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  Chapter one
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The Wrong Green


The road narrowed to a single lane three kilometres before the valley floor, and Alden Hawke noted the exact point where the tarmac surrendered. One moment the surface was cracked but recognisable, state-maintained, a thing of gravel substrate and bitumen. The next it was packed dirt, ruddy and damp, and his rental's tyres began to hum a different note against it - lower, wetter, like the earth was swallowing the sound. 
He pulled the car to the shoulder, such as it was, and checked his phone. No signal. He'd expected that; the commune's own website - hand-coded, charmingly amateurish, full of soft-focus photographs of people in linen holding root vegetables - had warned visitors that the Veridian Fold existed "beyond the noise." He'd written that phrase down in his notebook and underlined it twice. People who described their geographic isolation as a philosophical position were, in his experience, either selling something or hiding something. Usually both.
The valley opened below him as the road descended through a cut in the ridge. He stopped the car again, this time to look.
It was wrong.
Not in any way he could have pointed to on a photograph, not in any way the commune's detractors had managed to articulate in their vague, hand-wringing blog posts about "culty vibes." The wrongness was geological. Alden had spent fifteen years reading landscapes - the mineralogy of exposed strata, the language of erosion and deposition, the slow argument between rock and water that shaped every valley on the continent. This valley did not speak that language. The green was too uniform. Ridge to ridge, the vegetation was a single, saturated shade, as though someone had filled the entire basin with a single pour of pigment. There was no gradation from canopy species to understory scrub, no visible distinction between the riparian zone along the creek and the open fields further from the water. In a temperate valley with this aspect and elevation, that kind of uniformity didn't happen. Microclimates didn't allow it. Soil variation didn't allow it. The sheer bloody-mindedness of botany didn't allow it.
He took a photograph on his camera - the phone was useless, but the Nikon still worked - and wrote in his notebook: Vegetative uniformity inconsistent with expected microclimate variation. Possible intensive monoculture? Check soil amendment practices.
The professional language calmed him. He put the car back in gear and continued down.
The entrance to the commune was marked by a wooden arch, hand-carved and oiled to a deep amber. No gate. No fence. The arch bore a phrase burned into its crossbeam: All That is Taken is Returned. Alden noted it, added a question mark in his notebook, and parked beside the only other vehicle in sight - a flatbed truck from the 1970s, its tray rusted through in places, a thin skin of moss colonising the wheel arches. It looked like it hadn't moved in years.
He stepped out and the smell hit him.
Soil. Rich, biological, aggressively fertile - the smell of a greenhouse in high summer, of compost at the peak of its thermal cycle. But underneath it, something else. A sweetness that didn't belong. Not floral. Not fruity. Enzymatic. The kind of sweetness you caught in a laboratory when certain fungal cultures were incubating, a smell that sat at the back of the palate and lingered there, cloying and intimate.
Alden closed the car door. The sound was flat. Absorbed. The valley's acoustics were strange - the steep ridges should have produced echoes, but instead the air felt padded, muffled, as though the vegetation were drinking the sound before it could travel.
"You must be Dr Hawke."
The voice came from the path ahead, and Alden's first thought was that the man had been standing there the entire time, waiting, perfectly still, the way a heron stands in shallows. He was young - thirty, perhaps - with a compact, sinewy build and sun-bleached hair cropped close to his skull. He wore a loose linen shirt and canvas trousers, both clean but marked with the kind of ingrained dirt that soap couldn't fully reach. His feet were bare, the soles dark and calloused. He was smiling. It was a wide, easy smile, a smile that occupied his whole face with what appeared to be uncomplicated delight, and it was the most unsettling thing Alden had seen all day.
"Oris Barren," the man said, extending a hand. His grip was dry and firm, a labourer's hand. "We've been expecting you. How was your journey?"
"Long," Alden said. He retrieved his pack from the boot - the GORE-TEX shell, the hiking boots, the nylon dry-bags full of sampling equipment. He was acutely aware of how synthetic he looked against the man's earth tones, a foreign polymer in an organic system. "The road gets interesting up top."
"It does," Oris agreed. That smile hadn't moved. "The mountain decides who reaches us. You must have been welcome."
Alden chose not to respond to that. He shouldered his pack. "I was told someone would show me where I'm staying."
"That would be me." Oris turned and began walking, his bare feet making no sound on the dirt path. "Your Loam is ready. I laid fresh bedding this morning."
"My Loam?"
"Your dwelling. The Sleepers' Loam." Oris glanced back, the smile gentle, patient, as though he were explaining weather to a child. "All our homes are built into the hillside. It keeps them cool in summer, warm in winter. The soil is an excellent insulator. You'll find it very comfortable."
"Semi-subterranean construction," Alden said. "Earth-sheltered housing."
