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# Chapter One - Salt Harvest

The tide had gone out three hours ago and would not come back for four more, which meant the pans were Eryn's until then.

He walked the path to the flats while it was still dark, a lantern in one hand and a density gauge in the other, the wooden walkboards hollow under his boots. The fog was in close. He could feel it before he could see it - a particular cold that came off the water and sat in the low places, heavier than air, muffling the sound of the sea until it was just a suggestion below the fog's edge. By the time the path curved down toward the first row of pans, the lantern was throwing light maybe eight feet in any direction and no further.

He could still find his way without it. Fourteen years of mornings like this one.

The rest of the crew would follow in twenty minutes, once the cookfire at the upper shelter had done its work and they'd had something hot. Eryn had given up waiting for hot meals before harvest a long time ago. He used the quiet.

The first pan was number twelve, the oldest of the main beds, closest to the creek mouth. He crouched at its edge and lowered the density gauge on its cord. Waited. Raised it, held the glass up to the lantern. The brine column read high - right at the top of the workable range, which meant it had concentrated through the cold night and was ready. He moved to the next. Pan eleven: a finger's width below ready. Leave it. Pan ten: ready. Pan nine: ready, and showing the slight yellow cast that meant trace iron from the upland springs, which some of the inland buyers preferred for the flavor it gave to cured meat.

He set the gauge in the clay at the edge of pan nine and straightened up. His back ached in the way it always did on cold mornings, a deep complaint from somewhere between his shoulder blades that had been there so long he barely registered it. He was twenty-eight years old and his back was forty. His hands were older than that.

Six of the twelve main pans were ready. The other six were at varying stages - two had another day of concentration ahead of them, three more like three days, and pan three at the far eastern end had been slow all week due to an algae growth he'd treated twice and was not yet satisfied with. He would check pan three last.

He was checking the post markers on pan seven when he heard the crew coming down the walkboards. They were not quiet people - there were twenty-two of them, not counting the three seasonal hires who'd come up from the harbor two weeks ago and were still figuring out which end of a rake to hold. He could hear Gella's voice above the general noise, telling someone to watch where they were putting their feet, and then a younger voice responding, and then Gella again, sharper.

He went to meet them at the equipment shed.
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Gella had been foreman before him. She was fifty-three now and had given up the foreman position six years ago, which she'd said was because her knee had gotten bad, but Eryn suspected was partly because she'd decided he was good enough and the work of managing people had stopped interesting her. She still outworked half the crew and she still knew more about salt concentration than anyone alive on this coast, which meant she was worth more to him as a senior worker than she would have been as a foreman watching from the edges.

She handed him the rake he'd left in the shed the previous evening without comment on the fact that he'd left it. That was Gella: she'd tell you once if you left tools out in the weather, and if you left them out again she'd bring them inside herself and then not speak to you about it, which was worse.

"Six ready," he told her.

"I counted five."

"Pan twelve is close enough. I'm counting it."

She made a sound that was not agreement and not exactly disagreement, which was as close as she got to conceding a point. Then: "Northwest is dark."

"I know."

"Dark as I've seen it for the season."

"I know," Eryn said again. "Which is why we're starting on the ready ones now and not waiting for morning light."

She took her rake and went. The crew went with her, breaking into pairs by habit - experienced workers leading the seasonal hires through the lanes between pans. He watched them spread out through the fog and then he went to pan three to deal with the algae problem.
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Salt harvesting was not the work most people imagined it was, which was scraping white crystals off the surface of the sea. The crystals were at the end of a long process that began weeks earlier when the pans were flooded with seawater through the inlet channels at high tide, the water drawn in to a depth of six to eight inches depending on the pan's construction. The sun and wind worked on it from there. Evaporation concentrated the brine. A healthy pan went through three or four concentration cycles before the salt content was high enough to begin crystallizing out of solution - you could see it happening at the pan edges first, a white scurf that built up against the clay walls, and then across the surface in thin plates that thickened overnight into the harvestable crust.

But seawater didn't evaporate cleanly. It carried sediment, organic matter, trace minerals, life - always life, because the sea was full of it and some of it found the pans irresistible. The algae problem in pan three was a type Eryn had seen before: a blue-green mat that established itself in the shallow warm brine of late summer and fixed itself to the clay floor and the pan walls. It didn't ruin the salt outright. Left long enough, though, it changed the flavor and gave the upper crust a greenish tinge that inland buyers noticed and complained about. He'd treated it twice with the dried kelp ash mixture that was the traditional remedy, which worked by raising the pH of the surface brine and making it inhospitable for the algae. Twice was sometimes enough. He crouched at the edge and looked at the pan floor in the lantern light and saw the faint tracery of new growth at the deeper corner.

