
  
  
      
        
          Pressed Between The Leaves

          A Rare Books Mystery

		      
          Carter Bryson

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by Carter Bryson 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.







  
  Dedication


For the readers who know that some secrets are not hidden in shadows, but in margins. 
For everyone who has ever loved an old house, an old book, a forgotten room, or a truth that waited patiently to be found.
And for those who believe the past is never truly silent.
It is only waiting for the right person to read it.
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  Chapter 1: The Open Door


The door was exactly as she had left it. 
That was the problem.
Alex stood in the hall with the blue notebook against her chest and made herself look again — at the door, at the frame, at the mat — and confirmed what she had confirmed thirty seconds ago. The library door was closed. The padlock was seated. Both keys still on her ring, which had been in her coat pocket all evening.
The wet bootprint was on the mat.
She had not been in the library since this morning. She had not come in through the east entrance. She had not stood on this mat since the day before yesterday, when she'd brought in the floor lamp from the hall.
The bootprint was fresh — the print of a sole she didn't recognize, still dark with Atlantic mud, going toward the door, not away.
She did not touch the padlock or try either key. She stood in the hall for eleven seconds — she counted, because counting was steadying, and then she stepped back and called Marsh.
Marsh arrived in nineteen minutes, which Alex spent on the bottom stair in the dark, not turning on lights she might need to have unaltered. The notebook was still in her hands. She was thinking clearly, she noticed — the specific clarity that arrives when a situation is serious enough to organize around.
Two deputies came in through the front door first. Marsh followed, nodded at Alex once, and began. She moved through the house methodically: ground floor first, then upstairs, then the east entrance, the utility passage, the garden. The deputies covered what Marsh wasn't covering. Alex listened from the stair.
Eleven minutes later Marsh came back down.
"No one here," she said. "Window latch on the north wall of the library. Someone worked it from outside — there's a tool mark on the frame, small, consistent with a pry or a thin blade. Whoever it was reseated the latch when they left. They were good."
"They know how to handle things," Alex said.
"Tell me why you say it that way."
"The library was searched." Marsh had opened the library while Alex was on the stairs; she had noted this without being asked. "The bootprint goes in, not out. They searched, they left through the window, they pulled it closed."
"We'll need you to tell us what's different in there."
Alex stood and went in.
The library at night was a different room than the library in daylight. The amber lamp she left burning on the reading table cast its usual pool, and beyond it the shelves went into particular dark, the leather bindings absorbing what light remained. She had spent enough evenings in this room to know how it sat in dark: the sounds it made, the quality of stillness in the passage between the stacks.
She started at the door and worked inward, the way she cataloged.
The first thing she confirmed was that the organizational logic was intact. Books examined and replaced — not carelessly, not in panic. The angle of return was the tell. She had shelved every volume herself; she knew exactly how far she'd pressed each spine. Whoever it was had handled the books correctly, had understood how to lift and return without breaking spines, had not opened from the bottom. Their shelving-back differed from hers only in the degrees — fractional, but consistent, right-handed, working right to left. She moved through the stacks noting it.
"They were looking for something specific," she said. Marsh was behind her, taking notes. "Not browsing. Not curious. They knew what they were looking for, or they had a description. They went through everything — but they started somewhere."
She stopped at the far end of the east stacks, where the documents folio lived on the third shelf. The folio had been lifted and replaced — she could see it in the slight misalignment of the brass corner reinforcements.
"They started here," she said.
"What's in the folio?"
"Eighteenth-century land surveys. Correspondence copies. Not what they were looking for." She looked at the shelf. She looked at where the reading table sat, at the lamp, at the empty space where the blue notebook had been. "They were looking for the letter-patent," she said. "Or the document inside the leaf. Both."
Marsh watched her.
"It's in Geneva," Alex said. "Voss removed it from the leaf before he left. He hasn't told me where it is yet." She paused. "They don't know that."
"And the notebook."
