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Vermont  ·  Eleven years ago

He had been following the signal for three weeks when it disappeared.

Not faded, not weakened. Disappeared, the way a candle was extinguished: present, then not, with the brief sharp character of an absence that was different from the absence of something that had never been there. He had been tracking it northeast out of Connecticut, through the hill country where the old fieldstone walls ran for miles along the roads and the maples had already gone to rust and gold, and then north into Vermont, up through the river valley where the signal was clear and coherent and running in the direction that signals of this kind ran: toward a crossing point.

He had found crossings before. In this part of the country there were a dozen he had charted over the years, places where the lines ran close enough to the surface that the ground above them had a quality distinguishable to anyone with the right faculty. Some were minor, a single line running shallow, the kind of thing you felt in the soles of your feet if you stood still long enough and were paying the right kind of attention. Some were significant: two lines meeting, the doubled frequency, and everything above the crossing point taking on a sense of realness, of presence, that the surrounding landscape lacked. Flowers that bloomed two weeks early. Trees that did not lose their leaves until December. Animals that did not leave.

This signal had the feel of something larger.

And then, on the third Thursday of October, somewhere on a secondary road north of a town called Calder's Mill, it stopped.

He pulled over.

He sat in the car for a while, which was a habit he had developed over many years of this kind of work, the habit of not reacting to the unexpected thing before he had given himself time to take it in fully. Reacting was what you did when you were afraid of the situation. Taking it in was what you did when you understood that most situations, if you gave them enough time, told you what they were.

The road here was flanked by maples in full October color and a long fieldstone wall on the left side that had been there since the previous century and had settled into the landscape the way very old things settled, becoming part of the thing they had been built beside rather than merely an object placed within it. He looked at the wall. He looked at the road ahead. He looked at the place where the signal had been and was not.

He got out of the car.

He walked the road slowly, moving north, feeling the ground through the soles of his boots the way he had been taught to feel it, without trying to feel anything, letting the information arrive without direction. This was the basic discipline of his faculty and he had been practicing it for long enough that it was no longer discipline in the effortful sense but just the way his attention operated: open, receptive, not reaching for anything.

The signal was gone.

But the ground was not neutral.

That was the thing he stood with for a long moment, boots planted on the old asphalt, the October wind moving through the maples above him. A neutral place felt like nothing. This did not feel like nothing. It felt like a door that was closed, which was different from a wall: a wall told you there was nothing on the other side. A closed door told you there was something on the other side that had been deliberately put out of reach.

He looked at the fieldstone wall.

There was a gap in it.

He had not seen the gap on his first pass. That was interesting. He had excellent observational habits and the gap was not small ,  it was wide enough for a vehicle ,  and yet his eyes had moved over it twice without registering it. He stood and paid attention to this fact for a moment, noting it with the careful non-judgmental attention he gave to anomalies, the kind of noting that did not assign a cause before the cause was established.

Then he walked to the gap and looked through it.

A track. Old gravel and compressed grass. Trees closing over it twenty feet in, a tunnel of late-October color.

Beyond that: nothing visible. The track curved and was gone.

He stood at the gap for a long time.

He did not go through it.

This was the decision he would think about for the next eleven years, in the patient non-regretful way he thought about decisions that had turned out to matter: not with the anguished revisiting of someone who believed the decision had been wrong, but with the considered attention of someone who understood that decisions were documents, that they told you who you had been at the moment you made them, and that it was worth reading them occasionally to understand the distance you had traveled.

He had not gone through because the closed-door feel of the place told him, with the authority of a faculty he had learned to trust, that going through at this moment was not the right approach. He had located the crossing. He had confirmed the signal and the veil. He had done what he came to do.

He went back to the car.

He noted the location in his book: a leather journal, old, the pages soft from use, filled with handwriting that was smaller and more pressured than he would have chosen if his years of work had not required a great many notes in a limited number of books. He wrote the name of the road, the nearest junction, the description of the gap in the fieldstone wall, and the character of the signal before it disappeared. He wrote: door, not wall. He wrote: strong ,  multiple lines, possibly three.

He wrote, because he was precise about these things and precision was a form of honesty: not yet.

Then he closed the journal.

He drove south.

✶

Vermont · Now

Eleven years was not a long time, in the way he measured time.

