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The raven was waiting on the library steps.

Ivy Blackthorne stopped beneath the iron lantern over the front door, one hand still tucked in the pocket of her wool coat, the other curled around a ring of old brass keys. Rain threaded through the dark before dawn, soft and silver, turning Main Street into a blurred reflection of itself. The raven did not move. It sat on the top step as if it had every legal right to be there, and when Ivy looked at it, it looked back with the particular patience of something that had decided to wait as long as necessary.

"Historically speaking," she said, "this is rarely how a normal morning begins."

The bird blinked once.

Behind her, Raven's Peak slept under a low ceiling of mist. Founder Square was empty except for the Founder Lantern glowing steadily in its iron housing, and across the street the bakery windows were still dark, and farther down the Pine and Lantern Inn showed one warm rectangle of light where Rose Everpine was probably already awake, making coffee and pretending she had not been worrying since October. Everyone had been worrying since October. Daniel Ashford had come back from the woods; Amos Finch had come back after twenty-three years; and the town had not quite returned to the shape it used to be.

Ivy had spent the past three weeks cataloging witness statements, recovered photographs, Audrey Finch's sketches, Thomas Elway's old references, Jasper Crowe's notes, and every scrap of local history that might explain why people were still walking into the Haunted Woods and returning changed. She had not found an answer. She had found patterns, which were worse — patterns suggested intention.

The raven gave a low croak, and Ivy's fingers tightened around the keys.

"All right," she murmured. "I'm listening."

The bird hopped down one step, then another, its claws clicking lightly against wet stone, and when it reached the bottom it turned its head toward the alley that ran along the east side of the Blackthorne Library. A feather lay there — not black, but white — resting against the brick wall, pale as bone and impossibly clean in the gutter water. The rain touched it but did not soak it.

A warning, then. Or an invitation. In Raven's Peak, the difference was often academic.

Ivy crossed to the alley slowly, the raven watching her from the steps in silence. The white feather trembled when she crouched beside it, though there was no wind. She took a handkerchief from her coat and picked it up carefully, and the moment the feather touched the cloth, the library door behind her unlocked — a single clean slide of the bolt, from the inside. Ivy rose. The raven spread its wings and vanished into the rain.

For a moment the town held a silence that was not peaceful, exactly, but suspended — as if the woods beyond the last houses had taken one long breath and were holding it. The front door stood open. She knew she had locked it last night, twice, the way she always did, and yet here it was.

The Blackthorne Library had stood in Raven's Peak for nearly a century, though the family collection inside was older than the building and much less willing to explain itself. Its stone walls were dark with rain, its windows reflecting the lantern glow from Founder Square, the carved wooden sign above the entrance swinging gently in the wet air. No one stepped out. No light came from within.

Ivy put the white feather into her pocket, tightened her grip on the keys she no longer needed, and entered her library.

Inside, the air smelled wrong — not dangerous, but old. Paper, rainwater, cold ash, and something green underneath it all: ferns, moss, blackthorn after frost. Ivy stood in the foyer and listened. The reading room opened to her left, dim and orderly, its long tables and green glass lamps and shelves rising into shadow as familiar as her own handwriting. The children's alcove to her right held its painted ravens and miniature mountain mural. Straight ahead, the main staircase climbed toward the archives — and at the base of it, a wet footprint marked the floor, and then another, and then another, a trail of them leading from the front door toward the restricted stair.

Ivy did not call out. People in books called out when they entered dark buildings. Librarians knew better.

She reached beneath the front desk and removed the heavy flashlight Gideon Thorne had insisted she keep there after the Ashford disappearance, then took the small bell Rose had given her — the one Rose claimed was for "emergencies and difficult patrons" — and set it gently on the desk where she could reach it fast. Only then did she follow the footprints.

They were narrow and bare and human, tracking mud across the old wood floor that was not ordinary Main Street mud. This was blacker, richer, threaded with pine needles and tiny white roots. Deep woods soil. Ivy's mouth went dry.

She had spent three weeks becoming a different kind of person, though she had not noticed it happening until sometime around day sixteen, when she realized she had not shelved a single book in two days — that she had, instead, spent those days building a cross-reference system for disappearances, filling index cards with dates and names and small behavioral observations: the way Elway always made camp within sight of the tree line, the way the 1981 hiker's journal entries shortened in the weeks before October, three words per entry where there had been paragraphs. The cards had covered the long reading table until she could stand at one end and trace lines between them like a woman reading weather. That was the part she had not told anyone.

