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  Chapter One


The sky over Stone Valley had been threatening all morning, and it chose the exact moment Tess Johnson stepped off the curb to make good on it. 
Not a sprinkle. Not a warning drizzle. The clouds simply opened, the way a trapdoor opens, and dumped the whole cold weight of October on her head.
“Perfect,” she said to no one, because everyone with sense had already run for the awnings.
By the time she pushed through the door of the Stone Valley Gazette, her white interview blouse had turned translucent and her hair had worked half free of its pins. Her flats squeaked on the tile. Heads turned. A man by the copier stared intently at her breasts, remembered the ring on his hand, and found the ceiling suddenly fascinating. 
How considerate.
Tess lifted her chin and smiled at all of them, because the only thing worse than walking into a job interview looking like a drowned rat was, well … not showing up at all. 
And that was not an option. 
The secretary’s desk sat outside the editor’s office like a customs checkpoint. The woman behind it had gray hair, reading glasses on a chain, and a cardigan with tiny embroidered pumpkins — the whole grandmother starter kit. Tess felt a flicker of hope.
“You’re late,” the woman said, and gave her a once-over that could have frozen the rain still dripping off her sleeves. Then she walked away without telling Tess where to go.
“So much for the grandmotherly type,” murmured Tess.
Tess didn’t sit. The waiting-area chairs were upholstered in cream, and she was currently dripping wet, so she stood politely on the mat, and rehearsed. 
Reliable …
Detail-oriented … 
Available immediately … 
Grandmother’s medical bills stacked on the kitchen table like a losing hand of cards … no don’t say that part. 
Tess shoved that thought aside. Employers wanted competence. 
Not tragedy. 
The secretary reappeared and waved her in.
The editor was in his fifties, gray-haired and balding, with a smile that never reached his eyes. He looked at her the way the man at the copier had, except he didn’t bother pretending to find the ceiling afterward.
Her gut said two words, clear as a bell: Hell no!
Tess told her gut to mind its own business. 
Her gut did not pay for home nursing.
He talked about the job. Filing, phones, coffee, some proofreading if she “proved herself.” She nodded in the right places. She kept her face pleasant. 
She held it together right up until he leaned back, laced his fingers over his belt, and mentioned — offhand, the way a man mentions rain — that the position involved late nights. 
Just the two of them, some weeks. 
And some very close collaboration.
Then the pictures came.
That was the only word she’d ever found for it. Not thoughts. Not guesses. Pictures—but never still ones. They came in broken bursts, a stuttering reel behind her eyes: his hand landing on her shoulder, sliding lower; the office door swinging shut, the lock turning; the third late night, when he imagined she would be grateful enough, trapped enough—
“I am not sleeping with you to get this job.”
The words were out before she knew her mouth was open.
The editor went the color of an old newspaper. “I beg your — I never —”
“You were thinking it loud enough.” 
It was true. It was also the single worst thing she could have said, and Tess heard herself say it anyway. 
And that was the end of Tess Johnson’s newspaper career.
She collected her bag with as much dignity as a soaked, unemployable woman could still carry, and left. Past the secretary. Past the man by the copier, who was now staring at her in something like awe. Out into the rain, which was showing no signs of letting up.
Half a block later, the shaking caught up with her—the violent aftermath of the spells, of the pictures, of whatever came out of her mouth. She needed both hands to keep hold of her bag. 
Twenty-five years old and she still had no name for the thing she did, only a working list of everything it had cost her. 
Jobs… Friends… a boyfriend, once, who had never lied to her out loud.
Grandma called it a gift. Grandma also currently believed it was 1973 about a third of the time, so there was that. 
The rain hammered her shoulders, her scalp, the ruined leather of her one good pair of flats. Maybe it was hysteria, or maybe the day simply could not get any wetter, but somewhere in the middle of the empty street Tess stopped fighting it. She tipped her face up, dropped her bag, spread her arms, and started spinning.
She spun faster and faster, laughing—or maybe sobbing—until the rain became something else entirely. 
Water flew off her in a bright wheel and the storm roared its approval and Tess Johnson laughed out loud, alone in the middle of Main Street, because everything was terrible and the rain, at least, was honest.
For one strange heartbeat, the downpour bent away from her — sheeted outward like a curtain drawn back — and through the gap she looked up and saw a man in the sky.
Golden eyes. She had time to register that much—a man’s face, those eyes, and a stillness no bird ever had—before the curtain of rain fell shut and there was only cloud.
Tess stood very still, water streaming down her collar.
“Nope,” she decided, snatched up her bag, and ran.

