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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever wondered where they came from... 
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  Chapter 1: The Angle of the Fall


The cellar smelled of clay and old apples, and under that, faint as a rumor, the chemical sweetness of the spray-foam someone had used to seal the foundation cracks a winter or two back. Ashley Burns crouched on the fourth step from the bottom with a protractor balanced against the stringer and read an angle nobody had thought to read in four months. 
Thirty-eight degrees.
She wrote it in her field book in pencil, because pens froze and lied in cold rooms, and looked at the number a moment the way she looked at all her numbers. Not for what it said but for what it would let her rule out later. Thirty-eight was steep. Steep for a residential stair, steep enough that the county inspector would have flagged it on a new build and waved it through on a house like this one, which had gone up board by board sometime before inspectors existed in this part of Virginia and had been settling toward the creek ever since. Nothing in these hollows was square. The Hartline place least of all. The risers underfoot were hand-cut and unequal, two of them sagging where the nails had let go, and the whole run carried a list to it, a half-inch lean to the left that a person going down in the dark would correct for without knowing they did.
Thirteen risers. She had counted them twice on the way down, once from habit and once because the number you assumed was the number that put you in a deposition with no good answer. Thirteen down into a dirt-floored cellar that the Hartlines, like everyone in Sykes Hollow, used for the things a house couldn't hold: shelves of home-canned tomatoes gone the color of dried blood, a chest freezer breathing its low note in the corner, a rope of garlic, a churn nobody had touched since churns meant anything. A single bulb hung from a cloth-wrapped cord. Ashley had screwed it tighter when she came down. It had been loose in the socket, flickering, and she did not like to do precise work by a light that argued with her.
She set her thumb against the second tread and pressed. It gave, a soft sponge of rot under the paint, and somewhere down in the wood a nail complained. A person coming home in the dark with her arms full would put her weight there a thousand times and never think about it, because the body learns a staircase the way it learns a sentence and stops reading the words. That was the thing about familiar stairs. They were the safest in the world right up until they weren't.
Tessa Hartline had been found here on a Tuesday morning in February, at the foot of these stairs, four months and eleven days ago. Forty-one years old. A hospice nurse, which Ashley kept returning to without wanting to, a woman whose whole working life had been the careful management of other people's dying, found dead herself with a broken neck and one slipper still on the third tread from the top. The other slipper had been on her foot. The deputy's photographs were sleeved in plastic and spread across Ashley's knee, and she had spent the better part of twenty minutes matching the dead woman's printed shape against the cold floor in front of her, the way you'd lay a pattern against cloth before you cut.
That was the trouble. The pattern didn't fit the cloth.
A person who pitches forward down a flight of stairs travels. Ashley knew the literature the way she knew her own match lists, past the point of interest, into the flat country where facts just sat and were true. A forward fall carried momentum off the top tread and spent it on the way down, so the body landed out from the base of the stairs, sometimes a yard or more, the limbs thrown in the directions they'd already been going when the floor came up. Heads pointed away from the run. Bodies opened toward the room. The physics of a domestic fall was many things, but it was not subtle and it was not shy.
Tessa had landed tucked.
Folded almost neatly against the bottom riser, her head three inches off the lowest step, her stockinged feet, one slippered and one bare, pointing up the run, back the way she'd come. Not flung out into the cellar. Pressed in against the stairs, as though she'd been laid down with some care and then forgotten.
A fall that lands you tucked like that is a fall that had help, or a fall that wasn't a fall. Ashley knew there were honest exceptions. Bodies did strange things; a person could catch a heel, turn, come down sideways, fold against the base in a way that looked staged and wasn't. One photograph proved nothing and she'd have said so on a stand. But she had measured a great many bottoms of a great many stairs, and the exceptions had a roughness to them, a violence, limbs at angles that told the story of a body fighting the floor on the way down. There was none of that here. Tessa Hartline lay in the dirt like a woman set down by hands, neat as folded laundry, and that neatness was the kind of detail a careful investigator filed and a careless one called peaceful and moved past.
Ashley set the photograph flat on the dirt where the body had been, lined the printed shoulders against the faint discoloration the cleanup crew had missed, and stood over it. The wrongness moved through her slowly, the way cold comes up through a poured floor, not a chill but a leaching, a thing you noticed only after it had already reached your knees.