"If those are your words for it." Oris's tone held no offence, only a mild, bemused curiosity, the way one might regard a man who insisted on calling a sunset a "photon scattering event." "We just call them Loams. They grow from the hill, and we grow inside them."
The path wound through the settlement, and Alden catalogued what he saw. The structures were low, hobbit-like, their turf roofs blending so completely with the slope that from a distance you might walk over one without knowing. Round wooden doors, hand-planed. No power lines. No solar panels. No evidence of generators. Firelight flickered in a few of the deep-set windows, which appeared to be covered in oiled hide rather than glass. The air between the dwellings was thick with the scent of woodsmoke and that pervasive, sweet soil-smell, and somewhere nearby, water was running.
People moved along the paths. They wore the same muted linen and wool, the same bare feet or simple leather sandals. They looked up as Alden passed and they smiled - every one of them, without exception - and nodded, and said nothing. A woman carrying a basket of dark-leafed greens. An older man splitting kindling, the axe rising and falling in a slow, meditative rhythm. Two children, crouched at the edge of a garden bed, their fingers buried in the soil to the wrist. No one asked who he was. No one stopped to stare. The acknowledgement was universal and identical, as though his arrival had been anticipated and digested long before he'd come down the hill.
He counted dwellings as they walked. Twelve visible from the main path, but the way the structures nestled into the hillside meant there could be twice that number hidden by the topography. He noted the irrigation channels cut into the slope - clay-lined, efficient, fed by what appeared to be a spring-sourced gravity system. Good engineering. Pre-industrial, but sound.
Every face placid. Every gesture unhurried. The total aesthetic was so complete, so immersive, that Alden felt his prepared cynicism sliding off it like water off waxed canvas. He had come armed with scepticism - articles about tax evasion, environmental violations, reports from former members too vague to be actionable - but the armoury felt designed for a different war. This place wasn't defensive. It wasn't hiding behind fences and NDAs. It was simply, aggressively present, and its people radiated a calm so total it registered less as peace and more as pressure.
"Here we are," Oris said.
The Loam was set apart from the others, tucked into the base of a slope at the settlement's edge. The round door was freshly oiled. Inside, the air was cool and close - the smell of damp clay, dried herbs, and that omnipresent fungal sweetness, stronger here, concentrated by the earthen walls. The ceiling was low, shored with rough-cut timber beams from which bundles of dried plants hung in thick clusters. A bedframe of dark wood sat against the far wall, little more than a raised platform with a stuffed mattress of coarse cotton. No electricity. A single tallow candle on a shelf carved into the clay.
Alden set his pack on the bed and looked at the walls. Packed earth, hard as concrete, slightly damp to the touch. He pressed his thumb against the surface and felt it yield just fractionally, like pressing into cold muscle.
"The evening meal is in two hours at the Rootwood Commons," Oris said from the doorway. "Theron will want to welcome you personally. Is there anything you need?"
Alden turned. Oris stood framed by the round opening, backlit by the valley's diffuse green light, and for a disorienting moment the man looked less like a person and more like something that had grown into that shape - rooted there, patient, part of the architecture.
"I'm fine," Alden said. "Thank you."
"Rest well, Dr Hawke. The soil keeps its own clock here. You'll adjust."
Oris left. Alden stood in the centre of his assigned dwelling and listened to the silence. It wasn't silence, exactly. There was a low, almost subsonic hum - the kind of sound you felt in your sternum rather than heard with your ears. Groundwater, perhaps. Or the thermal contraction of compacted clay. Or the wind moving through the network of turf roofs above him, creating a resonance in the half-buried chambers.
He could explain it. He could explain all of it. The soil fertility would be intensive composting, probably augmented with biochar. The uniformity of vegetation was an aggressive replanting programme. The serene populace were simply people who had self-selected for a particular temperament, reinforced by years of communal living and isolation. The sweet smell was mycorrhizal activity in the hyper-enriched soil - unusual in concentration, perhaps, but not unprecedented.
He opened his notebook and wrote: Arrived 15:40. No mobile signal. Settlement of approx. 40-60 dwellings, semi-subterranean, earth-sheltered construction. No visible modern technology or power infrastructure. Population estimated 80-120, all presenting uniform affect (calm, welcoming, incurious). Soil profile suggests heavy organic amendment. Unusual olfactory note - fungal? - pervasive throughout settlement. Acoustic dampening effect noted in valley. Greeted by Oris Barren, resident, appears to function as liaison/welcomer.
He paused, pen hovering. Then he added: Vegetative uniformity remains unexplained. Will require soil sampling and comparative analysis.
He capped the pen and sat on the bed. The mattress was surprisingly comfortable. The walls pressed close, and the candlelight made the curved ceiling feel lower than it was, and the air sat heavy and warm against his skin, and the smell was everywhere - rich and dark and sweet, the smell of things growing and things decaying and no clear line between the two.
