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  Dedication


For those who spent a lifetime searching for where they belonged. 
For every family separated by secrets,every name hidden,every truth buried,and every voice that refused to be forgotten.
May we never stop asking the questions that lead us home.
Because the blood remembers...even when history does not.
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  Chapter 1: The Name She Wouldn't Read


The folder had been on the table for nine days, and Ashley had not opened it, and the not-opening had become a thing she did the way other people prayed. 
She'd built a routine around it. Coffee at the counter, not the table. Mail sorted standing up. The folder lived at the table's far corner, square to the edge because she'd squared it, a manila county placement file thirty-some years old with a folded slip of her own paper laid over the one line that mattered, and she walked past it eleven times a day on her way to everything else. Three in the morning was the twelfth time, and the twelfth time was the one where she ran out of everywhere else to go.
She sat down across from it.
She'd carried it home in October on the seat beside her, alone, the one folder pulled out of nine banker's boxes of Rena Cole's hoard and riding shotgun up Route 80 in the dark like a passenger she was afraid to look at. She remembered the drive better than she wanted to. The field office behind her, the seized boxes logged and sealed for a trial that no longer needed them, and this single file signed out under her own name on a chain-of-custody slip she'd half-falsified, because there was no case number to put it under. The case was hers. There was no form for that. She'd driven the dark two-lane with the folder on the seat and her headlights pulling the same tunnel of guardrail and laurel and reflector-eye out of the night that they pulled every night, and she had not turned on the radio, and at the bottom of Big A Mountain she'd had to pull onto the gravel apron by the closed-up produce stand and sit with the engine ticking because her hands had gone unreliable on the wheel. She'd sat there ten minutes. A coal truck had come down the grade behind her, jake brake hammering the dark, and washed her over with light and gone, and she'd put the car back in drive and brought the folder the rest of the way home and set it on the table, square to the edge, and had not opened it for eight months. The chain-of-custody slip was still inside the cover. She'd kept it. A woman who catalogued things had catalogued even her own cowardice and filed it where she could find it.
The kitchen held the particular silence of a house on a hollow road at three, which was not silence but a layering of small machines, the refrigerator's low labor, the tick of the baseboard heat letting go, somewhere out past the window a screech owl saying the same two notes it had been saying since midnight. Ashley had learned the house's night sounds the way she learned everything, by cataloguing them until they stopped being able to startle her. The owl was new this spring. She'd looked it up. Knowing what made a sound was how she'd always kept sounds from owning her, and it had worked on every sound but this one, which made no sound at all, which was a name under a fold of paper she had not been able to read.
She knew why she hadn't. She'd told Jared why, in her kitchen, with the lights on, and the telling had been true. The grave in order. Alone. When I'm ready. She'd meant every word and she still meant them, and she'd also spent nine days proving that ready was a country she could see across the river and not reach, because every morning she woke up and the name was still there and she was still on this bank.
The placement file was the one un-thinned original, the only copy in existence the architect's hand had never reached. Everywhere else in the county Ashley's birth-family line had been scrubbed to absence, a clean professional hollow where a mother should be. Not here. Rena had hoarded the truth, boxed and labeled in her own flat careful hand, and somewhere in forty years of keeping she had kept the one page that named the girl who'd borne Ashley Burns. Ashley had found it in October. It was June. She'd had the page eight months and the courage nine days, and the arithmetic of that shamed her enough to keep her in the chair.
She'd built dozens of trees from less than this. A box on a notebook page with a date and no name. A single match at 900 centimorgans and the will to chase it. She found strangers their dead mothers for a living, walked grieving people down into the root of themselves and stood beside them while they read the bottom of the page, and she had never once let a client sit eight months with the answer covered because the answer was a knife. She'd have talked them out of it. She'd have said, in the voice she kept for exactly this, that a name was just a fact and a fact was just a place to stand, and that the not-knowing did more damage than any knowing could.