Above her, through the open cellar door, the kitchen light laid a long yellow rectangle across the top landing, and in it she could hear someone moving. Cabinet, then water, then the small domestic clatter of a kettle set on a burner. Lorrie Hartline, making coffee for people she was paying to tell her she wasn't crazy. The sister had been up there an hour, unable to come down and unwilling to leave, and Ashley had been grateful for both.
Boots on the landing. Then the stairwell darkened as a body filled it, and Jared Whitt came down with one hand riding the rail, not gripping it, just resting there, the way a man does when he has read the same fall reports she has and has no intention of becoming a second photograph. Detective, Virginia State Police, on loan to the county's cold unit the way she was, the two of them a budget line nobody upstate fully understood. He stopped two treads from the bottom, where the bad light caught the gray that had come into his beard this past year, and looked at the photograph lying face-up on the floor beneath her feet.
"Sheriff's office closed this in March," he said. "Accidental. You read that part."
"I read all the parts."
"The sister read it too. Didn't stop her writing us a check." There was no edge in it. Jared spent words like a man who'd had to borrow them once and didn't care for the interest; he said exactly what a thing needed and then stopped, and Ashley had come, over a year of cold rooms like this one, to trust the silences as much as the sentences. "So tell me. What've you got that three deputies and a medical examiner walked right past."
Ashley crouched again and laid two fingers on the photograph, on the angle of the dead woman's shoulders against the lowest step. "She fell forward. Everybody agrees she fell forward. Face and chest are bruised, hands aren't, so she didn't catch herself, which reads as a faint or a missed step, fine. A body that goes forward down a run lands facing away from the stairs. Out into the room. Momentum has to go somewhere."
"People fall every way there is."
"They do." She didn't argue it, because it was true and arguing true things lost you the room. "But look where her head is." She moved her fingers an inch. "Three inches off the bottom riser, feet pointed back up the stairs. She didn't land facing out into the room. She landed facing back the way she came, folded in against the base like something set there. A forward fall scatters you. This is composed."
Jared came down the last two treads. He didn't crowd her; he never did. He stood at the foot of the stairs with his hands in his coat and looked at the floor, then up the listing run, then at the dirt where the shape had been, and Ashley let him have the quiet. Somewhere behind the canning shelves the freezer cycled off, and the cellar got a degree more silent, the house holding its winter breath in the last week of June.
"Composed how," he said finally.
"Like she was put here." Ashley stood, gathered the photographs back into their sleeve, and brushed the clay off her knees. Above them the kettle started its thin rising whine, and Lorrie Hartline's footsteps crossed the kitchen and stopped, as if the woman had remembered there were people in her sister's cellar deciding what kind of death it had been. "Or like she came down these stairs already gone, and gravity just finished a sentence somebody else started."
"That's not a genealogy problem." It wasn't a challenge. Jared was building the wall he'd have to defend upstairs, brick by brick, the way he always made her do. "Bad angle on a four-month-old fall. A judge'll tell you a dead woman can land however she pleases."
"He'd be right." She closed the field book over its single penciled number. "By itself the position proves nothing. A defense attorney would have me apologizing inside ten minutes." She looked up the run again, at the yellow rectangle and the silence behind it where the sister stood. "But Tessa ordered a DNA test three weeks before she died. Spit in a tube, mailed it off, paid the rush fee. And a hospice nurse who's spent twenty years watching how people leave the world does not, three weeks before she falls down her own cellar stairs, suddenly need to know where she came from. Not unless something made the question urgent."
Jared looked at her for a moment in the bad light. "You think the tube and the stairs are the same case."
"I think a woman went looking for who she was, and four months ago she stopped being able to look." Ashley tucked the field book into her coat. "I want her results. I want to build her tree. And I want to know what she found out about herself in the three weeks before this house decided she'd had an accident."
She climbed past him toward the yellow rectangle of light, toward the coffee and the waiting and the sister who would have to be told something true. Behind her the single bulb swayed a little on its cloth cord, throwing the steep run into moving shadow, and the angle of the fall stayed down there in the dark where she'd found it, wrong as a word spelled backward, patient, waiting on someone willing to read it the right way round.






  
  Chapter 2: A Feeling Isn't Evidence


The coffee Lorrie Hartline poured was too strong and too hot, and she set three mugs on the kitchen table without asking whether anyone wanted milk, because in Sykes Hollow you took it black or you took it as it came, and a stranger who asked for milk was telling you something about themselves you'd remember. 
