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Prologue

	The apartment had been quiet for so long that the sound of the refrigerator cycling on in the kitchen felt like an intrusion. Corinna sat on the floor of the study — not at the desk, not in the chair, but on the floor with her back against the bookcase and her knees drawn up loosely in front of her — and listened to the refrigerator run and then stop, and then the silence came back and settled over everything like the particular kind of stillness that belongs only to late nights in cities, when the street noise drops to a register so low it might as well be absence.

	She had not turned on the overhead light. The lamp on the desk was on, its cone of amber falling across the rug and stopping a foot short of where she sat, and she existed in the half-dark at the edge of it and did not feel the need to move closer. Edmund was in London. He had been in London for eleven days, which was four days longer than the original itinerary, and she had received two text messages and one phone call in that time, all of which were perfectly adequate and none of which had contained anything she could point to as a specific failure. That was the precise nature of the problem, and it had taken her until tonight, sitting on this floor in this half-dark, to understand that she had been waiting to identify a specific failure because a specific failure would give her something to argue against, and the absence of one left her with only the larger and much quieter truth.

	The certification binder was on the bottom shelf of the bookcase directly behind her left shoulder. She had been aware of it for the past twenty minutes in the way you are aware of something you have been deliberately not looking at, and when she finally reached back and pulled it free the cardboard spine came away from the shelf with a faint resistance, as though it had been sitting in the same position long enough to leave an impression in the air around it. She set it across her knees and looked at the cover. She had printed a label for it herself, years ago, on the small label maker she kept on her desk at the Harrowfield Registry, and the text on it read: C. VANE — DUAL CERTIFICATION: HISTORICAL LAND LAW / ARCHIVAL AUTHENTICATION — CURRENT. She had written the word current because she had always intended it to remain so, and because at the time she printed it, it was the kind of thing she could not imagine needing to specify, in the same way you do not think to label the air as breathable until you find yourself somewhere it is not.

	She opened the binder.

	The first page was her dual certification from the American Institute of Land Law Historians, issued seven years ago after three years of graduate study and two years of supervised casework. She read her own name on it — Corinna Elspeth Vane — and the credentials beneath it, and the signature of the certifying examiner, a woman named Dr. Frances Aldridge who had told her at the conclusion of the oral examination that she had the most precise interpretive instinct she had encountered in thirty years of examining candidates. Corinna had been thirty years old and she had carried that sentence inside her like something structural, something she could lean the rest of herself against. She read it now and felt the distance between that woman and this floor in a way that was not dramatic and was not grief, exactly, but was something in the neighborhood of both — the particular quality of recognition that arrives when you understand that you have traveled a very long way from a place you did not intend to leave.

	She turned the pages slowly. The secondary certification in archival authentication. The federal expert witness registration. The academic appointments she had held adjunct at the University of Virginia and then at William & Mary before she stopped renewing them. The list of cases she had worked — fourteen authenticated land grants, three federal estate disputes, one landmark case involving a contested Revolutionary-era boundary survey that had been cited in two subsequent federal rulings. She read each entry in the case log with the careful attention of someone reading about a person they once knew well and have since lost track of, and she understood that the distance she felt was not the distance of time alone, because three years was not so very long, but of a specific quality of drift that accumulates when you make small adjustments to accommodate another life and then forget to note the adjustments in any ledger you regularly consult.

	The first case she had declined was a land title dispute in Spotsylvania County involving a 1698 proprietary grant. She had been in Philadelphia for four months. The case had come to her through a colleague at the Historical Society of Virginia, a straightforward referral, the kind she had always accepted as a matter of course, and she had looked at the travel requirements — three days in Fredericksburg, two preliminary hearings, potentially a fourth day if the authentication required a physical examination of the secondary documents — and she had thought about the dinner party Edmund had scheduled for the following Thursday, and the weekend in the Berkshires he had arranged with two of his clients that she had not yet confirmed attendance for, and the general ambient expectation of her presence that had become, by that fourth month, the background condition of her life in Philadelphia, and she had called her colleague back and said that she had a scheduling conflict.

