping off their mark. No more taking the whole job into one pair of hands when two pairs are standing right here.” The room held that line without ornament. Iria took the clamp from Sela, then gave it back before her fingers settled on the grip, and the small handoff cost more than it should have. “One burn,” Halen said again, and at last there was no room left in the sentence for anything except the work. Bring it to red by the third bell.

    
The Second Pair of Hands
Why was the brass strip warm when the fire had not been fed? Too hot already. Iria held the strip between two fingers, then laid it back against the kiln arch where Halen had clipped it earlier, the brass still carrying a small living heat that made her skin prickle at the touch and left a dull print on the thumb pad. The firebox was banked. The ash in it lay gray and dead and thin enough to scrape through a sieve, so the warmth had to be coming from somewhere else, and that somewhere else sat deeper in the wall, under brick and old clay and a line of repairs nobody had bothered to name aloud. Sela stood at the shaft mouth with the brine kettle and the bronze hook, her higher shoulder braced under a wool shawl that had gone shiny at the elbow from years of work, and said, 'Say it plain.' Marek came up one stair with the charcoal basket, set it down so hard that dust jumped from the rim, and rubbed his bad ankle against the stair edge. 'Is it warm yet?' he asked, because he asked that every hour when a repair ran long and the answer still mattered to the people below. Iria slid the silver seal pin from her apron edge into the pocket before Halen could ask for it back. Bright thing. Useless thing. The wax caught in its groove had gone soft at one corner and hard at the other, which meant it had sat near heat but not in it, and that told her nothing she could use. Halen stood in the doorway with the inspection slate under one arm and the key cord looped around the other wrist, the brass tooth of the key swinging once when he shifted his weight. He kept the cord short. Men who kept the cord short were always counting. 'You want the night slot,' he said. 'I want the key,' Iria said. The lower conduit gave its thin double knock under the floor, then dragged once, as if stone had been pulled across stone. Halen's gaze moved to the wall seam and stayed there. 'Not after last week.' 'That tile was soft.' 'That tile ran.' 'Then the line was too hot.' He tipped the slate against his hip. 'One clean burn. Bring me that first.' He meant no more than the words gave. He never wasted more than he needed.
The corridor to the service shaft smelled of boiled linen, shell dust, and the wet iron smell that came from brick when heat had moved through it too many times. Their boots left small dark prints on the floor stones. The brass strip, clipped to the arch above Iria's wrist, grew warm again before the fire had even been touched, and tiny drops began to bead on its face as they passed the wash cistern, because hot wet air was leaking through a seam somewhere above the lower conduit and dropping its breath on the metal like sweat on a blade. Not sweat exactly. Not rain. Something in between, and wrong in the way a room goes wrong when it has been patched so often that the patching starts to become the structure. Sela stopped by the first bend and pointed with the bronze hook. 'That line is wet.' 'The whole room is wet.' 'Not like that.' The strip on Iria's wrist turned slick under the lamp. The beads ran together and made a narrow track along the brass edge, which meant the warm air was not standing still but moving, and moving in one direction, toward the west side of the shaft where the black patch in the arch never took heat. Iria set the trowel on the bench and pressed her thumb to the mortar line under the patch. Soft. Too soft for something that had been there twelve years. She dug the thumbnail of her fused ring finger into the seam and peeled away a curl of lime, then another, and the brick under it gave off a colder smell, raw and mineral, like a river stone split open. 'Show me the fault,' Sela said. 'I am showing you.' 'You are covering it.' 'The patch holds.' 'For now.' That was true and not useful. Halen came down one step behind them and stopped with the key still on the cord, the brass tooth knocking once against his wrist bone. He had the habit of standing where he could count both exits. 'The cap was sealed too tight,' he said. 'What cap?' Marek asked from the stair, basket still on his shoulder, because he had come back with shell water and had not yet been sent away. 'The vent cap,' Halen said. 'When the upper rinse line was added.' That put a stillness on the room without giving it a name. The black patch in the arch was not dead brick at all. It was a stone mouth packed shut with lime and soot and a cheaper repair than the wall had asked for, and the warmth in the brass strip came from the wet breath trapped behind it.