He had been running the routes for longer than eleven years. He had been doing it since he was old enough to understand what his faculty was for and young enough to believe that for was a word that settled things, that if you had a faculty it came with a purpose built in and that purpose was the whole of what you needed. He understood now that for was not a settled word but an ongoing negotiation between what a thing could do and what the world it operated in required of it, and that the negotiation never fully concluded. But he had been running the routes since before he understood this, which meant he had been running them for a long time.

He had been back to Vermont twice in those eleven years. Not to the road north of Calder's Mill, not to the gap in the fieldstone wall, but to the general territory: the hill country, the river valley, the wide agricultural plateau of the northeast kingdom where the summer was short and the winters were the kind that left their mark on the people who moved through them. He had been watching the signal at a distance, the way you watched something when close approach was not the right approach, with the patient attention of someone who had learned that waiting was a form of action and that the right moment was a real thing that arrived in real time if you did not try to manufacture it.

The signal had been degrading for seven of those eleven years.

He had documented it carefully: the steady decrease in output from the crossing point, the narrowing of the veil's aperture, the feel of a thing that was still functioning but was no longer functioning fully, the way a door with a swollen frame still opened but not all the way, and the gap it left was enough for certain things and not enough for others.

He had known what the degradation meant.

He had known for years what it meant and had continued to run the routes because the routes were what he had and because the thing he reported to had been unreachable for a long time and there was no one to tell.

And then, in December, the signal changed.

He had been in Maine when he felt it, at a crossing point near the coast where two lines met under a tidal basin and the intersection produced the feel of places where two kinds of geography met. He had been making notes. He had felt the Vermont signal shift the way you felt a change in air pressure before weather arrived: not the weather itself, but the announcement of it. Something had changed in Harrow's Hollow. The degradation had reversed. The signal was running clean and full for the first time in more than a decade.

He had stood at the tidal basin and breathed for a moment.

Then he closed his journal and walked back to his car.

✶

He did not go directly.

Going directly was not how he operated and had not been since he was young enough to confuse urgency with importance. Urgency said: the signal has changed, go now, find out what happened, report. Importance said: the signal has changed, and you are carrying something that has been waiting eleven years for the right conditions, and the right conditions require more than a changed signal. They require the right approach.

He had spent January working out the right approach.

He had spoken to Isolde, who had been running the southern routes with him for four years now and who had a different faculty from his, less attuned to ley signals and more attuned to the people who lived in proximity to them. She was better in town than he was. He was better at the boundary. He had explained what he knew about Harrow's Hollow: the crossing point, the veil, the years of watching the degradation, the repair that had apparently happened at the solstice. She had listened with the patient attention she brought to everything, and then she had asked the question he had expected her to ask:

"Who did the repair?"

"I don't know," he said. "The gate had been improperly maintained for ten years. Whatever was done at the solstice corrected it completely. The signal is cleaner than anything I have charted at this crossing in the years I've been watching it. Which means either the repair was done by someone with exceptional competence, or the repair involved something that went beyond standard structural maintenance."

"Or both," Isolde said.

"Or both," he agreed.

She had been quiet for a moment, the quiet that was her thinking quiet rather than her uncertain quality. Then she said: "What do you need me to do?"

"Go first," he said. "Go and look and tell me what you find."

"And if they know what we are?"

"Then tell me that first."

She had gone in February. She had stood outside a bakery on a street called Wren Street and she had felt what she felt in the proximity of places where the larder gifts operated, the sense of attention extended through nourishment, and she had told him: there is a baker. The gift is fully active. The repair was done with larder methodology.

He had thought about Agnes Hale, who had been the baker in Harrow's Hollow for twenty-two years before she died and whose reputation in the watcher network had been, plainly: the most gifted practitioner anyone had documented in three generations.

"Not Agnes," Isolde had said. "Agnes died. This is someone new. Younger. The gift feels different, less accumulated, but the reach is ,  " She had paused, choosing precision. "The reach is longer than Agnes's was."

He had sat with this for a long time.

✶

February became March.

He ran the routes he needed to run, made the notes he needed to make, and thought about Harrow's Hollow in the patient sideways manner he thought about things that required him to hold several facts simultaneously without forcing them into a resolution before they were ready. The facts were:

The gate was repaired. The baker was new. The veil was running at full capacity for the first time in ten years, which meant the crossing point was accessible in a way it had not been, which meant things that had been routing around the reduced aperture would now be routing through it directly.

