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Chapter 1: The Return of the Archivist

The lanterns went up at dusk. Paper ones, mostly — pale yellow and bone white strung on wire between the storefronts on Main Street, swaying in the cold that came down off Greyback Mountain like something with a purpose. Nora Thorn counted seventeen of them between the hardware store and the old bank building before she stopped counting, which told her the anxiety was manageable tonight.

She had driven past the Briarhollow town limits sign twice before pulling into the lot behind the library. The first pass was reconnaissance. The second was the thing she didn't have a name for yet.

Three years was enough time for a town to rearrange itself in memory into something smaller, tidier, easier to carry. Briarhollow had not cooperated. It was the same — the same crooked gutters on the feed store, the same crack in the sidewalk in front of Delia Mabry's inn that turned into a lake every time it rained, the same way the street narrowed at the Methodist church like the town was trying to make a point about modesty. Only the lanterns were new, or new to her. The festival had started while she was gone and nobody had mentioned it, which meant nobody had assumed she'd be back for it. A reasonable assumption, as it turned out.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and walked.

The Briar ran behind the row of storefronts on the east side of Main, and tonight the smell of it came through the gaps between buildings: iron and wet stone and something organic beneath that, something that had been breaking down in the dark for longer than the town had existed. She'd grown up with that smell. It had taken her two years in Richmond to stop expecting it every morning, and then one night in a parking garage she'd caught a whiff of rust water off a pipe fitting and stood there for a full ten seconds before she understood what her body was doing.

A group of children ran past with paper lanterns on sticks, one of them already broken, dragging a damp tail of tissue paper on the sidewalk. A man in a Carhartt jacket was explaining something to his wife about the origin of the festival — she was smiling and clearly not listening, watching the lanterns instead. Nora moved around them both and kept to the inside of the sidewalk, close to the storefronts.

The cold was Greyback's cold. That was the local distinction, and you couldn't explain it to someone who hadn't lived here. Valley cold was damp and settled and ordinary, the kind that sat in your coat. Greyback cold came down from the ridge with a clarity to it, a dryness that made the inside of your nose ache and turned your exhaled breath into something briefly visible, a small announcement. In April it could arrive like this — sharp and certain, the kind that came with the elevation. Nora had been in Briarhollow for forty minutes and she could already feel it in the cartilage of her ears, in the tips of her fingers where her gloves ended.

She had not told anyone she was coming back except Dr. Ellen Crowe, emails only, evidently not a phone person, who had confirmed the contract appointment for tomorrow morning and sent a parking pass and one line that said *the materials are substantial, please plan accordingly.* Nothing else. No welcome, no list of things Nora would need to know about Briarhollow. Which was fine. Nora knew things.

She stopped in front of the window of Mabry's General Store. Not because she needed anything. Because the store had been there since before she was born and its light was familiar in the way that things you've known since childhood are familiar — not comforting, exactly, but orienting. Curtis Mabry had arranged a display of canned goods in the window in the shape of a cornucopia, autumn-to-winter work. He'd been doing it as long as she could remember, every year, always in the same week, always with the same red-and-gold ribbon looped through the handles of the cans on the outer row. Some things in Briarhollow moved like clockwork because of inertia. Some things because someone was very careful about what they chose to repeat.

Through the glass she could see Curtis at the counter, reading glasses on, marking something in a ledger. He hadn't looked up.

She pushed open the door.

---

The bell above the door rang.

Mabry's smelled like it always had: cedar and motor oil and the faint sweet rot of old wood, plus something newer underneath — a plug-in air freshener of some kind, vanilla and synthetic apple, fighting a losing battle. The shelves near the front were stocked tight, canned goods and dry goods organized with a precision that seemed excessive for a general store in a town of twelve hundred people. Curtis ran it like a hardware store that had accidentally become a grocery, everything faced out, nothing in the wrong place.

He looked up when she came in.

"Well," he said, and took off his glasses. "Nora Thorn."

"Curtis."

He came around the counter with his hand out, which she shook. His grip was dry and careful, the kind of handshake you gave someone you were genuinely pleased to see and didn't want to startle. He smelled like cedar and peppermint, same as always.

"You look good," he said. "Tired, but good. When'd you get in?"

"Couple hours ago."

"You eating? Walt pulled sourdough this afternoon, still warm, I can send a text and have a loaf over here in ten minutes —"

"I'm fine."

He nodded, not offended. That was the thing about Curtis Mabry — he made offers to log the response. A refusal was data of its own. She'd understood that at sixteen and had never stopped understanding it.

"Contract with Ellen Crowe," he said. Not a question.

"That's right."

"Good project. Long overdue." He set his glasses down on the counter beside the ledger. "That building's been collecting dust since Boyd Creel retired. You've got your work cut out." He said it warmly, the way he said everything.

She was about to respond when the back door opened.

Garrett Thorn came in carrying a brown paper bag. He was wearing a coat that cost more than her monthly Richmond rent, dark wool, the kind of thing that wasn't trying to look expensive because it didn't have to. His boots had been treated recently — she could tell by the way the light caught the surface, slightly slick, still working. He stopped when he saw her, held the stop for the half-second it took to register and process, then continued walking toward the counter. Which is what he would have done anyway.