Alden Hawke had debunked healing springs in Colorado, crystal-energy retreats in Sedona, and a man in rural Wales who claimed his sheep could predict earthquakes. He had made a minor academic career and a decent freelance income from the simple practice of applying the scientific method to places where science was unwelcome. He was good at it. He was armoured against charm, inoculated against charisma, and deeply, professionally suspicious of any community that answered hard questions with soft smiles.
But sitting in this damp half-cave, listening to the hum of the earth, he could not shake the feeling that his toolkit had been designed for a lock that didn't exist here. That the door wasn't locked at all. That it had simply grown shut.
He pulled out a soil sampling kit and set it on the shelf beside the candle. First thing tomorrow, he would begin the work. Take readings. Collect data. Find the mechanism behind the miracle.
He was, after all, here to take the place apart.






  
  Chapter two
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The Doubter's Journal


Perrin saw the car from the ridge above the nursery, a small bright shape on the dirt road trailing a plume of dust that the valley swallowed within seconds. They set down the seedling tray they were carrying and stood very still, watching, their hands wet with soil and their pulse ticking in their throat. 
An outsider. The first in almost two years.
The last one had been a woman. Middle-aged, sunburnt, a rucksack full of watercolour supplies and a laugh that carried across the Commons. She'd stayed nine days. On the tenth morning, Theron had announced at breakfast that their guest had left before dawn, eager to return to the city with her paintings. He'd smiled when he said it. Everyone had smiled. Perrin had smiled too, because that was what you did, and later that afternoon they'd noticed the fresh dark patch of turned earth near the woman's empty Loam, and the soil had been warm to the touch, and they had not written it down in the journal because their hands wouldn't stop shaking long enough to hold the pen.
Now another car. Another outsider. Another body for the soil.
Perrin picked up the tray and carried it back to the propagation bench, slotting it into its place among the rows of identical dark-leafed starts. The nursery was a long, open-sided structure of timber posts and woven shade-cloth, set on the eastern slope where the morning light was strongest. It smelled of peat and green sap and the ever-present fungal undertone that Perrin had stopped consciously noticing years ago but which sat in their sinuses like a second skin. They worked with the careful, mechanical efficiency of someone whose hands knew the task well enough to leave the mind free, and their mind was not free at all.
They watched the car descend. Watched Oris appear on the path below, his pale hair catching the light, his posture open and welcoming. The outsider got out - tall, dark-haired, wearing clothes that looked like they belonged to a different planet. Bright synthetic colours. Hard edges. He moved with the brisk, purposeful stride of someone who believed that where he was going mattered more than where he stood.
A scientist, Theron had said at the elders' council. A geologist. Coming to study their soil, their methods, their success. Coming to write about them.
Coming to be studied in return.
Perrin turned away from the ridge and focused on the seedlings. Their hands pressed soil around the base of each start - firm, not tight, leaving room for the roots to find their way down. The soil was black and fine-grained and warm, always warm, and it crumbled between their fingers with a softness that felt less like earth and more like something that had been pre-digested.
They didn't look at the ridge again.
The Rootwood Commons filled at dusk. The great central hearth threw heat and amber light across the long trestle tables, and the air was heavy with the smell of root vegetable stew, fresh bread, and woodsmoke. The dried herb bundles overhead stirred in the heat-draft, releasing faint medicinal notes. It was, by any external measure, beautiful - the kind of scene a photographer would frame as evidence of a simpler, more authentic life. Perrin had seen that exact photograph on the commune's website, taken by a visitor who had been so charmed by the atmosphere that she'd failed to notice the carvings on the support beams. The figures that seemed to be sinking into the ground. The hands reaching up through soil. The faces, peaceful and accepting, half-submerged in earth.
Perrin sat at the far end of the third table, where the light was dimmest and the sightlines to the Elder's Table were partially blocked by a support beam. They ate slowly, methodically, tasting nothing. The stew was good - it was always good, the valley's produce carried a richness and depth that no amount of composting should have been able to produce - but the taste registered as data, not pleasure. Calories. Fuel. The body's mechanical need, met and forgotten.
Around them, the community performed its evening ritual of communal warmth. Conversations were quiet, pleasant, interchangeable. How were the beans coming along. The creek was running high this week. Did you see the new shoots on the north terrace. Someone complimented someone else's bread. Someone mentioned the weather with the contented certainty of a person who had never experienced a forecast they couldn't accept. The words moved around the room like water in a closed system, circulating without friction, carrying nothing. Perrin had listened to these conversations for nineteen years. They could have scripted them in advance.
Then Theron stood.
The room didn't fall silent so much as the silence had always been there, underneath, waiting. Conversations didn't end; they dissolved. Every face turned toward the raised platform at the head of the hall with a synchronised attentiveness that Perrin had watched their entire life and which still made something cold move in the pit of their stomach.
