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Mara trusted damage more than promises.

Damage had edges.

A split page showed you where it had failed. Water stains announced exactly how far they had traveled. Mold bloomed where moisture had been allowed to stay too long, and brittle paper cracked along lines you could examine beneath magnification.

Damage did not tell you it was sorry.

It did not swear things would be different this time.

It simply existed, waiting to be understood.

At 4:17 in the morning, wind shoved against the old windows of my rented apartment hard enough to rattle the glass in its frame.

I opened my eyes.

For several seconds, I had no idea where I was.

Sloped ceiling.

Pale wall.

Radiator ticking beneath the window.

The faint glow of the streetlamp outside leaking around unfamiliar curtains.

Port Townsend.

Right.

The house groaned again.

I lay still under the blanket and listened.

Rain struck the roof in bursts instead of a steady rhythm. Something metallic clanged outside, stopped, then started again. Farther away, beneath the wind, a ferry horn sounded low over the water.

My phone said 4:17.

It also showed three weather alerts.

HIGH WIND WARNING.

COASTAL FLOOD ADVISORY.

POWER OUTAGES REPORTED ACROSS JEFFERSON COUNTY.

I read all three and set the phone facedown.

The radiator clicked twice.

A gust hit the side of the building.

I looked at the ceiling.

"Excellent."

My voice sounded small in the dark.

I had arrived in Port Townsend nine days earlier for what was supposed to be a six-week conservation contract at Bellweather House, a nineteenth-century property managed by the Port Townsend Heritage Trust. The job itself was straightforward on paper: assess, stabilize, and begin restoring a collection of botanical journals, pressed specimens, field notes, and illustrated plant records that had spent more than a century surviving other people's neglect.

I liked jobs that began with a list.

Inventory.

Condition reports.

Humidity readings.

Treatment priorities.

Documentation.

I especially liked jobs where the things needing attention were incapable of changing their minds halfway through.

The apartment was temporary, like most places I had lived since graduate school. Furnished. Functional. Pleasant enough to photograph for a rental listing.

Someone else's framed watercolor hung above the sofa.

Someone else's mismatched mugs filled the kitchen shelf.

Someone else's idea of what made a room feel finished sat in every corner.

I had brought two suitcases, one archival tool case, three sweaters, a raincoat, my laptop, four books, and a botanical print I had owned for seven years.

The print was still leaning against the living room wall.

It always took me longer than expected to hang pictures.

Sometimes I moved before I got around to it.

Another gust hit.

This one made me sit up.

The scent suppressor patch beneath my collarbone tugged faintly against my skin as I stretched. I touched it automatically, pressing two fingers against the edge to check the adhesive.

Still sealed.

Good.

The habit was so practiced I rarely thought about it anymore.

Wake.

Check patch.

Shower.

Tea.

Work.

Replace according to schedule.

I had been scent-sensitive since adolescence, which was a polite clinical way of saying other people's biology sometimes arrived in a room before their personalities did. Heavy Alpha scents could give me headaches. Strong Omega heat markers made crowded spaces miserable. Artificial scent enhancers were worse.

Suppressants turned the volume down.

I preferred the world quieter.

My phone vibrated.

This time it was not weather.

Mom

For one irrational second, I thought something had happened.

Then I saw the message.

You awake? This storm looks ugly.

I smiled despite myself.

My mother believed weather could become personal if you failed to check on everyone you loved.

I typed back.

Unfortunately.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Did you lose power?

Not yet.

You have candles?

Yes.

Food?

Yes, Mom.

Flashlight?

I looked at the rechargeable work light beside my tool case.

Several.

There was a pause.

Then:

Good. Your father texted me asking if I'd heard from you.

My thumb stopped above the screen.

Wind hissed around the corner of the house.

A second message arrived.

You don't have to answer him. Just telling you.

I stared at the words long enough for the screen to dim.

Then I locked the phone.

There was no anger sharp enough to justify the reaction in my chest. That was what irritated me most.

My father had not done anything tonight.

He had apparently asked whether I was safe.

A normal thing.

A decent thing.

My body still treated his name like a hand reaching toward an old bruise.

I swung my feet onto the cold floor.

The boards complained beneath my weight as I crossed to the kitchen.

My mother's mug choice for this rental would have offended her. It had a cartoon crab wearing sunglasses and the words BEACH PLEASE printed across the side.