Ashley wrapped both hands around the mug and didn't drink. The kitchen was small and scrupulously kept, the kind of clean that costs something, counters wiped to the grain, a dish towel folded in thirds over the oven handle, a wall calendar still turned to February with a doctor's appointment penciled in a dead woman's hand for a Thursday that never came. Nobody had flipped the page. Four months, and nobody could bring themselves to flip the page.
Lorrie saw her looking. "I keep meaning to," she said. "And then I think, that's the last thing she wrote on. Her handwriting." She sat down hard in the chair across the table, a heavy woman in her fifties with her sister's chin and none of her sister's rest, hands red from work or from wringing. "You'll think I'm a fool."
"I don't think anything yet," Ashley said. "That's what I'm here for. To find out what's worth thinking."
Jared had taken the chair by the window, angled so he could see the yard and the gravel turnaround where his truck sat ticking as it cooled. He had his notebook out but hadn't opened it. He let Ashley run the front of a thing; it was an arrangement they'd never discussed and both relied on. People talked to Ashley because she catalogued instead of pressed, and they forgot, for a while, that the quiet man by the window was writing them down.
"Tell me why you wrote us the check," Ashley said.
Lorrie turned her own mug a quarter-turn on the table, the way her sister's body had been turned a quarter-turn from true at the bottom of the stairs. "Because the sheriff stopped looking the day after they found her, and I couldn't. Because everybody keeps telling me to grieve and let it lie, and grieving I can do. Letting it lie I can't." Her jaw worked. "Tessa didn't fall down those stairs, Miss Burns. I know how that sounds. I've heard how it sounds, out of my own mouth, at the sheriff's office, and I watched a deputy half my age decide I was a sad old woman who needed it to be somebody's fault." She lifted her chin. "But I knew my sister forty-one years. She went up and down that cellar a thousand times in the dark. She put up forty quarts of tomatoes down there every August of her life. That woman knew those stairs like she knew her own teeth."
"People who know stairs still fall down them," Jared said, not unkindly. It was the same thing he'd said in the cellar, and he was saying it for the same reason, to see what it knocked loose. "Tired. Distracted. Reached for a light switch that's an inch from where the hand expects. Happens to careful people more than careless ones, because careful people stop watching the thing they trust."
"You sound like the deputy."
"I'm telling you what a defense lawyer will say. What a judge will think. If there's anything here, it has to be stronger than a sister's faith, or it dies in a drawer and you've spent your money making me drive out from Abingdon." He said it level, and Lorrie took it level, and Ashley watched something pass between them. The woman recognizing she was being handled honestly, which is rarer and more disarming than sympathy.
"I don't have stronger," Lorrie admitted. "That's the hell of it. I've got a feeling and a flipped calendar and the way she was the last month of her life."
Ashley set her mug down. "What way was that?"
For the first time Lorrie looked less certain. Not of the conclusion but of how to lay out the road to it. "Distracted," she said slowly. "But not sad-distracted. Busy. Like she'd taken on a project she didn't want to talk about. I'd call and she'd be at the library in Lebanon, or up at the courthouse, and she'd put me off, 'I'll tell you when there's something to tell, Lor.'" The imitation cracked her voice and she pushed through it. "Tessa told me everything. We talked every day of our lives. And the last six weeks she had a thing she was carrying alone, and three weeks before she died she came over to my place and asked me—" Lorrie stopped.
"Asked you what."
"Whether Mama and Daddy ever said anything to me about when she was born." Lorrie's red hands went still on the table. "Where she was born. She wanted to know if I remembered Mama being pregnant with her. And I'm four years older, so I should, I should remember a baby coming into a house, and the truth is—" Her face did something complicated. "The truth is I don't. I remember Tessa being there. A baby in the front room. I always figured I was just too little to hold onto the before. But she asked me straight out, did I remember Mama carrying her, and I couldn't say yes, and the look on her face when I couldn't—"
She didn't finish. She didn't need to. Ashley felt the cellar-cold come up through her again, the same slow leaching, because she knew that look from the inside of her own skull and had spent thirty-some years declining to wear it.
