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The first thing Maren Quill measured every morning was the distance between herself and obligation.

Some days it was nothing more dramatic than the four steps between her bed and the radiator that had started knocking at 5:43 a.m.

Other days it looked like unread messages.

A meeting request.

Her father's name lighting up her phone.

An email from the regional office with the word advancement tucked into the subject line as though somebody had already decided advancement meant sitting behind a desk.

This morning, obligation arrived disguised as freezing rain.

Maren stood barefoot beside the tall windows of her Lincoln Park apartment and watched water strike the glass in thin silver lines.

Beyond it, Duluth was only half awake.

Streetlights blurred against wet pavement. A delivery truck rumbled somewhere below. The old brick buildings across the street looked darker beneath a low sky, their upper windows reflecting the faint blue of morning. Cars moved carefully along the road, tires whispering through slush.

The weather report on her phone had changed three times since midnight.

Rain.

Freezing rain.

Snow by afternoon.

Lake-effect snow possible overnight.

Typical.

She took a sip of coffee and glanced at the equipment case near her dining table.

Total station accessories.

Field controller.

Backup batteries.

Manual tape.

Flagging.

Gloves.

Extra gloves, because she had learned years ago that wet gloves turned competence into misery faster than almost anything.

Beside the case lay a printout of the day's assignment.

Rice's Point. Right-of-way verification. Parcel discrepancy. Hemming Land Trust.

The last line had been circled in pencil.

Not by Maren.

By Dev.

He had added one word beneath it.

Interesting.

Maren had texted him at 10:14 the previous night.

Your definition of interesting is why we have liability insurance.

He had replied with a thumbs-up.

She smiled despite herself.

Then her phone buzzed again.

Not Dev.

Her father.

Maren stared at the name until the screen went dark.

A second later, the phone vibrated with a voicemail notification.

She set the mug down.

The apartment was quiet enough that she could hear the radiator ticking as it cooled between knocks.

She considered leaving the message unopened.

That would not make it disappear.

It would only convert one obligation into two.

Maren tapped play and held the phone near her ear.

Graham Quill's voice filled the room, careful and practical as always.

"Morning, Mare. Just checking whether you're still coming down next weekend. Your aunt called about dinner Sunday, and your mother said she hadn't heard what you decided. No pressure. Let me know."

No pressure.

Her mouth tightened.

She knew he meant it.

That was the frustrating part.

Graham had become better at saying things without attaching invisible invoices to them.

No pressure.

Whatever works for you.

You don't have to.

He had spent years learning sentences other people seemed to acquire naturally.

Sometimes Maren appreciated the effort.

Sometimes she heard every older version underneath.

After everything I've done.

I stayed.

What more do you want from me?

She stopped the voicemail before the silence at the end could stretch too long.

The wool blanket her mother had given her was folded over the back of the sofa. Heavy gray weave, slightly rough against bare skin, warm enough to survive winter power outages if necessary.

Celeste had mailed it three years ago with a note written in blue ink.

You don't have to freeze just because you're stubborn.

Maren still had the note in the kitchen junk drawer.

Not because she was sentimental.

Because throwing away a perfectly good note seemed pointless.

She picked up her coffee again.

The apartment had started as a temporary choice five years earlier.

A third-floor unit in a converted warehouse, exposed brick, tall windows, uneven original floorboards, and plumbing that occasionally behaved as though it resented modernization.

Then temporary had become familiar.

The blueprint rack she bought secondhand occupied one corner.

Her books had filled two shelves and then a third.

A topographic map of the Lake Superior shoreline hung above the table.

Three houseplants were engaged in a prolonged disagreement with survival.

The apartment required no negotiation.

Nobody else's toothpaste occupied the bathroom sink.

Nobody opened the refrigerator and asked why she bought the wrong milk.

Nobody needed to know where she would be at ten.

Privacy was not loneliness.

Maren believed that firmly.

Most of the time.

She crossed to the bedroom and dressed in layers.

Thermal shirt.

