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A Quiet Tuesday
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The van's roof was cold against my knuckles when I reached up to push the vent open. 

It didn’t help much. The air that came through was the same grey as the light, damp and tasting of the Sound. It settled over the blankets in a way that made getting up feel less like a decision and more like an inevitability. 

I catalogued the small complaints my body was making about the previous evening: a stiffness in my left shoulder, a bruise I didn"t remember earning on the inside of my knee, the particular dry-mouth evidence of having talked too long after the point where talking still made sense. None of it was regret, exactly. It was data. I filed it, stretched until something in my spine made a sound like a walnut cracking, and reached for yesterday’s jumper.

––––––––
[image: ]


OUTSIDE, THE GRAVEL of Gran's driveway was the colour of dishwater. The rosemary bush by the porch steps had gone leggy again, and someone had left the porch light on. I could smell coffee through the kitchen window, which meant Bianca had been up since before the fog lifted. She was like that. The cards liked the early hours, she said. I suspected the cards didn’t care one way or the other, but I"d learned not to argue with a love witch before I"d had my first cup.

"You're walking like a woman who forgot to stretch," she said when I came through the door.

"I"m walking like a woman who needs coffee."

"The Honduran’s in the press. Joe Finch dropped off a fresh bag yesterday. Said to tell you the chocolate notes are wasted on someone who drinks it black."

"Joe Finch has opinions about everything." I said with a chuckle

"He"is seventy-three. He’s earned them." My grandma said in a tone that told me, I wasn’t funny. 

“Not about my coffee preferences.” I muttered scratching my hair before smoothing it down. Noting I needed a refresh on my dye job.
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I FILLED THE KETTLE and ground the beans while Bianca shuffled the deck. The kitchen was small and warm and cluttered in the way that only a kitchen belonging to someone who has lived alone for thirty years can be: jars of dried herbs on the windowsill, a saucer of honey that had crystallised around the edges, a single glove on the table that didn"t belong to anyone. The tarot cards made their familiar papery whisper against the oilcloth. Bianca turned one over without looking at it, then looked at it, then looked at me.

"A thing you think is settled will not stay settled."

"That’s very specific." I leaned over and kissed her check.

"It is the Seven of Swords. It's always specific."

I poured the water and watched the grounds bloom. Bianca’s warnings had a habit of being right about everything except the things I actually wanted her to be right about, which was a statistical anomaly I"d long since stopped trying to explain. I filed the card alongside the bruise and the stiffness and the dry mouth, and I drank my coffee standing up because I was already thinking about the Annex and the morning sweep and the quiet hum of the copper wire ward doing exactly what it was supposed to do.

The drive into Bremerton took twelve minutes. I parked on Sycamore, two blocks from the Annex, because the staff car park had been repainted last spring and the lines were too narrow for the van. The building itself was a converted wartime storehouse, brick and unlovely, with a staff entrance on the east side that required a key, a four-digit code, and a thumbprint on a glass plate that always fogged up in the damp. I pressed my thumb to it and waited for the click. It came, as it always did. The door opened, as it always did. The corridor beyond smelled of floor wax and the faint metallic tang of the ward's baseline current, which I could feel in my back teeth if I thought about it too long.

Seren Hayes was already at the front desk when I reached the reading room. She was wearing the same cardigan she'd worn on Monday, the grey one with sleeves that rode up when she reached for the returns trolley, and she had her phone face down beside the logbook. She looked up when I came in, and the look lasted a fraction of a second too long before she remembered to smile.

"Morning, Miss West." Seren said, I still could not tell if she hated me or was monotone.

"Morning, Seren. Anything from overnight?"

"Quiet. The ward logs on your desk. Mr Finch called about the Withers Codex again, but I told him you"d ring back."

"Did he say what he wanted?"

"He never does." Seren said as she shrugged at me.

I nodded and made a mental note to call Joe before lunch. Seren turned back to the trolley, and I watched her for a moment longer than I needed to. She was subdued. She was always subdued these days, ever since the Umbrae incident, but this morning the quiet had a different quality to it, something a little too careful, like someone trying very hard to be seen doing nothing at all. I filed the observation without assigning it a label. It was a habit I"d cultivated over years of working with restricted texts, where the difference between a genuine anomaly and a trick of the light was often nothing more than the speed at which you jumped to a conclusion. The habit had served me well. It had also, on at least two occasions I could name, been the reason I missed something that should have been obvious.

The reading room was empty of patrons. The long tables gleamed under the pendant lights, and the air had that particular stillness that libraries hold in the hour before anyone arrives, when the books seem to be waiting for something. I walked the length of the room, checking the windows, checking the returns trolley for anything that needed immediate attention, and found a copy of a folklore anthology shelved in the local history section. The volunteer who kept doing this was a retired schoolteacher named Mrs Aldridge, and I had spoken to her about it twice. I moved the book back to its proper place and made a note to speak to her again.

The restricted archives corridor was at the back of the building, past the staff offices and down a short flight of stairs that always smelled faintly of damp wool. The door at the bottom was steel, and it opened on a thumbprint the same as the staff entrance. Beyond it, the corridor ran thirty feet to the warded alcoves, and the hum of the copper wire was louder here, a steady 3.2 millivolts that the monitoring panel displayed in green digits on the wall. I checked the panel. I checked the salt dish at the threshold of the Codex Umbrae alcove. I checked the iron grille that protected the Lesser Key fragments, and the lead cradle that held the Withers Codex, and the glass case that kept the Blackthorn folio from shedding any more of its binding onto the floor. Everything was where it was supposed to be. Everything was quiet.

Back at my desk, I poured the last of the
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