Three times, then.

He mixed the treatment in the small clay bowl he carried for this purpose and worked his way around the pan's perimeter applying it to the walls. It was meticulous work, the kind that required patience rather than strength, and he'd learned to settle into it rather than fight it. The work had its own rhythm. He'd been doing it long enough that his hands knew what to do while his mind went somewhere else.

He thought about the Harrow Ford order.

Harrow Ford was the largest of the three regular inland buyers and the most demanding in terms of consistency. They'd been buying Greyhaven salt for eleven years and they operated on a tight timeline: salt came in before the end of the ninth month, went into the preservation vats, and was committed to the winter food store by the first frost. If Greyhaven's delivery was short, Harrow Ford couldn't simply wait for the next shipment - they had to source the difference elsewhere, at higher prices, on short notice, and they remembered the inconvenience. There had been a year, three years ago, when a late storm had cost him a full week of harvest and he'd sent a partial shipment. The Harrow Ford buyer had sent a formal letter of concern. The letter had been reasonable and polite and he had kept it in his desk because reasonable and polite letters were sometimes the most effective reminders of what was at stake.

The quarter target was forty-two hundred weight of market-grade salt. Last week's harvest, combined with the previous two weeks, had put them at twenty-eight hundred. Today needed to add to that significantly.

He finished the pan three treatment, rinsed the bowl, and went back to the harvest.
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By the time the sky had lightened enough to work without lanterns, they were three pans into the ready harvest and the northwest had gone from dark to ominous. The clouds that had been building since before dawn were now stacked in columns over the upland ridges, the kind of formation that meant the weather was not skirting the coast but coming directly for it. Eryn watched the sky the way he watched the density gauge - for specific information, not general impressions. The columns were high and backlit by the rising sun in a way that meant significant wind at altitude. Wind at altitude meant the storm was moving fast.

He found Gella at the boundary of pan seven and told her what he was seeing.

"I know what I'm seeing," she said.

"How long do you think we have?"

She looked at the sky, then at the water. The sea surface had that particular chop that preceded a blow from the northwest - small steep waves arriving closer together than the swell suggested they should, the kind of pattern you only noticed if you'd spent years watching this coast. "Hour and a half. Maybe two if we're fortunate."

He calculated. Six pans ready. At normal pace, with twenty-two workers, three pans per hour. He needed at least four of the six to consider the harvest worthwhile.

"Double the skimming teams on nine and ten," he said. "Leave eleven where it is, we'll get it tomorrow. I want to run eight through twelve in parallel if the ready crews will stretch."

"They'll stretch thin."

"I know." He looked at her. "Can they hold it for ninety minutes?"

She looked at the sky. "Probably."

"Then tell them."

She was already moving. He went to reorganize the tool distribution.
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Doubling the skimming teams meant one experienced worker per seasonal hire instead of two experienced workers per team, which meant the seasonal hires were doing more unsupervised work than Eryn would have preferred. He walked the pans as they worked, catching problems before they became waste.

The most common mistake in new workers was force. They thought the work required it. In fact the rake needed to glide at the correct angle, just skimming the crystalline crust into the collection channel - pushing too hard broke the plates into powder, and powder was lower grade: it filled containers less efficiently, clumped in transport, and fetched fifteen percent less per weight at the inland markets. He caught a seasonal hire named Dav pushing too hard on pan ten, the sound of it wrong, and came up beside him without comment, took his own rake, demonstrated the correct stroke three times. The wrist angled slightly outward on the draw, the pressure distributed across the full width of the blade rather than concentrated at the leading edge. Dav watched and tried it and got it right on the second attempt, and Eryn moved on.

Another hire on pan nine had the right pressure but the wrong approach angle, leaving a ridge of unharvested crust at the far pan edge where her rake couldn't reach. He showed her how to angle her body to the pan's long axis on the back stroke, which let the rake's full width contact the far edge cleanly. She was quick to learn. Some of them were.

The work had a sound to it when it was going well. The rasp of the rake through the crystalline crust, the flat hollow knock of salt plates dropping into the collection bins, the occasional creak of the bin frames when they were heavy. He could hear when the rhythm was right and when it wasn't, the same way he could hear when a barge was loaded unevenly from the sound of its wake. When he heard the rhythm go wrong somewhere in the pan rows he went to find the source before it became waste. He spent twenty minutes like this, moving through the doubled teams, catching problems, correcting them, moving on. The pans themselves helped: twelve distinct workspaces, each with its own character, the experienced workers knowing which pans had quirks and the seasonal hires learning them fast because learning them meant fewer corrections.