"Was in my coat." She had taken it when she'd left that evening, the impulse obscure to her even now. She hadn't read more than the first page. She'd brought it without knowing why, in the same instinctive way she carried certain things she hadn't finished deciding about. "They searched the whole room. They didn't find it."
Marsh made a note. "I'll want the notebook logged as evidence."
"Tomorrow," Alex said. "I want to read it tonight."
Marsh looked at her for a moment — the evaluating look Alex had come to recognize as the one she used before making a decision. "Okay," she said. "Tomorrow."
Marsh left at a quarter past two. Alex locked the east window herself, sliding the latch and checking it, then did the full perimeter — all the things she had not done diligently enough, apparently. She made coffee she didn't taste and built up the fire because the late June night had gone cool and she was going to be in this chair for a long time.
She opened the blue notebook.
Margaret Aldreth had written thirty-one pages in a hand that was small, controlled, and urgent. Not the urgency of panic — the urgency of someone with a great deal to say and a precise sense of the time available. The margins had no doodles, no corrections. The sentences were complete. She had planned this.
Alex read.
The notebook covered three months of Margaret's final year. It covered the thing she had witnessed and the thing she had done about it and the thing she had understood too late to prevent. The language was not emotional the way grief is. It was emotional the way formal testimony is, carefully, with named dates and named people and the exact words that had been said in the rooms where she had been present and was not supposed to understand the significance of what she was hearing.
She had understood.
She wrote about understanding the way you write about something that has cost you something to understand. She named Luca Lund. She named the authorization — the specific word used, the person who used it, the person who had been sent to carry out what the word authorized. She was precise about Luca Lund. She owed him precision, she wrote; she had not been able to give him anything else.
She named Garrett Moss. She gave his firm — Moss and Associates, Portland — and the number of years he had served the family and the capacities she had not always been told about. She did not speculate about Moss. She recorded only what she had witnessed directly. What she had witnessed directly was enough.
She wrote about Voss.
They will send someone. They always send someone. Cornelius has written to him and I cannot stop what follows from that, but I can record what will happen when they learn he has surfaced. They will send someone. The approach will be professional — an offer first, generous enough to be credible, because that is the pattern. When the offer is refused, the approach will change. I know the instrument. I know the change. Dorian Farr has served the family for twenty-two years and he has never failed a commission. I am writing this four months before anything has happened to Voss, and I am writing it as a record, because when something happens to Voss, whoever reads this will need to know where to look.
Alex read this passage twice. Then she read it a third time.
She was still in the chair. The fire had settled from flame to ember and she didn't move to build it up. Outside, the foghorn began its three-second cycle — the sound she had spent six weeks learning to stop hearing and had started to sleep through. She heard it now.
She read on.
Margaret's own death she discussed the way she discussed everything else: in the plain indicative. They will do to me what they did to Luca. They will make it look like weather. I have limited means to prevent this and I am using them; I have put copies of everything I have access to in places the family does not control. Three locations. The specifics are at the back of this notebook, after the testimony. She had not been frightened of being wrong. She had been frightened of being right, which was a different thing — harder to write through, which was perhaps why the writing was so careful.
Then she wrote about the library.
Cornelius has loved this place his whole life. I have spent forty years not understanding why until this year, when I understood what he built here and why. He put the leaf in the library because no other location was safe from the family for the length of time it needed to be safe. He put the survey in the Historical Society in Vivienne Adair's care for the same reason. He trusted books to hold what couldn't be said directly. He trusted this library to hold what was too dangerous to hold anywhere else. I think he trusted whoever came after him to be someone who knew how to read a library. I hope he was right about that. I think he was.
Alex touched her glasses. She was not aware of doing it.
The east windows had gone from black to the particular dark grey that comes an hour before anything that looks like light. She was tired in the way she was tired when she had been very focused for a long time — the fatigue of attention rather than the fatigue of effort. She turned the page.
