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1
The Basement File


There are four ways to lie in a land record, and only one of them leaves no smell.

You can lie in the description, but metes and bounds are checkable; anyone with a compass and a bad attitude can walk a boundary. You can lie in the parties, but people notice when their own name shows up somewhere they didn’t put it. You can lie in the instrument, but instruments have forms, and forms have blanks, and blanks have habits.

Or you can lie in the timestamp. Move a recording date. Slide one filing behind another. Nobody walks a date. Nobody stands in a field with a compass and checks what happened first, because what happened first isn’t a place, it’s a clerk’s stamp on a Tuesday, and clerks are trusted, and stamps are boring, and boring is where the bodies are.

I’ve been in the basement of the county register of deeds for two years and one month. There’s a window at the top of the north wall, at ground level, so what I get is ankles. I know half this county by their boots.

It’s four in the afternoon and I’m doing the thing I am not supposed to be doing, which is my actual job.

The thing I’m supposed to be doing is retro-scanning. Boxes come down, I feed the old plats into the flatbed, the flatbed makes a PDF, the PDF goes in the system, the box goes back up. A trained crow could do it. They gave it to me the week after I flagged an irregular filing to my supervisor and got told, by the deputy examiner personally, in his gentle voice, that I’d been working too hard and had imagined a pattern that wasn’t there.

His name is Merle Stanhope. He has a photograph of a golden retriever on his desk and he has never once raised his voice at me. He’s the reason I don’t trust anyone who says my name softly.

So: retro-scanning. And also, in the margins, the file.

I keep it at home. That’s important, and I want this understood in my own head, the way I’d want it on the record anywhere: every page of that file was built off the clock, at the public terminal in the library on Ash Street, from records any citizen of this county can walk in and ask for. Two years of Tuesday evenings. Fourteen properties. A hundred and six entries, all in my handwriting, all cross-checked against three separate sources before they go in, because I made myself a rule the week after Stanhope told me I imagined things.

Rule: if I can’t find it in three places, it isn’t real, and I’m the crank they say I am.

Every entry in that file is in three places.

At four-fifteen a records request lands in my basket, because down here I also handle the requests nobody upstairs wants to touch, which is anything from another county.

The request is from the town clerk at Harlan Crossing, two counties over. Her name is Doreen Pike and she has written the request out by hand, in cursive, which nobody does, and she’s attached what she’s already got.

What she’s already got is an exhibit list from a probate hearing.

I read it standing up.

Seven exhibits. A key-man life insurance policy from 1961, a lapse clause, a servicing agency bought quiet four years back, a shell called Meridian Land Services with a suite number, a second policy on land that wasn’t the subject property, a third found at four in the morning, and one attorney’s certification tying all of it into a chain and entering it into the public record.

I know that suite number.

It’s on page forty of my file. I found it in 2024, on a filing for the Nadeau parcel out past Gorham Flats, and I put it in the file because the recording stamp said the eleventh and the day-book line said the ninth and both of those things cannot be true.

I sit down. I’m aware of the sitting, the way you’re aware of your own hands when somebody’s watching them.

Then I do what I’ve done a hundred and six times, because I don’t get to skip it just because I want this. I open the county portal. I open the paper day-book scan. I open Doreen Pike’s attachment.

Three sources.

Three sources agree.

I didn’t imagine it.

There’s a particular thing that happens in your body when a thing you were told to stop believing turns out to be load-bearing after all. It isn’t triumph. It’s more like a floor coming back under you in the dark, and your whole weight arriving on it at once, and your knees finding out they’ve been braced for two years.

I sit in the basement of the county register of deeds and put both hands flat on a desk the county assigned me as a punishment, and breathe, and let my eyes sting exactly once.

Then I get to work, because I am not going to be the crank who cried and I am not going to be the crank who was right and did nothing about it.

I pull my own file that night. Kitchen table, cheap lamp, the folder soft at the corners from two years of handling. I lay Doreen Pike’s exhibit list beside it and I start walking the chain the way you’d walk a boundary, corner to corner, and everywhere Harlan Crossing has a shell, I have a timestamp.

They’re the same operation. Marlee Osgood down in Harlan Crossing proved what the money was doing. I’ve got two years of proof about what the paperwork was doing to make the money possible, and neither of us knew the other existed until a woman with good handwriting sent a records request to a basement.

At eleven-forty I get to the back of the file, where I keep the newest pages, and I stop.

I keep the file in date order. The last entry I made was in March, a nothing, a corrected margin on a road-widening easement. Behind it, in the pocket, there’s a single sheet I printed at the library and filed without logging, because I printed it the same evening the branch closed early and I meant to come back to it.

I look at the print date in the footer.

Nine days ago.

Then I look at what it is, and the kitchen goes very quiet, and somewhere out on the road a truck goes past and doesn’t slow.

It’s a boundary-line adjustment on the Bissette parcel, Gorham Flats, filed and recorded eleven days ago. Nothing wrong with a boundary-line adjustment. Farms adjust boundaries. Surveyors survey. It’s the most ordinary instrument in the drawer.

Except the recording stamp is dated a Thursday, and the day-book line for the same instrument, in the same office, in the same hand, is dated the Monday before it, and there is one more thing, which is the reason I printed it in the first place and then didn’t want to look at it alone in a library at closing time.

The surveyor’s certification on that plat is signed. Legibly. By a man named Roy Bissette.

The survey it certifies isn’t the survey that’s attached to it.

I know that because the bearings on the plat don’t close. They’re eleven feet out over a run that a working surveyor would have caught before his coffee. Whoever built this instrument took an honest man’s signature block off one document and set it on another, and then moved a date to make the sequence work, and filed it into the permanent record of this county where it will sit forever, true as a hymn, unless somebody boring enough to read timestamps happens to be looking.

Somebody boring enough is looking.

I put the sheet in the middle of the table and I sit with it a while.

Here’s what two years in a basement does. It teaches you exactly how much a person can be made to doubt themselves with nothing but a soft voice and an administrative decision. And it teaches you the other thing, the thing they don’t intend: if you spend two years being told the pattern isn’t real, and you keep the file anyway, then on the night the pattern turns out to be real you are the only person in the county who has been documenting it the whole time.

Fourteen properties in my file. I go back through them with the Harlan Crossing chain beside me and I mark the ones that are pack land.

All of them.

Every single Denhouse in this county with a filing in the last six years, and every one of them has a timestamp that doesn’t sit right, and the falsified ones cluster around precisely the gap a shell company would need to manufacture a claim. Not fourteen accidents. One method, applied fourteen times, by one hand with access to the day book and the stamp and the confidence of everyone upstairs.

I know whose hand.

I don’t write his name down. That’s not squeamishness, that’s procedure: I’m not putting a conclusion in a file that’s supposed to hold facts. But I sit in my kitchen at midnight with a folder I was told was a symptom of overwork, and I think about a photograph of a golden retriever, and a gentle voice saying Winnie, we’ve all been there.

At six the next morning I put the file in my bag, and I drive out to Gorham Flats to warn a family of surveyors that somebody has been forging their work into the permanent record of the county.

That’s what I tell myself I’m doing, anyway. Warning people. Discharging a duty. Being, as ever, thorough.

I put on lipstick to do it, which I notice at the second stop sign, and decline to examine.

Two years is a long time. I want that in the file as well, since I’m being thorough. Two years of a basement and a bad chair and going home to a cold house and getting myself off in the bath on a Sunday with the water going tepid and my own hand and no particular face in my head, because the last face I’d tried had been a man from the assessor’s office who talked about his kayak. Two years of a body kept in a drawer like a corrected filing.

So the lipstick isn’t nothing. The lipstick, if I’m honest at seven in the morning on a hardpack road, is a woman making a small unserious wager on the possibility that something in her life might yet turn out to be interesting.

Twelve miles out, where the pavement gives up and the road turns to hardpack, I check my mirror at a crossroads because that’s what you do at a crossroads, and there’s a dark pickup sitting a hundred yards back on the shoulder with its engine off.

County plates.

It doesn’t follow me. It doesn’t have to. It just sits there, patient as a stamp on a Tuesday, and watches me go.


2
Boundary Lines


The Bissette place is a long low farmhouse with a survey office bolted onto the side of it like a growth, and the growth is the part that’s been maintained. New siding on the office. Two trucks with BISSETTE LAND SURVEY on the doors. A radio going somewhere out back, and, in the fifty acres of scrub and blackberry that runs down to the river, a man calling numbers to nobody.

“Twelve point four,” he calls.

“Twelve four,” a second voice repeats, from a different direction and about two hundred feet further out, and then, “that’s your blackberry again, it’s eating the line.”

“It’s not eating the line, it’s eating me, there’s a difference and I’d like it noted.”

Nobody’s noticed the car. I get out and stand with the file bag on my shoulder like a woman about to deliver a subpoena, which, functionally, is what I’m about to do.

Then something comes out of the blackberry.

I’ve lived in this county my whole life. Since June I’ve lived in the county that everybody’s seen the video from, the one where a man stepped out of a truck in the courthouse lot in Harlan Crossing and became a wolf on the asphalt in front of a records clerk and about forty people with phones. It ran for a week. My mother sent it to me twice.

Knowing a thing has happened somewhere and having one come out of the blackberry forty feet away are different categories of experience.

He’s big. Not dog-big. Long in the leg, deep through the chest, dark grizzled coat with a lighter blaze at the throat, and he moves through cover the way water moves through a pipe, without negotiating with it. Strapped across his shoulders is a webbing harness, and clipped to the harness is a GPS unit with its antenna up, and the antenna is bobbing gently along above the scrub, tracking a line no man with a machete would get through in under an hour.

He is, unmistakably, working.

The wolf stops at a stake, sits, and holds dead still while the unit takes its fix. Somewhere off to the left the first voice calls, “Grady’s got the point,” and the second voice says, “Grady always has the point, Grady’s a menace,” and the wolf’s ear flicks in a way that reads, from where I’m standing, as extremely bored.

“You’re the examiner,” says a voice at my elbow, and I do not scream, but it’s a decision.

There are two of them. That’s the first thing. The second thing is that they’re identical enough that my eyes keep sliding between them looking for the difference, and the difference is all in the way they hold their faces: one warm and open and already halfway into a grin, the other quieter, watching me the way I read a title chain.

“Roy,” says the warm one, sticking out a hand with a chalk line callus across the palm. “That’s Ansel. You’ll get us wrong for about a day and then you won’t.”

“I get everybody wrong for a day,” I say. “It’s not personal, it’s my filing system.”

“Oh, she’s fine,” Ansel says to his brother.

“She’s better than fine, she’s dry,” Roy says. “Do you know how long it’s been since somebody county came out here dry.”

“They send us wet ones,” Ansel agrees. “Damp, at least.”

“Sopping,” says Roy, and then, immediately, without any change of register, “You’re here about the plat.”

That stops me. “How do you know that?”

“Because nobody drives out to Gorham Flats at seven in the morning with a folder that size to tell us good news, and because we’ve had a bad feeling about that filing for eleven days, and because,” Roy says, and now the grin has gone somewhere, “we can smell the photocopier on you and I’d like to know which office it was.”

The wolf has finished with the stake. He comes up out of the scrub at an unhurried trot, sits ten feet away, and looks at me with pale amber eyes that hold about four hundred more opinions than a dog has ever had.

“That’s Grady,” Ansel says. “He’ll be a minute. Don’t stand there being polite about it, he hates that.”

So I don’t. I crouch, because the stake he was sitting at has a marker stone beside it, an old one, granite, county-set, and I have spent my entire professional life looking for exactly this: the physical object that a paper record is supposed to describe. There’s a date stamped into the face of it, worn soft, and I put my hand flat on the stone and lean in to read the numerals in the low light.

And the wolf puts his nose against the back of my hand.

Cold. Wet. Deliberate. A working animal’s touch, unhurried, checking me the way he checked the stake, and the contact closes something.

It goes up my arm like a current through wet wire, granite and fur and skin all in one circuit, and lands behind my sternum with a heat that has nothing to do with the morning, and then keeps going, straight down through my belly and lower, and settles hot and heavy and unmistakable between my legs. I’m wet in the space of one breath. Standing in a field. At seven in the morning. In front of witnesses.