Halen knelt by the black patch and ran two fingers along the mortar line, the old glaze scar on his wrist catching the lamp and turning white for a blink. 'Measure first,' he said, as if the room had been waiting for the line to become a rule. Iria put the trowel down with too much care, then took it up again because the first placement had been a small lie, a way of acting as if she already had the answer. Sela gave her a side glance and reached for the bronze hook. 'Say it plain,' she said to Halen. 'Was it sealed wrong or was it cut wrong?' 'Both,' he said. 'The cap was meant to sit open for a week. It sat shut for twelve years.' Marek made a low sound through his teeth and shifted the basket higher on his shoulder. 'That makes no kind of sense.' 'It makes sense in invoices,' Halen said. 'The upper hall wanted more hot rinse lines and less fuel. Someone signed the change. Someone else closed the vent because the draft pulled the linen too fast. The beam above it was shaved to fit the pipe that came after. After that, the brick took what the beam could not.' He said it flat, without ornament, and the flatness made it worse. The old stain beside the seam came back to Iria as if the wall had changed shape in front of her instead of standing there all along. The west side had never been lucky. It had just been overcut and underfed. She took the seal pin from her pocket, set it on the bench by the brine kettle, and left it there. Nobody reached for it. Nobody needed it. The pin had a city stamp on it, small and neat, the kind used when a clerk wanted proof that something had passed through the right hands, and that fact peeled away the little thread of suspicion she had carried from the ash room. Not sabotage. Cheaper than sabotage. Worse in the old way that paid bills. Sela slid the hook under the edge of the cap and gave one short pull. The lime gritted. A cold smell came out of the gap under the black patch, raw stone and trapped water and old shell dust. Then the room gave a wet gust, not a blast, just a breath that had been held too long and was now leaving by force.
The wet gust came out slow enough to bead on the brass strip and fast enough to make the lamp flame lean sideways. Iria lifted her sleeve over her mouth and crouched without thinking, then caught herself in the movement and kept her weight low while Sela hooked the outer edge of the cap and pulled again. The stone mouth opened a finger-width. Steam climbed out of it in a thick white spill, not pretty, not alive, only trapped air turning loose after twelve years under lime and soot. The strip on Iria's wrist flashed with moisture, the white paint on it darkening where the droplets struck, and the line of wet beads told her more than the wall did. Air came from below, rose through the cap, and ran toward the kiln mouth. The old vent had not died. It had been feeding the crack. 'Again,' Halen said. 'Slow.' Sela set both boots apart and braced her higher shoulder against the wall, then pulled the bronze hook through the cap gap a little at a time, scraping out calcined shell and gray mortar that had packed itself hard as biscuit around the brick. The word calcined sat in Iria's mind with the sour smell of burned shell, because that was what the stuff was now, cooked beyond use and still pretending to be support. Too hard. Too brittle. The cap gave another inch. A bead of hot wet air struck the strip and ran along the brass edge, leaving a clean track through the darkening paint. 'That line,' Iria said. 'What line?' Marek asked. 'The wet line. It is moving west.' 'Everything moves west,' he said, and then shut his mouth when Halen turned one eye on him. The beam above the cap had a pale shaved edge where a blade had taken it down to clear room for the later pipe. Not a lot. Enough. The cut sat under a coat of soot and old glue and a smear of newer paste, the sort of thing that got hidden by people who counted on the next repair to cover the first one. Sela put her thumb on the edge of the opening and stopped herself from pushing farther. 'This is deeper than the patch.' 'Yes,' Iria said. Too quick. Too sure. She had already started making the wider shape in her head, the old bad habit of taking the whole job into her own hands before the room had agreed to it. Halen saw the shape of that too and gave a short breath through his nose. 'Do not shave the brace to fit the fault,' he said. 'Cut the fault to fit the brace.'
