
Table of Contents

SOMETHING IN THE WORLD IS STILL BURNING

Chapter 1: The Sanctuary Routine

Chapter 2: Midnight Logistics

Chapter 3: The First Harvest

Chapter 4: The Discovery

Chapter 5: Unnatural Scales

Chapter 6: The Forensic Checklist

Chapter 7: The Burn Test

Chapter 8: The Verification Log

Chapter 9: The Systemic Shield

Chapter 10: The Intruding Line

Chapter 11: The Shadow on the Ridge

Chapter 12: The Consultation Strategy

Chapter 13: The Pathogen Red Herring

Chapter 14: Night Calibration

Chapter 15: The Second Strike

Chapter 16: The Escalation Logic

Chapter 17: The Truck on the Service Road

Chapter 18: The Institutional Lockdown

Chapter 19: The Mitre Square Trail (1888)

Chapter 20: The Comstock Pact (1889)

Chapter 21: The Generational Weight

Chapter 22: Embers

Chapter 23: The Curfew Violators

Chapter 24: The Prometheus Warning

Chapter 25: Naming the Sun

Chapter 26: The Leak

Chapter 27: The Paper Curtain (1944)

Chapter 28: The Source

Chapter 29: The Silence

Chapter 30: The Logging Camp Attack

Chapter 31: The Boy in the Ravine (1974)

Chapter 32: The Crane Gate

Chapter 33: The Anatomy of the Spark

Chapter 34: Loosening the Ground

Chapter 35: The Approach Vector

Chapter 36: The Arrival of the Void

Chapter 37: The First Conduction

Chapter 38: The Thermodynamic Fight

Chapter 39: Core Extraction

Chapter 40: The Gate Breaker

Chapter 41: The Walk of the Lightning Rod

Chapter 42: The Atlanta Line

Chapter 43: Grounding the Beast

Chapter 44: Static Restabilization

Chapter 45: The Clean Slate

Chapter 46: Passing the Badge

Chapter 47: The Winter Accord

About the Author

About the Publisher


Welcome to Stoneheart Press, where the next generation of literary voices finds its home. We don’t just publish books; we unearth raw talent. Specializing exclusively in exciting, unpublished authors, we are dedicated to discovering the stories that haven’t been told yet and bringing them to readers hungry for something fresh.

At Stoneheart Press, we believe that some of the most powerful narratives are locked away in the manuscripts of undiscovered writers.

––––––––
[image: ]


Our mission is to break those stories free.

We partner closely with debut novelists to polish, elevate, and launch their work into the literary world with the passion and force it deserves.

Unfiltered. Uncompromising. Undiscovered.

We are Stoneheart Press, and we are shaping the future of fiction, one debut at a time.

For Michelle,

My soulmate... My heart is yours

Harlan & Dalton,

Stick to the road and beware the moors.

And for Moira,

my mum, who gave me my voice,

even if she occasionally wishes I would use it to write about something a little less terrifying.

Copyright Notice

First published in 2026 by Stoneheart Press Copyright © 2026 by Stoneheart Press, Steve Melaney

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 in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

––––––––
[image: ]


For permission requests, please contact the publisher at: Stoneheart Press



SOMETHING IN THE WORLD IS STILL BURNING

a novel

ACT I:

THE GAUZE AND THE CIPHER

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Sanctuary Routine
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He woke at 4:07 a.m., as he had woken at 4:07 a.m. for the better part of a century.

There was no alarm. There had never needed to be. The galvanic matrix that ran beneath the silvered seams of his throat and wrists kept its own clock, more accurate than any quartz mechanism, indifferent to seasons or weather or the slow drift of the magnetic pole. Adam Blackwood opened his eyes in the dark and listened to the house breathe around him.

The bedroom was a long rectangle of cold stone and exposed beam, its eastern wall a single sheet of glass that looked out across the ridge toward the valley. At this hour the valley was nothing but a pooled darkness with the faint orange smear of Colter’s Run smudged into its lowest folds. He could hear the furnace cycling two floors below. He could hear the small

electrical murmur of the server bank in the western wing, where seventeen separate databases were being silently queried for any new instance of the fingerprint that had once belonged to a man called Daniel Graves, and before him a man called Joseph Clerval, and before that a creature with no name at all.

He sat up. The mattress, custom-built and reinforced with a frame of welded steel, gave the groan it always gave when he shifted his weight. Seven feet two inches. Three hundred and forty pounds when he had last troubled to weigh himself,

though that had been some years ago. The numbers had stopped meaning anything to him in the way they once had. They were maintenance figures now, like the load tolerances on a bridge.