Then, because there are three of them and I am touching one and standing between the other two, it forks. Three directions at once. Three separate pulls with three separate weights, and every one of them says the same impossible thing in a voice I feel rather than hear:

There you are.

I sit down in the wet grass. It isn’t graceful.

“Huh,” say Roy and Ansel, in perfect unison, in identical flat tones, and then look at each other with an expression I will come to know very well.

The wolf shifts.

I want to be able to say I looked away. I’ve thought about it since, and the honest answer is that I watched the whole thing, and that watching it did not feel like witnessing a miracle. It felt like watching a man take off a coat: fur going back like water finding a drain, mass folding through itself, and a man kneeling in the grass in front of me where an animal was, breathing hard through the change, bare to the skin, close enough to touch.

And he doesn’t hurry.

That’s the part I take home with me. He stands, and he walks past me to where his clothes are folded over the tailgate of the near truck, and he pulls them on with the unbothered economy of a man who has done this in front of God and the county surveyor’s office a thousand times, and he knows I’m looking. I know he knows, because when he bends for his jeans his eyes come up and find mine and stay there, calm, unembarrassed, letting me finish.

So I finish.

I want the finding recorded properly, because I am a woman who records things: I look at his mouth, and his throat, and the long ridged plane of his stomach, and the dark trail of hair below his navel, and then I look at his cock, which is heavy and thick and half-hard already, hanging there in the morning light while he does up his jeans without the slightest hurry, and my mouth actually waters. Thirty-six years old. Standing in wet grass with a folder full of forgeries under my arm. Salivating.

He’s built like something that works outdoors for a living, and I mean the whole apparatus: shoulders and forearms and a long hard back with two old scars low on one side that I want the story of, hips narrow enough to make the shoulders a joke, and a lot of him that I look at frankly, all of it, because he is standing in the morning light letting me and because two years in a basement has burned most of my capacity for pretending.

He gets the jeans buttoned. He doesn’t bother with the shirt.

“You were followed as far as the crossroads,” he says. That’s the first sentence Grady Fenn ever says to me. “Dark pickup. County plates. He didn’t turn in.”

“How do you know he didn’t turn in?”

“Because I’d have met him at the gate.”

“Grady’s our early warning system,” Roy says. “He’s also the best line-walker in three counties, which is why the county’s plat of that boundary is going to make you cry.”

“Show me your plat,” I say. “The real one.”

They take me into the office. That’s where it starts, properly: not the wolf, not the fire up my arm, but four people around a plot table with the light coming in sideways and a folder between us.

Ansel pulls the Bissette file copy: their own survey of the disputed boundary, sealed, signed, dated the ninth of last month, with field notes and a closure of two hundredths of a foot, which is a way of saying this is what it looks like when a professional does it.

I put the county’s version beside it.

The office goes very quiet.

“That’s my signature block,” Roy says.

“It’s your signature block on somebody else’s survey,” I say. “The bearings don’t close. Eleven feet out at the river corner. And the recording date is a Thursday and the day-book line is the Monday before it, which is impossible, unless somebody put a document into the record and then went back and moved a date to make the order come out right.”

“Four years,” Ansel says. He’s tracing the plat with one finger, not touching it. “That’s not the eleven feet. Look at the reference. It cites a prior instrument from four years ago that we never surveyed, on a parcel we’ve had continuously since our grandfather.”

“Which means the four-year-old one is a forgery too,” I say, “and this one exists to give the forgery a friend, because two links look like history and one link looks like a mistake.”

Roy sits down heavily on a stool. He’s stopped being warm. He’s gone somewhere else, and his brother has turned to watch him go, which tells me more about the two of them than an hour of talking would.

“How long has this been in the record?” Roy says.

“This one? Eleven days.” I open my folder, and I lay out the fourteen, one at a time, the way you deal cards you’re not enjoying. “This method’s been running six years. Every Denhouse in the county with a filing. Every one of them has a timestamp that doesn’t sit right.”

Grady, from the doorway, arms folded, shirt still not on: “Say the rest of it.”

I look up.

“You’ve got a list,” he says. “You didn’t drive out here at seven in the morning for one plat. What’s the rest of it.”

This is the moment I have to decide whether to be the crank in the basement or the woman who says the thing out loud in a room with witnesses.

“The rest of it is that I reported this pattern two years ago,” I say, “to the deputy examiner of this county. He told me, kindly, that I’d imagined it, and put me in a basement. I’ve been documenting it ever since off the clock. He’s the only person with access to the day book, the stamp, and the confidence of everyone upstairs. And there is a dark pickup with county plates parked at your crossroads, right now, with its engine off.”

Nobody says anything for a moment.

Then Ansel reaches past me, pulls the office phone off the wall, and dials without looking at the keypad.

“Doreen,” he says. “It’s Ansel Bissette. Yeah. She’s here.”


3
Two Sources


Here is what nobody tells you about corroboration: it’s the most intimate thing two professionals can do.

We work the plot table for fifteen hours. Roy on my left, Ansel on my right, Grady in and out with coffee and threat reports, and between the three of us we go through every parcel in my file and every corresponding sheet in the Bissette archive, which turns out to be a fireproof cabinet in the back room holding sixty years of surveys nobody has ever had reason to doubt.

That’s the thing that changes everything and I don’t say it out loud until hour four.

“You’re an independent source,” I say.

Ansel looks up. He’s the one who catches things a half-second before his brother.

“The registry’s copies are compromised,” I say. “Anything I pull from the county is potentially something Stanhope has touched. But you have privately held, sealed, dated originals of the same boundaries, made by licensed surveyors, in an unbroken series since 1961. If your copy and the county’s copy disagree, and yours closes and theirs doesn’t, then it’s not my word against his any more. It’s the physical world against him.”

“Huh,” they say, in unison.

“You do that a lot.”

“We’ve been told,” says Roy.

“It’s involuntary,” says Ansel.

“It is not involuntary, he does it on purpose.”

“He does it on purpose,” Ansel agrees, and hands me the 1998 file for the Nadeau parcel without being asked, which is the one I was reaching for.

By hour six I’ve stopped noticing that I’m sitting between two men whose shoulders are warmer than the room. By hour seven I’ve started noticing again, hard, and I can’t decide which is worse.

Because they’re good. That’s the thing that’s undoing me, and I’ll put it in the file I keep in my own head: it isn’t the shoulders. It’s that I say “I need the reference plat from the parent parcel” and one of them has it half out of the drawer already. It’s Roy talking me through how a line-walk actually goes, the difference between what a stake says and what the ground says, his hands doing the shape of terrain in the air. It’s Ansel putting a fresh coffee at my elbow at the exact moment I’d have looked up for one, twice, three times, without a word about it, until the fourth time I catch him doing it and say, “How do you know?”

“You go quiet about ninety seconds before you want something,” he says, not looking up from the plat. “Then you push your glasses up. Then you look for it. I just moved it forward.”

Two years of a basement, and a man in a survey office has been reading me like a set of field notes since breakfast.

The room’s temperature does something.

Grady comes through at some point in the evening, drops a folded slip of paper by my elbow, and goes out again without stopping.

Pickup back 4:50. Left 5:20. Didn’t get out.

“He writes them down,” I say.

“He always writes them down,” Roy says. “He writes them for you. He says them out loud to us. I’d think about what that means.”

“Where does he sleep?”

Both of them look up at once, and something goes across the table that I decline to be embarrassed about.

“He has the room over the office,” Ansel says, evenly. “He’s slept out on the porch every night since the pickup started coming. He’d tell you it’s about the fence.”

At hour ten I find the seventh parcel.

I’ve been calling them fourteen. Fourteen properties with bad timestamps. But when you lay the Bissette originals against the county’s copies, the fourteen sort themselves: seven are anomalies I can prove are false, with an honest original to hold up beside them, and seven are anomalies I can only prove are odd.

Seven is the number that matters. Seven falsified instruments, one method, one hand, six years, and every one of them cracking open a gap in a chain of title on land held by a pack.

I sit back. My spine makes a sound.

“That’s it,” I say. “That’s the whole thing. He wasn’t stealing land. He was manufacturing the opportunity to steal land and selling it, and somebody down in Harlan Crossing was buying the opportunities and planting instruments in them, and neither half looks criminal without the other half.”

Roy says, quietly, “And my name’s on one of them.”

“Your name is on one of them,” I agree, because I don’t lie to people about records, “and we’re going to prove your survey was honest and the document around it wasn’t, and that’s a very different sentence than the one you’re saying to yourself right now.”

He doesn’t answer. Ansel does, dry, without heat: “He’s going to be about this for a while. It’s a family setting.”

“I can hear you.”

“You’re meant to.”

I laugh, and it startles me, because I don’t think I’ve laughed in a work context in two years.

And that’s when the room finishes changing.

Roy reaches past me for the pencil and doesn’t move back. Ansel, on my other side, has one arm along the back of my chair, and has had for maybe an hour, in a way that hasn’t been touching me and is now the only thing in the county I can feel.

“Winnie,” Roy says. Just my name, in that warm voice, and there is a question folded into it that he is much too decent to ask out loud.

I look at him. Then I turn my head and look at his brother, who is watching me with that quiet, close attention, and who, I understand all at once, has been waiting. Not competing. Waiting. Because whatever the two of them are, they are not two men who race each other, and the thing between them has already decided that this is mine to run.

Two years of being told what I did and didn’t perceive.

I put the pencil down.

“Roy,” I say.

“Yeah.”

“Come here.”

He kisses me like the man who talks: warm, immediate, an inhale of a kiss, hands framing my jaw, and a low sound in his chest that isn’t a human sound at all. I fist a hand in his shirt and pull him down and the chair complains and I stop caring about the chair. He tastes like coffee and pencil shavings. His hands are hot enough to be alarming on a chart. Somewhere in it he says my name against my mouth, and it’s not a question any more.

Then I put a hand flat on his chest, break it, and turn my head the other way.

Ansel hasn’t moved. He’s still got his arm along the back of my chair, and his eyes are all pupil.

“Your turn,” I tell him, “if you want it.”

“I want it.” Flat. Certain. “I’ve wanted it since you said the physical world against him.”

He kisses like the man who watches: nothing hurried, one hand sliding up the back of my neck into my hair and closing there, taking his time, learning what makes my breath catch and then doing that. Where Roy asked, Ansel simply finds out. The chair’s gone, actually, at some point I’m standing, my hip against the plot table and a plat of the Nadeau parcel getting crushed under my hand, and the rumble in his chest is lower than his brother’s and doesn’t stop.

When I come up for air my glasses are somewhere and my hands are shaking and both of them are watching me with the same expression from two different faces.

“That was very fair,” Roy says, hoarse. “That was distributed very fairly.”

“I’m an examiner,” I say. “I check both copies.”

Ansel makes a sound like a man shot, and then Ansel does something about it.

He gets a hand under my skirt.

That’s all. No announcement, no request, one warm calloused palm sliding up the inside of my thigh while his brother is still holding my face, and when he finds me soaked through he goes very still and says, in that flat surveyor’s voice, “Roy.”

“Yeah.”

“She’s been like this since about four o’clock.”

“I know she has,” Roy says, with feeling. “Do you think I don’t know? I’ve been sat next to it for six hours.”

“You’ve both been smelling me for six hours,” I say, “and neither of you did anything about it,” and Roy laughs and says, “You were working,” like that’s an answer, like that’s not the most infuriating and correct thing anyone has ever said to me.

Ansel puts two fingers in me right there against the plot table.

I make a noise into Roy’s mouth. My hips go forward onto his hand without consulting me at all, and he keeps them there with his other palm flat on my belly and works me slowly, unhurried, watching the side of my face while his brother kisses me stupid, and the whole thing takes about ninety seconds because I am thirty-six years old and I have not been touched by another human being in two years and the wanting has been building since a wolf put his nose on my hand.

I come standing up in a survey office with a plat of the Nadeau parcel crushed under my palm and both of them holding me.

“Well,” says Roy, into the silence afterwards, delighted, wrecked. “There goes the filing system.”