She had cataloged six cases in the past three weeks where deep woods soil appeared in unexpected places — on the threshold of the Ashford rental, on Daniel's boots when they brought him in, ground into the cuffs of Amos Finch's coat.

At the base of the restricted stair, a smear of blood marked the banister.

"Wonderful," she whispered. "Naturally."

The archives waited above — no public tours, no unsupervised access, no exceptions, not even for Jasper Crowe, who considered locked doors a personal insult. The stair itself was narrow, the treads worn concave at their centers from a century of Blackthorne feet, and Ivy had climbed it ten thousand times. She knew which step creaked third from the top and how to avoid it. She knew the particular cold that lived at the turn in the landing, older than the building's drafts and unrelated to the weather outside. That cold was worse tonight. Halfway up, her breath began to show.

The flashlight beam caught the grain of the plaster walls, the sconces that hadn't worked since 1987, and the framed map of old Raven's Peak that had hung on this landing since before Ivy was born — the town before the north road was paved, before half the north road existed at all. She passed it every morning without seeing it, the way you stop seeing anything that has always been there. Tonight she saw it. The north valley was labeled, in faded copperplate ink: Here the woods keep their own time. She had always assumed the inscription was decorative, the kind of thing old cartographers added at the edges of their knowledge — romantic, imprecise, not meant to be taken as instruction. She was no longer sure.

The cold deepened at the top of the stair, pressing against her throat and her wrists like standing water. The flashlight beam shortened in the thick dark, catching dust motes suspended in the air as if someone had disturbed them recently and they had not yet decided to settle.

The archive door was open.

Beyond it, the room lay in shadow, its shelves crowded with old ledgers, town records, family collections, maps, diaries, letters, land grants, missing persons reports, folklore studies, and all the careful lies Raven's Peak had told itself in order to remain a town instead of a warning. At the far end, a woman stood with her back to Ivy — faded gray dress torn at the hem, bare feet, long hair hanging wet to her waist, mud streaking her calves and the backs of her hands. She was facing the Blackthorne cabinet, the locked Blackthorne cabinet, whose door now stood open.

Ivy lifted the flashlight. "Step away from the cabinet, please."

The woman turned, and Ivy forgot to breathe — not because the woman was monstrous, but because she was not. She looked perhaps thirty-five, pale and exhausted and frightened in the stunned, hollow way of people who had not yet understood they were safe. Her lips were cracked, a thin cut marked one cheek, and around her throat hung a black cord threaded through a small iron key. In her arms, she held a bundle wrapped in oilcloth.

"I was told to bring these to the witch," the woman said, her voice raw from disuse.

Ivy's heartbeat struck once, hard. "I'm Ivy Blackthorne."

The woman stared at her. Then her expression broke. "No," she whispered. "You're too young." She took one unsteady step forward. "I need Miriam Thornroot. And Elspeth Blackthorne. Tell them Liora came back."

The name hit Ivy like cold water.

Liora Vale. Missing near Blackthorn Hollow. October 17. Forty-two years ago. Ivy had read the file so many times she could have recited it in her sleep: search suspended after nine days, presumed dead, no remains recovered, no explanation.

The woman clutched the oilcloth tighter. "I only stayed three nights," she said.

Rain tapped against the archive windows, and far away, beyond the town, a raven called from the direction of the woods. Ivy looked at the impossible woman standing in her library, and then at the bundle in her arms, where the oilcloth had come loose at one corner to reveal pages — old pages, covered in handwriting Ivy knew from copied fragments and disputed references and one forbidden photograph in the Blackthorne collection. Raven's handwriting.

Liora swayed, and Ivy caught her before she fell. The bundle hit the floor between them, spilling pages across the old wood. One landed faceup, and at the top, in faded brown ink, someone had written:

If the map changes, do not follow it.

Ivy stared down at the words. She did not analyze them — she could not, just then. The sentence landed in her chest the way a stone drops into still water, and the rings were still spreading when she became aware of two things simultaneously: that Liora Vale's weight in her arms was real and solid and warm, which meant she was not a ghost; and that somewhere below, on the main floor of the library, a door had opened. Not the front door. The back — the one that opened onto the alley, the one Ivy kept locked with a deadbolt and a secondary chain and had checked personally at nine o'clock the previous night.