      ***He hadn’t meant to come down so low.
He’d been riding the storm’s upper edge, doing what he always did in weather like this — counting the town’s lights, checking his valley the way another man might check the locks on his doors — when he saw the lone figure spinning in the road like the rain was a gift instead of a punishment. Red hair coming down out of its knot. Arms wide. Laughing at the sky.
He drifted lower. It had been a long time since anything in Stone Valley had surprised him.
Then the storm moved around her — moved for her, fanning outward as if she’d asked it nicely — and her eyes came up through the gap and found his.
That was impossible. No mortal eye had picked him out of a storm in three hundred years.
Her eyes were brown. Ordinary brown, and they went straight through him like a hook through the soft part of a fish, and by the time the rain closed between them she was already running, and Collin Stone hung in the cold heart of the storm with his pulse doing something it had not done in centuries.
“Well,” he said, to the weather. “Hell.”

      ***The coffee shop caught her the way lit windows catch moths. Tess didn’t remember deciding to go in; she was simply inside, dripping on the mat while the espresso machine hissed and a handful of locals pretended not to stare.
She took the corner table. A newspaper lay abandoned on it, want ads up. She ordered the strongest coffee on the menu from a teenage waitress with a name tag reading ANGEL and a smile too kind for the day Tess was having, and she made herself breathe.
A man in the sky. Fine. Add it to the list. The pictures, the voice in her gut, and now aerial men with golden eyes. Maybe she should see someone. Maybe she’d have seen someone years ago, if seeing someone didn’t start files, and files didn’t follow you, and she wasn’t the only thing standing between her grandmother and a state-run bed in a place that smelled like bleach and surrender.
“Are you okay?” Angel had come back, coffee in hand, her young face gone ashy. She pointed.
Tess touched her lip. Her fingers came away red.
“It’s nothing.” She dug in her bag, found her scarf — the good one, violet silk, Grandma’s last extravagant Christmas — and pressed it to her nose. “Long day. I bleed when I’m winning.”
Angel laughed, startled, and set the coffee down, and for a few minutes the world was just heat in a cup and rain on glass.
Tess never saw what her blood did to the newspaper. Never saw the drop that had fallen while she scrambled for the scarf, or how it spread on the cheap gray page — not soaking outward the way blood should, but traveling, thin and deliberate, until it had drawn a neat red circle around a single ad in the help-wanted column.
What she felt, instead, was the voice in her gut sitting up.
Go home. Now.
Tess had ignored that voice exactly as many times as she’d lived to regret it. She left money on the table, took the newspaper because it was the closest thing to an umbrella, and went back out into the storm—leaving one violet silk scarf forgotten on the far side of the table. The closing door pulled a draft through the shop, and the silk slid soundlessly beneath the counter.

      ***Home was the last house on Larkspur Lane, a tall Victorian gone soft at the edges, paint peeling in strips like the house was molting. Inside, it smelled of chamomile and menthol and the particular vanilla of her grandmother’s talcum, and from the front room came the unmistakable sound of a card game turning ugly.
A card slapped the table. “Uno,” said Grandma, with the flat menace of a gunslinger.
“You said that four cards ago, Lila Johnson.” Miss Smith, the day nurse, sounded like a woman who had been robbed before and expected to be robbed again.
Tess stood in the doorway, soaked to the skeleton, and felt the day’s weight slide off her shoulders. She went up, toweled her hair, changed into dry clothes. Her window faced east across the town, and she caught herself doing the thing she always did — the thing she’d done since she was six years old.
Looking at the house on the hill.
Stone Manor sat above the valley the way a crown sits above a face, huge and dark and old past reckoning, windows catching the storm-light like rows of watching eyes. Everyone in town called it spooky. Kids dared each other up the drive. But Tess had never once been afraid of it. What she felt, looking at it, was worse than fear and harder to explain: a pull. Low and patient, like a hand at the small of her back. It had been there all her life, and since she’d come home from Chicago it had stopped whispering and started, quietly, to insist.
The manor’s windows glowed faintly through the rain.
“I know,” Tess told it. “I’m ignoring you.”
She went downstairs.
“There she is!” Grandma’s face opened like a window, and today, at least, it was Tess she saw and not her long-dead daughter, not a stranger, not a nurse to be fought. Small mercies. “How did it go, Tessie? Did you charm them?”
“I made an unforgettable impression.”
“That bad?”
“I may have accused the editor of a crime he hadn’t committed yet.”
Miss Smith made a strangled sound into her cards. Grandma just nodded, serene, as if this were a perfectly ordinary hiring outcome — and for the Johnson women, Tess supposed, it was.
