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​Chapter One - The Envelope That Started Everything
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Portland, Oregon. 11:04 PM.

The office was the kind of quiet that only existed after everyone else had gone home. Callum Reyes preferred it this way. He preferred most things this way: the coffee cold because he'd forgotten it, the overhead lights off because the desk lamp was sufficient, the building's ambient hum a low and undemanding frequency beneath the particular silence of a man who was entirely in his work.

He initialed the final exhibit tag, set it in the stack with the others, and sat back.

Forty-two exhibits. Three executives. Federal fraud, wire fraud, and one count of conspiracy so cleanly documented that the defense had, in Callum's private assessment, approximately no viable path forward. The case had taken eleven weeks. It was, by any professional metric, done.

He looked at his desk. The exhibits were stacked left to right in order of evidentiary weight. His notes were in a yellow legal pad, filled margin to margin in handwriting so small his college roommate had once described it as aggressive. His laptop screen showed four open browser tabs, all case-related, all now unnecessary. In the corner of the desk, angled slightly toward the window as if attempting a view it wasn't going to get, was a four-inch succulent in a terracotta pot. It had been brown for at least six weeks. He had been meaning to throw it away for approximately the same amount of time and had not, for reasons he had not examined.

He closed the laptop.

In the doorway, Priya Anand appeared. This was not unusual. She kept later hours than anyone else at the firm, which was one of the things Callum respected about her, and she had a habit of appearing in doorways at the exact moment a thing was finished, which he had stopped finding coincidental about three years in.

"Done?" she said.

"Filed and tagged. The summary brief goes to the U.S. Attorney's office Monday."

She looked at the exhibit stack with the attention of someone who had already reviewed it twice and was reviewing it once more because she was Priya Anand and that was what she did. Then she looked at him. "Good work."

"The documents were thorough. Once you know what you're looking at, the pattern holds together."

"The documents are always thorough," she said. "The pattern doesn't always hold together. That part is you." She stepped fully into the doorway, which meant she wasn't done. Callum waited. She had a way of building to things that he had learned not to interrupt. "I have something for you. Not tonight. I wanted you to know it was coming."

"What kind of something?"

"The unusual kind." She tilted her head. "You know I don't give you those because I think they'll be easy."

"I know."

"This one is land trust fraud. Pacific Northwest. The client is a family collective with significant acreage in Skamania County. The fraud is old, possibly going back to the nineteen-eighties, layered through shell corporations in a way I haven't seen done quite like this." She paused. "The clients are private. Traditional. Not entirely what you'll expect."

Callum looked at her. "How unusual is not entirely what I'll expect?"

"Unusual enough that I'm asking you specifically."

He thought about this for a moment. Priya had given him six unusual cases in four years. He had not been bored by a single one. He had also not, after any of them, felt the particular itch of something unfinished, the way you felt when a case closed cleanly but the question underneath it had not quite been asked.

"Send me the file," he said.

Something shifted in her expression. Not surprise. More like confirmation. "It'll be on your desk in the morning." She turned to go and then stopped. "Callum. The client's legal contact was specific about one thing. They want the best forensic accountant available, not the most prominent one. I told them those were the same person." A beat. "Don't prove me wrong."

"When do I need to be in Skamania County?"

"Five days."

He nodded. She left. The quiet resettled around the desk like it had never been disturbed.

He caught the last train home at eleven forty-three. The file was in his bag, physical copies because whoever had assembled it was working from a different methodology than the digital-first habit of the past decade, which was already interesting. He opened it on the train with the city going dark outside the window and the car mostly empty and his coffee thermos cold beside him, because he had forgotten it again.

He read for forty minutes.

The fraud was old and deliberate. That was the first thing. Not opportunistic, not improvised. Someone had sat down with a clear understanding of how land trust documents worked, how they were filed, and how a substitution could be made to survive four decades of casual review. The shell corporation structure was elegant in the specific way that elegant structures were: not complicated, just layered, each layer designed to make the next one difficult to question without questioning the whole chain, which most people would not bother to do.

Someone had counted on nobody bothering to look.

Callum turned to the trust amendment section. Found the date. Found the corporate name. Found the gap in the authorization chain that was almost invisible if you weren't reading for it, obvious once you were.