The brace mold on the bench was too short for what the wall wanted now. That was the first hard fact, and hard facts had their own way of taking the air out of a room. Iria set the mold against the fresh clay strip and ran her thumb along the edge, shaving a line that came away too neatly, too much like obedience. Sela caught the motion before the strip could go thin. 'Stop that.' 'It is too wide.' 'It is too wide because the wall is too thin.' 'Then it needs less clay, not more.' 'It needs more hands.' The sentence landed and stayed there. Not soft. Not helpful. True, which was the worst kind of useful. Halen stood by the slate and marked three lines with the stylus, one for heat loss, one for fuel, one for the extra fuel the room would now eat if they opened the line properly. He did not hide the numbers from them, which was his way of saying the problem had already grown past embarrassment. The lower bathhouse would run lukewarm tonight if they stopped early. The tanners would take the rinse in the morning with colder water than they liked. People would grumble. They would curse the clerk and the kiln and the weather and the price of shell, none of which would matter to the brick. 'The west span has been carrying too much since the upper line went in,' Halen said. 'Not just heat. Vibration too.' 'Then why leave it?' Sela asked. 'Because the line worked,' he said. 'Because a thing that works gets left alone until it stops working in public.' That was a sentence with too much room inside it. Iria put the shavings back into the mix and turned the clay with her fingers until the grit caught in the lines of her skin. Sela watched her, then took the bronze hook and cut the strip again with a hand steadier than Iria wanted to admit. There. The line opened clean. No extra pride in it. No extra cut. Marek came up from the stair with the shell water and set the pail by the brine kettle, then rubbed his ankle against the rung and asked, 'Is it warm yet?' as if warmth were a thing you could fetch from a room and carry down in a bucket. 'Not yet,' Iria said. He nodded, accepted the answer, and ran the empty pail back up before anyone could tell him to wait. The strip on her wrist had lost two paint bands already. The brass was no longer a meter in the abstract. It had become a small patient witness to the way the room drew heat and water and breath through the same narrow throat, and that meant it had to stay where she could see it while the work went on.
By the second bell, the cap was open wide enough for a hand and the room had taken on the sour wet smell of a wall that had not been allowed to drain in years. Halen kept the slate against his hip and gave the numbers in the same flat voice he used for fuel orders. 'Another half bowl of shell. No more than that.' 'You want the wall to hold or not?' Sela asked. 'I want it to hold by dawn,' he said. 'The kiln can take one more burn. The bath line cannot take a collapse.' He did not look at Iria when he said it. Good. She had enough of his counts already. The brass strip on her wrist had darkened from one wet bead to the next, each drop leaving a small black trail through the white paint, and the trail now ran in two angles, one from the open cap, one from the seam by the western brace, which meant the air had two paths and one of them did not belong. That second path had been the missing thing all along. Not sabotage. Not bad clay. A room split by a cheaper repair and a second pipe put in on top of the first. Halen crouched and peeled back a ribbon of mortar with the edge of the stylus. 'There was a rinse channel here before the glaze line went in,' he said. 'The upper hall wanted the old steam line moved. The cap got sealed. It kept the heat out of the linen room and shoved the draft down here.' 'And the crack?' Sela asked. 'The crack was the bill.' He said it without looking up. A small line, and ugly in its clean truth. Iria took the brace mold in both hands and pressed her fused ring finger against the far edge to judge the fit. Too much room on the west side. Not enough under the arch. She had to widen the cut, which meant opening the wall further than she wanted and admitting the line had always needed a second pair of hands. She shaved one side of the brace and stopped short of shaving the other, because the missing piece would have to stay missing until Sela or Halen set the opposite side. For once she left it there. The room did not collapse from the hesitation. Sela noticed. Of course she did. 'Hold that,' she said. 'I am.' 'No, let me hold it.' Iria stepped back before the words could turn into the old habit. The brass strip gave a new wet gleam where steam struck it, the beads running together into one bright track that pointed straight toward the open cap like a tiny road of light. She used it to judge the draft, not the heat, and that changed the shape of the work under her hands.
Marek returned with the shell water and a fresh rag, his good hand red where the pail handle had rubbed it raw. He set the rag down, then stood there with the look he always had when there was a job too large for one errand and nobody had yet given him permission to ask the wrong question. 'Do you need the small bucket too?' he asked. 'No,' Iria said. 'Stay on the stair and keep people off it.' He nodded once and did not ask why, which was the nearest thing to help a runner could offer in a room this hot. Halen marked the slate again and called the list aloud as if the room were an inventory instead of a wound. 'Fuel low. Cap open. West span shaved. One larger brace, not two small ones.' He tapped the last line with the stylus. 'And no one pretending there is extra room.' Sela gave a short sound through her nose and fed another strip of damp clay into the brace mold. Iria took the hook and held it while Sela packed the far side, their hands moving in the same narrow opening without touching more than needed, which turned out to be harder than it sounded. The old habit rose up in Iria's throat, the urge to snatch the tool and finish the far edge herself because it would be cleaner if she did. Cleaner, faster, safer for the one thing she could keep her hands on. She set the urge down with the hook. One piece at a time. The line held. They had to stop and widen it again. That was all. By the time the second bell finished its scrape, the room had a new shape in the air. Not fixed. Braced. There was a difference. Halen stood up with a hand on his lower back and said, 'The next burn wants three hands, maybe four.' 'Then get three,' Sela said. 'Two are here already.' He gave her a long, level look, the kind that counted not the insult but the truth under it. 'By the third bell,' he said, 'we bring it to red and keep the seam from opening once. If it opens once, the bath line loses heat before dawn. If it holds, you two are the only reason this district does not spend morning washing in cold water.' He left the rest of the sentence where it lay. No reward. Just the bill.