He was one of those things.

And the message he carried had been waiting eleven years.

He thought about Rook.

He had not thought about Rook extensively in the years since their last meeting, which had not been a meeting so much as a termination: the decision made clear on both sides, the parting without hostility but without warmth either, the bearing of two people who understood each other completely and had arrived at incompatible conclusions. Rook had chosen the valley. He had understood this. He had disagreed with it for years and had eventually arrived, somewhere in the middle stretch of the eleven years of watching, at a position that was not agreement but was acceptance, which was different from agreement in that it did not require him to believe the decision was right, only to acknowledge that it had been made and was not his to revisit.

What was his to revisit was the message.

The message was not from him. He was the carrier, not the author. The thing that had sent it was the same thing that Rook and he both reported to, the same thing that the watcher lineage had reported to since before either of them could trace their ancestry clearly, and its message was not a reprimand and was not a summons in the punitive sense. It was, as precisely as he could read it, a request.

He had been carrying the request for eleven years.

He had not been able to deliver it because the signal path had been degraded and the valley's crossing point had not been accessible in the way mattered for this kind of delivery. The repair had changed this. The repair had opened the path.

He drove north in March with the leather journal on the passenger seat and Isolde in the car behind him and the third member of their group, who had been in Vermont for two weeks already and who he trusted to have done the watching they had agreed she would do, somewhere in the trees at the north edge of the valley.

He drove north through the hill country where the fieldstone walls ran for miles and the maples were not yet in leaf and the ground had the cold smell of a place between seasons, winter not quite gone and spring not quite arrived, the smell of potential.

He thought: eleven years.

He thought: it is still not yet, but it is closer.

He thought, with the careful precision of someone who had learned to be honest about the things they wanted even when wanting them was complicated: I want to see what someone has done with that valley.

He drove.

✶

He found the road north of Calder's Mill on a Tuesday evening in March.

The maples were bare now, the fieldstone wall the same wall it had always been, the gap in it the same gap. He did not need to look for it this time. His eyes found it immediately, which told him something: that the veil was running differently now, that the closed-door quality had changed. It was still closed. But there was something in the feel of the closure that was different from eleven years ago. Less defensive. More considered.

A door that knew someone was standing outside it.

He pulled over. He got out of the car. He stood at the gap the way he had stood at it eleven years ago, and the track curved away through the trees the way it had always curved, and the October had been gold and red then and the March was gray-brown and bare-branched now and everything was different and nothing was.

He did not go through.

Not yet. He had not come to go through tonight. He had come to stand at the gap and let the valley know, in how veil-adjacent things registered presence and attention, that someone was here. That someone had arrived who had been waiting to arrive for a long time. That the arrival was not a threat, was not a demand, was not a taking. Was a request, carried a long distance, in the manner of someone who had learned that the right approach was its own message.

He stood for a while.

Then he drove the twenty minutes south to the town where he had booked a room, a small inn on the main road of a place called Chester, perfectly ordinary and perfectly anonymous, the kind of town that appeared on maps and that anyone could find.

He opened his journal.

He wrote the date. He wrote: arrived. He wrote: the gate is clean. He wrote: the approach will take time.

He wrote, last, because he always ended his field notes with an honest accounting of the thing he was actually thinking:

She baked something in there that corrected a ten-year impairment in a single working on the winter solstice. Isolde says the reach is longer than Agnes's. I have been carrying a message for eleven years and the person it concerns has been in that valley for six months.

He put the pen down.

He looked out the window at the Vermont night, which was very dark and very clear, the late-winter stars close in the way they were close when the air was cold and dry and had nothing extra in it.

He thought about what Isolde had said when she had come back from standing outside the bakery on Wren Street: it smells like attention. Like someone is in there making something very carefully for someone who needed it.

He thought about what it would mean to have carried something eleven years and to finally be close enough to deliver it.

He picked the pen back up.

He wrote: tomorrow I will go to the main street. I will not go to the bakery. I will walk the main street and find the hardware store and I will introduce myself to Ossian Thatch and I will tell him what I am carrying and I will let him decide whether the timing is right.

He underlined this.

