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For everyone who ever arrived somewhere exhausted and discovered, slowly and against their better judgment, that the town already knew your name.
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	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE
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The first thing Wren Calloway noticed about Millhaven was that it was watching her.

Not in the way of small towns she had passed through before — the slow-burn surveillance of curtains and porch rockers, neighbours performing indifference while tracking every unfamiliar licence plate. This was something else. Something she felt on the back of her neck before she had even crossed the town limits, a sensation like being recognised from a distance by someone whose face she couldn't yet see.

She told herself it was tiredness. She had been driving since four in the morning, through the grey dissolve of pre-dawn Tennessee into the greener, steeper dark of the Blue Ridge foothills, and by the time the first hand-lettered sign appeared on the two-lane — MILLHAVEN, NORTH CAROLINA — POP. 1,200 — EST. 1887 — her shoulders were somewhere up around her ears and she had consumed enough gas station coffee to qualify as a medical event. Tiredness explained most things, in her experience. Tiredness and the not-unrelated tendency she had developed over the past eighteen months to read significance into ordinary moments, to stand in the rubble of her previous life and search the wreckage for patterns.

Patterns were not comfort. She had learned that too. But they were something to do with her hands.

She rolled down the window as she turned onto Anchor Road and let the October morning come in — cold and smelling of wood smoke and something sweeter underneath, blackberry maybe, or the tail end of whatever fruit the hills grew when nobody was looking. The road was two lanes of patched asphalt flanked by the kind of storefront architecture that had no single decade of origin, each building a different conversation with time: a hardware store with hand-painted signage and a full window display of winter weatherstripping; a flower shop with the lights already on, spilling warm yellow into the morning blue; a diner tucked between a post office and an insurance agency, its door propped open despite the temperature with a confidence that suggested it had been doing this long enough to stop asking the weather's opinion.

THE HOLLOW SPOON, the diner's window announced in gold-leaf letters that had gone gently amber at the edges. EST. 1961. DOTTIE'S PLACE.

Wren's stomach made a sound that was barely a sound, more a private communication between her body and the concept of breakfast, and she pulled the Subaru to the kerb before she had consciously decided to.

Getting out of the car was a production. She had packed for the move the way she had packed for everything in the last year and a half — with the kind of thoroughness that comes from having no one to borrow from at the other end. The passenger seat held a canvas bag of clinic paperwork, her laptop case, a cardigan that had migrated from the back seat sometime around Knoxville, and a road atlas she kept out of habit rather than necessity, the kind of habit that persisted after the things that made it sensible had gone. She extracted herself without disturbing any of it, a small geometry she had practised, and stood in the October cold of Anchor Road with her hands in her jacket pockets.

The town looked back.

She stood there long enough to feel slightly foolish about it and then she went inside.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Hollow Spoon was the kind of place that had arrived at its current state without effort. Not decorated — accumulated. Booths upholstered in dark red vinyl, a counter with eight stools worn to the shape of eight different regular customers, a chalkboard menu that covered most of one wall in handwriting that had evolved over decades into something between calligraphy and code. The coffee smell was deep and permanent, embedded in the plaster the way good cooking embeds itself in a house. The overhead lights were warm. Someone had taped a child's drawing of a turkey to the window, though it was early October and Thanksgiving was weeks out.

Wren slid into the nearest booth. She was the only customer.

She was reading the chalkboard — specifically debating the philosophical merit of a dish listed as THE MILLHAVEN STACK with the notation in smaller chalk below it: BLACKBERRY COMPOTE / BUTTERMILK PANCAKES / CREAM NON-NEGOTIABLE — when a woman came out of the kitchen at a pace that suggested the kitchen was not yet done with her, wiping her hands on a dish towel and conducting some internal argument that had nothing to do with Wren.

She was sixty-something, possibly more, with grey hair pulled up in the way of women who cut their hair short in their forties and then changed their minds but kept the attitude. She wore a flour-dusted apron with the word BOSS embroidered on the front in letters that had faded to a comfortable certainty, and she looked at Wren with the particular expression of someone who had been expecting her.

Not bracing for an unfamiliar customer. Expecting. The distinction felt important at the time, though Wren couldn't have explained why.

"Millhaven Stack," the woman said. It was not a question.

Wren blinked. "I was leaning that way, yes."

