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​Chapter 1: Zero Incidents, As Usual
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Mira Voss opened the morning incident log the way other people opened their email, which is to say without hope of finding anything in it.

Line one: a citizen had reported a stolen garden gnome. Line two, filed four minutes later by the same citizen, reported the gnome located in the neighbor’s yard, borrowed with permission for a photograph. Mira reclassified the incident from Theft, Reported to Property, Temporarily Relocated and moved on.

Line three was a jaywalking citation that hadn’t happened yet. Officer Ruth Callenbach filed these preemptively now, on the theory that if she could see old Mr. Dorner shuffling toward the crosswalk from her kitchen window every morning at 8:15 sharp, she might as well get the paperwork started. Mira had asked her, more than once, to please wait until the thing happened. Ruth kept not waiting. Mira reclassified it Pending, Behavioral, No Action Required and left the same note she always left.

Line four was a cat. Line four was always a cat.

This was the Aldervale morning report on an ordinary Tuesday in October, and Mira had read enough of them, across enough Tuesdays, that she’d stopped finding it funny sometime around year three. She still found it soothing. There was a peace in a number that stayed where you put it.

Outside her window, the town performed its own version of the same tidiness. Cobblestones swept before seven by a rotating volunteer schedule nobody remembered voting into existence. Hanging flower boxes tended by a woman named Greta who treated a dead geranium as a personal referendum on her character. A boating lake so still most mornings that the ducks seemed almost embarrassed to disturb it. It was, by any reasonable measure, a lovely place to live, and Mira had thought so for eight years, and still thought so most days, in the specific way a person thinks fondly of a magic trick whose mechanism she happens to already know.

At nine, Henrik Aldous rapped on her office window with one knuckle, the way he’d done since before she’d had an office to rap on. He was holding a paper bag of breadcrumbs he wasn’t supposed to feed the pigeons and had been feeding the pigeons for as long as anyone could remember not stopping him.

“You’ll want to hear this one,” he said, which is what he always said, about stories she had heard.

“I’ve heard the Harvest Marking one, Henrik.”

“You haven’t heard it from a man who’s done it forty times.” He said it like a threat and a gift both. “Forty years, same stone, same twelve minutes, same two words in Latin nobody in either town remembers the meaning of anymore. You know what I think? I think somewhere under all this paperwork, this town has one true thing left in it, and it happens for twelve minutes a year, at night, when nobody’s looking, and it doesn’t ask anybody’s permission first.” He grinned, gums pink, three teeth silver. “I like that about it.”

“You say that every year.”

“It’s true every year.” He leaned against the sill, in no hurry, though he’d told her once that a records office ran on the illusion of leisure covering the fact that everything in it was, eventually, urgent to somebody. “You want to know the part I never tell at the festival? The two Latin words aren’t even in the original proclamation. Somebody added them sometime in the last century, nobody agrees when, and now everybody says them like they’re ancient. Half of what this town calls tradition is just a good guess that got repeated enough times to stop sounding like one.”

“That’s not comforting, coming from the man who keeps every record in this building.”

“Wasn’t meant to comfort you. Meant to remind you.” He tapped the glass once more, satisfied with himself. “Keep enough records long enough, and you start to notice how much of what everyone agrees is true was only ever agreed to, once, by somebody tired, and never checked again.” He straightened up, breadcrumbs already scattering. “Anyway. You’ll be at the marking tonight?”

“I have a report due.”

“You always have a report due.” He said it without judgment, plain as weather. “One of these years, Mira Voss, you’re going to come stand at that stone for twelve minutes and let the paperwork wait, and I intend to still be alive to see it.” He grinned once more and went off to go ruin some pigeons’ cholesterol.

She watched him cross the square toward the old boundary stone, the one the Harvest Marking crowd gathered around each October, the one that meant nothing to anyone under sixty, and thought, not for the first time, that Henrik Aldous was the only person in Aldervale who talked about the town’s paperwork like it might have a soul in it somewhere.