She'd have been lying to them the way she'd been lying to herself, because she of all people knew what was actually under the fold. Not a fact. A girl who had asked too many questions late in the sealed-record years and then, the county said, left. A girl whose leaving had no ticket and no forwarding and no single later trace in any record anywhere, which was not how leaving looked. Leaving left a wake. This girl had left none, and Ashley had spent her whole career learning that a person who vanishes without a wake did not walk out under her own power, and that the word the county used for such a vanishing, she left, she ran, girls do, was the word you painted over the other word so nobody had to look at it.
The other word was the one waiting under the fold with the name. They came as a pair. You could not read who without reading, a beat behind it, and what was done to her, and Ashley had not been ready to know both at three in the morning alone in a kitchen, and she was not ready now, and she put her thumb on the corner of the folded slip anyway.
Her hand was steady. She made herself notice that the way she made herself notice everything, because the steadiness was a fact and facts were where she stood. The hand that found other people's mothers was not shaking over its own. Good. She'd take it.
There was a version of this she'd rehearsed, where she did it like a professional, slid the cover off in one motion, read the line clean, absorbed it as data, the way she'd read a thousand placement notations. That version was a coward in a competent suit. It treated the name as a thing to get past. And the girl under the fold had spent thirty years getting past-ed, scrubbed and hollowed and called a leaver, reduced to an absence so total that her own daughter had needed a seized criminal hoard to find the single page that said she'd existed at all. Ashley would not read her like data. Whatever else this was, it was the first time in three decades that anyone had sat down on purpose to know this girl's name, and the girl was owed the moment held open, not rushed.
So she held it open. Thumb on the corner. The owl outside saying its two notes. The refrigerator finding a lower gear.
"All right," Ashley said, to the kitchen, to the folder, to the girl. Her voice in the empty room was the only new sound the house had made all night. "Let's see you."
She drew the slip away.
The line was in the county's old placement shorthand, the cramped clerk-script of a record never meant for a daughter's eyes, and her own eye, trained to it now, went first to the wrong things the way a hand finds the doorframe in the dark. The date. The notation codes. The deliberate distance written into the placement order, out of county, and beside it a second code she made herself parse before she'd let herself reach the name, because parsing was a handhold and she needed one: the distance wasn't standard. The clerk who wrote this had reached past the usual out-of-county notation for a rarer one, the code you used when a child was placed not just outside Russell but outside the whole coalfield, beyond any county where a Combs or a Cole or a Sutphin might recognize a face. Ashley had read ten thousand placement codes and seen this one maybe twice. It was the notation for send her where the blood means nothing. Somebody had wanted this particular baby not merely adopted out but exiled, and had written the wanting into the paper in a code so seldom used that its very presence was a sentence: this one is more dangerous than the others.
She read around the name twice before she let herself read the name, circling it the way she'd circle a grave's edge before she climbed down, and then there was nowhere left to stand but on it, and she read it.
Carla Combs.
Two words. A first name a mother in 1968 might have chosen off a soap opera or a cousin, ordinary, sweet, a name for a girl with her whole life coming. And a surname Ashley knew. Knew in her teeth. Knew from a railing trace and an altered certificate and a dementia-bright morning by a window facing the ridge, Combs, the hollow family braided through her own match list, the name on Dana's overwritten certificate, the name the midwife answered to who'd told Ashley the kind ones stopped the last girl who asked. Carla Combs. Her mother had been blood to the midwife who was the last living witness, blood to the murdered girl whose certificate carried the first hook, blood to half the matches Ashley had been reading as strangers for eight months. The braid Ashley had been standing outside of, reading other people's, had her own thread running through the middle of it the whole time.
The kind ones stopped the last girl who asked.
Marlene had described her as a stranger, a fragment from forty years of fragments, and Ashley had filed her as the body count and not as a person. The person had a name now. Carla Combs had come back to this county asking for her own mama the same way Ashley had come back asking for hers, two placed daughters one generation apart hunting up the same poisoned chain. One of them was a name under a fold. The other was sitting at a kitchen table at three in the morning, alive, so far.