"Nora," he said. "I heard you were coming back."

"Garrett."

He set the bag on the counter with both hands, unhurried. His voice carried the particular quality it had always carried: unhurried, a register below conversational, declarative in a way that made questions sound like things he was already done thinking about. "Cold out tonight. Getting colder." He looked at Curtis. "November invoices are in there. Should have everything you need."

Curtis pulled the bag open, lifted the contents with one hand. "Appreciate you bringing them by."

"Just keeping things tidy." Garrett looked back at Nora. His expression was what it always was: mild, attentive in a way that landed just short of genuine interest. "How's Richmond treating you?"

"It treated me fine. While I was there."

A very slight pause, the length of one breath. Not the pause of someone caught or startled. The pause of someone deciding whether the conversation was worth extending. "Right. Ellen's done good work keeping the center's funding together. How long are you contracted for?"

"Through spring."

"Plenty to keep you busy up there." He glanced briefly at the window, the lanterns visible through the glass. "Good to have you back."

He said it the way you'd say it about rain after a dry week — factually, without attachment. Then he looked at Curtis. "I'll call you about the Orchard Lane question next week."

"Sounds good."

Garrett left. The bell rang.

The paper bag was still open on the counter, the top sheet of an invoice visible above the fold — a column of numbers, a letterhead from something she couldn't read at this distance, a date in the upper right corner that she could read: August. Next to the bag, pinned under a stapler, was a different stack of papers. Older, the edges soft with handling, slight curl from being set down and picked up too many times. She couldn't see the amounts from where she stood. She could see the layout was the same — same structure, same letterhead. The top date on the stack was June.

She looked at Curtis.

He was already closing the bag, folding the top down with two deliberate creases.

"Well," he said. "You need anything for tonight? Coffee, real stuff, beans come from a roaster over in Asheville. And I think Delia's still got rooms if you need them —"

"I'm at the Pines."

"Pines is fine. Jim Hartley keeps that place clean." He folded his glasses and set them in his shirt pocket. "You need anything else, you know where I am. Seven in the morning, usually before that."

"Thanks, Curtis."

She pushed back out into the cold.

---

The Heritage Center was three blocks east of Main, a converted mill building that had operated as a textile facility until the late 1940s and as storage for most of the decades since. The town had formalized it in the nineties: new windows, paint, a carved wooden sign above the door reading BRIARHOLLOW HERITAGE CENTER, ESTABLISHED 1991. Someone had at some point added a second line in smaller letters that had been painted over, the ghost of it still visible as a slight unevenness in the finish, a palimpsest no one had bothered to sand flat.

Dr. Crowe had left a key in an envelope taped to the doorframe at eye level. Nora's name was written on the front in careful, even handwriting, and a sticky note attached read: *lights on the left, second switch for the back room. — EC*

Nora peeled the envelope off and opened it. One key, brass, slightly bent at the bow where someone had gripped it too hard in a lock that didn't want to give. She unlocked the door.

The entry room was small: a reception desk with nobody behind it, a folding table with a Briarhollow Pioneers calendar open to October, and a corkboard with meeting schedules and a printout about the lantern festival's route. One overhead fluorescent buzzed at the far end of the ceiling, a flicker in it at the midpoint of each cycle. The room smelled like paper and something mildly chemical — preservation spray, or the particular alkaline quality of documents that had been stored in climate-controlled conditions for long enough that the air took on their character.

She found the switches on the left. First: the entry room brightened. Second: a door to the right of the desk opened onto the back room.

It was long. Forty feet at least, thirty wide, the original mill floor still visible in places where the industrial carpet had worn through. Metal shelving units ran along both walls, floor to ceiling, brown archival boxes in sets of four, labeled in various handwriting styles going back decades. Down the center, the shelving that had been converted to horizontal flat files held rolled materials in plastic tubes — maps, probably, or survey documents, or architectural drawings, she'd know when she got to them. Every labeled shelf represented work already done, some of it done badly, some of it done with real care. She could tell the difference from the doorway.

And at the far end, where the labeled shelving stopped and a long folding table sat under a second fluorescent fixture: the uncataloged materials.

Not in archival boxes. Banker's boxes from an office supply store, twelve to a stack in some places. Fruit crates with paper documents loose inside them, no separators, no acid-free tissue. And in the far corner, against the wall, a wooden crate — cedar, by the look of the grain, with tarnished hardware at the corners and a rope handle worn to a grease-darkened softness. The proportions were nineteenth century in the way a thing's proportions could tell you when it was built without anyone having to say. Beside it: more boxes. Four rows deep. The width of the wall.

She stood in the doorway and did not go in.

She looked at the full length of it — the labeled, the half-organized, the abandoned — and then at the uncataloged pile in its corner. Years of it. Decades, maybe. Things that had come in the door and been set down by someone who meant to get to them. Things that had outlasted the intention.

Outside, somewhere past the three blocks and the lantern wire and the Methodist church with its modest street, the festival continued. A sound that might have been music. Children's voices, reduced by distance. The fluorescent above the folding table buzzed at a low, even frequency, the sound of a thing running past its maintenance interval.

