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Chapter 1

The letter had not gotten any friendlier since the first reading, and Roz Whitlock was now on what she was fairly sure was the tenth.

She sat at the study desk with the lamp pulled close, as she used to pull a spreadsheet close at eleven at night when a launch was slipping and nobody above her wanted to say so out loud. November had come down gray and steady over Juniper Hollow, rain ticking against the window glass in the unhurried way it did here, like it had nowhere else to be and neither did anyone. The desk under her hands still smelled faintly of the cedar oil Odette used to rub into it, or maybe Roz just told herself that now, the way you tell yourself a house still smells like someone six weeks after the smell is probably gone and what's left is memory doing the work.

The letter was heavy paper, cream, folded in thirds, and it had come through the mail slot at Larkspur seven days ago with a wax seal she still hadn't gotten used to looking at without her stomach doing something complicated. A tree, standing over a compass rose, pressed into red wax gone slightly matte with age, like the stamp itself had seen better decades. The ink inside was green. Not decorative green, not Christmas-card green. A flat, official, institutional green that made Roz think of ledger lines and rubber stamps and a hundred years of somebody, somewhere, being very sure of themselves in triplicate.

She read it again anyway, because that was what she did with documents that scared her. She had learned that trick in her twenties, in conference rooms with too much air conditioning, and it had never once failed to be useful, even now, even here, forty-eight years old and one entire life away from anything that had ever handed her a document like this.

The Order acknowledges the change of Warden at Juniper Hollow, effective the Turning, and extends its notice as follows: an Assessor of the Order will attend before the winter solstice to prove the Keeping in the customary manner. The Warden is reminded that an unproven ward is subject to assumption of stewardship, whereby the Order may install a steward of its own appointment and relocate any resident of uncanny nature to a registered haven, pending remedy.

Pending remedy. She had read that phrase probably forty times this week and it still landed the same way, a soft closed fist landing low and dead center. She knew that phrase. She had drafted a hundred phrases exactly like it, back when her job had been to make bad news survive legal review. Pending remedy was corporate for we already decided, we are simply being polite about the order of operations. It was the tone of a memo announcing a restructuring while calling it an opportunity. It was the tone of the email that had told her, last summer, that her role had been eliminated in a workforce optimization, effective immediately, and thank you for twenty years of dedicated service, Rosalind, we wish you the very best in your next chapter.

She had not gone looking for a next chapter. Her next chapter had come looking for her, in the form of a dead great-aunt she'd never met and a house on the Oregon coast that turned out to want her specifically, and Roz had spent the first weeks of it half convinced the whole thing was some kind of extended fever dream brought on by unemployment and grief. It had not been a fever dream. It had been a haunted, hearth-warm, thoroughly demanding second act, and she had bled for it in October, literally, at the Turning, when she'd bound a murderer by his own name at her own hearthstone and felt the Keeping settle into her like a held breath finally let out.

She had thought that was the hard part. She had thought, God help her, that surviving that meant she'd passed the audit.

Apparently the audit had a second round.

"It's real," Winnie said, from the doorway, in the tone of a woman delivering news she wished were otherwise. She had a flour handprint on one hip and had clearly walked over from the bakery without bothering to take her apron off, which told Roz how seriously she was taking this. Winnie Okafor did not leave the ovens unminded for small things.

Bess Tillamook came in behind her, moving slower these days but no less certain of her opinions, and settled herself into the armchair by the cold hearth like she intended to stay a while. At eighty-three, Bess had opinions about everything and the stamina to deliver most of them before lunch.

"It's real, and it's old, and it is exactly as much fun as it looks," Bess said. "The Order's been writing letters like that since before my grandmother's time. Longer, probably. Odette used to say they were older than the stones and twice as slow to admit when they were wrong."

Roz looked down at the letter again. "So this has happened before. To her."

"Odette dealt with the Order the way you deal with a relative who invites themselves for Thanksgiving," Winnie said, coming further into the room, arms crossed over the flour and the apron. "Cordially. From a distance. With the door only ever open a crack. She never let them close, Roz. Not once in sixty years."

"But she got proven," Roz said. It wasn't quite a question.

"She never got proven," Bess said, with the relish of someone finally getting to say a piece of gossip she'd been sitting on for decades. "She refused three provings outright. Just told them no, thank you, and went back to keeping the Hollow her own way, and the Order, being the Order, filed it and moved on, because arguing with Odette Whitlock about the nature of her own hearth was a losing proposition for anyone, including a guild with a compass rose for a coat of arms."

Roz sat with that for a moment, turning it over as she'd once turned over a competitor's quarterly filing, looking for what it actually meant underneath what it seemed to mean. "So she kept them out. For sixty years."

"At arm's length," Winnie corrected gently. "Not out. You don't get all the way out from something like the Order. You just make sure it costs them more to push than it's worth to them to push. And Odette was very, very good at making things expensive."

"And I'm not her," Roz said. It came out flatter than she meant it to.

Neither woman argued with her, which she appreciated and also, a little, resented. Bess just looked at her with the calm patience of a woman who had outlived several storms considerably worse than this one, and Winnie crossed the room and put a hand flat on Roz's shoulder, warm even through the sweater, smelling of yeast and cinnamon and the ordinary comfort of a friend who had already decided to stay for whatever came next.