It was the danger of the work, the thing the supervisors never warned you about because they didn't know it themselves unless they'd lived it: that sometimes the dead person's question was your own question, and the case became a mirror you couldn't set down. Tessa Hartline had stood in a room and asked her sister do you remember Mama carrying me and gotten silence, and that silence had sent her to a tube and a rush fee and, three weeks later, the bottom of a flight of stairs. And Ashley had spent her whole adult life not asking that exact question of anyone, keeping a drawer shut, keeping a folder closed, building a career on finding the answer for strangers precisely so she'd never have to go looking for her own. She looked at Lorrie's stilled red hands and understood that she and the dead woman were two versions of the same person, one who'd asked and one who'd refused to, and that the only difference between them so far was that the asking had gotten Tessa killed and the refusing had kept Ashley alive, and she could not yet say which of them had been the coward. She put the thought down, hard, where she put such things, because there was a grieving sister across the table who needed an investigator and not a woman having a private reckoning. But she'd felt it land, and feeling it land was new, and she filed even that.
"She ordered a DNA kit," Ashley said. It wasn't quite a question.
Lorrie's head came up. "How do you know that?"
"It was logged in evidence. The sheriff's people boxed her mail when they cleared the scene and it sat in the box because a swab kit isn't a clue when you've already decided it's a fall." Ashley kept her voice flat, a courtesy. "One of those direct-to-consumer ancestry tests. She paid for expedited handling on the fifth of February. She died on the eleventh."
The kitchen went very quiet. The refrigerator hummed. Out the window a truck passed on the hollow road and didn't slow.
"Then there's results," Lorrie said. "Somewhere. There's results."
"There's a sample," Ashley said carefully, "that may or may not have ever been processed. If she mailed it before she died, the lab ran it on their own clock and the report's sitting in an account nobody's logged into in four months. If it was still in this house when she fell—" She let that hang, because the other half of the sentence was then someone may have had a reason to make sure it wasn't, and she wasn't ready to put that in a grieving woman's kitchen yet.
Jared shifted in his chair. "You're saying the genealogy might be the case."
"I'm saying the genealogy is the only hard thing on this table." Ashley turned to him. "Lorrie's feeling won't survive a courtroom and the angle in the cellar won't either, not alone. But a woman who, at forty-one, suddenly needs to know if her mother was ever pregnant with her. And who orders a test to find out. And who's dead inside a week of asking the question out loud. That's not a feeling. That's a sequence. And sequences I can work."
She turned back to Lorrie. "I need everything Tessa might have left. Her computer. Her phone if you have it. Any login she used, even if you don't know the password. Letters, printouts, a notebook, people who go looking for themselves write things down, they can't help it. And I need your DNA."
Lorrie blinked. "Mine?"
"You're her sister. If the question is whether you actually are, biologically, then your sample next to whatever Tessa's produced answers it in an afternoon. Siblings share a known range of DNA. Either you two fall in that range or you don't, and there's no feeling in it and no judge can argue with it. It's just a number." Ashley held the woman's eyes. "Do you want the number, Lorrie? Because some people ask the question and then find out they didn't want the answer. If you're one of them, tell me now, and I'll work the case some other way."
It was the hardest thing she'd say all day and she said it plainly, because she'd been on the other side of that mirror her whole adult life and had never once let anyone hold the glass up to her, and she would not pretend to Lorrie Hartline that the answer was free.
Lorrie didn't take long. "She wanted to know," the woman said. "Whatever it costs me, she was reaching for it when she died. I'm not going to be the one to drop it." She stood, went to a drawer, and came back with a phone in a cracked floral case and a child's composition notebook, the marbled black-and-white kind, its cover soft with handling. She set them both on the table between the coffee mugs. "Her phone. Sheriff gave it back, said there was nothing on it. And this." She touched the notebook but didn't open it. "I found it in the nightstand after. It's just, names. Dates. I couldn't make sense of it. I thought it was nothing." She looked up. "Is it nothing?"
Ashley drew the notebook toward her and opened the cover, and the first page was a hand-drawn tree, boxes and lines, the universal shorthand of a person teaching themselves genealogy from the internet, except that two of the boxes near the top had question marks where the names should be, and one box, set off to the side and circled twice in pen pressed hard enough to dent the page, held no name at all. Just a date, and beneath it, in Tessa Hartline's last handwriting, four words underlined so heavily the pen had nearly gone through.
Who brought me here.
Not who am I. Not where am I from. Who brought me here. The wording of a woman who'd already stopped believing she'd simply been born into this house, and started asking who'd carried her into it.