Wool sweater.

Field trousers.

Thick socks.

Boots.

Her hair went into a low braid. She checked the weather again while fastening her watch.

The forecast had somehow become worse.

"Excellent."

Her reflection in the dark bedroom window looked unimpressed.

Thirty-one years old, competent, employed, reasonably solvent, and about to spend six hours arguing with Minnesota weather over approximately forty-two feet of disputed land.

There were worse lives.

Her email chimed.

She nearly ignored it.

Then she saw the sender.

Regional Operations Director.

The subject line was the one she had been avoiding for three days.

Field Management Position Discussion

Maren stared at it.

She had already read the original message.

Excellent performance.

Leadership potential.

Opportunity for advancement.

Reduced field workload.

Supervisory responsibilities.

Better compensation.

Nobody had said she had to take the job.

Nobody had even offered it formally.

Still, everyone around her seemed to regard the possibility as the obvious next square on a board she did not remember agreeing to play.

She liked fieldwork.

She liked arriving at a place where five people had five versions of the truth and finding the line that actually existed.

Measurements were patient.

Evidence did not resent you for asking questions.

A boundary marker did not say, after twenty years, that it had sacrificed its whole life by staying where it was put.

Her jaw tightened.

That thought had arrived without permission.

Maren deleted the notification without opening the email.

Not the message.

Only the notification.

A distinction.

She was very good at distinctions.

By six forty, she was downstairs.

Cold caught the exposed strip of skin between her scarf and jaw immediately.

Lincoln Park smelled like wet pavement, coffee drifting from somewhere nearby, and the faint metallic edge the city acquired before snow.

A man in a knit cap scraped ice from the windshield of a parked Subaru.

Across the street, warm lights glowed inside a bakery.

Someone laughed as a door opened, and the smell of bread escaped briefly into the cold.

Maren shifted her equipment bag higher on her shoulder.

Duluth in late November had a way of making movement feel negotiated.

Every hill required judgment.

Every patch of pavement had an opinion.

The lake could change the weather between one traffic light and the next.

She loved that about the city.

Mostly.

Her work vehicle waited behind the office twenty minutes later.

Dev Malik was already there, leaning against the passenger door with a paper cup and the expression of a man who had discovered something inconvenient enough to improve his morning.

"Don't say interesting."

He took a drink.

"I wasn't going to."

"You were thinking it."

"I have no idea how you'd prove that."

"Pattern evidence."

Dev opened the passenger door.

"Coffee?"

"I have coffee."

"You had coffee. That was forty minutes ago."

He handed her the extra cup anyway.

Maren took it.

Receiving useful assistance did not count as emotional dependence.

That was simply logistics.

"What did you find?"

Dev climbed in.

"Conflicting bearings between the city plat and an older county reference."

"How conflicting?"

"Enough that I checked twice."

Maren started the engine.

"That bad?"

"That interesting."

She gave him a look.

"Sorry."

He did not sound sorry.

The drive toward Rice's Point took them through streets still shining from freezing rain.

Traffic moved slowly.

At one intersection, a pickup slid half a car length before stopping.

Maren waited two full beats before proceeding.

Dev opened a folder on his lap.

"The redevelopment group wants confirmation on the access corridor before they lock their construction schedule."

"Of course they do."

"And the Hemming Land Trust sent additional records at five twelve this morning."

That made her glance over.

"Five twelve?"

"Apparently property law fears daylight."

"What did they send?"

"Mostly what we already have. One historical description. One letter claiming the modern right-of-way interpretation doesn't apply beyond their parcel line."

"Which parcel line?"

"Exactly."

Maren held out her hand at the red light.

Dev gave her the letter.

She read quickly.

Professional language.

Polite.

Firm.

The kind of document designed to sound cooperative while saying absolutely nothing useful.

"They cite a boundary but don't define it."

"Correct."

"They object to municipal access beyond that boundary."

"Correct."

"They don't identify the recorded instrument establishing that boundary."

Dev smiled.