Gella caught up with him between pan nine and ten. "Pan five's foamed up."

He stopped. "Since when?"

"Since Rema checked it ten minutes ago. She says it wasn't there at the start of the shift."

He went with her. Pan five had developed a white foam along its eastern wall - not the good white of crystallization but the paler, looser foam of a brine in distress, concentration disrupted. He looked at the inlet channel at the pan's edge. The gate was down. He walked the perimeter carefully. There: a crack in the northern berm, low down, just above the mudline. It had let a trickle of fresh water in from the rain drainage above - not much, but enough to set the brine back days of concentration work.

He looked at the crack. It was recent - the clay edges were clean, not weathered. He crouched to look more carefully. Rain drainage didn't cut cracks in berms. Rain drainage worked its way under berms, undermining from below, heaving the structure gradually over weeks. This was a vertical cut through six inches of packed clay, not a heave. He could see the flat face of the cut - the clay had been removed in sections, cleanly, by something with a straight edge. He ran his finger along the cut's edge and the clay there was still slightly damp in the interior, which meant this was not old.

He stood up.

"Leave it," he said.

"I'll get someone on the repair -"

"Leave it until this harvest is done. We can't afford to take workers off the ready pans." He straightened his coat. "Check the berm on pan three as well, would you?"

Gella looked at him with an expression he couldn't entirely read. "Is there a problem I should know about?"

"Probably just storm drainage," he said. "Check it anyway."

She went. He stayed at pan five for another moment, looking at the crack. Vertical cuts through packed clay didn't happen on their own. He could be wrong. He'd been wrong before. He filed it and went back to work.

—-
[image: ]


The storm hit before the second hour was up.

It came off the northwest fast and low, which was the worst kind - no gradual build, just a wall of rain that advanced across the water and hit the coast as a single weight. Eryn felt the first drops and immediately called it, shouting down the pan rows, and the crew moved without needing to be told twice. They'd worked storms before. The experienced workers went for the oilcloth covers, heavy waterproof canvas panels stored in the equipment shed at the top of the flat, and they dragged them out in teams of four while the seasonal hires followed their lead. Eryn stayed at the pan end, directing the prioritization - which pans to cover first, which to let take the rain if the cloth ran out.

The cloth ran out before pan eleven was covered.

He stood in the rain watching the oilcloth teams work, rain hitting his coat and running off in sheets, and he tallied. Pans nine, ten, twelve, and seven covered and secure. Pan eight had been three-quarters covered before the cloth ran out; Rema and two others were finishing it with spare canvas from the repair pile, which wasn't ideal but would hold. Pan eleven was open to the sky and would be flooded and set back to the beginning of its concentration cycle before the hour was up.

Four of six. He'd wanted four of six. That was what he'd said to Gella. He'd gotten exactly what he'd said he wanted and he still felt the failure of it in a dull specific way, because four of six meant the weekly total was going to be disappointing and disappointing wasn't the same as catastrophic but it was one step toward it. Each lost harvest window was a step toward it. Steps accumulated.

He stayed on the flats until the oilcloth was all secured and the crew was back up the walkboards to the shelter. Then he made one circuit of the covered pans, checking the weights at the corners, tightening the anchor lines where the wind was getting under the edges. The rain by now was driven horizontal and the visibility had dropped to perhaps twenty feet. He worked by feel as much as sight, his hands knowing the anchor points and the weight positions from years of this same circuit in weather that varied but was always eventually bad. By the time he finished, the rain was coming sideways. He bent into it and walked back up the walkboards alone.
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The evening walk from the flat to the trade post was twenty minutes through town, the kind of walk where he had to decide whether to think about the numbers or let his mind go quiet. He usually let his mind go quiet. He'd learned early that working the numbers while he was tired led to mistakes in the working, not in the numbers - the numbers didn't change no matter how many times he ran them.

The town was settling into its evening patterns around him. The harbor lamps had come on, throwing long orange reflections across the rain-slicked quayside. He could smell cookfires from the residential district above the harbor. A dog was barking somewhere down the west lane, persistent, like it had a grievance that wasn't going to resolve itself. He passed the milliner's, closed for the evening, and the chandler's, still lit and warm-looking through the window, with the particular amber quality of a tallow candle behind glass, and the small stone building that served as Greyhaven's only proper inn, which was called the High Tide though it sat well above the flood line and had never been touched by one. Someone had left a pair of boots outside the inn's side door, apparently expecting to collect them later. They were already rain-wet and would be worse by morning.