Nora found the circuit switch on the inside wall. Clicked it off. The table went dark.

She reached back and killed the back room light, then the entry room. The darkness came in from the window edges first, then all at once. She stood in it for two seconds, three, letting her eyes adjust to the ambient light coming through the glass from the street.

Stepped out.

Pulled the door closed behind her.

She gripped the key with both hands and turned it until she felt the deadbolt seat — not just catch, fully seat, a solid mechanical stop — and only then let go.

The cold off Greyback moved down the street in a slow, steady current. The paper lanterns one block over swayed in it, their light shifting, yellow-white and irregular. The smell of the Briar came underneath everything else, iron and stone, constant, indifferent to the season or the occasion or the year.

She put the key in her coat pocket and walked back toward the Pines, her footsteps even on the cracked sidewalk, the Heritage Center dark behind her.


Chapter 2: The Ashes of 1903

The first thing she did every morning was make a condition report.

Not in her head. On paper, in her field notebook — the green one, college-ruled, with the laminated cover she'd bought at a government supply store on F Street when she was twenty-six and hadn't switched brands since. She stood in the entry room of the Heritage Center and recorded the date at the top of a fresh page: Monday, April 15. Temperature: 48°F per her phone. Humidity: she didn't have a hygrometer yet, but the windows weren't fogged and the air didn't taste like rain, so she wrote *estimated 35–40%.* Light conditions: indirect, northeast-facing, adequate.

It was the habit of a woman who had spent fifteen years in rooms where the air itself was a variable — who had learned early that you didn't open a box until you knew what the box was opening into.

She unlocked the Heritage Center door with the same deliberate two-handed grip she'd used the night before: key inserted fully, turned until the deadbolt disengaged completely, then held in place while she pushed the door with her shoulder. The hinges announced her. The smell hit second: paper, dust, the specific sweetness of old wood beginning to exhale as the building warmed from the cold night. Under that, the ghost of something metallic she'd noticed yesterday and couldn't place. Not copper exactly. Closer to old iron, like a radiator from before the war.

She left the door propped with the rubber wedge she'd brought from the Pines, hung her coat on the hook she'd screwed into the wall on Friday — she'd brought her own hook, along with a power strip, a task lamp, and a box of nitrile gloves — and stood in the entry room for a count of five, letting her eyes reset.

Then she went to work.

---

She'd established a system on Saturday: triage first, catalog second. Not the other way around, which was the mistake amateurs made — they saw an interesting item and catalogued it out of sequence and spent three hours on one photograph while the rest of the collection degraded in its acid-leaching boxes. Triage meant walking the full perimeter of the back room with a clipboard, noting condition categories for each section. Stable. Fragile. Immediate concern.

She started at the labeled shelving along the west wall, because that was where someone else's labor had already created order, and you started with order before you moved into chaos. Professional reflex.

Most of it held up. Town council minutes from 1921 to 1974 in four-ring binders, adequately housed. Deed transfer records in manila folders inside gray archival boxes, labeled in a hand she'd seen before on the shelf labels — someone who'd worked here in the 1980s based on the typeface of a typed addendum. Property surveys, rolled and tubed, organized by decade. A box of photographs from the 1950s, properly sleeved in clear polyester, which surprised her pleasantly.

She made notes. She did not linger.

At 9:40 she reached the section on mining operations.

The Heritage Center held a complete run of Briarhollow Copper Company records from 1889 to 1961, which she knew from the inventory summary Lynette Bowman had emailed before her arrival. Lynette, part-time director and full-time librarian at the public library two blocks over, had written: *some of the mining records may be out of sequence, we never had a proper archivist before you.* The note had been friendly and apologetic and had told Nora exactly nothing about the actual condition of the collection.

The mining records occupied four gray archival boxes on the bottom shelf, plus two additional boxes on the middle shelf — she could see from the color that these were newer additions, possibly donated separately. She started with the bottom shelf. Box 1: 1889–1901, production logs and payroll records. She opened it, fanned the folders, checked housing condition. Fine. Box 2: 1902–1910, production logs and payroll records. She opened it.

The fourth folder from the front was wrong.

Not wrong the way a misfiling was usually wrong — not just a document that had wandered into the wrong year. The folder itself was wrong: a color that didn't match its neighbors, a warmer cream against the cooler white of the folders surrounding it. When she lifted it out she understood why. It was older than its neighbors. Not by decades, but by enough that the paper had begun the slow oxidation that tipped filing stock from white toward ivory. Someone had put an older folder into a newer box, which could have been innocent — materials of different ages consolidated during a previous organization attempt — but this folder had no label. The folders to either side of it were labeled in the same consistent hand: *Payroll Register, March–August 1905* and *Payroll Register, September–December 1905.* The folder between them had a blank tab.