Theron Vale was sixty-seven years old, and he occupied space the way old trees occupy a hillside - as though the landscape had been arranged around him. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a full head of silver hair swept back from a high forehead and a beard trimmed to a precise, patriarchal neatness. His skin was brown and weathered, seamed by decades of outdoor work, and his eyes were a pale, clear blue that seemed to hold their own light source. He wore the same linen and wool as everyone else, but his were immaculate, and over them he wore a cloak of dark forest-green wool that fell to his calves. When he moved, it was with the unhurried deliberation of a man who had never in his adult life been interrupted.
"Friends," he said. His voice was low and warm, resonant, the kind of voice that made you lean forward without meaning to. "We have a guest."
He extended one large, weathered hand toward the far end of the hall, and Perrin followed the gesture to where the outsider sat - Alden, his name was, Alden Hawke - rigid on the bench, his synthetic jacket a jarring blue note in the amber room. He had a plate of food in front of him that he'd barely touched.
"Dr Hawke has come to us from the university," Theron continued. "He studies the earth. Its bones, its blood, its deep and patient work." A warm smile. "He has come to understand what we have built here, and we will show him, as we show all who arrive in good faith, the truth of what the soil provides."
Applause. Soft, rhythmic, uniform. Smiles turned toward the newcomer like flowers tracking a light source.
Perrin watched the outsider's face. He was trying to smile back. It looked like it cost him something. His eyes moved across the room in quick, lateral sweeps - counting exits, Perrin thought. Assessing the architecture. Measuring the distance between himself and the door. He held his fork the way a person holds a tool they're not sure they trust, and his gaze, when it passed across the support-beam carvings, lingered there a fraction too long before moving on.
He noticed things. That was either very good or very dangerous.
Oris sat beside the outsider, close, attentive, his beatific smile fixed in place like something painted on. He leaned in periodically to murmur explanations - the names of dishes, the provenance of ingredients, the schedule for tomorrow's tour. His hand rested on the table between them, palm up, an unconscious gesture of offering. Or containment.
Perrin looked away. They finished their stew. They smiled at the woman beside them, a middle-aged gardener named Ulla, and agreed that yes, the new lettuce cultivar was coming along wonderfully, and yes, the soil on the south terrace was particularly generous this season. The words tasted like chalk. They excused themselves before the meal was finished, murmuring something about a headache, and Ulla nodded with the same placid, undifferentiated concern that every member of the Fold wore like a second face.
At the doorway, Perrin paused. Oris was watching them across the hall, still smiling, and he raised one hand in a small wave - a greeting, a farewell, a reminder. I see you. I always see you.
"Perrin." Oris's voice carried easily across the room, gentle as poured water. "Do rest well. And do make our guest feel welcome, won't you? It's so important that he feels at home."
It wasn't a request. Perrin nodded, smiled, and walked out into the dark.
The Cold Kiln was a twenty-minute walk from the settlement, through a thicket of alder and birch that the community had no reason to maintain and therefore no reason to visit. The kiln itself was a squat, bottle-shaped structure of old brick, its chimney broken, its interior black with decades of soot. Moss had colonised the exterior so thoroughly that from ten paces it looked like a boulder. Perrin had found it at fourteen, exploring the margins of the valley in the restless, directionless way of someone searching for a door that might not exist.
They ducked through the low entrance, struck a match, and lit the stub of candle wedged into a crack in the brickwork. The small flame caught and held, pushing the dark back just far enough to reveal the kiln's cramped interior: the curved walls, the broken flue overhead admitting a thin column of cold air, the floor littered with shards of old pottery. Nessa's early attempts. Lopsided bowls and cracked plates, abandoned here when the commune's main kiln was built closer to the settlement. Perrin stepped over them carefully, the way you step around relics.
The loose brick was at the base of the wall, third from the left. Perrin worked it free and reached into the cavity behind it. Their fingers found the journal first - the small, leatherette-covered notebook, its pages stiff with use. Beneath it, the hand-crank radio that had never picked up a signal, and the folded, water-stained map of the region that showed roads and towns that might as well have been drawings of the moon. Perrin kept them anyway. All three objects were acts of faith in a world beyond the ridgeline, proof that the edges of the valley were not the edges of everything.
Perrin opened the journal to the next blank page. The pages before it were dense with entries - nine years of them, starting with the shaky, oversized handwriting of a ten-year-old and compressing over time into the tight, coded shorthand of someone who had learned that space, like safety, was finite. The candle guttered in a draft from the broken flue, and the shadows on the curved walls shifted, and for a moment the kiln felt less like a hiding place and more like a throat.
They wrote the date. Then, beneath it, in the small, coded shorthand they'd developed over years:
New arrival. Male. Scientist (geology). Name: Hawke. Vehicle: sedan, rental plates. Oris assigned as escort. T. welcomed at Commons - standard speech, standard response. H. noted carvings (confirm?). H. ate little. H. watched exits.