The trade post was at the edge of the commercial district, on the corner where the harbor road met the inland road - a practical location that had probably been chosen deliberately when the post was established, so that anyone arriving from either direction had to pass it. The building was stone on the ground floor, timber above, three years old and still settling in ways you could hear on cold nights when the timbers contracted. Eryn had watched it being built. He'd helped pour the foundation footings on a Saturday when the regular crew was short, pushing wheelbarrows of wet stone slurry from the river aggregate pile to the forms, and he still noticed the slight difference between the footings he'd poured and the ones the regular masons had done, which was imperceptible to anyone else but which he could identify precisely because he'd been there and knew where the pour had started and where it had transitioned.

The light was on inside.

He knocked and went in.
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Mara Keld was at the long table with a ledger open and a candle positioned so it lit the page without blinding her when she looked up. She did look up when he came in, noted him, and returned to the ledger.

"Pull the door tight," she said. "There's a draft."

He pulled the door tight. The trade post was warm from a small iron stove in the corner, the kind that took a lot of tending to keep burning and put out an excellent heat once it was going. He stood near it and dripped on the floor. The warmth was specific after the cold and rain - not comfortable, exactly, but functional. The kind of warmth that let you think clearly again after a long outdoor shift had slowly reduced your thinking to the necessary minimum.

"Harvest tally?" she said, still reading.

"Thirty-three and a half hundred weight for the week. About two-thirds of target."

She made a note. Her writing was small and precise - he'd seen her ledgers and they were models of economy, every column exactly the right width, no wasted space. "Storm?"

"Took pan eleven. Pan five had a berm issue I'll deal with tomorrow."

"Berm issue."

"Drainage crack. Probably from last week's rain moving through the upland soil."

She looked up this time, a brief assessment that he'd learned to recognize as her actually paying attention as opposed to her politely listening. It looked the same to most people. "Probably."

"I'll know more when I look at it properly in the daylight."

She nodded, once, and went back to the ledger. "Thirty-three and a half won't fill the Harrow Ford order on its own."

"I know. I have the outer pans coming up - the three secondary beds on the south flat. They're two weeks out from harvest-ready but if I push concentration with additional flooding cycles I can maybe cut that to ten days."

"Do that." She turned a page. "How many workers can you spare for the outer flat without pulling from the main harvest?"

"Two. Maybe three if I rotate Gella's team. The outer flat is less technically demanding than the main pans at this stage - it needs labor more than expertise."

"Get whatever you need from the harbor day-hire pool. I'll authorize the expense." She set the pen down. "The inland caravan leaves in six days."

"I know."

"Whatever you have by then goes on it." She paused. "The previous caravan - the stone shipment - is two days overdue from the Ashford Road."

He waited, thinking she would continue. She didn't.

"Two days," he said.

"Yes." She closed the ledger and set her pen down on the rest. "The weather may have held them up. It's also possible they broke an axle somewhere on the road and are waiting for repair. These things happen." She said it in the tone of someone who was not entirely convinced it was the weather or an axle. "I've sent a rider to check the road as far as the fork. We'll know more tomorrow."

"Should I be worried?"

"You should be focused on the harvest," she said. "Leave the caravan to me. If I need you to worry about it, I'll tell you."

He nodded. This was how Mara Keld operated: she divided the settlement's problems into categories based on who could actually do something about them, and she sent the problems to the people who could do something, and she kept the ones she couldn't delegate. It was an efficient system. It meant that when she told you something was your concern, it was genuinely your concern, and when she told you it wasn't, you could believe her.

"The outer flat flooding cycles," she said, picking up the pen again. "How much additional fresh water do you need from the upland channels?"

He thought about it. "One full channel diversion for forty-eight hours. I'll need the mill operator's authorization since it shares the upper channel."

"I'll have it to you by morning." She was already writing the authorization. "Get some rest," she added, which was as close as she got to kindness. "The outer pans won't push themselves."

He thanked her and left.
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He took the long way back along the seafront because he usually did, and because his back was still tight from the cold and walking helped. The rain had eased to a light drizzle. The harbor was quiet, the fishing boats rocking in their berths with the slow patient motion of things that had been doing this for years and would be doing it long after anyone watching had gone to bed.