She set it on the folding table and noted its position in her condition report: *Box 2 (1902–1910), position 4, unlabeled folder, older stock, possible misfiling or intentional consolidation.*

Then she looked at the folder itself. Not what was inside — the physical object first, always. Two sheets of paper folded around each other to make the folder, standard construction for the era. The right bottom corner was bent. Not the corner of the document inside — the corner of the folder itself, the outer construction, folded and then re-straightened in a way that left a perpendicular crease that didn't match the intentional fold of the folder's spine. Someone had bent this corner and tried to flatten it back out. Not a storage crease. A handling crease — the kind a person made when they grabbed something in a hurry.

She noted it: *right bottom corner, handling crease consistent with rapid extraction and replacement.*

She did not open the folder. Not yet. If she opened every folder out of sequence she'd lose three days to curiosity and have nothing to show for it. She returned it to its position in the box, re-noted the location on her triage sheet, and continued along the shelf.

By ten-fifteen she had completed the mining operations section and found two additional irregularities: a folder in Box 3 (1911–1920) that contained materials clearly from the 1890s based on the production figures she'd skimmed, and a rolled survey document from the flat files that had been stored in a tube labeled *Town Survey 1938* but whose scale notations, when she unrolled two inches to check, read *Drainage Survey, Copper Company Properties, 1901.* Wrong decade by thirty-seven years. Wrong category entirely.

She recorded both without commentary.

The condition report was for observation, not interpretation. You wrote what was there. You didn't write what it meant. Meaning came later, in context, when you had enough of the record to see the shape of it.

---

The bell above the door announced Gerald Haas at 10:52.

She heard him before she saw him — new boot leather on hardwood, a slightly tentative gait, the kind of walk that meant someone unfamiliar with the building and uncertain whether to proceed. She was at the flat files cabinet in the back room. She came to the doorway.

Sixty-three, maybe sixty-five, with a winter tan that didn't come from Briarhollow — Florida or Arizona, the kind of even tone that said UV exposure without cold wind. City coat: technical fabric, waterproof, the kind of thing REI sold to people who wanted to look outdoorsy without committing to actual outdoor conditions. Titanium-framed glasses. Hair silver-white and cut recently enough that she could still see the line above the ear.

She classified him before he spoke: late-career professional, recently retired or semi-retired, money that was established rather than new, accustomed to institutional settings — he'd looked for the reception desk when he came in, glanced left and right in the practiced way of a man who expected information to be organized for him by the room.

"Briarhollow Heritage Center?" he said. The sign was on the door.

"Yes." She didn't elaborate.

"I wasn't sure you were open. No posted hours."

"I'm open." She wiped her hands on her work trousers — she'd been handling the flat files with gloves but had pulled them off for the walk to the doorway — and moved to the folding table she'd set up as a working reception surface. "Nora Thorn. I'm the archivist."

"Gerald Haas." He extended a hand and she shook it. Firm grip, the handshake of a man who'd been taught that firmness signaled character. "I'm in town looking at some investment opportunities. Development interest in the area."

"Mm." She sat and opened her notebook to a working page. "What are you looking for, Mr. Haas?"

"Historical records. Specifically — drainage surveys. Mining-era drainage surveys, if you have them. The watershed area around the old Copper Company properties."

She looked at him.

He met her look without flinching, which was useful information. Men who were uncertain of their footing flinched at direct eye contact.

"Drainage surveys," she said.

"That's right."

"For development purposes."

"Due diligence, more accurately." He smiled briefly — practiced, warm without being excessive. "When you're looking at land with legacy mining infrastructure, you want to understand the drainage situation. Acid rock drainage, tailings leaching — it affects the remediation costs, which affects the investment calculus."

She wrote *Gerald Haas — drainage surveys — acid rock drainage / tailings leaching* in her notebook without looking down. The phrases were specific. Acid rock drainage was not a term a passive investor pulled from casual reading. Tailings leaching was not cocktail-party vocabulary. The man standing across from her had either been briefed extensively or had done this work before in a professional rather than hobbyist capacity.

"We have a drainage survey from 1901," she said. "I identified it this morning. It's in the flat files."

"1901." He tilted his head slightly. "Pre-expansion. Still relevant, actually. Watershed patterns don't change on a hundred-year timescale. Not significantly."

She wrote: *watershed patterns — 100 year timescale.*

"I can give you access to review it here," she said. "I can't let you remove it from the premises. If you need a reproduction, I'll make a copy under controlled conditions — the document's in adequate shape but it's fragile."

"Absolutely. I'd just like to see the general layout."

She brought him to the flat files cabinet, pulled the tube labeled *Town Survey 1938*, removed the rolled document, and laid it on the flat surface she'd cleared at the end of the cabinet. She weighted the corners with the small sandbag weights she'd brought from DC.

He leaned over it. Said nothing for thirty seconds.

"Headwaters here." He put a finger a centimeter above the paper — not touching it — tracing a line from the upper left toward the center. "These side channels fed the washing operation, I'd imagine. You'd need constant water flow to separate the ore. And the main drainage here runs —" he paused. "South-southeast. Into the Briar."

"That's my reading as well," she said.

He straightened. Looked at the document another moment. Then at her.

"You know," he said, and the pause before he continued was the kind that meant he was deciding something, "Briarhollow is a gold mine. And I'm not talking about copper."

She looked at him.