They worked through the small hour after the second bell with the sort of silence that comes when three people have already used all the easy words. Sela held the west clamp while Iria packed the brace seam with the wet clay and shell grit mix, and the brass strip on Iria's wrist kept collecting droplets from the open cap, each bead darkening the paint in a line that turned the strip into a map of the room's hidden breath. It had started as a meter. Now it gave shape. The strip told her where the air moved, where the cap pulled, where the west span still drank too much heat. She lifted her wrist once, then twice, to catch the light on the wet brass. Good enough. Better than guessing. Halen watched the strip more than the clay and marked one more note on the slate when the droplets ran in a straight path instead of scattering. That was the first clean sign the vent had opened enough to stop forcing heat into the wall. Sela noticed too. 'The draft has turned.' 'Yes,' Halen said. 'It has room now.' 'It has a mouth,' Marek said from the stair, and then clamped his mouth shut because that sounded too clever for a runner and too close to the truth for a room packed with old repairs. Iria put the hook down and sat back on her heels for one short moment. The floor stone under her knees was already warm, and the warmth had crept through her trousers until the cloth stuck at the bend of the leg. The fused ring finger sat pale and stiff against the handle of the trowel. She flexed it once, then stopped. Too much movement made the joint ache in the old weather sense of things. Sela rolled her shoulder and took the trowel from the bench without asking. 'I can pack the next seam.' 'I know.' 'Then let me.' That was all. Iria let her. The clay went in straighter under Sela's hand than under her own, and the room did not punish the choice. Strange. No. Not strange. Just late. Halen shifted the slate under his arm and said, 'The west span was always the weak one. I signed the cap change myself.' He said it to the wall, not to them, and the fact of it landed harder for being said so casually. There it was. The old ledger of things hidden in plain sight. The bathhouse had been built on a bargain with heat and nobody had named the cost until the wall started asking for it in cracks.
Halen's sentence stayed in the room after he finished it. I signed the cap change myself. No apology rode along with it. Just the fact and the weight of it. The silver seal pin in Iria's pocket pressed cold against her hip when she shifted, a bright useless thing now stripped down to metal and wax. Not a clue. Not a threat. A thing someone dropped while passing through. She took it out, set it beside the slate, and left it there again, because the room had already shown her what mattered and what did not. Halen rubbed the side of his hand over the bridge of his nose and went back to the numbers. 'The upper rinse line took too much heat,' he said. 'We capped the vent to keep the linen room from boiling dry. It held because the west beam took the rest.' 'And now?' Sela asked. 'Now the beam wants a brace the size of the fault.' He said it as if he were reading a scale, not describing a room's habit of breaking. Iria pushed herself up, took one look at the brace mold, and widened the cut by two finger widths. Then she stopped before taking the third, because the third would have been the old mistake all over again, the one where she took the room into her own hands and called it care. Sela stepped in on the far side before the gap could close. 'Hold that,' she said. 'I am.' The words came out plain and thin. She set the bronze hook under the brace lip and left it there while Sela packed the west edge. Halen did not praise them. Good. Praise would have made it easy to stop. He only marked the slate and said, 'By the third bell, or not at all.' The strip on her wrist had gone almost black in one track, the wet beads dried to a dull stain. The brass was no longer a warning. It was a record. The line of moisture marked the open vent and the hidden path of the draft, and that path ran straight through the cap that had been bricked over when the upper hall went in. The crack was not in the tile. It was in the cap.

    
The Seam Holds
The clamp slipped.