Ashley closed the notebook over her thumb to keep the place. The kitchen calendar hung on the wall behind Lorrie, still turned to February, the dead woman's appointment penciled in for a Thursday that never came, and Ashley understood she wasn't going to be the one to flip that page either, not until she knew who'd written the question that killed the woman who asked it.
"No," she said. "It isn't nothing." She stood and slid the notebook and the phone into her bag. "Get me a cheek swab before I leave. And don't open that account if you find the login, let me. If Tessa's results are sitting in there, I want to be the first one through the door, and I want to know if anybody got there ahead of me."
Jared was already on his feet, notebook closed, reading her the way he'd learned to. "Where are we going?"
"To find out who she was before somebody decided she shouldn't know." Ashley shouldered the bag. "Because whoever that is. They're still in this county. And they let her order the test. They just didn't let her read it."






  
  Chapter 3: No Hartlines in the Blood


The login was taped to the inside cover of the composition notebook, on a sliver of paper Tessa Hartline had folded twice and pressed flat, and Ashley found it the way she found most things, by being unwilling to assume the obvious place was empty. 
She worked from the field office the unit kept in the back half of a former insurance agency on Main Street in Lebanon, two rooms with a shared bathroom and a window unit that fought the June heat to a draw. Her desk faced the wall, by choice. People who faced windows watched the street and called it thinking. Ashley faced a corkboard and a county map and the slow accretion of index cards, and she did her watching there.
The ancestry account opened on the first try. The results had been waiting since the nineteenth of February, processed eight days after Tessa mailed the sample, four days after she died, sitting in an inbox nobody had thought to check because nobody had thought a swab kit was a clue. Ashley sat with that a moment, the small obscenity of it: a woman's answer arriving in the world four days after she'd left it, and waiting four more months for anyone to look.
She looked.
The first screen was the one the company designed to delight you. A pie chart of ethnicity estimates, the reassuring percentages people screenshotted and posted. Tessa came back the way half the county would: predominantly British Isles and Northern European, a thread of German, the genetic signature of the Scots-Irish who'd come down the Great Wagon Road two centuries back and never left the hollows. Nothing in it surprised. Nothing in it was the point.
Ashley skipped past it to the part the company buried two clicks deep because it caused people grief: the match list. The actual DNA. The relatives.
She read it the way she read everything, top down, and she did not let herself conclude anything for the first full minute because the first minute was where you fooled yourself. The closest match was a man, initials only on the public display, sharing 1,740 centimorgans with Tessa across forty-one segments. Ashley's mouth went dry in a way that had nothing to do with the window unit. Seventeen hundred centimorgans was not a stranger. Seventeen hundred was an aunt, an uncle, a half-sibling, a grandparent, a niece or nephew. The band where close family lived. A person who shared 1,740 cM with you was in your house, genetically speaking, whatever the surname on the mailbox.
She pulled up the match's tree where the man had made it public, sparse but real, four generations of it. She built it out sideways across her own screen, cross-referencing against the county records she kept mirrored locally, because the courthouse's online portal went down whenever it rained and she'd learned not to depend on it.
The man's surname was Cole.
Not Hartline. Nowhere in his four generations was there a Hartline. Not married in, not buried beside, not standing as godparent in a christening record. The line ran Cole and Sutphin and Combs and back into the same tangle of hollow families that made southwest Virginia genealogy a knot rather than a tree, but it did not, anywhere Ashley could find it, touch the Hartlines.
She sat back.
One close match proved nothing on its own; people had cousins they'd never met, lines that crossed in unexpected places. So she went down the list. The second match, 980 cM, surname Sutphin again, the band of a first cousin or a great-aunt. The third, 710, a Combs. The fourth and fifth and sixth, all in the hundreds, all the same three or four surnames braiding around each other, Cole, Sutphin, Combs, a single Mullins. And not one Hartline among them. Not in the close band, not in the middle, not until Ashley scrolled down past sixty matches into the low double-digit centimorgans where everybody in Appalachia was related to everybody else by some sixth-cousin thread that meant nothing.
There, at last, a Hartline. Twenty-two centimorgans. The DNA-equivalent of a nod across a church parking lot.
Ashley pulled Lorrie's swab. She'd run it that morning, rushed it through the unit's own contract lab on a favor. And laid the sister's numbers beside Tessa's.
Lorrie Hartline and Tessa Hartline shared 19 centimorgans.