He pulled on the canvas trousers folded across the bench at the foot of the bed. He pulled on a heavy flannel shirt, dark green, and buttoned it slowly up to the seam at his throat. The seam ran from beneath his left ear, across the front of his neck, and disappeared beneath his right collarbone. Under fluorescent light it showed as a thin band of silvered tissue, slightly raised, the color of old solder. In the dark it was invisible. He had not seen it in a mirror in three days. He did not need to.

The basement stairs were the only set of stairs in the house that creaked, and they creaked because he had built them that way on purpose. A trip hazard required attention. Attention was a form of memory. He went down them slowly, his hand resting on the steel rail he had forged himself in 1971.

The forge wing was kept at a constant fifty-two degrees Fahrenheit when not in use. He turned on the overheads, long industrial fluorescents that hummed to life with the reluctance of an old man rising from a chair, and let his eyes adjust. There was the anvil, a Peter Wright of indeterminate age that he had purchased in a Sheffield estate sale before the First World

War. There was the gas forge, modern, propane-fed, capable of cleaner temperatures than any coal fire he had ever worked. There was the rack of hammers, organized by weight. There was the iron stock leaning against the wall in lengths of three quarters of an inch, half inch, quarter inch, sixteenth.

He selected a length of half-inch round stock and laid it across the anvil. He stood for a moment with one hand flat on the cold steel and looked at it without seeing it.

He had not dreamed in forty-seven years. The last dream he could remember had been a fragment in which he was a young man walking across a field of wheat, and the wheat had been the color of his mother’s hair, except that he had never had a mother and could not have known the color of her hair, and so the dream had been understood, even as it was happening, to be

a kind of lie his mind was telling him in the dark. He had woken from it angry. He had not dreamed since.

He fired the forge.

The blue ring of flame settled into its steady roar, and he stood beside it with the iron in the heat, watching the metal pass from gray to black to dull red to bright cherry, and he felt,

as he always felt, the quiet recognition that this was the only honest thing in his life. The iron did not know what he was. The iron did not care. It yielded to heat and to the hammer and to the patient pressure of his hand, and it became, by degrees, whatever he asked it to become. He thought, sometimes, in this small early hour at the forge, that the work was a private conversation between two burning things, the engineered burning in his chest and the borrowed burning of the propane flame, and that the iron was the slow witness that both flames needed in order to know they were real. He was making, this week, a finial for the new gate at the property line, a crane in flight with its neck extended and its wings half-folded. He had drawn the gate in pencil on heavy paper six months ago and

had been working on it in increments ever since. He worked on most things in increments. He had time.

He worked until 5:42, which was when the eastern sky began to take on the first false suggestion of light. He paused at the anvil with the half-finished crane finial in his hand and stood for a slow ten-count, looking at it. He set it down. He thought, with the clarity that came to him sometimes in the half-light, that

he had been making birds for over a century. Cranes mostly. The occasional heron. A single owl, in 1948, for a woman in Minnesota whose name he no longer had. The birds, he

thought, were the small honest accounting of his own wish to be elsewhere, and the fact that the wish had survived two hundred and twenty-nine years was, he suspected, the only piece of evidence available to him that he was, in any meaningful sense, the kind of architecture that could be called a person.

Then he banked the forge and went upstairs to the kitchen.

The kitchen was the warmest room in the house. He had designed it that way. He kept the brass kettle on the back burner of the gas range and a wooden box of loose-leaf tea on the counter beside it, and he heated water and measured Lapsang Souchong into the porcelain pot and let it steep for the four minutes the leaves required. The smell of the tea, wood smoke and pine pitch, the smell of a railway carriage in some country he could no longer place, filled the kitchen and went out through the open doorway into the long hall and into the library beyond.

He took the pot and a single cup on a tray into the library.

The library was the room he loved. It rose two stories along the north wall of the house, and its shelves were oak that he had milled himself from trees on his own land, and its books

were arranged not by author or subject but by the year in which he had first read them. The shelves nearest the door held what he had read in the past five years. The shelves at the far end, behind the rolling ladder, held what he had read in the first decades of his existence, books in French and German and Latin and a few in Russian, their bindings beginning at last to flake.

He set the tray on the long oak table beneath the eastern windows. He sat down. He opened the Borges he had been working through, a Spanish edition, the Ficciones, which he was translating slowly into English not because there was any need for a new translation but because the work of translation kept a certain quadrant of his mind alive, and he laid his notebook beside it and uncapped his pen.

El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan. The garden of forking paths. He read the first paragraph three times before he allowed himself to write a single word.

At 6:14 the perimeter alarm chirped softly from the panel beside the door.

He looked up.

The chirp was not the alarm proper. The alarm proper was a sustained tone that he had heard exactly twice in twenty-six years, both times in error. The chirp was the courtesy

notification, something on the eastern road, something larger than a deer, moving toward the gate. He stood and walked to the panel and tapped through the screens. The thermal feed showed a single vehicle, a Bronco he recognized, coming up the switchbacks at a slow and careful speed.