Ashley did not cry. She'd half-expected to and she didn't, and the not-crying wasn't discipline this time, it was something colder and more exact arriving in the place where the crying would have gone, the flat, level certainty she got at the bottom of a case, the country where the facts just sat and were true. She had a name. She had a girl. She had, already, a surname that placed Carla inside a family she could build, a family that was also her own, which meant the tree she was about to make would be the first one in her life where the root node and the builder shared blood.
She got up. She did not put the slip back over the name; that was finished, that fold was spent, the name was out and would not go under again. She crossed to the counter where the coffee was and poured a cup she had no intention of drinking, because her hands wanted a job and the county had taught her that a hand with a job was a hand that didn't shake, and she stood at the black window over the sink with the cup going warm against her palms and the owl saying its two notes and her mother's name finally loose in the room.
Out past the glass the hollow was a darker shape against dark, the ridgeline she couldn't see but knew, the country that had carried Carla Combs and erased her and called the erasing a leaving and sent, Ashley had no doubt, a casserole to a funeral that was really just a girl gone quiet. The same country that had taken the girl's baby and placed it so far out of the braid the child would grow up a stranger to her own blood. The child had grown up. The child had moved home. The child had the one trade in the world that could read a sealed record, and she was standing at her own dark window at three in the morning with her mother's name in her mouth for the first time, and the thing arriving in her was not grief, or not only grief.
It was the start of a tree.
She set the cup down, untouched, and went to wake the laptop.






  
  Chapter 2: A Stranger's Tree


She built it the only way she could stand to, which was how she'd build anyone's, and she told herself that lie all the way to the laptop and let it hold because it was the lie that let her work. 
The trick was the root node. You started a tree by naming the person at the center, and the naming was the thing she could not do as a daughter, so she did it as a contractor. She opened the personal account, not the unit's, her own, the one she'd swabbed her own cheek into months ago, and she made a new tree, and in the box where the name went she typed Carla Combs and then sat back and looked at it the way she'd look at any stranger's name. A subject. A node. A woman she'd been hired to find. If she held it there, in that frame, her hands stayed level and her eye stayed sharp and she could read the blood instead of bleeding on it. The moment she let Carla Combs become my mother the whole apparatus would tilt and she'd be a grieving client and not the genealogist, and a grieving client could not do this work, which was exactly why she made her living doing it for them.
So. A stranger named Carla Combs. Born, she went hunting the born first, because a death with no birth behind it was just a rumor, and she would not build this girl on rumor.
The birth came easier than she'd feared, which told her something before the record did. Carla Combs surfaced in the county's live-birth index in 1971, a hollow baby like ten thousand hollow babies, mother listed, father a blank the way half the hollow fathers were blank, the family seated up a branch of Caney Creek that Ashley knew from the match list the way she knew her own teeth. The ease of finding the birth was the first cold fact. Whoever had erased Carla had erased her forward, from a certain year on, and had left the early record alone, because a baby in 1971 was no threat to anyone, and you only scrubbed the parts of a life that could hurt you. They'd let the child stand and taken the woman. That was a choice. That was a hand deciding which years of a person were dangerous, and the deciding was visible in the paper the way a tide line is visible on a piling, and Ashley photographed the birth index and wrote, for the file, erasure begins downstream of here.
She built outward from the birth, parents first, then the parents' siblings, the aunts and uncles who'd be the close matches if Carla's blood ran where Ashley thought it ran. And it ran exactly there. Carla's mother was a Combs out of Caney Creek; Carla's grandmother a Sutphin married in; the branch threaded straight back into the braided knot of Cole and Combs and Sutphin and Mullins that made up the close band of Ashley's own match list, the relatives Ashley had been reading for eight months as a roomful of strangers who could not point at her. They could point at her now. They'd been pointing the whole time. Every 700-centimorgan Combs cousin Ashley had built out four generations and set aside as someone else's people was, she saw now, her people, Carla's people, the family she'd descend from if you ran the line down past Carla one more generation to the child Carla bore in the sealed year and lost to an out-of-county code. Ashley did not run that line. She left the bottom of the tree open, the descendant node empty, because filling it meant typing her own name under her mother's and she was not going to do that at four in the morning. The tree could have a hole in the floor for now. She knew what was in the hole.