"Now you understand why I used the word."

Maren gave the paper back.

"They're either protecting a legal position they can't support or assuming we'll accept a family claim as fact."

"Could be an old survey problem."

"Could be."

"Could be somebody moved a monument."

"Could be."

"Could be buried treasure."

"Please don't become a person who says things like that."

"I've been working toward it."

They drove beneath a sky the color of dirty wool.

Industrial Duluth gathered around them gradually.

Warehouse structures.

Rail corridors.

Fences.

Utility lines.

Roads wide enough for trucks.

The harbor appeared and vanished between buildings, dark water beneath low cloud.

Maren liked Rice's Point for reasons she rarely tried to explain.

It had no interest in looking picturesque.

The place worked.

Freight moved.

Metal rusted.

Buildings survived until somebody replaced them.

Even the water looked functional here.

Not the broad scenic lake people photographed from overlooks, but working water cut by infrastructure and ownership.

Boundaries mattered more in places like this.

A few feet could determine access to millions of dollars in land.

An easement could outlive the people who negotiated it.

A line drawn before modern roads existed could still decide where a fence went now.

That permanence fascinated Maren.

It also made her suspicious.

People liked treating old decisions as sacred when those decisions still benefited them.

Dev tapped the folder against his knee.

"You ever work with Hemming before?"

"Not directly."

"Old Duluth family."

"That supposed to mean something?"

"Only if you're the kind of person impressed by old Duluth families."

"I'm impressed by legible deeds."

"Romantic."

"That's what everyone says."

The word settled strangely.

Romantic.

Maren turned onto the access road.

She had not been on a date in four months.

That fact did not bother her.

The fact that Tessa knew the exact number did.

Her last relationship had ended nearly three years ago. Calmly, by the standards of endings.

No betrayal.

No broken furniture.

No dramatic scene in the rain.

Just two people sitting across a restaurant table after years together and admitting that what each wanted next no longer pointed in the same direction.

Then he had said they had invested too much to walk away.

Invested.

As though love were a retirement account with early withdrawal penalties.

Maren had gone home that night and packed half her belongings.

She remembered the look on his face more than the argument.

Not anger.

Disbelief.

As though leaving something long-standing required more justification than staying inside something wrong.

She tightened her hands on the steering wheel.

Dev looked over.

"You okay?"

"Road."

He checked ahead.

"What about it?"

"Ice."

There was some.

Enough.

He nodded and returned to the folder.

Maren exhaled slowly.

She did not dislike commitment.

People always made that mistake when they learned she had ended the longest relationship of her life.

She disliked the assumption that yesterday's yes automatically owned tomorrow's.

Promises should mean something.

She kept hers.

That was exactly why she was careful about making them.

The access road narrowed near the disputed parcel.

Wind pushed harder against the vehicle.

Snow had started mixing with the rain, tiny white flecks striking the windshield and disappearing.

Dev looked toward the harbor.

"This is going to turn ugly."

"We'll get the control points and the preliminary measurement before it does."

"Regional office is going to love hearing that."

"Regional office wants me in management."

"Still?"

"I continue to disappoint them by enjoying my actual job."

He laughed.

Maren parked near the designated municipal access point.

The moment the engine shut off, wind became audible around the vehicle.

She checked her gloves.

Field notebook.

Controller.

Equipment.

Dev opened his door and immediately closed it again.

"That seems unnecessary."

"The weather?"

"All of Minnesota."

"You moved here voluntarily."

"I make mistakes."

"Good. Character growth."

He braced himself and opened the door again.

Cold rushed inside.

Maren followed.

The wind coming off the harbor had teeth.

She pulled her knit cap lower and stood beside the vehicle for a moment, orienting herself.

Rice's Point stretched around them in muted winter color.

Gray sky.

Gray water.

Dark industrial structures.

Thin snow caught against fencing.

A railcar clanked somewhere in the distance.

The redevelopment parcel lay ahead, partly cleared, partly occupied by older structures that had outlasted several proposed futures.