Iria caught it with the fused ring finger on her left hand before it could slide off the west lip and bite the brick below, the bronze edge burning a shallow line across the skin while the brass heat-strip on her wrist went warm enough to sting through the sleeve. Too much at once. The kiln mouth glowed behind her, not full red yet, only the duller red that lived in coals before they woke up all the way, and the lower conduit under the floor gave its two quick knocks and a scrape, a small hard noise that ran through the stone and up her knees. Sela had the far clamp and Marek stood on the stair with a bucket of shell water balanced against his hip, his bad ankle turned inward on the top step the way it always did when a job ran long enough to make everyone tired of names.
'Hold that,' Iria said.
Sela already had. Of course she did. Her higher shoulder sat under the weight of the bronze hook while her other hand kept the west side from lifting, and the skin at her wrist had gone wet where the kettle steam touched it. The room smelled of hot clay, brine, and the iron taste that came off brick after too many firings. Halen stood by the slate with the key cord looped around his wrist, the brass tooth of the key swinging once when he shifted his weight. He kept the cord short. He always kept it short.
'Bring it to red,' he said. 'No more guessing.'
Iria put the clamp back on the lip and held it with both hands while the arch above her gave off a dry heat that worked into the joints. The black patch on the wall above the sleeve stayed black, a dead square in a room full of breath, and the small wrongness of it sat at the edge of her attention while the fire climbed one notch, then another. One loose hand and the line would open. One turn of the wrist and the whole west side would cough itself apart. She kept the clamp steady and let the weight settle into the brace instead of into her fingers, because the job needed a still hand more than it needed a fast one, and fast was the only thing she usually trusted.
Marek set the bucket down with a wet thump. 'Is it warm yet?' he asked.
'Not yet,' Sela said.
Halen did not look away from the seam. 'By the third bell, or not at all.'
The heat came up in small steps, each one marked by the brass strip on Iria's wrist as the white paint darkened under a new bead of moisture. The strip had been a clean meter when Halen clipped it there. Now it looked worked over, its pale marks broken by wet tracks where steam had gathered on the brass and run the length of it before dropping to the floor stones. That was the room talking in a language she knew too well. Wet breath at the west wall. Hot breath under the arch. A draft moving where no draft ought to move.
Sela lifted the bronze hook and eased it into the gap by the black patch. 'Say it plain,' she said.
'The cap is open too far,' Iria said.
'Open?' Marek asked from the stair. 'That thing has been bricked shut since I was small enough to fit in the wash trough.'
'Not bricked shut,' Halen said. 'Bricked over.'
He stepped in close enough for Iria to catch lamp oil on his collar and the old glaze scar on his wrist, a white rope of healed skin that had gone tight in the heat. He knelt by the patch and ran two fingers along the mortar line. The edge gave a chalky crumble under his nail. Cold smell came out of the crack, raw stone and old shell dust, the smell of a wall that had kept wet breath trapped inside it for years and had never been asked to speak. Not sabotage. Nothing so neat. Just a vent cap packed shut because the upper rinse line had wanted the heat more than the wall had wanted honesty.
'It was meant to stay open for a week,' Halen said, and the flatness of his voice made the words heavier, not lighter. 'When the linen room line went in, the cap should have been left alone until the draft settled. It wasn't. Someone closed it to stop the steam from crossing the upper floor. Someone else shaved the beam to fit the new pipe after that.'
The beam above the cap showed a pale cut where old wood had been pared down too thin. A cleaner line. A cheaper line. The sort of cut that looked fine until the room asked it for weight.
Iria slid the silver seal pin from her apron edge and set it on the bench beside the brine kettle. Bright thing. Useless thing. The city stamp on the head had nothing to do with the wall. She left it there and took the hook from Sela.
'Hold that,' she said.
Sela gave her a side glance, then braced the west clamp without a word. The hook came away warm in Iria's hand. Good. One hand less. The room had room for that now.
Halen scratched the edge of the mortar with his stylus and peeled away a strip of lime that had gone white as bone under the soot. 'Measure first,' he said, as if the wall had asked for a lesson and not a repair. 'The cap should have had a vent stone. It didn't. So the west span took the draft and the line took the vibration.'
'Why leave it?' Marek asked again, quieter this time.
'Because the bathhouse kept working,' Halen said. 'Because the numbers came clean for a long while. Because every clerk with a neat slate thinks the wall will keep its part of the bargain.'