She lowered Liora carefully to the floor, positioning her on her side the way the first-aid manual specified, the way she had never expected to need. She looked at the fallen pages and made a decision: she left them where they were. They had waited forty-two years. They could wait another ten minutes.

Then she looked toward the archive door and made the particular calculation that three weeks of pattern-work had quietly trained her for — not is this dangerous but how dangerous, to whom, and in what order. She thought briefly of Audrey — the question she had been holding back, the one Audrey had deflected twice. She would need to return to it. After.

She straightened, faced the archive door, and found the flashlight steady in her grip. She had simply not understood, until October, that she had been practicing for something her whole adult life — every indexed file, every cross-referenced date, every locked door she had checked twice. The practice was over.

Behind her, every lamp in the archive went out.
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Darkness swallowed the archive.

For a heartbeat Ivy could hear nothing except rain against the windows and Liora Vale's uneven breathing beside her, and then came the sound again — a door closing somewhere below, not loudly but carefully, the careful sound of someone trying not to be heard.

Ivy tightened her grip on the flashlight. The beam still worked, a narrow cone of white cutting through the dark and finding fallen pages, shelves of old records, the pale face of the woman who should have been dead for forty-two years. "Liora?" No response. Still breathing, still unconscious. Good. At least one impossible problem could wait sixty seconds.

She crouched long enough to gather the nearest pages and slide them beneath the edge of the reading table — not hidden, but protected, a librarian's instinct operating below conscious thought — and then she moved toward the archive door.

The cold lingered. Not a natural cold, not a window draft or the stone walls releasing the night's temperature. The feeling wasn't temperature precisely. It was closer to presence — the impression left in a space by something that had recently occupied it and was no longer there. Or not entirely there.

The flashlight beam swept the landing. Nothing moved. No shadow resolved into a figure. Only the narrow stair descended toward the darkened library below, its worn treads disappearing into the black. Ivy stood at the top of it and listened.

A floorboard creaked.

Someone was definitely downstairs.

She started down, keeping to the side of each tread where the wood was less likely to protest, moving with the kind of deliberate quiet that she had not known she possessed three months ago.

Halfway down she smelled wet wool. Not forest soil, not the pine-threaded mud that had tracked through her foyer — something ordinary. Town. The realization loosened something in her chest, and she finished the descent with slightly less dread and only the usual amount.

She rounded the final turn and aimed the flashlight toward the main reading room.

A large figure froze in the beam.

"Don't move," Ivy said, the command leaving her mouth before she had fully registered who it was.

The figure blinked against the light. Then both hands rose, open, unhurried.

"I wasn't planning to."

Relief hit her so hard it almost came out as irritation. "Caleb."

Caleb Stone lowered his hands. Rain darkened the shoulders of his jacket and had dripped steadily from his hair onto the hardwood floor, where a small puddle was already forming with the patient determination of someone who had been standing there for a few minutes. A first-aid bag hung from one shoulder. He had not turned on any lights, which meant he had come in quietly on purpose, which meant someone had told him something, which meant she was going to have questions about the back door deadbolt.

But his eyes had already moved past her toward the staircase, and what she saw in his face — not alarm, exactly, but the focused stillness of someone shifting from baseline into assessment mode — told her the conversation could happen later.

"What happened?" he asked. No greeting. No preliminary. Just the important question first.

Ivy appreciated that about him, the way he moved straight to the load-bearing point of a situation without decorating around it. She had noticed it first during the Ashford search, when he had walked into Ivy's reading room with a topographic map and a set of questions so precisely ordered that she had answered all of them before realizing she'd been interviewed.

"There's a woman upstairs. Unconscious. She came in through the front and made it as far as the archives before she collapsed."

"Injured?"

"Exhausted, I think. There's blood on the banister but I don't know if it's hers."

"Who is she?"

Ivy paused. The words still sounded absurd when she assembled them into a sentence. "Liora Vale. Missing near Blackthorn Hollow. October 17th, 1984."

Caleb went very still. She turned toward the staircase. He followed without being asked.

They climbed in silence, the flashlight throwing their shadows up the wall ahead of them, and found the archive exactly as Ivy had left it: cold, dark, scattered pages on the floor, and Liora Vale breathing shallowly beneath the beam.