“Don’t you fret.” Grandma reached over and patted her hand with fingers gone light as paper. “You’ll find what you’re looking for in the paper tomorrow. It’s already circled.” Her eyes had gone bright and far away, the way they did. “Now. Tell me a story. A good one, with teeth.”
So Tess made tea and told her a story, because that was their oldest ritual and the disease hadn’t managed to take it yet. Not a gentle story — Grandma had never once in her life requested a gentle story — but the kind she’d raised Tess on: a girl, a dark wood, something hungry pacing her through the trees. Grimm with the safety off. Tess spun it long and low while the rain drummed and the fire ticked, until the old woman’s eyes closed and her breathing evened out and her hand, even in sleep, stayed curled around Tess’s fingers.
Later, locking up, testing each latch with her palm, Tess sang under her breath without noticing she did it. The safe-song, Grandma called it, and she’d sung it at every door and window of this house since before Tess could read: With these words I ask thee, keep us safe from night to day, safe from the many things that prey...
An old lullaby. A habit. Nothing more.
The locks were sturdy. The song was old. And that night, both of them held.

      ***In the woods above the town, the rain came down through black branches, and something moved beneath them that the rain refused to touch.
It had been getting the measure of its new hunting ground for seven nights now. It had marked the boundaries. It had killed among the ridgelines as it learned them — a wolf, a mountain cat, at the last a great bear, every alpha thing that had ruled these hills — and left them opened and unread, like letters that had said nothing worth keeping. The valley below glittered with lights and heartbeats. Soft. Slow. Unguarded.
But that was not why it had come.
The scent found it again at the wood’s edge, threading through the storm — sweet the way a struck match is sweet, old the way lightning is old — and the thing that wore the dark went still, jaws parting, tasting.
That one. Out of every heartbeat in the valley: that one.
It had been born for this scent. Instinct knew it the way rivers know downhill. And it had not survived a thousand years of hunters and swords and burning by rushing what it loved.
It flowed down out of the trees, unhurried, and the storm swallowed the shape of it. In the alley behind a coffee shop on Main Street, it settled against the wet brick where the sweetness pooled thickest—leaking through the wall from a small violet scarf inside.
The beast could be patient.
It had all night.






  
  Chapter Two


Angel Reyes had exactly four dollars in tips, a chemistry quiz she hadn’t studied for, and a plan. 
A good plan, actually.
Finish out the school year. Keep her grades where the scholarship people liked them. Get the hell out of Stone Valley the way water got out—
Downhill.
Fast.
And without looking back.
She loved her mom. She loved the coffee shop, mostly. It smelled like cinnamon rolls and cream cheese frosting on Sundays, paid her actual money, and came with all the free hot chocolate she could reasonably steal without admitting she was stealing it.
But Angel had lived her entire seventeen years in a town where the biggest news of the decade had been the Hendersons repainting the hardware store.
Beige to slightly darker beige.
Scandalous.
Angel wanted a life where things happened.
The proof was in her backpack, tucked into the front pocket with the broken zipper.
A letter from New Mexico State University.
Three weeks old.
Already soft along the folds from being opened, read, closed, and opened again when nobody was looking.
Provisional acceptance.
Provisional really meant keep your grades up.
Which meant the chemistry quiz mattered.
Which also meant she should have been studying instead of pulling a Tuesday close.
But her mom’s knee had been bad all week, and sometimes math did itself.
Angel hadn’t told her about the letter yet.
She kept carrying it around instead, like carrying it meant she could have the future without starting the part where leaving hurt somebody.
Once her mom knew, she’d start being brave about it.
That was the problem.
Maria Reyes could turn almost anything into a cheerful project if it meant making life easier for her daughter.
She’d smile.
She’d say the shop would be fine.
She’d probably start talking about converting Angel’s room into something ridiculous, just to prove she wasn’t already planning to cry in it.
Angel wasn’t ready for that.
Two more weeks, she’d told the letter.
Let me have this, two more weeks.
“Last table’s done,” her mom called from the register, counting the drawer. Coins clicked into their compartments. “Trash, lock the back, and we’re out of here.”
Angel grabbed the bags.
“Take my scarf, mija.”
“It’s twenty feet, Mom.”
Maria finally looked up. “And apparently twenty feet is farther than your common sense can travel.”
Angel rolled her eyes. “I’ll survive.”
“That confidence is exactly why teenagers die in documentaries.”
Angel snorted.
“Scarf.”
“Love you too.”