She was wrong about how soon she’d think about that conversation again. She’d expected years. It took four hours.

The call came in at 1:52 in the afternoon, while Mira was two-thirds of the way through a heroic quantity of budget reconciliation, and it did not sound, at first, like a call that ends a streak.

“Mira.” It was Ruth, and her voice had a flatness in it Mira had never once heard from a woman who filed jaywalking tickets for crimes that hadn’t happened yet. “You need to come to the square.”

“Is this about the boundary stone again? If the historical society wants a fourth plaque-”

“It’s Henrik.”

The walk to the square took four minutes, the same four minutes it always took, past the bakery with its lights already on for the afternoon rush, past the fence with its cheerful, ridiculous number, and Mira spent every one of those four minutes doing the only thing her mind seemed capable of doing under pressure, which was reorganizing the day’s incident log in her head, over and over, as though enough repetition might rearrange the facts themselves into something with a category already built for it.

She would spend a long time afterward trying to describe what she saw well enough for a form, and largely failing. What she remembered clearest wasn’t Henrik at all - it was the small, ordinary things around him: the overturned paper bag of breadcrumbs, the pigeons that hadn’t gone far, Ruth cordoning the scene with leftover yellow tape from a decade-old street fair because Aldervale had never once needed the other kind.

Three hours later, back at her desk because there was nowhere else to be that made any more sense, Mira opened the same intake software she used every morning and clicked New Incident.

The software asked her to choose a category from a drop-down menu that hadn’t been updated, as far as she could tell, since the Accord itself was signed. Theft. Fraud. Property Damage. Public Disturbance, Minor. Public Disturbance, Escalated. Livestock.

She scrolled through it twice, in case she’d missed something between Livestock and the bottom of the list.

There was no category for what she’d just seen. Aldervale’s software had never needed one. In one thousand, four hundred and seventeen days, nobody had ever needed one.

She sat with the cursor blinking over an empty field for a long time before she understood that the problem wasn’t the software. The problem was that whatever had happened to Henrik Aldous had happened in a place that, according to every system Mira had ever trusted, did not have a place for it to happen in.​

By the time Mayor Anders Kirchner reached the square, Ruth Callenbach had done everything a town with no homicide detective and forty years of institutional confidence could think to do, which was stand close to the body and keep everyone else from getting closer.

She’d cordoned the area with the yellow tape left over from the Founders’ Day street fair, because Aldervale had never purchased the other kind. FESTIVITIES THIS WAY, it said, in cheerful bunting-adjacent lettering, and it flapped over the scene with a tone Mira found it difficult to forgive.

“Is it-” the mayor started, and for one unguarded second something moved through his face that looked like a man grieving a friend of thirty years. Then the rest of him arrived. “Is this going to be quick?”

“Quick,” Ruth repeated, in the voice of someone deciding whether to be offended on a dead man’s behalf.

“I mean handled. Processed.” Kirchner smoothed his tie, which did not need it. “You understand. There are systems for this.”

There were systems for this. That was, more or less, the entire architecture of Aldervale’s self-esteem: a town that had built itself a spotless statistical face and hired people like Mira to keep the makeup from running. What the town had never built, had never once in forty years thought it might need, was a homicide detective. Ruth held a certificate in basic first response and a badge issued for traffic control. Between the two of them, she and Mira represented the town’s entire investigative capacity, and neither had ever investigated anything larger than the gnome.

A small crowd had gathered at the edge of the square by then, the way small crowds do, drawn less by information than by the quality of stillness that surrounds a thing everyone can tell is serious before anyone’s said why. Mira recognized most of them: the woman from the pharmacy, two boys who should have been in school, old Mrs. Faber standing very still with her hands pressed flat against her coat. Nobody asked questions. They simply stood, the way you stand at the edge of weather, waiting to find out what kind it was going to be.