Maren looked down at the printed plat clipped beneath the clear cover of her field board.

The disputed line should have been straightforward.

Existing municipal right-of-way.

Private parcel.

Historical easement.

Verify monuments.

Confirm coordinates.

Write report.

Instead, three records described one boundary in three slightly different ways.

Somebody had been wrong.

Or somebody had wanted the line to become difficult to find.

Dev unloaded the tripod.

"You want north control first?"

"Yes. Then we run toward the waterfront and see which version survives contact with reality."

He grinned.

"There she is."

"Who?"

"The woman who thinks land can confess."

"It can."

"Eventually?"

"Always."

Maren stepped away from the vehicle.

Her boots pressed into a thin crust of new snow.

She looked toward the old Hemming-controlled property, then at the coordinates on the page.

Nothing about the place appeared extraordinary.

That was fine.

Extraordinary things were usually just ordinary things nobody had measured correctly yet.

She adjusted the strap of her equipment case and nodded toward the disputed corridor.

"Let's find the line."

Together, Maren Quill and Dev Malik walked out onto Rice's Point.
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The line was wrong.

Maren knew it before the total station finished calculating.

She stood on Rice's Point with freezing wind worrying at the edge of her cap, one gloved hand steadying the controller while the other shielded the screen from fine, needling snow. The numbers settled.

She checked them once.

Then again.

Dev Malik looked up from twenty yards away, where he had planted the prism pole beside a half-buried concrete remnant.

“Well?”

Maren did not answer immediately.

The harbor sounded restless beyond the warehouses. Metal knocked somewhere along the rail line. A truck changed gears on a distant road, the noise dragging low through the cold.

She looked from the controller to the printed plat clipped beneath the clear cover of her field board.

“Move six feet north.”

Dev stared at her.

“Six?”

“Six.”

“That’s not rounding error.”

“I’m aware.”

He lifted the pole and stepped through crusted snow.

Maren watched the reading update.

Still wrong.

“Two more.”

Dev moved.

The number changed again.

Not enough.

He lowered the pole and called, “You want to tell me what we’re proving?”

“That three different records have somehow managed to disagree with the ground.”

“Maybe the ground filed an amendment.”

“Ask it for the instrument number.”

Dev laughed and repositioned the prism.

Maren stepped carefully over a patch of frozen gravel. Thin ice filmed a shallow depression beside the access road. The sky had lowered since they arrived, pressing everything into the same hard palette of steel, brown brick, dirty snow, and dark water.

She liked sites that argued back.

Not because she enjoyed complications. Complications meant delays, emails, meetings, and someone in a clean office asking why a problem involving one hundred years of land history had not been resolved before lunch.

She liked the moment before resolution.

The point where everybody thought they knew where the line was, and the measurements began saying otherwise.

“Hold there,” she called.

Dev stopped.

Maren recorded the point.

The current city plat put the parcel boundary eight feet east of where their field evidence was leading them.

The older county reference pushed it west.

The Hemming Land Trust's description managed to avoid committing to either.

Interesting, Dev had said.

She refused to give him the satisfaction.

They worked another twenty minutes, leapfrogging control points toward the waterfront. Snow collected in the seams of Maren’s boots and melted wherever her body heat reached it. Her fingers had gone from cold to numb and back to aching.

At the edge of an overgrown strip beside an old warehouse foundation, Dev stopped.

“Got something.”

Maren walked toward him.

A dark shape interrupted the white crust near his boot.

At first glance, it looked like nothing more than stone.

Then she crouched.

Snow had packed around three sides of a narrow rectangular marker no higher than her palm above grade. Recent erosion had exposed the top. One face was chipped, but the remaining surface showed a hand-cut groove.

Maren brushed snow away with the side of her glove.

Dev lowered the prism pole.

“Monument?”

“Maybe.”

“Old?”

“Very.”

She cleared another inch.

The groove became a shallow line running vertically down the stone.

No city stamp.

No county mark.