Maria went back to the register. “That was not permission to be stupid.”
Angel shook her head and started for the back door.
That was when she saw the scarf.
Not her mom’s green one.
A violet silk scarf lay half under the far end of the counter, still damp from the storm. Angel picked it up. Cool fabric slid through her fingers.
The red-haired woman. Soaked to the skin, blood under her nose, and still smart enough to make Angel laugh.
I bleed when I’m winning.
Yeah. Angel had liked her.
Some people lost with style.
“Lost and found,” Angel murmured.
She tucked the scarf into her jacket pocket, grabbed the trash, and shoved the back door open with her hip—
And stopped.
The alley looked normal.
Mostly.
Rain had faded into one of those cold October mists that didn’t really fall. It just hung there and waited for you.
The security light buzzed overhead, blinking in fits and starts that broke the alley into pieces—wet brick, dumpsters, the empty parking lot beyond.
On for a split second. Dark. Then back again, like an old black-and-white movie.
Angel had carried trash through this alley a thousand times.
Twenty feet from the back door to the dumpsters.
She knew because her mother had reminded her it was only twenty feet approximately nine hundred of those times.
Tonight it looked longer.
Angel stared.
“No.”
The brick walls were still where they belonged. The dumpsters hadn’t moved. Nothing had changed.
Except the alley felt longer. Different. 
Angel knew it was twenty feet to the parking lot. She had walked it so many times she could have done it with her eyes closed.
But tonight the darkness seemed to begin before the alley ended.
The mist hung motionless beneath the security light.
No dripping gutter.
No traffic.
No highway hum.
Not even Mrs. Carmody’s stupid little dog barking at ghosts, squirrels, or whatever else pissed it off after dark.
Angel swallowed.
Something had made the whole fucking town shut up.
Angel tightened her grip on the trash bags and started toward the dumpster. The thin plastic handles bit into her fingers.
“Ten seconds,” she muttered. “Then I’m done.”
She walked faster than she meant to, telling herself not to be stupid. It was an alley. The same alley she’d crossed a thousand times.
She tossed the first bag into the dumpster and reached for the lid.
That was when she smelled it.
Sweet at first, almost familiar.
Angel frowned.
Not cinnamon from the shop.
Not coffee.
Burnt sugar.
And something sharper underneath it, like a match just after it caught.
She stopped with one hand still on the dumpster.
The skin along the back of her neck prickled.
Something was behind her.
She didn’t hear footsteps. Didn’t see a shadow move.
She just knew.
Every stupid instinct telling her she was imagining things disappeared at once.
There was something in the alley with her.
Something is behind you.
Angel closed her eyes.
“One…”
Terrible idea.
She opened them.
“Two…”
Do not turn around.
“Three.”
She turned around.
Of course she did.
When everyone in every horror movie swore at the idiot girl for turning around, Angel had sworn too.
Apparently the Idiot Girl had a point.
Not knowing was worse.
For about half a second.
Then Angel saw it.
And knowing became much, much worse.
The thing seemed to shift even while it held still, darkness sliding along its back like oil on water, the shape underneath never quite settling. 
Angel forgot she was still holding the second trash bag.
Then it lifted its head.
Its eyes caught the failing light—red, deep red, like coals at the bottom of a fire.
And they were fixed on her.
This was different.
This was intent.
This was recognition.
That was what made her blood go cold.
It wasn’t looking at her like prey.
It was looking at her like it knew exactly why she was there.
Then its gaze dropped.
To her jacket pocket.
No.
Not her.
The scarf.
It wants the scarf.
The growl came up out of the ground so low she felt it through the soles of her shoes.
“Nope,” Angel breathed.
She dropped the bag and spun for the door, mouth already opening.
“Mo—”
The thing hit her before she could finish.
Wet brick smashed against her hands. Pain cracked through one knee. The security light blinked out.
And the last thing Angel Reyes thought as the dark folded over her wasn’t the university letter.
Wasn’t Stone Valley.
Wasn’t even the monster.
Mom’s going to come looking.
Oh God. Please don’t come looking.
Then nothing.
The security light buzzed back on, and the alley was empty.
One trash bag sat inside the dumpster.
The other lay split across the pavement.
Coffee grounds.
Paper cups.
A broken stir stick.
Beside them lay a strip of violet silk, shaken from Angel’s pocket when she fell.
One dark spot of dried blood stained the fabric.
The mist drifted again.
Twenty feet from door to dumpster.
Exactly the way it had always been.

      ***Three miles up the valley’s shoulder, Collin Stone stood at the study window with a glass of whiskey he had poured and forgotten to drink.