He took out his pen. He found the word nobody on page seven, in the middle of a paragraph about the original trust's intended beneficiaries, where it had been used in the passive construction nobody contested, applied to a 1989 filing that should have been contested immediately by anyone with access to the predecessor documents.

He circled it.

He underlined it.

He looked at it for a moment.

Then he looked out the window at Portland pulling away behind him and understood, with the quiet certainty he'd learned to trust above most other instruments, that this was going to be the kind of case that did not let go.

He closed the file.

The succulent, he thought, could wait another week.
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​Chapter Two - 340,000 Acres and a Man Who Doesn't Want Him Here
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Day 1. Cascades Ridge Territory.

The coordinates in the file took him off the highway at 9:14 AM onto a road that stopped being paved approximately two miles in, became gravel, and then became something that was technically a road only in the sense that other vehicles had gone this way before and left the evidence. The rental car's GPS rerouted itself twice and then gave up and displayed a generic mountain icon with the confidence of a device that had stopped pretending.

Callum drove north through fog and old-growth Douglas fir until the tree line opened and a lodge appeared on the ridge, timber-framed and long and dark-roofed, the kind of structure that looked like it had grown out of the ground rather than been built on top of it. Mountains behind it. Light the particular gray-gold of Pacific Northwest mornings that couldn't decide whether they were going to commit to clearing. He parked, checked his watch, and got out.

There was a man at the tree line.

He was standing with his arms crossed and an expression that communicated, with considerable precision and no apparent effort, that Callum was not what had been ordered. He was taller than the file had suggested, which the file had not actually addressed, and broader in the shoulders than someone who needed to be this tall probably required. Long dark hair, slightly unruly, like it had been pushed back at some point and had since made its own decisions. Dark eyes that made the first pass over Callum and registered assessment in the specific way that people registered assessment when they were used to that being sufficient.

He was also, Callum noted, eleven minutes late to a nine AM meeting.

"You're younger than I expected," the man said.

Callum checked his watch. "You're later than I was told. Can we start?"

A pause. Something shifted in the man's expression—not quite surprise, not quite its absence. He uncrossed his arms and turned toward the lodge without responding. Callum took this as an affirmative and followed.

The compound was older than the file had prepared him for. The main lodge had the quality of a building that had absorbed generations of use and carried them without strain—worn floorboards, windows that looked like they'd survived every winter the Cascades had offered, a fireplace broad enough to accommodate ambitions. Timber walls hung with photographs, hand-drawn maps, what appeared to be a forty-year calendar of Pack gathering dates rendered in a handwriting that had not changed much over the decades. The light inside was warm and definite despite the fog outside.

A woman was on the porch as they came in, seated in a wooden chair with a mug and the stillness of someone who had been watching Callum's car since it appeared on the ridge road and had no intention of pretending otherwise. She was old—seventy or older, fine-boned, gray-haired, with eyes the color of the mountain light that were currently running a diagnostic he wasn't entirely sure he'd pass. She said nothing. The man's shoulders registered this, a small adjustment of posture that Callum catalogued without yet knowing what to do with.

Inside: a long table, case documents already spread at one end. Two people waiting. One he recognized from the client intake photograph—Soren Varga, listed as the primary contact, fifty-two years old, the steady, weathered quality of someone who had been making difficult decisions long enough that the difficulty had stopped showing on his face. The second was a young man, early twenties, dark-haired, who appeared to be making an active effort to sit still that was not entirely succeeding.

Callum set his bag on the table. "Callum Reyes, Anand Forensic Consulting. Thank you for having me." He looked at Soren. "I'd like to start with the original trust documentation if you have it assembled."

"We've pulled everything we can access," Soren said. His voice had the economy of someone who had decided, at some point, that words were a limited resource. "We're uncertain whether the originals still exist."

"They exist," Callum said. "Someone filed them somewhere. That's how paper works—it doesn't disappear, it gets moved, usually in a direction that was intentional. We find where it was moved and work backward from there." He drew out his legal pad. "Walk me through the timeline of the first transfer you became aware of."

Soren walked him through it. It took thirty-two minutes. Callum did not look up from his notes more than twice. The man from the tree line—who had entered behind him, positioned himself near the door, and had not sat down since—was a variable Callum registered but bracketed. The Enforcer. Matteo Varga, thirty-two on paper but carrying himself like someone older in the specific sense of someone who had been responsible for things for long enough that it had settled into his posture.