He went down to the flat's edge to check the oilcloth anchors one more time before dark. His mind was on the Harrow Ford order, on the secondary pans, on pan five's berm and what it would look like in the morning. He was not specifically looking for anything when he crouched at the berm edge.

But the storm had gone through and in its wake the drainage had cut new lines in the flat clay surface, running from the upland toward the sea, and those lines showed clearly where the clay had been disturbed and where it hadn't. The undisturbed sections were smooth, the clay packed and weathered to a consistent gray-brown. The section on pan five's northern berm was different.

He got his lantern low to the ground and looked carefully.

The cut was a vertical incision through approximately six inches of clay, three to four inches wide, maybe eight inches long. The edges were clean - cleanly cut, not weathered, not the kind of breakdown that happened gradually from freeze-thaw or water pressure. The clay at the cut edges was pale, the interior color not yet darkened by exposure. This cut had been made recently. Yesterday, maybe. The night before.

He looked at it for a long time.

He thought about what cut this. Not a tool he used on the flats - the flat tools were rakes and shovels and the specific curved-blade instrument for berm compaction work, and none of them would make a cut with this profile. This was a straight blade, something like a heavy knife or a thin pry-bar, working in controlled strokes. The cut was too neat for a rake handle driven in by accident, and too purposeful to be a boot print. Someone had stood at this berm and cut it carefully, with a specific intent about the shape and size of the opening.

It was possible someone on his crew had done it by accident - a rake handle driven into the berm, a moment of inattention. It was possible. He'd have to ask in the morning.

He thought about asking and about what the answers would look like.

He thought about the caravan that was two days overdue.

He covered the lantern and walked home in the dark, and did not stop thinking about the cut in the clay until he was inside his door with the lamp lit and his coat hung, and even then the thought stayed with him into sleep.

—-
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# Chapter Two - Burned Caravan

The rider came at false dawn, when the sky was the color of ash and the harbor was still sleeping.

Mara was already awake. She was always already awake - had been since her years on the caravan roads, when the habit of early waking had installed itself so thoroughly that it persisted through every later life she'd tried to build. She'd been at the trade post since the fourth hour, reviewing the dispatch ledger by candlelight, which was what she'd been doing when the rider knocked.

She opened the door before he'd finished knocking.

He was one of Torik's younger militiamen - she recognized the face, a boy named Fenwick she'd seen at the west wall post more than once, eighteen or nineteen, the kind of young man who was trying very hard to look like someone used to bearing bad news. He was not, yet, used to it. His hands were tight on the reins and he was breathing like he'd pushed the horse the whole three miles. There were faint mud splashes on his coat to the thigh, which meant he'd come off the main road at some point and cut through the lower field rather than following the Ashford Road's longer arc into town. That added four minutes to any normal route. He'd been moving fast, then.

"The Ashford Road caravan," he said. "Found burned."

"When."

"Dawn patrol spotted it an hour ago. The captain sent me back ahead."

She said: "Who's with the scene now."

"Captain Vale and six men."

"Bodies?"

"Two confirmed. Two drivers unaccounted for." He paused. "The stone's still there. Most of it. They didn't take it."

She held onto that last detail and filed it precisely where it belonged. Then she took her coat from the hook, the heavy one, and her saddlebag, which she kept stocked for exactly this kind of departure - a habit from the caravan years that she'd never bothered to unlearn, because the cost of maintaining a packed saddlebag was nothing and the cost of needing one unpacked was considerable. She told the rider to stable his horse and eat something before following.

He looked like he wanted to argue, or to say something further about the scene. She was already pulling the door.

—-
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She'd argued for route rotation at the council meeting in the second month of the year.

The argument had been straightforward: Greyhaven's outgoing caravans followed three primary routes to the inland markets, and those routes were matters of public record, posted in the trade hall weekly so that buyers could arrange to have receiving parties ready. Anyone who wanted to know where a specific shipment would be on a specific day could walk into the trade hall and read it off the board. She had proposed a system where routes were assigned by lot three days before departure, with the final assignment communicated only to the caravan drivers and the militia escort. Route rotation wouldn't eliminate the vulnerability. It would make targeted ambush significantly harder.

The council had listened. Linden Chalk had said it would complicate the buyers' scheduling - they needed to know which road the shipment was coming on to position their receiving parties properly. Bette Vane had said the cost of the additional coordination was unclear and she'd want to see it modeled before voting. Davin Crest, who'd been sitting in on council meetings as a trade observer for most of that year, had said he thought the current system served the buyers well and he'd be reluctant to introduce uncertainty into a relationship that depended on reliability above all things. He'd said this with the particular combination of reasonableness and finality that he brought to arguments he wanted to end.