They paused. The pen hovered over the page.
Then they added, in smaller letters, pressed hard into the paper:
He sees things. The last one who saw things was Rowan.
Perrin closed the journal. They sat in the dark for a long time after the candle burned down, their back against the cold brick, the journal pressed to their chest, and listened to the sound of the valley breathing around them - that low, subsonic hum that everyone said was groundwater and that Perrin had never believed was groundwater, not since they were ten years old and pressed their ear to the floor of their Loam and heard it pulse.
The outsider saw things. That meant he was either the most dangerous person in the valley, or the only person who might help them leave it.
Perrin didn't know which possibility frightened them more.






  
  Chapter three
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The Principle of Returning


The tour began after breakfast, and Theron Vale conducted it with the unhurried confidence of a man showing off a cathedral he had built with his own hands. 
Breakfast had been porridge - thick, dark, sweetened with honey from hives Alden hadn't yet seen - served in the Rootwood Commons alongside rounds of dense, seed-studded bread. The food was exceptional. That troubled him. Exceptional food production from ostensibly primitive agriculture was the claim he'd come to disprove, and his first meal was already making the case for the defence.
"The soil here is unlike anything you will have encountered, Dr Hawke," Theron said, walking the perimeter of the main agricultural field with his hands clasped behind his back. His stride was long and even, and Alden had to adjust his pace to keep up without appearing to hurry. "It gives without exhaustion. Season after season, it produces. We do not use fertiliser. We do not rotate crops in the conventional sense. The earth provides, and we accept."
"Every soil system requires nutrient input," Alden said. He crouched at the field's edge and pinched a sample between his fingers. It was black, almost impossibly dark, with a fine, loamy texture and none of the compaction you'd expect from land under continuous cultivation. It was also warm. Notably, measurably warm, several degrees above the ambient ground temperature. "Nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium - they don't materialise from philosophy. Something is cycling nutrients into this profile. Composting? Green manure? Biochar?"
Theron smiled. It was a patient smile, the kind a parent gives a child who has asked why the sky is blue using only the vocabulary of crayons.
"You are looking for a mechanism," he said. "A process you can name, measure, and replicate. I understand the impulse. I was an academic once, did you know that? Agrarian studies. I spent years searching for the mechanism behind healthy soil. Humic acids. Mycorrhizal inoculation. The endless quest to quantify what the earth does freely."
"And what did you find?"
"That the question was wrong." Theron stopped walking and turned to face the valley. The morning mist was burning off, revealing the full sweep of the basin - the impossibly uniform green, the distant ridgelines, the thread of the creek catching light. "The soil does not need us to explain it, Dr Hawke. It needs us to participate in it. That is the Principle of Returning. All that is taken is returned. Every nutrient, every calorie, every breath. The cycle is closed, and within that closure, abundance is infinite."
Alden wrote in his notebook: TV espouses closed-loop nutrient cycle - "Principle of Returning." No specifics offered. Claims no external inputs. Thermally anomalous soil temp at field edge (~3-4°C above ambient, est.). Sample collected.
"That's a beautiful sentiment," Alden said carefully. "But I've tested soil from sites that claim similar things. The Findhorn community. Several permaculture operations. They all had measurable external inputs, even when the community believed otherwise. Mycorrhizal networks can transfer nutrients over distance, certainly, but not at this scale without a source."
Theron began walking again. "You will find your source, Dr Hawke. Or you won't. Either way, the fields will keep producing. The truth of what happens here does not require your belief to function."
It was elegant. Alden had to give him that. Every question he asked was met not with a lie, but with a reframing - a gentle rotation of the conversation until the scientific inquiry was facing a wall of unfalsifiable philosophy. You couldn't disprove a closed loop if the person defining the loop refused to specify its components. It was the intellectual equivalent of catching smoke.
They walked the fields for the better part of two hours. Theron showed him the terraced gardens on the eastern slope, where rows of leafy brassicas and climbing legumes grew in orderly tiers, their roots gripping the dark soil of the embankments. He led Alden through the grain fields in the valley's flat centre - wheat and barley, tall and heavy-headed, growing so thickly that the space between rows had virtually disappeared. The orchards along the creek were the most striking. Apple trees, pear trees, stone fruit Alden couldn't immediately identify - all of them bearing fruit simultaneously, which was botanically absurd. Different species fruited in different seasons. That was a fundamental constraint of photoperiod and temperature accumulation, not a philosophical preference. Yet here they were, branches bowed under the weight of ripe fruit in what should have been a uniform growing season.
Everything grew with an almost aggressive vitality. The leaf colour was saturated to the point of looking artificial, the kind of deep, waxy green you saw in well-funded greenhouses, not open-air agriculture. Fruit hung heavy on branches that should have been pruned months ago. Root vegetables, pulled from demonstration beds by smiling workers, were enormous - beets the size of softballs, carrots as long as Alden's forearm, their flesh dense and sweet-smelling.