Through the office window, out past the trucks, on the porch of the farmhouse in the dark, a man is sitting on the step with his back to us, not looking, deliberately not looking, keeping his watch.

I put my glasses back on and my hands back on the file and we work another hour, because that’s who all three of us are, and at eleven o’clock Ansel says, “Winnie. Look at the sixth one.”

The sixth falsified filing is on the Kittredge Denhouse, out past the ridge. It’s six years old, the oldest in the set, the first time the method ever ran.

The signature block on the county’s copy of that one isn’t Roy’s.

It’s Merle Stanhope’s own, in his examiner’s capacity, certifying his own correction to a record that didn’t need correcting.

“He signed the first one himself,” I say. “Before he got careful.”

The three of us look at it for a long moment.

“That’s not a gap in a chain,” Ansel says. “That’s a confession with a stamp on it.”


4
Field Work


Idon’t go home.

That’s a decision I make somewhere around midnight and then decline to examine, the same way I declined to examine the lipstick, and at half past twelve I’m standing in the doorway of the room over the survey office with my folder still in my hand like a woman who might yet do some filing.

Roy takes the folder off me and sets it on the dresser.

“You can have it back in the morning,” he says.

“I’ve got a hundred and six entries in there.”

“They’ll keep.” He’s crowding me gently backward and I’m letting him. “You’ve held that thing for two years, examiner. Put it down.”

Ansel closes the door behind us and turns the key, and the sound of the lock does something to the backs of my knees.

Then they don’t hurry, which turns out to be the thing that ruins me.

Roy gets my cardigan off my shoulders one arm at a time, and Ansel takes it and hangs it, actually hangs it, on the back of the chair, and I laugh, and Roy says, “He does that, don’t encourage him,” and Ansel says, “It’s a nice cardigan,” and gets his hands under my shirt from behind while he says it.

They know what they’re doing. That’s the whole texture of it. Two men who have worked a hundred boundaries together, who trade tools without looking, running the same operation on me: Roy in front, mouth at my throat, hands opening buttons; Ansel behind, palms flat up my ribs, thumbs finding the underwire and following it. Nobody’s in anybody’s way. Nobody says a word about who does what.

My shirt goes. My bra goes, unhooked one-handed by somebody, I genuinely could not swear which. And then Roy steps back half a pace to look at me, and Ansel keeps me standing, and I get sixty full seconds of being looked at by a man whose face has gone slack with it.

“God,” Roy says. “Look at you.”

“Are you going to talk the whole time?”

“Yes,” he says, cheerfully. “You’ll like it. Everyone likes it.”

He’s not wrong.

They put me on the bed and they take the rest of my clothes off between them, unhurried, and the room is warm because both of them run hot as a fever and now I know why.

They scent me. That’s the part nobody puts in the folklore. Roy gets his face into the crook of my neck and breathes in like a man at a bakery door, and Ansel does the same at the inside of my thigh, unhurried, and I understand that they’re reading me: what I want, how much, how close, all of it legible to them before I’ve decided to say any of it out loud.

“That’s not fair,” I tell the ceiling.

“No,” Ansel agrees, from between my legs. “It isn’t.” And then they arrange themselves the way they arrange everything, without discussion: Roy up by my head, on his side, propped on an elbow, mouth at my ear. Ansel down the bed, hands on my knees, opening me.

“Right,” says Roy, against my ear. “I’m going to tell you what he’s doing.”

That’s how I find out what I’ve been missing for the whole of my adult life.

Because Roy narrates. Filthy, warm, delighted, shameless, running commentary in a low voice six inches from my ear while his brother works: he’s looking at you, he’s been wanting to look at you since the plot table, you should see your cunt right now, sweetheart, you’re soaked, you’re soaked through and he hasn’t even, and then Ansel’s mouth lands on me and I arch off the bed and Roy’s voice goes rough and doesn’t stop.

Ansel doesn’t talk at all. Ansel eats like he works a boundary: methodically, thoroughly, taking his time to find where the ground actually is rather than where the paper says it should be. Flat of his tongue first, slow and broad, twice, three times, until my hips are chasing him. Then narrower. Then focused, lips closed over my clit and a rhythm that builds like water behind a dam, and two thick fingers pushing into me and curling on the first try.

“There,” Roy says, watching. “That’s it. That’s the face.”

“Shut up.”

“No.” He kisses my temple. His hand comes up and takes my breast, thumb rolling my nipple in time with whatever his brother is doing, and the two sensations arrive braided. “You want to hear it. You’ve been dry-witted in a basement for two years and nobody’s told you a single true thing about your own body, and I’m going to talk until you come, and then I’m going to talk while he fucks you.”

I come the first time under two minutes later, with my fist in Ansel’s hair and Roy’s voice in my ear and a sound out of me that the whole farm hears.

Ansel doesn’t stop. Ansel keeps his mouth exactly where it is and works me straight through the aftershocks and into a second one, ruthless about it, while Roy tells me what I look like: soaked, swollen, his brother’s face shining with me, my thighs shaking round his ears.

“Say it properly,” I manage.

Roy’s mouth is right at my ear. “Say what properly, sweetheart?”

“You know what.”

“I want to hear you ask for it.”

“Tell me what my cunt looks like, Roy,” I say, and Roy Bissette groans like he’s been shot and tells me, at length, in detail, and I come a second time before he’s finished the sentence.

Then they swap.

They do it without a signal. Ansel comes up the bed and Roy goes down it, and the difference is instant and educational: Ansel’s mouth at my ear is quiet, and what comes out of it is not commentary, it’s instruction.

“Hands over your head.”

I put my hands over my head.

“Keep them there.” One hand closes loosely around both my wrists anyway, not holding, just resting, the point made twice. “Knees wider. Good. Now stay still for him and let him work.”

Roy, from between my thighs, muffled: “This is my favorite part of the year.”

“He’s proud of that line,” Ansel says. “He’s been saving it.”

“I have been saving it. Let me have it.”

“You may have it,” Ansel says, and then he stops talking to his brother and gives me the whole of his attention, and if Roy’s register is praise then Ansel’s is command with worship underneath it. Breathe. Let go of that. You don’t have to do anything, you don’t have to be right about anything, not in this room. His teeth at my throat. His hand still around my wrists. Roy sucking my clit with his fingers deep in me and a growl going through his chest into mine.

The second one takes me apart in pieces.

Somewhere in the middle of it, through the sweat in my eyes, I look at the door.

Grady’s standing in it.

The door I heard lock. He has a key, of course he has a key, and he’s come up because a truck went past or a light was on or because he is a man who checks, and he’s stopped dead on the threshold with his hand still on the frame.

He doesn’t leave.

I hold his eyes.

I don’t know what I expected to feel and it isn’t what I feel, which is: good. Which is a bolt of heat straight down through my belly. Which is my hips lifting into Roy’s mouth while a fourth man watches me from the doorway with his jaw set and his hand white-knuckled on the frame, and neither of us looking away, not once, not while Ansel says “there she goes” against my ear, not while it hits me, not while I come apart looking straight at him and making no attempt at all to be quiet about it.

Grady watches all of it.

Then he takes his hand off the frame, and steps back, and pulls the door closed, and doesn’t say one word.

Neither do I.

“He’ll be on the porch,” Ansel says, eventually, into my hair. There’s no edge on it at all. It’s the tone of a man reporting weather. “And before you ask: it’s between you and him. It has been for two days.”

Then Roy comes up the bed with his mouth wet and his eyes gone gold, and I get my hands on him at last, and the rest of the night stops being about anybody who isn’t in this room.

Then I get him on his back and put my mouth on him, because I have wanted this since a survey office at eleven o’clock last night and I am done being polite about the order of business.

His cock is thick and flushed dark and already wet at the crown when I get him out, and I take my time looking, finally, properly: the long working body, the scarred forearms, the flush going down his chest, the way he’s built heavy and curved and heavier still in my fist. I stroke him slow and watch his eyes roll back.

“How do you want it,” he manages.

“On my back. Now.”

“Yes ma’am.”

I take him deep, as deep as I can, until my eyes water, and he loses his grip on the narration and just says oh and God and my name, and his hips lift off the bed, and when I hollow my cheeks and look up at him his eyes go gold to the rim and he has to physically drag me off him by the shoulders.

“Not like that,” he pants. “Not the first time. I want to be in you.”

“Then be in me.”

He pushes into me slow the first time, all the way, and stops there with his forehead against mine.

“Oh, that’s not fair,” he says. “Winnie. Sweetheart. You feel, God.”

“Words, Roy.”

“You’re so wet I could hear it.” He starts to move. “You know that? I could hear you before I was in you. Tight as anything and dripping down my own thigh and I am going to be thinking about that at the county counter for the rest of my natural life.”

He fucks like he talks: warm, enthusiastic, unstoppable, and he does not shut up once. He tells me how I take him. He tells me what my tits do when he goes deep, which is apparently worth a paragraph. He gets his hand splayed low on my belly and tells me he can feel himself in me from the outside, and then presses down so I can feel it too, and I swear at the ceiling in a way that would embarrass my mother.

“Say it back,” he pants. “Come on. Tell me.”

“You’re too big and I don’t want you to stop.”

“Christ. Again.”

“Fuck me properly, Roy.”

He does. The bed complains. His chest goes like an engine and the growl in it never stops, and when I come around him he swears once and buries himself and empties into me with his mouth open on my throat, gold-eyed, shaking, saying my name like a man losing an argument.

Ansel takes his place while I’m still shaking, which is when I learn the other lesson of the night.

Because Ansel fucks the way he does everything: quiet, exact, watching my face. He puts my legs over his shoulders and goes deep and slow and doesn’t say a word for a long time. Deep enough that I can feel him at the top of every stroke. Slow enough that I have to live through each one. His brother’s come still in me, easing the way, and he knows it, and the one thing he does say about it, flat and quiet, ruins me: “You’re a mess. I’m going to make it worse.”

It’s so much more intense than noise that I start begging just to break it.

“Say something. Anything. Please.”

He bends me nearly double, gets his mouth by my ear, and says, in a flat, level voice: “I knew you weren’t imagining it. The first minute. Before the plats.”

I come so hard I lose the room.

He follows me over silently, teeth locked, gold in his eyes, forehead pressed to mine.

Afterward there’s a long stretch of dark and the two of them arguing in whispers about who’s getting the water, and me lying between them boneless and wrecked and smiling at the ceiling like a fool.

At some point the office phone rings downstairs. Ansel goes for it, comes back, hands me my glasses.

“Your supervisor,” he says. “Wants to know why a closed matter’s been reopened.”

I look at the clock. It’s ten past two in the morning.

“Nobody’s in that building after hours,” I say.

“No,” agrees a voice from the doorway. Grady’s back, dressed, with a mug in each hand, level, and if there’s anything in his face about what he saw an hour ago, he has it locked down. “Nobody’s in that office after hours but one man.”
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Chain of Custody


Roy tells me at six in the morning, standing at the stove with his back to the room, which is how men tell you things they’ve been holding all night.

“I signed it.”

“You signed a certification block that somebody photographed and moved.”

“No.” He turns around. The warmth is gone out of his face and what’s under it is worse than grief; it’s a man doing arithmetic he’s been refusing to do. “Winnie. The Kittredge one. Six years ago. I did that survey.”

I put my coffee down.

“Not the plat in the record,” he says. “The real one. Kittredge asked for a boundary retracement, I walked it, I wrote it up, I filed it with the county. And a month later Merle Stanhope rang me at this table and said there’d been a clerical problem with the recording and could I confirm my field notes, and I confirmed them, and he thanked me and asked me the date I’d walked it and I told him, and he said, that’s what I have, that’s fine then, sorry to trouble you.”

The kitchen is very quiet. Ansel has stopped moving by the door.

“He needed the date from you,” I say slowly. “Out loud. On a phone call. So he’d know what the honest date was, so he’d know what to move it to.”

“I gave it to him. Chapter and verse. Cheerfully.” Roy sets both hands on the counter and leans on them. “Six years. Every one of those filings you laid out on the table, every single one, the method starts there, the month after I handed a nice man my own dates on a Tuesday morning because he was polite to me.”

“Roy.”

“I was the hole he came in through.”