The final entry was one paragraph. It had been written last, not as part of the testimony but after it — the ink slightly different, the pressure slightly lighter, as though Margaret's hand had been tired by the time she arrived at it. It was addressed, the way things addressed to unknown recipients are addressed: into the space where a reader might eventually be.
She had been thinking about the handwriting. Margaret Aldreth had been sixty-three when she died. Sixty-three years of a particular hand — trained in the formal tradition, maintained across decades of practical use, deployed here in the same hand she would have used for legal documents, for correspondence, for the ordinary record-keeping of a long institutional life. Nothing was in the handwriting that indicated distress. The pressure was even. The line was straight. She had written these thirty pages the way she would have written anything important: at a desk, in good light, with the care of someone who understood that the document she was producing might need to be read by strangers.
The care of it was almost unbearable.
She had been in rooms with important documents for fourteen years — manuscript rooms, archive reading rooms, the institutional hush of places where things were kept because they mattered. She knew what it felt like to hold something made by someone who had been dead for three centuries. This was different. Margaret Aldreth had been alive eighteen months ago. She had written these pages in a house Alex might have driven past. She had sealed them into a blank notebook and trusted a library she had never visited to keep them until the right person arrived.
She turned the page and kept reading.
I am writing this for whoever comes to the library after Cornelius is gone. I do not know your name. I hope you are brave. I need you to finish this.
Alex sat with that for a while.
Then she called Marsh.
Marsh arrived at six-forty, before the sun had finished deciding where it was going. She came in through the front door with two cups from somewhere — the early diner in the harbor, Alex presumed, the one that opened at six for the lobster boats — and handed one to Alex without a word. They sat at the reading table with the notebook between them.
Alex walked her through the testimony. She didn't read it aloud in full — that would have taken two hours and this needed to be faster than that. She hit the architecture of it: what Margaret had witnessed, what she had recorded, who she had named and why the naming was specific enough to matter. Marsh listened without writing anything down. She was good at listening, Marsh, the kind of listening that didn't require reassurance from the speaker.
When Alex reached the section about Voss, she read it aloud. Then she read the section about Margaret's own death.
Marsh was quiet for a moment. "She knew."
"She'd been in the room for a long time," Alex said. "She understood what rooms like that produced."
"The car accident," Marsh said it in the flat specific way she said things she'd been investigating. "Three months ago. I've been looking at the road. The physical evidence never quite closed for me." She picked up the notebook carefully, by the cover, and read the passage again. They will make it look like weather. She set it down. "She predicted the instrument."
"She knew the instrument."
Something moved through Marsh's expression, not quite anger, not quite grief, the thing that lives between them. "We're going to need this properly handled," she said. "Chain of custody. The original to evidence lockup today, certified copies for our working use. I'm going to make some calls."
"There's something at the back," Alex said.
She found the pages herself, after the testimony, in the section Margaret had marked with a folded slip of paper tucked into the spine. Different ink, as she'd noted. More precise. The writing of someone who had stopped being in a hurry because the hurry was over.
A list.
Names, account numbers, locations. Physical evidence Margaret had cached outside the family's reach — materials she couldn't include in the testimony because they required access she hadn't had. Three locations, itemized with the care of someone who understood that the reader would need to be able to follow each step.
Marsh read the list through. Once, then again.
"Three locations," she said.
"In sequence," Alex said. "Each one requires you to have accessed the previous one first."
"She built a lock."
"She built a careful lock." Alex looked at the list. "She trusted whoever came to the library to be someone who could follow a sequence."
They looked at each other across the reading table, with the fire not yet built up from the previous night and the east windows beginning to go from grey to the pale pink that preceded actual dawn in this house, in late June, when the fog had burned off early enough.
"Okay," Marsh said. She had her phone out. "I need to make calls." She stood, already dialing, and walked to the east window to let the signal find her.
Alex looked at the list for another moment. Then she opened the commonplace book — the one on the reading table, not in her bag, the Tidewatch one, the journal she'd been keeping since the week she arrived — and wrote, in the margin of that morning's date:
She was waiting to be read. We owe her the reading.