She found Marlene in the third generation up, and that one she had to set the laptop down for.
Marlene Combs, the midwife by the window facing the ridge, the last living witness with her hour of clear morning, was Carla's blood, a great-aunt by the look of the branching, Carla's grandmother's younger sister, close enough that Marlene would have been a grown woman in her catching years when Carla was a girl. Close enough to have known her. Almost certainly to have caught her, or caught for her, in the sealed year. Ashley sat with that. The old woman who'd told her there was a girl who asked, she wanted her own mama, she didn't leave had been describing her own kin and hadn't been able to reach the name, and Ashley had sat in that close chair and filed the fragment as the body count, and the body had been Marlene's great-niece, and Marlene's failing mind had been circling a grief that lived in her own family and her own hands. I caught half this county and I know which girls left and which girls, she didn't leave. Marlene knew because Marlene had likely caught the baby. The midwife's window had been trying, all along, to hand Ashley her own mother, and the dementia had closed on the name the way it closed on everything, and now Ashley had the name from a box in Dante and could carry it back through the window from the other side.
She wrote, for the file, Marlene = Carla's great-aunt. She knows. Ask again, mornings. And under it, because she made herself: gently. She has lost this girl too.
The hollow girl came up out of the blood and the few surviving documents in pieces, the way the dossier of a stranger always did, except that this stranger's pieces had a quality Ashley couldn't catalogue out of existence, which was that they kept rhyming with her own. A school record, partial: Carla Combs enrolled at the county high in the mid-eighties, attendance spotty the way coalfield attendance ran spotty, a hollow kid who came when the creek was low enough to cross and stayed home when it wasn't. A single line in a teacher's surviving grade ledger, salvaged into the county's haphazard digital archive, where someone had written beside Carla's name, in the margin, in a cursive gone brown: asks too many questions, bright but won't leave a thing alone. Ashley read it three times. A teacher in 1987 had meant it as a complaint, the standard hollow-school complaint about a girl who wouldn't sit down and accept the answer she was given, and the complaint had outlived the teacher and the school and the girl and surfaced now on Ashley's screen as something else entirely, as nearly an epitaph, bright but won't leave a thing alone, the trait the operation would prey on and then punish, the exact trait that had put Ashley herself in a cellar measuring the angle of a fall when she could have stayed away. The girl who wouldn't leave a thing alone had a daughter who wouldn't leave a thing alone, and the two of them had never met, and the rhyme was in the margin of a dead teacher's gradebook, and Ashley photographed it for the file and did not write anything under it because there was nothing to write that wasn't grief, and grief was not for the file.
Then the paper stopped.
That was the whole of it, in the end, the thing the night had been driving at. Carla Combs went through the records as a real and specific girl: born, schooled, complained about, present, here, up to 1989, and then the records simply ended, the way a road ends at a slid-out culvert, no barrier, no sign, just present and then not-present with nothing in between to say what happened in the gap. No marriage. No death. No move recorded, no forwarding filed with any office that filed such things, no later trace in any index in any county Ashley could reach, and she could reach a great many. A girl of seventeen, eighteen, was here in 1988 and gone in 1989, and the county's word for the gap, when the county used a word at all, was left.
Ashley knew what left looked like in the records, because she'd traced a thousand leavers to wherever they'd actually gone. Leavers left wakes. A girl who ran to Knoxville turned up on a Knoxville lease, a Tennessee marriage, a baby born under a new name in a new county, a Social Security trace that lit up somewhere south the year after she vanished from here. Leaving was loud in the paper if you knew how to listen, because a person who keeps living keeps generating record, keeps touching the machinery of the state, keeps leaving the small bureaucratic wake of an ongoing life. Carla Combs generated nothing after 1989. Not a lease, not a license, not a marriage, not a death, not a single later government touch anywhere Ashley could find, and Ashley could find almost anyone, and a person she could not find after a certain date had, in Ashley's long flat experience, stopped being a person on that date and started being a thing someone had hidden.