That sat in the shaft with them, plain and ugly. Iria put the bronze hook under the edge of the cap and pulled a fraction. The mortar gritted. Another fraction and a narrow mouth opened, just enough for a breath of wet heat to leave the wall. Steam slid out in a slow white spill and coated the inside of the lamp glass. The brass strip on her wrist flashed with moisture, then darkened where the drops struck. The draft moved west, not straight up. That was the first useful thing. The wet line on the strip bent toward the black patch, then turned toward the kiln mouth. The room had two paths in it and one of them had been hidden under lime for twelve years.
'Again,' Halen said. 'Slow.'
Sela set both feet wide and reached in with the hook to lift the cap another finger's width. The air that came out smelled of old stone and shell ash and the wet iron smell of brick that had stayed damp inside. Not a clean breath. A used one. Iria kept the clamp steady and used the edge of her thumb to feel the seam where the west brace met the plate. Soft. Too soft. The kind of soft that hid under soot until the heat pressed it open.
The old patch from the last repair had been laid over the wrong line, hiding the cap's true edge and making the wall look better than it was. That had been the first lie. Not a lie of words. A lie with mortar.
'Cut the fault to fit the brace,' Halen said.
The sentence landed and stayed. Not praise. Not blame. Just a way forward.
Iria set the hook down, took the slate from the bench, and marked a short line at the place where the beam had been shaved. Then she handed the slate back to Halen.
'You keep writing,' she said. 'I cut.'
Sela gave a brief nod, and the room shifted. Small thing. Large enough.
The brace mold on the bench was too narrow for the span now that the cap had opened and the draft had turned. Iria set the mold against the fresh clay and cut two strips off the edge, then stopped with the knife in her hand because the third strip would have been the old habit all over again, the one where she made the repair fit the hand instead of the wall fit the repair. Sela caught the pause and said, 'You are shaving it wrong.'
'It is too wide.'
'It is too wide because the wall is too thin.'
'Then it needs less clay.'
'No. It needs two people.'
That line sat where it landed. Halen had gone quiet by the slate, the key cord still looped around his wrist, the brass tooth of the key knocking once against the heel of his palm when he shifted. The lower conduit under the floor gave its hard double knock again, and a fine dust came loose from the brick seam and floated down on the brine kettle. Too much heat in the wrong place. The room had begun to wear itself from the inside.
Iria pressed the clay back into the mold and mixed in a little more shell grit, then damped the mix with the edge of the brine rag until the surface went dark and slick. The paste took the heat by stages. First the cold clay smell. Then the mineral bite from the shell. Then the wet, almost sweet odour that came when the paste began to harden at the rim. She brushed a narrow line of the mineral seal across the broken edge and watched it go from mud to stone under the first flare from the kiln mouth. Heatwork. Clean enough when the recipe held. Expensive in body heat when it didn't.
The brass strip at her wrist lost another pale mark. Her fingers had gone numb at the tips, not all the way, just enough for the clay to blur under the skin. Good. Not good. Manageable. She clipped the strip up higher so it sat against the underside of her sleeve and gave her one more band of warning.
'Hold the far side,' she said to Sela.
Sela took the hook and braced the west clamp while Iria lifted the clay brace by a hair's width and slid it under the seam. The bronze tool made a dry scrape against the brick. One short scrape. Then another. The edge seated and the line went still for three breaths. Not fixed. Held. There was a difference.
Halen marked a second line on the slate. 'You want the room to live? Stop trying to make the repair look clean.'
Iria did not answer him. The brace only needed to hold long enough for the firing. Cleaning it could happen after, if the wall still wanted cleaning.
The line bucked once.
It happened under the west clamp, a small hard twist that ran through the bronze and up into Sela's wrist. She gave one short curse and set her shoulder to it before the clamp could shift. The brass strip on Iria's wrist dropped another band of paint, leaving only one pale mark above the hook. Too close. The firebox had been fed a little harder than planned, and the draft from the open cap had caught the heat and driven it toward the west span like a hand against a door.
'Less fuel,' Halen said.
'If we cut the heat now, the brace sets soft,' Iria said.
'If we don't, the seam opens.'
'Then give me the brine.'
Marek was already moving, the shell water slopping in the bucket as he came off the stair. He set it down hard enough to send a ring through the room. His good hand had gone red at the knuckles where the rope handle bit him, and the bad ankle dragged one step behind the other, but he kept the bucket upright. Good runner. No questions left in him now.