I filled it with water for tea anyway.

The kettle had barely started heating when the lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then held.

"Don't."

I pointed at the ceiling as if the electrical grid might respond to authority.

It did not.

The kitchen light dimmed again.

My phone buzzed on the counter.

I expected my mother.

Instead, the screen showed a Heritage Trust group message from Evelyn Harrow.

Storm damage reported at Bellweather. Everyone stay home until structural access is confirmed. I will update by six.

I read it twice.

My tiredness vanished.

Bellweather House had old windows, old roofing, old plumbing, and a climate control system that had been upgraded in layers over three decades by people who clearly disagreed about what the word upgraded meant.

The archive room itself was stable.

Mostly.

I hated mostly.

My mind began running through the floor plan.

North wall.

Exterior guttering.

Upper roofline.

Rear conservatory corridor.

Storage cases along the east side.

The botanical collection was not priceless in the dramatic museum sense. Nobody was going to steal it and flee across international borders.

That did not make it replaceable.

One field journal contained pressed coastal plants collected before half the roads in the county existed.

Another held watercolor studies by a woman whose name appeared nowhere on the title page because her husband had been the recognized botanist.

There were handwritten descriptions of shorelines altered by development, local plant populations that had thinned, trees removed decades earlier.

Fragile things survived because someone, at some point, decided survival was worth the inconvenience.

The kettle clicked off.

I forgot about it.

Another message appeared.

Daniel Cho.

Evelyn, I can be there at first light if roads are passable. Roof leak reported near west corridor. No confirmed archive intrusion yet.

No confirmed archive intrusion.

Yet.

I opened the weather radar.

A dense band of rain still covered the peninsula.

The storm had another few hours in it.

There was nothing useful I could do from my kitchen at four twenty-nine in the morning.

I knew that.

My body had already begun preparing for work.

I pulled my hair into a loose knot, walked to the living room, and opened my tool case.

Nitrile gloves.

Blotting paper.

Polyester film.

Spatulas.

Soft brushes.

Waxed paper.

Absorbent cloth.

Pencils.

Humidity meter.

Headlamp.

My hands moved quickly.

Order calmed me.

It always had.

When I was thirteen and my parents had another one of their reunions, I reorganized my school notes by subject and date while they talked downstairs.

When I was fifteen and my father promised he was coming home for good, I cleaned the kitchen until the grout between the tiles looked new.

At seventeen, after my mother finally told him not to come back, I spent an entire Saturday repairing the loose bindings on three used books I had bought for five dollars.

I had not understood then why fixing small things helped.

I understood now.

A damaged object never asked you to believe in what it might become.

You dealt with what existed.

You assessed.

You documented.

You stabilized.

Only then did you decide what could be repaired.

My phone vibrated again.

This time there was no group message.

Just a direct text.

Dad

I stared at his name.

I had not blocked him.

Blocking would have turned our relationship into something more decisive than it was.

We spoke on birthdays.

Sometimes holidays.

He sent pictures of projects he was working on.

I reacted with thumbs-up emojis.

He asked about my contracts.

I gave him factual answers.

Civil was a useful word. It sounded cleaner than complicated.

I opened the message.

Your mom said the weather is bad up there. Please be careful, kiddo. Call if you need anything.

Kiddo.

I looked away from the screen.

Outside, something scraped loudly across pavement.

My father lived hours away.

There was nothing he could do if I needed help.

He knew that.

So did I.

That was not the point.

The point was the offer.

The gesture.

The familiar open door built out of words.

I set the phone down without answering.

The tea had gone untouched.

At five ten, I showered.

At five twenty-two, I replaced the sweatshirt I had slept in with black trousers, a pale gray sweater, thick socks, and boots.

At five thirty, I checked the suppressor patch again.

At five thirty-four, I packed a thermos and two protein bars.

At five forty-one, Evelyn sent another message.

Daniel has confirmed exterior access to the front and west side. Rear courtyard remains unsafe. Mara, I need you at Bellweather as soon as roads permit. Possible water intrusion near the botanical archive.

Possible.

My least favorite word.

I replied before she could add anything else.

On my way.

The instant I sent it, the power went out.

Everything vanished.

Radiator.

Refrigerator.

Kitchen clock.

The sudden silence felt larger than the dark.

Then the storm filled it.