Caleb crossed the room without hesitating and knelt beside the unconscious woman. The first-aid bag came off his shoulder and opened in one practiced motion. He checked her pulse, her breathing, her pupils, the temperature of her skin at the wrist and throat, doing it in a sequence that was clearly habitual — not performed for Ivy's benefit but simply the order in which he always did it, efficient and unremarkable. His hands were steady. He did not narrate.

Ivy watched him work and found herself cataloging details she hadn't intended to collect: the way he had positioned himself between Liora and the archive door without appearing to choose it, the way his scan of the room had taken in the fallen pages and the open Blackthorne cabinet and the specific location of every exit before settling back on Liora, the way he was aware of all of it without visibly dividing his attention.

"Severely exhausted," he said finally. "Dehydrated. The cut on her cheek is minor, already clotting. She'll need fluids and rest but I don't think she's in danger."

He looked up at her. "Severe exhaustion isn't a small thing."

He removed a thermal blanket from the pack and covered Liora carefully, tucking it with a thoroughness that seemed automatic — the practiced care of someone who had done it in cold and dark and worse conditions than this. "I'd like to get her to the clinic."

"So would I."

"But."

It wasn't a question. He had already seen where her attention kept returning.

Ivy looked toward the scattered pages. "She carried those out of the woods. In an oilcloth bundle, wrapped and deliberately protected. She came here specifically, went directly to the Blackthorne cabinet, and when she fell she fell holding them." She paused. "The handwriting on the top page is Raven's."

Caleb went still again, a different stillness this time.

"I'll call Nathan," he said.

While Caleb stepped into the hallway with his radio, Ivy turned to the nearest archive cabinet and retrieved the old disappearance ledger — the original, heavy leather with the cracked spine, the one with Blackthorne family annotations crowding the margins in four different hands across a hundred years.

She opened to October.

The entry was exactly where she knew it would be. She had read it so many times in the past three weeks that she could have recited it in the dark.

Liora Vale, age 34. Schoolteacher. Last seen entering Blackthorn Hollow, October 17th, following report of unusual lights in the tree line. Search conducted over nine days. No physical evidence recovered. No remains found. Presumed dead. Case closed.

A photograph was clipped to the file. A woman in her mid-thirties, dark-haired, standing in front of what appeared to be a classroom — laughing at something outside the frame, caught mid-expression, unposed.

Ivy looked at the unconscious woman across the room. Same face. Same fine scar beneath the left eye, visible in the photograph and visible now. Same age, impossibly, as the woman who had disappeared forty-two years ago.

The room felt smaller than it had a moment before.

Her hands had started shaking again. She steadied the ledger and continued to read.

The margin annotation beside Liora's entry was in her grandmother's handwriting. She had been wrong about what it meant. It wasn't a cross-reference. It was a warning about the interval.

She understood now that she had been wrong about what the note meant. It wasn't a cross-reference. It was a warning about the interval.

The interval was twenty-three years.

Caleb returned. "Nathan's on his way. Audrey too."

Ivy nodded, still looking at the margin note, feeling the discomfort of a conclusion beginning to reopen. She turned a page, and that was when she saw it — something tucked between the leaves, a folded piece of paper that should not have been there. Yellow with age. Not part of the ledger's original contents.

She freed it carefully.

No date. No signature. A single line in handwriting she did not recognize — not Blackthorne, not Eleanor Voss, not anyone she could immediately place:

If she returns, ask about the tree.

Ivy's stomach dropped. Someone had written this note and placed it in this file. Someone who had believed, at some point in the past forty-two years, that Liora Vale might come back. Someone who had known something about what would matter when she did.

"What is it?" Caleb was beside her. She hadn't heard him cross the room.

She handed him the note. He read it. His expression didn't change much, but the quality of his attention sharpened in a way she was beginning to recognize as his version of concern.

"Do you know the handwriting?"

"No. It isn't anyone I can identify from the collection."

"Could it be old? From before she disappeared?"

Ivy considered. The paper's yellowing was consistent with forty years of age, but paper could yellow faster depending on storage conditions, and the archive had not always been climate-controlled. She wanted to say yes, she could date it with confidence. She found she couldn't. "I don't know," she said, and the admission sat in her mouth with the flat taste of a record she couldn't verify.

Caleb set the note on the cabinet beside the ledger, handling it by the edges. "We'll ask her," he said, with the practical simplicity of a man who had learned not to build theories faster than the facts could support them. "When she wakes up."