No surveyor’s cap.

Nothing she expected.

Maren took out her phone and photographed it from several angles.

Dev squatted beside her.

“That in any of the records?”

“Not that I saw.”

“You want me to say it?”

“No.”

“Interesting.”

She gave him a flat look.

His grin widened.

Maren stood and took a manual measurement before setting the prism over the stone.

The coordinates came back.

She looked at them.

Then at the plat.

Then back at the stone.

“No.”

Dev leaned closer.

“That good no or bad no?”

“There’s no good version of this no.”

The marker aligned almost perfectly with the oldest description in the file.

Not the modern city plat.

Not the redevelopment survey.

The oldest one.

Which would have been inconvenient but manageable if the difference were small.

It was not.

If the old stone controlled the boundary, then a portion of the assumed municipal right-of-way crossed Hemming property differently than everyone had been treating it for decades.

Dev whistled softly.

“Someone’s going to have a very expensive afternoon.”

Maren looked toward the warehouse corridor.

“Before anyone has an expensive anything, we verify.”

A vehicle door slammed behind them.

Dev glanced over her shoulder.

“Speaking of expensive.”

Maren rose.

A dark SUV had stopped near their work vehicle.

The man walking toward them wore a charcoal coat that looked too good for a construction site and boots that suggested he had enough sense not to care.

He was tall. Very tall.

Broad through the shoulders, but not in the inflated way of men who wanted strangers to notice the hours they spent lifting things indoors.

He moved like cold weather was merely information.

No rush.

No hunched shoulders.

No wasted steps.

Maren disliked noticing any of that.

She disliked even more that she noticed his face as he came closer.

Dark hair.

Heavy brows.

A mouth that looked naturally severe until his attention shifted to the stone between them.

Then the severity changed.

Not softened.

Sharpened.

His eyes were brown at first glance.

Amber when the light caught them.

Dev stood.

The stranger looked at Maren’s equipment, the marker, then the line of stakes they had placed behind them.

“Maren Quill?”

She straightened.

“That depends who’s asking.”

“Jonah Hemming.”

Of course.

He stopped several feet away rather than entering the working space around their instrument.

“Hemming Land Trust.”

“Your office sent us records this morning.”

“I know.”

“That was fast.”

“So was your crew.”

Maren glanced at Dev.

“We’ve been called worse.”

Dev lifted one hand. “Usually accurately.”

Jonah’s mouth moved slightly.

Not quite a smile.

His attention returned to Maren.

“I need you to stop work across this section.”

There it was.

No introduction wasted on weather.

No attempt at charm.

Maren tucked the controller against her chest.

“On what basis?”

“The exposed marker changes the access conditions.”

“That’s what we’re here to establish.”

“The municipal easement doesn’t extend beyond it.”

“According to which recorded instrument?”

A pause.

Small.

Still there.

Jonah looked toward the stone.

“The Land Trust’s position is that the historic boundary controls.”

“Your position isn’t a legal description.”

“I understand that.”

“Good.”

Dev busied himself with the tripod in the exaggerated manner of a man who wanted to hear everything while pretending to hear nothing.

Jonah’s gaze stayed on Maren.

She had dealt with property owners who blustered.

Developers who threatened.

Attorneys who buried simple questions inside pages of language.

Jonah did none of those things.

He simply stood there as if the boundary existed independent of whether he could prove it to her satisfaction.

That irritated her more than bluster would have.

“You can submit an objection to the city,” Maren said. “Until then, we’re working within the recorded access.”

“You shouldn’t cross the marker.”

Her brows lifted.

“Shouldn’t?”

“No.”

“That’s a different word from can’t.”

His eyes held hers.

“Yes.”

Something moved low in her awareness.

Not fear.

Annoyance should not feel that attentive.

She shifted her weight.

“Is there an immediate physical hazard?”

“Yes.”

“What hazard?”

Jonah looked past her toward the corridor.

“Unstable ground.”

Maren glanced down.