	She had not had a scheduling conflict.

	She had had a dinner party and a weekend away and the understanding, arrived at through no explicit conversation and no stated requirement, that she was expected to be present for both. Edmund had not asked her to decline the case. He had not asked her anything about it because she had not told him about it. She had made the calculation privately, weighed the variables privately, and arrived at the conclusion privately, and she had told herself at the time that this was the natural accommodation of a shared life, that everyone who loved someone made adjustments, that the adjustment was small and the case was not exceptional and there would be other cases. And there had been other cases, and she had declined those too, through scheduling conflicts and competing commitments and the gradual restructuring of her daily existence around the gravitational center of Edmund's life until the cases stopped coming, not because her colleagues had stopped thinking of her but because she had stopped being reliably available and the profession did not hold itself open for people who were not reliably available. It was not punitive. It was simply the nature of work that required presence, and she had been elsewhere.

	She sat on the floor with the binder across her knees and the lamp's amber light falling across the rug and she did not cry, because the feeling was not the kind that produces tears so much as the kind that produces clarity, the cold and specific kind that arrives when you stop arguing with what you already know and simply allow yourself to know it. She had loved Edmund genuinely and without reservation and she had loved him in a way that had cost her something she had not meant to spend and could not get back through any conversation or any apology or any restructuring of the arrangements of their shared life, because the cost was not in the arrangements. The cost was in the fourteen times she had looked at her professional binder and not opened it, and the fifteen times she had started to mention a case referral and then didn't, and the two certifications she had allowed to lapse for lack of renewal hours, and the way her own name in her own credentials read, tonight, like the name of a woman she used to be.

	She was not angry with him. This was the thing that surprised her, sitting there — the anger was not the dominant register. She had expected anger, had been braced for it, had assumed that the conversation she was working toward in her own mind would require it. What was there instead was something quieter and, in its own way, harder to address: the recognition that she had participated in her own disappearance, that she had been a willing and in some cases an eager collaborator in the gradual erasure of the parts of herself that had nothing to do with Edmund Alcott, and that this made the situation not simpler but more complicated, because she could not leave the situation entirely and stay inside herself. She would have to take herself with her.

	She closed the binder.

	She set it on the floor beside her and rested her head back against the bookcase and looked at the ceiling of the study, which Edmund had had painted the particular shade of deep blue-grey that he favored in rooms meant for concentration, and she thought about the study she had kept at the Harrowfield Registry, which had a window that looked out over the original colonial boundary stones along the east garden wall and which smelled of old paper and linseed oil and the particular mineral quality of aged vellum, and she thought about how she had sat at that desk for six years before Philadelphia and had never once wondered who she was or whether she was where she belonged.

	She did not call anyone that night. She did not text Edmund, because there was nothing to say that could be said across the Atlantic in the middle of the night in a text message, and she did not call Harriet, because Harriet would understand everything immediately and the understanding would arrive with the particular quality of a woman who had been waiting for it and this was not a night for being accurately predicted. She simply sat on the floor until the ambient noise of the city dropped another degree into silence, and then she got up and went to the bedroom and packed the things that were indisputably hers, and she did not touch the things that were indisputably his, and the things in between she left where they were, because the things in between had always been where this difficulty lived.

	She left a letter on the kitchen counter. She did not seal the envelope.

	She was gone before the refrigerator cycled on again.

	 


Chapter 1

	She had forgotten what the approach to Harrowfield looked like in September.

	That was the first thought she had as the road crested the long, gradual rise three miles outside town and the valley came into view below her — not the relief she had been half-expecting, not the complicated homecoming feeling she had been preparing herself for during the six-hour drive south, but simply the observation that she had forgotten, specifically, the quality of early autumn light on this particular landscape, the way it came in low and golden through the tree line and laid itself across the fields in a way that seemed almost deliberate, as though the valley were presenting itself for examination. She had grown up with this view. She had driven this road more times than she could count. And she had been away long enough that the sight of it arrived with the faint strangeness of something known and then reencountered, the way a word looks odd if you stare at it too long, familiar in every component and momentarily foreign in its totality.