"Coffee first, or with?"

"With. Please."

The woman nodded with the satisfaction of someone whose guess had confirmed itself, tucked the dish towel over her shoulder, and disappeared back into the kitchen without asking whether Wren wanted cream or sugar or had any dietary requirements or was actually a customer or just someone who had walked out of the October morning and into her diner for warmth.

Wren sat with this for a moment.

She had not said her name. She had not been greeted, exactly. She had been — categorised, perhaps. Filed. The coffee appeared on her table within two minutes, dark and serious in a heavy mug that had been used enough times to feel seasoned rather than worn, and the woman came out behind it and slid into the opposite side of the booth with the ease of someone sitting down in their own house.

"You're the new vet tech," the woman said. "June Whitmore's been expecting you for three weeks."

"I start Monday," Wren said. "Today I'm — settling in. I'm staying above the flower shop."

"Petra's place." The woman said it with the warmth of someone naming a specific and beloved natural feature, like a river or a hill. "Good. She keeps that flat warm. The last tenant left the thermostat set for the arctic. Took us six weeks to break the habit."

Wren wrapped both hands around the coffee mug. "You're Dottie."

"Born and raised." She extended a hand across the table and Wren shook it — a grip that was brief and certain and told you everything. "Dottie Crane. I know everyone in this town and I will know you too, so you may as well give me a head start. What brings you to Millhaven, specifically? June could have hired closer."

It was the most direct question anyone had asked her in a year. Everyone else in her life had been managing her, she realised, speaking in careful circles around the eighteen months she had just exited, offering her space and consideration in a way that added up, over time, to no one saying anything real.

She found she didn't mind answering.

"I needed somewhere I hadn't been before," she said.

Dottie received this without visible reaction, which was its own kind of response. "Well," she said, "you haven't been here before. That'll hold for the first few days. Then you'll feel like you have been. People either love that about Millhaven or they don't stay."

"Which is more common?"

"Depends on the person." She stood, smoothing her apron with both hands. "Pancakes'll be out in ten minutes. You eat all of them. You look like you drove through the night."

Wren had, in fact, driven through most of the night. "Is it that obvious?"

Dottie looked at her with something that was not pity and not quite sympathy and that Wren had no immediate word for. "Only to someone paying attention," she said, and went back to her kitchen.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Millhaven Stack was not a modest dish. It arrived as a tower — four buttermilk pancakes of serious intent, each one separated from the next by a thin layer of blackberry compote that was the precise balance of sweet and tart that suggested a recipe that had never been written down because writing it down would have been a form of doubt. On top, an amount of fresh whipped cream that Dottie had apparently decided unilaterally. The coffee was refilled without being requested.

Wren ate the whole thing.

She ate it slowly, in the particular way of someone who had been eating standing at a kitchen counter for long enough that sitting down with food felt like a deliberate act. She read the chalkboard. She watched the morning come up on Anchor Road through the diner window, the light shifting from blue to pale gold, and she watched the town begin.

She had a habit of watching towns begin. She had lived in four cities in six years — Richmond, then Asheville, then Raleigh, then a brief and unsuccessful experiment in Charlotte that she did not talk about — and each time she had done what she was doing now: found a window, ordered something hot, and watched the place become itself in the morning. She told herself it was research. It was, in truth, something more like longing. She wanted to understand how places cohered, how the people in them organised themselves into a community with shared habits and shared memory, and she wanted to understand it from the outside because the inside had proved harder than she expected every time she tried.

Anchor Road was cohering in front of her with unusual confidence.

A woman opened the hardware store across the street — Marsh Hardware, the painted sign said, a name that had the look of a family decision rather than a branding exercise — and turned the door sign from CLOSED to OPEN, then stood in the doorway for a moment drinking something from a mug, looking up the road. A van from a landscaping company she didn't recognise pulled up outside the post office and two men got out talking about something with the shorthand of people who had been talking about the same things for years. An older man walked a dog — very large, very pale, moving with a composure that made it look less like a dog being walked and more like an agreement between equals — and he lifted two fingers from the lead to the woman in the hardware store doorway in the specific salute of people who have seen each other every morning for longer than they count.

Small town, she thought. Normal small town. People who know each other. She had lived near the edges of this before without ever getting quite inside it, and she had stopped assuming that was the town's fault.