The scale of the fraud assembled itself in Callum's notes as Soren spoke. Three hundred and forty thousand acres of Cascades Ridge territory. A land trust established in 1953. A shell corporation structure that had been consuming that trust for forty years through a series of transfers, each one legitimate-looking in isolation, each one dependent for its legitimacy on the one before it holding up—which it would not, Callum was already fairly certain, hold up under sustained examination.

When Soren finished, Callum set down his pen. "The court date in eighty-nine days. That's the federal quiet title deadline?"

"Yes."

"I need access to every trust document you have, every amendment filing, every record of a land transfer or trust committee decision going back to 1983. Physical originals if available, certified copies otherwise." He looked at the stack already on the table. "This is a start. I'll need the rest by tomorrow morning."

He became aware, in the silence that followed, that everyone in the room had looked at Matteo. He did not look at Matteo. He waited.

"You'll have it," Soren said.

Callum nodded. He opened the top box.

He was aware, for the first time, that Matteo's wolf—whatever that meant, and it was going to mean something, this much he understood from the file's careful euphemisms and Priya's not entirely what you'll expect—had noticed something. He had no word for what, specifically. He had, he suspected, very few words for a category that was going to require some new vocabulary over the next eighty-nine days.

He opened the first folder and started reading.

Outside on the porch, Dagna Varga finished her tea and watched the mountains hold the fog. She had not said anything when the forensic accountant arrived, had not offered her assessment aloud, had not told Matteo anything he needed to hear in words.

She had simply watched him get out of the rental car, pull his bag from the back seat with the efficient unhurried movements of someone who had done this many times in many different cities, and walk toward the lodge without looking at the view.

He had looked at the structure instead. The bones of it. The way it sat on the land.

That, she thought, was a man who knew what he was looking for.

She went inside to put the kettle on.
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​Chapter Three - Everything He Doesn't Know He's Walking Into
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Day 2. Cascades Ridge.

Matteo had served as Enforcer for six years. In that time he had assessed, in the particular way that was his nature and his training both, approximately every type of person who moved through Pack territory. He had a system. It was not a system he had designed so much as a system he had inherited from his father and refined through use, and it was reliable in the specific way of tools that have been trusted for a long time: you did not think about it, you used it, and it told you what you needed to know.

It had told him nothing useful about Callum Reyes in thirty-six hours.

This was Matteo's problem now.

He stood in the kitchen doorway at 6 AM and watched through the interior window as Callum moved through the lodge study with the focused, unhurried efficiency of someone who had already decided the room was workable and was now simply making it work. He had reorganized the document boxes sometime before Matteo was awake—they were now arranged along the study wall by date rather than by whatever system the Pack had been using, which turned out to be a system based primarily on which boxes were heaviest and which were accessible. He had added labels. Small, precise, written on adhesive strips that he'd apparently brought in his bag because he'd anticipated needing them.

His coffee mug was on the porch railing. Half-drunk. Cold.

He had left it there and gone back inside and not returned for it.

This was, for reasons Matteo did not investigate, the detail that bothered him most.

He was in the lodge by 9 AM in the formal sense of the word: present, assessable, documented. By 10 he was also present in every room he needed to be, moving from the study to the kitchen to the main room with the ease of someone for whom rooms were a fluid concept connected by the fact of what needed doing. He asked Soren three questions Matteo had not thought to ask in six years of looking at the trust documents. One of them—about who had had signatory authority on the 1988 committee, specifically whether there had been a change mid-year rather than at the annual election—sent Soren to the archive in the back office, where he found a secondary filing record that Callum received with the expression of someone who had known it was there.

He didn't say I told you so. He opened the filing record and added it to his current working pile and kept going.

Matteo watched this from the doorway. He had been positioned near doorways significantly more than usual in the past thirty-six hours. He had not examined this tendency.

At noon, Fen Castillo appeared.

Fen was twenty-two and had been with the Pack for two years, and he approached the world with the specific fearlessness of someone who had not yet accumulated enough experience to know that some questions had consequences. He made it approximately four minutes into Callum's company before the questions started.

"How does paper fraud even work over forty years?" Fen asked, settling into a chair across the desk from Callum with the casualness of someone who had been invited, which he had not been. "Like, doesn't someone notice?"