Iria dipped the bronze hook into the brine tray and ran the wet edge along the top of the brace. Steam snapped up at once, thick enough to cloud the lamp glass and bead on the brass strip. The room changed temperature in one quick slap. Not cold. Not heat. Something in between that made the skin on her forearms tighten and the old scar around the fused ring finger pull taut.
'Again,' Sela said. 'The west edge.'
Iria moved the hook a finger-width lower and pressed the paste into the seam before the clay had time to set wrong. The strip on her wrist shivered under the steam and lost its last clean mark. Now it was only brass and wet shadow. No more warnings. Too late for that.
The black patch in the wall gave a thin cracking sound. Not the crack itself. The mortar around it. A small ring of lime fell away and hit the floor with a dry click. Halen stepped closer, hand out, then stopped himself from taking the tool. Good. He had the key cord around his wrist and the slate under his arm, but he did not reach for the repair.
'Hold the west,' he said.
'I am.'
'No. Let Sela hold it.'
The room went narrow. Iria wanted to make the next cut herself. Of course she did. The hook was in her hand. The seam was under her palm. The old habit rose clean and quick, the one that said faster would be safer if only she did it alone. She let the hook go before the thought could make the hand move.
Sela took it and set the point into the far edge of the brace. 'Show me the fault,' she said.
'There,' Iria said, and stepped back one pace.
The cap opened another finger-width, and the wet breath that left the wall turned the whole shaft white at the edges. Iria kept one hand on the clamp and the other flat against the brace while Sela cut away the overcut sliver from the west side. The bronze hook slid through the softened clay, lifting a thin curl that dropped into the brine tray with a soft slap. The strip on Iria's wrist was gone dead-black except for a rubbed patch near the buckle, and that made the room easier to read than before. No more guessing. The draft was turning. The wall was taking the heat where it should, not where it had been forced to.
Halen crouched by the open cap and scraped away a ribbon of old lime with the tip of the stylus. A second line showed under the first, a narrow cut in the beam, pale as a bone edge. Not a fresh cut. Old enough to have been painted over twice and smoked over a dozen times after that. The sort of thing that stayed hidden because the room had kept working and everyone had called that good. He turned the slate toward the light and wrote one short line, then another beneath it. The writing looked like counting. It was.
'You signed it,' Sela said.
'Yes.' Halen did not lift his head. 'I did.'
The answer sat in the steam and did not try to become anything prettier. Not blame. Not apology. Just the shape of the bargain. The upper rinse line had needed the steam kept from the linen room. The cap had been bricked over to protect one floor and starve another. The west beam had been shaved to make room for a later pipe. One room had won the heat. Another had taken the weight. That was the whole thing, and it had been sitting in the wall all this time like a coin pressed into clay.
Iria took the brace mold again, not to finish it alone, but to widen the cut where Sela could not reach. She held the far side while Sela set the hook and Halen fed the slate numbers to the room. The motion went through all three of them now, shared in a way the work had not been before. One pair of hands, then another, then the third. The old habit did not have room to grab hold.
'No more pretending there is extra room,' Halen said.
'Good,' Sela said, and went back to the west clamp.
The seam settled. The crack in the wall stopped moving.
The kiln wanted one more hard burn, and the room had the shape for it now.
Halen marked the slate with three quick strokes and set it flat on the bench, then took the key from the cord and laid it beside the brine kettle instead of keeping it wrapped around his wrist. The brass tooth gleamed once in the lamp light and then sat dull and small on the wood. It looked less like a lock tool and more like something a child would drop and forget. Good. Let it be small. The room had made enough of hardness already.
'Fuel to the third line,' he said. 'Then stop.'
Marek ran the shell water up from the lower cistern in a slopping bucket, his bad ankle biting each stair but not enough to stop him. He set the pail down, wiped his red knuckles on his trouser leg, and asked, 'Is it warm yet?'
This time Iria answered with a nod instead of a sentence. The lower line had begun to breathe clean. The wall no longer shoved heat into the west span. The cap, open just enough, pulled the draft up and out the way it should have from the start. The brass strip on her wrist stayed dark, but the dark ran in one straight band now, not broken by wet beads or uneven tracks. The room had begun to act like itself.
Sela set the hook down on the bench and rubbed the heel of her hand across her shoulder. 'That brace will hold.'
'It had better,' Halen said.
'It will.'
The fire climbed. The west clamp held. The seam took the heat, then took more, and the small crack line in the brace did not open. The clay went from soft to hard to the dry, dead note of a good set. Not pretty. Good enough. Better than that, if the vent stayed open and the draft kept running where it belonged.
