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Chapter One

The Last Road In
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By the time Kate Donnelly reached the last road north, the mountain had already taken half of it.

She stopped the truck where the asphalt ended in a jagged bite of mud and broken stone, one hand still on the wheel, the other braced against the dash as if that might convince the world to hold still. Beyond the windshield, rain swept sideways across the headlights. The road ahead narrowed into a strip of gravel, black water, and fog, then vanished around a bend cut into the mountainside.

A sign leaned crookedly at the shoulder.

EDGEWATER VALLEY — 18 MILES
NO WINTER MAINTENANCE BEYOND THIS POINT
Someone had nailed a second sign beneath it.

EVACUATION REVIEW IN PROGRESS

The lower corner had been torn loose by wind. It slapped against the post in the rain, again and again, like a warning nobody wanted to hear.

Kate turned off the wipers for three seconds.

The sound of the storm swallowed everything.

She turned them back on.

“Beautiful,” she muttered.

Her field tablet sat on the passenger seat, locked in a waterproof case beside a stack of printed survey sheets. The official route still showed the road as passable. Narrow, yes. Unpaved after mile marker twelve, yes. At risk of seasonal washout, definitely.

But passable.

Kate looked through the windshield at the place where runoff had chewed a deep channel across the gravel.

“Passable,” she said, and gave a humorless laugh.

She had been warned that Edgewater Valley was difficult. The agency briefing had used cleaner words: remote, unstable, under-resourced, climate-vulnerable. Phrases that belonged in reports. Phrases that did not capture the feeling of sitting alone in a government truck while a mountain slowly rearranged itself in front of her.

Her phone had lost service twenty minutes ago.

The satellite unit blinked once, thought about being useful, then went dark again.

Kate exhaled through her nose and reached for her rain jacket.

She could reverse. She could backtrack to the last service station, call the regional office, and report the access road compromised. No one would blame her. The field team was not scheduled to arrive until morning. Richard Latham had been clear that her job was to complete the assessment, not play hero in a storm.

But the slide was small. Ugly, inconvenient, but small. The truck had clearance. She had driven worse roads during flood season.

Kate studied the washout again, measured the angle, the depth, the slope of the shoulder. Her mind did what it always did when fear tried to become a voice. It turned the world into lines, gradients, risks, decisions.

Left tires high. Slow entry. No braking in the channel. Keep momentum.

She eased the truck forward.

For two seconds, the plan worked.

The front tires dropped into the washout with a hard, muddy jolt. The rear end fishtailed. Kate corrected, jaw tight, rain hammering the roof. The truck climbed, caught, slid sideways—

Then stopped.

The engine idled.

The wheels spun uselessly.

Mud spat against the undercarriage.

Kate closed her eyes.

“Of course.”

She shifted into reverse. Nothing. Forward. Nothing. The back tires dug deeper. The truck listed toward the ditch with a slow, unpleasant certainty.

Kate put it in park and sat very still.

Outside, the storm pressed against the glass.

She had spent ten years mapping places where people should not build houses, should not trust bridges, should not wait until morning to leave. She knew better than to make emotional decisions in bad weather. She knew better than to let frustration become risk.

She also knew that if she radioed for help before even reaching Edgewater, half the valley would hear about it by supper.

The woman sent to decide whether they were safe enough to stay could not arrive needing to be rescued from the road.

Kate pulled up her hood, grabbed the flashlight, and stepped out into water over her boots.

The cold hit first. Not autumn cold. Not city cold. This was mountain water, sharp and personal, sliding down the back of her collar before she could zip the jacket fully. She sank ankle-deep in mud beside the truck and swore under her breath.

The rear tire had buried itself nearly to the rim.

“Great,” she said. “Excellent work, Donnelly.”

She crouched to inspect the angle.

A sound came from the road behind her.

Kate froze.

At first she thought it was the storm moving loose branches through the ditch. Then the sound came again—lower, mechanical, steady.

An engine.

Headlights appeared through the rain, high and yellow, bouncing along the road from the direction she had come. Not the clean white beams of a highway vehicle. These were older, duller, mounted on something with a rough suspension and no concern for comfort.

The vehicle stopped twenty feet behind her truck.

For a moment, no one got out.

Kate stood slowly, flashlight in hand.

The driver’s door opened.

A man stepped into the rain.

He was tall, broad through the shoulders, wearing a dark oilskin coat and a knit cap pulled low. His beard was short, rain-darkened, and the rest of him looked like he had been built out of weathered wood and bad news. He shut the door of the old Land Cruiser with one hard push and looked first at the road, then at the truck, then at Kate.

Not surprised.

Not impressed.

“Agency?” he asked.

Kate blinked rain from her lashes. “Excuse me?”

He nodded at the white emblem on the truck door. “You with the hazard team?”

His voice was low and rough-edged, the kind of voice that did not waste itself.

Kate lifted her chin. “Kate Donnelly. Regional Disaster Mapping Office.”

The man looked at the buried tire. “That why you drove into a washout?”

She stared at him.

Rain ticked off the brim of his cap.

“I assessed it as manageable,” she said.

“You assessed wrong.”

It was not said cruelly. That made it worse.

Kate wiped rain from her cheek with the back of her wrist. “And you are?”

“Dan Ward.”

The name landed with immediate recognition.

Daniel Ward. Former search-and-rescue. Edgewater local. Unofficial guide. Uncooperative landowner. Refused interview. Refused preliminary access request. Refused all three calls from her office.