Frozen gravel. Packed snow. Old industrial fill.

“You have geotechnical documentation?”

“No.”

“Utility concern?”

“No.”

“Structural collapse risk?”

“Not exactly.”

She stared at him.

“Then what exactly are you warning me about?”

The wind swept between the buildings hard enough to lift loose snow from the ground.

Jonah’s coat shifted around his legs.

He did not answer quickly enough.

Maren knew omission when she saw it.

“You don’t get to ask a municipal survey crew to stop lawful work because your family doesn’t like where the measurements are going.”

His expression changed at family.

Barely.

She filed that away.

“This isn’t about whether I like the measurements.”

“Then give me something I can use.”

“I’m trying to keep you from doing something unnecessary before I can.”

“Something unnecessary like my job?”

Dev coughed into his glove.

Jonah finally looked at him.

Dev’s expression became professionally innocent.

For the first time, Maren saw the edge of humor in Jonah’s face.

It made him worse.

More human.

More difficult to dismiss.

A gust tore across the site.

Maren’s field notebook lifted from the open equipment case at her feet.

She reached for it.

Too late.

The wind flipped it once, twice, toward the harbor side of the lot.

Jonah moved.

One step.

His hand closed around the notebook before it could clear the low barrier beside the access road.

Fast.

Much faster than she expected from a man his size.

He looked at the cover, then back at her.

Maren crossed the few feet between them.

“Thanks.”

He held it out.

Their gloves touched.

A ridiculous amount of attention narrowed to that point.

Not heat.

Not anything she was willing to name.

Just awareness.

A clean, startling sense of where his hand was in relation to hers.

Jonah went very still.

His eyes dropped to their hands.

Then lifted.

The amber in them looked brighter.

Maren took the notebook.

“You okay?”

“Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

She watched him for another beat.

“Good catch.”

His gaze shifted to the stone.

“You need to leave that marker alone.”

And there it was again.

Whatever had happened vanished beneath control.

Maren tucked the notebook securely into her coat pocket.

“I’m documenting it.”

“You’ve documented it.”

“I haven’t established the adjoining line.”

Jonah’s focus sharpened.

“Maren.”

She almost laughed.

He said her name like it belonged in a warning label.

“Mr. Hemming.”

“Jonah.”

“Then Jonah, unless you can produce an actual restriction, I’m completing the measurements.”

His gaze moved to the marker.

Then to the space beyond it.

“You have enough data for today.”

“That’s my call.”

“No.”

The word was quiet.

Maren felt something inside her cool.

Attraction, irritation, curiosity, whatever had started gathering around him, hit a hard boundary.

She knew that tone.

Not his specifically.

The assumption beneath it.

I know better, therefore I decide.

She stepped closer to the marker.

Jonah noticed.

“Maren.”

“Still my name.”

“Do not cross that line.”

Dev stopped pretending to adjust equipment.

Maren looked down at the old stone.

A shallow groove cut its face.

A marker nobody had recorded in the modern file.

An unproven warning.

A man refusing to explain what authority he believed he had over her movement.

She understood caution.

She respected hazards.

She did not obey mystery because mystery had lowered its voice.

“If the ground is unstable,” she said, “show me where.”

Jonah’s hands remained at his sides.

“The danger isn’t something I can explain here.”

“Convenient.”

“I know how it sounds.”

“That makes one of us.”

His eyes narrowed.

Not angry.

Frustrated.

Worried, maybe.

Maren disliked that possibility because it complicated the simpler interpretation.

She turned to Dev.

“Keep the prism on the marker.”

“Maren.”

This time it was Dev.

She looked at him.

He nodded toward Jonah. “Maybe we hear him out.”

“We did.”

Jonah said, “Your partner has good instincts.”

“Don’t recruit my crew.”

Dev muttered, “I’m extremely recruitable under freezing conditions.”

Maren ignored him.

She stepped around the marker.

One boot crossed first.

Nothing happened.

Jonah inhaled sharply.

Maren planted her other foot beyond the stone.