The bond, which has been humming at the edges of me since a wolf put his nose on my hand, does something I’ve never felt it do. It shoves. Straight through the middle of me at the man leaning on that counter with his back bowed, and what it wants is instantaneous and enormous and simple: go to him, get your hands on him, tell him it isn’t his fault, make it stop hurting, right now.

It’s the strongest thing I’ve felt in two days of very strong things.

And I stand exactly where I am.

“No,” I say.

Roy looks up.

“Not the confession,” I say. “The comfort. I’m not doing it. Not yet.”

Ansel goes very still by the door. Somewhere behind me I hear the porch step take Grady’s weight, once, and then nothing.

“Winnie…”

“Do you know what would happen if I came over there right now?” My voice is not steady, which is fine; steady isn’t the requirement. “I’d hold you and you’d let me and it would feel wonderful, and it would end this conversation forever. You’d have confessed and been absolved in the same four minutes, and every single thing you haven’t told me yet would stay in you. And sooner or later I’m going to be sitting in front of somebody official with your name on a document, and something will come out that I didn’t know, and it’ll take the whole case down, and you will never once forgive yourself for it.”

He’s staring at me.

“So no,” I say. “You tell me all of it first. Every call, every date, every thing he asked you that seemed harmless. And I’m going to sit here and write it down like a deposition, because that’s what it is, and then when it’s finished and it’s on paper and there’s nothing left in you that I don’t know…” My voice does go, then, just slightly. “…then you can have anything in this house you want.”

Ansel says, quietly, from the door: “Noted. And dated.”

“Shut up, Ansel,” Roy says, and sits down across from me, and starts talking.

It takes ten hours.

And here’s what nobody warns you about a woman with an examiner’s discipline in a house full of shifters: they can smell exactly what it’s costing me.

I know because Ansel brings me a glass of water at hour two and his hand is not steady when he sets it down. I know because Roy, halfway through, stops mid-sentence with his pupils blown and says, “You’re…” and I say, “Keep going,” and he keeps going. I know because when I finally get up to stretch at hour three, Grady is standing at the far end of the porch facing the fence line with his back to the house and his shoulders set like a man holding a door shut, and he doesn’t turn round.

Nobody touches me all day. Not one hand. In a house where the air is thick enough with it to spread on bread.

And I am, the entire time, in a state I would describe on a form as unfit for public duties. Wet through by noon. Aching in a way that has stopped being metaphorical, sitting in a kitchen chair with a pen in my hand and my thighs pressed together, taking down a deposition in neat cursive while three men with a wolf’s sense of smell sit in the same house and say nothing about it, because I said no, and no means no in this house, even when it’s costing every single person in it.

At one point Roy leaves the room for eleven minutes and comes back looking hollowed out and won’t meet my eye, and I know exactly what he’s been doing and where, and the knowing nearly finishes me off at the table.

They honor it because I asked, and because these are the men they are, and by four in the afternoon I understand that this is the single most erotic thing that has ever happened to me in my life, and that I will be thinking about the not-touching for the rest of it.

At four-fifteen I put my pen down on nine pages of longhand.

“That’s all of it,” Roy says. He looks scoured. He also looks about four years younger than he did this morning.

“That’s all of it,” I agree, and read it back to him line by line, and he initials each page, and I date it and sign it as the person who took it down, and I do not have to explain to a room full of surveyors why the initialling matters.

Then I close the notebook.

“Right,” I say. “Now go and get your boots.”

Because there’s one thing in those nine pages that changes everything, and it isn’t the phone call.

It’s this: Roy walked the real Kittredge boundary six years ago and set two temporary hubs he never went back for. Wooden stakes, hand-marked, out past the ridge in scrub nobody’s touched since. If the honest survey ever gets challenged, those hubs are the ground truth.

And in the last eleven days, according to Roy, somebody has been out there.

“How do you know?”

“Because Grady walked it Tuesday and came back wrong,” Roy says. “Ask him.”

I ask him.

Grady, on the porch step, doesn’t look up from lacing his boot. “Somebody stood at both hubs. Same man. Recent enough I could still read him.”

“Read him how?”

He does look up then.

“Show her,” Ansel says.

We take two trucks out to the ridge, and at the gate Grady steps out, strips to the skin without ceremony or apology, hands his clothes to Ansel, and shifts.

I’m getting used to it. That’s the strangest part. Ten seconds of the world rearranging itself and then a dark, heavy-shouldered wolf shakes himself out and puts his nose down into the wet grass and gets to work, and my heart rate is doing something my heart rate has no business doing.

He quarters the hillside for forty minutes. We follow with the GPS and my notebook. And I watch a man with no scientific training in the world conduct the most rigorous field investigation I’ve ever witnessed: he refuses two false leads, backs off, recuts them, and then at the first hub he stiffens all over and holds.

“Cologne,” Ansel translates, watching him. “Same as at the office window last March.”

“He was at your window?”

“March,” Ansel says. “We thought it was a customer.”

At the second hub, four hundred yards on, the wolf circles twice, sits, and looks back at me. It’s the exact look he gave me at the marker stone: evidence, examiner. Bag it.

And here is where it turns from a wolf’s nose into a case.

Because I don’t write down “the wolf smelled a man.” I write down: Second hub, Kittredge retracement, temporary wooden stake, no county record of visitation. Physical disturbance consistent with recent approach on foot from the east, matching a second location four hundred and ten yards west. Both locations independently identified by G. Fenn prior to disclosure of hub positions.

Because that’s the thing. I made Ansel keep the hub coordinates to himself until after Grady had found them. Blind. On purpose.

“You tested him,” Ansel says, reading over my shoulder, and there’s something in his voice that is almost reverent.

“I corroborated him,” I say. “There’s a difference, and the difference is the entire case.”

Grady comes back to us and shifts, and stands there breathing hard and naked in the wind with grass seed stuck to his shins.

“He was there twice,” he says. “Once in the dry, once after rain. He knows exactly where the honest survey lives, and he’s been out here checking whether anyone’s noticed.”

“Which means,” I say, and my mouth has gone dry, “he already knows the records don’t match. He’s not waiting to find out. He’s been auditing his own forgeries.”

The three of them look at each other, and it’s the first time I see all three faces do the same thing at once.

“Then he’s going to fix them,” Roy says.
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Recorded and Witnessed


It takes me two days to build the pattern into something a board can read, and I build it at the Bissette plot table with three men bringing me things.

Seven falsified instruments. One method: pull the honest filing, generate a replacement with a moved date, retire the original into a “corrected” file that nobody ever opens, and let the false sequence sit until a shell company needs a gap. Six years. Fourteen properties touched, seven of them broken.

And the money.

That comes at four on the second afternoon, and it comes because Doreen Pike in Harlan Crossing is a woman who keeps things. She sends me Marlee Osgood’s full exhibit list, and buried at exhibit five is a registered-agent address for a shell called Meridian Land Services, and I have seen that suite number before, on page forty of my own file, on a consulting-fee disclosure form that Merle Stanhope filed with the county in 2022 because the county requires disclosure of outside income and he is a careful man who follows rules he thinks are decorative.

He declared it. That’s the part that undoes me. He declared it on a form, in a drawer, in the building I work in, because nobody has ever once in the history of this county read the outside-income disclosures.

I sit back. My hands are shaking.

“Say it,” Ansel says.

“He’s paid,” I say. “By them. It’s on a county form in his own handwriting. The registry and the shells aren’t two crimes, they’re one payroll.”

Nobody whoops. It isn’t that kind of house. Ansel puts his hand flat on the table next to mine, not touching. Grady, in the doorway, exhales once through his nose.

And Roy, who has been very quiet for two days, gets up and walks out of the office.

I find him at the truck.

“Don’t say anything kind,” he says. “I’ll come apart.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything kind. I was going to say get in.”

We drive out to the Kittredge line with the afternoon going gold, and I make him park at the gate and walk the last three hundred yards, because I want it done in the right place and I’ve become, in four days, a woman who believes in the right place.

The marker stone at the river corner is granite, county-set, waist high, warm from a whole day of sun. Roy hasn’t been able to look at it since the confession.

“This one,” I say.

“Winnie…”

“Your bearings close on this stone.” I put my hand on it. “The honest survey, the one you walked six years ago, closes to two hundredths of a foot on this stone and I have checked it three ways and it is right, Roy. What that man did to the paper doesn’t reach this. It’s still here, and it’s still true, and you put it there.”

He makes a sound like something giving way.

“So I’m going to say the kind thing after all,” I tell him, “and then I’m going to do something about it, because I’ve had two days of not touching anyone and I’m at the far end of my professional composure.”

He kisses me against the stone.

It’s nothing like the office. This is a man with two days of grief and forty-eight hours of enforced restraint coming out of him at once, and he lifts me clean off the ground, one arm under me, and sets me on the top of the marker with my legs around him and the granite warm through my skirt, and the sound in his chest is continuous.

“Anyone could come up that road,” he says against my mouth, not stopping.

“I know.”

“There’s a hay truck due.”

“I know, Roy.”

“Just checking you knew.” He gets my shirt open, and stops, and looks, and says something in a voice that has gone to gravel: “Two days. Two days of you sitting in my kitchen smelling like that and not letting a single one of us near you.”

“Was that hard?”

“It was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life.”

“Good,” I say, and I mean it savagely, and he laughs and then stops laughing when I get his belt open.

Here’s what I learn about Roy Bissette on a county boundary marker in broad daylight. He tells me everything he’s doing as he does it and everything he’s about to do before he does it, in a warm filthy stream, and by the time he’s got my underwear off and stuffed in his own pocket like a man who has plans for the drive home, I’m shaking.

He puts his mouth on me right there in the open air with the whole valley in front of us, kneeling in the grass at the base of the stone, and he does it with the enthusiasm of a man who has been thinking about nothing else for two days. Sun on my throat. Granite under my hands. Somewhere down the hill an actual tractor, actually working, actually within sight if anybody happened to look up.

I come with my heel hooked over his shoulder and my head back and the sky going white at the edges, and I don’t even try to be quiet, and a crow gets up out of the hedge and leaves.

Then I get him on his back in the grass at the foot of the stone and return the favour, because he has spent two days grieving and forty-eight hours not touching me and I intend him to have something to remember about this boundary that isn’t shame.

I take my time. I use my hands and my mouth and every filthy thing I’ve learned about him in five days, and Roy Bissette, who talks through everything, talks through this too, right up until he can’t.

“God. Winnie. Your mouth.” One hand hovers over my hair and lands, careful. “Look at you. Look at you doing that in broad daylight on a county line.”

I hum around him and his hips come off the grass.

“That’s, don’t, if you do that I’m going to, sweetheart, I’m serious, I’m going to…”

And then he’s not talking any more, just my name at the sky, twice. When he tries to warn me I take him deeper instead, and he swears and goes rigid and comes in my mouth with his fist in the grass, and I hold his eyes the whole way through it and swallow, deliberately, and let him watch me do it.

“You are going to kill me,” he says, to the clouds.

“Not yet.” I wipe my mouth with the back of my wrist. “Get up. I want you in me before that hay truck comes.”

Then he stands and gets his hands under me and asks, hoarse: “Like this? Out here?”

“Exactly like this. Out here.”

He gets his hands under my thighs and lifts me onto him, and slides in slow with my back against the stone and my legs locked round him, and stops there, seated all the way, forehead against mine, both of us breathing.

And over his shoulder, down at the crossroads, a dark pickup is sitting on the shoulder with its engine off.

I see it. He hasn’t. I have about a second and a half to decide, and what I decide, with a clarity that surprises me, is that a man who has spent six years quietly rewriting my county does not get to own one more minute of my life than he’s already taken.

“Don’t stop,” I say.

“Wasn’t going to.”

He fucks me against the marker stone in broad daylight with the whole valley open in front of us and a county pickup parked in plain sight, and I keep my eyes open the entire time. Long deep strokes, granite hot at my back, his hands under me taking my whole weight like I don’t have any, and the noise of it carrying further than either of us can pretend it doesn’t.

“Say it again,” he says. “The thing about the bearings.”