Something was wrong with his valley.
He had known it for seven days.
At first it had been nothing more than pressure beneath the skin.
A splinter he couldn’t find.
Then the bodies started.
Collin looked across Martin Lake as the last of the storm dragged itself east.
The bear had been the sixth.
He had found it that evening on the north slope, not far from the den it had used for nearly ten years.
Collin knew the animal.
He knew most things that lived above Stone Valley’s fences.
The bear was a great irritable bastard, nearly seven hundred pounds by late autumn and fully convinced the mountain belonged to him.
Collin had generally agreed.
Three summers earlier, the bear had treed a poacher for six hours. 
Collin still considered it one of the better afternoons of that decade.
Nothing had challenged that bear in years.
Whatever killed it hadn’t bothered.
The body lay in the wet bracken, opened with a precision that bothered Collin more than savagery would have. Predators were messy. Hunger was messy. Violence usually left evidence of itself.
This hadn’t.
No torn ground. No feeding. No rage.
The carcass looked less killed than examined.
Read.
Discarded.
Collin circled the site once, then again. A third time he widened the search, and a fourth took him nearly to the tree line.
Bear tracks. Deer tracks. His own boots.
Nothing entering.
Nothing leaving.
Apparently whatever had killed 680 pounds of angry brown bear had also decided that the ordinary relationship between weight and dirt was optional.
Wonderful.
Then there were the ravens.
A carcass on a mountainside was a parish announcement.
Ravens normally posted the banns within the hour.
They had filled the trees around the bear—dozens of them, black bodies shifting against wet branches.
Not one had landed.
Not one had eaten.
Three hundred years alive, and Collin Stone had never seen a raven refuse free meat.
That had been the moment he stopped pretending this might be ordinary.
And beneath the copper smell of blood had been something else.
Sweet.
Burnt sugar.
Old lightning.
Collin knew that smell.
Or some ancient part of him did.
His memory was an enormous house, and the scent had gone immediately downstairs and started rattling a locked door.
A very old door.
One his parents had spoken about with lamps burning.
He had no particular desire to open it.
He’d burned the bear before returning home.
Not sentiment.
Evidence.
Eventually some wildlife officer with a camera and too much professional curiosity would find the carcass, and there were wounds on that animal that did not belong in any report Collin wanted entering the human world.
People imagined the Veil as some great magical barrier.
Usually it was Collin Stone standing in the rain feeding impossible evidence into a fire before somebody from the county showed up.
Six kills.
Seven nights.
Wolf.
Mountain cat.
Bear.
Whatever was doing it wasn’t eating.
It was warming up.
“No,” Collin murmured.
Not wolf.
He had considered werewolves repeatedly because wolves were an available problem, and available problems were comforting.
The packs were treaty-bound.
Careful.
More importantly, no werewolf he’d ever met smelled like someone had set fire to a confectionery.
“You’re stalling.”
His reflection stared back from the dark window.
The bastard offered no defense.
Collin set down the whiskey. The glass clicked against the desk.
There was one way to find something hiding in Stone Valley.
He hated it.
The last time he’d scanned the entire town, he’d spent most of the following day on his study floor with every human thought within ten miles attempting to continue inside his skull.
Scanning a town was a young man’s sport.
Collin hadn’t been young since a good musket and a steady horse could make a man dangerous. 
Nevertheless.
His valley.
His problem.
He sat. Closed his eyes. And stepped out of himself.
The valley opened.
For one heartbeat, all annoyance vanished.
This part was still beautiful.
Two and a half thousand human minds glowed beneath him. Not thoughts exactly. Lives.
A new mother awake beside a crib.
A boy reading beneath his blankets with a flashlight.
Pete Munson at his kitchen table negotiating with himself over whether his fourth beer technically counted as one more.
It did, Pete.
Little sparks everywhere. Fragile, stubborn, ordinary.
Collin had spent three centuries protecting exactly this.
Not kingdoms.
Not treaties.
This.
He moved through them. Main Street. The lake road. School. Houses.
Nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing—
Fear.
It hit him like a bell struck inside his skull.
Young. Female. Absolute.
The terror of an animal that had just discovered it was prey.
Collin turned toward it.
And the fear vanished.
Not faded.
Cut.
“No.”
He moved down through the valley, past rooftops and through rain. Toward Main Street. Toward the coffee shop. Toward—
The wall hit him.
There was no other word for it.
Collin struck something that did not physically exist and stopped so violently his sense of the valley shattered around him.
Cold. Ancient.
And worse, uninterested.
He pushed.
Nothing.