She was watching a pair of starlings argue on the wire above the flower shop when the cruiser went past.

White and blue, Millhaven County Sheriff's Office in neat lettering on the side, moving at the pace of a vehicle whose driver was covering ground rather than responding to anything. It passed the diner window and continued up Anchor Road, and Wren watched it go with the mild, unfocused attention she was giving everything this morning.

Three minutes later it came back.

Same direction of travel, south this time, the return leg of whatever circuit it was running. It slowed, slightly, outside the diner. Not enough to be significant. Enough to notice.

She noticed.

She could not see the driver through the light falling across the windshield. Only an impression of size, of someone occupying their space in a vehicle with the ease of someone who had been doing it a long time. Then the cruiser accelerated again, south on Anchor Road, and was gone.

She turned back to her coffee.

Dottie came out ten minutes later to clear the plates and stood with the stack in her hands, looking at the table with the expression of someone whose point has been proven. "Told you," she said.

"I was hungry," Wren said.

"Most people don't make it past the second one." She stacked the plates onto her arm with practised efficiency. "You in town for good, or testing the water first?"

"Sixty-day lease to start," Wren said. "See how the clinic goes."

Dottie made a sound that was not quite a hum and not quite a word, a small, warm noise that seemed to mean something like yes, that's what they all say. "You'll be here for the Ember Festival," she said. "End of October. You'll want to be."

"What is it?"

"A town thing." She said it simply, without performance. "We do it every year. Harvest celebration, community bonfire, food, music. People come down from the hills for it. It's — it's one of those things that belongs to the place. You'll see."

She took the plates back to the kitchen. Wren left her coffee money and a tip that was larger than the occasion required, because the occasion had been larger than its occasion, and she went out into the October morning to find Anchor Road going about its business in the new gold light and her Subaru parked where she'd left it, undisturbed.

She stood beside it and looked up the road, south, in the direction the cruiser had gone. Nothing there now. Just Anchor Road, just the mountains sitting blue and easy behind the treeline, just the morning doing what it did.

She had the sensation again — the one from the town limits, the being-seen from a distance by someone she hadn't yet placed.

She got in the car. She drove to the flower shop to pick up her key.

✦ ✦ ✦

The flat above the Millhaven Flower Co. on Birch Lane was everything the phrase implied and more than she'd expected from a rental secured through a job listing's housing assistance line. Two rooms and a bathroom that had been renovated sometime in the past decade by someone with opinions about tile. A kitchen nook with a window over the alley that caught the morning sun. A sitting room with two deep-silled windows facing the lane, the sills broad enough to sit in, which Wren clocked immediately and filed under things that would matter later.

The woman who let her in was not the woman she had spoken to on the phone.

"That was probably me and I sounded completely normal," said the woman, handing over the key with the energy of someone who had been awake since five and found this acceptable. "I'm Petra. Petra Voss. My brother thinks I'm too much — you should know that upfront so that when he says it to you, you have context."

She was perhaps thirty, dark-haired, wearing a Millhaven Flower Co. apron over a flannel shirt, carrying the specific momentum of someone who runs a retail space and has not yet transitioned from open-hours mode. Her smile was immediate and had no calculation in it, which Wren distrusted slightly on instinct and then distrusted her instinct.

"Wren Calloway," Wren said.

"I know. June told Dottie and Dottie told me. That's just how this works." She said it without apology, which made it easier. "The heating runs warm, there's a trick to the shower — cold first, then hot, or it takes twenty minutes to come right — and the parking at the end of Birch Lane is technically resident-only but you'll be fine. Everyone knows the Subaru now."

Wren had been in town for two hours. "They know my car?"

"New cars get noted." She said this as a simple fact of a community that had looked after itself for long enough that looking after itself had become automatic. "You need anything, the shop's open six to six. I'm usually here. Don't knock after six, I'm either with Dex or asleep."

"Dex?"

"Husband. He runs the hardware store." She gestured across the mental map of Anchor Road. "Big, quiet, fixes things before you've noticed they're broken. You'll meet him. Everyone meets Dex."

She went back downstairs. Wren stood in the centre of the sitting room with her key and her canvas bag and her laptop case and listened to the flat settle around her.

She put her hand flat on the windowsill and looked down at Birch Lane and tried to name what she was feeling, because she had learned in the past year and a half that naming things helped.