“They close.” I get my mouth by his ear. “Everything you did out here is true. It’s in the ground. He couldn’t touch it.”

And Roy Bissette comes apart on his own honest boundary in the middle of the afternoon, and fucks me against a county marker stone with the sun going down over the ridge, and talks the entire way through it, and at the end says my name three times and something else that I keep.

His eyes are pure gold when he opens them. Neither of us mentions it.

Afterward he sits down in the grass with his back against the stone and pulls me into his lap and we stay there a stupid amount of time, and my underwear stays in his pocket, and a hay truck does eventually go by on the far road and neither of us moves an inch.

“They’ll know,” he says, into my hair. “The second we walk in. Both of them.”

“I’m aware.”

“Grady will have known twenty minutes ago. From the porch.”

“Roy.”

“Just laying out the survey.”

We walk in grass-stained at seven o’clock, and Ansel is at the plot table with a pencil behind his ear and does not look up.

“He owes me twenty dollars,” he says to the room. “He said he’d cry. Did he cry?”

“He did not cry.”

“He’s lying,” Roy says.

“I’m honestly not.”

“She’s protecting my dignity, which is more than my own brother has ever done.”

Ansel puts his hand out flat. Roy digs a twenty out of the pocket that isn’t full of my underwear and slaps it into it, and Ansel folds it away and finally looks up at me, and the look goes on a beat too long, and my whole body reports for duty.

“Later,” he says, mildly, and goes back to the plat.

Grady comes down off the roof at half past eight.

He does it the way he does everything, without announcement: boots on the gutter, drop, and there he is in the yard with binoculars around his neck and rain starting.

“Truck’s back,” he says. “Crossroads. Engine off, forty minutes now. Same plates.”

We all look down the road. You can’t see the crossroads from the yard. He knows exactly where it is anyway.

“He’s not watching the house,” Grady says. “He’s watching the road from the county building. He’s not tailing you, examiner. He’s waiting to see if you go in.”

I feel the whole thing tip.

“Because tomorrow’s Monday,” I say slowly. “And on Monday I’m supposed to be at my desk in that basement. And if I don’t turn up…”

“He knows you know,” Ansel says.

“And if I do turn up,” I say, “then he doesn’t know anything yet, and he does whatever he was already going to do.”

The four of us stand in the rain in the yard.

“Then I’ll be at my desk at eight,” I say.

Grady looks at me for a long moment. Then he says the longest sentence he’s said to me yet.

“I’ll drive you in. I’ll be in the lot the whole day. If you’re not out by five past five I’m coming through that door, and I won’t be knocking, and I won’t be wearing anything, because I won’t be a man when I do it.”

“That’s the most he’s said since Christmas,” Roy says, to nobody.

“He means every word of it,” Ansel says. “The naked part especially.”

And then Grady Fenn walks off into the rain to check the fence, and I stand in the yard with my mouth open and every nerve I own lit up like a switchboard, and somewhere down at the crossroads an engine that has been off for forty minutes turns over and idles.
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The register of deeds opens at eight and I’m at the counter at seven fifty-eight, because I have been late exactly once in eleven years and it was a funeral.

Stanhope is in the front office with his coffee.

“Winnie.” Warm. Pleased. He has a way of saying my name that puts a hand on your shoulder without ever touching you. “You look well. Really. You’ve got colour.”

“Country air.”

“Is that right.” He smiles. He has the golden retriever photograph and a Rotary pin and a way of tilting his head that has convinced this county for twenty years that he is the last careful man in public service. “You know, I was thinking about you Friday. That business a couple of years back. I’ve always felt we handled that clumsily, you and I.”

“Had you.”

“You were tired, and I was blunt, and the basement was never meant to be permanent.” He sips. “We’ve all been there, haven’t we. You get an idea in your teeth and it won’t let go, and it takes a friend to say the unpopular thing.”

We’ve all been there.

“I’m going to go down and get on with the boxes,” I say.

“Course you are. Good girl.”

I go down. I put my bag under the desk. I turn on the terminal.

And then I do the thing I came in to do, which is to open, one after another, the seven falsified instruments in the county’s own system, because sooner or later somebody official is going to ask, and I need certified copies with today’s date on them, printed on the county’s own printer, from the county’s own database, and I need them before anybody thinks about it too hard.

The first one loads.

I read it twice, and my hands go cold, and I read it a third time.

The recording date is right.

Not right as in correct. Right as in it now matches the day-book line. Thursday and Thursday. Clean as a whistle. Nothing to see.

I open the second. Same. Third. Same.

I go through all seven with the sound going out of the room, and every single one has been corrected. The dates agree. The sequences work. The chains close. Six years of a method, tidied up over a weekend, and the record of this county now says, in its own indelible voice, that Winnie Pelletier was mistaken.

There’s a version of this where I scream. I want it on the record that I considered it.

What I actually do is sit very still and think about a soft voice saying you get an idea in your teeth.

Because he didn’t attack me. That’s what he’ll say if I go upstairs. He’ll say, kindly, in front of witnesses, that he doesn’t know what I’m talking about, that the records are what they are, that perhaps I ought to take some time. And every person in that building will look at the screen and then look at me, and the screen will agree with him.

He didn’t have to discredit me. He just went into the past and made it agree with him.

At eleven the head of department comes down personally, which has happened twice in two years, and stands there with his hands behind his back and tells me my records access is suspended pending an administrative review, and that there’s been a report of county property removed from the premises, a personal file, historic documents, and that he’s sure it’s a misunderstanding but I’ll need to leave the building today and not return until I hear from them.

“Who made the report?”

“Winnie.”

“Who made the report, Bill.”

He has the grace to look at the floor.

I walk out of the county register of deeds at four minutes past eleven with a cardboard box holding a cactus and a photograph of my mother, and Grady Fenn is out of the truck and crossing the lot before I’m ten feet from the door.

He doesn’t ask. He takes the box off me, puts it in the bed, opens my door, and drives.

I don’t cry until we’re past the crossroads, and then I do it properly, once, with my fists in my lap, and he doesn’t say a word and doesn’t touch me and doesn’t put the radio on, and that turns out to be exactly right.

At the farm I lay it out for the three of them at the plot table: the erasure, the review, the theft report.

“Everything I had in the county system is gone,” I say. “Seven instruments. Corrected over a weekend. And any certified copy I pull now comes out of a database that’s been rewritten, so it isn’t evidence, it’s his evidence.”

Ansel says, “Then the county’s copy is worthless.”

“The county’s copy is worse than worthless. It actively says I’m a liar.”

Roy has his head in his hands.

And Grady says, from the window, “Good.”

We all look at him.

“He’s frightened,” Grady says. “He’s had six years of nobody looking and four days of you. Nobody rewrites seven records in a weekend because he’s calm.”

“That doesn’t help me, Grady. Everything I had is…”

“You had it for two years,” he says, “and you kept it at home, and you built it from three sources every time, and you never once put it in his building. Is that right?”

I stop.

“Say it back to me,” he says.

“…Every entry cross-checked against three independent sources,” I say slowly. “Compiled off-duty. From public terminals. In my own hand. With dates.”

“So which of those three did he own?”

The room goes silent.

“One,” I say. “He owned one. He owned the county’s copy, and I never trusted the county’s copy, because he taught me not to.”

And there it is, sitting on the table between us: the man who put me in a basement for two years is the same man who trained me never to rely on a single source, and the reason my two-year file survived a weekend of forgery is that I built every page of it assuming somebody was lying.

“That’s the case,” Ansel says quietly. “That’s the whole case. Your file, our archive, Harlan Crossing’s exhibits, and Grady’s ground truth. Four sources, none of them his.”

The notice comes at six, by courier, because of course it does.

County Board of Commissioners. Complaint of irregularity in the register of deeds. Hearing convened on the petition of one Doreen Pike, town clerk, Harlan Crossing, as the requesting party of record on an unfulfilled inter-county records request, she filed it Saturday, God bless her, without telling any of us, set for Thursday, nine a.m.

And on the second page, under the list of parties: Technical advisor to the Board: M. Stanhope, Deputy Examiner.

“He’s advising the board,” Roy says, “on the complaint about himself.”

“Seventy-two hours,” Ansel says.

That night it rains hard, and Grady takes the porch.

I know because I hear the screen door at eleven and don’t hear it come back.

And I lie in the dark in the room over the office with a body that has had four days of the most comprehensive attention of its life and one entire day of nothing, and a man on the step below my window who won’t come inside, and I last about forty minutes.

Then I put my hand between my legs.

I’m wet before I get there. I’ve been wet since the truck, since the box, since a soaked man handed his clothes to his brother at a gate and didn’t hurry about it, and I work myself in the dark with two fingers and my teeth in my own lip, and I do not think about anything except the three of them: Roy’s mouth talking me through it, Ansel’s hand around my wrists, and Grady, mostly Grady, twelve feet below me on a wet porch with a wolf’s nose and a wolf’s ears.

Because that’s the thing, and it’s the reason it takes me about a minute and a half.

He knows.

He is directly beneath this window in the rain, and there is no possible world in which he doesn’t know exactly what I’m doing and exactly whose name is in my mouth while I do it. I bite down on it and my hips lift off the mattress and I come with my knuckles white in the sheet, thinking about a man who has never once asked for anything, listening to me have him without him.

The rain goes on.

And down on the step, very quietly, so low it’s more felt through the floorboards than heard, something growls.

Neither of us says a word about it. Not then, and not for a while.

I lie there afterward listening to the water come off the eaves and to a man breathing below my window, and at midnight I give up on the pretence of sleeping, and put a blanket round my shoulders, and go out.

He’s at the top of the steps in wolf shape with his back to the door, soaked black, watching the road. He doesn’t turn when I sit down beside him.

Twenty minutes go by. The rain does not let up.

Then he gets up, walks four feet down the porch, and shifts, and stands there dripping and human and stark naked in the dark, and says, in a completely level voice:

“Pickup came past at eleven-fifty. Didn’t stop. Went on toward the ridge.”

And shifts back, and lies down again with his chin on his paws.

I sit there with my mouth slightly open.

At one-twenty he does it again. Four feet down the porch. Man. Rain running off him.

“Came back. Slowed at the gate. Kept going. He’s driving the perimeter.”

Wolf again.

At two-forty: “Somebody walked the fence at the east corner. On foot. Same cologne. He’s gone now.” A pause, and then, in the voice he uses for fence damage: “And I heard you. Earlier.”

I don’t say anything.

“Not apologising for it.” A beat. “I’d have had to be dead.”

And he’s back down into fur before I can answer, which is cowardice, and the closest thing to a love letter I have ever been handed. The vigil continues, and I sit against the porch post with the blanket over my knees and I finally understand what I’m being told.

He can’t say I’m frightened for you. There is no version of Grady Fenn that says that sentence out loud. So instead, every eighty minutes, all night, in the rain, he becomes a man for eleven seconds to give me a status report on the exact location of the thing that could hurt me, and then goes back to standing between me and it.

At four I put my hand on his shoulder, in the fur, and he goes very still under it and doesn’t move away, and we stay like that until the sky goes gray.

Then he shifts one last time, and he’s a man kneeling in front of me on a wet porch with his hair flat to his skull, and I’ve got the blanket half round him before I’ve decided to.

“You’ve been out here every night since the pickup started,” I say.

“Yes.”

“Come inside.”

“No.”

“Grady.”

“If I come inside,” he says, “I stop being the thing on the porch.” He’s looking at my mouth. He has been for about a minute. “And you need a thing on the porch more than you need one more man in that house, and I’m the only one of us that job fits.”

“Is that what you think you are?”

“It’s what I’ve always been.” Absolutely level. No self-pity anywhere in it; he’s reading a bearing. “I’m not blood. I came here when I was fourteen with a bag. They fed me and they never once made me feel it, and I have spent twenty-two years making sure I was worth the room. I don’t take things, Winnie.”

He’s close enough now that the rain coming off his hair is landing on my knees.

“I keep them,” he says.

And I kiss him.

I don’t decide to. It happens the way weather happens, and he makes a sound against my mouth like something breaking open, and for about four seconds Grady Fenn kisses me back with twenty-two years behind it, one big hand cradling the whole back of my skull and the other closing on my hip hard enough that I’ll find the marks later and keep them.