Marcus.

He went down to unlock the gate.

The morning air on the porch was very cold, and the cold did not trouble him in the way it would have troubled a human body, but he was aware of it as a man aware of weather. The pines along the drive stood black against a sky that was just beginning to turn the color of skimmed milk. He stood in the doorway and watched the headlights climb the last curve, and he thought, as he often thought when watching that vehicle approach, that he had been watching some version of this same arrival for one hundred and thirty-five years, and that each generation of the family had thought it was the first.

The Bronco pulled up. The headlights died. Marcus Vance climbed out with the slow care of a man whose body had begun, finally and irreversibly, to file its complaints.

“You’re up early,” Adam said.

“I’m up still,” Marcus said. He shut the door. He limped across the gravel with his right hand pressed against his hip. “Got coffee?”

“I have tea.”

“Christ, Adam. It is five in the morning and you have tea.”

“I have coffee for you. I have had coffee for you, in that cupboard, in the same tin, for thirty-one years. I would be alarmed if you arrived at five in the morning and found that I did not.”

Marcus shook his head, the dry shake of a man who had walked into the same affectionate trap on the same porch for three decades and was, on principle, no longer surprised by it. “Then put some on, would you. I’m freezing. And my hip has been telling me for the last forty minutes that I made a mistake in the choice of road.”

Adam stepped back to let him pass, and Marcus came up the three porch steps one at a time, and they went inside together.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Midnight Logistics
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The chess set was set up on the small table by the library fire, exactly as they had left it nine days ago, and Marcus lowered himself into the chair on the black side and stared at the board as though it had personally betrayed him, which it had.

“You moved your bishop,” he said. There was an accusation in it, friendly and tired.

“I moved my bishop a week ago.” “I noticed.”

“I’m aware that you noticed. You stared at it for forty minutes before you went home. I watched you stare at it. I almost offered you another cup of tea while you were staring at it.”

“Forty-five, and you can keep the tea.” Marcus reached for the coffee Adam had set down beside him. The mug was a heavy thing of fired clay, made by a potter in Sisters whose name Marcus had forgotten and Adam had not. He drank. He winced. “Jesus. You make this with a hammer?”

“I make this exactly the way I have made it for you since 1997. You have not, in twenty-nine years, asked me to make it any differently. I have taken your silence as a vote of confidence.”

“Adam. You can read a room better than any man in Cascade County. Don’t pretend you took my silence as a vote of confidence. You took my silence as the silence of a man who had given up.”

“That is also true.”

“There it is.”

Marcus laughed, which became a cough, which became a longer cough, which he managed by holding the mug very still and breathing carefully through his nose until it passed. He set the mug down. He looked across the board at Adam and the laughter and the cough were both gone and what was left in his face was the expression of a sheriff who had not slept and who had driven up a mountain at five in the morning for a reason.

“Chloe’s back,” he said.

Adam moved a pawn forward two squares. “I know.” “Of course you know.”

“Three weeks back. She bought a house on Larch Street, the small one with the green shutters. She drives a 2019

Subaru. She has filed seventeen new procedural memos in the department since her first day.”

“Seventeen.”

“I read the public council minutes.” “Why.”

“Because I read the public council minutes.”

Marcus shook his head and moved his own pawn and reached again for the coffee. He held it without drinking. “She’s auditing the historical funding records. The plaques. The library wing.

The hospital extension.”

Adam did not look up from the board. “All of which are public matters of record.”

“All of which were arranged by you through five separate trust entities and routed through bank relationships her grandfather and I built over forty years.”

“They will survive an audit.”

“They will survive a friendly audit. She isn’t friendly. She isn’t unfriendly either. She’s just,” Marcus moved his hand in the tight frustrated circle that meant a thing he did not have words for. “She’s a clean-bench kind of cop. She wants the variables labeled. She wants the receipts. She came up in Portland on

a bureau that ate its own for paperwork, and that’s what she brought home with her.”

“That is a good thing to have in a sheriff’s daughter.”

“It’s a good thing to have in a sheriff’s daughter only as long as the daughter doesn’t decide to investigate her own father.”

Adam moved his knight. “Is she?”

“Not yet. She’s investigating the plaques. The plaques lead to the trust. The trust leads,”

“To a post office box in Reno and a law firm in Vancouver that has been dead and re-formed under three different names since 1962.”

“Yes.”

“It is a very long road from the plaques to me.” “It’s a long road. Roads end.”

Adam looked up at last. Marcus’s face under the library lamps showed every line that sixty years of mountain weather had carved into it. The osteoarthritis in his right hip had advanced another notch since spring; Adam could see it in the angle at which Marcus was now obliged to sit, the slight permanent torque to the left. The reconstructed shoulder rode high. The hair at his temples had gone the colorless white of January grass.