She sat back. The window over the desk had gone from black to the bruised non-color that came before light up here, the ridgeline starting to separate from the sky, the owl finally quit. She'd been at it four hours and she had what she'd come for, which was not comfort and was never going to be comfort. She had a girl, whole and specific and rhyming, built up out of the blood the only way she could stand to build her. And she had the gap. The girl ran clean through the records, asking her questions, refusing to leave things alone, right up to 1989, and then the records closed over her like water over a dropped stone and the county said she left and, Ashley would have bet the unit on it, nobody ever once looked.
That was the part she could not make level, working it as a stranger's tree at the cold end of a sleepless night. Not that Carla was gone. People were gone; she made her living among the gone. It was that nobody had looked. A girl had vanished without a wake, the textbook shape of a girl who'd been stopped, and a whole county had taken the easy word for it and gone back to its mornings, and the girl had lain unlooked-for in whatever the gap really was for thirty years, while her daughter grew up far away learning the exact trade that would one day be able to look. Nobody had looked. The county had been content not to look. The records had been arranged so that looking would find nothing, and the not-finding would read as confirmation, and the whole machine had been built to convert a stopped girl into a girl who simply left and to make the conversion feel like a fact.
Ashley closed the laptop halfway, then stopped, then opened it again, because closing laptops was the thing the old her did and she'd watched where that road went. She left it open on the tree, the stranger's tree with the hole in the floor and the gap at 1989 and the margin note that was nearly an epitaph. She'd start the looking today. Somebody finally would.
She picked up her phone off the desk and thumbed to Jared's name and stood a moment with her thumb over it, the way she'd stood with her thumb over the fold, and then she didn't call, because what she had to say wasn't a phone thing and he'd hear it in her voice at four-fifty in the morning and be on the road before she finished a sentence, and she wasn't ready to be looked at yet either. She set the phone down. She'd tell him in daylight, at a table, with the lights on, the way they'd learned to tell each other the things that counted.
She typed one line into the file instead, the first line of the new case, the case with no number and no client and a subject who shared her blood: Carla Combs, b. 1971, present to 1989, gone without a wake. Ruled a leaving by a county that never looked. Reopening.
Then she underlined never looked, hard, the way Tessa Hartline had underlined four words in a notebook, the pen nearly through the page.






  
  Chapter 3: The Carry


Jared Whitt heard about the name before she told him, which was how he knew it had landed, because Ashley Burns told him everything that mattered last and the things that mattered most not at all. 
She'd been off her own schedule for nine days. He hadn't said anything. He'd noticed it the way he noticed a man lying in an interview, not by any one thing but by the small wrongnesses stacking up past coincidence, her truck at the field office before he got there three mornings running, the gas-station coffee instead of the pot she made, the way she'd stopped squaring the index cards on the board and started just setting them down, which from Ashley was the same as another person leaving dishes in the sink. He knew what the folder was. He knew where it sat on her kitchen table because he'd seen it the night he came to hers and said the thing in the light and walked out to wait at the top of the stairs. Square to the edge. A fold of paper over the one line. He'd looked at it on his way past and not asked, because some of what she carried she carried alone on purpose, and respecting the alone was the only way he had to help with it.