The council had deferred.

She had written it in her private ledger: *Route rotation. Deferred.* She kept notes on deferred things. Not because she enjoyed being proved right - she didn't, particularly - but because patterns needed to be tracked, and a pattern of specific deferrals was its own kind of information. The thing that had been deferred, and why, and by whose argument: these were data points. Patterns of resistance told you something about where the resistance was coming from and what it was protecting.

She rode the Ashford Road in the gray early morning and thought: one of the things I noted was deferred has now cost two lives and possibly four.

She set this aside. She was past the should-have. The question now was the what-next.
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She smelled it before she saw it. The wet-ash smell of burned wood and the different smell underneath it, the one that was not wood. She'd smelled it before on the caravan roads. Once you knew it, you always recognized it.

Three wagons on the road, in the stretch where the Ashford Road passed through a stand of birch and ash. The trees were not burned - the fire had been confined to the wagons, which meant it had been a controlled burn, not a wildfire. This was the first thing she noted. A wildfire in these conditions - the birch stands were damp from the previous day's storm, the undergrowth wet - would have been nearly impossible to start and even harder to control. What had burned here had been specifically placed to burn. Two of the three wagons were reduced to their iron wheel rims and axle fittings and the iron brackets that had held the load frames together, the wood consumed entirely and the fittings blackened but structurally intact, the way iron came through a wood fire. The third was burned through the front half, the rear section collapsed but not fully consumed.

The stone blocks that had been the cargo were scattered across the road and into the tree line, some of them smashed where they'd been pushed from the wagon beds with enough force to crack on impact. Each block weighed between eighty and a hundred and sixty pounds. You could load a good block onto a horse with effort, but not quickly, and you could not carry many of them, and in any case there were too many here - three full wagon loads of dressed limestone, the kind quarried and shaped for the construction trade in the highland towns. Taking the stone had never been the point.

Torik Vale was standing at the edge of the road on the downhill side, looking at something in the mud.

He was forty years old and built like a man who had been taking hits for twenty of those years and had decided to start giving them back. He'd come to Greyhaven from a border militia eight years ago, ostensibly to retire to a smaller operation, and had spent eight years building that smaller operation into something that actually functioned. He was not, by nature, a patient man. He was, by practice, a disciplined one. The distinction mattered because it meant the patience was always costing him something, and the something was the reason he got things right.

He looked up when she rode in. He didn't offer anything by way of opening. He pointed at the mud by his feet.

She dismounted and went to look.

Boot prints. She crouched, examined them carefully. The mud was the heavy coastal kind that took prints cleanly and held them - a fortunate circumstance that would not last past the next rain. There were multiple overlapping sets, which made individual tracking difficult, but she could read the general shape of the movement: a group had come from the western tree line, worked across the road, and departed back through the eastern tree line. She looked more carefully. The stride pattern was consistent across what she could isolate as distinct tracks - not uniform in the sense of marching, but similar. People who were used to moving together, who had the same basic training in how to move. The pressure pattern at the toe suggested people who led with the ball of the foot rather than the heel, which was the movement pattern of people trained not to make noise. These were not farmers pressed into raiding. These were practiced.

"How many," she said.

"Twelve to fifteen. Hard to be precise with the overlap."

"Where are the two confirmed bodies."

"Off the south edge. I'd rather not move them until you've had a look."

She went to look. She spent ten minutes at each body, thorough, unhurried, while Torik's men kept a perimeter. The drivers were middle-aged men she knew slightly - steady workers who'd run caravans for Greyhaven for years without incident. She'd seen their names in the dispatch logs. Both had been killed with a single blow each, which told her something. Opportunistic violence was rarely clean. It escalated, it exceeded what was necessary, it left evidence of feeling in the manner of it. What she was looking at had no such evidence. The blows had been deliberate and specific. Organized violence, carried out by someone who had decided the drivers needed to be stopped and had stopped them with the minimum required force.

She stood. The minimum required force. That was the phrase she kept.

"The two who are missing," she said. "Were they on the roster before the caravan left?"

"Yes. All four drivers confirmed as departed."

"So either they fled when the attack started and haven't come back, or they were taken." She thought about it. "Was there a militia escort?"

"Single guard. Perek - one of mine. He was with the lead wagon. He's among the missing."