Kate looked at him again, this time more carefully.

Dan Ward looked exactly like a man who refused calls from government offices.

“I was planning to speak with you tomorrow,” she said.

“No, you weren’t.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I sent a request.”

“I didn’t answer.”

“That doesn’t mean I wasn’t planning to speak with you.”

“It means I wasn’t planning to listen.”

For a second, Kate heard only the rain.

Then she laughed once, short and disbelieving. “Well. This is already productive.”

Dan walked past her without asking permission and crouched near the rear tire. He did not shine a light. He did not need to. He put one hand on the truck bed, leaned slightly, judged the sink and tilt by feel, then stood.

“You keep spinning it?” he asked.

“Briefly.”

“That means yes.”

“I know how tires work.”

“Road doesn’t care what you know.”

Kate folded her arms, immediately regretted it when cold rain slipped down her sleeves, and unfolded them again. “Are you always this charming with stranded motorists?”

“Only the ones who ignore signs.”

“The sign said no winter maintenance. It is not winter.”

Dan looked up at the black sky, then back at her.

Kate hated that he did not have to say anything.

He turned and walked to his vehicle.

“Where are you going?” she called.

“To get a chain.”

“I didn’t ask for help.”

“No,” he said over his shoulder. “You just need it.”

She stood in the rain, jaw tight, and watched him pull a heavy chain from the back of the Land Cruiser.

There were several things Kate could have said. Most of them were unprofessional. A few were accurate. She settled for silence, because silence at least gave her the illusion of control.

Dan hooked the chain with efficient, practiced movements. He did not explain what he was doing. He did not perform competence for her benefit. He simply worked, rain running off his coat, boots steady in the mud.

Kate had met plenty of men who wanted to look capable.

Dan Ward did not seem to care whether she noticed.

That irritated her too.

When the chain was secure, he pointed toward her cab. “Put it in neutral. When I pull, steer with me. Don’t fight the truck.”

“I know how to—”

He looked at her.

Kate stopped.

It was not a dramatic look. Not threatening. Not even angry. But it had the weight of a man who had watched weather punish arrogance and had no patience left for it.

She got in the truck.

Dan returned to the Land Cruiser. The chain tightened with a metallic groan. Kate kept both hands on the wheel as her truck lurched backward, tires sucking free of the mud one inch at a time. The rear end slid. She corrected. Dan’s vehicle growled against the storm.

Then the truck came free.

Kate braked on solid ground and let out a breath she had not meant to hold.

Dan unhooked the chain while she stepped back into the rain.

“Thank you,” she said.

He gave a short nod.

The words should have softened something. They did not. Dan coiled the chain, threw it into the back of his vehicle, and turned toward the road leading into the valley.

“You should turn around,” he said.

Kate stared at him. “I have an assessment to complete.”

“Not tonight.”

“The settlement is eighteen miles in.”

“Twenty-three with the lower switchback washed. Thirty if Mercy Creek is over.”

“My map says eighteen.”

“Your map’s wrong.”

Kate felt a familiar pressure behind her ribs, the one that came whenever someone dismissed the work before understanding it. “The current access map was updated six months ago.”

“Then it’s been wrong six months.”

“That’s a serious claim.”

“No,” Dan said. “That’s a road.”

The wind pushed rain between them.

Kate looked past him, toward the bend where the gravel disappeared into fog. Somewhere beyond it was Edgewater Valley. The place she had been sent to measure, classify, and perhaps condemn. The place this man had decided belonged to him more than to anyone with a badge, title, or reason to be there.

“I’m not leaving,” she said.

Dan’s expression did not change, but something in his eyes hardened.

“People say that a lot up here.”

“And?”

“Mountain proves them wrong.”

Kate stepped closer, boots sinking slightly in the mud. She had to tilt her head to meet his gaze, which annoyed her even more.

“Mr. Ward, I appreciate the assistance. But I am here because this valley is under formal evacuation review. My report may determine whether dozens of people are still living in a high-risk zone when winter hits. So unless you have official authority to stop me, I’m going to continue to Edgewater.”

Dan was quiet for a long moment.

Then he looked at the agency logo on her truck again.

“People in that valley aren’t lines on your report.”

“I know that.”

“No,” he said. “You don’t.”

Kate’s grip tightened around the flashlight.

She wanted to tell him he knew nothing about her. Nothing about the flood maps she had drawn, the evacuation routes she had fought for, the calls she still remembered in the middle of the night. She wanted to tell him that she knew exactly what happened when people became names in a report.

Instead she said, “Then maybe you should help me understand.”

For the first time, something like surprise moved across his face.

It vanished quickly.

“I don’t help people clear my home.”

“I’m not here to clear anything. I’m here to assess risk.”

“You work for the people who already decided.”

Kate could not answer that as quickly as she wanted to.

Because he was not entirely wrong.

The review was still technically open, but the language in the preliminary documents had leaned hard toward relocation. Richard Latham had spoken of the valley in past tense during their last call, as if the place had already been emptied and all that remained was paperwork.

Dan noticed her hesitation.

His mouth tightened.

“Thought so.”

Kate hated him a little for catching it.

He turned toward his vehicle again.

“Follow my tracks if you’re set on going in,” he said. “Stay out of the low shoulder after the second bend. Don’t cross water you can’t see the bottom of. If fog drops past the tree line, stop and wait it out.”

“That sounds like advice.”