“Marcus,” Adam said. “I have lived in this valley for sixty-three years, under this name. The Vance family has protected my presence here through three federal wars, four major state reorganizations of the county lines, and one census in which

a clerk became briefly curious about the number of acres registered to my surname. Each of those threats was managed by your line. Each of those threats passed. Your daughter is the next iteration of the same family. She will be managed.”

“She isn’t a threat I want managed. She’s my kid.” “She is the sheriff who will inherit this office.” “Not yet she isn’t.”

“Soon. I can see your hip from where I am sitting. I can see the way you are holding your shoulder. I can hear the slight irregularity in the air going through your left lung. You have eighteen months, Marcus. Possibly two years if you are lucky and the surgeons are good.”

Marcus was quiet. The fire settled.

“Sometimes,” he said, “I really, really hate that you can do that.”

“I am not doing anything. I am noticing.” “It feels like doing.”

“I’m sorry.”

Marcus drank his coffee. The fire ticked in the grate. Outside the long windows, the sky was beginning to turn the gray-pink of a cold November dawn, and somewhere in the trees beyond the gate a raven was calling to another raven on the next ridge, and the two of them were having whatever conversation ravens had at this hour, in this weather, in this part of the world.

“She has to know,” Marcus said finally. “Before I’m dead. She has to know.”

“I know.”

“I’m not going to drop the ledger in her lap from a hospital bed and ask her to forgive me for sixty years of paperwork.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t know how to tell her.”

“You don’t tell her,” Adam said. “You bring her here. You let her see. That is how your father did it with you.”

“My father had time. I don’t know how much time I have.”

“More than you think. Less than you want.” Adam moved his bishop. “Check, by the way.”

Marcus looked down at the board. He laughed again, more carefully this time, and shook his head. “You son of a bitch.”

“Drink your coffee.” “It’s terrible.”

“I know.”

They played the rest of the game in the long, comfortable silence of two men who had played a thousand games and would, if luck held, play a few hundred more. The sun came up behind the eastern ridge at 7:04. By 7:30 Marcus was back in the Bronco, going down the switchbacks toward the office and his daughter and the day. Adam stood on the porch and watched the tail lights disappear into the pines.

He thought, with the clarity that came to him sometimes in the cold morning air, that the great wheel turning had brought

him once again to the edge of a change. He had felt this before

— felt it in London in 1888, and in Eleanor Vance’s office in 1944 when she had laid the falsified medical deferment on the desk between them and told him, in a voice that brooked no argument, that he would not be going to a federal laboratory while she was alive to prevent it.

He went back inside. He banked the fire. He returned to Borges.

He had no way to know, that morning, that twenty-three miles to the south, a woman named Clara Higgins had just finished

the last cup of bad coffee she would ever drink, and was buttoning her coat against the cold, and was walking out across the hospital parking lot toward her car.
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Chapter 3: The First Harvest
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The fog came up out of the river bottom at a quarter past midnight, and by one in the morning it had filled the valley to the height of the second-growth pine.

Clara Higgins drove into it at thirty-five miles an hour on the county two-lane, her wipers doing nothing useful against the moisture, her headlights bouncing back into her own eyes off the wall of gray. She kept the wheel light. She kept her foot light. She had driven this road for eleven years and she knew the curves the way most people knew the route from

their bedroom to their kitchen, by feel, by an internal count of seconds and degrees, by the long muscle memory of a life lived on the same patch of ground.

The radio was playing Patsy Cline. She had not chosen Patsy Cline; the public station out of Bend ran an overnight program, midnight until the morning news, called American Standards that she let play because she could not be bothered to find something else, and tonight the program was Patsy Cline and the night before it had been Hank Williams and the night before that someone she did not recognize singing in what might have been Portuguese. She did not love the music. The music was company. After twelve hours on the floor of a forty-bed hospital that had been built for thirty beds and was currently running with six nurses on a shift that had been designed for nine, she did not have the energy left to love anything. She had energy enough to drive. The music helped her drive.

She was forty-six years old. She had been a charge nurse for

nine of those years and a floor nurse for fifteen before that, and on the seat beside her was a thermos of coffee gone cold, a paperback novel she had carried in her bag for three weeks without opening, and the small plastic clamshell that held her

wedding ring on the days she worked the floor and did not want anything between her gloved hand and a patient. She had been divorced for six years. She still wore the ring on days off. She could not have said why.

The fog thickened.

She slowed to twenty-five. She slowed to twenty. The headlights pushed out a cone of nothing into nothing. The road, she knew, would curve to the right in about eighty yards, and then there would be a long straight where the timber pulled back from the verge and gave the fog somewhere to go, and after that the climb up the ridge toward her exit. Eighty yards. She counted them down by the soft tick of the broken white line at her left.

She was midway through the curve when the temperature in the car dropped.