Outside, the harbor was beginning. The lobster boats. The first light on the water, the way it arrived in summer — clean and immediate, nothing provisional about it. The foghorn had gone quiet sometime in the last hour; she hadn't noticed when.
The fire needed building up. She got up and built it.She closed the notebook when she reached the last entry.
She sat in the reading chair for a while. Not processing — she was past processing. She had read thirty-one pages of someone else's understanding of what was happening in this house and in this harbor and in the family whose name appeared in the property records and the political coverage and the Historical Society's correspondence files. She had read it with the focus she brought to primary source material, the focus that required setting aside the emotional register and attending to the factual one.
She could not, tonight, entirely set aside the emotional register.
Margaret Aldreth had been sixty-three years old and she had understood precisely what was going to happen to her and she had written thirty-one pages anyway and put them somewhere she trusted and gone on living in the time she had left. She had driven the road she always drove. She had kept her appointments. She had not run.
Alex was not sure she could have done the same. She was not sure what the same would have required. She understood the decision intellectually — she understood the logic of it, the choice to finish the work rather than attempt a survival that the testimony made clear would have required abandoning the work. She understood the logic and she sat in the reading chair in the dark with the notebook in her lap and thought that understanding the logic of a thing was a different thing from understanding the cost of it.
She reached for the commonplace book.
She wrote: She finished the work. The work is what remains.
Then she called Marsh.






  
  Chapter 2: What the Testimony Said


The kettle was one of the things she'd gotten right in the first week. Cast iron, the kind that sat on the range and built heat slowly and held it. She filled it from the tap and set it on the burner and watched it in the way she had of watching things she wasn't actually thinking about. 
Marsh was at the reading table. She had her notebook open to a fresh page and was doing something with a ruler that turned out, when Alex looked again, not to involve a ruler — Marsh was drawing a grid in pencil with no tools but her hand and the lines were straight. Alex filed this away without knowing what she was filing it under.
"You don't have to stay," Alex said.
"I know," Marsh said, without looking up.
Alex got out two mugs.
They worked through the morning in the way investigation works when there is more than there was before: the careful, methodical expansion of a structure that has existed in fragments and is only now showing its shape. Marsh had worked homicide before Harrowgate County, before she'd decided she wanted to live where she worked. Alex had learned this from other people, not from Marsh, but it was visible in how she built and what she reached for first.
She started with what was confirmed.
"Margaret Aldreth," she said. She wrote the name at the top of the board — Alex had gotten out the conservation board she used for working notes, the one with the paper smooth enough for a pencil to move cleanly. "Primary witness. Deceased. Death ruled accidental." She drew a line. "Luca Lund." Drew another. "Margaret names him by full name. She names the authorization and the person who gave it."
"Cecily," Alex said.
"Cecily Aldreth. Foundation chair." Marsh wrote it. "And the person sent."
"She names him. Garrett Moss, Moss and Associates, Portland. Twenty-two years. She describes his function — not his title, his function: the person through whom decisions became actions. She saw him operate twice that she can document."
Marsh wrote the name carefully. Full name, firm, city. She underlined it once.
"I'll find him," Marsh said this the way she said things she had already decided. "The Portland LLC — the rental car, the surveillance on the road. The law firm. That's the first thread." She drew a line between the firm and Cecily's name. "Harlan."
Alex looked at the board. "Margaret doesn't put Harlan in the authorization chain. She says she doesn't know what he knows and she's been careful not to assume."
"Careful or generous."
"Both. She only documents what she witnessed directly."
Alex looked at the board.
"Which makes her a good witness."
"Which makes her a good witness."
The kettle had been boiling for some time. Alex got up and made tea that she put on the edge of the table and didn't touch.