He'd learned that from her and it had cost him to learn. A man wanted to carry the weight, that was the instinct, you saw the person you'd chosen bent under a thing and you got under it with them. With Ashley that was the wrong move and he'd made it wrong enough times in two years to finally stop. She didn't want the weight taken. She wanted the company while she carried it, which was different, which was harder, which meant standing close and keeping your hands at your sides while she went down into a thing you'd have given an arm to go down into for her. He could do it now. He hadn't been able to at first. The not-able had been the widower in him, the man who'd had a weight taken out of his hands once by a planner in the glovebox and a phone call on a county road and had spent two years learning there were some weights you didn't get to set down, you just got better at the carry. There's no over, he'd told her once, of the wife, of the grief. There's just the carry. He'd meant it as the worst thing he knew. He understood now it was also the truest, and that loving Ashley Burns was going to be a carry and not a cure, and he'd made his peace with that on her porch in June with the moths working the light.
She came in at nine with the name on her.
He didn't need her to say it. She came through the field-office door with her hair pushed up off a face that hadn't slept and her eyes doing the flat thing they did at the bottom of a case, the level cold he'd learned to read as the opposite of calm, and she set two coffees down, one in front of him, which meant she'd stopped for him on the way, which meant whatever was coming she wanted them both holding something warm for. He took the cup. He waited. He'd learned the waiting from twenty years of letting a county talk itself into telling him things, and from her, this last while, the harder version, where the silence you held was for someone you'd cross a road into traffic for.
"Carla Combs," Ashley said. She sat down across the two desks, the way they always sat, two people reading each other over a surface. "That's her name. My mother. I read it Sunday night." A beat. "It's Monday now. Tuesday. I lost track."
"Tuesday," he said.
"Tuesday." She turned the coffee cup a quarter turn, the county's grammar, hands needing a job. "Combs. She's blood to Marlene. Great-niece. Blood to Dana Combs off that certificate. She's been in my own match list the whole time and I was reading her people as strangers." She said it level, all of it, the way you'd read a report on somebody else's mother, and he watched her say it level and understood what the levelness was costing, because he'd seen her spend sentiment exactly twice in two years and both times she'd built a wall of flat fact to do it from behind. "She was real, Jared. Born up Caney Creek in '71. Went to the county high. There's a teacher's note on her. Asks too many questions. And then in '89 the paper just stops. No marriage, no death, no leaving I can trace. She's here and then she's a hole." The cup, another quarter turn. "She didn't leave. You know she didn't leave. I built the whole tree last night and the tree says what Marlene said. She got stopped, and the county called it a leaving, and nobody ever looked."
Jared sat with it. He didn't fill the quiet. That wasn't his way and it wasn't what she needed; she needed it to land in another person and stay landed, not get talked over with comfort. So he let it land. Asks too many questions. He heard the rhyme in it the way she'd have heard it, the woman across the desk who wouldn't leave a thing alone sitting there telling him about a dead girl who wouldn't leave a thing alone, and he kept his face still over the cold that went through him, because she did not need to watch him be afraid for her on top of everything.
But he was. That was the thing her own vantage couldn't show her and his couldn't hide from him: he was afraid, plain and specific, in a way he hadn't let himself be since a county road and a phone. He'd buried one woman who got taken out of his hands by something he couldn't fight. And now the woman he'd chosen on the far side of that was sitting across from him announcing, level as a survey line, that she was about to do the exact thing that had gotten the last girl stopped, ask too many questions, in a county that stopped the ones who asked, about the very people who did the stopping. You're one of the ones that asks, Marlene had told her. The kind ones stopped the last girl who asked. Jared had been in the room for none of that and he'd read the file and he knew the pattern as well as Ashley did, and the pattern was that this county killed women who looked like Ashley was about to look, and the woman doing the looking was the one he'd waited for at the top of the stairs.
"What do you need," he said. Not be careful. Not let me. He'd learned. What do you need was the only question that respected the carry.
"Records," she said. "More than I can pull clean. The early stuff's fine, birth index, school, that's all open. But the '89 gap, if she was stopped, there's a thing somewhere that got made to say she wasn't. A property record, a tax sale, a death someplace that got filed as something else. It's all going to be buried in the courthouse the way everything's buried, and half of it's going to be the kind of pull that needs a badge or a subpoena, and I don't have either for a case that isn't a case." She looked at him. "I need your access."