He made a note: Multiple species fruiting concurrently. Investigate photoperiod regulation - artificial lighting? Growth hormones? Chemical acceleration? No visible evidence of any. Anomalous.
"No pesticides?" Alden asked.
"Nothing enters the soil that did not come from the soil."
"Irrigation?"
"Gravity-fed, from the spring. The water table here is generous."
"And the absence of technology? No tractors, no pumps, no - "
"We have hands, Dr Hawke." Theron held up his own, large and weathered, the nails clean but the creases permanently dark. "And the earth is not so hard here that it resists them."
At every stop, residents paused their work to greet them. The greetings were identical in tone: warm, brief, incurious. No one asked Alden what he thought. No one asked him where he was from. They smiled, they nodded, they returned to their tasks. The uniformity of it was remarkable - not the uniformity of training, which always showed its seams, but the uniformity of a population that had genuinely internalised a single emotional register. Alden had seen it before, in smaller, less sophisticated communities, but never at this scale and never this seamlessly.
He noted the complete absence of dissent. No one complained. No one hurried. No child cried or argued. No one looked at Theron with anything other than calm reverence. It was less a community than an organism, every cell performing its function without friction.
Alden had spent the better part of a decade studying communities like this one. He knew the taxonomy of voluntary isolation: the eco-villages that were genuinely trying to reduce their footprint, the survivalist compounds stockpiling ammunition and canned goods, and the groups that fell somewhere in between - communities organised around a charismatic figure whose vision gradually calcified into doctrine. The Veridian Fold had all the hallmarks of the third category. The single dominant voice. The uniform affect. The deflection of external inquiry. The language that positioned itself as philosophy while functioning as law.
But there was a difference he couldn't yet articulate. The communities he'd debunked had always been performing their contentment - you could see the cracks if you looked closely enough, the forced smiles, the nervous glances at the leader before answering a question. Here, the contentment appeared genuine. These people were not afraid of Theron. They loved him, with the uncomplicated, totality of devotion that he had only ever seen directed at the genuinely divine or the profoundly dangerous.
It was, Alden thought, profoundly wrong. But wrongness was not evidence. Wrongness was a feeling, and feelings were not admissible in any system he recognised.
They were crossing the central field when he felt it.
A soft spot. His boot sank into the soil about three centimetres deeper than it should have, a sudden give in the firm surface, as though the ground beneath the topsoil had been excavated or had simply collapsed into a void. He stopped.
"Problem?" Theron asked, turning.
Alden knelt and pressed his hand flat against the soil. Warm. Warmer than the surrounding ground by a measurable margin - he estimated five, perhaps six degrees Celsius above the ambient surface temperature of the adjacent soil. The texture was different too - looser, almost granular, as though this patch had been recently turned. But there were crops growing through it, healthy and established, which meant either the soil had been disturbed and replanted, or it had subsided naturally without killing the root systems. Neither option made geological sense.
He pressed harder. Beneath the topsoil, the substrate had a faintly springy quality, a yielding resilience that felt less like compacted earth and more like - he searched for the analogy - more like pressing on a membrane. Something with give. Something with tension underneath.
"What's beneath these fields?" he asked.
"Earth," Theron said. "All the way down."
"I mean specifically. Bedrock type. Depth to consolidated substrate. Are there any known voids? Lava tubes, karst features, old mine workings?"
Theron's expression didn't change, but something in his posture shifted - a slight straightening, a recalibration. "This valley has been here for a very long time, Dr Hawke. It has its own structure. The soil moves as soil does. It breathes, it settles, it shifts. You of all people should know that the earth is not static."
Alden stood. He scanned the field and saw two more patches where the crop rows dipped slightly, the plants listing at fractional angles that would be invisible to anyone who wasn't looking for subsidence patterns. Three soft spots in a field this size might indicate a drainage problem, a buried structure, or an unstable substrate. Or it might indicate nothing at all.
But the heat. The warmth rising through the soil, localised and consistent. That was not normal subsidence. That was thermal activity. Geothermal venting, perhaps, or decomposition of a significant buried organic mass. Either way, it required investigation.
"The valley is geologically active?" he asked.
"We have tremors now and then," Theron said lightly. "Small ones. The earth adjusting its weight. Nothing to concern you."
"Tremors in a valley with this topographic profile could indicate fault activity, or subsurface void collapse, or - "
"Dr Hawke." Theron placed a hand on his shoulder. The grip was firm, warm, and Alden felt the weight of it settle there like something that had been placed rather than offered. The man's fingers were strong - surprisingly strong for his age - and the pressure was precisely calibrated: enough to command attention, not enough to constitute a threat. "You have come here to understand our way of life. I admire your thoroughness. But the earth does not reveal itself to interrogation. It reveals itself to those who are willing to kneel and listen."