Careful, she decided. She felt careful. The way you felt when something was very close to what you wanted and you had been wrong before about what you wanted, and the distance between those two things had cost you.

She put her bag down.

She started unpacking.

✦ ✦ ✦

By four in the afternoon she had done everything practical — bags unpacked, bed made with the sheets from her car, shower tested (cold first, Petra was not wrong), the kitchen stocked with the contents of the cooler she'd loaded in Raleigh forty-eight hours ago. She had set up her laptop on the sitting room windowsill and half-read the clinic orientation documents June Whitmore had emailed with the subject line MONDAY PREP and the energy of someone who communicated via email with the same precision they used for everything else.

She was going to like June, she thought. The email was three paragraphs, clearly structured, with a single parenthetical that read (the kettle in the break room takes longer than it looks like it should — allow for this), and Wren had found herself smiling at her screen at that, in the uncomplicated way she hadn't managed much lately.

She made tea in the kitchen nook and took it to the window.

Below, the alley was quiet in the late afternoon — the back wall of the hardware store on one side, a locked gate onto a yard on the other, and beyond the gate, the start of what looked like an old orchard or possibly just years of untended garden going its own way along the hillside. The trees were October-bare, the last of something golden still in them, and the light at this hour came through at a low angle that made everything look as if it was being considered carefully before it was allowed to continue.

A bird she didn't know the name of went through the alley.

She stood at the window and drank her tea and let herself, for the first time in a long time, stop calculating.

She had done this before — arrived somewhere, felt the specific suspension of arrival, the small window of not-yet in which everything was possible because nothing had been proven one way or another. She knew this feeling and she knew what came after it. The slow accumulation of an ordinary life, which she did not find ordinary, because it required other people to maintain, and other people had a documented tendency to recalculate.

She was not going to do this, she told herself. She was going to treat Millhaven as what it was: a job, and a sixty-day lease, and a place that smelled of wood smoke and blackberries and had a diner that served pancakes like a position statement. She was not going to invest in it. She was not going to stand at a window at four in the afternoon on her first day and start imagining what it would feel like to know all the names.

She was absolutely going to do all of that. She knew herself well enough to know that.

She finished her tea.

✦ ✦ ✦

She went to sleep at nine, which was three hours earlier than usual and suggested her body had decided this was a reasonable place to stop. The flat was quiet in the way of a building that had been well-built and well-kept — not silent, because nothing is silent, but settled. The Birch Lane quiet was different from city quiet: there was wind, and something in the eaves, and once the low sound of a vehicle on a road she couldn't see from where she lay, going somewhere with unhurried purpose.

She lay in the dark with her eyes open for a while, looking at the ceiling she didn't know yet.

She thought about the diner. She thought about Dottie saying you'll feel like you have been here before, and the way she'd said it — not like a tourist-board pitch, but like information. She thought about the cruiser going past the window twice, and the slowing, and the light across the windshield she hadn't been able to see through.

She thought about Petra saying everyone knows the Subaru now, and the way that had felt not like surveillance but like something else, something that required a different word.

She fell asleep before she found it.

She dreamed about the orchard behind the alley gate, and in the dream it was full of summer and the trees were heavy and there was something moving between them at the edge of her vision, large and pale and unhurried, and when she turned to look at it directly it was gone.

She woke at six-fifteen to thin autumn light coming through the curtains she hadn't thought to close properly, and for three full seconds she could not remember where she was.

Then she could.

She lay still and waited for the specific loneliness of that — the arriving-somewhere, the no-one-knows-you, the beginning-again — and it did not come, or it came in a different form than she expected, quieter and less decisive, and she was not sure what to do with that.

She got up. She put the kettle on. She stood at the kitchen nook window and looked down at the alley, which was empty in the early light.

She had the feeling again — the one from the town limits, the one from the diner window. As if Millhaven was not indifferent to her arrival, the way places were. As if it had been keeping something available, some particular arrangement of warmth and wood smoke and a wide window seat and a diner that already knew her order, and it had been keeping it available not randomly but specifically, in the way of someone who has been listening for a particular knock.

She was very tired, she reminded herself.

She made her tea, and she stood in the October quiet of her new kitchen, and she told herself not to read significance into things.

The town looked back.
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The Subaru wouldn't start.