He had learned, over many years of this work, that the people who had been in a place for a very long time knew the place in ways that newcomers did not, and that the courtesy of checking with them before you introduced a change was not merely politeness but precision. You did not walk into a system you did not fully understand and begin adjusting it. You walked in slowly, said what you had come to say, and let the people who knew the system tell you whether the adjustment you were proposing was what the system actually needed.

He closed the journal.

He thought about Rook.

He thought about the fifty years Rook had been in that valley, which was longer than most things, and about what fifty years of being somewhere did to a being that had been built to move. He thought about whether Rook would want to receive the message or whether he would need to be convinced that receiving it was safe. He thought about the last time they had spoken and the character of the parting, which had been the parting of two people who had understood each other well enough to know that understanding was not the same as agreement.

He thought: I am not coming to take anything from him.

He thought: I hope he knows that.

He was not certain he did.

He turned off the light.

He lay in the dark of the inn in Chester, Vermont, and listened to the March wind moving through the bare trees outside, and thought about a bakery on Wren Street in a hidden valley above three crossing ley lines, where someone had done something at the winter solstice that had changed the signal all the way to the coast of Maine, and he thought about what it was to have been looking for a thing for eleven years and to have finally found it.

He thought: not yet.

He thought: but close.

He slept.

✶

He stood on Wren Street in Harrow's Hollow for the first time on a Thursday morning in March at twenty past nine.

He had come through the gap on foot. He had not driven ,  the gap was not wide enough for the car, and besides, you did not arrive at a new place in a car if you could help it. A car announced itself before you were ready to be announced. On foot you could read the place before the place read you, or at least before the exchange was completed.

The town was small in the way some towns were truly small rather than modestly small, and the smallness had a settled quality to it, the deliberate small of something that had decided on its size and held to it. One main street. Storefronts with the proportions of things built to last. A diner with a hand-lettered sign. A library. A hardware store with a display of early spring tools in the window arranged with a care that was, for a hardware store, notable.

He stood on the pavement and breathed the town in.

The air here was different from the air outside the veil. Not dramatically, not in a way he would have been able to specify to someone who did not share his faculty, but the way air was different in places where the lines ran close to the surface and the people who lived above them had been living there long enough to become part of the signal themselves. A density. A coherence. The sense of air that had been inhabited with attention for a very long time.

He breathed it.

Then he saw the bakery.

He had not intended to see it first. He had intended to go to the hardware store, to find Ossian Thatch, to do the thing in the order he had planned it. But the bakery was on the left side of the street a hundred feet from where he had emerged from the alley between two buildings, and the smell coming from it was the smell that Isolde had described and that he had understood in his faculty but had not until this moment understood in his body.

Bread. Something under the bread that was not any ingredient he could name.

He stopped walking.

He looked at the bakery. The sign above the door read HOLLOW AND HEARTH in a routed serif, confident, the letters of something that had found its name and settled into it. The window display held pastries in a case, and in the window itself, sitting on a cushion and watching the street with the composed attention of something that had decided this was its station, was a cat with violet eyes.

The cat looked at him.

He held very still.

The cat's gaze was not hostile and was not exactly welcoming and was not the gaze of an ordinary animal. It had the look of an assessment being made by something that had been assessing things for a long time and had arrived at a methodology for it. He stood still and let himself be assessed.

The cat looked at him for a long moment.

Then it looked away, back at the street, in the manner of something that had completed a task and moved on to the next one.

He stood on the pavement of Wren Street and felt the signal of the crossing point beneath his feet, clean and full, running at the capacity it was designed for, and he thought about eleven years of watching a signal degrade and a winter solstice that had reversed it completely and a baker somewhere behind the window who had apparently done this as part of her first season here.

He thought: whoever repaired this gate knew what they were doing.

He thought: I need to understand what I have arrived into before I make my next move.

He thought about the message he was carrying, which was the same message it had always been, unchanged by the eleven years of being carried: a request, from the thing that the watcher lineage reported to, addressed to Rook, who had been in this valley for fifty years, concerning a northern gate that had been sealed before any of the current residents were born.

He thought: I am going to need to be very careful about how I do this.

He looked at the bakery one more time.

He looked at the cat in the window, who was not looking at him anymore but whose ears, he noticed, were oriented in his direction.

He went to the hardware store.

✶  ✶  ✶
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Chapter One
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Harrow’s Hollow, Vermont  ·  January

Harrow's Hollow, Vermont  ·  Late March

The larder had a winter shelf and a summer shelf and a spring shelf she had not fully mapped yet.