He smiled — less practiced this time, something underneath it she couldn't classify in the moment. "Historic assets. Character. These mountain towns — the ones that held on through the decline, kept their bones — they're worth more than people realize. The right kind of development doesn't extract. It activates."

"Mm," she said.

She wrote it in the notebook: *Briarhollow is a gold mine. Not talking about copper.*

He watched her write it. Didn't comment on it.

---

Dr. Ellen Crowe arrived at 11:20, twelve minutes after Gerald Haas had made his way back through the Heritage Center door with the careful boot-steps of a man retracing his route exactly.

Crowe was sixty, compact, with reading glasses pushed up into steel-gray hair she wore short and unarchived — the hair of a woman who had decided years ago that maintenance was a tax she'd stopped paying. She taught American history at Briarhollow Community College and had been, according to Lynette Bowman, the first person to advocate for a proper Heritage Center when the town hall records were discovered molding in a storage unit on Route 9.

She carried two cups of coffee from the Pines in a cardboard holder, which Nora appreciated more than she let show.

"I wasn't sure you'd be open," Crowe said, setting the coffee on the folding table.

"Second person to say that today. I'll make a sign."

"You should." Crowe looked around the entry room with the focused attention of someone who had been waiting to see this space for a long time — not the quick assessing look of a newcomer, but the slow examination of a person who had imagined it and was now comparing the image to the reality. "It looks better than I thought. Lynette said there was no order at all."

"There's more order than appears from the outside. Someone worked here in the 1980s who knew what they were doing." Nora picked up her coffee. "The mining records less so."

"The mining records are why I wanted to talk." Crowe sat in the folding chair on the visitor side of the table and put her hands around her cup. She looked at Nora with the directness of a woman who taught undergraduates and had learned to dispense with preamble. "What's your read so far?"

"I don't have one yet. I'm still in triage."

"But."

Nora looked at her.

"You have an archivist's poker face," Crowe said, "which means you've found something you're not ready to classify."

"I've found some organizational inconsistencies. Misfiled materials. Documents in the wrong decade, wrong category. Nothing I can characterize beyond that until I've completed the triage and done a proper review."

Crowe nodded slowly. "That tracks with what I've been hearing."

"What have you been hearing?"

"That's the conversation I want to have." She looked at her coffee. "Not today — I've got a class at noon and prep before that. But I'd like to come back. Thursday, if that works. I have materials of my own I want to show you. Primary sources I've been collecting privately for about six years."

"Thursday works."

Crowe stood, pulled her coat on. She was almost to the door when she stopped and turned back.

"The 1903 collapse," she said. "The Heritage Center has records from that period."

"I've assessed the boxes. Haven't reviewed the contents in detail."

"When you do." She put her glasses down from her hair to her face, then pushed them back up — a gesture that had nothing to do with her vision. "Pay attention to what's missing. Not what's there. What should be there and isn't."

She left before Nora could ask what, specifically, she meant.

---

By four o'clock, the light through the north-facing window had gone flat and cold, the way mountain light went in October when the sun dropped behind Greyback earlier than felt reasonable. Nora had completed the triage of the full back room, eaten half a sandwich, and drunk two more cups from the thermos she kept under the table.

Her field notebook had fourteen pages of condition notes for the day. Measurements, housing assessments, sequence irregularities. She numbered the pages as she went and dated each one at the top corner, which was the kind of habit that looked obsessive until the day a record was challenged and you needed to prove when you'd made an observation.

She turned to the working page she'd opened for Gerald Haas and read it through.

*Gerald Haas — drainage surveys — acid rock drainage / tailings leaching.*
*watershed patterns — 100 year timescale.*
*Briarhollow is a gold mine. Not talking about copper.*

Below that she added: *city coat, titanium frames, Florida/Arizona tan. New boots. Handshake: no hesitation on technical terminology.*

She closed the notebook.

She did not add interpretation. Not yet. The condition report was for observation: what was there, how it presented, where it was housed. You didn't write conclusions in the condition report. You wrote what you saw. Conclusions were for later, when the collection was complete and the sequence was clear and you had enough of the record to understand what you were looking at.

The unlabeled folder was still in Box 2, fourth position, right bottom corner with its handling crease pressed as flat as it was going to get.

She put the pen in her bag, turned off the task lamp, and started closing up.

The deadbolt seated with a solid mechanical click. The cold off Greyback moved down the street in its low, steady current. Overhead, the festival lanterns from the weekend had been taken down, and without them the street was just a street — narrow and old and indifferent, the storefronts dark except for the warm rectangle of the Pines two blocks north.

She put the key in her coat pocket and walked toward it, the Heritage Center locked behind her, the folder and the misrouted survey and *a gold mine, not talking about copper* all filed in their correct positions, waiting.


Chapter 3: The Fall at Veil Falls

The river below the festival grounds looked like a throat swallowing fire.