	She drove down into the valley without stopping.

	Harriet had offered to send someone to meet her at the state highway, a gesture so entirely characteristic that Corinna had declined it with more warmth than she might have managed three months ago. Her aunt had a constitutional inclination toward the management of arrivals and departures, toward the smoothing of transitions, and Corinna understood this as the expression of love that it was while also understanding, with equal clarity, that what she needed from this particular arrival was the ungoverned version of it — the one where no one was waiting, and the road received her at her own pace, and the town came to her rather than the other way around.

	The outskirts of Harrowfield presented themselves in the order she remembered: the old mill property first, its stone walls intact though the wheel had been gone since before her time, then the Methodist church with its white clapboard siding that the congregation repainted every third spring with the dedication of people who understood that stewardship was its own form of prayer, then the turnoff for the Alderton Road and, a hundred yards further, the town proper, where the streets were still brick and the buildings still Federal-period and the whole arrangement still carried the composed, enduring quality of a place that had been here for three centuries and expected, without arrogance, to be here for three more.

	She had booked herself into the Alderton Inn two weeks ago, and she had done it without extensive deliberation, though the decision carried more weight than the act of booking itself suggested. Harriet's house was twelve minutes from the town center and had a bedroom that had been Corinna's for the entirety of her childhood after her parents' deaths, and staying there would have been the natural thing, the expected thing, the thing that every external indicator of her situation seemed to recommend. She was back in her hometown, working a professional case that would last four to six weeks, with a family member who loved her and had a house with adequate space and no particular objection to her presence. The inn was, by any practical accounting, unnecessary.

	She needed it anyway.

	She needed the key that belonged only to her and the room that was arranged around no one's habits but her own and the particular quality of solitude that belongs to rented spaces — the blankness of them, the way they make no claim on you and ask you to make no claim on them in return, which was precisely the quality she needed in order to locate herself again without the interference of anyone else's love. Harriet's love was not interference in any malicious sense. But it was pervasive in the way of all genuine love, and it carried history and context and the specific weight of being known thoroughly by someone who had known you since you were twelve years old, and Corinna was not yet ready to be that thoroughly known. She was in the process of becoming reacquainted with herself, and that required a room where no one else had any prior claim on the version of her that entered it.

	The Alderton Inn occupied the corner of Mercer Street and Alderton Road in a building that had served, at various points in its three-hundred-year history, as a merchant's house, a surveyor's office, a lending library, and a boarding house for the legal clerks who cycled through Mercer & Vane. The current owners had kept the wide plank floors and the twelve-over-twelve windows and the deep window seats and added modern plumbing with the quiet competence of people who understood which improvements enhanced a building and which ones merely intruded upon it. The sign above the door was carved wood, painted in Williamsburg blue and cream. She had always thought it was one of the more beautiful buildings in town, and she thought so again now as she pulled into the small parking area at the side and turned off the engine and sat for a moment in the sudden quiet.

	The drive had been six hours. She had made two stops — once for fuel outside of Richmond, once for coffee at a drive-through she did not inspect too closely — and she had listened to nothing on the radio, no podcasts, no music, only the sound of the road and the occasional GPS instruction, because she had wanted the drive to be its own kind of transition, the kind that arrives through the simple accumulation of miles and the gradual narrowing of the distance between where you were and where you are going. She felt, now that the engine was off, that the transition had worked. She was here. The particular quality of being in Philadelphia — the specific texture of that life, its rhythms and obligations and the ambient hum of Edmund's world — had receded to something distant and, for the moment, manageable.

	She collected her bags from the trunk — two of them, both her own, no history of anyone else's preferred luggage style in either one — and went inside to check in.