He struck it again.
Nothing.
The barrier didn’t resist him. Resistance would have meant it cared.
It simply refused to acknowledge that Collin Stone existed.
Then the world went white.
He slammed back into his body already falling. His shoulder clipped the chair, sending it scraping across the boards, his ribs hit the desk, and then the floor.
Hard.
For several seconds he stayed there, blinking at the ceiling.
Blood filled his mouth.
His nose had opened freely and was dripping down his cheek, across three hundred years of neatly organized correspondence.
Of course it was.
Collin touched his nose.
Looked at the blood on his fingers.
“What,” he asked the ceiling, very carefully, “in the bloody hell was that?”
The ceiling remained professionally neutral.
A siren began below the hill.
Collin was moving before the second note.

      ***Twenty minutes later he drove onto Main Street.
By car.
At a lawful speed.
Headlights on.
Like a person.
The Veil did not take evenings off merely because something impossible had punched him out of his own mind.
Half the town had already arrived.
Naturally.
Police were almost never first in Stone Valley.
Neighbors wearing bathrobes.
Neighbors wearing work boots without socks.
Neighbors carrying flashlights, phones, blankets, coffee—anything that allowed frightened people to believe they were helping.
Sergeant Kowalski stretched tape across the mouth of the alley. The roll rasped each time he pulled.
Young man.
Gray face.
Hands that needed a task.
Then Collin heard the mother.
Maria Reyes stood beside the coffee-shop door between two women from the church.
She wasn’t screaming.
Collin almost wished she were.
She kept saying one word.
“Angel.” Pause.
“Angel.”
Again.
“Mija.”
The cracked, reasonable voice of a woman who believed some clerical mistake had been made.
Her daughter had been misplaced.
Someone simply needed to correct it.
Collin had heard mothers make that sound before.
He hated that he recognized it.
He moved to the back of the crowd.
One more concerned resident.
One more coat in the rain.
Then he let his other senses reach into the alley.
The smell hit immediately.
Burnt sugar.
Old lightning.
Thick.
Wrong.
It covered the brick near the back door.
Touched the pavement.
Passed directly over the torn trash bag.
Collin found a trace of young human fear beneath it.
Blood.
Skin.
Adrenaline.
Then—
Nothing.
He followed the trail again.
Door.
Girl.
Struggle.
And nothing.
The scent did not fade toward the parking lot.
It simply ended.
Cleanly.
Whatever had taken Angel Reyes had not dragged her into the woods.
It had not climbed a wall.
It had not run.
It had folded itself out of the alley.
With her.
Collin looked at the crowd.
Bathrobes.
Phones.
Police tape.
Thirty witnesses who would swear nobody had come through them.
And yet something had.
He looked back at Maria Reyes.
“Angel.”
The word broke this time.
Barely.
Collin closed his eyes.
He could do nothing here.
Not in front of humans.
And perhaps not without them.
The wall had made that painfully clear.
So he did the only thing left to a guardian who had failed at guarding.
He memorized her voice.
Put it somewhere deep.
Where he kept his debts.
Then Collin Stone made a promise to a mother who would never know he’d made it.
He would find her daughter.
Or he would find what had taken her.
Preferably both.

      ***He spent the remaining dark hours searching the lake road and the lower woods, then drove home the long way.
By the time Stone Manor came into view, the eastern sky had begun turning gray.
His ribs hurt.
His nose had stopped bleeding.
His mood had not improved.
Something was hunting inside his valley.
Something that killed apex predators for practice.
Something ravens wouldn’t eat after.
Something that smelled like burnt sugar and old storms.
And now it had taken a seventeen-year-old girl through a crowded street while Collin Stone—the creature supposedly responsible for guarding this place—had been forty seconds too late.
Forty seconds.
Three hundred years old.
Too slow by forty fucking seconds.
That one stayed with him.
He entered the study and went directly to the cabinet in the corner.
The locked one.
Not locked against thieves.
Stone Manor did not have a thief problem.
Gramble had not arrived yet.
The cabinet was locked mostly against Collin himself.
Against memory.
Against the collection of old things that became easier to leave untouched with every passing decade.
He opened it.
The book on the lowest shelf was heavier than he remembered.
Old books usually were.
Collin carried it to the desk.
Opened it.
And began looking for a smell he had hoped never to remember.
Burnt sugar.
Old lightning.
A thing that didn’t want to be seen.
He read until morning.
What he found did not improve his mood.
Below the hill, Stone Valley woke wrong.
Maria Reyes stayed at the coffee shop.
Search crews formed at First Methodist.