Wind.

Rain.

A loose gutter somewhere.

The distant pulse of water against the shoreline.

I switched on my headlamp.

The apartment reappeared in a narrow white circle.

My gaze landed on the botanical print leaning beside the wall.

It showed a detailed study of thorned stems and pale leaves, drawn so precisely that the veins looked almost touchable.

I had bought it from a student art sale years ago because the artist had left every imperfection visible.

One leaf torn.

One stem bent.

A thorn casting a small shadow across another branch.

I had carried the thing through four apartments.

Never framed it properly.

Never hung it.

I stepped over it.

Temporary.

Everything could stay temporary if you never drove the nail in.

The thought came so clearly that I stopped at the door.

Rain battered the windows.

For a moment, the apartment felt less like a place I lived and more like a waiting room.

I disliked that thought enough to leave.

Outside, Port Townsend looked half-awake and half-dismantled.

Branches covered the sidewalk.

Wet leaves plastered themselves against parked cars.

A garbage bin lay on its side in the street, its lid missing.

The wind had weakened from its worst overnight gusts, but it still came hard around corners, carrying salt from the water and the green, raw smell of broken cedar.

I pulled my hood tighter.

My car was parked two houses down because Uptown parking apparently operated according to rules nobody had bothered writing down.

The sky had begun changing from black to charcoal.

Dawn was somewhere behind the clouds.

I drove slowly.

Port Townsend in good weather had the strange dignity of a place that knew exactly what it was. Victorian houses stood on hills above the waterfront, ornate without looking precious. Old staircases climbed between streets. Rooflines appeared and vanished as roads rose sharply, then fell toward the harbor.

This morning the city looked as if someone had shaken it during the night.

A flowering branch sprawled across one lane.

Traffic lights blinked at an empty intersection.

Two men in reflective jackets were already dragging debris away from Water Street.

At the crest of a hill, I caught a brief view of the harbor.

Gray water.

Gray sky.

The faint shape of a ferry moving like a block of shadow through rain.

Then the road dipped again.

My phone rang through the car speakers.

Evelyn.

I answered.

"I'm five minutes out."

"Good. Daniel's already here."

"How bad?"

A pause.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

"Evelyn."

"The west corridor took water. We don't know how far it reached."

"Archive room?"

"Possibly the outer storage area."

I exhaled slowly.

"Roof?"

"Daniel is assessing it."

"What about power?"

"Intermittent."

"Humidity readings?"

"I haven't touched your equipment."

That almost made me smile.

"Thank you."

"You trained me well."

A gust pushed against the car.

I corrected gently.

Evelyn continued.

"There's also significant damage in the rear courtyard."

"The conservatory?"

"Some broken glass, but not catastrophic."

"Then what?"

Another pause.

"A tree."

I frowned.

Bellweather House had several mature trees around the property.

"Which tree?"

"The old thorn."

I searched my mental image of the courtyard.

There was a tree in the back, broad-crowned, pale-leaved in the photos I had seen, close enough to the old conservatory that its branches shadowed the glass roof.

I had barely noticed it.

"Did it hit the building?"

"Not exactly. One of the main limbs split."

"Is the corridor blocked?"

"The courtyard is closed until the arborist clears it."

I glanced at the dashboard clock.

6:03.

"Who called an arborist at six in the morning?"

"Apparently historic trees have emergency contacts too."

That time I did smile.

Barely.

"I'll be there in three."

"Mara."

Something in Evelyn's voice changed.

I waited.

"Don't go into the rear courtyard until someone clears it."

I looked through the windshield at the rain.

"I heard you."

"That wasn't agreement."

"I said I heard you."

"Mara."

"Three minutes."

I disconnected before she could turn my own personality into an argument.

The road curved uphill.

Bellweather House came into view through bare branches and rain.

Even after nine days of working there, the place still looked faintly improbable to me.

Tall windows.

Dark wood trim.

A steep roofline.

Covered porches.

The sort of house built when people expected buildings to outlive everyone who entered them.

This morning one gutter hung loose.

Storm debris covered the front lawn.

A blue tarp had already been secured over part of the west roof.

Daniel's truck was parked crookedly near the curb.

Evelyn stood beneath the front porch in a raincoat, holding a folder against her chest.

Behind the house, beyond the roofline, I could see the upper branches of the courtyard tree moving in the wind.