The structure they built over the next two hours was the shape of something that had been operating for a long time in the dark — not quickly assembled, not improvised. The Aldreth Foundation's interest in the Tidewatch library had been documented as far back as forty years ago: Amos Gale had told Alex about it when she first arrived, in the casual, community-memory way Amos held everything, and it had sat in her notes as context without yet being weight. Margaret's testimony added the weight. The interest wasn't occasional. It was continuous. It had survived Cornelius's refusals — and there had been many refusals, Margaret wrote; she had been present for three of them in the last decade of his life, and it had adapted each time he refused. The offers got larger. Then the method changed.
"Thorne," Alex said.
Marsh looked up.
"Thorne," Alex said again. "Reginald Thorne came to appraise the library in the spring. He died when a shelf bracket failed — engineered failure, Marsh established that. He was working for the foundation, or adjacent to it. He found something and he died before he could tell anyone what." She looked at the board. "He's not in Margaret's testimony because she may not have known about him specifically. Or because he happened after she wrote. The notebook is dated six months before her death — Thorne came to the library approximately four months ago."
Marsh wrote Thorne's name. She drew his line.
The board was getting populated in the way boards get populated when a case stops being a single death and becomes something longer. Alex looked at it with the feeling she had when she opened a collection and found the acquisition records went back much further than expected — the feeling of a much larger thing than the presenting surface.
"What we don't have," she said.
"Physical evidence corroborating the testimony." Marsh had already written this at the bottom of the board, underlined. "Margaret's account is thirty-one pages of witness statement from a deceased individual. Admissible as a foundational document but not sufficient alone. We need the corroboration."
"The three locations."
"The three locations."
Alex's tea was cold. She drank it anyway because standing to get more would have interrupted something she was in the middle of, and what she was in the middle of was thinking about what constituted physical evidence when a suppression campaign had been operating for a hundred and fifty years and had presumably been careful. You didn't maintain something like this for generations without also maintaining the conditions that allowed you to maintain it. You controlled the local record. You controlled what got preserved and what didn't. You built institutional relationships with the people who decided what mattered.
"The Aldreth Foundation," she said. "What does it fund?"
"Locally? The harbor authority. The community library building — the current building, not the old one. A couple of school programs. The historical commission." Marsh paused. "The historical commission."
"Which is the body that governs what gets formally recognized as historically significant." Alex looked at the board. "Vivienne's authentication project on the survey has been running for seven years. The foundation's counsel has inquired about the survey's status at least three times. They weren't inquiring out of interest. They were monitoring."
Marsh made a note. "The foundation's charitable filing will have board minutes. If the foundation's counsel contacted the historical commission directly, there'll be a paper trail."
"Which is not in Margaret's three locations but is its own thread."
"A lot of threads." Marsh looked at the board. "That's not a complaint."
Around nine she disclosed what she'd been working on.
She did it the way she did things she'd been holding, without preamble, as though continuing a conversation already in progress. She had been investigating Margaret Aldreth's accident. Officially but quietly, on her own time, for three months. The accident report had bothered her from the beginning: not in any single element but in the aggregate, the way certain scenes bother you not because of what's wrong but because of how nothing is quite right. The road condition that the report attributed to general ice conditions was, when she'd checked against the winter's treatment records, specific to that curve. Ice on that curve, clear on the curve before and the curve after. No explanation in the report for why.
"The impact angle," she said. "The vehicle left the road on the outside of the curve, which is consistent with excess speed or with ice. But the impact point on the tree — she struck low on the passenger side. If she'd slid on ice, the front end leads. The way this struck, the vehicle was already rotating."
Alex was still.
"Pre-rotation," Marsh said. "Which implies intervention before the loss of road contact, not from ice during it."
"You've had this for three months."
"I've had a suspicion for three months. I didn't have a name."
Alex looked at the board. At Moss, with no first name. At Cecily above him. At the line Marsh had drawn between them and the date of Margaret's accident, which Marsh had written in small numerals in the corner of the board without being asked.
"She predicted the instrument," Alex said. "She wrote it six months before it happened. They will make it look like weather."
"Yes."
"She knew the methodology."