Nora stood at the back edge of the crowd on Mill Street and counted the lanterns as they released — twenty, thirty, forty paper spheres carrying their small flames downstream toward the bend where the Briar curved south. The tradition was older than anyone currently living, according to the Heritage Center's records, though the paper and the fire had updated across the decades while the impulse remained fixed: release something, watch it carry away. The earliest documented iteration used hollowed gourds. The 1937 version, during the WPA years, had used tin cans with holes punched in the sides. The current paper lanterns were manufactured in bulk in Asheville and sold from a booth near the bandstand for four dollars apiece.

The crowd was thickest near the central stage where Mayor Dunlap was saying something through a microphone that kept cutting out. A brass band in the side street played "Copper Mountain Stomp" badly but with the specific commitment of volunteers who knew all the same people they might embarrass. The smell of woodsmoke and kettle corn and the particular layering of damp leaves and cold exhaust that meant October in Briarhollow — meant specifically the Friday of festival week, when the town remembered its own mythology and found it sufficient.

She had her field notebook in her coat pocket and had stopped herself from opening it twice.

The first time: the historical photographs mounted on foamboard outside the Heritage Center, blown up to poster size — 1901, 1912, 1928 — the same event, same river, same lanterns, faces different, clothes different, configuration identical. The visual record of pattern. She had the notebook out before she caught herself and returned it.

The second time: a man near the kettle corn stand whose jaw, in the torchlight, had the particular horizontal set she'd seen in four photographs upstairs. She had the notebook halfway open before she recognized the error and zipped it.

It was a festival. She was attending it.

"Here." June Wicker appeared at her elbow with two paper lanterns, the kind already assembled, wick lit, wire frame extended. "They won't wait long once they're burning."

Nora looked at the lantern. The paper was thin enough to see the flame through it, the warm glow moving when June shifted her grip.

"I'm going to walk up to the Fire Platform," Nora said.

June's expression indicated this was not the correct response to being handed a festival lantern, but she did not press it. June had known her since she was eleven years old and had developed what amounted to a professional tolerance for the ways Nora was difficult. She took the lantern back without comment, which was its own form of kindness, and turned toward the river.

Nora turned north.

---

The Veil Falls trail started at the north end of the parking area where the streetlights ended and the gravel turned to packed clay. She'd run it twice at dawn since coming back — before the Heritage Center opened, before the town woke — and knew the first quarter-mile as a steep, consistent grade that resolved into the flat granite ledge the locals called the Fire Platform. In summer burning season you could see the whole valley from it, the smoke columns above the ridge, the Briar running silver between dark banks. In October, at festival peak, you could see the crowd as a warm smear and the lanterns as mobile punctuation moving downstream.

She did not use her phone's light. The moon was three-quarters full and the path had been walked to a pale compression that held enough contrast in moonlight to read correctly.

Eight minutes of real climbing. The kind that registered in her lungs and in the backs of her knees on the steeper sections where the trail cut across exposed root systems that served, depending on your footing, as either steps or obstacles. Her boots were still damp from the grass near the river bank. The April cold settled into the wet lining. She adjusted her stride and kept moving.

Below her the festival lights contracted into their own reflection, the crowd noise thinning with altitude in the way sound always thinned uphill — high frequencies lost first, then the brass band's melody, until by the time she cleared the treeline above the steep section she could hear only the lowest percussion and the crowd's general murmur and, underneath both, the river running over the granite shelf where the canyon narrowed two hundred feet downstream.

She reached the platform at 8:07 by her watch.

---

It was a wooden structure, four-by-six posts, deck planking in treated pine, two of the eastern boards soft where water had worked into the joints over multiple seasons. She'd assessed it both previous visits: the integrity was sufficient for the load it received, the sag was localized, the posts were sound. A low railing on the river side, none on the trail side. The platform sat at the lip of the first significant drop on the Briar, where the water concentrated between two granite shoulders before the main cascade. From the railing you could see downstream to where the crowd had gathered and the lanterns moved.

She stood at the railing and let her hands rest on the wood.

The lanterns came in clusters. A group of six, spaced unevenly, flames already lower as the paper took on moisture from the river air. Then a gap. Then a larger group — fifteen, maybe more — released together, spreading on the current into a loose geometry that was not quite a pattern but kept almost becoming one. The river was carrying ash already, the earlier launches reduced to pale wafers spinning in the slower water near the banks. The bamboo frames that held the lanterns together were breaking down at the bend, the individual parts becoming collective residue.

There was a version of Briarhollow history that worked identically: the Thorn claim, the Harwick operation, the 1903 collapse, the hundred years of accumulated remediation obligation. What began as individual decisions became, eventually, sediment. Not a story. Just what the water carried.

She almost reached for the notebook and stopped her hand before it completed the motion.

She was watching the ash wafers when she heard the voices.

Not from the trail below. Not from the town. From the northern edge of the platform, past the soft planks, where the trail continued uphill toward the falls proper. Two voices in the interval between firework detonations, both of them controlled in the way voices got controlled when the speaker was managing the effort not to be heard. One register lower. One slightly higher. The lower voice was doing most of the talking — short sentences, the rhythm of statements rather than questions. The higher voice responded with what sounded like a single word, repeated in close succession. The word's content was not distinguishable. Its function was clear: it was not agreement.

She turned and stood still.