“The system,” Mira said carefully, “is that this gets reported to Foxrow. Today, if the paperwork’s clean.”

“Then let’s get the paperwork clean.” Kirchner didn’t look at Henrik again. He looked instead at the small hand-painted sign bolted to the town hall fence forty yards off, the one that read 1,417 DAYS SINCE OUR LAST INCIDENT in county-fair gothic lettering, and Mira watched him do the arithmetic in real time. Whatever crossed his face then, it wasn’t grief. “Nobody touches that sign until I say so.”

Ruth crouched by the tape, not moving. “Mira.” Her voice had gone flat again. “I’ve called in accidents. Twice, maybe three times, and once a boating thing on the lake that turned out to be nothing. I know what those look like.”

“And?”

“This isn’t that.”

She didn’t say more, and Mira didn’t ask her to, because some sentences are complete the moment they’re spoken and adding detail to them only makes them worse. Kirchner, three feet away, either hadn’t heard or had decided, with the same discipline that had gotten him reelected twice, not to.

Ruth stayed crouched by the tape a moment longer after Kirchner walked off toward the sign, and when she finally stood, her knees cracking audibly in the cold, she looked older than Mira had ever thought of her as looking, a woman who’d spent nine years believing her job was mostly about lost cats and premature jaywalking tickets, discovering all at once exactly how much larger the job had always secretly been.

“Foxrow,” Kirchner said again, to no one, to the tape, to the sign. “Today.”
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​Chapter 2: The Woman From the Liability Zone
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The paperwork took forty minutes, which Mira found obscene, and then unremarkable, and then, by the third form, almost a comfort, because paperwork, unlike people, told you exactly what it needed and stopped needing more once you’d given it.

Incident Type: Fatality, Cause Undetermined. Jurisdiction Requested: Foxrow, Pending Standard Transfer. Filing Officer: M. Voss. She signed it without ceremony, same as always, and sent it up through the same channel that had processed several hundred incidents over the last eight years alone, none of which had ever involved anyone she’d had a conversation with that morning.

She didn’t go home afterward. She went to Talia’s, because there’s a kind of day only a bakery can absorb, and this was one of those.

Renn’s, on the corner of Kettlebridge and Third, smelled the way it always smelled at four in the afternoon, like a fight between cardamom and butter that the butter was winning. It was the kind of small, warm room that photographed well for exactly the reasons it never needed to try: mismatched chairs collected over years rather than chosen, a chalkboard menu in Talia’s looping hand that still listed a soup she’d stopped making two winters back because nobody ever ordered it and taking it down felt, for reasons Talia had never fully explained, like giving up on it. Talia Renn looked up from behind the counter, took one look at Mira’s face, and didn’t ask what she wanted. She poured two coffees and came around to the customer side, which she almost never did during business hours.

“I heard,” Talia said.

“Everyone’s heard. Ruth put tape up. Tape means heard.”

“Not the tape. Henrik.” Talia wrapped both hands around her mug like she was cold, though the ovens were running and the bakery never got cold, not once in four years of Mira coming here on her worst afternoons. “He came in yesterday. Bought the good bread, the walnut one he doesn’t usually spring for. Told me the harvest story again. Full version, too, the one with the Latin, not the short one he tells the tourists who wander in during the summer market.”

“He told everyone the harvest story again. It’s his season for it.”

“He seemed-” Talia stopped, started over. “He seemed like a man saying goodbye to something. I didn’t think anything of it. You don’t, with Henrik. He’s always saying goodbye to something. Last year it was his knees.”

Mira watched her friend’s hands on the mug, the white at the knuckles, and thought, that’s more feeling than a walnut loaf earns you. She filed the thought away and left it there, undecided, same as always.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine.” Talia smiled, the real one, the one that had gotten Mira through four winters and one very bad breakup with a man from Foxrow’s tax office. “I just don’t like
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