“It’s not for you. It’s for whoever would have to come get you.”

He opened his door.

Kate raised her voice over the rain. “I still need to speak with you about North Ridge.”

Dan paused with one hand on the frame.

“No.”

“You don’t know what I’m asking.”

“I know enough.”

“I need access to the upper valley.”

“No.”

“I need a local terrain guide.”

“No.”

“You are listed as the most qualified person in the area.”

That made him look back.

Rain ran down the hard line of his jaw. His eyes, pale in the headlights, held something colder than dislike.

“Take my name off your list.”

Then he got into the Land Cruiser and drove past her toward the valley.

Kate stood in the road as his taillights disappeared around the bend.

For several seconds, she did not move.

Then the mountain gave a low, distant crack.

It rolled through the dark like thunder, but deeper. Older. Not from the sky.

From the ridge.

Kate turned toward the sound, every nerve suddenly awake.

The rain kept falling. The sign kept slapping against its post. The road ahead waited, narrow and black and half-eaten by the storm.

Her field tablet was still on the passenger seat, its neat digital lines insisting the route was clear.

Kate looked at the place Dan Ward’s vehicle had vanished.

Then she climbed back into her truck and followed him into Edgewater Valley.
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Chapter Two

The Valley That Would Not Leave
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Dan Ward drove like the road belonged to him.

Kate followed his taillights through rain, fog, and the narrow black throat of the mountain, both hands fixed on the wheel and her jaw set hard enough to ache. The gravel track pitched and twisted under her tires. Water ran across it in silver sheets, vanishing over the edge where the shoulder fell away into darkness.

Eighteen miles, the map had said.

Dan had said twenty-three.

By mile fourteen, Kate had stopped believing the map.

The road did not behave like a road so much as a negotiation. It narrowed without warning, dropped into ruts, climbed through stands of black spruce, then curved along exposed slopes where rock glistened in her headlights. Twice, Dan slowed and flashed his brake lights before hazards Kate would not have seen in time: a fallen branch half-submerged in runoff, then a place where the outer edge had crumbled into open air.

He did not stop to explain.

He simply knew.

That should have irritated her. It did irritate her. But irritation had begun to share space with a reluctant, practical awareness that she might have misjudged more than one thing before she even reached Edgewater.

The field tablet on the passenger seat kept blinking in and out as the satellite connection failed. Every few minutes, the official route tried to redraw itself in clean blue lines, correcting for her position with cheerful confidence.

Kate glanced at it once and looked away.

“Not now,” she muttered.

The fog thickened as the road dropped. For several minutes, the world shrank to Dan’s taillights and the rain beating against the windshield. Then the trees opened without warning, and Edgewater Valley appeared below.

Not all at once.

First came a scatter of lights, dim and yellow through the weather. Then the suggestion of roofs hunched beneath the mountainside. A church steeple, maybe, though the cross at the top leaned slightly. A long low building with a metal roof. A dark river cutting through the valley floor, swollen and restless. Beyond it, cabins stood in uneven clusters, some with porch lights on, some already black.

Behind everything rose the mountains.

Kate had seen them on satellite images, contour maps, hazard overlays, and historic survey scans. In those, the peaks had been data: elevation, slope, risk.

Here, in the rain and dark, they looked like they were watching.

Dan’s vehicle slowed near a weather-beaten sign nailed between two posts.

EDGEWATER VALLEY
POPULATION: ENOUGH
Kate blinked at it.

The corner of her mouth moved before she could stop it.

Dan turned down a narrower lane and pulled up beside the long metal-roofed building. Kate parked behind him and cut the engine. For a moment, silence rushed in around her, broken only by rain ticking over the hood and the tired clicking of the engine cooling.

She had arrived.

That should have felt like progress.

Instead, it felt like stepping into a place that had already decided what it thought of her.

Dan was out of his vehicle before she had gathered her tablet and field bag. He did not wait at her door. He walked toward the building with his collar turned up and his head slightly lowered against the rain.

Kate got out and followed.

A hand-painted sign beside the entrance read:

EDGEWATER CLINIC / OFFICE / RADIO ROOM

Underneath, in smaller letters:

KNOCK HARD. DOOR STICKS.

Dan did not knock. He shouldered the door open and disappeared inside.

Warmth hit Kate the moment she stepped after him. Not enough to make the room comfortable, but enough to turn the rain on her sleeves into steam. The air smelled of woodsmoke, antiseptic, damp wool, and coffee that had been sitting too long.

The front room served too many purposes at once. A battered reception desk stood beneath a corkboard crowded with notices. A radio unit took up one corner. Filing cabinets lined the back wall, dented and labeled in handwriting. Two chairs sat beside a bookshelf full of first-aid manuals, old paperback novels, and binders with cracked plastic spines.

On the far side of the room, a woman in a gray sweater looked up from a small desk.

She was in her late forties, broad-shouldered, with cropped brown hair threaded with silver and a face that suggested she had run out of patience sometime in the previous decade and had never seen a reason to restock. A pair of reading glasses hung from a cord around her neck. She took in Dan first, then Kate, then the rain dripping onto the floor between them.

“Well,” the woman said. “You found her.”

Dan stripped off his wet cap. “Road did.”

The woman’s eyes moved to Kate. “You the map woman?”

Kate set her field bag down carefully. “Kate Donnelly. Regional Disaster Mapping Office.”