It was not gradual. It was not the kind of slow chill that comes from a heater laboring against a cold night. It was a sudden, complete absence of warmth, as though every molecule of heat in the cabin had been quietly carried out a window she had not opened. Her breath went white. The wipers, mid-stroke, stuttered and slowed and stopped. The dashboard lights flickered once and held.

The cabin filled, in the same instant, with a smell she did not know. It was the smell of stone struck by frost. It was the smell of a deep cellar opened in winter. It was the cold dry smell of ozone with something else underneath it, something that her mother, who had cleaned houses for forty years, had once described to her as the smell of an attic that had not been opened in a hundred years. A smell of ancient soil. A smell of

something that had been kept somewhere very cold for a very

long time.

She thought, with the part of her mind that was still capable of thought, the alternator.

Then the engine died.

The car coasted. She felt the wheel go heavy in her hands as the power steering quit. She braked, gently, she was a careful driver even now, even in fear, and the brakes felt strange under her foot, soft and far away, as though the pedal had been moved an inch lower while she wasn’t looking. The car rolled to the right verge and onto the soft shoulder and into the shallow drainage ditch that ran along the timber boundary, and there it stopped, gently, the right front tire settled into mud and old pine needles.

The radio went off. The headlights went off. The cabin lights did not come on.

There was no sound but the fog.

Clara Higgins sat with both hands on the wheel for a slow ten-count. Her breath came white and thick. She could feel the cold against the skin of her face like a hand pressed flat. She could feel the cold inside her clothes, against her sternum, behind her knees. The thermos beside her had begun to weep frost up the side of its metal.

She reached for her phone. She thumbed the screen. The screen was dark. She thumbed it again. Nothing. She tried the key in the ignition. The key turned. The starter did not

engage. The dash did not light. The car was simply, completely, mechanically gone, in a way that no mechanical thing should ever go.

Outside her window, somewhere in the gauze of the fog, she heard the soft creak of a footstep on frozen pine needles.

She turned her head very slowly.

There was a figure standing about ten feet from her car. She could see the outline of it through the fog and through her closed window. A man, she thought. A man-shaped thing. Tall, but not impossibly so. Thin. Wearing what might have been a coat. The face was a smear of darker fog against the gray.

She thought, I am a nurse. I will roll down the window. I will ask if he needs help.

She thought this with the steady and trained part of her mind, the part that had taken over in every emergency of her adult life, and she actually lifted her hand toward the window crank before she realized that the window crank would not work with the power dead and that the figure had not moved and that there was no reason whatsoever for a man to be standing alone in the fog on the timber boundary at one in the morning, motionless, watching her.

The fog rolled. The figure was closer.

It had not stepped. She had not seen it step. The fog had rolled and the figure had been ten feet away and then the fog had rolled again and the figure had been three feet away, standing just outside her window, and now she could see the face, and the face was not anything she could describe afterward because there would be no afterward, but in the moment she saw it her mouth opened and her hand went to the door lock and the door lock was already up, had perhaps always been up, and the door was already opening, and she was not the one opening it.

She was lifted out of the car.

She did not feel hands. What she felt was something far worse than hands: a pulling that bypassed muscle and nerve and went straight to the wet interior of her, as though the thing outside had reached through her skin without touching it and found the cord that ran everything and begun, without hurry, to reel it in.

The scream formed and went nowhere. The mechanism for

screaming was the same mechanism the pulling was using, and the pulling got there first, and what she tried to force out had nothing to travel on, because the air was being taken too — not from her lungs but from the capillaries, from the alveoli, from the damp tissue at the base of her throat. All of it leaving at once, all the wet dark interior of her being drawn out toward the surface and through it.

Her tongue stiffened against the floor of her mouth. The saliva went in a second. Then the inside of her cheeks pulled tight and dry and papery and she could feel them cracking at the corners of her lips, feel the tissue splitting along lines it had never

been designed to split along. She tried to wet her lips. There was nothing left to wet them with. The lining of her nostrils had already dried to a stiff crackling membrane and she could feel them sealing with each inhale, the passages narrowing

to nothing as the tissue contracted, and the sound of her own breathing changed to a high thin rasp and then stopped entirely.

Her eyes went next. She was still looking at the thing through the glass when her corneas began to dry from the surface inward, the world smearing as though someone had smudged a thumb across her vision, then crackling at the edges like burning cellophane. She tried to blink. Her eyelids would not close; the levator muscles had locked open, and she watched through desiccating eyes as the thing moved toward her, its shape a smear of wrong darkness, until the vitreous humor contracted and the world went the gray of a static-filled screen

and she was still registering that it had gone dark when the optic nerve fired a last random constellation of blue-white sparks and went quiet.