Men arrived with thermoses and dogs.
Women made sandwiches nobody wanted.
State police came down from the highway.
By seven, people were walking the woods.
By eight, there wasn’t a person in Stone Valley who didn’t know Angel Reyes was missing.
Collin stood at his study window with the old book open behind him.
The town spread below.
Two and a half thousand people.
His people.
For the first time in a very long life, Collin Stone was afraid.
Not that he couldn’t stop what had entered his valley.
That he already should have.
And somewhere between the coffee shop and Stone Manor, exactly one wall had been enough to make him too late.






  
  Chapter Three


By morning, the whole town knew. 
Tess heard it before she made it through her second cup of coffee. That was Stone Valley. Bad news got into the grocery store, the gas station, the school office, and three kitchens before breakfast. Miss Smith arrived pale and damp from the morning fog, took one look toward the front room, and pulled Tess into the kitchen by the sleeve. “The girl from the coffee shop,” she said quietly. “Angel Reyes. She took the trash out last night and never came back. Her mother found a split bag in the alley and nothing else.”
“They searched all night,” Miss Smith said. “State police are coming today. Bud Carmody’s organizing people to walk the east woods, and First Methodist opened the basement for coffee and food.” She twisted her rings, a nervous habit Tess had known since childhood. The bands clicked softly together. Stone Valley answered every crisis the same way: show up, bring something, make yourself useful. Usually Tess loved that about the town. This morning it only made Angel more missing. “Seventeen years old, Tess. In this town.”
Tess’s stomach went hollow and cold. She saw Angel exactly as she had been the day before: crooked name tag, too-kind smile, coffee in one hand while she worried about a stranger’s bloody nose. Are you okay? Seventeen years old, taking care of everyone around her because somebody had apparently forgotten to tell her she was still a kid.
Tess had been sitting thirty feet from that alley only hours earlier. The voice in her gut had said go home, now, and she had listened. Angel had stayed because Angel worked there, because her mother was closing the register, because taking out the trash on a Tuesday night was not supposed to be dangerous. Tess had spent years hating the pictures when they came. Now she hated them for not coming.
“They’ll find her,” Tess said, because it was the sentence you said. Neither of them looked at each other while she said it.
In the front room, Lila was installed in her chair by the window with the lap blanket and the good light, holding court over a breakfast tray, and — Tess stopped in the doorway — reading a newspaper that had been through a war.
The pages had dried stiff and wavy, tide-marked, translucent in patches. Yesterday’s paper. The one Tess had carried home over her head through the storm and abandoned on the mud bench, fit for nothing but the recycling bin. And her grandmother was humming over it — Tess registered the tune a half-second before she registered the strangeness of it — the safe-song, low and absent, the way other women hummed hymns over crosswords.
“There you are,” her grandmother said, bright and sharp. Tess knew within a second that this was a good day. On good days Lila’s eyes focused, the old mischief came back, and Tess could see the woman who had raised her looking out through them. “Sit. Eat something. You look terrible, and I’ve found it.”
“Found what?”
“Your job, Tessie, do keep up.” Lila turned the crackling page around with ceremony and laid a knuckly finger on the want ads.
There, in the middle of the column, one advertisement wore a ring of rust-brown ink. A perfect circle — not scribbled around the way a person circles things, but drawn, thin and even, closed exactly on itself.
HELP WANTED. Personal assistant & housekeeping. Organization essential, squeamishness a liability. Live-out. Wages generous to the point of suspicion. Apply in person, Stone Manor, top of Larkspur Hill. No telephone inquiries — the telephone is not to be trusted.
“Grandma.” Tess picked up the paper. Up close the circle was too brown to be ink. She remembered the blood on her fingers, the scarf pressed beneath her nose, and the newspaper lying open on the coffee-shop table. Cold crawled between her shoulders. She ignored it with twenty-five years of practice. “This is the mansion. The Stone place.”
“Mm.” Lila addressed her eggs with satisfaction. “Do I like eggs?”
“No. That’s why I made them for you, and in a minute you won’t remember hating them.”
“Sensible arrangement.” Her grandmother ate a forkful, considered, and beamed. “I do like them. And in a house, too.” She said it with such triumphant nonsense that Tess laughed for the first time in what felt like a week, and Lila reached over and patted the newspaper. “You’ll take the bicycle. Wear the green blouse; it does things your gray one has never dreamed of. And Tessie —” the focus sharpened, two seconds of that X-ray attention that had governed Tess’s entire childhood — “when the house pulls, you let it. It’s been waiting long enough.”