“Lou Harker.” The woman stood. “Medic, radio operator, complaint department, and whatever else people decide they need after five o’clock.”

Kate extended a hand.

Lou looked at Kate’s wet glove, then shook it anyway.

“You drove in tonight?” Lou asked.

“I did.”

Lou looked at Dan.

Dan said nothing.

Lou looked back at Kate. “That was stupid.”

Kate inhaled through her nose.

Dan moved toward the radio unit, as if the conversation had ceased to involve him.

Kate unzipped her jacket. “I’m beginning to understand that’s the local consensus.”

“It’s not local. It’s geographical.”

Dan made a low sound that might have been amusement, though Kate could not prove it.

Lou pointed toward a peg by the door. “Hang your coat before you flood my floor more than the roof already does.”

Kate obeyed because arguing felt childish and because the coat was heavy with rain. Beneath it, her sweater clung cold to her arms. She smoothed it down and became aware, suddenly and uncomfortably, of how official she looked even soaked: agency fleece, field pants, waterproof case, identification clipped near her collar.

An outsider with laminated authority.

The thought annoyed her because it sounded like something Dan Ward would think.

Lou moved behind the desk and picked up a chipped mug. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

“It’s bad.”

“That’s fine.”

“It’s very bad.”

“I’ve had field office coffee.”

Lou poured from a pot that looked old enough to be protected by heritage law. “Then you’re trained.”

Kate accepted the mug. The coffee was, as promised, terrible.

Dan stood near the radio, speaking quietly into the receiver. Kate caught only pieces.

“Ward... lower road’s going... no, not tonight... tell Agnes she’s here.”

At the name, Lou glanced toward Kate.

Kate caught it. “Agnes McKinnon?”

Lou’s brows rose. “You’ve done homework.”

“Her name appears on several land-history notes.”

“That woman appears on everything if you look far enough.”

Dan ended the radio call and set the receiver down. “Road won’t hold if rain keeps on.”

Kate turned toward him. “The main access road?”

“The only access road.”

“I need to notify my team.”

“Radio’s there,” Lou said. “Satellite works when it feels loved, threatened, or bored. Usually none of the three.”

Kate crossed to the unit, checked the frequency card taped to the side, and began trying to connect to the regional field channel. Static answered. She adjusted, tried again, waited.

More static.

Lou leaned one hip against the desk. “Your people coming in tomorrow?”

“They were scheduled to.”

“Were?”

Kate glanced toward the window. Rain crawled down the glass in crooked lines. “That depends on the road.”

“Then they’re not.”

Dan picked up his cap. “She needs the office.”

Lou’s gaze sharpened. “Tonight?”

“She came for files. Give her files.”

Kate looked between them. “I can wait until morning.”

Dan’s eyes met hers. “Morning won’t make them better.”

Before Kate could ask what that meant, the inner door opened.

An older woman stepped into the room with a lantern in one hand and a black raincoat hanging from her shoulders like a judge’s robe. She was small but not fragile. Her white hair was braided down her back, and her face was lined in a way that made Kate think of folded maps: worn, precise, and full of places no one had bothered to read correctly.

Lou straightened slightly.

Dan did not, but something in his posture changed.

“Agnes,” he said.

“Daniel.”

The word carried history. Not warmth exactly, but ownership.

Agnes McKinnon looked at Kate for a long moment before speaking. “So. You’re the one they sent to tell us whether our homes count.”

Kate held the mug a little tighter. “I’m the one they sent to assess hazard risk.”

Agnes’s mouth moved, not quite a smile. “That is a prettier sentence.”

Kate felt the sting and forced herself not to react to it.

“I understand this review is difficult,” she said.

“No,” Agnes replied. “You understand it is scheduled.”

Lou made a soft sound into her coffee.

Dan looked toward the door as if considering leaving.

Kate set her mug on the desk. “Mrs. McKinnon—”

“Agnes.”

“Agnes. I am not here to rubber-stamp a decision. I need the records, the historic maps, prior slide reports, flood routes, and any local observations your community has documented.”

Agnes watched her.

The rain hit the roof harder.

“Local observations,” Agnes said. “Is that what people are when they know things without a machine?”

Kate chose her answer carefully. “Sometimes local memory is the only record that survived.”

For the first time, Agnes seemed mildly interested.

Dan looked at Kate, expression unreadable.

Lou pushed off from the desk. “Well, that was almost a good answer.”

Agnes turned and started down the hall. “Bring your bad coffee and your clean boots, Miss Donnelly. We’ll see what the valley still has to say for itself.”

The office was at the back of the building, behind a narrow hallway lined with emergency supplies. Blankets in plastic bins. Canned goods. Coils of rope. A handwritten evacuation checklist taped to the wall. Beside it, someone had pinned a child’s drawing of the valley in crayon: mountains too tall, river too blue, houses with smoke curling from every chimney.

Kate slowed beside it.

The official reports had described Edgewater as a vulnerable settlement of diminishing viability.

The drawing showed a home.

She looked away before either woman caught her staring.

Agnes unlocked the back office with a key from a ring that held too many keys for one person. The room beyond was cold, cramped, and packed with paper. Maps were rolled into barrels. File boxes sat under the table. A printer occupied one chair. Three filing cabinets stood against the wall, each labeled in fading tape: LAND, WEATHER, INCIDENTS, FAMILIES, though the last label had been stuck to a cabinet that clearly held everything from road permits to Christmas pageant flyers.

“This is the official local archive?” Kate asked.