	The room was on the second floor and had one of the deep window seats she had admired from the outside. She set her bags down and stood at the window and looked out across Alderton Road toward the view it framed — the brick pavement, the maples beginning their September turn, the rooflines of the buildings on the opposite side of the street — and felt the particular quality of a place receiving her back without comment, which was what she had driven six hours for and which arrived, now that she was standing in it, with a relief so quiet it was almost indistinguishable from stillness.

	She unpacked methodically. She had brought her professional materials in a separate case — her reference volumes, her annotation kit, her portable magnification equipment and ultraviolet lamp, the fiber analysis kit that she had replenished before leaving because the cartridges had been sitting half-depleted in a drawer in the Philadelphia apartment for two years. She arranged these on the writing desk in the order she had always used, the order she had developed during her first year at the Registry and maintained through fourteen cases and six years of active practice, and the act of arranging them felt like the physical counterpart of something she had been doing internally for the past six months — the reassembly of a working self from its stored components.

	The walk from the inn to the Registry building was seven minutes on foot. She had not planned to do it that first evening. She had planned to unpack, to eat something, to call Harriet and confirm her arrival so that her aunt would stop refreshing her phone for the text message, and to go to bed at a reasonable hour because the meeting with the retaining clients was scheduled for nine o'clock the following morning and she wanted to arrive at it clear-headed and fully herself. She had planned all of this with reasonable intention and then she had walked out of the inn and turned left instead of right and found herself on the familiar route to the Registry before she had consciously decided to take it.

	Harrowfield in the early evening had the composed quality of a town that knew what it was. The shops along Mercer Street were closing in the unhurried way of places that operated on their own schedule regardless of what the larger commercial world was doing — the bookshop first, its proprietor pulling the sandwich board inside with the practiced ease of a man who had done it ten thousand times, then the surveyor's supply shop that had been in the Kendrick family since 1879, then the small café where the evening light was still falling through the windows and two people sat at the table near the front with coffee and what appeared to be no particular urgency. She walked the length of Mercer Street and turned onto Registry Lane and the building came into view at the end of it, and she stopped walking.

	The Harrowfield Land Registry was housed in a building constructed in 1703 on the site of the original 1681 charter office, rebuilt after a fire that had taken the original structure and every record in it except for the documents that had been, for reasons lost to history, stored in the cellar beneath it. The current building was three stories of dark red brick with stone quoins and a central pediment above the entrance that bore the original Mercer and Vane family arms in carved limestone, weathered now to the softness of something organic, as though the stone had been growing there rather than cut and set. The windows were tall and evenly spaced and the iron railings along the front steps were the originals, replaced once in 1891 and maintained since through the kind of attentive care that does not advertise itself. It was, in Corinna's entirely partial assessment, one of the most quietly authoritative buildings in the state of Virginia, and she had spent the better part of her adult professional life inside it, and she had not stood in front of it for three years.

	She looked at it for a long moment in the September evening light.

	And then she saw the survey markers.

	They were staked at ten-foot intervals along the front boundary fence — small, professional, the kind used by land surveyors conducting a formal assessment — and each one bore a small yellow flag printed with a company identifier in black text. She was close enough to read them. ALCOTT HERITAGE GROUP — SURVEY REF: HRF-2026-09. She counted six of them visible from where she stood, running the full length of the front fence line from the gate post to the corner of the property, and she stood in the lane and looked at them with a stillness that was not quite calm and not quite shock but something that occupied the narrow band between the two, the specific register of a person who has just received information their body understood before their mind caught up with it.

	She had known, in the abstract, that the Registry's privatization process was underway. Harriet had told her this over the phone two months ago, when the board vote had been confirmed, and she had filed it under the category of developments that were painful and that she would address in full when she was no longer managing too many other painful things simultaneously. She had not filed it under the category of things that might involve Edmund, because she had not known, at the time, that Alcott Heritage Group was the acquiring party, and Harriet had not told her, and she had not thought to ask the specific question that would have produced the answer, because there were still moments when the mind declines to
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