She looked at the wagons. The stone blocks still on the road, the burned axles, the iron wheel rims lying where the fires had let the wheels collapse. Twelve to fifteen trained fighters, arriving through the western tree line, departing through the eastern. They'd come prepared with fire. They'd left without taking anything. They'd killed two men and taken two drivers and one militia guard.

"They didn't want the stone," she said.

"No."

"Then why the Ashford Road specifically."

Torik was looking at the tree line. "The Ashford Road is the only route from the quarry to Harrow Ford that doesn't pass through settled land. Four miles of road through secondary forest before it rejoins the main way. No farmsteads within half a mile. The road has a long blind stretch in this birch section - you can approach from the west and not be visible until you're twenty feet from the road's edge."

"I know the road."

"They picked a good choke point. And they'd been here before." He gestured toward the eastern tree line. "Those footprints in the mud - some of them are older. Made before the rain. Someone walked this road recently and wasn't part of the caravan."

"This wasn't improvised," she said.

"No," she said. "It wasn't." She looked at the burned wagons, the scattered stone, the mud that held the boot prints of twelve to fifteen people who moved like trained soldiers. She thought about the route schedule posted in the trade hall. She thought about the specific shape of this stretch of road and how you'd need to know it to pick it as a killing ground. You wouldn't pick it from a description. You'd pick it from having stood at the western tree line and looked at the sight lines yourself.

She thought: someone told them. And someone walked this road.

She said nothing. She walked to the third wagon, the one that was partially intact, and looked at what remained of the cargo manifest board. The board was charred but legible: date of departure, route designation, cargo weight, consignee. All of it information that had been in the trade hall's public record. All of it information that anyone in Greyhaven could have read.

Departure date. Route designation. She looked at that board and thought about who, outside Greyhaven, would know both of those things precisely enough to position twelve to fifteen fighters in a specific stretch of road on a specific morning.
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They stood on the road while Torik's remaining men searched the tree lines in pairs. He said: "I want to track them. The trail's cold but not impossible - two, three hours on it and we might catch up with the rear element."

"You know this forest?"

"I know it reasonably."

"Do they?"

He was quiet.

"They picked this location," she said, not unkindly. "They knew the road, they knew the timing, they chose ground that gave them approach cover on two sides and a clean withdrawal through terrain they'd clearly scouted. If you follow them into that terrain, they'll know about it before you're half a mile in." She kept her voice even. This wasn't a lecture. It was a professional disagreement, and he was professional enough to hear it as one. "You'd be taking six men into ground where fifteen have already demonstrated tactical advantage. The trail will either lead nowhere or lead somewhere they want you to go."

"You're saying we let them go."

"I'm saying the trail is already cold, that pursuing it into prepared ground with six men is a way to lose those six men, and that we gain more from not being predictable right now than from demonstrating that we'll give chase." She paused. "Every response we make that's predictable tells them something about how we operate. Right now they know more about us than we know about them. I don't want to add to their intelligence picture."

He looked at the road. He looked at the tree line. A muscle in his jaw worked once and stilled. She watched him process the argument and arrive at the conclusion that cost him something but was correct.

"The missing men," he said.

"Yes. That's where I'd start." She looked at the trampled ground again. "They were taken, not killed. That's a choice. Someone in that group made a specific decision not to kill the remaining drivers, and my thought is that the decision was made at the planning level, not in the field. They wanted witnesses, or they wanted information from them, or they wanted to send a message that didn't involve a body count." She paused. "Possibly all three. Witnesses confirm the attack happened the way it happened. Prisoners provide information. The message is: we were here, we could have killed everyone, we didn't."

"What kind of message is that."

"One that says this isn't about killing people. It's about something else." She started back toward her horse. "What I do know is that whoever did this knew our schedules, and I need to know who they heard it from. Which means I need to be back in town before Davin Crest gets word of this through whatever channel he has."

Torik's expression shifted slightly. "You think Crest knew about this."

"I think Davin Crest makes it his business to know things before other people do, and I think if he hears about this first and frames it first, the council meeting that's going to happen tomorrow will go in a direction I can't use." She mounted. "Come back when you're done with the scene. Bring everything you can document - the boot print patterns, the sequence of burn, the cargo manifest, the older prints in the eastern tree line. Everything. I'll need it."

He said: "You were waiting for something like this."

She looked at him from the saddle. "I was waiting for something like this," she agreed.
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On the road back she rode alongside him - he'd finished his perimeter search and left two men to watch the scene and keep the road clear - and they talked the way they talked, which was in the half-compressed manner of two people who'd been in enough bad situations together to skip over the parts that didn't matter and get to the parts that did.