“This is what didn’t leak, burn, get borrowed, or get improved by men in offices,” Agnes said.

Lou snorted.

Kate set her tablet on the table and opened her case. “I’ll start with the current evacuation file.”

Agnes did not move.

Kate looked up.

Lou rubbed the side of her face. “About that.”

A familiar coldness moved through Kate, sharper than the wet in her clothes. “What about it?”

Agnes crossed to the filing cabinet marked INCIDENTS and pulled open the second drawer. Metal screeched. She removed a thick folder and placed it on the table.

The label read:

EVACUATION REVIEW — EDGEWATER VALLEY

Kate opened it.

The first section was there: notices, meeting summaries, preliminary hazard language. The second section contained resident response forms. The third had printed maps showing slope risk and projected flood zones.

The fourth section was missing.

Not misplaced. Removed.

The folder rings were bent where pages had been pulled out.

Kate stared at the empty space.

“What was here?”

“Upper valley overlays,” Agnes said. “Old access routes. Burial ground boundaries. Some of Annie Ward’s weather notes.”

Dan was standing in the doorway.

Kate had not heard him follow them.

At Annie’s name, his face closed down completely.

Kate looked back at the folder. “Who removed them?”

Agnes’s expression was flat. “That is the question, isn’t it?”

Lou crossed her arms. “They were there two weeks ago.”

“Who had access?”

“Everyone who was told we had nothing worth taking,” Agnes said.

Kate ignored the edge in that and began photographing the folder, page by page. “Has this been reported?”

“To whom?” Agnes asked. “The review office? The relocation contractor? The men who keep asking us why we need paper when they already have digital copies?”

Kate lifted her eyes. “Richard Latham has digital copies?”

“He said his team had everything required.”

Kate’s mind began sorting possibilities. Bad record-keeping. Duplicate files. Local resentment turning ordinary administrative gaps into suspicion. Or something deliberate.

She did not have enough evidence to choose.

That did not mean she felt easy.

“Show me the old maps,” she said.

Agnes studied her for another second, then turned to one of the barrels. Dan stepped inside without a word and lifted it down before Agnes could reach.

She gave him a look. “I am not glass.”

“No,” he said. “You’re short.”

Lou coughed into her hand.

Agnes swatted Dan’s arm with the rolled map. He took it without complaint.

It was the first human thing Kate had seen pass between them, and it changed the room in a way she did not expect. Dan Ward, who had spoken to her like a locked door given legs, let an old woman strike him with a map and did not even frown.

Agnes spread the map across the table.

Kate leaned over it.

The paper was old, soft at the creases, marked by hand in several inks. Edgewater Valley stretched across it in imperfect lines: creek bends, cabin sites, old logging roads, footbridges, avalanche chutes, hunting trails. The current official map on Kate’s tablet showed the valley as a simplified hazard grid.

This map looked lived in.

“There,” Agnes said, tapping one knotted finger near the upper slope. “North Ridge.”

Kate compared it to her tablet. “This trail isn’t on the current access layer.”

“No.”

“And this shelf here.” Kate zoomed in on her digital map. “The current report classifies that as full red-zone slide risk.”

“It’s where my cousin’s house stood through two hundred storms.”

“Standing through past storms does not guarantee future safety.”

“No,” Agnes said. “But neither does coloring a place red from three hundred miles away.”

Kate did not answer.

Because the old contour lines did not match the current overlay.

Not slightly. Not in the harmless way that old maps failed to match modern systems. The creek channel was different. The upper access route had been omitted. The McKinnon land boundary cut across an area the evacuation map treated as unoccupied.

Kate zoomed in again, then checked the metadata on her current file.

“Who provided the updated terrain layer?” she asked.

No one spoke.

Kate looked up.

Lou’s face had gone still. Agnes’s mouth tightened.

Dan’s voice came from the doorway. “Latham’s people.”

Kate’s hand hovered over the tablet.

“That doesn’t mean it’s wrong,” she said, though the words felt thinner than she wanted.

Dan looked at the old map, not at her. “Didn’t say it was.”

“You implied it.”

“I don’t imply much.”

“No,” Kate said. “You just make things difficult and call it honesty.”

Lou made a quiet sound that might have been approval.

Dan finally looked at Kate. “And you make things neat and call it truth.”

The words landed harder than they should have.

Kate straightened. “I need facts.”

Agnes touched the old map. “Then stop looking only where someone told you to.”

Rain drummed against the roof above them. Somewhere in the building, the radio crackled and went silent again.

Kate looked down at the map. At the missing section in the evacuation folder. At the boundary lines that did not match. At the trail toward North Ridge that existed on old paper and in Dan Ward’s head, but not in the files she had been sent.

For the first time since accepting the assignment, she felt the shape of something beneath the official story.

Not proof.

Not yet.

But pressure.

Like water under a road.

Her phone vibrated.

The sound startled everyone, maybe because no one expected service in that room.

Kate pulled it from her pocket. One bar flickered at the top of the screen, weak and unstable. The caller ID showed:

RICHARD LATHAM

Agnes read the name upside down from the table.

Lou’s eyes narrowed.

Dan said nothing.

Kate answered.

“Kate,” Richard said, his voice crisp and warm, as though calling from a dry office where weather was something seen through glass. “I was beginning to worry.”

“I reached Edgewater.”

“So I heard.”

Kate looked toward Dan.

He looked back, expression unreadable.