Across the room, Liora stirred.

They both turned. Her eyes fluttered, then opened, and for a moment she was entirely absent from her own face — blank, unmoored, the expression of someone surfacing from a very long way down. Then her gaze found Ivy and sharpened into fear.

"No." Barely a whisper. "No, no, no —"

"Liora." Ivy moved toward her. "You're in the Blackthorne Library. You're safe."

"The pages." She struggled upright with a sudden urgency that had Caleb moving to support her before she could fall. She grabbed his sleeve without looking at him, her attention already tracking past him toward the floor. "The map. Where is the map?"

"What map?" Ivy asked.

Liora looked between them — confusion, fear, and something else underneath both, something Ivy had seen before. It was the particular look of someone trying to translate an experience that had no equivalent in the vocabulary of ordinary life.

"The map wasn't there," Liora said, her voice still trembling but steadying. "When I left. It wasn't there."

"Where weren't you?" Caleb asked, gently but precisely.

Liora didn't answer him directly. She pointed — at the scattered pages on the floor, at one page in particular, the page that had landed faceup when the bundle fell. The page with the single line of faded brown ink. If the map changes, do not follow it.

Ivy crossed to it and crouched down.

The lower half of the page, which had been blank when she first read it — blank, she was certain of it, she had checked it twice — was no longer blank.

Lines covered it now. Ink-dark trails moving across the page in the deliberate strokes of a hand-drawn map: a valley rendered from above, mountain ridges marked with careful hatching, a path threading north through terrain Ivy recognized from the search team's topographic surveys. Symbols she didn't recognize marked three points along the path. The rendering was precise. Practiced. The work of someone who had drawn this territory many times.

The map had not been there.

It was there now.

He was already beside her. Neither of them spoke for a moment. The rain continued against the windows. Somewhere in the building, a draft moved through the old pipes and made them murmur.

Then one of the ink lines shifted.

A small movement — the path that had run due north along the valley's western edge bent slightly, redirecting toward a position slightly east of where it had been drawn. As if updated. As if the territory it depicted had changed, and the map was keeping pace.

Ivy felt the back of her neck go cold.

A second sentence appeared beneath the first, emerging letter by slow letter from the blank space at the bottom of the page, as though ink that had been invisible was finding the air and deciding to become legible.

Do not let the Hollow Heart find the key.

The archive held a silence so complete that Ivy could hear Liora's breathing from across the room, shallow and frightened. Caleb had gone very still beside her, the particular motionless quality of someone cataloging a threat they do not yet have a category for.

Outside, in the wet dark beyond the town's edge, a raven screamed — one harsh note, then nothing, swallowed by the woods and the rain.

Ivy looked at the key hanging from the black cord around Liora Vale's throat.

Liora's hand rose to cover it.

Her eyes, when they met Ivy's, held forty-two years of answers that none of them were ready for yet.
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No one moved.

Rain whispered against the archive windows. The map lay open on the floor between them, and Ivy could think of no better word for it than alive — the ink line had shifted, she had watched it happen, not imagined it or misremembered it, and though the page rested motionless now, as innocent as paper and ink, the damage had already been done. Once reality broke a rule, it never quite repaired itself.

Caleb crouched beside her, close enough that she could feel the cold coming off his wet jacket. Neither of them reached toward the page.

Across the room, Liora's breathing had gone fast and shallow.

"The Hollow Heart," Ivy said quietly.

Liora flinched — a full-body recoil, immediately suppressed, the kind of reaction that wasn't performed because it couldn't be. She pressed her lips together and looked at the floor.

"You know something about it," Ivy said. Not an accusation. A correction.

Liora looked at her. For a moment the exhaustion seemed to fall away and something older surfaced beneath it — a heaviness that had nothing to do with forty-two years in the woods and everything to do with carrying knowledge that had no safe landing place. "I know enough to be afraid of it," she said.

The room was quiet for a moment. The answer wasn't useful in the way Ivy wanted answers to be, but it was honest, and honesty from someone in Liora's condition was not nothing.

Ivy glanced toward the folded note resting on the disappearance ledger. If she returns, ask about the tree. "What tree?"

Liora closed her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper. "The tree." The phrase sounded inadequate in the way that words always sounded inadequate for things that existed outside the vocabulary built to describe ordinary life. "The one beyond the paths."

A chill moved through the archive that had nothing to do with the cold. This was not atmospheric cold. "The note mentioned a tree," she said carefully.