"You're new," Winnie said. "That's different from not being her. New wardens get proved. It's not a punishment, it's a formality that happens to be attached to a threat, which I grant you is a very Order thing to do, but it isn't personal. It's procedure."

"Everything that's ever hurt me at work called itself procedure," Roz said. "That's what worries me about the word. Procedure is what they call it right before they hand you a box for your desk plants and walk you to the elevator with a security guard for company, so nobody thinks you're going to do something dramatic on your way out. I had a colleague once, twenty years in, marched out past reception at ten in the morning because procedure said Tuesday was the day. He didn't even get to say goodbye to his own team. Procedure doesn't care how long you've been faithful. It only cares whether you can produce the paperwork on demand."

"This isn't that," Winnie said, but gently, the way you correct someone you love rather than someone you're arguing with.

"You don't know that. Neither do I. That's rather the point." Roz set the letter down and pressed the heel of her hand against one eye, willing the old tightness to loosen and finding, as usual, that it declined. "I keep telling myself it's different because there's a house that wanted me and a cat that sleeps on my feet and stones that answered when I bled for them. And then I read this letter and some very old, very tired part of me goes, ah, yes, but none of that is on file, is it. That none of it counts until somebody with a clipboard says it does."

Bess made a considering sound, the kind she made before she was about to be more useful than she seemed. "You want to know the difference, dear? Your old company never once sent an assessor who'd have to walk your ring herself, in your weather, past your own stones, to find out whether you'd told the truth. Paper doesn't lie about a Keeping. People do. Paper doesn't."

"That's meant to comfort me."

"It's meant to be accurate," Bess said. "Comfort's extra."

"I know procedure," Roz said, and heard the old bitterness rise up under the words before she could stop it. "I know exactly what procedure sounds like when somebody's already decided the outcome and just needs the paperwork to catch up. I sat through twenty years of it, Winnie. I wrote some of it. There is a corporate register they teach you, a specific register, and this letter is written in it. Courteous. Regretful. Absolutely immovable. We value your contribution. We are, however, moving forward with the restructuring."

She heard her own voice crack slightly on the last word and hated it, as she'd hated it in every exit interview she'd ever sat through as the one still employed, watching someone else get handed exactly this kind of paper.

"I got restructured out of my own career at forty-eight," she said, quieter now. "I know what it sounds like when somebody tells you that you're a line item under review. This letter is that. Dressed up in wax and green ink and three hundred years of institutional memory, but it's that. Prove yourself, or we'll bring in someone who can. Someone qualified. Someone the Order actually trained."

Bess made a small, considering sound from the armchair. "The Order didn't train Odette either, if it comes to that. She inherited the Keeping same as you did, learned it same as you're learning it, on the ground, with her hands in the dirt. They've never much liked that about the Whitlocks. Makes them nervous, a Warden who didn't come up through their own rulebook."

"That should make me feel better," Roz said. "It's mostly making me feel like the assessor already has an opinion of me and I haven't even met her yet."

"You don't know it's a her," Winnie said, and there was a thread of dry amusement in it, an attempt to loosen something in the room that had gone tight.

"It's a her," Bess said serenely. "It's always a her, this last century or so. Something about the Order deciding women were harder to bribe. They weren't wrong, as it happens."

Roz almost laughed. Almost. She looked back down at the letter one more time, at the tree standing patient and permanent over its compass rose, at the green ink that had probably been chosen decades ago by some committee that thought it looked dignified rather than faintly bureaucratic, and felt the whole familiar architecture of dread assemble itself around her, plank by plank, the way it used to assemble itself every single time a calendar invite showed up from someone two levels above her with no agenda attached.

She was forty-eight years old. She had built a second life out of the wreckage of a first one, brick by brick, in a single autumn, in a town that had turned out to actually need her, in a house that had chosen her before she'd known there was a choice to make. She had a man in this town who looked at her like she was worth building things for. She had a cat who slept on her feet. She had, for the first time in longer than she wanted to admit, something that felt like enough.

And now a letter had arrived to tell her that none of that counted until a stranger in a wool coat said it did.

That was the part that sat hardest. Not the threat, exactly. The audacity of the threat, the sheer familiar gall of an institution informing her, politely, that her own life was pending confirmation.

Something moved at her feet.

Barty had been curled by the cold hearth all evening, a great gray loaf of indifference, the way he usually was when the humans in the room got tedious about their feelings. But he was awake now, sitting up with his tail wrapped neat around his paws, and his green eyes had gone fixed on the letter in her hand with an intensity that made the room feel suddenly smaller.

"Barty?" Roz said.

He rose, stretched once, unhurried as ever, and crossed the rug to the desk. He put his nose to the edge of the paper where the wax seal sat, the tree and the compass rose pressed dark into red gone dull with age, and sniffed it, delicate as a wine taster, once and then again.

Then the low sound started up in his throat.

It took Roz a full second to place it, because it was not a sound she had a category for. Not the chirrup he gave the sardine tin. Not the aggrieved yowl he produced when his dinner ran ten minutes late. This was low, and steady, and came from somewhere far back in an animal built along entirely different lines than the ones his fur suggested, a sound with weight to it, a warning issued to something that had not yet arrived.

Winnie went very still. Bess sat up straighter in the armchair, all trace of her earlier dry humor gone out of her face.