Richard continued, “The road is deteriorating. I’m going to recommend we delay the rest of your team until conditions stabilize.”

“That may be wise.”

“I’m glad you agree. In the meantime, I need you to keep the assessment narrow. We do not need a historical review. We do not need local politics. We need confirmation of the current hazard profile.”

Kate looked at the empty rings in the evacuation folder.

“Some of the local files are incomplete,” she said.

A pause.

Small, but there.

“Incomplete how?”

“Upper valley overlays are missing.”

Agnes went very still.

Lou’s mouth flattened.

Dan’s gaze did not leave Kate’s face.

Richard sighed lightly. “That archive has always been a mess. Don’t let it distract you.”

“The old maps don’t match the current terrain layer.”

“Old maps rarely do.”

“These discrepancies affect evacuation boundaries.”

Another pause.

This one colder.

“Kate,” Richard said, “I chose you for this because you are objective. Don’t let a frightened community pull you into their resistance narrative.”

Kate turned slightly away from the others, though there was nowhere private to go. “Objectivity requires reviewing conflicting evidence.”

“Objectivity requires knowing which evidence matters.”

The line crackled.

Kate said nothing.

Richard softened his tone. “Finish the assessment quickly. Confirm the access risks, document the obvious instability, and get out before the weather traps you there. This valley has consumed enough time.”

Through the rain-streaked window, Kate could see the dim lights of Edgewater scattered against the dark. A porch light. A clinic window. A cabin lamp. Small, stubborn proofs of life.

Not viable, the reports had said.

Diminishing, they had said.

But the valley had not looked diminished from the road.

It had looked tired. Poor. Weather-beaten.

It had looked human.

“I’ll send a preliminary update tomorrow,” Kate said.

“I’d prefer tonight.”

“I don’t have enough verified information tonight.”

Richard’s silence sharpened.

Then he gave a small laugh. “Careful, Kate. The longer you stay there, the harder it gets to see clearly.”

Her eyes shifted to Dan before she could stop them.

He stood in the doorway like something the mountain had sent down and refused to take back.

Kate looked away.

“I see clearly enough,” she said.

The line went dead.

For a moment, no one in the office moved.

Then Lou said, “Well. He sounds pleasant.”

Agnes rolled the old map carefully, her hands slow and precise. “Men like that always do.”

Kate lowered the phone.

Dan reached for his cap.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Home.”

“I still need to speak with you about North Ridge.”

“No.”

The answer came as flat and immediate as before, but it felt different in the small office, surrounded by missing files and old maps and the sound of rain trying to get through the roof.

Kate stepped closer to the table. “Those missing overlays matter.”

Dan’s jaw tightened. “Everything up there matters.”

“Then help me verify it.”

His eyes moved to Annie’s name on the folder.

For one second, Kate saw something break the surface: pain, old and deep, gone almost before she could identify it.

Then his face hardened again.

“You want the valley’s truth?” he said. “Start by learning what people lose when outsiders come asking for it.”

He opened the office door and stepped into the hall.

A moment later, the front door shut behind him.

Kate stood with the phone in her hand and the old map between herself and the two women who had not yet decided whether she was enemy, fool, or something marginally more useful.

Outside, Dan’s engine started.

Kate listened as it pulled away into the storm, climbing toward the dark upper road she needed and the man who refused to take her there.

On the table, the evacuation folder lay open to the place where the missing pages should have been.

Kate looked down at the bent rings.

Then she opened her field notebook and wrote one line beneath the date.

Current report cannot be trusted.
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Chapter Three

Old Maps, New Lies
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Kate slept for ninety-four minutes on a narrow cot in the clinic storeroom and woke with the conviction that the building was trying to cough her out.

The old radiator beneath the window knocked like loose bones. Rain tapped steadily against the glass. Somewhere beyond the wall, the radio hissed, fell silent, then hissed again, as if the valley were breathing badly in its sleep.

For a few seconds, Kate did not know where she was.

Then she saw the stacked emergency blankets, the box of expired road flares, the waterproof case propped beside her boots, and the yellow light leaking under the door.

Edgewater.

The word settled over her with the weight of wet wool.

She sat up, pressed both hands to her face, and gave herself exactly one breath to regret every decision that had brought her there.

Then she stood.

Her clothes were mostly dry. Her socks were not. Someone had left a folded blanket over the end of the cot during the night, along with a pair of thick gray wool socks. There was no note. Kate touched the socks, absurdly suspicious of kindness when she could not assign it to the correct person.

Lou, probably.

Not Dan Ward.

Definitely not Dan Ward.

The thought arrived too quickly, and that annoyed her enough to put the socks on.

By the time Kate stepped into the front room, dawn had weakened the dark but not defeated it. The clinic smelled of burned coffee, damp floorboards, and woodsmoke. Lou Harker sat behind the desk in the same gray sweater from the night before, as if she had not moved, though a different mug sat beside her elbow and a radio log lay open under her hand.

She looked up. “You sleep?”

“Some.”

“That means no.”

“It means some.”

Lou grunted and pushed a chipped plate across the desk. Two pieces of toast sat on it, buttered unevenly. “Eat before Agnes comes back and decides you look too breakable to argue with.”

Kate picked up a piece of toast. “Does she often decide that?”

“No. But she enjoys proving people wrong.”

The toast was cold. Kate ate it anyway.

Outside the front windows, Edgewater Valley revealed itself by degrees. Night had hidden the details. Morning made them harder to ignore.