She knew this because Lila had told her about the winter shelf in December, and because she had found the summer shelf herself in January when she was looking for something else entirely, and because the spring shelf existed as a fact that Lila had mentioned in the offhand way she mentioned things she assumed were common knowledge: of course there is a spring shelf, the larder organizes by season, obviously.

She was in the larder at five-forty in the morning, lamp on, working through the spring shelf systematically. Not looking for anything. Doing the thing that produced the most useful results in here, which was the same thing that produced useful results in most situations she had encountered in the past four months: attending without directing. Letting the shelf tell her what was on it rather than coming in with a list.

March in the larder smelled different from December in the larder.

Not dramatically. Not in a way she would have been able to describe to someone who had never stood in this room. But the layered smell of it had shifted since the solstice, since the gate repair, the way a room shifted when the season outside changed and the air changed with it and the change moved through everything slowly, over weeks, until the thing you remembered from three months ago and the thing you were smelling now were clearly related and clearly different. The earth-and-stone base note was the same. What had changed was something above it, a quality she associated with thaw and early green things and the smell of ground that had been frozen and was releasing.

Spring, coming in through the stones.

She had not expected the larder to be responsive to the seasons. She had not thought about it and should have, given everything she now knew about the ley lines and how the lines ran differently at the turning points and how the bakery sat on a spur of the main crossing and how the crossing's field extended into everything above it. She had been surprised anyway. She thought she would probably keep being surprised, on some level, for as long as she lived in this building, because the building kept deciding to tell her things on its own schedule.

The spring shelf held twelve jars she hadn't seen before.

She had been in this larder fifty times at least, had catalogued the contents in the recipe notebook in her own handwriting alongside Gran's index cards. The jars on this shelf had not been there in January. She was certain of this with the certainty she had come to trust over four months of learning to read this room. They had arrived the way things arrived in the larder when they were needed: present, on the shelf, as if they had always been there.

She read the labels.

Four of them were variations of things she already knew: dried elderflower, late winter (which was a different formulation from the late August version), something that looked from the outside like the comfort-depth preparation but with a label that said for the long-held cold rather than the version she used for grief. Two were unlabeled, sealed with spring-green wax, which was the color Gran had used for things that would speak for themselves when opened.

The remaining six she read slowly, kneeling on the stone floor with the lamp tilted to get the full label:

For the threshold of becoming.

For the one who has been moving too long.

For new growth in old ground.

For the presence that precedes a voice.

For the welcome that is not yet spoken.

For what was waiting and has now arrived.

She knelt on the larder floor for a long time with the lamp tilted and these labels in front of her and Ink sitting at the doorway doing the thing she did when Mari was in the larder: not coming in, but present at the threshold, ears forward.

"I know," Mari said.

Ink's ear moved.

"The timing is not a coincidence."

She had been thinking about the signal Silas had described since Thursday. She had thought about it Thursday evening while she finished closing. She had thought about it Friday while she made the week's sourdough and Saturday while the morning regulars came through and Rook sat at his table and ate his threshold cake in five careful bites, the way he always ate it, though she noticed Saturday that his stillness had a different quality from usual, a listening quality rather than a present quality, the stillness of someone attending to something outside the room.

She had not asked him about it Saturday because Saturday was not the right time. She had filed it in the way she filed things that needed more information before they could be understood.

Sunday she had filed six more things: the way Petra had stood outside Lund and Found for an extra minute before unlocking in the morning, looking north. The way Bea had made the Lantern coffee slightly stronger than usual, which was what Bea did when she was thinking hard about something. The way Ossian had eaten his morning bun without the newspaper prop, which he had not done in all the weeks she had been watching him.

The town knew something was in the vicinity that had not been there before.

The spring shelf had materialized in the larder.

She put her hand on the jar labeled for the one who has been moving too long.

It was warm.

✶

She closed the larder and went to make the day's bread and thought about the traveler.

Silas had described the signal change on Thursday morning with the precision he brought to everything: measured, complete, one word placed after another in the order that produced the clearest picture. The traveler had stopped on Wren Street. The signal had changed. The change was not alarming in the way he knew how to read alarming. It was new, and it was oriented toward this building specifically.