“When the — what?”
But the eyes had drifted, gone soft and elsewhere. “Is Miss Smith cheating at cards, do you think? I’ve suspected it for years.”
“Ruthlessly,” Tess said, around the sudden thickness in her throat. “You should count the deck.”
In the hallway, Miss Smith caught her elbow, and her good plain face was doing something complicated. “You’re not seriously going up there. The Stone place.” She said it the way the whole town said it, with the article of faith built in. “My mother wouldn’t drive past that gate. Nobody’s seen the man in — Tess, there are stories.”
“There are stories about me,” Tess said, more gently than she felt. “Half this town had one by lunchtime yesterday.”
From the front room, without looking up from her eggs, in the mild carrying voice of a woman who missed nothing on her good days, Lila said: “That house has better manners than this town, Dorothy Smith, and it always has. Let the girl go to work.”
Miss Smith’s mouth opened, revised itself, and closed. There was no arguing with Lila on her good days; you might as well argue with a calendar.
“And Tessie.” The voice again, softer now, gone half around the far-away bend already. “When you ride up through the old oaks — say good morning. It’s been years since anybody had the courtesy, and they notice, you know. Trees keep accounts.”
Tess looked at Miss Smith. Miss Smith looked back. Normally a comment about trees keeping accounts would have joined the long list of Things Grandma Says and stayed there. This morning, with the strange circle on the newspaper tucked under Tess’s arm, neither of them dismissed it quite so quickly.
Miss Smith finally let go of her elbow. “If a tree asks you for money, come home,” she muttered. Tess almost smiled. Neither woman said the other reason they were letting this happen: on Lila’s good days, her strangest remarks had an uncomfortable habit of making sense later.
Tess went upstairs and put on the green blouse.

      ***Every route through Stone Valley eventually crossed Main Street. That morning the center of town had changed. People spoke more quietly. Cars slowed near the coffee shop. Even the usual men arguing outside the hardware store had stopped arguing.
The coffee shop was dark. A hand-lettered sign on the door read CLOSED. PLEASE PRAY FOR OUR ANGEL. Overnight, the sidewalk had filled with the things people brought when they could not fix what had happened: ribbons, carnations, grocery-store roses, candles, a stuffed bear already damp around one ear. A school photograph of Angel sat in the middle of it all, her too-kind smile facing everyone who slowed down. Almost everyone did.
Tess told herself she would keep riding. She stopped anyway.
She stood over the flowers with one hand still on the handlebars and looked at the girl who had brought her coffee and napkins. The handlebar rubber was cold and slick beneath her palm. Guilt needed no magic. You were thirty feet away. You have spent your whole life knowing things you were never supposed to know, and when it mattered you knew nothing. You listened to your warning, went home, and slept while Angel stayed behind.
Two women stood at the shrine’s other end with their arms crossed against more than the cold. Tess felt their attention land on her — the particular pressure of small-town eyes, cataloguing — and heard, not with her ears, the flicker of it: new in town — no, the Johnson girl, back from wherever — she was in the Gazette office Tuesday, Marlene said she made a scene —
Tess put a dollar she could not spare into the collection jar for the family, got back on the bicycle, and pedaled away with her cheeks burning. Two women looking at her should not have mattered. Years of school, jobs, friendships, and rumors had taught her otherwise. When something terrible happened, people wanted a reason. If the real one did not arrive quickly enough, they made one. Tess had been the strange girl in Stone Valley before. She had no intention of volunteering for the job again.
She was three blocks past it before the morning steadied again, and by the foot of Larkspur Hill she had talked herself back into the day’s actual problem, which was that there was no reasonable universe in which she took the job at the murder-adjacent mansion on the hill, the one every kid in Stone Valley had grown up daring each other to touch the gate of. Tess itemized the reasons the whole way, pedaling: the place was almost certainly falling down inside; the pay was “suspicious” by its own admission; the ad had been circled in what she was electing to believe was very old ink; and everyone knew the man who lived up there — if anyone still did — was some species of hermit who hadn’t been seen at a town function since before she was born.
On the other hand: Lila’s care, the fire-sale state of her savings, and the fact that Tess had, as of yesterday, insulted her way out of every remaining respectable employer in a nine-mile radius.
The gate at the foot of Larkspur Hill stood open. It looked like it had been standing open for a hundred years, iron gone green-black, and the drive beyond it climbed through an alley of oaks so old their branches had married overhead.
“Morning,” Tess muttered at the branches. She checked the empty drive before she did it, because apparently being caught greeting trees was where she still drew the line. Trees keep accounts. The things
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