The settlement was smaller than Kate had expected, and poorer than any report had managed to say without saying it. Cabins leaned into the slope as though they had learned endurance from the trees. Some roofs were patched with mismatched metal. Woodpiles sat under tarps held down by stones. A narrow lane ran past the clinic toward a cluster of buildings: the old schoolhouse, a darkened church, a supply shed, maybe ten homes tucked close together against the weather.

Smoke rose from chimneys in thin gray threads.

Beyond the settlement, the river moved fast and brown between its banks. The mountains stood behind it all, black-shouldered and close.

Kate had reviewed the population summary three times before coming north.

Number of residents. Age distribution. Vehicle access. Medical vulnerability. Relocation priority.

None of it had mentioned the way a child’s red mitten hung from a porch rail, or the way someone had stacked split wood beneath a painted sign that said FREE IF YOU NEED IT, or the way every light in every window looked deliberate against the morning.

“It looks different in person,” Lou said.

Kate turned from the window.

Lou did not look up from the radio log. “It always does, when people get here.”

Kate set the toast down. “Reports are supposed to make places legible.”

“Reports make places small.”

Kate wanted to argue.

She did not.

The back door opened, bringing cold air and Agnes McKinnon with it. The older woman carried a canvas satchel in one hand and a rolled map under the other arm. Her braid was damp from the rain, but her expression was dry enough to sand wood.

“Good,” Agnes said when she saw Kate. “You’re awake.”

“Barely.”

“Awake is enough for paperwork. It is arguments that require rest.”

Lou took another sip of coffee. “She’s cheerful in the mornings.”

“I am cheerful when people don’t move my records.” Agnes set the satchel on the desk. “So I am not cheerful today.”

Kate crossed to the table near the back office. “I want to inventory exactly what’s missing.”

“Then you’ll need more paper than you brought.”

“I brought plenty.”

Agnes gave her a look that suggested optimism was a symptom.

They turned the back office into a workroom because there was no better place to put the truth. Kate opened her field case, set up her tablet, attached the portable scanner, and lined the table with notebooks, file folders, and the previous night’s old map. Lou came in long enough to set down a fresh pot of coffee and a warning not to plug the scanner into the same outlet as the heater unless Kate wanted to meet God before lunch.

Kate chose the cold.

For the next two hours, she worked.

She photographed every page in the local evacuation folder. She made a list of missing sections. She compared the printed hazard maps against the older valley maps Agnes provided. She marked every discrepancy in red pencil because the tablet kept losing power, signal, or both, and because paper did not pretend to be more reliable than it was.

The missing section was not random.

That became clear by the third pass.

All the routine material remained: meeting notices, resident contact sheets, road-maintenance notes, supply estimates, a public safety summary written in bland, careful language. But anything tied to the upper valley had been removed or thinned. North Ridge access overlays. Historic slide paths. Old creek channels. Land boundaries near the McKinnon burial ground. Weather observations credited to Annie Ward.

Kate wrote the name in her notebook and stared at it longer than she meant to.

Annie Ward.

Dan’s sister.

Unresolved.

The word from the rescue summary had followed Kate into the little sleep she managed. It had sat behind her eyes whenever she woke to the radiator knocking in the dark.

She drew a line under Annie’s name.

“Where are the weather notes usually kept?” Kate asked.

Agnes sat across from her, sorting a stack of land records with slow precision. “Depends who was using them last.”

“Who used them?”

“Annie. Daniel, sometimes. Lou, when floods made the clinic roof leak and she decided swearing at clouds required documentation.”

From the front room, Lou called, “Still does.”

Kate almost smiled.

Almost.

She opened another file box. “Were Annie’s notes official?”

Agnes’s hands paused.

“No,” she said. “They were useful.”

Kate glanced up. “That sounds like an important distinction.”

“It is, to people who prefer useless things with stamps on them.”

Kate accepted that because it was fair enough to sting.

The next folder held road-condition logs going back twenty years. Most were handwritten. Some were printed emails. Many were water-stained. Edgewater residents had tracked closures, washouts, culvert failures, late thaws, early freezes, and the years Mercy Creek jumped its bank.

The official current access layer treated the lower road as if it had only one major vulnerability.

The local logs listed fourteen.

Kate leaned back and rubbed the space between her brows.

Agnes watched her over the top of her glasses. “Finding what you expected?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“It isn’t good if the data is bad.”

“It is good if you notice before you use it.”

Kate had no answer for that.

The scanner gave a thin, unhappy beep and died.

Kate looked at it.

Agnes looked at it.

From the doorway, Lou said, “Outlet.”

“I didn’t plug it into the heater.”

“No. You plugged it into the wall that thinks about electricity instead of committing to it.”

Kate lowered her head for one second.

Lou walked in, unplugged the scanner, slapped the side of the outlet with the heel of her hand, and plugged it back in. The machine revived with a whir.

Kate stared at her.

Lou shrugged. “Medical training.”

A vehicle engine sounded outside before Kate could respond.

Low. Rough. Familiar.

Her attention moved to the window.

Dan Ward’s Land Cruiser rolled past the clinic, spattered with mud to the roofline. It stopped near the side entrance. Dan got out carrying two fuel cans in one hand as if they weighed nothing. He wore the same dark coat, the same knit cap, the same expression that made conversation feel like trespassing.

Kate told herself not to watch him.

She watched him anyway.