Wren discovered this at seven forty-three on Monday morning, standing in the alley behind Birch Lane in her clinic clothes — dark trousers, a blouse she'd ironed the night before with the iron she'd found in the flat's kitchen cupboard, the kind of careful presentation she made for first days at new jobs because first days were auditions even when nobody said so. She had her bag over one shoulder and her keys in her hand and the car made a sound when she turned the key that was less like an engine attempting to start and more like a considered opinion about the concept of effort.

She tried again. Same opinion.

She sat back in the driver's seat and looked at the steering wheel for a moment. Seven forty-three. The clinic was on Sycamore Street, which Petra had shown her on a hand-drawn map the day before, which she now understood was a Millhaven thing rather than an unusual thing — the map was produced from a drawer in the flower shop with the naturalness of something that lived there for a purpose. Sycamore Street was, by Petra's map, seven minutes on foot. She would be two minutes late if she left right now. She would be later than that if she spent any more time sitting in the car having feelings about it.

She got out. She went around to the front and opened the bonnet and looked at the engine with the specific expression of someone whose mechanical knowledge was sufficient to confirm that something was wrong but not sufficient to identify what.

Something was wrong.

She lowered the bonnet carefully, because the alternative was putting her feelings into it and that was not going to help the engine or the blouse, and she stood in the alley working through her options. Tow truck — she had no number. Garage — she had seen one on Anchor Road, past the post office, but she did not know if it opened before eight or whether walking there and back would cost her more time than she had. Petra — one floor up, available six to six, and Wren had exactly zero intention of knocking on her landlord's door at seven forty-five on a Monday to announce that she had failed to account for car trouble.

She was standing here calculating when the problem solved itself.

He came from the end of the alley — the hardware store end, the gate that connected the back of Marsh Hardware to the lane — moving with the unhurried competence of someone who had been where he was going before he started walking. Large. She had the impression of large first, and then the details: flannel jacket, work boots, a face that was broad and calm in the way of people who have never found the world particularly alarming. He was carrying a small toolbox.

"Wren Calloway?" he said.

She had not introduced herself to anyone in this alley. She had not been in this alley before five minutes ago. "Yes," she said, because this was Millhaven and apparently that was just a thing.

"Dex Marsh." He set the toolbox down beside the car with the ease of a man who had been setting toolboxes down beside cars his whole life. "Pop the bonnet."

"It's already — I opened it and then —"

"I know. Pop it again."

She popped the bonnet. He went around to the front and she heard him do something efficient and specific, the click and shift of a man who understood what he was looking at, and she stood with her bag on her shoulder and her keys in her hand and tried to work out how this was happening.

"How did you know the car wouldn't start?" she said.

"I didn't," he said, from under the bonnet. "I knew something was going to need sorting this morning. Figured I'd be available."

This was not an answer. She noted that it was not an answer and filed it.

"I was going to call a tow," she said.

"No need." He did something that made a small metallic sound of resolution, the sound of a thing returning to its correct position. "Try it now."

She got in. She turned the key. The engine made no comment and simply started, which was what engines were supposed to do and which felt, after the past ten minutes, like a small miracle.

She sat in the idling car for a moment.

He came around to the window and she rolled it down. He was not what she would have called handsome exactly — his face was too broad and too settled for the word — but there was something in it that was immediately trustworthy, a quality of solidity that made her want to stay in his radius. Wren had met people like this before and they were almost always either exactly what they appeared to be or the opposite. Her experience suggested former more often than not, but she was still recalibrating her experience.

"What was it?" she said.

"Loose connection. Not a big thing. Worth having someone check the battery before winter, though. Mornings'll get colder."

"Thank you." She meant it, and the sincerity of it came out without the usual half-step she put in front of genuine gratitude. "What do I owe you?"

"Nothing." He said it without hesitation or performance, the way people said things that were simply true. "Welcome to Millhaven. You'll want to get going — Sycamore's backed up with the school run this time of morning. Cut down Birch to the bottom, turn left at Coppermill Road. Adds two minutes but the parking's better."

He picked up his toolbox and walked back the way he'd come, through the gate in the wall at the alley's end, and the gate latched behind him with a sound that was, as far as Wren could tell, exactly the sound of a gate that had always been there and had always been used by people who knew where they were going.

She sat with the engine running.