"Not if the structure is designed correctly," Callum said. He did not look up from the document he was annotating. "You layer it. Each transfer relies on the previous transfer appearing legitimate. Each document references the last one. After ten years, no one goes back to the beginning because going back to the beginning would require admitting that the middle exists. After twenty years, the people who knew what happened at the beginning have retired or moved or died." He turned a page. "It's patient fraud. The people who do it well are betting on institutional fatigue."

"But you're not fatigued," Fen said.

"I've been here thirty-six hours."

"No, I mean—" Fen tilted his head. "You're not tired of looking at it. I can tell. You look at it like it's interesting."

Callum paused. He looked at Fen for a moment. "It is interesting. The mechanics of it. Someone thought very carefully about this." A pause. "They made a mistake, though."

"What kind of mistake?"

"The kind I'll find."

Fen grinned. He opened his mouth for the next question.

Matteo crossed the room, picked Fen up by the back of his jacket collar in the way that was not actually lifting him but communicated the intent strongly enough to serve the purpose, and relocated him to the main room with a look that Fen had learned, in two years, to interpret correctly.

"He was asking good questions," Callum said, behind him.

Matteo turned. Callum was writing again. He had not looked up.

"He asks good questions about everything," Matteo said. "He hasn't learned yet that this is not always an advantage."

"Curiosity is always an advantage," Callum said. "The problem is knowing what to do with the answers."

He turned another page. He was not inviting a response. Matteo did not give one. He went back to the doorway.

He made it to the kitchen at 2 PM before his grandmother found him.

Dagna had a specific way of being in a kitchen that made other people feel like they had entered the room at an inconvenient time, despite the fact that she was often simply standing near the counter with a cup of tea and no visible reason to require the space to herself. She was doing this now. She poured him a cup without asking.

"You are being obvious," she said.

"I'm doing my job."

"Yes." She handed him the cup. "You keep standing where you can see him."

Matteo looked at her. She looked back with the expression she had worn for as long as he could remember, the one that conveyed that she had already arrived at a conclusion and was merely waiting for the people around her to catch up. She did not rush them. She had a great deal of patience, his grandmother, for the specific entertainment of watching people discover things she already knew.

"He's a security consideration," Matteo said. "An outside person in the lodge is a security consideration. That's standard protocol."

"Mm." She sipped her tea. "You didn't follow Karel that closely when he came to fix the roof."

"Karel has been fixing the roof for fifteen years."

"And this man has been reading your documents for thirty-six hours and has already found three things you didn't know were there." She set her cup down. "I would think that might be reassuring."

"It's not a question of reassurance."

"No," she agreed. "I don't suppose it is." She looked at him with the same ancient patience. "He left his coffee on the porch railing."

Matteo said nothing.

"You noticed," she said. It was not a question.

He left without his tea.

Outside, the fog had burned off by mid-afternoon and the Cascades were doing what they always did when the light came through—holding it in a way that made the tree line look like it had been deliberately arranged by someone who understood composition. Matteo walked the perimeter, which was legitimate and necessary and also happened to take him past the study window twice.

Through the glass at 3 PM: Callum at the desk, four documents open simultaneously, running a pen down a column of numbers while his lips moved very slightly in the narrating murmur Matteo was beginning to recognize as the sound of someone whose brain worked faster than his mouth but deployed the mouth anyway.

Through the glass at 4:30: Callum on the floor, which he had apparently decided was an acceptable workspace, surrounded by a spread of documents that looked like chaos and was, Matteo suspected from the arrangement, something considerably more organized than it appeared.

Through the glass at 6 PM: the lamplight on, Callum not visible, which meant he was on the far side of the desk, which meant he was working on the boxes in the corner, which were the ones from 1987.

Matteo stood in the dark for a moment outside the study window. The lamp made a warm yellow rectangle on the ground. He could hear, very faintly, the sound of pages turning.

He was not watching the lamplight through the curtain.

He was doing a perimeter check.

He went back inside.
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​Chapter Four - The Signature That Shouldn't Be There

[image: ]


Day 4. The lodge study. 2:07 AM.

The boxes from 1987 had yielded four things of interest and nothing of use. The boxes from 1989 had yielded a consent amendment Callum had been looking at for eleven minutes.