She read it twice. She'd read worse numbers in worse contexts and kept her face, but she sat with this one because of what it did to the kitchen four hours behind her, to the woman who'd said I knew my sister forty-one years and we talked every day of our lives.
Before she let the number mean anything, she made it prove itself. A result this big wanted checking more than a small one did, not less, because the temptation to run with it was the thing that put a person in a courtroom apologizing. She re-ran the comparison against the raw data instead of the report. She confirmed the sample IDs hadn't crossed, that she wasn't reading Lorrie against some stranger by a clerical slip of her own. She checked the SNP overlap, the density of the read, the small housekeeping questions that separated a true low number from a degraded one. The lab had run clean. The overlap was good. The number held at nineteen, weighted three ways, with no honest place left for it to be an error. It was real. It was the realest thing on the screen.
Nineteen centimorgans was not sisters. It was not half-sisters. It was barely cousins. Full sisters shared somewhere around 2,600 centimorgans, half-sisters around 1,700, and even first cousins came in at several hundred. Nineteen put Lorrie and Tessa at the outer edge of detectable relation. The kind of shared DNA two people from the same small, intermarried county might carry without being family in any sense a family would recognize. They'd grown up in the same house. They'd buried the same parents. They'd talked every day of their lives.
They were not, by any measure the science could find, sisters.
Ashley got up, filled the electric kettle from the bathroom tap, and stood by the window unit while it boiled, not because she wanted tea but because she'd learned to put her body somewhere else when a result wanted her to leap. The leap was always the same and always wrong: adopted, the mind said, secret, cover-up, and ran ahead to a story before the evidence had finished talking. She made herself walk it back to what she actually knew, which was narrower and harder.
She knew Tessa Hartline shared almost no DNA with the woman who'd raised beside her as a sister. She knew Tessa's close genetic family were Coles and Sutphins and Combs, not Hartlines. She knew Tessa, at forty-one, had drawn a family tree with a box that held no name, only a date and the words who brought me here. And she knew that Lorrie, four years older, who should remember a baby coming into a house, could not remember her mother ever being pregnant.
The honest read wasn't adopted. The honest read was not born to this family. And the difference mattered, because the word adopted implied paperwork, a process, a record somewhere with a judge's signature, and there was no adoption on file for Tessa Hartline. Ashley had checked that first thing, before the kit ever came back, the way you check the easy answer so you don't waste a week being surprised by it. The county had no record of Tessa being adopted by anyone. As far as Russell County, Virginia was officially concerned, Tessa had been born to the Hartlines and had died a Hartline, and the forty-one years in between had a birth certificate to prove the bookends.
A birth certificate that the blood said was a lie.
Ashley poured the boiling water over a tea bag she didn't want and carried it back to the desk and looked at the two columns of numbers, and the case turned over in her hands and became a different case entirely, quietly, without drama, the way the most dangerous things change.
It had walked in the door as maybe a fall was a murder. It was something else now. It was a woman raised under a name that wasn't biologically hers, with a birth certificate that didn't match her blood, who started asking how she'd come to be in that house. And died three weeks later. Somebody, sometime, had put an infant girl into the Hartline home and papered over where she'd come from well enough to fool the county for four decades. That was not an adoption. Adoptions were legal, recorded, and proud of themselves. This was a placement. A baby moved and a record made to match, off the books, under the table, with whatever signatures a thing like that required.
And Tessa had started pulling the thread.
Ashley pulled the composition notebook back out and turned to the tree with the unnamed box, and now she read it differently. The two question-marked boxes near the top, those were the biological parents Tessa had been groping toward, the Coles or Sutphins or whoever the match list would eventually name. But the box set off to the side, the one circled twice, the one that held only a date and who brought me here. That box wasn't a parent at all. Ashley saw it now. A child doesn't ask who brought her if she thinks she was born where she woke up. Tessa hadn't been looking for a mother. By the end she'd been looking for the person who'd carried her in. The one who'd moved the baby and made the papers lie.
A placer. There'd been a placer.
Ashley sat very still in the two-room office with the window unit grinding and the tea going cold and the date in the circled box looking back at her, and she did not write placer on an index card yet, because she had a discipline about words she put on the board, and that word, once she pinned it up, was going to change what kind of county she lived in.