He had been carrying a toolbox.

She thought about that for the length of Birch Lane, and then she turned left onto Coppermill Road and the thought was replaced by the practical business of finding a parking space on Sycamore Street, which was, as Dex had predicted, better from this direction.

She was forty seconds early.

✦ ✦ ✦

Millhaven Animal Clinic occupied a converted Victorian on Sycamore Street that had made the transition from residential to medical with minimum fuss and maximum retention of its original character. The front room had been opened up to serve as a waiting area, but the floors were original wood and the window frames were original everything, and someone had painted the interior in colours that managed to be clinical and warm simultaneously, which Wren thought was a difficult trick. There were framed photographs on the wall of animals who had presumably been treated here and survived to be photographed, including one very large and very dignified cat with a cone of shame and an expression suggesting it intended to hold this against someone.

The woman behind the front desk was young, efficient, and introduced herself as Becca before Wren had her jacket fully off.

June Whitmore came out of the back rooms at eight on the dot, which told Wren something, and she offered her hand with the directness of someone who communicated in handshakes and well-structured emails. She was fifty-something, precise in the way of people whose precision was a form of care rather than a form of control, and she wore her grey-streaked hair in a practical braid and her reading glasses pushed up on her forehead with the confidence of someone who had given up finding a better system.

"Wren," she said. "Good. Let me show you the back."

The back was three treatment rooms, a small surgery, a recovery area with six enclosures arranged along one wall, and the break room with the kettle. June walked her through all of it with the particular efficiency of a person who had been running the same space for twenty years and had distilled the orientation to its essentials. She pointed to things as she named them. She showed Wren where supplies lived. She explained the record system — paper and digital both, the digital being newer and the paper being more trusted, which Wren found both charming and entirely sensible.

The kettle, as the email had warned, took longer than it looked like it should.

"You drove up from Raleigh," June said, while they waited for it. She had not phrased this as a question.

"Saturday. I spent Sunday settling in."

"The flat above Petra's." June nodded with the equanimity of someone who had long since accepted that Millhaven's information circulated at its own speed. "Good. She keeps it well. Has she told you about the shower?"

"Cold first."

"Cold first," June confirmed, with the satisfaction of consistent data. She poured the water and handed Wren a mug. "You have veterinary tech certification from Raleigh Community and twelve months at Blue Ridge Animal Hospital before that. Your references are good. Dr. Patel called me." She said this last part in a tone that suggested Dr. Patel had been thorough and that she appreciated thoroughness as a value. "We're a small practice. We see everything — livestock sometimes, exotics occasionally, the usual dogs and cats. Our regular caseload is about forty patients a week. Becca handles the front. You'll handle the back with me."

"That's what I did at Blue Ridge."

"I know. The other thing you should know is that Millhaven looks after its animals the way it looks after everything — thoroughly and with long memory. Our clients have been with us for years, some of them for decades. They're not difficult. They're particular." She said this with care, as if particular was the more honest word and she had chosen it deliberately. "You'll find your footing quickly."

Wren drank her coffee. It was very good. She noted that the kettle's slowness was not a flaw in the kettle but an argument for better coffee, which required more patience.

"There's a patient this morning that I want you to meet before the regular caseload starts," June said.

✦ ✦ ✦

He was in the second enclosure from the end in the recovery room, and he was, by any veterinary standard Wren could apply, absolutely fine.

He was large — larger than most domestic dogs she'd treated, with the bone structure and shoulder depth of something that sat at the outer edge of what you'd expect from a domestic breed, though the exact categorisation was going to require looking at him longer than she'd looked at him so far. His colouring was extraordinary: a pale grey-silver that shifted with the light, darker along the spine, lighter at the throat and chest, with eyes that were amber in a way that was very clear and very direct and not quite like the amber she'd seen in dogs before. He was lying down in the enclosure with the relaxed composure of an animal that had chosen to be here rather than been placed here, and he looked at Wren when she came in without the usual enclosure-wariness.

He looked at her as if he recognised her.

She had enough professional experience to know that she was probably anthropomorphising. She filed the feeling and crouched beside the enclosure door.

"Who brought him in?" she said.

"He was brought by his owner," June said, from the doorway. "Saturday, while you were driving up. The owner left him with instructions and a medical history and said he'd collect him this week." She paused. "The medical history is on the tablet."