Then he pulls back an inch, breathing like he’s run the fence line.

“Not tonight,” he says, and his voice is in pieces. “Not with you frightened and me soaked and both of us using it for something else. When I have you I want it to be for no reason at all except that it’s mine.”

“That,” I tell him, “is a filthy thing to say to a woman in a blanket.”

“Go to bed, examiner.”

“You’ll be out here.”

“I’ll be out here.”

I am half an inch from changing his mind, my hand fisted in a wet blanket, willing to burn the county down, when Ansel’s low whistle comes from the kitchen door and both our heads turn.

He’s holding the phone out, and his face has changed.

“Doreen,” he says. “The hearing’s been moved up. It’s Wednesday. That’s thirty hours.”
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Isleep for an hour and wake to a hand on my ankle.

“Up,” Ansel says. “Bring nothing.”

It’s not quite six. Grey light, rain finished, the whole house asleep. He takes me down the hall to his own room, which I have not been in, and which turns out to be the tidiest room I have ever stood in: bed made, boots squared, one photograph, a shelf of ordnance maps in date order.

“We have twenty-seven hours,” I say. “The hearing is…”

“I know when the hearing is.” He shuts the door. “You’ve been running on a two-year debt and four days of adrenaline and last night you sat in the rain until four in the morning. If you walk into that room the way you are now he’ll take one look at you and start talking about how tired you seem.”

That lands like a slap, because it’s true.

“So,” Ansel says. “Twenty-seven hours. The first two are mine, and you don’t do anything at all.”

“That’s not…”

“Winnie.” He’s got his hands on the buttons of the shirt I slept in, and he undoes them one at a time, without hurry, watching my face. “You’ve been the one holding everything since you were thirty-four. You held it in a basement, alone, with nobody backing you. You held it at my brother’s kitchen table for four hours while he confessed and you didn’t let yourself have a single thing you wanted. You’ve been load-bearing for two years.”

The shirt comes off my shoulders.

“Not in here,” he says. “In here you don’t carry anything. You don’t decide anything. You don’t even move unless I tell you to.”

And that is how I discover what Ansel Bissette is like on his own.

He puts me on my back in the middle of a made bed and he takes his time in a way that borders on cruelty. My wrists go up over my head and stay there because he says so, held loosely in one of his hands, and the loose is the point; I could break it any second and we both know it and neither of us mentions it again.

He starts at my mouth and works down and he does not skip anything. Throat. Collarbone. The inside of each elbow, which nobody in thirty-six years has thought to bother with, and which apparently rewires something. My breasts get about ten minutes of unhurried attention, tongue and teeth and one hand while his mouth is on the other, until I’m pushing up off the mattress and saying please in a voice I don’t recognize.

“No,” he says, mildly, and moves on down.

He gets between my legs and looks at me for long enough that I start to squirm.

“Ansel.”

“Hm.”

“You’re looking at me.”

“You’re worth looking at.” He says it the way he’d say a bearing. “Also you’re going to come three times before you get anything, so I’m pacing myself.”

Then he puts his mouth on me and stops talking for twenty minutes.

He is exact. That’s the thing about it. Roy is enthusiasm and Ansel is precision, and precision, it turns out, is what I’ve apparently wanted my entire adult life without having the vocabulary to request it. He finds the rhythm that works inside a minute and then he does not deviate from it by a hair, and when I start to tighten he backs off.

“No.”

“Ansel.”

“Not yet.” Two fingers, deep, curling, holding me right there while his tongue goes soft and slow and useless. “Breathe.”

He does it three times. Takes me right up to the edge and holds me on it and lets me come down, and by the third I’m making sounds I would be embarrassed about if I had any capacity left for embarrassment, and my thighs are shaking around his ears, and I have lost all track of the county, the board, the seven instruments, my career, my name.

“Please,” I say. “Please, please…”

“Now,” he says, and gives it to me, and I come so hard the headboard hits the wall and my vision whites out, and he works me through every second of it and doesn’t stop when it’s done, just gentles into the next thing, and the fourth arrives before I’ve come down off the third, one long unbroken thing that empties me out.

Then he comes up the bed and takes my chin and turns my face to his.

“Again,” he says. “On me this time. Now you can move.”

And I get to have him: the quiet twin, the one who watches, flat on his back at last and letting me look my fill, which I do, at length, because nobody has ever earned it harder. Long flat stomach. Surveyor’s forearms with the veins standing. A scar through one eyebrow I’ll ask about later. And his cock, thicker than his brother’s and darker, jutting up hard against his belly and leaking for me while he lies there with his hands loose at his sides waiting to be told.

“Now who isn’t moving,” I say.

“Your bed,” he says. “Your survey.”

So I take him. I sink down on him slow, all the way, and watch what it does to his face, and it does a great deal: jaw locked, eyes gone lit right through, one muscle jumping in his cheek. He holds out for a long time, both hands finally landing on my hips hard enough to leave marks I’ll find in the shower, and he barely makes a sound the whole way, and the noise he does make at the end is so quiet and so wrecked that I nearly go over again with him.

He isn’t finished with me. That’s the other thing about Ansel: he plans.

“Turn over,” he says, when I’ve stopped shaking, and I do, and he takes me from behind on his made bed with one hand spread between my shoulder blades holding me down into the mattress and the other under my hip keeping me exactly where he wants me, and this time he isn’t quiet.

“You’re soaked through.” Flat. Exact. His mouth right at my ear. “You’ve been soaked since you walked into my office with a folder. Do you know what that’s been like? Sitting a foot from you for five days.”

“Ansel.”

“I’ve had you in this bed a hundred times in my head and not once did you make that noise.” A slow one, all the way. “Do it again.”

I do it again.

“Good,” he says. “Now stay exactly like that, because I’m not finished, and I’ve got twenty-six hours.”

I come twice more like that. The second one I’m not sure I survive.

Afterward he keeps me on him, both arms around my back, my face in his neck.

“You never had to earn being believed,” he says, into my hair. “Not here.”

I cry then, actually, properly, for about a minute and a half, into the shoulder of a man I have known for five days, and he doesn’t say a single word about it or move a single inch, and when I’m done he says, “Right. Coffee,” and that’s that.

Downstairs, Roy takes one look at us and says, “Twenty dollars.”

“There was no bet.”

“I’m establishing one retroactively.”

Then Ansel puts the coffee down and says, “Show her the log.”

Because they haven’t been asleep either.

Grady’s been out at the crossroads twice. Roy’s been on the phone since five with every surveyor within forty miles pulling their own file copies of the seven parcels, which is how we end up with a second independent archive by eight in the morning, because the surveying fraternity of this county is small, elderly and furious.

And Ansel, the quiet one, the exact one, has spent the night at the county’s public-facing portal.

“There’s a page nobody looks at,” he says, laying the printout in front of me. “It’s the transparency page. State requires it. It logs every administrative amendment to a recorded instrument: instrument number, date of amendment, and the login that made it.”

I read it standing up, for the second time in five days.

Seven instrument numbers.

All amended between 9:14 p.m. Friday and 2:38 a.m. Saturday.

One login. MSTANHOPE.

“He rewrote the past,” Ansel says, “in a system that keeps a record of the rewriting. Because it’s a records office. Recording is the entire building’s purpose. He forgot the walls were listening.”

I put the printout down very carefully, as if it might go off.

“He didn’t erase seven pieces of evidence,” I say. “He created one. And it’s better than the seven, because the seven only prove the record is wrong. This proves he knew which seven, and that he touched every one of them, in one night, the night after I drove out to Gorham Flats and started asking.”

“Consciousness of guilt,” Roy says. “Isn’t that the phrase?”

“That’s the phrase.”

We build it all day.

Four independent sources: my two-year file, provably compiled off-duty from public terminals, every entry triple-sourced. The Bissette archive, sealed and dated since 1961, plus four other firms’ copies delivered by hand before noon. Grady’s ground truth from the Kittredge hubs, recorded blind and corroborated in my own field notes. And Harlan Crossing’s public exhibits, tying the shell chain to the same suite number that appears on Merle Stanhope’s own outside-income disclosure form, filed by him, with the county, in 2022.

And on top of all of it, one page from a transparency portal, timestamped, logged, unarguable.

At six o’clock I put the last tab in the binder and close it, and the four of us stand around a plot table looking at it.

“That’s a hanging,” Ansel says.

“That’s a suspension pending prosecution,” I say, “and a referral to the state, and it’s more than I ever thought I’d get.”

Grady comes in from the yard with his jaw set.

“Truck’s gone from the crossroads,” he says. “It’s parked in the county lot. Has been since four. He’s sitting in the building all night.”

“Doing what?” Roy says. “There’s nothing left for him to fix.”

“There isn’t,” I agree. “That’s what he’s finding out.”

Nobody says anything for a moment.

Then Roy exhales and says, “Right. That’s it, then. It’s built. Nothing more anybody can do tonight.”

And the whole room changes temperature, all at once, like a front coming through.

Because it’s true. The binder’s closed. The hearing is at nine. There are fifteen hours between now and the rest of my life, and every single one of us has spent five days holding something down.

I look up.

All three of them are already looking at me.
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“Upstairs,” I say. “All three of you.”

Nobody argues. Roy makes a small strangled noise. Ansel puts the binder in the fireproof cabinet and locks it, because he is who he is. Grady doesn’t move at all until I stop in the office doorway and look back at him, and then he says, “The road…”

“Ansel. Does the gate alarm work?”

“Rigged it Tuesday,” Ansel says.

“Then the road is covered,” I tell Grady, “and you’re off duty, and if you argue with me about it I’ll go up without you and you can listen through the floor.”

His pupils blow wide.

“That’s not a threat,” I say. “That’s an option. Choose.”

He follows me up.

The room over the office is the biggest bed in the house and it needs to be. I stand at the foot of it and take my cardigan off myself this time, and the three of them stand there in various states of not-breathing while I do it, and I take my time, because for two years the county told me what I was allowed to perceive and tonight I am running the entire operation.

“Right,” I say. “Here’s the order of business.”

“God help us,” Roy says reverently.

“Roy, Ansel: you’re on me. Both of you, anything you like, one rule.”

“Which is?”

“Neither of you touches him.”

Grady goes dead still.

“He watched me,” I say, to the room, but I’m looking at him and I don’t look away. “Four nights ago. Stood in that doorway and watched me come with his hand on the frame and then closed the door and went and slept in the rain, and hasn’t said one word about it since.”

“Winnie.” It comes out cracked.

“So tonight he’s going to be watched,” I say. “And touched. And he isn’t going to get anything at all until he asks me for it out loud.”

The sound that comes out of Grady Fenn is not a human sound.

I put him in the chair by the window. He goes, which is the first miracle. He sits, which is the second. And then Roy and Ansel put me on the bed four feet away with the lamp on and the curtains open onto nothing but dark fields, and they take me apart in front of him.

The twins have never been better. They start synchronized, two mouths at my tits in perfect time, two hands moving up my thighs at matched speed, so precisely paired that I laugh. Then they desynchronize, deliberately, and the laugh stops. Roy’s fingers fast at my clit, Ansel’s slow inside my cunt. Two rhythms. My body trying to brace for both and failing. I’m soaked within a minute, dripping onto the quilt, and Roy narrates all of it: “look at you, look how wet, he’s got three fingers in you and you’re begging for a fourth,” and every so often Ansel says “wider” or “there she is,” quiet and exact, and each one lands like a hand on my throat.

And through all of it I keep my eyes on the chair.

Grady sits with his fists on his knees and his eyes going gold and holds himself so still that I can see him shaking. His cock is hard against his thigh and he doesn’t touch it. He watches Roy suck my clit while Ansel fucks me with three fingers, watches me arch and moan and soak the quilt, watches me come once, twice, gasping, my thighs shaking, and he doesn’t look away and he doesn’t touch himself and he doesn’t ask.

“He’s not going to break,” Roy murmurs at my ear, delighted, appalled. “He’ll sit there till dawn. He’s made of not asking.”

“I know,” I say.

So I get up and go to him.