She trusted his reading. Four months of working alongside Silas Vane had given her a thorough education in the reliability of his faculty, which was, she had come to understand, extremely reliable in how very good instruments were extremely reliable: accurate, consistent, and dependent on what it was given. His premonitory signal told him about incoming harm. If the traveler was not read as harmful, the traveler was probably not harmful.

Probably, she had noted at the time. He was precise about probability.

She had also noticed, on Thursday, after he left, that Ink had not watched him leave through the window the way she watched most departures. She had been watching the alley.

This was new.

She made the bread. She shaped the morning's sourdough with the focused attention she gave to everything that went into the case, the attention that was just attention when she was using the standard flour and water and the long slow starter, and the fuller version of attention when she was working with the larder. Today was the standard version. She wanted her hands to do something uncomplicated while her mind worked through what she knew.

What she knew:

The gate had been running clean and full since the solstice. Ossian had said things that had been routing around the reduced aperture would now route through it directly. She had understood this in December as good news and had not thought carefully enough about the full implications, which was that the crossing point of Harrow's Hollow was now advertising itself to the wider network of things that knew how to read that kind of signal.

Things would find them that had not been able to find them for ten years.

Most of those things would be, as Ossian had said, travelers: beings in transit, passing through, using the crossing as a waystation the way travelers used crossings. Some would be bloodline people who had been trying to locate the valley and had found the approach impossible while the gate was at reduced capacity. These were almost certainly fine. Ossing had said nothing in three hundred years had been a genuine threat.

He had said nothing.

He had not said nothing in three hundred years has been a problem.

She shaped the last loaf and covered the rack and went to the pass-through and looked at the front room, which was lit and ready and smelling of the morning's work, and thought: I am going to go to Bea.

She went to Bea.

✶

The Lantern at seven-fifteen in the morning was operating at its early rhythm.

Not the breakfast rush, which happened from eight onward, but the pre-rush: the overnight workers getting their last coffee before home, the early risers who were comfortable enough in this town to appear in public before they had fully assembled themselves, the regular regulars who had some arrangement with their bodies that produced a five-thirty waking regardless of effort and who had learned to make this useful by starting the day here.

Bea was behind the counter with a cloth and the expression she wore when she was doing something with her hands to have something to do with them while she thought. She looked up when Mari came in.

"You've been to the larder," she said.

"Good morning to you too."

"You have the larder look. The one where you've found something and you're not sure yet what to do with it."

Mari sat at the counter. Bea set down the cloth and came to stand across from her in the direct, efficient manner of someone who had been receiving difficult conversations across a counter for decades and had developed a methodology for it: close, present, no unnecessary preamble.

"The spring shelf," Mari said.

Bea's expression did a small thing. Confirmation, mostly. "Agnes used to say the spring shelf appearing was the larder's way of clearing its throat."

"Meaning something is coming."

"Meaning something is already here and the larder has opinions about it." She poured coffee without being asked and pushed the cup across the counter. "Six jars or more?"

"Six new ones. Plus four variants of things I already knew."

"Six is significant," Bea said. "When Agnes's spring shelf appeared with six or more it was almost always for a gathering. Something that was going to require several different kinds of attention simultaneously."

"Have you seen anyone unfamiliar? On the main street, on Wren Street, anywhere in the past week?"

Bea was quiet for a moment with the deliberateness of someone deciding how much of what they had already noticed to say. "Three people," she said. "Not together, not obviously connected. The first was a man on Monday, tall and thin, winter coat, stood outside the hardware store for a few minutes before coming in. I don't know what passed between him and Ossian. He left without coming to the Lantern."

"Second?"

"A woman on Wednesday. She walked the main street from one end to the other and back again, the way people walked it when they were orienting rather than going somewhere. She looked at the bakery."

Mari held this.

"Third?"

"I haven't seen the third one directly. I've heard them." She said it with the matter-of-fact precision of someone for whom hearing things others couldn't hear was a factual rather than a strange sentence. "In the early mornings. The birch trees at the north end of town. Something in them, about a half hour before dawn, for the past four days."

"Ravens?"

Bea looked at her. "Yes. How did you know?"

"I didn't," Mari said. "I know now."

She drank her coffee. The Lantern moved around them, the early morning sounds of a place that had been doing this a long time and had the easeful rhythm of something that knew its purpose.