He crossed to the storage lean-to and set the cans under cover. Lou stepped out the side door to speak with him. Rain hung between them in fine gray lines. Kate could not hear their words through the glass, but she could see the rhythm of the exchange: Lou asking, Dan answering shortly, Lou frowning, Dan not caring, Lou pointing toward the ridge, Dan looking that way as if he had already known whatever she was about to say.

Agnes did not turn around. “He hates being watched.”

Kate looked quickly back at the file. “I wasn’t watching.”

“You were gathering local observations.”

Kate felt heat climb her neck and hated that too.

Outside, Dan glanced toward the window.

Their eyes met.

Only for a second.

His face gave nothing away, but Kate remembered his hands on the chain in the rain, the exactness with which he had freed her truck, the warning in his voice when he told her the map ended before the danger started. She remembered, too, the way his name appeared again and again in old rescue logs, attached to people brought down alive from places the official maps barely marked.

Dan turned away first.

He said something to Lou, then headed back to his vehicle.

Kate stood before she had decided to.

Agnes’s brows rose. “Going somewhere?”

“I need to ask him about the North Ridge logs.”

“No,” Lou said from the doorway as she came back inside. “You want to ask him about Annie’s logs.”

Kate did not deny it fast enough.

Lou’s face lost some of its humor. “Don’t.”

“I need to understand what was removed.”

“And I need people not bleeding on my floor, but we don’t always get what we need.”

Kate glanced out again. Dan had opened the driver’s door. “If his sister’s notes are part of the hazard history, they matter.”

Lou stepped closer. “Annie matters. Those are different sentences.”

Kate heard the warning beneath the words.

She also heard the pain.

Dan’s engine started. The Land Cruiser pulled away from the clinic and climbed the wet lane toward the upper road. In less than a minute, fog swallowed it.

Kate remained standing.

Agnes’s voice softened by half an inch, which somehow made it sharper. “Daniel gave this valley ten years of his life before he gave it his silence. Do not mistake the second for the whole man.”

Kate turned back from the window.

“He was search and rescue,” she said.

“He was the person people called when they had already called everyone else.”

Lou picked up the coffee pot, found it empty, and looked personally betrayed. “Still is, if things get bad enough. He just makes everyone pretend otherwise.”

Kate sat slowly.

The picture of Dan in her head shifted, though she did not want it to. Obstructive landowner was simple. Grieving brother was harder. Former rescuer who had stopped letting himself be needed was harder still.

She opened the next box.

The label on the side read INCIDENTS - UPPER VALLEY.

Inside were folders organized by year. Flood. Rockfall. Whiteout. Missing hiker. Cabin fire. Bridge collapse. Every tab carried evidence that the valley had been surviving itself for decades without waiting for outside approval.

Kate worked through them one by one.

Dan Ward’s name appeared in the margins first.

Ward notified.

Ward responding.

Ward led team through east draw.

Ward advised against upper crossing.

Then in formal reports.

Lead tracker: Daniel Ward.

Local guide: Daniel Ward.

First responder: Daniel Ward.

She found a photocopied newspaper clipping folded into one file, the ink faded almost blue. The photograph showed a younger Dan, clean-shaven and thinner, standing beside a stretcher at the edge of a snowy road. His head was turned away from the camera. One gloved hand rested on the shoulder of a rescue worker beside him.

Kate did not read the article in full. She did not need to. The headline was enough.

LOCAL TRACKER FINDS LOST PAIR AFTER TWO NIGHTS ON RIDGE

She set it aside carefully.

Agnes watched without comment.

The folder beneath it was thinner.

WARD, ANNIE - UNRESOLVED

Kate’s hand stopped on the tab.

The room seemed to tighten around that one word.

Unresolved.

She looked at Agnes.

The older woman’s face had closed.

Lou stood in the doorway again, empty coffee pot forgotten in her hand.

“You don’t have to open that now,” Lou said.

Kate should have agreed.

She should have marked the file for later, requested permission, established boundaries, approached the family member first. There were ethical ways to handle personal records, even in a place where the filing system involved coffee stains and stubbornness.

But the folder sat in a box of incident reports tied to the upper valley.

And pieces of Annie’s weather notes were missing from the evacuation file.

Kate opened it.

The first page was an incident summary.

Female, twenty-six. Weather observer. Last confirmed location: upper valley trail system near North Ridge. Conditions: fast-forming whiteout, high wind, unstable visibility. Search initiated by local residents, then formalized by regional emergency response. Suspended after thirty-six hours due to deteriorating slope conditions and loss of safe access.

Kate read the final line twice.

No body recovered.

Beneath the summary were radio logs, route notes, weather readings, photocopied map fragments, and a list of search personnel. Dan’s name appeared three times, but not where Kate expected.

He had not been first on scene.

He had not led the initial search.

He had been away.

Kate followed the timestamps.

At the time Annie’s first radio call came in, Daniel Ward had been leading a separate rescue beyond the lower pass. Two injured residents. Flash flooding. Limited access. He had returned to Edgewater six hours after Annie went missing and entered the search grid against outside recommendation.

Kate sat back.

The detail did not absolve him. Grief did not work that way. But it changed the shape of what he carried.

He had not refused to go.

He had been saving someone else.

Lou had gone very still.

“He doesn’t tell people that part,” she said.

Kate looked up.

Lou’s jaw worked once before she continued. “He lets them think whatever they want. Easier than explaining why being in the right place can still
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