The lodge was quiet in the way that places were quiet after midnight—a particular quality of silence that was not the same as the daytime quiet, deeper and more certain, the kind that made the scratch of his pen audible in a way it wasn't when the building breathed with other people.

He set down the pen.

The consent amendment was dated March 1991. It should have been a routine filing: a standard amendment to the land trust's consent clause, the sort of administrative housekeeping that trust committees handled every few years when beneficiary structures changed. Three pages. Clean language. Notarized signature page.

The problem was the paper.

He had, when he was twenty-three, spent four months working a securities case that had involved seventeen forged addenda to a partnership agreement. The forgeries were good—professional, the kind that held up to visual inspection and casual handling. What they hadn't held up to was a document examiner running paper composition analysis, because the forger had been meticulous about matching the typeface and sloppy about sourcing the same paper stock.

Callum held the consent amendment's signature page up to the desk lamp and tilted it.

The rest of the filing was on a slightly cream-tinted paper, twenty-four pound, the matte finish consistent with archive-quality document stock from the late eighties. The signature page was twenty-pound. Brighter. A different manufacturer's grade, the kind of standard copy paper that had become widely available in the early nineties when office supply chains expanded west.

Someone had substituted a page.

It was a careful substitution. Professional. The kind of thing that would never be caught in a standard audit because a standard audit did not include holding pages up to a lamp and looking for variations in paper weight. It would have survived any number of casual reviews by anyone who was not looking for it specifically.

Callum set the page down on the desk with the particular care of someone handling something that was both fragile and significant. He photographed it—three angles, lamp on the left, lamp overhead, lamp from the right. He opened the document log and entered the finding in the precise shorthand he used for things that mattered: C-Amendment-1991 / pg 3 substitution / paper stock mismatch / 20lb vs 24lb std archive.

He sat back.

The question was not what had been substituted—he would need a document examiner with the right equipment to establish that definitively. The question was when. Because if the signature page had been substituted after the original filing, then the consent recorded on that page was not the consent that had been given. And if the consent was not valid, then every trust decision made under the authority of that amendment was built on a falsified foundation.

He said, to the empty room: "There you are."

"You always do that?"

He did not startle. He had, he realized, registered a presence in the doorway perhaps two or three minutes ago and had set it aside as non-threatening, which was its own piece of information. He looked up.

Matteo was in the doorframe. He was not pretending he hadn't been there long enough to hear Callum talking to a document. He was also not explaining himself, which Callum was beginning to understand was not evasion but simply how he operated: words were used for things that required them, and presence was its own communication.

"Sometimes," Callum said.

"What did you find."

Not a question. An instruction. Callum did not, typically, take instructions from clients—he gave briefings at intervals of his choosing, formatted to communicate what the client needed to understand without creating productive anxiety. He opened his mouth to provide a measured summary suitable for a 2 AM non-briefing.

What came out instead was: "Consent amendment from 1991. The signature page is substituted—different paper stock than the rest of the filing. Someone replaced the original signature page with a new one, probably containing a different authorization or a different signatory, after the document was filed. It's not visible to the naked eye. You'd need to know what you were looking for."

He stopped. Matteo was listening in the specific way Matteo listened to things—without expression, without the social performance of attention that most people offered as reassurance that they were following. He was simply following. Completely, and without the noise.

"You knew what you were looking for," Matteo said.

"I've seen this done before. Different case, similar technique."

"And now?"

"Now I pull the thread." Callum turned back to the desk. "The consent amendment references a 1987 probate filing as its authorization basis—unusual, because trust amendments typically reference trust documents, not probate records. Someone attached the amendment's validity to a probate filing, which means the probate filing either contained something that was supposed to authorize the amendment, or its inclusion was meant to make the chain harder to trace." He picked up his pen. "I'm requesting the probate records from Multnomah County Courthouse. It will take approximately six days for them to arrive."

Matteo was quiet. Then: "People always make one mistake."

Callum looked up at him.

The doorframe. The lamplight just reaching him. The gold chain at his collar catching it. He had said it the way he said most things—not as a contribution to the conversation but as a fact he had observed and was reporting, the way people reported facts they had lived rather than learned.

"Yes," Callum said. "They do."

He turned to the document request form on his laptop and typed quickly: Multnomah County Courthouse / Clerk of Court / Probate Division / Estate records 1985-1990 / Varga estate and related. He flagged it URGENT. He added a secondary request for any cross-referenced trust filings from the same period and marked that URGENT as well.