One section leaned at an angle that did not look natural.

I parked.

For several seconds, I stayed behind the wheel.

The windshield wipers moved back and forth.

Back and forth.

Measure.

Assess.

Stabilize.

Repair only what could be repaired without destroying what remained.

I reached for my tool case.

My phone lit again in the cup holder.

One unread message from my father.

I turned the phone facedown.

Then I stepped into the rain and started toward Bellweather House.
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By the time I reached Bellweather House, the storm had already gotten inside.

Evelyn met me halfway up the front steps.

"West corridor," she said.

No hello.

Good.

I preferred emergencies without ceremonial conversation.

"How much water?"

"Daniel says active leaking has slowed. He won't give me anything more specific until he finishes checking the ceiling."

"Archive?"

"We haven't opened the outer storage room."

That stopped me.

Rain tapped against the hood of Evelyn's coat. Behind her, one of Bellweather's tall front windows reflected a sky the color of wet concrete.

"You haven't checked?"

"I haven't touched anything because you told me not to touch anything."

"That's different from looking."

Her mouth flattened.

"You also told me not to enter a room with possible ceiling instability."

I adjusted my grip on the conservation case.

"Fine. You're learning."

"I've been running historic properties since you were in middle school."

"And yet here we are."

She turned toward the door.

"Good morning to you too."

Inside, Bellweather smelled wrong.

Old buildings always had their own baseline scent. Waxed wood, dry plaster, paper, dust caught inside radiators, whatever flowers Ruth had bullied someone into cutting for the reading room.

Today there was something wetter beneath it.

Cold rain.

Damp timber.

And the unmistakable mineral smell of soaked plaster.

I stopped just inside the foyer.

"Power?"

"Back for now."

"Climate system?"

"Running."

"Readings?"

Evelyn handed me a folded page.

I scanned it while walking.

The archive's humidity had climbed during the outage but had not yet reached disaster territory.

Yet.

My least favorite word remained undefeated.

The west corridor looked worse.

Two plastic bins sat beneath a stained section of ceiling, each collecting a slow, irregular drip. Daniel stood on a ladder with a flashlight angled toward an access panel.

His dark hair was damp at the temples, and his rain jacket had been thrown over the banister.

He looked down when he heard us.

"Mara."

"Tell me something useful."

"The ceiling isn't coming down."

"That's useful."

"The roof failure is farther west than I thought. Water traveled along a joist before dropping into the corridor."

"Toward the archive?"

"Yes."

I set my case on a dry table.

"How far?"

Daniel climbed down.

"I haven't opened the wall."

"I mean the water."

"I know what you mean."

He rubbed one hand over his face.

"I've been here thirty-seven minutes. Give me another ten."

The fact that he knew exactly how long he had been working made me like him more than usual.

I crouched beside the wall where the plaster had darkened.

The water line spread toward the archive door in an ugly, uneven bloom.

Not catastrophic.

Not harmless.

My brain began sorting priorities before I consciously asked it to.

Exterior source.

Interior moisture.

Air circulation.

Storage cases.

Paper.

Bindings.

Pressed specimens.

Photographic documentation.

"We need floor protection before anyone starts moving boxes," I said.

Evelyn nodded. "Already brought plastic sheeting."

"Plastic doesn't go directly under wet paper."

"I know."

I looked at her.

She raised one eyebrow.

"You're not the only person capable of learning."

Fair.

Daniel opened the archive-room door while I pulled on gloves.

The room beyond was dim and cool.

Shelving ran along both walls. Archival boxes sat in ordered rows. Oversized botanical folios lay flat inside steel cases.

Nothing looked dramatic.

That was the problem with water.

Fire announced itself.

Water could ruin a collection politely.

I crossed to the nearest environmental monitor.

Humidity, elevated.

Temperature, stable.

I checked the wall.

Dry.

Then the outer storage room.

The bottom edge of the door had darkened.

"There's water in there."

Daniel came closer.

"How much?"

"If I knew that, I wouldn't be staring at the door."

I opened it carefully.

A shallow slick of water reflected the ceiling light.

"Dammit."

Evelyn appeared behind me.

"Materials?"

"Some cases are off the floor."

"Some?"

"Some."

I stepped inside.

The first row was safe.

Second row, safe.

Third row sat against the exterior wall near the old conservatory passage.