I stand between his knees, naked, wrecked, dripping down both thighs, close enough that he can smell exactly what two men just did to my cunt, and take his face in my hands.

“Look at me.”

He looks. His jaw is locked so hard it must hurt.

“I’m going to tell you what I know,” I say. “You came into this house at fourteen with a bag. You have spent twenty-two years being the one who watches the road so nobody else has to. You’ve made yourself so useful that nobody would ever have to admit you weren’t blood, and you have never once in your life asked for anything, because asking would mean finding out.”

His breath goes.

“Finding out what, Grady?”

“Don’t.”

“Finding out what?”

“Whether I’d get it.” Torn out of him. “Whether I’m, whether it’s mine or whether I’m just what’s on the porch…”

I kiss him.

It’s the first time and it goes off like a gas leak. He surges up out of the chair with both arms around me and lifts me clean off the floor and I’m being kissed like a man drowning, twenty-two years of not-asking coming out of him at once, and the growl rolling out of his chest is so deep I feel it in my teeth.

Then I put my hand flat on his sternum and push him back down into the chair.

“Not yet.”

“Winnie.”

“Ask me.”

And then I go to my knees between his and take him in my mouth.

His cock is thick and hot and already leaking, and the sound he makes when my lips close over the crown is going to live in my head forever. I take him deep, deeper, until my eyes stream, and then I set a rhythm and hold it, sucking him hard and slow, one fist wrapped where my mouth can’t reach, the other flat on his belly feeling every muscle seize. He tastes like salt and iron and twenty-two years of waiting. I moan around him on purpose and his hips jerk and the chair cracks.

He’s gripping the arms of the chair hard enough to crack them. He won’t touch my head. Of course he won’t.

“Say it,” I tell him, coming off wet-mouthed.

“I can’t…”

“You can.” I take him again, three long strokes, and leave him again, and behind me on the bed Roy says something obscene and admiring. “Say it.”

Grady Fenn shuts his eyes and says, “Please.”

“Please what.”

“Please.” It breaks in the middle. “Please let me have you. Please. I’ll, Winnie, I’ll do anything, I’ve wanted, since the stone, since you put your hand on the stone…”

“Whose are you?”

“Yours.” Instant. No hesitation at all, and his eyes come open and they’re gone molten. “Yours. Since the first morning.”

“And what’s mine?”

“Everything.” He’s shaking. “All of it. Take it.”

“Good,” I say, and stand up, and straddle him in the chair, and sink my soaked cunt down onto his cock, all of it, one long slide, stretched and full and moaning before I even bottom out.

He roars. The chair skids. His hands land on me at last, one splayed up my back, one at my hip hard enough to bruise, and he holds me down on his cock, buried, throbbing, both of us soaked where we’re joined, and shudders through the first ten seconds like a man taking a hit.

“Move,” I tell him.

He moves.

What happens then is the least controlled thing I have ever been part of, and I have never felt safer.

He fucks up into me from the chair with his arms locked round my ribs, and he talks. That’s the thing nobody could have told me about Grady Fenn: the man who files eleven-word reports has been saving up every filthy sentence he never said, and they come out of him now in that same flat delivery, which makes them ten times worse.

“You’re soaked. You’ve been soaked since the stone.” Up, hard. “Twenty-two years on that porch and you’re on my cock in a chair.”

“Grady.”

“Every night in the rain I could smell you upstairs.” His hand closes on my hip. “Every night. Knowing what they were doing to you. Knowing what you sound like. Sitting out there getting hard about it like a dog.”

“Say the rest.”

“I wanted to come up and take you off both of them and put my mouth on you until you couldn’t say my name properly,” he says, and I clench around him so hard he grunts. “There. That. Do that again for me.”

“Faster.”

“Yes.”

“Harder, Grady.”

“Yes.”

I ride him and tell him exactly what to do and he does every single thing instantly, gratefully: harder, deeper, his thumb on my clit, his mouth on my tits, a man who has waited his whole life to be given orders by someone who wanted him. I come on his cock twice before the wolf comes up in him.

And at some point in it he goes rigid and turns his face away from my throat, hard, deliberately.

“Grady.”

“Can’t.” Through his teeth. “Wolf’s up. I’ll bite. I won’t…”

I take his jaw and turn his face back, and then I put my wrist against his mouth.

“Here,” I say.

He looks at me over my own wrist with his eyes blazing gold and every muscle locked.

“Not my neck,” I say. “That’s for men who need to be told they’re allowed. You’re going to take my hand.” My voice is not steady. “The hand I sign with. That’s what I’m giving you.”

And Grady Fenn sets his teeth into the meat of my wrist, careful, exact, hard enough to mark me for a week and not one ounce harder.

And the bond goes off like a transformer.

Nobody warned me. Nobody could have. The circuit that opened at the marker stone slams wide, and suddenly I am not one person having one orgasm, I am four people in a room and I can feel all of it: Grady’s twenty-two years of held-down wanting breaking at once, Roy’s delight, Ansel’s fierce silent triumph, my own body going off like a struck match in the middle of theirs. All three of them make a sound at the same moment and none of them are touching each other. It rolls back through my wrist where his teeth are, and it keeps rolling.

He comes so hard inside me that I feel it, and I follow him over with his mouth locked on my pulse and my other hand fisted in his hair, and somewhere on the other side of the room Roy says, wrecked: “Oh. Oh. That’s what that does.”

After that the night stops having an order.

Roy gets me off Grady’s lap and onto the bed on my back before I’ve finished shaking, and goes down on me while I’m still slick with his packmate, because Roy Bissette has no shame whatsoever and I am going to keep him for the rest of my life.

“You are unbelievable,” I manage.

“I’m thorough,” he says, into me. “You like thorough. You said so in writing.”

And then Ansel’s hand lands flat between my shoulder blades and his voice arrives at my ear, quiet, unhurried, the one that doesn’t ask.

“Hands and knees.”

I’m over before I’ve decided to be. It’s humiliating how fast, and I don’t care, because they’ve spent all night proving that nothing I hand them gets dropped.

What happens next takes a long time and I want it written down properly.

Ansel takes me from behind, slow, with one hand spread on the small of my back holding me exactly where he wants me and the other wound in my hair, and Roy lies down under me so I can get my mouth on him, and I do, greedily, tasting myself on him, feeling him swell against my tongue while his brother sets a pace I have no say in. Grady kneels beside us with his hand at my throat, not gripping, just there, thumb stroking my pulse, saying things into my ear like “look at you taking him” and “I’ve got you, I’ve got you, you can go”.

Roy’s cock is thick in my mouth and his hands are careful in my hair and he narrates the entire thing.

“She’s taking you all the way, Ans. Look at her. Look at her taking you.” His voice cracks. “God. Sweetheart. Do that again.”

Ansel doesn’t say a word. Ansel just tightens his hand in my hair and gives me a rhythm that empties my head out, and when I come around him with my mouth full I lose about ten seconds of the county of my birth.

The second wind is real. They warn you and I didn’t believe it. There’s a lull, water, somebody’s shirt, Roy laughing at something Grady said with his head on my stomach. And then Ansel looks at me across the bed for four seconds too long, and the whole thing goes up again like dry grass in August.

That’s when I ask for the other thing.

Because I’ve been thinking about it since the chair, and because I have spent two years being told what I was allowed to perceive, and I am done deciding things quietly.

“Roy,” I say. “And Grady.”

They both go still.

“You’ll have to tell me if it’s too much,” Grady says. His voice has dropped through the floor.

“I’ll tell you.”

“Winnie.”

“I’ll tell you, Grady. That’s the whole point of me.”

It takes a long time and I’m glad it does. Roy underneath, me astride him, his cock deep in my cunt while Grady works my ass open behind with oil and patience, one slick finger, two, three, checking my face in the mirror over the dresser like a man reading gauges. I’m dripping onto Roy. He tells me so. He tells me what it looks like where his cock disappears into me, and what it’s going to look like when there are two. And Ansel is at the head of the bed, and I am not letting him spectate.

“You,” I say. “In my mouth. Now.”

“There she is,” Roy says from underneath me, reverent. “That’s the examiner.”

So all three of them have me at once, and here is the configuration, for the file: Roy under me and in me, Grady behind and working into me by degrees, and Ansel kneeling at my head with his cock in my mouth and one hand cradling my jaw, saying the useful things in that flat exact voice while I take him. “Breathe out, not in. Good girl. You’re doing beautifully. Tell him more or tell him stop, either one, and it happens.”

“More,” I say.

And when it finally works, when Grady’s cock pushes past the last resistance and they’re both in me at once, cunt and ass, stuffed full, every one of us stopped breathing, the noise that comes out of me is nothing I have made before in thirty-six years. “Oh, fuck, sweetheart,” Roy says, reverent. Grady goes rigid with his forehead pressed between my shoulder blades saying sorry sorry sorry, which he has no reason at all to be saying, because I am already grinding down onto both of them and moaning like the county can hear.

“Move,” I tell them. “Both of you. Now.”

“Slow,” Ansel says, from above me, “or she’ll break in half,” and Grady says, “She won’t, she’s the toughest thing in this county,” which for some reason is what makes me sob.

They move.

It is too much and it is exactly enough. Full past any sensible measure, stretched everywhere at once, so far past my own edges that I stop being a woman with a career and become a thing being used properly by three people who love it. Two rhythms trying to find each other. Finding each other. Roy grinding up while Grady pulls back so that I never once get a breath that isn’t full of one of them, and then both of them driving at the same time, and the noise that comes out of me around Ansel is not a word.

“That’s it,” Roy says, wrecked. “God, look at her, she’s taking all of us.”

“She’s dripping down my thighs,” Grady reports, in exactly the voice he uses for pickup sightings, and it is somehow the filthiest sentence of the night.

Ansel comes first, in my mouth, with his hand in my hair and my name said once, quietly, like a verdict. Then I go, and it goes on and on and takes both of them with it: Grady snarling into my shoulder, Roy shouting, all three of them emptying into me and onto me at once. Afterward none of us can move for a long while, and nobody tries.

We stay like that a long time, both of them still in me, nobody willing to be first to move, my heartbeat going in three places at once.

Then Roy says, wrecked, into my hair: “I want it on the record that I have never in my life.”

“Noted,” Ansel says, from somewhere by my knee. “Dated.”

“Both of you shut up,” I say, and they do, and Grady laughs, which is a sound I have heard exactly twice in five days.

Grady eases out first, and looks at the state of me, and has to go and stand at the window with his back to the room for a full minute.

“Is he all right?” I ask the ceiling.

“He’s overwhelmed,” Ansel says, mildly, wiping my hair off my face. “He’ll be back.”

He’s back. And what he does when he comes back is mark me, deliberately, the way none of them have dared all night: mouth working down my belly, his fist stroking his cock over me, his eyes lit and locked on mine, and then he comes on my skin, hot stripes across my hip and belly, and rubs it in with his thumb like a man setting a seal on a document.

“That’s not going to wash off before Wednesday,” I observe.

“No,” says Grady Fenn, unrepentant, “it isn’t.”

Roy marks me too, laughing, across my thigh, narrating his own intentions the entire way. Ansel does it silently at my throat, three fingers spreading it into my collarbone while he watches my face, and that one shuts me up completely.

And somewhere near three in the morning I’m lying across all three of them like a woman thrown from a vehicle, sticky and boneless and marked from throat to knee, listening to Roy and Ansel argue in whispers about whether they’re legally required to feed me.

“She’s had nothing since noon.”

“She’s had a great deal since noon.”

“That’s not nutrition, Roy.”

Later, everyone else asleep in a heap, I wake up alone in the warm dent of the mattress and find Grady at the window in his jeans, mug in hand, watching the road.

“You’re on duty,” I say.

“Always.”

I go and stand under his arm and he folds it round me without looking away from the dark.

“Report,” I say.

He glances down, and there’s something in his face I haven’t seen before: not the locked jaw, not the watchfulness. Something easy.

“Nothing on the road since midnight,” he says. “One deer at the east fence. Wind’s swinging round to the north, so it’ll be cold in the morning; wear the coat, not the cardigan. Alarm’s live.” A pause. “And the woman in this room is mine, and knows it, and I’m not going to get used to that for about a year.”