"She'd been in the room a long time." Marsh echoed Alex's own words from an hour earlier, deliberately. Then she said: "I want to pursue the accident investigation through proper channels now that we have the testimony. It'll take longer than I'd like. But if we're going to bring any of this successfully — Luca Lund, Margaret — we need it done correctly."
"I know."
"I'm not going to be fast," Marsh said. "I want to be clear about that."
"I know that too."
The rental car was something Alex had flagged in her own notes from the final weeks of the Thorne investigation — a Portland LLC, a specific make, a pattern of appearances in the village during the period when the Tidewatch investigation was active. She pulled the note from her working file and gave it to Marsh without comment.
She thought about what it meant to build a map of something you hadn't witnessed. All the materials on the table were reconstructed — a testimony from a dead woman, a rental car trace, names of people she hadn't met yet. The map showed the structure of the operation, but structure wasn't understanding. You could know the shape of something without knowing its weight.
The weight: people had been making decisions in rooms she hadn't been in, decisions that had produced specific consequences in the harbor outside her window. Luca Lund, named in the testimony as a man who had died because he was in the wrong institutional proximity at the wrong time. A document custodian in the 1990s whose car had gone into a river. Margaret herself, on a winter road, in a car whose rotation the ice didn't account for.
Marsh was at the window now, voice low and precise, talking to the county office. Alex looked at the board. At the lines between names and dates. At how clean it looked — how architectural, how much it resembled the organizational logic of a well-maintained collection. Everything in its place, every connection documented, the gaps visible so whoever came next could see exactly where the evidence stopped.
Cornelius had built the same map forty years ago. Not on conservation board — in the locked gallery cases, forty years of files in acid-free sleeves, organized in his compressed bibliographic notation. The same impulse: document what you know, connect what connects, leave the gaps legible.
She had been working from his incomplete map for two months. Now she was building her own.
"The LLC dissolves thirty days after the investigation closes," she said, working through it. "Before it dissolves it files an agent disclosure. The agent is a paralegal at a Portland firm. The firm has Aldreth work on its client list."
Marsh came back from the window. "Confirmed."
"So the rental car — the surveillance that started in May — was already Aldreth-connected. They were watching this library before Voss arrived. Before Thorne came." She looked at the map. "They have been watching this library for a long time."
Marsh looked at it. She recognized it — Alex saw the recognition — but she looked at it for another moment before she spoke.
"The LLC dissolved thirty days after the investigation closed," she said. "But before it dissolved, it filed a registered agent disclosure. The agent is a paralegal at a Portland firm." She paused. "The firm has Aldreth Foundation on its client list. I found that six weeks ago."
"You didn't mention it."
"I didn't have the foundation of the rest of it yet. A law firm having a client in common with a dissolved LLC isn't — it's not nothing, but it's not something without the context." She looked at the board. The board now had the context. "It's Clue 1 in the chain from Margaret's testimony to Farr. The driver of that rental car — whoever it was — was conducting surveillance on the library during the period when the investigation was active."
"And then stopped when Philippa was arrested and the immediate situation appeared resolved."
"Until last night," Marsh said. "When they came back."
They looked at the board together.
The morning light was fully in the east windows now — the quality of late June light in Harrowgate Cove, clean and high, the kind that came with clear skies and showed everything. The board showed what it showed. The names and the lines and the dates. The shape of something that had been running longer than any of them had been paying attention.
Marsh took a photograph of the board on her phone. Then she began carefully photographing each section.
"I'll need the notebook for evidence today," she said. "Certified copy back to you by this evening."
"Fine."
"Get some sleep."
"I will."
Marsh put the cap on the pencil. She stood, gathered her things with the efficiency of someone who kept their desk in order not from compulsion but from preference. She looked at Alex once at the door — the evaluating look, running its calculation — and appeared satisfied with whatever it returned.
After she left, Alex washed the mugs. She put the conservation board where she could find it without having to look for it. She banked the fire.