And there it was, the thing he'd known was coming since she said records, the hazard she was holding out to him not knowing it was a hazard, because to her it was just the tool the work needed. His access. The detective's reach into the county's machinery, the database logins and the courthouse standing and the twenty years of Jared'll vouch for it that let him pull a record without a paper trail explaining why. It was the most useful thing he had and the most dangerous thing he could give her, and the danger wasn't the one she was thinking about.
She was thinking about her own safety. He was thinking about something her own vantage would never have shown her, because she didn't sit where he sat: that every record he pulled off the books, every reach he made into the county's files without a case number to justify it, was a thing that could surface later. The unit ran on the county's records. The county's records ran through the courthouse, through the clerk's office, through the warm helpful hands that had been generous to them on every case they'd ever closed. If Ashley was right, if there was a hand in those records that stopped girls and called it leaving, then the moment Jared started pulling files to hunt that hand, he'd be pulling them through the very office the hand might live in, leaving his own prints on his own off-book searches, and if it ever came apart it would come apart on him. His career. The unit. The thing he'd bet the lights on and won, the thing that was the only reason they were still here to do any of this. He could give her his access and it might be the thing that proved who stopped her mother. Or it might be the thing that ended him, and the unit, and left her alone in the grave with no one at the top of the stairs.
She didn't see that part. She saw a tool. He saw the cost, the whole shape of it, the way he saw the soft floor in a case before anyone else did, and he understood in the second before he answered that protecting her and helping her had just stopped being the same act, that giving her what she asked for put him at the risk and refusing her left her at the cliff alone, and that there wasn't a version where he got to keep them both safe.
He thought about the planner in the glovebox. Don't sit in an empty room. He thought about two years of empty rooms and a porch in June and a woman who came to him on the far side of his worst thing and made it not the last thing. He thought about the carry, that there was no over, there was just the carry, and that a man got to choose what he carried even when he didn't get to choose whether.
"You'll have it," Jared said.
She nodded once, the transaction closed, already turning toward the board where the index cards waited, and she didn't see what it had cost him to say it because he'd said it the way he said everything, plain, two words, no weight on it. That was the point of saying it that way. The weight was his to carry and not hers to see. She had enough.
"There's a thing, though," he said, and she stopped. "I pull these, I pull them careful. Not all at once, not flagged, not in a way that lights up the office I'm pulling them through." He turned his own cup, set it square, stopped fidgeting, the decision made once, all the way. "Because if you're right about what's in those records, then the records know we're coming the second we start looking too hard. And I'd rather they didn't know. For as long as we can manage it."
Ashley looked at him a moment, and something moved behind the flat, and he watched her see it, not the cost to him, he'd kept that, but the shape of the thing, the they'll know we're coming, the first time either of them had said out loud that the danger ran through the courthouse and not around it. She'd come in carrying a dead girl. He'd just handed her, careful, the live one underneath it: that hunting Carla's stopper meant pulling records through the hands that might have done the stopping, and that the hands were warm, and that warm hands had stopped the last one who asked.
"For as long as we can manage it," she agreed.
She went to the board. He drank the coffee she'd stopped for, and started, in his own head, where she couldn't see, building the map of every pull he'd have to make and every way each one could come back on him, the carry he'd just signed for, two words, no weight on it.






  
  Chapter 4: County Cousins


The kinship report came back from Nadia on Thursday, and it was wrong in eleven places, which was exactly right, because in Russell County a kinship report that came back clean was a report you didn't trust. 
Ashley had run it on purpose. Before she went looking for who'd stopped Carla, she wanted the shape of the family Carla was stopped out of, the whole Combs-Cole-Sutphin-Mullins braid laid out by the blood, every living person who carried a measurable piece of it, so that when she started pulling on the 1989 gap she'd know who in the present was close enough to have known the past. She'd pulled the consented samples Nadia had banked for the population panel, two years of cheek swabs from across the coalfield, and asked the lab to cross-match her own kit and Carla's reconstructed profile against the whole set and flag anything that read closer than the paper said it should. It was the same move Nadia had run in the Hartline case, the panel that lit up the Sutphins and the Mullinses stacked on top of each other when the documents swore they'd never married. Ashley wanted that map for her own people. She wanted to see the braid.