Two storage cartons had damp corners.

My stomach tightened.

I crouched.

No visible saturation through the board yet.

Good.

I touched one corner with a gloved finger, then withdrew.

"We relocate everything along this wall."

Daniel leaned into the doorway.

"Floor load?"

"Don't start."

"I'm asking because if you move twenty cases into the reading room and I discover structural damage beneath the west floor, we're going to have another problem."

I straightened.

"Then tell me where I can put them."

"East reading room is safe."

"Fine."

Evelyn was already reaching for her phone.

"I'll call Ruth."

"No."

She paused.

"Mara."

"She's seventy-two, the sidewalks are covered in branches, and we don't need her lifting boxes."

"She'll murder me if she finds out we touched the collection without telling her."

"Then call her and tell her she's allowed to murder us after the storm warning expires."

Daniel made a sound that might have been a laugh.

I pointed at him.

"You're carrying boxes."

"Apparently."

"For once architecture can be useful."

"I'll put that on the website."

We started with the damp cartons.

The first held correspondence.

The second contained field notebooks and several folders of botanical sketches.

No obvious internal moisture.

I documented everything before Daniel moved it.

Photograph.

Condition note.

Location.

Transfer.

Repeat.

Work narrowed the morning into manageable pieces.

Outside, the wind shoved rain against the windows in uneven bursts. Somewhere on the property, machinery started. A truck reversed with three sharp beeps.

Bellweather creaked around us.

The house had survived more than a century of winters, arguments, renovations, bad wiring, ambitious committees, and owners who thought historic preservation meant refusing to change anything.

It would survive this.

Probably.

I did not enjoy probably any more than yet.

After the fifth case, Evelyn came into the room holding her phone.

"The rear conservatory corridor has some broken glass."

I looked up.

"Where?"

"Near the courtyard doors."

"Any water intrusion?"

"Unknown."

"Who's checking it?"

"The arborist closed the courtyard."

I went back to the inventory sheet.

"That's not what I asked."

"Apparently a major limb split overnight."

"The tree."

"Yes, Mara. The tree."

Daniel set down a case.

"If the limb comes down toward the conservatory, we have a bigger problem."

My gaze shifted toward the last shelving unit.

Several archival cases sat beyond the storage room's interior door, in the section closest to the rear passage.

"What about those?"

Evelyn followed my line of sight.

"They were moved there yesterday during the shelving inspection."

Of course they were.

"Are they dry?"

"I don't know."

I crossed the room.

Daniel followed.

The old service passage beyond the door led around the conservatory and opened near the courtyard. I remembered the floor plan well enough to know there were two routes.

The interior route doubled back through the east wing.

The courtyard route took less than a minute.

I opened the door.

Cold air entered immediately.

"You're not going outside," Evelyn said.

"I'm checking the passage."

"The courtyard is closed."

"I heard you the first time."

"Mara."

I looked over my shoulder.

She had the exact expression my mother used when deciding whether reason had failed and violence should be considered.

"I am not climbing the tree."

"That is reassuringly specific."

I stepped into the passage.

Daniel muttered something behind me.

I chose not to hear it.

The conservatory corridor was colder than the archive, with old tile beneath my boots and glass along one side. Several panes near the far end had cracked. One had shattered completely.

Wet leaves had blown inside.

I followed the corridor toward the rear doors.

The Silver Thorn appeared beyond the glass.

For the first time, I actually looked at it.

The tree filled most of the enclosed courtyard.

Its trunk rose from a stone-edged planting bed near the center, broad enough that two people might have struggled to reach around it. Wet branches spread over the conservatory roof and toward the rear wall of the house.

One side looked wrong.

A major limb had split high above the trunk and sagged toward the courtyard at an angle that tightened something low in my stomach.

A man stood beneath it.

He wore dark work trousers, boots, a weatherproof jacket, and a climbing helmet. A harness hung at his hips.

Even at a distance, he was large.

Not bulky.

Built.

The sort of body created by lifting things more consequential than gym equipment.

He was speaking to another worker while pointing toward the upper crown.

I pushed open the rear door.

Wind struck me immediately.

The cold was sharper inside the courtyard than I expected, carrying wet earth, bark, stone, and the salt that seemed to reach every part of this city.

A strip of bright safety tape crossed the nearest path.

I stepped over it.

"Hey."

The voice came from my right.