The hand stayed on his shoulder for exactly two seconds longer than was comfortable. Then Theron released him, smiled, and gestured toward the path that led back to the settlement.
"Lunch will be served shortly. You must be hungry after your studies."
Alden followed him. He did not mention the soft spots again. But as they walked, he glanced back at the field and noted the positions of the three patches relative to the creek and the tree line, triangulating them against the ridge to fix them in his memory. Three points. In geomorphology, three points of anomalous subsidence suggested a linear feature - a buried channel, a fault trace, a void system. He needed a transect line and a core sample at minimum. He needed his penetrometer and his thermal probe and about forty-eight hours of uninterrupted access to that field without an audience.
Tonight, after dark, he would come back with his sampling kit and his rock hammer and take a proper core.
Theron walked ahead, his green cloak moving against his calves, his posture relaxed, his pace unhurried. He did not look back. But Alden had the distinct, irrational impression that Theron knew exactly where he had been looking, and that the information had been filed away somewhere behind those pale, untroubled eyes, in a ledger Alden was not yet permitted to read.






  
  Chapter four
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The Scream Below


Nessa talked while she worked, the way she always did - a low, continuous murmur that moved between subjects like a creek finding its way downhill. Her hands, stained to the wrist with red-brown clay pigment, moved through the seedling trays with practised ease, separating roots, thinning weak starts, pressing the soil firm around the survivors. She worked with a care that bordered on tenderness, handling each start as though it were something she'd been personally entrusted with, which in a sense it was. The nursery was Nessa's domain. She'd taken it over from old Haldis two years ago, when Haldis had become too stiff in the joints to manage the propagation benches, and she'd made it her own - small touches of colour woven into the shade-cloth, a row of her hand-thrown pots lining the central bench, each one painted with a different wildflower in careful, bright detail. 
"Did you see him at breakfast?" she said. "The outsider. He ate the porridge like he was analysing it. Took a spoonful, held it in his mouth, swallowed, then took another. Like he was running tests."
"I didn't notice," Perrin said. Which was a lie. They had noticed everything about Alden Hawke's breakfast. The way he'd positioned himself at the end of the table with his back to the wall. The way his eyes tracked Theron whenever the old man moved. The way he'd slipped a bread roll into the pocket of his synthetic jacket when he thought no one was looking - a contingency measure, the gesture of someone who didn't trust that the next meal would come. Perrin had catalogued these details the way they catalogued everything: silently, automatically, filing them alongside the years of accumulated observations that filled their journal.
"He's a geologist," Nessa said, rolling the word around in her mouth like something sweet. "That means he studies rocks. Rocks, Perrin. Can you imagine? A whole life studying rocks. He must have been everywhere. Mountains. Deserts. Those places where the ground opens up and you can see all the way down to - what are they called?"
"Canyons."
"Canyons." Nessa straightened and looked out across the valley, her dark braids swinging against her shoulders. She had tied small embroidered patches to the ends of them - birds, blue and yellow, a tiny act of self-expression that the community tolerated because Nessa was cheerful and compliant and made beautiful things. Her face, when she looked at the ridgeline, held an expression Perrin recognised with a sick, familiar dread: longing. The quiet, corrosive ache for something beyond the valley's edge that Perrin had spent years learning to suppress and that Nessa wore openly, carelessly, like a wound she didn't know was visible. "Do you think he'd talk to us? If we asked? About what it's like out there?"
"Nessa."
"I know, I know." She waved a clay-stained hand. "I'm just saying. He's here. He's from the outside. He's not going to be here forever. And I just want to know - "
"Don't." Perrin kept their voice low, their hands steady in the soil, their face angled away from the path where anyone walking past could see their expression. "Don't ask him anything. Don't talk to him. Don't go near him."
Nessa looked at them. Her face, which was open and bright and contained none of the shadows that lived in Perrin's, shifted into something quieter. Concerned. "You're doing it again."
"Doing what?"
"That thing where you act like something terrible is about to happen. You've been doing it since we were kids and it always - "
"Something terrible is always about to happen," Perrin said, and the words came out harder than they intended, compressed and sharp, and Nessa flinched.
Silence. The nursery's shade-cloth rippled in a gust of warm air that smelled of compost and that other smell, the sweet one, the one that clung to the back of the throat.
"I'm sorry," Perrin said. "I didn't mean to - "
"It's fine." Nessa's smile came back, smaller than before but stubbornly present. "I just thought it would be nice to talk to someone new. That's all. Someone who's seen things we haven't."
Perrin wanted to tell her. The urge rose in them like nausea - to take Nessa by the shoulders and say the words plainly, without code, without caution: The outsiders don't leave. The ones who come here don't go back. The soil is warm because it is eating. The smiles are not smiles. The man you want to talk to is going to die here if he doesn't leave soon, and he can't leave because they never can, and neither can we, and neither can we.