Her sinuses made a sound she had never heard before and would never hear again. A sustained high interior whistle, not from her throat but from inside the bones of her face, tissue pulling away from cartilage in a vacuum, the microscopic wet surfaces of her skull going dry in sequence from the outside

in. Her cheekbones rose as the orbital fat layer vanished. Her temples hollowed. The whole architecture of her face tightened and kept tightening, drawing itself back toward the skull the way a latex glove, released, snaps back to its original shape — except that her skin could not snap, and so it split instead, fine hairline fractures running from her temples to her jaw, the skin not bleeding because there was no longer enough fluid pressure to bleed.

She looked down at her hands. She could still do that. She could still look. The skin of her fingers was puckering back from the nails — she watched it happening, watched her own fingernails emerge from their sheaths of skin the way teeth emerge from gums when the gums recede, watched the skin withdraw to

the first knuckle and then the second, watched the bones of her fingers appear, white and dry and articulated, watched the wedding ring slide off her left ring finger because there was nothing left beneath it to hold it and it clinked against the door handle and she heard that sound very clearly, the small clear sound of a ring hitting metal, and she was still hearing it when the tendons in her forearms began to contract as the fluid left them, pulling her fingers into a slow rigid claw.

She did not feel pain. Pain needed wet nerves and fluid channels and she had been emptied of both. What she felt instead was a vast encompassing hollowness, like being a house from which all the furniture has been removed in the night, the walls still standing, the shape still there, but nothing inside to give the shape any weight. She was aware, dimly, of the sounds her body was making: a sustained papery crackling that came from everywhere, from her ribcage, from her spine, from the long tendons of her neck going taut and then taut again. Beneath

that sound, fainter, the collapsed sound of organs voiding as the fluid left them. The flat soft implosion of her stomach. The flat soft implosion of her heart.

The last thing she was aware of, fully aware of, was that her

skin was no longer her own. It belonged to the pulling. And somewhere behind her, in the car she had been driving thirty seconds ago, Patsy Cline had begun to sing again, very faintly, the radio briefly restored by whatever vast tide had passed through the engine and was now passing through her.

I go out walkin’, after midnight...

She was set down, gently, on the bed of pine needles forty feet inside the timber line.

She did not feel herself being set down. By then she was not feeling anything. The thing that had been Clara Higgins lay on her back with her arms folded neatly across her chest, her eyes closed, her uniform unwrinkled, and the skin of her hands and her face was already drawing tight against the bones beneath it, just as a leaf draws tight against its veins in October when the sap has gone. The shrinking continued for some minutes after the pulling was finished, the body completing on its own

what had been started for it, the abdomen sinking inward over a hollow that no longer contained the structures it had contained an hour ago, the cheekbones rising through the face from the inside, the lips pulling slowly back from the teeth in a long slow retraction that left, by the end, the small private architecture

of her smile exposed to the cold. Her body weighed perhaps sixty pounds. Her head had been removed. The cut was clean and bloodless — taken not for the head itself but for the neural architecture it had contained in its final two seconds of cellular coherence. The carotid had been emptied before the cut was made; the body drained top to bottom, so that what the cut was made into was nothing more than cured leather over a dry pipe.

The fog rolled.

The figure was gone.

In the car, the radio played itself out to the end of Walking After Midnight and into a station break and into the next song, which was Hank Williams, and on through the small hours, song after

song. The engine, which at some point in that strange minute had quietly restarted itself, idled a long time before the fuel ran low enough that it coughed and died for the last time. The headlights, which had also come back on, dimmed and went out. The dashboard went dark.

The fog closed over the car and over the pine bed beyond it.

It was 1:34 in the morning. It would be four hours before anyone found her.
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Chapter 4: The Discovery
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Deputy Chloe Vance took the missing-person call at 6:22 a.m. on a Wednesday, and she took it the way she had been trained to take it, which was to write down every word the caller said in the order they said it before she allowed herself any conclusions of her own.

The caller was Daryl Higgins, who was Clara’s ex-husband, and who was on her contact list as the person to call if she did not come home from a shift. He had stopped being legally obligated to be that person six years ago. He had not asked to be removed from the list. He had called her at 5:40 when he saw she hadn’t come home; he had called the hospital at 5:55 and been told

she had clocked out at 12:18; he had driven the road himself between 6:00 and 6:20 and found nothing; and now, at 6:22, he was calling the sheriff’s office because he did not know what else to do.

Chloe wrote it all down on the long yellow pad she kept at her elbow. She asked the questions in order, thanked him, and told him to go home and wait. She hung up.

She sat at her desk for a beat and then stood up and put on her

coat.

The patrol cruiser was a 2017 Ford that the county had bought used and that Chloe had been driving for three weeks. It smelled faintly of the previous deputy’s chewing tobacco, which she had not yet managed to eradicate despite two sessions with an ozone generator and one cleaning service. She started it and pulled out of the lot and went south on the county two-lane at exactly the

speed limit.