He was aware of Matteo still in the doorway. Not hovering—that was the wrong word, implied unease or hesitation, and Matteo was neither. He was simply present in the way that Matteo was present in spaces: as though his being there was a settled fact and had always been.

"Six days," Matteo said.

"For the probate records. There's enough in the existing documents to keep me occupied." He hit send on the request. "You should sleep. Tomorrow I'm going to need someone who can tell me the exact composition of the trust committee in 1986 and 1987 and whether there was any internal dispute about the committee appointments."

"I can tell you that."

"Tomorrow."

Another silence. Matteo looked at the desk—at the document spread, the amber lamp, the photograph of the consent amendment page open on Callum's laptop—and then he looked at Callum, and whatever he found there he apparently filed in the same place Callum filed things he was not ready to interpret, because he straightened and said nothing and went back down the hall.

Callum listened to his footsteps diminish.

He looked at the consent amendment page. At the labeled photograph. At the URGENT flag on the document request.

The thread was there. It wanted to be pulled. He had followed enough of these to know that the feeling was reliable—not quite intuition, more like pattern recognition operating below the level of conscious analysis, the sense that a structure existed and was waiting to be named.

Someone had built something in these documents. A machine designed to swallow three hundred and forty thousand acres over four decades. They had been careful. They had been patient. They had counted on institutional fatigue and the ordinary human tendency to not look too hard at things that appeared to be in order.

They had made one mistake.

He added a note at the bottom of the log: Follow probate thread. Primary question: what was Elias Varga's estate doing in a 1987 trust amendment authorization?

He worked until 4 AM and then he made fresh coffee and worked until six.

Outside his window, somewhere near the tree line, something moved through the dark in the particular silence of something that knew the ground.

He did not notice.

He was looking at the documents.
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Days 5 through 7. Cascades Ridge.

There was a stretch of ridge road approximately half a mile from the compound where the tree line broke and a cell signal appeared, briefly, in the form of two bars that were usually sufficient for calls if you kept your voice level and didn't move around. Callum had discovered this on Day 2. He had told no one.

He called Jade at 7:18 AM on Day 5, standing at the tree line with his thermos and a view of the Cascades going gold in the early light that he was not, strictly speaking, looking at.

She picked up on the second ring. "You're calling before nine. Something happened."

"Nothing happened. I have a case update."

"You do case updates by email."

"I'm in the mountains. The connection is unreliable." He heard her adjust—she was in her residency rotation, had been awake since 5, was currently in what she called the ambulatory phase of her morning, which meant she was walking and caffeinated and paying full attention. "The case is a land trust fraud out of Skamania County. Forty years of layered shell corporation transfers eating the client's land. I found a substituted signature page on Day 4 that opens a paper trail into the 1987 probate records."

"That's the case update. What actually happened?"

Callum looked at the tree line. A raven was doing something purposeful in the upper canopy that he observed without cataloguing. "The client has an Enforcer," he said. "It's a family collective with a specific internal structure. The Enforcer is a problem."

Jade was quiet for three seconds, which was a long time for Jade. "What kind of problem."

"The kind I don't have a category for."

She went quiet again. He could hear her breathing, the specific rhythm of her I am storing this for later breathing that she had had for six years and had never successfully hidden from him. "Okay," she said. "Tell me about the case."

"I just told you about the case."

"Tell me more."

He told her about the substituted consent amendment. He told her about the 1987 probate thread and the six-day wait for the county records. He told her about the shell corporation structure mapped so far and where the gaps were. He gave her eight minutes of precise, well-organized case summary, and at the end of it she said: "The Enforcer. How old is he?"

"Late twenties. Why is that relevant?"

"Just building context. What does he do while you're working?"

"Stands in doorways."

Another silence. "Right," she said. "Okay. Let's say I'll need another update by the end of the week." She paused. "Callum. Are you eating?"

"I'm eating."

"Are you sleeping?"

"Functionally."

"That means no." She sighed. "Call me Thursday. And eat something that isn't from a vending machine."

"There are no vending machines in the Cascades."

"Then you have no excuse." She hung up.

He stood at the tree line for another thirty seconds, watching the raven. Then he went back inside.

The friction of
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