The voices were forty, fifty feet north of the platform, in the tree cover before the trail's first curve. She could not see anything in that direction — the hemlocks were second-growth and dense and the moonlight did not reach the trail beyond the platform's north edge. She ran an inventory of what she was actually registering: two distinct vocal registers, controlled volume, the lower voice's syllable pattern suggesting declarative sentences of seven to ten words, the higher voice's single repeated word coming at approximately four-second intervals.

She could not distinguish names. She could not distinguish a single word.

A magnesium rocket went up from the festival grounds below.

She had seen the crew setting up in the parking area at dusk — a four-person operation, mortars arranged in a forty-foot line, the copper salts in the shells that gave the bursts their specific blue-green color, the color that showed up in photographs from the 1890s when they'd used actual copper filings shaved from the mill surplus. The color was historically accurate by accident of chemistry.

The detonation was physical. She felt it in her sternum and in the soft tissue behind her back molars and in the platform decking through the soles of her boots. The flash resolved everything around her into a single value — white, total, without gradation — and then it was gone, and the afterimage mapped the negative of what she'd seen: platform, railing, treeline, trail.

In the half-second before the echo finished dying, there was something else.

She could not confirm it as human. She could confirm it as a sound occupying a different frequency than the firework, different duration than an echo, different register than the crowd noise returning from below. Brief. Directional. Coming from the north. The flash had already gone and the trail was dark again by the time her auditory processing isolated it, which meant she had no visual correlate. She had a sound of undetermined origin lasting less than a second in a moment when the ambient noise profile had been severely disrupted.

She catalogued it and moved.

The platform was empty. She had not expected it to be otherwise, and the expectation of emptiness was itself a data point she filed separately from the observation of emptiness. She crossed to the north edge, shifted her weight off the soft plank, and scanned the trail toward the falls. The moonlight was sufficient for the first thirty feet. After the trail's left curve, nothing.

She stood at the count she used for evidence triage — Mississippi-one, Mississippi-two, through twenty-two — and heard nothing except the crowd below, the river to her right, and the wood of the platform settling.

She looked down.

The button was on the deck, two feet from the north railing, positioned where the moonlight came through the gap in the hemlocks at exactly the angle required to make small reflective objects visible. Brass or copper, oxidized at the surface to a flat brown, eight-sided, the kind of button that had been something once and had settled into age. The shank showed old darkening, the kind that came from decades of handling or storage. It had the weight of an industrial button rather than a garment one — the kind she'd learned to distinguish from handling museum pieces in the DC archive's textile collection.

She bent and picked it up.

It was warm.

Warmer than it should have been after any period of contact with cold wood in October air. She ran the explanations: friction from a recent hand, proximity of a warm body that had recently departed, some localized thermal factor she was not accounting for. She turned it over. Both sides smooth, no distinguishing marks, no manufacturer stamp — objects this small didn't carry them. No thread remnants in the holes.

She did not have a collection bag. She put it in her left coat pocket, separate from the notebook in her right.

Two more magnesium rounds went up in rapid succession — the finale sequence, the copper-salt blooms opening and spreading over the valley before the smoke columns rose to replace them. From this elevation she could see the geometry of the whole event: the crowd distributed along Mill Street, the Briar carrying its diminishing cargo of lanterns, the ash already cooling into the river's own neutral debris. What the water carried.

She stood at the railing for a counted two minutes and watched the last lanterns reach the bend and break apart.

Then she took the trail back down.

---

The descent was faster and colder. The crowd noise returned in stages — the brass band still playing something slower now, a processional tempo, the festival converting from its peak into its dissolution. Temperature on the open slope above the tree line was four degrees lower than in the hemlocks. She walked through it and did not adjust her pace.

Her left boot found the spring seep near the trail's end, the clay patch that softened to wet paper above the parking area. She had noted it both previous mornings and sidestepped it both times. She sidestepped it now. The parking area held the same vehicles it had held when she came up, plus three additions near the exit lane, plus a gap where one truck had been and wasn't. She noted this and did not take out the notebook.

The walk back along Mill Street moved against the thickening foot traffic of people heading home. She kept to the inner edge of the sidewalk and moved at her own pace, which was faster than the crowd's pace, and the crowd accommodated it the way Briarhollow crowds generally accommodated her — with a slight opening, a peripheral recognition, the specific courtesy people extended to someone they'd known long enough to have catalogued.

Copper Lane ran past the Heritage Center — dark, deadbolt set, as she'd left it — and then continued north toward the intersection. Between the Heritage Center and the corner stood the Harwick Inn, a frame building from 1906, three stories, the kind of construction classified now as historic not because it was distinguished but because it had survived the distinction of ordinary time.

The ground floor was lit from inside, the common room visible through lace curtains, voices audible as a general warmth of sound. Festival weekend. Standard for this date.

On the second floor, third window from the north end, a light was on behind drawn curtains.

She kept walking. Her boots were damp. The button was in her left pocket. The notebook in her right held fourteen pages of condition notes and one working page with an entry that ended, for now, at *conclusions are for later.*

She turned onto the side street. Behind her, down the hill, the brass band played its last measure and the festival crowd sent up the particular sound crowds made when something ended and they were not quite ready for it to.