"In sixty years," Bess said, very quietly, "I never once heard that cat growl."
Chapter 2

The rain had settled into the kind of steady, unbothered fall that Roz had come to think of as the Hollow's default setting, less weather than mood, and she had learned by now not to wait for it to stop before she did anything that needed doing. She pulled on Odette's old oilskin, which still fit her better than it should have for a coat that had belonged to a woman four inches shorter, and went out to walk the ring.

It had become a habit she didn't examine too closely, this morning circuit of the seven stones. Some wardens before her, she suspected, had walked it out of duty. Roz walked it as she used to walk a factory floor in her old life, unannounced, coffee in hand, because you learned more from watching a line run on an ordinary Tuesday than you ever learned from the reports people prepared for you in advance. The stones didn't prepare reports. They just told her, plain and wordless, through her palm and the back of her teeth, whether the Keeping was holding.

Mostly, these days, it was. She'd walked the ring nearly every day since the Turning and felt the weave settle a little more each week, the raw place where she'd bled at the hearthstone smoothing over like a scar going from red to silver. But there was one place it hadn't smoothed, and she felt it now the way you feel a filling gone loose with your tongue, an itch you can't quite leave alone.

The northwest arc. Specifically the ground around the stone Sam had started calling, for lack of an older name, the Fern Lane stone, after the lane that ran past it toward the tree line. The weave there had come back weak after the Turning, thinner than the rest of the ring, and it hadn't caught up the way the shore stone's scar had begun, slowly, to knit. Roz stood at the edge of it now with rain running off her hood and let her Warden-sense reach out the way Winnie had taught her, feeling for the texture of it, and found what she found every morning: a place where the Keeping's fabric ran gauzy instead of close-woven, letting more light through than it should.

Thin, she thought, and filed it, as she used to file a supplier's numbers that didn't quite add up but not by enough to justify an audit yet. Something to watch. Not yet something to fix.

She heard the tapping before she came around the last bend in the lane, a patient, rhythmic sound she'd have mistaken for a woodpecker a year ago and now recognized instantly as a trowel working mortar into old stone.

Sam was at the north stone, kneeling in the wet grass with his jacket shoved up past one elbow, working a fine bead of mortar into a hairline crack along the stone's base with the unhurried precision of a man who had spent eight years learning exactly how much pressure this particular kind of granite would tolerate before it told him to stop. His right arm still moved a little stiff, held slightly close to his body in a way most people wouldn't have noticed, but Roz had spent enough hours watching that arm lately, out of a concern that had stopped pretending to be purely medical sometime in November, to catch every hitch in it.

"You're supposed to be resting that," she said, coming up the path.

Sam didn't look up, but the corner of his mouth did something that counted, on him, as a full smile. "I am resting it. This is the resting version. You should see the version where I actually use it."

"The doctor said six weeks."

"The doctor's never met a stone that wouldn't wait for him," Sam said, and set the trowel down long enough to flex the fingers of his right hand, testing them the way he'd probably tested every joint in that arm every morning since the Turning, cataloguing what worked and what still complained. "This one's been telling me it's unhappy since Tuesday. I don't much like leaving a stone unhappy through a hard rain. Things get in through unhappy stone."

"That an old carpenter's saying or a stonewright's saying?"

"Neither. That's just true," he said, and finally looked up at her properly, rain beading on his lashes, and something in his face eased the way it always did lately when he actually looked at her instead of just talking past her shoulder to the work. "How's the ring today?"

"Mostly fine. This arc's still thin." She nodded northwest, toward the lane. "I don't like it, Sam. It's not getting better and it's not getting worse. It's just staying thin, like it's waiting on something."

"Could be it just needs longer. The Turning was a big renewal to ask a torn ring to absorb all at once."

"Could be." Roz didn't believe it, not entirely, but she didn't have anything better to offer in its place, and Sam had spent eight years reading these stones with his hands in a way she was only starting to learn to do with whatever it was she had instead of hands.

She crouched beside the crack he'd just sealed and laid two fingers against the cold granite, the way Winnie had taught her, feeling past the wet stone surface for whatever ran underneath it. It came to her the way it always did now, not a voice exactly, more a temperature, a sense of the stone's mood the way you'd sense a room's mood the second you walked into it. This one felt steady. Tired, maybe, the way anything felt tired after a hard autumn, but steady, present, accounted for. She thought of Fern Lane again, of the gauzy feeling under her palm there, thin in a way that had nothing to do with tired, and filed the comparison away for later the way she filed most things lately, in the same mental drawer where she used to keep unresolved line items from a supplier's invoice.

"You ever get anything off the northwest arc that felt like this?" she asked. "Steady, I mean. Present."

Sam considered it, wiping his hands on a rag from his back pocket. "Not since before the Turning. It used to feel like the rest of the ring, before Marcus started cutting at it. Now it feels like a room somebody left the window open in. Draws through it that shouldn't be there." He glanced at her, something careful in the look. "You think it's just slow healing, or you think it's something else."

"I don't know yet," Roz admitted. "I keep wanting it to be slow healing because slow healing doesn't require me to do anything except wait, and God knows I could use one problem this month that solves itself on a timer." She straightened up, knees complaining faintly, and managed a smile that came out more honest than she meant it to. "How's the ribs?"