Instead she wrote, in pencil, on a card she set apart from the others: Tessa H. not Hartline by blood. No adoption on file. Close matches: Cole, Sutphin, Combs. Who made the certificate?
She pinned it to the board, alone, with an inch of empty cork around it like a quarantine.
Her phone buzzed on the desk. Jared, a text, three words because three was what a thing needed: Sister's results in?
Ashley looked at the card, and the two columns of numbers, and the box circled twice in a dead woman's hand.
She typed back: Lorrie's not her sister. Nobody is. Come in. The case just stopped being a fall.






  
  Chapter 4: Impossible Cousins


Dr. Nadia Albright called at 7:40 in the morning, meaning she'd been at the bench since five, meaning she'd found something she didn't trust herself to sit on. 
"You're going to tell me your numbers are wrong," she said, instead of hello. "They're not. I ran the controls twice. Get up here when you can and I'll show you the thing that ruined my morning."
The state lab Nadia ran was ninety minutes east in Roanoke, in a building that had been a tobacco warehouse and still, on humid days, gave back a ghost of cured leaf under the bleach. Ashley made the drive with the windows down and the composition notebook on the passenger seat, and she spent the ninety minutes not theorizing, because Nadia despised people who arrived with conclusions and made her dismantle them before she could show her work.
Nadia was waiting in the small conference room with two laptops and the particular stillness she got when the data had surprised her. She was a compact woman in her fifties with reading glasses pushed up into gray hair she cut herself, and she had spent thirty years making juries believe in numbers, which had left her with no patience for anyone, including herself, who believed a number before she'd tried to break it.
"Sit," she said. "I pulled Tessa Hartline's raw file to verify your relationship math before I'd put my name near it. Your read's correct. She's not a Hartline, the close matches are Cole and Sutphin and Combs, the certificate's a fiction. Fine. Disturbing, but clean." She turned the first laptop. "Then I did the thing I always do, which is look at the county reference set, because I never trust a result I can't situate. And the reference set is where my morning died."
Ashley pulled a chair around to read over her shoulder. "Situate how?"
"You know I've been building a local population panel. Two years of consented samples from across the coalfield counties, so that when I get a forensic profile I can say how common an allele is here, not in some textbook population that doesn't look anything like Russell County." Nadia tapped the screen. "I dropped Tessa's close matches into the panel to see where they sat. And the panel did something it is not supposed to do."
She brought up a matrix. A grid of families down one axis and across the other, the cells shaded by how much DNA each pair shared. Most of it was the pale wash Ashley expected: unrelated families, near-zero shared DNA, strangers. But two columns and two rows, where they crossed, burned dark.
"These two," Nadia said. "The Sutphins out past Honaker. And the Mullins family over in the Dante end of the county. Twelve, fourteen miles apart, different churches, different cemeteries, no marriages between them on any record I can find going back to 1880. By every document that exists, these are two unrelated families." She tapped the dark cells. "And genetically, they're stacked on top of each other. Multiple individuals across both families sharing first-and-second-cousin levels of DNA. Not one fluke pairing. A web of it. The Mullinses and the Sutphins are riddled with shared segments that have no business existing if the paper's right."
Ashley looked at the dark cells for a while. "How much DNA, specifically?"
"Several pairings in the 400-to-900 centimorgan range. Across both families. As if somebody took two unrelated clans and threaded a dozen shared grandparents through them in the dark." Nadia took her glasses off, which she did when she wanted to be told she was wrong. "So. You're the genealogist. Tell me why my panel is lying to me, because the alternative is that two families who've never married each other are full of each other's blood, and that's not a result, that's a horror movie."
Ashley didn't answer right away. She pulled the second laptop over and opened her own county tree-mirror and started doing what she did, laying paper against blood, the documents against the DNA, looking for the seam. And the seam, when she found it, was almost boring. That was the thing about the real answer. It was almost always boring.
"It's endogamy," she said.
Nadia put her glasses back on. "Walk it."
"You've got a population that's been small and isolated for two hundred years. Same hollows, same handful of founding families, limited roads, limited marriage pool. When people marry within a closed group generation after generation, the same ancestral DNA gets passed down through multiple lines at once. So two people who are 'fourth cousins' on paper, one shared great-great-grandparent, can carry the DNA of six shared ancestors, because those six all trace back into the same small founder pool. The paper says distant. The blood says close. The blood isn't wrong and the paper isn't wrong. They're measuring different things." She gestured at the dark cells. "In an endogamous population, centimorgans inflate. A number that means 'first cousin' in a textbook outbred population can mean 'fourth cousin six times over' here. The Mullinses and Sutphins aren't secretly closely related. They're distantly related through a dozen shared founders, and the math piles all those distant connections into one big-looking number."