“There.”

She turned slightly, opening her arms just enough to indicate the entirely ordinary ground beneath her.

“Still standing.”

Jonah did not answer.

His face had lost all trace of irritation.

The change was so complete that Maren stopped smiling.

A vibration moved under her boots.

Low.

Subtle.

Not the rattle of a truck.

Not rail movement.

It passed through the soles into her ankles.

Dev looked down.

“What was that?”

Maren stayed still.

The sensation came again.

This time stronger.

The loose snow around the stone trembled.

Jonah took one step toward her and stopped at the line.

Something in his expression made the inside of Maren’s mouth go dry.

Not authority.

Not triumph.

Alarm.

Real alarm.

She looked at the ground, then back at him.

“Did you feel that?”

His voice changed.

No command in it now.

No argument.

Only fear.

“Come back across the line.”
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"Come back across the line."

Jonah Hemming did not raise his voice.

That made the fear in it worse.

Maren stayed where she was for one second longer than necessary, one boot planted beyond the exposed stone marker, the other half buried in the thin crust of snow covering the ground.

The vibration beneath her feet had stopped.

Almost.

There was still something there, too low to hear and too steady to dismiss as a passing truck. It seemed to hum through the ground rather than across it.

Dev stood several yards behind her with one hand resting on the tripod.

"Did something move?"

Maren looked down.

Nothing had.

No cracking pavement. No shifting soil. No machinery close enough to explain it.

Jonah had already moved nearer.

Not across the marker.

Nearer.

That distinction registered immediately.

He stood on the other side of the old stone, shoulders squared against the wind, dark coat snapping once at his thigh. His attention was fixed on Maren instead of the ground.

"Ms. Quill."

She looked at him.

"You felt that."

"Come back."

"That wasn't my question."

"No."

"So answer the question I actually asked."

A muscle moved once near the corner of his mouth.

Not annoyance.

Restraint.

"I felt something."

Dev gave a short laugh behind her.

"Excellent. Very technical."

Maren ignored him.

"What?"

Jonah looked past her toward the strip of land she had crossed.

The harbor lay beyond the industrial structures, dark and hard-looking beneath the low sky. Wind drove fine pellets of ice against Maren's jacket. Somewhere down the road, metal struck metal with a hollow clang.

Jonah's gaze returned to her.

"The ground in this corridor isn't stable."

Maren stared at him.

"You don't believe that."

His eyes narrowed slightly.

"You've known me for four minutes."

"And you've spent three of them trying not to answer simple questions."

"That doesn't make the ground stable."

"It also doesn't make that explanation true."

Dev shifted the tripod onto his shoulder.

"Maren."

She heard the warning in his voice.

Weather. Client. Unknown site condition. Pick the useful fight.

Fine.

Maren stepped back across the marker.

The remaining vibration vanished.

Not faded.

Vanished.

She stopped.

Jonah saw her notice.

So did Dev.

For several seconds, none of them spoke.

Maren turned and put her boot back over the line.

The vibration returned through the sole.

She pulled it back.

Gone.

Dev slowly lowered the tripod.

"Okay."

Maren did it once more.

Jonah moved.

Not toward her, exactly. His weight shifted forward, an instinctive preparation.

"Don't."

She looked at him.

"You don't get to say that unless you explain why."

His expression hardened.

"There's an active construction zone around this property. We've had subsurface problems before."

"Subsurface problems that stop at a nineteenth-century boundary marker?"

He said nothing.

"That's what I thought."

Dev came closer and crouched beside the exposed stone without crossing it.

"Could be vibration transfer through buried structure."

Maren looked at him.

"Perfectly isolated to one side of a line?"

"I didn't say it was a good theory."

Jonah rubbed his thumb once along the side of his forefinger.

It was the first nervous movement Maren had seen from him.

Interesting.

She disliked that word almost as much as she disliked people who made it necessary.

"Did your trust commission any geotechnical work here?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Recent?"

"Some."

"Send it."