"Also resting," he said, deadpan, and this time she laughed, short and real, the rain suddenly less cold for it.

He rose, joints working audibly, one hand braced on the stone for balance in a way that made her want to reach for his elbow and also made her not do it, because she'd learned by now that Sam Brightwater accepted help the way most men his age accepted a compliment on their driving, with visible reluctance and a faint sense that it undermined something load-bearing in his self-conception. She let him find his own feet and fell into step beside him instead, back down the lane toward the square, past hedgerows gone dark and glossy with rain.

"Nell get in all right?" she asked.

Something crossed his face, complicated in a way that made her glad she'd asked gently. "Got in Wednesday. Says she's just here to check on the arm." He said it the way you say a thing you've decided not to argue with out loud. "She's been here four days and hasn't once mentioned leaving."

"That bother you?"

"No," he said, too fast, and then, more honestly, after a few paces, "Some. She watches this town the way you'd watch a dog that bit somebody once. Waiting for the next bite. Her mother gave this place eight years of her life at the end, Roz, and Nell was fifteen when it took them, and I don't think she's ever forgiven the Hollow for being beautiful the whole time it happened. She loves it and she doesn't trust it, and both those things live in her at once, loud."

Roz thought of her own daughter, hypothetically, the one she'd never had, and felt something go soft and complicated in her on Nell's behalf without ever having exchanged more than a wary hello with the girl. "She's welcome as long as she wants to stay prickly about it. Larkspur's door doesn't check attitudes at the threshold."

"I'll tell her that. She won't believe you, but I'll tell her."

They came out onto the square with its wet cobbles and the bakery's windows fogged gold and warm against the gray, and Roz peeled off toward the post office with a promise to see him at the Grange that evening, feeling the lightness that had become attached, these past weeks, to any twenty minutes spent in Sam's company in the rain. It was a new feeling and she still didn't entirely trust it, the way you don't trust a joint that used to hurt and suddenly doesn't.

The post office smelled of wet wool and stamp glue, and Old Dora stood behind the counter sorting a stack of mail with the harried expression of a woman whose morning had already gone sideways twice.

"Mrs. Whitlock." Dora never called her Warden to her face, which Roz privately appreciated more than she'd ever admit. "This came for you, and I'll tell you plain, I don't know what to make of it."

She slid an envelope across the counter. It was addressed, in careful block letters, to OCCUPANT, LARKSPUR HOUSE.

Roz turned it over. The postmark was local, this week's date, and the return address was blank. "Occupant. That's new."

"It's not just you," Dora said, lowering her voice like she was confessing something. "I've had three pieces this week come through with the name smudged clean off, like somebody took an eraser to good ink, and I know for a fact two of them were written plain when they went in the slot, because Junie handed me one herself and I read the name on it before I filed it. Alcott, big as day. Came out the other end looking like it'd sat in a puddle a month, even though it never left my sorting room." Dora shook her head, the gesture of a woman who had run this counter for thirty years and did not appreciate having her certainties disturbed. "Letters going astray between neighbors who've lived across the street from each other since Eisenhower. I don't like it, Mrs. Whitlock. This isn't a town that misplaces its own names."

Roz turned the blank envelope over again, feeling the cold settle a little differently in her than the rain alone accounted for, and thought of the thin place in the weave up at Fern Lane, patient and unresolved, and wondered, not for the first time this week, whether patient was the same thing as harmless.

"No," she said. "It isn't. Let me know if it happens again, would you, Dora? Anything at all. Even if it seems small."

"Small's usually where it starts," Dora said, which was not comforting, and which Roz suspected, riding home in the wet with the blank envelope in her coat pocket, was also entirely true.

That evening the Grange hall filled up warm and loud for soup night, the long tables crowded with the chaos of a town that had decided collectively, without ever voting on it, that Thursdays belonged to chowder and gossip in roughly equal measure. Roz sat between Winnie and Sam with a bowl going cold in front of her while she half listened to Cordelia relitigate a zoning dispute from 2019, and it was, for an hour, almost enough to make her forget the letter waiting on the study desk at home.

Then Bess, three seats down, leaned across to pass the bread basket to Junie Alcott and said, easy as breathing, "Here you are, Marguerite."

Junie took the basket without missing a beat, buttered a roll, and went right on with whatever she'd been saying to Daisy about the church rummage sale.

Nobody else at the table so much as blinked.

Roz sat very still, her spoon halfway to her mouth, running the name back through her mind to be sure she'd heard it right. Marguerite. Not Junie. Not a nickname, not a slip toward some cousin or an old friend passed through town once, but a whole and entire name that did not belong, as far as Roz knew, to a single living soul in Juniper Hollow.

And Bess, sharp as a tack about everything from tide tables to town charter amendments, had said it the way you'd say a name you'd used a thousand times before, warm and unthinking and entirely without noticing she'd said anything strange at all.
Chapter 3

Roz woke the next morning with a plan forming before her eyes were properly open, which was, she had come to understand, simply what her brain did when it had been handed a problem shaped like a spreadsheet. Marguerite. A blank envelope addressed to Occupant. A weak seam of ward-light up on Fern Lane that refused either to heal or to worsen. Three data points did not make a pattern, not in any methodology she'd ever defended in front of a steering committee, but three data points absolutely justified opening a tracking document, and by the time she'd gotten the coffee going she had pulled a legal pad from the study desk drawer and drawn three columns across the top: DATE, INCIDENT, LOCATION.