She found the car at 6:51.

It was in the ditch on the timber boundary at the curve she would have recognized as the curve from Clara Higgins’s likely route. The fog had thinned to a low haze that lay along the road like a spilled drink, and the car sat in the haze with its driver’s door three inches open and its headlights dark and its keys in the ignition.

She parked twenty yards back and walked up.

She walked the verge first, examining the tracks before she approached the car. There were tire tracks coming in: the car had not been driven off the road in panic; it had rolled in gently, the right front wheel making first contact with the soft shoulder and the rest following with the soft inevitability of a vehicle that had simply lost power. There were no skid marks on the road behind. There was no debris. The driver had not braked hard.

The driver had braked normally, or perhaps not at all. She walked around to the driver’s side.

The door was open three inches. Inside the cabin she could see the thermos on the passenger seat, the paperback novel, the small clamshell with the ring. The driver’s seat was empty. The seat belt was unclipped and retracted into its housing. There was no purse, but there was a purse strap visible on the floor near the pedals, as though the purse had been pulled half out

of the car and then dropped. There was no blood. There was no struggle. There was no sign that any object in the car had been touched by anything other than the calm, deliberate hand of the woman who had been driving it.

Chloe stood back.

She looked at the ground beside the open door. The soft shoulder was a mat of pine needles compacted by years of weather, and on the mat she could see, very faintly, a single

drag mark, not a footprint, not a track, but the wide soft impression of something that had moved through the needles without lifting itself fully clear of them. The mark went forty feet into the timber and stopped.

She unholstered. She did not draw, but she unsnapped the strap. She turned her radio off and walked the drag mark slowly, putting each foot down with care.

She found Clara Higgins at the end of the mark. For a long moment she didn’t understand what she was looking at. A body. An old body. The wrong body — from the wrong century, she realized, the cold jolt of it arriving a full second after the seeing.

What lay on the pine needles was the shape of a woman.

The shape wore a nurse’s uniform that Chloe recognized from the description Daryl had given her on the phone: pale blue scrubs with a hospital embroidery patch over the left breast. The shape had Clara Higgins’s wedding band on its left hand. The shape was unmistakably Clara Higgins.

The shape weighed perhaps sixty pounds.

The skin of the hands and forearms, where it had not already separated from the underlying structure, was something Chloe had no clinical category for. It was not decomposition. Decomposed skin had a particular wet softness, a particular smell, a particular color progression she knew from training

and from the field. This was the opposite: dry, hard, contracted, the surface stretched so taut over the bones beneath it that the individual metacarpals were individually visible, each one

a distinct ridge pressing outward, the spaces between them hollow and shadowed. The color was the color of old cordovan leather left in the sun. The texture, when she came close enough, showed the fine grain of compressed protein — the same grain that was in the dried things you found in attics, in the animal specimens in natural history museums, in the husks of beetles.

The face was worse. The face was still a face in the sense that the features were present and in their correct positions, but they had been compressed against the skull so completely that

there was almost no depth to them. The eyes had sunk into their orbits and adhered there, the eyelids collapsed around them, leaving two oval depressions where eyes had been. The nose was a ridge of cartilage with the overlying skin drawn down over it like a cloth over a sharp object. The mouth had pulled fully open — the lips retracted to the gum line on both jaws, the teeth exposed and dry and slightly loose in their sockets, the corners of the mouth split where the tissue had stretched past its

limit. The face was trying to be a skull. It had almost succeeded.

The uniform was unwrinkled. The arms were folded across the chest. She had been set down with care. That was the thing that kept pulling at Chloe as she stood back with her hands

at her belt and looked: the care. Whatever had done this had arranged what was left of Clara Higgins with a deliberateness that suggested either tremendous contempt or tremendous tenderness, and she could not tell which, and the not-telling was the part that would stay with her.

The head was not attached.

It had been removed cleanly. There was no blood on the pine needles. There was no blood on the uniform. There was no blood anywhere.

Chloe held her ground.

She was twenty-eight years old. She had worked two years on a patrol bureau in North Portland that had given her two

homicides, one stabbing fatality, three vehicular fatalities, and one infant SIDS death. She had seen what bodies looked like at various intervals of post-mortem time. She knew, in her training, what a body looked like at one hour and what a body looked like at one week and what a body looked like at one year. The body on the pine needles was the body of a woman

who had been alive seven hours ago. The body on the pine needles looked like a woman who had been dead for thirty years.

She breathed out, slowly, through her nose.

She kept six feet of distance from the body. She turned and walked backward along her own path, and she returned to the road and to her cruiser, and she turned her radio back on and she keyed the mic.

“Dispatch, four-eleven.” “Go ahead, four-eleven.”