Nadia studied the matrix. She tabbed to a second view, a scatter of the shared segments themselves, the raw lengths laid out like timber sorted by board. "I can settle it for you in twenty minutes, you know. If it's real endogamy, old founder stuff, the shared DNA comes in short pieces, lots of them, chopped fine by all those generations of recombination. If it's something recent, something close, the pieces come long and whole, because there hasn't been time to break them. Ancient looks like sawdust. Recent looks like planks." She rested a finger on the trackpad. "Twenty minutes and I'd know which this is. Say the word and I'll run the segment lengths right now."
It was the test. The one test, offered freely, sitting one keystroke under Nadia's finger, the thing that would have told Ashley in twenty minutes that the dark cells were planks and not sawdust, that the closeness was built and not inherited, that the case she had not yet been hired to fully understand was already glowing on the screen in front of her. Ashley looked at it and felt nothing pull at her, no snag, no cellar-cold, because she had a true answer and a true answer is a closed door.
"Don't burn your morning on it," Ashley said. "I've seen this exact pattern in four counties. It's always the same thing, and the thing is endogamy, and the segment test'll just come back confirming a population that married its cousins for two hundred years. Save the instrument time for something that's actually a question." She was already reaching for her coat. "This isn't a question. It's a county."
Nadia's finger stayed on the trackpad a moment longer, the scatter glowing, the planks she'd offered to count for nothing. Then she closed the view. "All right," she said. "You're the genealogist."
"You're sure," Nadia said.
"It's the single most common error in Appalachian genetic genealogy. People see a 600-centimorgan match, assume half-sibling or aunt, build a whole false family on it, and they're wrong, because they used an outbred population model on an inbred population. The likelihood ratios are computed on the assumption that shared DNA comes from one recent common ancestor. Break that assumption and every number lies in the same direction, toward closeness." She shrugged. "Your panel's not broken, Nadia. It's just honest about a county that married its cousins for two centuries. The Sutphins and Mullinses look impossibly related because, distantly, through the founders, they are. Everybody here is."
It was the truth. Ashley believed every word of it as she said it, and every word of it was correct, and that was exactly why the seed went into the ground without a sound.
Because she was right about endogamy in general, and right that it inflated numbers, and right that the textbook model lied. And so she was satisfied, and she stopped looking, and she did not run the one test that would have separated the boring true answer from the other one. She didn't check whether the dark cells were spread across the families, the diffuse signature of real endogamy, or concentrated in a particular generation, in particular individuals, the signature of something that wasn't ancient at all. She had a true explanation that fit, and a true explanation that fits is the most efficient way in the world to stop a person from finding the truer one underneath it.
Nadia was still frowning at the matrix. "It bothers me."
"It bothers everybody the first time. That's why people get it wrong." Ashley was already half out of the chair, the explanation filed, the morning's small mystery solved to her own satisfaction. "Endogamy's the reason this whole job exists out here. The standard tools assume the textbook county that doesn't exist. You have to correct for it or you'll convict the wrong cousin every time."
"Convict the wrong cousin," Nadia repeated. She didn't like the sound of it; Ashley saw that and didn't register why, filed it under Nadia's general allergy to numbers she couldn't fully cage. "All right. I'll flag the panel as endogamy-corrected and move on. But I want it in the file that the pattern's there, in case it matters down the road."
"It won't hurt to have it." Ashley took out her phone, leaned over the laptop, and photographed the matrix. The pale wash, the two columns and two rows burning dark where they crossed, the impossible cousins. A housekeeping reflex. The kind of image that sat in a folder for months, captioned for the file, until the day someone looked at it knowing what to look for and saw that the dark cells weren't spread like endogamy at all. That they clustered. That the same handful of birth years recurred. That two unrelated families shared the DNA of the same small number of people, born across the same forty years, placed into homes that had no paper claim to them. The same children, re-placed, their blood threaded through families that had never married because the children had never been born to either one.
But that was a day months off, and this was a Tuesday in June, and Ashley Burns put her phone back in her pocket with the photograph in