It felt faintly ridiculous, treating a town's memory like a defect log. It also felt like the only thing she knew how to do with fear that had nowhere else to go.

She started at the library, because Alden was reliable in the particular way of a man who'd had eleven decades to get very good at noticing things and had run out of ways to spend the noticing on anything but paying attention.

"Cards," he said, before she'd even gotten her coat off, hovering somewhere near the returns desk in the pale, unhurried way he always occupied a room, more suggestion of a man than a man, present the way a draft is present. "Three of them this week. Blank."

"Blank how?"

"Names gone off the library cards," Alden said. "Not torn off, not erased in any way I can find with my eye against the paper, just gone, the way ink goes when it was never really there to begin with. Mrs. Fenn came in Tuesday to renew hers and stood at this desk for a full minute looking at her own card like she'd never seen it, and I don't think she remembered, in that minute, that the card was hers at all. Then it passed, and she laughed about it, called herself scattered, and checked out her three romances and went home like nothing had happened." He drifted a little closer, and the temperature in that corner of the reading room dropped by what Roz's Warden-sense read as concern rather than cold. "I don't like it, Warden. A card is a small thing. A name coming loose from a small thing worries me more than a name coming loose from something large. Large things get noticed. Small things slip."

Roz wrote it down. DATE: this week. INCIDENT: library cards, names blanking, brief. LOCATION: library, town center.

"Anything else? Anyone acting strange, forgetting appointments, that sort of thing?"

Alden's pale face did something that might, on a living man, have been a frown of concentration. "Talk to the harbor. I hear things carry along the docks that don't carry up here, gulls and fishermen both being terrible gossips. Something's been off down there. I couldn't tell you what."

She thanked him, which felt strange to do to a ghost but which he always seemed to appreciate anyway, some old courtesy from a life a hundred years gone that hadn't worn off him yet, and went down to the harbor with her collar up against a wind that had teeth in it today, sharper than yesterday's steady rain.

She found the fisherman she was looking for, or rather the fisherman found her, standing on the dock in front of two boats tied up side by side, scratching his head at them with the particular baffled stillness of a man who had walked into a room and forgotten why.

"Everything all right?" Roz asked, because she recognized that stillness now, had learned to recognize it the way you learn to recognize a specific engine noise once somebody's pointed out what's wrong with it.

He looked over at her, and there was a beat, just a beat, where his eyes didn't quite land, like he was looking at something behind her rather than at her. "Can't rightly say. I know I've got a boat here. Been fishing off this dock going on thirty years. Just for the life of me I can't tell you which one of these two is mine."

Roz looked at the boats. One was newer, a coat of blue paint gone chalky with salt. The other was older, patched along the hull, a name painted neat across the stern that Roz couldn't quite make out from this angle.

"Take your time," she said, keeping her voice easy, the voice she used to use talking a junior engineer down off a production outage at two in the morning, calm laid over urgency like a quilt over a live wire. "No rush."

He stood there another full minute, hand still on his own head, working at it the way you'd work at a knot that kept slipping loose right as your fingers found purchase. Roz watched a gull wheel overhead and said nothing and let the silence do the work silence sometimes did better than any amount of talking.

Then, all at once, something in his face cleared, the way weather clears, fast and complete. "The blue one," he said, with the flat certainty of a man who'd never once doubted it. "Course it's the blue one. Don't know what got into me." He gave her an embarrassed little laugh, the laugh of someone brushing off a moment he already couldn't quite remember being strange, and climbed aboard like nothing at all had happened.

Roz stood on the dock a moment longer after he'd gone, feeling the wind cut through her coat, and wrote it down anyway, because a thing forgotten by the person it happened to was exactly the kind of thing that needed writing down by somebody it hadn't happened to. DATE: today. INCIDENT: fisherman forgot own boat, roughly one full minute, resolved on its own. LOCATION: the harbor.

Between the harbor and home she stopped at the chandlery, then the Anchor's front step where Toby Finch stood sweeping rain off the boards and complaining, cheerfully, about a delivery that had gone to the wrong address twice in a week despite the label being plain as day both times, and by the time she'd talked to four more people she had a working method to the madness: ask a simple question, watch for the beat where the answer stalled, note whether it cleared on its own. It always cleared on its own. That was, she was starting to think, the most unsettling part of the whole pattern. Nothing broke permanently. Things just slipped, briefly, and then slid back into place as if embarrassed to have been caught out, which was exactly the kind of intermittent fault that used to keep her up nights in her old life, because intermittent faults were so much harder to prove to a skeptical stakeholder than a clean, dramatic failure. Nobody believed you about a problem that fixed itself before anyone else got to see it.

She thought about that walking back up toward Larkspur, legal pad tucked under her arm against the drizzle. An intermittent fault that always self-corrected wasn't evidence of nothing being wrong. It was evidence of something patient. Something that could afford to let the town catch its breath between losses, the way a slow leak was scarier in some ways than a burst pipe, because a burst pipe got fixed the same day and a slow leak got explained away for months before anybody thought to pull up the floorboards.