Liora's eyes opened. "What note?" And when Ivy held it out, Liora stared at it with an expression that moved through recognition and into something harder — distress with a specific shape, like someone discovering a door they thought they had locked was standing open. "No." Her voice had gone thin. "That shouldn't exist." She looked up, and her face had lost whatever color the blanket had restored. "Asking about the tree means someone knew."

"Knew what?" Caleb asked.

Liora swallowed. She seemed to be choosing between answers, or perhaps weighing how much truth the room could hold. When she finally spoke, she directed it at the space between them rather than at either of them specifically. "When people disappear — they don't always disappear alone."

Neither Ivy nor Caleb interrupted. Rain moved steadily against the windows. Below them, the library made its old-building sounds, the creaks and settlings of a structure that had been absorbing temperature changes and human anxiety for nearly a century.

"When I first arrived —" Liora stopped, and Ivy noticed the word she had chosen. Arrived. Not disappeared, not woke up. Arrived, as if it had been a destination. "I thought I was alone. But there were others." Her hand found the key again, automatic, the gesture of someone touching an old scar to confirm it was still there. "Some of them were Returned. Some of them had been there long enough that I stopped asking when they had come from. And some —" she paused, "— some never came back."

The silence afterward had weight. Ivy thought of the names in the ledger. Elway. The 1981 hiker. The other entries in the Blackthorn Hollow incident file, the ones the margin note had cross-referenced — 1962, 1947, 1931. She had identified the twenty-three-year interval and felt good about that conclusion.

"How many people?" she asked.

"I don't know exactly." Liora's voice had settled into something more even, the cadence of someone who had rehearsed this particular conversation in her head even if she had never expected to have it out loud. "More than you'd expect. Time doesn't work properly there — not broken, exactly, more like the way it works in a dream, where duration is felt rather than counted. People I knew for what felt like years, I can't tell you how long I actually knew them in any measure you could use."

Caleb looked at Ivy. She kept her face neutral.

"How long were you gone?" she asked.

Liora frowned with the concentration of someone attempting arithmetic in a language they've partially forgotten. "I genuinely don't know. I remember leaving. The lights in Blackthorn Hollow — I saw them from the path and I followed." She stopped, and something in her expression changed; the memory still had heat in it, forty-two years later. "I walked for a few hours, I think. Then I heard singing."

The rain seemed louder. The archive seemed darker, though the same amount of light came through the windows as before.

"What kind of singing?" Caleb asked.

Liora looked at him, and the expression in her eyes made Ivy feel the question had been mildly dangerous to ask. "The kind you follow," she said, and left it there.

No one spoke.

After a moment, Liora looked down at the key. "I woke near the tree," she said. "I don't know how I got there. I don't know how long I'd been traveling. But I was there, and the tree was there, and I understood immediately that they were not the same category of thing." She touched the key's iron surface, running her thumbnail along its teeth. "You can't describe it properly — you look away and you lose part of what you were seeing, so any description you make is already incomplete by the time you're making it. The trunk was wider than this building. The branches disappeared into the sky. The roots went farther than I could follow them, and I tried."

She looked up.

"People gathered there. Not spirits. Not — echoes. People. Some I came to know over what felt like years. They were waiting, or living, or both. I was never entirely sure which." Her voice softened. "Hundreds of them."

She was quiet for a moment, looking at her hands. "There was a woman. She had come from somewhere in Montana, she thought, though she wasn't certain anymore. She had been there so long the certainty had worn away. She used to sit near the tree's roots and tell stories about her children — not sad stories, the ordinary kind, the ones you tell because you want someone else to know the person you're talking about. Their names. What they liked to eat. She told those stories to anyone who would listen." Liora paused. "She asked me once whether I thought they still remembered her. I told her yes. I didn't know. But I told her yes." A small silence. "She died there. I don't know when, exactly. Time was unreliable. But she was there and then she wasn't, and nobody could say how long it had been."

Behind her, Caleb had gone very still.

Outside, the darkness had begun to thin — not brightening exactly, but losing density, the first gray suggestion of dawn pressing against the rain. Liora noticed it, and something shifted in her face: the settled quality of someone reconstructing a difficult memory gave way to something sharper, more present-tense.

"The map," she said.

They all looked down.

The page had changed again. Not dramatically — a few lines had moved, a trail
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