Wren stood and took the tablet June was holding out. She read the history.

It was the most meticulous patient record she had ever seen outside of a specialist practice. Every visit dated, every treatment noted, every medication with dose and duration and outcome and a follow-up note indicating whether the outcome had held. It read like a document prepared by someone who took the work of keeping this animal healthy very seriously indeed. There was a contact name at the top — C. VOSS — and a number, and the note OWNER AVAILABLE MONDAY-FRIDAY and a line beneath that which said: Solo does not do well in enclosed spaces for extended periods. Please allow access to the yard when the schedule permits.

She looked back at the dog. Solo was watching her with his amber eyes in the particular way of an animal that had decided she was acceptable, which was a faster decision than most animals made about strangers.

"Solo," she said.

He lifted his head slightly. Not trained response — recognition.

She crouched again, this time closer to the enclosure door. "Hey," she said, in the low, even voice she used with animals who were either frightened or the opposite of frightened and she hadn't worked out which yet. "You're all right."

He put his head back down, but his eyes stayed on her.

June was quiet in the doorway.

"What did he come in for?" Wren said.

"A cut on the left foreleg. Minor. It required cleaning and two sutures. He was unusually cooperative." She said the last three words in the tone of someone noting a clinical detail that happened to be remarkable.

"He seems calm."

"He does now," June said. "He was fine with me and with Becca. But he's been — particular — since you arrived this morning. He heard the front door." She said this without additional commentary.

Wren looked at Solo. Solo looked at Wren. She had the distinct impression that he knew exactly how this looked and had decided that was fine.

"I'll note that in the record," Wren said.

"Yes," June said. "I thought you might."

✦ ✦ ✦

The morning caseload was, as June had promised, particular. A spaniel with a chronic ear condition whose owner provided a written timeline of symptoms with dates and a highlighted section indicating when the previous treatment had been modified. An elderly retriever whose owner, a man in his seventies named Harold, addressed the dog throughout the examination with the formal courtesy of someone speaking to a respected colleague. Two cats who arrived in the same carrier with the beleaguered air of a long marriage.

Wren found her footing in the way that she always did in new workplaces — through her hands, through the specific physical confidence of doing the thing she was trained to do, which had never required her to be someone she hadn't decided to be yet. She liked the work. She had always liked it in the fundamental way of people who had chosen a thing carefully and found that the choice held.

She checked on Solo twice during the morning. The second time, she let him into the small back yard because the medical history had asked her to and because she found she wanted to. He went out with the composed ease of an animal who had been patient about this, explored the perimeter of the yard with a thoroughness that was more systematic than she typically saw in dogs, and then came back and sat beside her while she leaned against the back wall of the clinic in the October chill.

"You're very reasonable," she told him.

He looked at the middle distance with the expression of an animal that had decided not to comment.

"Whose are you, Solo?"

She was not expecting an answer. She got one approximately four hours later, when the clinic door opened at two in the afternoon and Becca came to the back with the particular efficiency of someone delivering information that was relevant to the current situation.

"Owner's here for the dog," she said.

Wren dried her hands. She went out.

✦ ✦ ✦

She registered him in pieces, the way she registered things she needed to understand.

He was tall — several inches over six feet, with the kind of build that came from actual physical work rather than a gym, shoulders that occupied their space without self-consciousness. Late thirties, maybe, or that particular kind of thirty-four that reads older in stillness and younger in movement. He was in his uniform — the sheriff's tan and green that she recognised from the cruiser on Anchor Road — with the jacket open and the badge on his belt and the general bearing of a man who wore this not as a performance but as a fact, the way some people wear the thing that tells the truth about them.

He had dark hair, a little too long for the uniform to be happy about it, and a jaw that looked like it had been decided on rather than arrived at, and eyes the colour of good bourbon that were currently directed at a spot approximately six inches to her left, as if he was looking at her but had decided not to look at her directly, and she could not immediately work out what that meant.

"Mr. Voss," she said. "I'm Wren Calloway. I'm June's new tech."

"I know," he said. He had a voice that was lower than she expected and completely level. "Callum."

He offered his hand. She shook it. He was warmer than she expected — a heat that registered in her palm and didn't stop registering immediately, the way a contact lens took a moment to settle — and then his hand was gone and he was looking at the space to her left again with the focused attention of a man managing something internal with considerable effort.