She went to bed at five past noon, in full June daylight, with the curtains open because closing them felt like a decision she was too tired to commit to. She slept for six hours without dreams she could remember.
When she woke it was a Tuesday in late June in Harrowgate Cove. The harbor was audible through the window — the engine sounds, the gulls, the particular social noise of a working waterfront at midafternoon. The garden needed attending to. The gallery catalog was still incomplete. Both of these facts were equally true and equally waiting.
She got up. She went downstairs and made tea that she actually drank and stood at the kitchen window looking at the garden for a while, taking inventory: the sea roses at their early-summer height, not quite full yet; the coastal path beyond, the light on the water.
She put on her coat and went out.
The garden first, then the catalog. Both of them manageable. Both of them hers.
The foghorn would come tonight and she would sleep through it, as she had learned to, and in the morning there would be more to do and she would do it. This was the thing Cornelius had understood before her: that the work and the place held together, each one making the other sustainable. She pulled a week of growth from around the sea roses and thought about nothing in particular and felt, underneath the exhaustion and the particular gravity of what she now knew, the steady fact of being somewhere she intended to remain.
She went in when the light changed. She climbed to the gallery. She opened the catalog where she'd left off.
She sat with the map on the reading table for a long time after Marsh left.
The conservation board, the pencil lines, the names — she had been building this map the way she built catalog entries, one documented connection at a time, without allowing herself to see the full shape until the individual elements were in place. Now she looked at the full shape.
It was a family that had decided, at some point in the middle of the nineteenth century, that a document existing in a public archive was a threat to their political position. They had made the decision and they had implemented it, and the implementation had required a continuous institutional presence across six generations, and that presence had produced, at intervals, deaths. The deaths were the cost of the implementation. They had apparently found the cost acceptable.
She thought about what it meant to find that cost acceptable across six generations. Not one person making one decision — a transmission of the decision from parent to child, the logic of it passed down with the property holdings and the political connections and the family counsel. Moss, twenty-two years. Before Moss, someone else. A chain of people who had understood what they were maintaining and had maintained it.
She put the pencil down. She went to bed.
She thought about Luca Lund specifically that night, for the first time since she had read his name in Margaret's testimony.
She had been setting him aside — filing him in the category of things she knew about but couldn't act on yet, because the investigation's immediate requirements kept pulling her attention forward. Tonight she let herself stay with him.
Luca Lund had been Petra's brother. She had learned this not from the testimony, which mentioned him only in the context of the authorization, but from something Petra had said in passing during one of their later conversations: My brother believed the document should be public. He said this to the wrong person. She had not elaborated and Alex had not pressed.
He had been, based on what the testimony described, a researcher, someone who had encountered the document in the course of professional work and had understood what he was looking at and had said so to someone in the Aldreth Foundation's network. The testimony described the authorization. It described the implementation. It did not describe Luca Lund himself, what he had been like, what had been lost.
That was for Petra to hold. Alex would not try to hold it for her.
What she could hold was the factual record. Luca Lund had found the document and had been killed for finding it. His death was part of the evidentiary chain she was building. His death was one of the reasons the federal investigation's scope would eventually extend to charges beyond Voss's murder.
He had not been forgotten. He had been documented. That was what the investigation could give him.
She wrote his name in the commonplace book, not in the working page, in the ordinary record, and then she closed it and went to bed.






  
  Chapter 3: Six Weeks


The investigation waited, the way investigations wait: not still but suspended, accumulating without moving. Marsh was working her threads — the LLC, the accident file, the three locations Margaret had named at the back of the notebook, each one requiring its own legal process before it could be approached. She called on Tuesdays and Thursdays with brief updates that were largely the same update in different configurations: progress, but not yet. 
Alex cataloged.