A wet wave of steam rolled down from the upper wash room, carrying soap, lye, and the warm, plain smell of bodies rinsed clean of a long shift. The lower baths had come back to life below them. Footsteps crossed the stone. A tray clinked. Someone called for more linen. The room was still busy, still noisy, still full of the same blunt work it had always held, but the strain in the floor had gone out of it.
Marek leaned over the stair rail and grinned at the steam below. 'Warm,' he said.
'Warm,' Sela said back.
Halen did not smile. He wrote another line on the slate instead, then turned it so all three of them could read the names beside the repair: Halen Vale, Sela Harrow, Iria Vale. The three marks sat there in neat black chalk, none of them hidden. Iria took the stylus and added the vent cap number under them, then set the slate back where it had been. Not her job alone. Not anyone's alone.
The workroom emptied in pieces after that. Marek carried the empty shell bucket down the stair. Sela took the clamp from the west lip and hung it on the peg with a clean metal knock. Halen stayed by the slate long enough to copy the repair lines into the day ledger, and when he finished he set the key on the bench and left it there, cord loop hanging loose like a cut strap. The room had been full of counting all night. Now it held only the quieter things: the wet shine on the bricks, the smell of brine sinking into dust, the soft drag of cooling metal in the arch.
Iria wiped clay from the inside of her wrist with the edge of a rag. The fused ring finger stayed stiff. The knuckle had gone pale under the heat and then pink again, the skin tight around the old joint. Sela came back up the stair with both hands empty and said, 'Say it plain. That cap was wrong.'
'It was,' Iria said.
'And the beam.'
'Cut too thin.'
'And the room still works.'
Iria looked at the black patch on the wall. It stayed black. Cold enough to sting the thumb if touched. It had not changed through the burn, not through the brine, not through the long pull of the draft. Some part of the wall kept one wrong piece and refused to give it up. She brushed past it with the side of her hand, quick, and left it alone.
'Good enough,' Halen said from the bench.
No one answered him, which suited the room fine. He gathered the slate and slid it under his arm, then took the key at last and handed the cord to Sela instead of keeping it. She looped it around her wrist with a short nod, the kind a craftsperson gives when a tool has changed hands and the job has not gotten easier for it.
Outside the wash room, the lower line kept moving warm water through the baths. A tray clinked. A runner crossed the stone. Somewhere below, someone scrubbed a bowl and set it down with a hard little tap. The bathhouse had begun its day again, and the repair slate sat open on the bench with three names on it and one line underlined twice, the chalk marks still bright against the board.
By the time the last bucket of rinse water went down the drain, the room had gone from hot to merely warm. The brass strip on Iria's wrist lay black against the sleeve, the painted marks nearly gone, and the strip itself had taken on a dry clean shine where steam no longer struck it. She unclipped it and set it on the bench beside the key. Two tools. One room. The silver seal pin still sat in the ash tray where she had left it, bright and useless, half hidden under a dusting of gray.
Sela came back with a rag and rubbed the soot from the west clamp. 'Keep your fingers out of the line next time,' she said.
'Keep yours on the clamp,' Iria said.
Sela made a small sound through her nose that almost counted as a laugh and set the clamp on the peg with the others. The hook, the slate, the brass strip, the key. All of it had a place now, even if the places were only temporary and would need checking again before the week was out. The wall had not turned kind. It had only stopped fighting for the moment. That was enough for the hour.
Halen stood at the mouth of the shaft and ran one thumb along the edge of the slate. 'Tomorrow,' he said, 'we cut the lower vent plate properly.'
'We do it today,' Sela said.
'After sleep,' Marek called from the stair, already halfway down with the empty bucket.
'After sleep,' Halen said, and the words came out with less iron in them than before.
Iria picked up the repaired practice tile from the bench. A pale seam crossed its face where the crack had been. The line was thin and clean, more visible now because the clay around it had gone dark in the firing and left the repaired edge a shade lighter than the rest. She set the tile upright with the others and did not turn it face down. The line stayed where anyone could see it, plain as a scar in fired earth. The black patch in the wall stayed black behind her, unchanged and cold, a small wrong square that belonged to no one and answered to nothing.
The seam held.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Heat on the Palm


            		The Second Pair of Hands


            		The Seam Holds


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