But the words stayed where they always stayed, locked behind their teeth, because saying them out loud in the nursery would mean Nessa knowing, and Nessa knowing would mean Nessa carrying the same weight that had turned Perrin's sleep into a nightly exercise in controlled panic, and Perrin loved Nessa too much to do that to her. Or they were too afraid. The distinction had blurred years ago.
"Just be careful," Perrin said. "Please."
Nessa held their gaze for a moment, searching for something. Then she nodded, slowly, and turned back to the seedlings, and the murmur resumed - quieter now, the subjects smaller, safer. The quality of the clay. The way the light changed in the afternoons. Whether the new lettuce variety was worth the space it took.
Between them, a silence had opened that hadn't been there before, and Perrin could feel its edges, could feel the small rift of misunderstanding that their fear had carved, and they didn't know how to close it without opening something worse.
They worked side by side for the rest of the afternoon, the conversation never quite recovering its earlier ease. Nessa hummed to herself - a tune that Perrin didn't recognise, something she must have invented, since they had no radio, no recorded music, no access to any song that hadn't been composed within the valley's walls. The melody was simple and repetitive and a little sad, and Perrin listened to it and thought about birds that had never seen the sky, singing songs about flying.
At the end of the day, as they cleaned the tools and stacked the empty trays, Nessa touched Perrin's arm. A brief, warm pressure.
"I won't talk to him," she said quietly. "If it matters that much to you."
"It matters."
Nessa nodded. She didn't ask why. That restraint, Perrin knew, was as close to trust as Nessa could offer without understanding, and it was more than Perrin deserved.
They walked back to the settlement together in the failing light, the path dark between the Loam-dotted hillsides, the air thickening with evening mist and that sweetness that rose from the soil as the temperature dropped. At the fork where their paths separated, Nessa raised a hand in farewell. The embroidered birds on her braids caught the last of the light.
Perrin watched her go and thought: I should have told her. I should have told her everything.
But they didn't. They never did.
The tremor came at eleven minutes past two in the morning. Perrin knew the time because they had not been sleeping - they rarely slept before three - and they had been counting the intervals of the hum, the low pulse that rose through the floor of their Loam in cycles they had mapped over years. The hum was usually steady, a deep, almost subliminal vibration that you could only feel if you pressed your body flat against the earthen floor and held your breath. Tonight it was faster. Tighter. The intervals between pulses had shortened from roughly eight seconds to five, and Perrin lay rigid on their platform bed, staring at the dark ceiling, counting.
Five-one-thousand. Five-one-thousand. Five-one-thousand.
They had charts in the journal. Page after page of tick marks, grouped by date and time, recording the hum's frequency over months and years. The pattern was not random. It accelerated before disappearances. It slowed in the weeks after, like an animal digesting. Perrin had never shown these pages to anyone - the data was too strange, too precise, too close to the kind of evidence that would mark them as a threat if discovered. But the correlation was there, pencilled in neat columns, undeniable. When the hum quickened, someone vanished. Every time. Without exception.
Tonight the hum was quick.
Then the ground moved.
Not a roll, not the gentle swaying that the community called "the earth adjusting its weight." This was a jolt - sharp, localised, as though something massive had shifted position directly beneath the settlement. The timber beams above Perrin's head groaned. A shower of dried soil fell from the ceiling, pattering across the blanket. The candle stub on the shelf toppled and rolled to the floor.
Perrin sat upright, heart slamming, and pressed their palms flat against the wall. The clay was vibrating. Not from the tremor itself - that had already passed - but from the hum, which had spiked to a frequency Perrin could feel in their teeth. It lasted perhaps four seconds. Then it dropped, abruptly, back to its baseline rhythm. Eight seconds. Eight seconds. Normal.
They sat in the dark and listened.
From outside, nothing. No voices. No footsteps. No alarm. No doors opening, no lanterns lit, no one calling out to ask if everyone was all right. The Fold's response to tremors was always the same: silence, acceptance, the communal performance of people who had been taught that the earth's movements were natural and benevolent and not worth discussing. In any other community, a tremor that strong would bring people outside. They would check on their neighbours. They would talk. Here, the silence after a tremor was as uniform and absolute as the smiles at breakfast, and it carried the same message: This is normal. This is expected. Do not ask.
By morning, someone would mention it casually at breakfast - Did you feel that little shake last night? - and someone else would nod and smile and say yes, the earth was restless, the earth was dreaming, the earth had its own tides.
Perrin pulled the blanket around their shoulders and pressed their ear to the wall.
Nothing. The hum. The drip of condensation somewhere in the dark. The faint creak of settling timber.
Then - distant, muffled, cut off almost as soon as it began - a sound that was not
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