By early afternoon she had five entries on the legal pad and had started, out of old habit, sketching a rough map of the town in the margin, the square and the harbor and the lanes running out from them like veins, marking each incident with a small x. It was Winnie who found her at it, arriving at Larkspur with a paper bag of cardamom rolls and the look of a woman who'd come specifically to check on somebody and was pretending it was about the pastries.

"You're doing the thing," Winnie said, setting the bag down and craning over Roz's shoulder at the map.

"I'm doing the thing," Roz agreed. She'd spent twenty years running projects that lived and died on whether anyone bothered to map the actual pattern of a failure instead of just patching each incident as it came in and calling the patching progress. She wasn't about to stop trusting that instinct now just because the failures in question involved a town forgetting its own fishing boats. "Look at this."

She turned the pad so Winnie could see it properly. Five x's, and every single one of them clustered tight along the northwest edge of her rough map, radiating out from a spot she'd marked, almost without thinking, with a small circled star. Fern Lane.

Winnie went quiet, studying it, flour-dusted fingers hovering over the page without quite touching it.

"Memory-fray," she said finally. "That's what Odette would have called it. Scars in a Keeping do that sometimes, especially raw ones. They fray at the edges, and the fraying reaches out into the everyday, little slips, little forgettings, nothing that lasts. It's not unheard of after a hard renewal."

"But." Roz heard the word land before Winnie said it, because she'd been circling the same but all day.

"But scars drift," Winnie said slowly. "They wander. A frayed scar bleeds forgetting in whatever direction it happens to be weakest that week, out toward the harbor one day, up toward the square the next, wherever the weave's thinnest at the moment. It doesn't sit still. It doesn't stay this tidy." She tapped the cluster of x's with one finger, right at the edge of the circled star. "This isn't drift, Roz. This is aimed."

Roz felt the words settle into her the way a bad number settles into a quarterly report, quiet and certain and impossible to argue back out once you'd seen it plainly. She'd run enough postmortems to know the particular chill of a pattern too clean to be an accident. Noise didn't cluster like this. Noise didn't point.

"Could a scar be aimed by accident?" she asked. "Something about the ground up there, maybe, some old fault in the rock that just happens to funnel the fraying that direction?"

"I've thought about that," Winnie admitted. "I don't like the answer I keep arriving at, which is that I can't think of a natural reason for a ward-scar to hold a shape this neat for this long. Scars don't have opinions about geometry. Something with intent does." She straightened up, and for a moment the worry on her face gave way to something harder, more decided, the look Roz had come to recognize as Winnie squaring up to a problem rather than merely feeling it. "I want to be wrong about this. I want it to be nothing but a slow, ordinary healing that just happens to look tidy on your very tidy map. But I've kept this town's hedges fifteen years, Roz, and tidy has never once been how nature does anything up here."

"So we don't wait for it to prove itself."

"No," Winnie said. "We don't. Whatever this is, it's already had four weeks to work while nobody was drawing maps. I don't much like handing it a fifth."

"I want to walk it," she said. "Tonight, at dusk, with the sight open all the way. Not the morning circuit. The real thing."

Winnie's mouth pressed into a thin line, worry plain on her face for once instead of tucked behind flour and good humor. "Take Sam."

"Sam's got the Grange committee tonight." Roz was already reaching for her coat. "I'll be careful. I just want to see what's actually there before I ask anyone else to go looking at it with me."

She went alone, in the end, because some things a Warden had to see with her own eyes first, before she could ask a town to trust what she'd found. The light was going gold and thin by the time she reached Fern Lane, the hedgerows throwing long shadows across the wet lane, and the wind had dropped to something almost gentle, almost companionable, the kind of hush that made her old instincts prickle rather than settle.

She stopped at the stone and opened her sight the way Winnie had taught her, all the way, past the ordinary weather-sense of the morning walks into the deeper current underneath, the one that showed her the Keeping's true weave instead of just its mood. The ring lit up around her the way it always did when she opened this far, faint silver threads running stone to stone through the wet grass, the whole practical geometry of the thing spread out like a wiring diagram only she could see.

And there, in the turf at the base of the Fern Lane stone, the ward-light did something she had never once seen it do anywhere else in all her weeks of walking this ring.

It bent.

Not faded, not thinned the way the rest of this arc had been thinning for weeks. Bent, cleanly, the silver threads curving around some point just beneath the grass the way water curves around a nail driven into a streambed, parting smooth and obedient and utterly wrong, flowing around something that had no business being buried in her ring at all.
Chapter 4

Sam came with a trowel instead of a shovel, which told Roz something about how carefully he intended to do this before he said a word.

"You dig a thing like that fast," he said, crouching at the base of the Fern Lane stone with his bad arm held close to his body, "you go in past whatever's there. Slow, you go in past nothing." He set the trowel's edge to the turf an inch from where the ward-light had bent the night before, and looked up at her like a man asking permission he didn't strictly need. "Tell me if it moves."

"It's not going to move, Sam, it's a patch of grass."

"Humor me."

She'd come out at first light with a thermos of coffee and her Warden-sight already half open, the way you'd walk into a meeting already knowing you were going to have to disagree with somebody. The morning was the flat gray of December deciding whether to commit to rain. Fern Lane ran narrow and rutted past them toward the trees, and the stone stood where it had stood for three hundred years, weathered to the color of a wet sidewalk, its western face still scarred faint and pale from whatever the Turning had cost it.