"The man who went to Ossian," she said. "Did Ossian seem , "

"Ossian is always difficult to read," Bea said, which was true. "But he didn't come for his lunch that day, which he almost always does. He stayed in the hardware store. I sent over soup at noon and the door was locked." She paused. "He answered it, let me leave the soup, said thank you, and locked the door again."

"Ossian locked the door of the hardware store," Mari said.

"In twenty-two years of Agnes's time in this town and four months of yours," Bea said, "Ossian Thatch has never locked that door during business hours. Not once."

Mari looked at her cup.

"He's not afraid," she said. It was not a question. She knew Ossian well enough by now to understand that fear was not in his register in any way she had access to. "He's processing something."

"He's deciding something," Bea said, which was more precise and which landed differently. She picked up the cloth again, the gesture of someone returning to the ordinary work as a way of managing the not-ordinary conversation. "I'm telling you this because you're the one who will need to know it, not because I want to alarm you. Nothing that has arrived in this valley in my lifetime has been truly dangerous."

"But," Mari said.

"But," Bea agreed. "Ossian locking the door means there is something here that he's treating carefully. Which means it's worth treating carefully."

She finished the coffee.

She went back to the bakery.

She thought about six jars on a spring shelf, and a man who had stood outside the hardware store and made Ossian lock his door, and a woman who had walked the main street from end to end and looked at the bakery on her way past, and something in the birch trees before dawn for four consecutive mornings.

She thought about the jar labeled for the one who has been moving too long, warm through the glass under her hand.

She thought: the larder is always ahead of me.

She thought: I need to catch up.

✶

She saw Rook before he came in.

She had learned to watch the street in the way the bakery's position on Wren Street made natural: the front windows gave her a view in both directions, and the pass-through gave her a view from the kitchen, and between them she had, over four months, developed a fairly complete picture of the rhythm of the street at every hour she was open. Who came when. What the deviations from the usual meant. The texture of the ordinary against which the not-ordinary could be read.

Rook came at ten-fifteen every Saturday, after the ridge path. This was Saturday.

He was not on the ridge path.

He was standing across the street at nine-forty, which was where she had seen him stand during Lila's disappearance, the patient watching-from-outside position he took when something was happening that required his presence but not his involvement. He was in his winter coat, hands in pockets, face toward the north end of the street.

She made him the strong black coffee. She made him the threshold cake, the same as every Saturday, the buckwheat and honey and hawthorn that said you are still here, you are still counted.

She thought, pressing the last piece of the cake, about what the hawthorn was for. About the ones who had been enduring for a long time and had begun to wonder. About Rook, who had been in this valley for fifty years and who had, since the solstice and the gate repair and the threshold cake becoming his standing Saturday order, been visibly less tight. The loosening had been incremental and was clearly not complete. But it was there.

She also thought, pressing the hawthorn into the honey glaze, about the way his stillness on Thursday had been different. The listening quality.

She brought the coffee and the cake outside.

He was where he had been, across the street. He turned when she came out, which meant he had been tracking her movements inside the bakery without appearing to, which she noted.

"It's cold out here," she said.

"I know." He accepted the coffee with both hands. The amber eyes, unhurried, taking her in the way he took things in: completely, giving the looking its full weight.

"Come inside when you're ready," she said. "Or don't. But the cake is better warm."

"I know that too."

She waited. She had learned with Rook that patience was not just courtesy but information: the right kind of waiting, the waiting that did not require him to hurry, produced more than any question she could have asked.

"There is someone on Wren Street," he said finally. "Has been for several days."

"I know. Silas noticed Thursday."

"Silas noticed one of them." He looked at the street, at the north end of it, at the birch trees visible above the roofline at the edge of town. "There are three."

She had suspected this since Ink watched the alley. She held the confirmation without letting it show too much on her face.

"Do you know what they are?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Not the quiet of uncertainty. The quiet of someone deciding how to say a thing they knew precisely.

"Yes," he said.

"Will you tell me?"

"Not out here." He looked at the bakery. At the window. At Ink, who was in the window and was watching them both with the focused attention she had been giving to the north end of the street for three days. "Inside. When you have time. Not now, with the morning rush."

"Tonight," she said. "After I close. Six o'clock."

"Tonight," he agreed. He ate the first piece of the threshold cake slowly, standing on the pavement in the March cold, his eyes on the north end of the street. His expression was not
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