"How's he doing?" he said.

"Well. He's calm, he ate this morning, the sutures look clean. I'd like to see him back in five days for a check, but I don't anticipate any complications." She was giving him the clinical summary because she was a professional and this was a clinical context and because talking about the dog was easier than figuring out what she was doing with the feeling in her palm. "He was cooperative throughout. Very cooperative, actually."

"He's a good dog," Callum said, without emphasis.

"He heard me arrive this morning," she said. "Before I came to the back. June mentioned it. He — responded."

A brief pause. "He's perceptive," Callum said.

"So is June," Wren said, "and she didn't hear me arrive."

Something moved in his expression that was not a smile but was adjacent to one — gone before she could characterise it, replaced by the same careful level quality as before. He looked at the door to the back rooms. "Can I take him?"

"Of course."

She brought Solo out. The dog came through the door, registered Callum, and then did something that she was going to be thinking about for the rest of the afternoon: he went to Callum's side, touched his hand briefly with his nose, and then turned and walked back to Wren and sat down beside her.

He sat there.

Callum looked at Solo. Something in the look was not surprise — it was recognition, and something under recognition that she would have called resignation if she knew him well enough for that word.

"Solo," he said. Quiet. An instruction, or perhaps a request.

Solo looked at Wren for a moment that was several seconds longer than it needed to be, and then he stood and went to Callum's side and stayed there. Wren had the impression — clinical improbability notwithstanding — that the dog had made a considered decision, weighed something, and concluded that he had made his point.

"I'll book the five-day check," Becca said, from the desk, in the tone of someone who had watched this and was choosing not to have a visible reaction to it.

"Thank you," Callum said, to Becca. He looked at Wren. "Thank you," he said again, and the repetition was different in kind — careful, and direct in a way the first hadn't been, and she noticed it the way she noticed the cruiser on Anchor Road, which was to say she noticed it and did not stop noticing it. "I'll see you Friday."

He left. Solo went with him, and at the door the dog looked back over his shoulder, once, at Wren, and then they were through the door and gone.

She stood in the front room.

June appeared from the back hallway. She looked at the closed front door and then at Wren, with an expression Wren could not place — not surprise, not calculation, something softer than either, and more careful.

"The Voss family have been in Millhaven since it was built," June said. "Callum's been sheriff eight years. He's a good man." She said this last part the way Dottie had said you'll feel like you have been here before — not as a pitch, but as information, with the weight of someone who knew what they were transmitting and had chosen to transmit it.

"He seems it," Wren said.

"He is." June went back to the treatment rooms. "First day going all right?"

Wren looked at the door. "Yes," she said. "I think so."

✦ ✦ ✦

She drove home the Coppermill Road way because Dex had told her the parking was better and she had a full day in her legs and she didn't want to argue with a school-run queue. The road curved south of Anchor Road and brought her past the bridge before it came back up to Birch Lane, and she slowed without intending to at the bridge.

Coppermill Bridge was iron — old, painted black, with the kind of ironwork that had been put together by people who considered structure a form of statement. It crossed Hollow Creek at a point where the water ran quick and shallow over pale stone, and in the October light the whole arrangement — bridge, water, the hills behind — was the kind of view that made a place feel like it had always been here and had always intended to be. Which was, Wren knew, partly the point of views like this. They were arguments.

She looked at the bridge supports as she drove slowly across them.

There were symbols worked into the iron — not decorative in an obvious sense, more structural, worked into the support struts where they met the cross-beams. She registered them and didn't register them, in the way of things seen in passing that the brain files for later without being asked. Some kind of foundational marking, she thought. Building codes or stonemason's marks or the kind of thing that old construction carried simply from being made by people who marked their work.

She drove on.

Back at Birch Lane she locked the Subaru and stood in the alley for a moment, and she thought about the morning: Dex in the alley with a toolbox, arriving before she'd called anyone. Solo hearing her come in. Callum Voss and his careful eyes and the look he'd given his dog that was not surprise. Three separate people on Anchor Road who had waved at her by name on Sunday, which she hadn't remembered until now and which she was adding to a list she hadn't consciously decided to keep.

She was keeping a list.

She went inside and made dinner and didn't think about it, which is to say she thought about it the whole time.
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