“I’m at...,” She read the mile marker. “ milepost forty-six on the two-lane, timber side. I have a deceased female matching the description of Clara Higgins. Request the sheriff and the state forensics team. Do not, repeat, do not, send EMS. There is nothing for EMS to do here.”

A pause.

“Four-eleven, repeat that last part.”

“There is nothing for EMS to do here. Tell the sheriff to come himself. Tell him it’s,” She hesitated. She did not know how to say it. “ Tell him it’s the wrong shape. He’ll understand.”

A longer pause.

“Copy, four-eleven. Sheriff’s en route.”

She set down the mic. She closed her eyes. She opened them. She got out of the cruiser and walked back to the verge and stood with her hands on her belt and looked at the road in both directions, and at the timber, and at the soft shoulder, and at the gauze of the dying fog rising off the pine needles, and she catalogued everything she was seeing because cataloguing was the only thing she could think to do.

The sheriff arrived in thirty-one minutes.

He pulled in behind her cruiser without flashers. He got out slowly. He took a long minute to settle his weight on his bad hip. He walked up the verge and stood beside her for what felt like a long time without speaking.

“Show me,” he said. She showed him.

He looked at Clara Higgins for perhaps twenty seconds. His face stayed where it was. He did not crouch. He did not photograph. He looked at Clara Higgins, then at the ground

around the body, and then he looked up at the timber canopy above, and then he turned to Chloe.

“You called state forensics.” “Yes, sir.”

“Cancel them.” She stared at him.

“Cancel them,” he said again. “Or hold them at the road. I’ll make a call. We’re going to have someone else look at her first.”

“Sheriff...” “Chloe.”

“Sheriff, there is a federal protocol for an unexplained death of this,”

“I know the protocol.” “Then...”

“I am telling you to hold the state team at the road. I am telling you that I am calling someone else. I am telling you that the person I am calling has, in his life, seen more of whatever this is than anyone working in any state lab in the Pacific Northwest, and that if you call the state team in here before he has had

a chance to look at her, we are going to spend the next four months explaining a thing we cannot explain, and the next four years living inside the explanation.”

She looked at him.

“Who are you calling?” she said.

Marcus Vance looked down at his daughter — at the deputy he had spent the last three weeks trying not to think of as his daughter, who a handful of years ago had fallen asleep in the passenger seat of his Bronco on the drive back from

her grandfather’s funeral and cried, briefly, in his arms in the parking lot of the church — and he said, in the voice he used for the part of his job he had not yet learned how to share:

“You’ll meet him tonight.”
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Chapter 5: Unnatural Scales
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She held the state team at the road for nine hours.

She did it by the book, which was the only way she knew how to do anything: she invoked the county’s primacy on rural unincorporated land, she invoked the sheriff’s specific authority to retain an outside forensic consultant prior to chain-of-custody transfer, she invoked a 1983 case out of the Oregon Court of Appeals that her father, to her surprise, knew by name. The state coordinator on the phone was a woman named Patel whom Chloe had known briefly in Portland, and Patel was annoyed but professional, and she agreed to stand her team down at the county line until eight that evening.

Chloe spent the day at the scene with two of her own deputies, Arroyo and Henning, both of whom had been briefed by Marcus and neither of whom asked any questions. Arroyo set up a tent over the body. Henning ran tape. Chloe walked the timber.

She did not find anything in the timber. She found, very specifically, the absence of things. No footprints leading away from the body. No broken branches. No disturbance at the canopy. No trail of any kind for the eighty yards she searched before her training told her she was wasting her time. Whatever had taken Clara Higgins forty feet into the trees had not left the way it had come, and had not left in any direction she could read.

She came back to the car at four.

Arroyo was crouched at the open driver’s door of the Subaru with a small black multimeter in his hand. He had the leads pressed to the terminals of the car’s battery. He looked up as she approached.

“Deputy,” he said. “Have you got a second.” “What.”

“The battery is fine. I checked it because Henning had the engine running for forty minutes to get the cabin warm enough to lift prints, and it didn’t draw down. The battery’s at twelve point seven. That’s full charge.”

“And.”

“And the alternator on a 2009 Outback with a hundred and forty thousand miles on it does not maintain a charge of twelve point seven after a forty-minute idle in November temperatures. It maintains twelve point three at best. Twelve point one is more likely. I had a 2008 Outback in college. I know the curve.”

She crouched beside him.

“What are you telling me, Arroyo.”

“I’m telling you the battery was charged sometime in the last twelve hours by something other than the alternator. There’s no jump cable scuffing on the terminals. The car has not been jumped. The car has been, at some point between the driver’s

death and now, the recipient of a sustained electrical input from a source I can’t account for. Sheriff, I don’t know what that means. I am telling you because I noticed and I wasn’t sure who else to tell.”

He held the multimeter out to her.

She
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