I kept walking.

The archival cases sat beyond the covered portion of the passage, maybe twenty yards away.

If the storage doors had held, they would be fine.

If not, every minute counted.

"Stop."

I turned.

The man beneath the tree was coming toward me.

Without the distance, he was even larger than I had thought.

Tall enough that my first instinct was to straighten, which irritated me instantly.

His jacket was unzipped at the throat. Damp dark blond hair showed beneath the edge of his helmet. His face was leaner than his build suggested, with a straight nose, several days of stubble, and eyes I couldn't decide were brown or green from this distance.

He stopped on the other side of the tape.

"You can't come through here."

Not hello.

Not please.

Just a calm declarative sentence.

Something inside me hardened on contact.

"I need access to the storage cases."

"No."

My fingers tightened around the clipboard I was still carrying.

"Excuse me?"

"The limb above you is compromised."

"I can see that."

"Then you understand why the courtyard is closed."

"I need to check the archive cases at the end of that passage."

"Not this way."

I stared at him.

Rain collected along the shoulders of his jacket.

He did not seem angry.

Somehow that made him more irritating.

"I'll be under the covered section."

He glanced above me.

"So will several hundred pounds of damaged wood if that union fails."

"I need thirty seconds."

"No."

There it was again.

Short.

Certain.

Alpha.

I recognized the energy before scent could tell me anything.

My body had spent years learning how to notice it without reacting.

The quiet assumption of physical authority.

The sense of someone accustomed to taking up space and not apologizing for it.

My suppressant patch seemed suddenly very present beneath my sweater.

"I am responsible for the collection inside this building."

"And I'm responsible for making sure nobody walks under that limb."

"Congratulations."

His eyebrows moved slightly.

"Thank you."

I almost laughed.

That annoyed me too.

I ducked beneath the tape.

He moved.

One moment there was clear space between us.

The next, he stood directly in my path.

I stopped so quickly my boot skidded half an inch across wet stone.

Up close, he smelled faintly of rain and something green beneath it.

Fir, maybe.

I ignored it.

"Move."

"No."

"I wasn't asking."

"Neither was I."

The words landed wrong.

Too familiar in the worst possible way.

Heat climbed the back of my neck.

Men who turned concern into authority.

Alphas who thought wanting something strongly enough transformed it into a right.

People who called control protection because protection sounded kinder.

I lowered my voice.

"You don't know me."

"No."

"Then you don't get to decide where I go."

His expression changed.

Not much.

Something around his eyes sharpened.

"I get to decide who enters an active hazard zone I'm responsible for."

"Those cases might already be taking water."

"Then we'll find another route."

"There isn't time."

"There is if the alternative is getting hit by a branch."

I stepped to the left.

He matched me.

"Move."

His gaze lifted suddenly.

Not toward me.

Above me.

Everything in his face emptied.

"Back."

I heard it then.

A crack.

Not loud.

Worse than loud.

Close.

Wood fibers tearing somewhere overhead.

The man's hand closed around my upper arm.

I barely registered the pressure before the courtyard moved sideways.

He pulled me backward hard enough that my heel struck stone.

My shoulder hit his chest.

Something crashed where I had been standing.

Branches struck the pavement.

Leaves scattered.

A length of wet wood bounced once and rolled against the wall.

For half a second, nobody moved.

His hand was still around my arm.

My back was against him.

My body understood him before I did.

The scent hit suddenly.

Douglas fir.

Cold stone.

Black tea.

Rain-soaked wool.

Everything inside me went silent.

Not calm.

Silent.

As if my nervous system had stopped processing every other piece of information in the courtyard to make room for one impossible fact.

My suppressant patch was working.

I knew it was.

I had checked it less than two hours ago.

It didn't matter.

Something warm and involuntary shifted beneath my skin.

His breathing changed behind me.

One slow inhale.

Then nothing.

The air between us seemed to narrow.

I looked down at the hand around my arm.

Large.

Scarred.

Careful, despite what had just happened.

His thumb had gone perfectly still.

He knew.

That was the worst part.

He knew exactly what I knew.

The stranger's body had gone rigid behind mine, as if some force had pulled every muscle tight at once.

Mate.

The word arrived without permission.

My stomach dropped.

No.

Not excitement.

Not wonder.

Not gratitude.

No.

I turned inside the circle of his grip.