Sam peeled back the first strip of sod like he was folding a napkin. Underneath, the soil was ordinary black dirt, worms retreating from the light, a single white root threading through like a vein. Nothing.

"Try left," Roz said. "The bend was left of center, low."

He shifted, worked the trowel under a second strip, lifted, and stopped.

There was a sound before there was a thing to see, or maybe it only felt that way afterward, the way big moments get sorted into a cleaner order once you've survived them. A thin, high note, almost too high to be a sound at all, more like the pressure that comes before a sneeze, and Roz felt it arrive somewhere behind her back teeth, a faint buzzing hum that had nothing to do with her ears.

"There," Sam said, very quietly, and set the trowel down in the grass beside him like it might be listening.

Set into the earth below the grass line, angled in tight against the stone's foot where no farmer's plow and no dog's paw would ever have found it, was a pin. Brass, or brass-colored, about the length of her longest finger, its head a flat disc no bigger than a dime. It caught what little light the morning offered and gave back more of it than it should have, a small bright wrongness in all that patient gray dirt.

Roz crouched beside Sam, close enough that their shoulders touched, and did not reach for it. She'd learned that much in her weeks as Warden, if nothing else: the things that hummed were not the things you grabbed.

"That's not old," Sam said.

"How do you know?"

"Look at the shaft." He didn't point, exactly, just tipped his chin at it, the way he'd once shown her the difference between a stone cut by hand and a stone cut by a machine, back before she'd known there was a difference to see. "Every seam on that thing is even. Machine-turned. Whatever tool made this, it wasn't a smith with a forge and a bad knee, working outside on a Tuesday. That's shop work. Somebody's workshop, somebody's lathe, made in an afternoon and probably made a dozen of them before they got it right." He sat back on his heels, wiped his palm on his jeans though he hadn't touched anything. "Decades newer than the stone. Decades newer than the Turning, even. This isn't old work dressed up. This is new work, hidden."

"How new?"

"New enough that I'd bet you a week's wages it postdates my grandfather's grandfather learning this trade, and he wasn't young when he taught it to my grandfather." He looked at her sideways. "That's not precision, that's a guess. But it's not a fifty-year guess. Newer than that."

Roz thought about Odette's journal, the pages Winnie kept photographing at the kitchen table like evidence in a case that hadn't been filed yet. Stones tested. Mended work coming undone. She thought about the word Winnie had used two nights ago at the Grange, memory-fray, and the flat, unconvinced way she'd said it herself, back before she'd stood in this exact spot and watched ward-light bend around a lie in the ground.

She thought, too, of every consultant she'd ever watched walk into a company under the banner of helping and leave with a map of exactly where the load-bearing walls were. She had signed off on studies like that once. She had sat in rooms where a stranger with a clipboard asked careful, friendly questions about which departments could be cut without the building actually falling down, and she had told herself it was due diligence, because that was the word they gave you so you wouldn't have to use the truer one. Somebody had walked Fern Lane once with exactly that kind of careful, friendly attention, and had gone home afterward with a number in a spreadsheet somewhere: how much can this town lose before someone upstairs notices.

"You've gone somewhere," Sam said, watching her.

"Old office," she said. "I keep recognizing the furniture."

He didn't ask her to explain that. He never did, which was one of about forty things about Sam Brightwater she had stopped taking for granted around the third week of knowing him.

"Don't touch it," said a voice behind them, and neither of them jumped, because by now they both knew the sound of Winnie Okafor arriving somewhere with her mind already three steps past hello.

She came down the lane with a canvas bag over one shoulder, flour still ghosted pale along one forearm from the morning's first batch, and behind her, incongruously, a coffee can that Roz recognized from the bakery's pantry shelf, the one with the peeling label that said, in Odette's handwriting from some decade or other, SALT, PLAIN, DO NOT USE FOR COOKING.

"I wasn't going to," Roz said.

"You were thinking about it. I know that face." Winnie crouched on Sam's other side and set the coffee can down with the care of someone setting down something that had once caused a problem it never wanted to cause again. "First rule Odette ever taught me, and she taught it to me before she taught me anything useful, so you know she meant it. Never pull what you cannot name."

"It's a pin," Roz said. "I can name that much."

"You can name the shape. You can't name the maker, or the purpose, or the hand that set it, and until you can, it stays exactly where it is." Winnie opened the coffee can and took out a pinch of salt between two fingers, thumbed it into a thin ring around the disturbed sod, not touching the pin, not touching the stone, just laying a line between the two like a fence built out of nothing at all. "You pull a thing like this blind, best case it's inert and you've wasted a morning being brave for nothing. Worst case, it's tied to something, and you've just cut a wire you didn't know was live."

"Tied to what?"

"That," Winnie said, "is the question I don't have an answer to yet, and I don't love saying that out loud two weeks before an Assessor gets off a bus and asks me hard questions with a straight face." She sat back, studied the pin without leaning any closer to it than she already was. "It's warded against something. I can feel that much. Whatever's humming isn't the metal, it's whatever the metal's doing."