The gallery had been deferred since her first week in the house — the ground floor first, she'd decided then, the thing in front of her before the thing above. Now the ground floor was done, the catalog complete down to the condition notes and the provenance gaps and the three volumes she'd flagged for specialist opinion, and the gallery stairs were the next thing in front of her. She went up on the first of July with her notebook and the measuring tape and the specific anticipatory feeling she'd learned to trust: that a collection left alone for a long time had a shape she didn't know yet, and the shape would become visible as she moved through it.
The gallery had morning light that the ground floor never got. It came in through the north-facing clerestory windows — the ones Cornelius had added at some point, the glazing newer than the rest of the building — and fell across the shelves at an angle that changed as the summer progressed, moving by increments she began tracking without meaning to. By the second week of July she knew exactly how far the light had reached by the time she arrived each morning. It was, she thought, the closest she'd come in this house to something purely pleasant. The work and the light and the smell of the shelves, which was different up here — drier, more paper than leather, the bindings less rich and the documents more prevalent.
Cornelius's locked cases were in the northeast corner, four of them, the ones she'd noted and photographed and left for later. She documented them now: exterior measurements, construction date estimated from the hardware, locking mechanism type. She did not force them. She photographed each case from four angles and wrote in the catalog: Contents unknown. Keys not located in primary keyring. See estate legal documentation for access authority. Then she moved on.
She was aware, working up here, that whatever was in those cases was probably relevant. She filed the awareness where she filed things she couldn't act on yet and kept moving.
Fletcher came on a Wednesday in the second week of July to fix the widow's walk railing, which had been on the maintenance list since April.
She heard him on the roof — the particular sound of someone who knew where to put their weight on old structures — and made two cups of tea and brought one up through the hatch when he'd finished. He was a man who didn't make conversation for its own sake, which she'd found grating when she first arrived and had since come to appreciate as one of the more restful things about Harrowgate Cove's community of generally low-affect people.
They stood at the railing — new bolts, the cedar refinished on two sections that had gone grey — looking out at the harbor below. The July harbor was a different harbor than the June harbor she'd arrived to: full now, the moorings occupied, the lobster boats sharing the water with pleasure craft and kayaks and the whale-watching vessel that ran twice daily from the town dock. The co-op was loud from here. The seasonal restaurant on the pier had its awning out.
"Marine patrol proceedings," she said. Not a question.
"Still moving." He drank his tea. "Lawyer says another two months."
"I'm sorry."
He looked at the harbor the way he looked at it when he was thinking something he'd decided not to say. Then he said: "Investigation. How's it going."
It wasn't quite a question either. He was, she'd learned, a man who phrased inquiries as statements and waited to see if you answered them.
"Slowly," she said. "Correctly."
He nodded. That appeared to be sufficient.
She told him what she could, which wasn't much — the broad shape of it, the legal process, the waiting. He listened without interrupting, which was more than most people managed. When she finished he was quiet for a moment looking at the water and then he said: "Cornelius used to say the house kept things until they were ready to be found." He paused. "Didn't used to know what he meant by that."
"Do you now?"
He picked up the tea. "Getting there."
She collected both cups when he went back down. She stood for another minute at the new railing — solid, properly rated, the bolts flush — looking out at the harbor and the water beyond it, the open Atlantic going blue and clear all the way to the sky.
Vivienne called on a Saturday morning in the third week of July with the quality of excitement she kept under very strict academic control.
"I need to show you something," she said. "Not on the phone."
Alex went to the Historical Society that afternoon. The summer light through the single high window was fuller and more golden than it had been in spring, the kind of light that made the archive's aged materials look simultaneously more fragile and more present, as though the summer had made them briefly visible they wouldn't sustain. Vivienne had two monitors running, which Alex had never seen before, and good coffee waiting, which she had always seen before.
The digital enhancement work had been running for seven years. Seven years of applying successive rounds of spectral imaging to a map that was, on its surface, a perfectly adequate 1687 Jesuit cartographic survey of the Maine coastal territory — thorough, professionally executed, historically significant in the ordinary way that primary documents of the colonial period were historically significant. Nothing that would explain seven years of Vivienne's particular tenacity