His eyes met mine.

Hazel.

Amber caught near the center.

Whatever he saw on my face made something shift in his.

Want, maybe.

Shock.

Recognition so raw I almost looked away.

For one terrible second, I expected him to come closer.

To inhale again.

To say it.

To put a word around what my body had already done and make it real.

His fingers loosened.

Then his hand fell away from my arm.

He let me go.
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One Step Back
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His hand left my arm so fast it was almost an apology.

Not a flinch. Not panic. A decision.

Theo Bell took one full step back.

The space between us was barely three feet, but my body registered it like a door reopening.

Rain hissed through the courtyard. Somewhere above us, the wounded tree creaked under another gust, a long wooden complaint that dragged my attention upward. The split limb had stopped moving, for now, but smaller twigs still trembled against the gray sky.

Theo did not look up.

He was watching me.

Not my mouth. Not my throat. Not the exposed strip of skin above my collar.

My face.

That should not have mattered.

It did.

"Are you hurt?"

His voice was lower than I expected. Calm enough that I wanted to dislike him for it.

I looked at the sleeve of my raincoat where his fingers had been. No tear. No blood. A faint pressure remained in the muscle underneath.

"I'm fine."

"Your shoulder?"

"Also fine."

Another step would have put him outside my scent range. He seemed to consider it.

The thought irritated me instantly.

I did not want him closer. I definitely did not want him making decisions based on whatever had just happened between us. But something ugly and instinctive tightened at the idea of him retreating farther.

I hated that more.

Footsteps struck the stone behind me.

"Mara?"

Daniel Cho came through the side passage at a near run, rain beading across the shoulders of his jacket. His gaze moved from me to Theo, then to the debris scattered where I had been standing.

His face changed.

"Jesus. Were you under that?"

"No."

Theo answered before I could.

I looked at him.

He corrected himself immediately. "She was headed toward it. The branch shifted."

Daniel exhaled hard through his nose and rubbed a hand over his wet hair.

"Evelyn is going to kill both of you."

"I didn't invite her past the barrier," Theo said.

"I saw the tape," I said.

Daniel stared at me.

"I also saw the archive cases through the conservatory door."

"That is not a defense."

"I wasn't offering one."

Theodore Bell, apparently, made a sound that might have been the beginning of a laugh.

I turned on him.

His expression was neutral again.

Good.

Better.

Probably.

Daniel looked between us, missing whatever invisible chemical catastrophe had just detonated in the courtyard.

"Mara Ellison," he said, gesturing toward the man as though we were at a networking event instead of standing beneath a damaged tree. "Theo Bell. Heritage arborist. Theo, Mara is the conservator Evelyn hired for the botanical collection."

Theo's gaze held mine.

"Mara."

Just my name.

Still, my suppressor patch suddenly felt too warm beneath my sweater.

"Theo."

There. Civilized.

Two professionals meeting after one had physically removed the other from the path of falling debris and both had discovered, in the same breath, that biology had apparently developed opinions.

Daniel looked toward the broken limb.

"Can anyone tell me whether the courtyard is actually safe?"

"No," Theo said.

"That's reassuring."

"It isn't supposed to be."

He finally looked away from me.

Relief came first.

Then an absurd sense of loss that made me want to throw something.

Theo pointed toward the crown of the tree.

"The main failure is there, where the branch union split. I need to assess how far the tear extends into the trunk before I put anyone beneath it. Wind load is still high. If another section lets go, the conservatory roof is inside the fall zone."

Daniel followed the line of his finger.

"How long?"

"Initial assessment, a few hours. Full recommendation, longer."

"I need access to the rear wall."

"You don't have it yet."

Daniel gave him a look.

Theo did not move.

There it was again, the refusal.

But unlike ten minutes earlier, I could see the shape of it now.

Not authority for authority's sake.

Calculation.

Risk.

I hated that this made him more reasonable.

"The cases," I said.

Both men looked at me.

"There are two flat archival cases near the east side of the conservatory corridor. Evelyn said we might have water intrusion."

Daniel nodded. "I know."

"I need to get to them."

Theo glanced toward the interior doorway.

"Not through here."

I folded my arms. "I gathered that."

"There is an old service hall that runs behind the pantry. It connects to the conservatory vestibule from the north side."

Daniel frowned. "That corridor is open?"

"I
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