Jonah's gaze held hers.

"Some of those reports are private."

"Then send the portions relevant to safety."

"I'll see what I can release."

"No. You either have evidence this ground is unsafe or you don't."

His expression sharpened.

"You crossed a marked boundary after I told you not to."

"You told me it was a boundary. You never established what kind."

"It shouldn't matter if someone warns you there's a hazard."

"It matters when the person giving the warning also has a financial interest in keeping me from measuring the property."

Something passed across his face.

It was there and gone before she could name it.

"Do you assume everyone is lying to you?"

"No."

She brushed ice from the clear cover over her field board.

"Only people who keep changing the subject."

Dev coughed into his glove.

Jonah looked at him.

Dev raised both hands.

"I'm not involved."

"You absolutely are," Maren said.

"Emotionally, no."

The corner of Jonah's mouth nearly moved.

Nearly.

Maren noticed that too.

Annoying.

She turned toward the equipment.

"We're not disturbing the marker. We can still take observations from this side."

Jonah stepped closer.

"You're continuing?"

"I'm doing my job."

"After what just happened?"

"Especially after what just happened."

His eyes settled on her for a long moment.

They were brown, she had thought at first.

Up close, they were warmer than that.

Amber near the center.

The sort of detail she did not need.

Maren looked away first and hated that she had noticed.

Dev set the total station and began leveling.

Jonah remained.

Of course he did.

The cold worked its way into Maren's fingertips while she entered the control point.

"Ready?"

Dev adjusted position.

"Ready."

She sighted the prism.

The first reading appeared.

Maren frowned.

"Again."

Dev did not ask why.

He reset.

Second reading.

Different.

Not slightly different.

Wrong.

Maren checked the instrument.

Battery.

Level.

Connection.

Nothing obvious.

"Move two meters north."

Dev did.

She ran the observation again.

Normal.

Maren stared at the result.

"Back where you were."

He returned.

The reading drifted.

She crouched beside the equipment case and pulled out the manual tape.

Jonah watched silently.

Maren measured the short distance physically.

The manual measurement matched the expected geometry.

Electronic reading did not.

She ran it again.

Wrong.

A tiny pressure gathered behind her eyes.

Machines failed.

Signals interfered.

Cold affected equipment.

Those things had causes.

"Any active transmitters nearby?" she asked.

Jonah answered immediately.

"No."

"You sure?"

"Yes."

"Buried electrical?"

"Not in that strip."

Her head came up.

"You know exactly what's buried there."

He held her gaze.

"I know the property."

"Apparently better than the people who recorded it."

Dev looked between them.

"Should I be taking notes on the flirting or the argument?"

Maren did not look away from Jonah.

"There is no flirting."

"Good to know."

Jonah's answer came too smoothly.

She looked at him then.

His expression gave nothing away.

Maren returned to the controller.

"Run south."

Dev moved.

The instrument behaved normally again.

Only the narrow area near the old marker caused the anomaly.

Maren recorded everything.

Time.

Temperature.

Coordinates.

Device status.

Manual checks.

She photographed the marker from four angles.

Jonah watched every step.

"You document everything?"

"Things get less mysterious when you write them down."

"Not always."

"That's an ominous thing for a land-trust representative to say."

He glanced toward the marker.

"Sometimes the record is the problem."

There.

Finally.

Something close to honesty.

Maren straightened.

"What does that mean?"

Jonah seemed to realize he had given her more than intended.

"It means old records aren't automatically accurate."

"I know. That's why I'm here."

He looked toward the industrial buildings beyond them.

The wind pushed a strand of dark hair across his forehead.

He ignored it.

Maren found herself wondering what he would look like when he stopped controlling every movement.

She immediately resented the thought.

Attraction was inconvenient under ordinary circumstances.

Attraction to a man withholding information during a property dispute was just poor professional hygiene.

Dev returned, rubbing his hands together.

"We need to decide how long we're staying. Weather's shifting."

He nodded toward the west.

Snow
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