Sam had gone still in the particular way he went still when he was working something out with his hands rather than his mouth, turning an idea over the way he'd turn a stone before he set it. "Trained," he said finally. "That's the word I keep landing on. Whoever put this here wasn't in a hurry, and they weren't guessing. Look how tight it sits against the stone's foot. Half an inch either way and it's inert, or it's obvious. Whoever did this knew exactly where the weak seam in this ring runs, knew it to the inch, and they took their time getting it right." He glanced at Roz. "That's not a vandal with a grudge and a Saturday afternoon. That's somebody who was paid to know what they were doing, and paid enough to spend the time doing it properly."

"Paid," Roz repeated. The word sat in her the way certain words from her old life still did, a small cold weight dropping through her, because she had spent twenty years learning to hear that word inside every euphemism a corporation ever built around it. Restructured. Rightsized. Optimized. Somebody, somewhere, had signed a purchase order for whatever this was.

"You said the ring's been thin here since the Turning," Winnie said, half to herself, tracing the salt line a second time to be sure of it. "What if it wasn't the fight that thinned it. What if the fight just knocked loose something that was already broken, and this," she nodded at the pin without touching it, "is why it was broken to begin with."

Nobody said anything for a moment. Above them a gull went over, indifferent to all of it, and the trees along Fern Lane dripped the last of the night's damp onto the three of them in slow, arrhythmic taps.

Roz looked past the stone, down the lane toward where it curved into the trees and out of sight, and tried to picture the man who had knelt exactly where Sam now knelt, some number of years ago, with better light and no witnesses and all the time in the world. A man patient enough to work slow. Trained enough to work clean. Someone who had, presumably, smiled at whoever lived nearby, admired somebody's roses, and gone home each night to wherever people like that went home to, carrying a little more of the town's shape in his notebook than he'd had that morning.

"It would have taken him a while," she said slowly. "Not just the digging. Finding the seam in the first place. You said it yourself, half an inch either way and it's obvious, or it's nothing. That's not a lucky guess with a shovel. That's someone who spent real time here first, learning where the ring runs thin, before he ever put a tool to the ground."

"Weeks, maybe," Sam said. "Longer, if he was careful about being seen doing it."

"So he was here. Walking around. Talking to people." The thought settled into her stomach like a stone of its own. "Somebody in this town met him and thought he was fine. Ordinary. The kind of stranger you wave to twice and then stop noticing."

Winnie's mouth had gone tight. "That's the part I keep circling back to, and I don't love where it lands. The Keeping smooths for outsiders, you know that, it's half of why anybody's able to live here at all without their whole life bending sideways to accommodate us. If he came in polite and patient and unremarkable, the town would have done half his hiding for him. Waved him past. Forgotten to mention him twice over, the way it forgets to mention Alden to strangers at the library."

"That's a design feature working against us," Roz said.

"Most good designs can be used against you, if the person using them knows the specification better than you do." Winnie looked down at the pin again, at the tidy, patient wrongness of it. "And whoever this was, he knew the specification."

"I want to see the head," Roz said. "Not touch it. Look."

Winnie dug in the canvas bag and came up with a jeweler's loupe on a black cord, the kind of thing Roz had only ever seen in movies about diamond heists, and passed it over without comment, as though of course a hedge-witch baker carried one, as though Roz should have assumed that all along. Roz lay flat on her stomach in the wet grass, ignoring Sam's muffled laugh at the picture she made, and brought her eye down close, the loupe's little glass circle framing the pin's disc-shaped head like a coin under a microscope.

There, stamped so fine she'd have missed it entirely without the glass, ran a small mark, a straight line crossed by a shorter one at an angle, something like an arrow through a bar, the kind of maker's stamp a good tool company put on their good tools so a good tool company could stand behind them.

And below it, smaller still, two letters.

E. H.

She stayed down a moment longer than she needed to, because some part of her wanted the letters to rearrange themselves into something less like a signature and more like a coincidence, and they declined to do that, the way facts generally declined to do the thing you wanted.

"E, H," she said, sitting up, handing the loupe back to Winnie with fingers that weren't quite steady. "There's a maker's mark too. Looks professional. Arrow through a bar, something like that."

Winnie took the loupe, looked for herself, was quiet a long moment, and Roz watched her friend's face do the thing faces did when they were doing arithmetic they didn't like the answer to.

"That's an Order mark," Winnie said at last. "Or I've never seen a hedge tool cut that clean, and I've been buying hedge tools for fifteen years in this town." She sat back on her heels in the wet grass, looking at the salt ring, the humming pin, the pale scarred face of the Fern Lane stone above it all, patient and mute and three hundred years old. "Somebody trained by the Order put this in the ground. Somebody trained by the Order has been paid to know exactly how much this town can bear before it breaks."

Sam picked the trowel back up, not to dig, just to have something to hold, the way a man holds a hammer when he's thinking about a house he can't yet see how to build. "Whoever E. H. is," he said, "they knew what they were doing to the letter. And somebody wrote them a check to do it."

Roz looked down at the two small stamped letters, at the salt ring holding its quiet unglamorous vigil around a piece of brass no bigger than her finger, and thought that in twenty years of marketing launches and vendor disputes and audits that had eaten whole quarters of her life, she had never once seen two initials do quite this much work.

"Two weeks," she said, mostly to herself, "until somebody from the Order stands in
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