The cold came down off Greyback steady and indifferent, the way it came every October, the way it would come long after the current argument over what the mountain owed and what it was owed had resolved into whatever residue arguments left. Nora walked into it with her hands in her pockets and the warm button in her left palm, cataloguing nothing, which was the closest she could get, most nights, to being simply present in the dark.


Chapter 4: The Sheriff's Report

The town moved differently on a death morning.

Nora had catalogued enough such mornings in her career to recognize the gravity, but this was the first in Briarhollow since her return. Both times, the particular quality of pedestrian traffic on Mill Street had shifted — not slower exactly, but more deliberate, the way water moves when the bed beneath it changes grade. People with somewhere to be began taking routes that passed the relevant location, and people without somewhere to be became people with somewhere to be.

This morning the foot traffic on Mill Street was moving toward the festival grounds, where Gerald Haas had been found between eleven-thirty and midnight by Owen Slade, who had gone to retrieve spare lanterns from the equipment shed and found something else. The news had moved through Briarhollow by the mechanism that moved all news here — not phones, not the paper, but the specific gravity of a secret that exceeded one household's capacity to contain it.

She had come in early and unlocked the Heritage Center in the dark and made coffee on the two-burner in the back room and stood at the window facing Copper Lane with the mug in both hands, watching the first traffic pass. Three people in the first ten minutes: Roy Teller from Candy's Hardware, walking with his hands in his jacket pockets and his chin down; an unidentified woman in a green coat who moved with the directed purpose of someone consulting a map she didn't have with her; the Deweese boy, seventeen, not yet old enough to disguise his curiosity as concern. She noted them and did not write them down, because they were observation and not yet record.

The button was on her desk. She had taken it from her pocket when she unlocked the door and set it beside the intake ledger without deciding to. Small, brass or copper, oxidized at the shank. She had not picked it up again.

Garrett Thorn arrived at seven forty-three.

She heard the town car before she saw it — the particular idle of the Thornfield vehicle, black, late model, the kind of car whose silence was itself a statement about what noise was for. It stopped at the curb. The driver, whose name she had not been given in three months of peripheral contact, remained inside. Garrett came in without knocking, which was his consistent practice with the Heritage Center, which he had endowed in 1987 and appeared to regard as an entitlement rather than a courtesy.

"You were at the grounds last night," he said.

Not a question. She set down her mug.

"I was."

He wore the charcoal wool coat he used for civic functions — mid-length, the kind of coat that communicated *arrived here before you did.* He looked at the intake ledger, then at the window, then at her, and she registered the sequence.

"Then Boyd will want to speak with you this morning."

"He called at six-fifteen. Nine o'clock."

Garrett moved to the side table where she kept the Copper Centennial boxes, their lids ajar from Friday's sorting. He looked at them with the flat attention of someone inventorying property that belonged to them. Then he turned back.

"Nora." He let the name sit for a moment. "The records Gerald accessed this week. The request log. Whatever he was looking at in the collection."

She waited.

"Those don't need to come up with Boyd."

She catalogued what he had not said: *destroy them, deny them, they don't exist.* What he had said was softer and therefore more precise. *Don't need to come up.* As if Gerald's research interests were a subject with a natural resting place and the sheriff's office was not it.

"Gerald came in Tuesday and Thursday," she said. "The request log is standard intake procedure. I sign it. The patron signs it."

"I understand that." His voice had not changed in pitch or temperature. "I'm telling you that for the purposes of Boyd's inquiry, the specifics of Gerald's research interests don't need to be part of the record you provide."

One. Two. Three things she could say, none of them clean. She chose the silence that could be read as assent by someone who wanted to read it that way.

"I'll keep that in mind," she said.

He held her in his attention for four seconds — the interval she had come to recognize as his measurement of whether a conversation had resolved or merely paused. Then he tapped the side table once with his right hand, the signet ring connecting with the wood in a single flat knock, and said, "Quite," and left.

The town car pulled from the curb before the door finished closing.

Nora stood with her coffee and looked at the intake ledger. Then at the button. She picked up the mug, finished what was left, and went to get her coat.

---

Boyd Harlan's office occupied the east corner of the Asher County Sheriff's annex, a building from 1974 whose civic purpose showed in utility rather than architecture — institutional beige throughout, drop ceilings, the compounded smell of document storage and old coffee that Nora associated with county records offices in all twelve counties where she'd worked. Three blocks from the Heritage Center. She walked.

The waiting area held Marcus Vane, who ran equipment rental at the festival grounds — present since at least eight-thirty, by the evidence of the styrofoam cup in his hand and the way he'd stopped reading the cup's surface and moved on to studying the floor. And Darla Oaks from the Founders Day committee, who had manned a honey booth positioned two rows north of Gerald's last confirmed location the previous evening. Marcus was looking at the linoleum. Darla was looking at her phone with the focused blankness of someone using a screen to avoid having a face.

Neither looked at Nora.

Deputy Crenshaw — Tennessee accent, still learning which roads had names and which had only local designations — took her name and asked her to wait. She
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