“That’s the best report you’ve ever filed.”

“It’s the first one I’ve enjoyed.”

I fall asleep against his ribs with his voice going quietly on above my head, itemizing the perimeter of my life, and I have never in thirty-six years slept better.

At five past four, headlights come up the valley.

Grady is out of the bed before I’m properly awake, and then Roy is at the window, and then Ansel, and then all four of us are standing in the dark looking down at the road, where a line of vehicles is coming through Gorham Flats with their lights on: trucks, an old Bronco, a flatbed, a station wagon, a dozen, two dozen, coming steadily up the valley in the black hours before a Wednesday hearing.

“That’s the Kittredge road,” Ansel says.

“That’s every Denhouse in three counties,” Roy says.

Grady is already pulling his boots on.

“Twenty-six vehicles,” he says. “Doreen Pike’s been on the phone.”


10
Clear Title


The county board meets in a room with forty-two chairs in it, and it has never in living memory needed more than nine.

At ten to nine there are people standing three deep along both walls.

I know some of them. Most of them I don’t. What I do know, walking in with a binder under my arm and Grady’s teeth-marks under my sleeve, is what they are, because you can feel it in a room the way you can feel a storm coming across a valley: a pressure, a heat, a great many people breathing very quietly.

Every Denhouse in three counties came.

Doreen Pike is in the front row with a handbag on her knees, seventy if she’s a day, and when she catches my eye she gives me a small nod like a woman confirming a delivery.

Merle Stanhope is at the advisor’s table, in his good jacket, with his files squared.

“Winnie,” he says, warm, as I pass. “I’m glad you came. I know this can’t be easy.”

“Mr. Stanhope.”

“We’ll get it sorted.” He pats the table, not me, never me. “You’ve had a hard couple of years. Whatever comes out of this morning, I want you to know I’ve always thought you had one of the best eyes in this office.”

It’s so nearly kind. That’s his whole architecture. He builds the sentence so that if you object to it you’re the one who’s being difficult.

“You’re right about the eye,” I say, and go to my seat.

The chairman opens at nine. He reads the complaint of Doreen Pike, town clerk of Harlan Crossing, alleging irregularity in the recording practices of this county’s register of deeds. He notes that the board has retained the deputy examiner as technical advisor, and asks whether there’s any objection to that.

I stand up.

“Objection from the complainant’s witness,” I say. “The technical advisor is the subject of the complaint.”

Fifty people breathe out at once. Stanhope smiles at his hands.

“Mr. Chairman,” he says, “if I may. Ms. Pelletier has had a difficult period, which is a matter of record, and I’ve no wish to make it harder. But I would gently observe that this office has now reviewed every filing she’s questioned. They’re in order. They’ve always been in order. I’d have said so kindly to her two years ago and I’d say so kindly now.”

“Are the records in order?” the chairman asks me.

“They are today,” I say. “They weren’t on Friday.”

And then I open the binder.

I do it the way you walk a boundary: corner to corner, in order, no leaping.

And for the first three exhibits, I lose.

I can feel it happening. The chairman listens, and nods, and then says the thing that has ended a thousand complaints in a thousand county rooms: “Ms. Pelletier, what you’re describing is a discrepancy between private copies and the county’s official record, and the official record is the official record. That’s what the word means.”

“Yes,” I say. “That’s exactly the problem I’ve been trying to describe for two years.”

Somebody along the north wall laughs, once, and stops.

But he isn’t wrong, and I knew he wouldn’t be, and I built this binder in the order I built it on purpose.

First, the seven parcels, with the honest survey and the county’s version side by side, and the closures. Eleven feet at the river corner. Bearings that don’t close on ground that hasn’t moved since the glaciers. Four independent survey firms in this county have supplied their own file copies, and every one of them agrees with the Bissette archive and disagrees with the register of deeds.

Second, the ground itself: two temporary hubs on the Kittredge line, located blind, in the field, by a licensed firm’s line-walker who was not told where they were, and recorded in my field notes with the coordinates supplied afterward. The ground says the honest survey is honest.

Third, the money. A registered agent’s suite number in Harlan Crossing’s public exhibits, entered by an attorney into the record of a probate hearing two counties over. And the same suite number, in Merle Stanhope’s own handwriting, on the outside-income disclosure he filed with this county in 2022, because he is a man who fills in forms.

The room makes a noise at that.

“And fourth,” I say.

Stanhope has stopped writing.

“On Friday evening at 9:14 p.m., and continuing until 2:38 on Saturday morning, seven recorded instruments in this county’s system were administratively amended. Their recording dates were altered to match their day-book entries. All seven are the seven parcels in this complaint.” I put the page on the table. “The state requires this county to publish an amendment log. It records instrument number, time, and login. The login is MSTANHOPE.”

The silence goes on for a long time.

“That’s not evidence of anything but housekeeping,” Stanhope says. His voice is exactly as warm as it was. That’s what frightens me about him, right to the end. “Corrections happen. Clerical work happens on weekends.”

“Then name the seven,” I say.

He looks at me.

“There are eleven thousand recorded instruments in this county,” I say. “You corrected seven, in one night, the day after I drove out to Gorham Flats and started asking. Tell the board how you knew which seven.”

Merle Stanhope opens his mouth, and nothing comes out of it.

And that’s the moment the room decides.

I feel it happen. Forty people along the walls and thirty in the chairs, and something goes through all of them at once, and the chairman leans back, and Doreen Pike’s chin comes up, and somewhere behind me a woman starts to cry very quietly.

“Mr. Stanhope,” the chairman says. “Would you step away from the advisor’s table, please.”

He doesn’t move.

“Mr. Chairman, this is a woman with a grievance…”

“Merle.” The chairman’s voice has gone flat. “Step away from the table.”

And Merle Stanhope, deputy examiner of this county for twenty years, looks around a room of people whose land he has been quietly selling the possibility of, for money, on a form he filed himself.

And the room stands up.

Not to shout. Nobody shouts. Along the north wall, and then the south, and then the back, men and women set down their coats, and shift.

It takes about eight seconds. Two dozen wolves in a county meeting room, gray and brindle and black and rust, sitting down again on the floor where they’d been standing, silent, filling the aisles, tails over their feet, watching the advisor’s table.

Nobody moves toward him. Nobody bares a tooth. It isn’t a threat, and that’s precisely why it’s the most frightening thing I have ever seen: it’s an attendance. The register of deeds exists to record who holds what. This morning the record’s constituents came to be counted, and they came in the shape the paperwork has never once had a box for.

Grady, beside me, has not shifted. Neither have Roy or Ansel. They stand at my shoulder in their good shirts, human, because somebody has to be the ones who came as people, and because all three of them decided that before we left the house.

The chairman clears his throat, twice.

“The board,” he says, “will hear the complaint in full.”

It takes four hours.

At one-fifteen the board votes to suspend Merle Stanhope pending investigation, to refer the matter to the state attorney general with all four evidentiary sources attached, and to place a stop on every instrument in the seven chains until they can be re-examined.

At one-twenty, the chairman asks whether the county has anyone qualified to conduct that re-examination.

Doreen Pike, from the front row, without being invited to speak, says: “You’ve got the best eye in the office sitting right there. He said so himself. It’s minuted.”

They reinstate me at one-forty. Not to the basement. To the examiner’s chair Stanhope has been sitting in for twenty years, pending the state’s review, effective immediately.

I get to say one more thing, and I keep it short, because I’ve said enough.

“For the record,” I say, “I’d like the board to note that this office told me two years ago that I had imagined a pattern. I’d like that on the minutes beside today’s vote. Not for me.” I look at the wolves in the aisles. “For the next person who comes down that hall with a file and gets told the same thing.”

The chairman puts it in the minutes.

They lead Stanhope out through the side door at two, past the aisle, and the wolves let him through and every single head turns to follow him, and that is all they do, and it is more than enough.

He stops beside my chair.

“You’ll find,” he says quietly, and the warmth is finally, at last, gone, “that the people who paid me are not a name you know. It isn’t Halbrook. Halbrook’s a letterhead. Ask who owns the letterhead, Winnie, and see how far down the hall you get before somebody kindly explains that you’re tired.”

He says a name.

It isn’t a name I’ve ever heard. It means nothing to me at all.

But every wolf in that room turns its head.

Afterward I don’t go out through the front, where the phones are. I go down the hall and down the stairs to the basement, and I let myself into the records room with the key they haven’t taken back yet, and I stand for a minute in the smell of paper and dust under a window full of ankles.

The three of them come down after me. Of course they do.

“You don’t have to be down here any more,” Roy says.

“I know.”

“Winnie…”

“Come here,” I say, “all of you,” and I pull Roy Bissette down to my mouth by his good collar, in front of the open stacks, at the desk where I spent two years being wrong on purpose.

Then Ansel, who comes when he’s called, and kisses me the way he does everything, precisely, taking his time, with one hand at the back of my neck.

Then Grady, who doesn’t move at all, because he never does; who stands there with his fists at his sides waiting to be told, until I take a fistful of his shirt and pull.

“You’re mine,” I tell him. “Say it back.”

“Yours.”

“Both ways.”

His breath goes out. “Both ways.”

I kiss him in the basement of the county register of deeds with two other men’s hands on me and a bite mark under my sleeve, and somewhere upstairs a room full of my neighbors is putting its coats back on.

Then I go and turn the key in the records room door.

Because I have a key, and a title, and two years of unfinished business with this room, and because there is a desk down here that the county gave me as a punishment.

“Winnie,” says Roy, delighted, scandalised. “That is county property.”

“So am I, apparently. Get on your knees.”

He gets on his knees. On the county’s linoleum, in his good trousers, and gets my skirt up and my underwear off and puts his mouth on me while Ansel takes my wrists and holds them flat to the desk behind me and tells me, in a murmur, exactly what I look like bent over county property with my skirt round my waist. And I come against Roy’s mouth in the basement that was supposed to be my punishment, biting down on the sound because the door’s locked but the walls are not that thick.

Then I pull Grady in by the belt and tell him exactly what I want.

He bends me over the desk. My cheek goes down on the wood grain I stared at for two years, one of his hands splayed between my shoulder blades and the other on my hip, and there is nothing gentle left in either of us. Ansel holds my hand across the desktop the whole way through, which should not be as devastating as it is. Roy tells me what I look like from where he’s standing, which is apparently a place with an extremely good view.

The window at the top of the north wall goes on showing me ankles. Somebody’s shoes pass on the pavement, unhurried, and not one of the four of us stops.

When I come I take a stack of retro-scan folders off the desk with me, and they go across the floor in a fan, six months of somebody’s boring Tuesdays, and I could not care less.

Roy, eventually, into my hair: “So what happens now?”

“Now,” I say, “I re-examine seven chains of title, and I find out who owns the letterhead.”

Ansel picks up my box off the desk. The cactus. The photograph of my mother.

“Then we’d better start,” he says, “with the name he said.”


Keep Reading


The register said she imagined it. The register has been corrected.

Denhouse Rules Book 5: the name Merle Stanhope said on his way out the door goes all the way up, and it ends the way this county’s business always ends: in a hearing, on the record, with every pack in the valley standing to be counted. The final book. Coming soon.

Be first to know the day it lands → https://cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup

Follow Cassie Wilder on Amazon for release-day notifications → https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B0GJRV95WY


The Denhouse Rules series


Book 1: Up to Code → My Book

Book 2: Standard of Care → My Book

Book 3: Last Will and Testimony → My Book

Book 4: Clear Title (you are here)

Book 5: coming soon

Get the whole series in one click → My Book

Every book: a new town corner, a new profession colliding with pack law, three wolves who fall first. Read in any order. The county connects them.


Your free Denhouse Rules story


Free for newsletter readers: RIGHT OF WAY, a hot little prequel you can’t get on Amazon. → https://cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup


Also by Cassie Wilder

The Wife He Failed — The Wives They Wrote Off, Book 1. A marriage-in-crisis second chance romance: a teacher they wrote off, and a grovel he’ll spend a whole book earning. → My Book


A note from Cassie


Reviews are how indie books live, and how a title examiner makes rent now that she’s respectable. Even one line helps. Thank you for reading.
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