Nadia sent it as a spreadsheet and a phone call, because Nadia did not let a spreadsheet walk out the door without a caveat attached.
"Before you read it," Nadia said, "remember what this is and what it isn't. The data says these people are more related than their paper. The data does not say why. Half of why, in your county, is that the paper's wrong because somebody made it wrong. The other half is that the paper's wrong because these hollows have been marrying their third cousins since the Whigs, and the panel can't tell those two halves apart. That's your job, not mine. I give you the closeness. You find the reason."
"How many flags," Ashley said.
"Eleven over threshold. Which for a normal population would be a scandal and for yours is a Tuesday." Paper sounds, Nadia pulling up her own copy. "Most of them are exactly what you'd expect. The braid's a braid. You've got Combses who are closer to Sutphins than two generations of marriage records can account for, you've got a Mullins line that's basically a Cole line wearing a different name since about 1940. None of it's going to surprise you. It's the over-relatedness you already know about, just measured." A beat, the gallows note coming up under the brisk. "It's a county where everybody's their own cousin and half of them are buried under the wrong stone. I love it here. Go read your spreadsheet."
Ashley read her spreadsheet.
Nadia was right, which was the point of Nadia. The eleven flags were the braid, measured. Ashley went down them one at a time with the patience the work required, building each pair out four generations on both sides to find where the extra closeness came from, and nine of the eleven resolved the way coalfield over-relatedness always resolved, a marriage the records had missed, a line that crossed twice in three generations, a Mullins who was a Cole, a Combs grandmother who turned out to be a Sutphin's daughter passed sideways into a household the way hollow children got passed sideways into households all the time, before anybody called it placement, when it was just raising the girl's baby as her sister's. Nine flags, nine knots in the braid, nine places the blood ran thicker than the paper and the reason was the ordinary reason. She wrote each one up. She did not feel anything about any of them. They were the texture of the place, the genetic equivalent of the way every third headstone in a hollow cemetery shared a surname.
The tenth flag was the braid too, a Sutphin-Mullins pair she'd half-expected from the Hartline panel.
The eleventh flag had Lydia Holt in it.
Ashley registered it the way she registered the other ten, as a row in a spreadsheet, a flagged pair, a closeness over threshold, a name on each side. Holt, L. on one side, because Lydia had given a panel sample years back the way half the courthouse had, the clerk being the kind of woman who said well of course, honey, anything that helps Nadia's science and rolled up her sleeve. And on the other side of the pair, a placement. One of the carried children, a hollow baby moved into a hollow family decades back, woven in, present in the panel because a grandchild of that placement had swabbed for it. The two of them, Holt, L. and the placed line, read at a closeness the paper between them did not support. Second cousins, give or take, by the centimorgans. Strangers, by every document that existed.
Ashley sat with it for the length of time she'd sat with the other ten, which was not long, because she'd just spent an hour learning that this was what the panel did. It threw flags. The whole county was over-related. Lydia Holt was as hollow-born as anybody, a Russell County woman three generations deep, and the braid did not exempt the clerk's office. If anything the surprise would have been Lydia not turning up cousined to half the panel; a woman whose people had been in these hollows since before the courthouse was the woman most likely to share a stray second-cousin segment with some placed child whose own people were the same six surnames going around. That was the reflex, and the reflex was reasonable, and Ashley had every reason in two years of cases to believe it.
She did notice one thing, because noticing was the trade. She remembered Lydia talking about that particular placement, or one like it; the placements blurred, there'd been so many across the cases, remembered the clerk's warm hands on a file and the warm voice saying now this one, honey, this was a little one came