She'd met Torik in her third year in Greyhaven, when she'd still been running occasional caravan escort alongside the trade warden work. He'd been new to the settlement's command, taking over from a man named Halford who'd been excellent at paperwork and poor at everything else. They'd disagreed loudly at their first real meeting over whether the eastern salt caravan needed a two-man or four-man escort, and she'd won the argument through the expedient of being right when the caravan was attacked by opportunists who were deterred by the sight of the extra guards. Torik had conceded the point without drama and bought her a drink to mark it, and they'd operated on a basis of functional mutual respect ever since, with arguments about everything and agreement on the things that mattered. She trusted his judgment the way she trusted the density gauge: it gave her accurate information when she used it correctly, and she'd learned what it was and was not designed to measure.

"The council meeting," he said, after a stretch of road where they'd both been thinking.

"Tomorrow. Maybe day after."

"Chalk is going to want blood."

"Chalk has been expecting something to go wrong with the stone operation for months. He'll want the militia to guarantee the Ashford Road." She watched the road ahead. "He's not wrong that the road needs securing. He's wrong about how you secure it."

"I don't have enough people to guarantee the Ashford Road and maintain the walls and the harbor watch."

"I know. That's why I want to be the first person to frame the problem." She adjusted her seat against the horse's rhythm. "The real problem isn't this caravan, Torik. This caravan is already burned. The real problem is that the moment Harrow Ford hears the shipment didn't arrive, they start asking questions about whether Greyhaven can be relied upon. And if they start asking those questions before we have an answer to offer, Davin Crest will helpfully suggest some answers of his own."

The road came out of the birch stands and into the open ground above the town. Below them, Greyhaven was waking: smoke from cookfires, the harbor beginning to move, the sound of the morning bell from the quayside carrying up on the still air. From this height it looked compact and functional, the way it always looked from the outside. She knew how it looked from the inside.

"What answers does Crest have?" Torik said.

"I don't know yet." She watched the town for a moment. "That's the other thing I need to find out."
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She went straight to the trade post. The town was moving around her and she let it move, nodded to the people who greeted her, managed the brief interactions that were part of moving through a small settlement where everyone knew who she was and what she did. None of it registered as more than peripheral. Her mind was already in the ledger room.

She pulled the dispatch logs for the past three months and laid them on the long table. Every outgoing shipment: stone, salt, processed fish, two small exports of cured leather. Route assignments, departure dates, cargo weights, consignee. All of it was in the public record. All of it had been in the trade hall.

She worked through it methodically. The pattern she was looking for wasn't necessarily visible in the outgoing records - but it might be in the timing. Had other shipments been late or disrupted? She checked. There'd been a salt caravan that took a longer route in the seventh month, noted as a routing decision by the driver. She made a note - the longer route meant the driver had diverted, and the diversion note was informal, logged after the fact. She'd want to speak with that driver. There'd been a stone export that had arrived at Harrow Ford two days behind schedule in the sixth month - noted in the ledger as weather delay, which was possible. She noted the date and the route designation. Two days behind schedule on a route that didn't have significant weather exposure in that month.

She kept going. The pattern wasn't clear yet. It was more like the feeling of a pattern - a series of small delays and irregularities that might be entirely unremarkable individually but that might, if you looked at them from a certain angle, have a shape. A shape that had been developing slowly, over months, before this morning's hard confirmation.

She found a slip of paper and wrote: *Who knew the departure date?*

She tucked it in the back of the dispatch ledger where she'd see it every time she opened it. Under the question she added, in smaller writing: *Who knew both the route and the date?*

Outside, the morning was fully arrived now, the harbor busy, the inland road already showing the first movement of the day's commerce. Somewhere in the town, someone knew about the burned caravan. The rider had told her first; that wouldn't last. By midday it would be all over Greyhaven, and by evening it would have found its way to Davin Crest through whatever channel he maintained, and by tomorrow morning the council meeting would begin with everyone already having formed their opinions in the dark, based on the version of events they'd heard first.

She was the version they needed to hear first.

She worked the ledger.

She was still working when the morning light had filled the trade post windows and the door was knocked for the first time by the day's first official business, and she closed the dispatch log and opened the door and let the day in, carrying the question with her.

*Who knew the departure date?*

She would find out. She had found things out before. The difference between what you knew and what you could prove was usually just time and method, and she was patient with both.

—-
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