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1
Boilerplate


The smartest thing anybody ever taught me about documents is that boilerplate is where the bodies are buried, because boilerplate is the part nobody reads.

So I read it.

It's four in the afternoon on the ninth day of Osgood Law being a real thing that exists, and I'm at my desk, which is secondhand, in my office, which smells like fresh paint and the landlord's optimism, reading a probate file that should take forty minutes. Estate of Warren Whitcomb, Harlan Crossing. Family land trust, one deceased trustee, three surviving heirs, no contest, no debts worth the name. A file a solo attorney nine days into her own shingle says a small prayer of thanks over, because it will pay the phone bill and it cannot possibly go wrong.

The referral came through a routing slip with a name on it I nearly missed. T. Aldrich, the state vet who worked a quarantine two towns over, apparently keeps a list of professionals she trusts, and somebody put me on it. I have never met the woman. I owe her a fruit basket.

I get the trust document itself out of the folder around four thirty. It's old, typed on an actual typewriter, and the drafting is beautiful, which is a thing I'm allowed to think because nobody else is here. Whoever wrote this instrument knew exactly what they were doing. Clean definitions. No orphaned clauses. Every contingency landed.

Which is why I stop at Article Nine.

Article Nine is the execution clause, and it reads like boilerplate. Renewal of the trust's protections upon the death of a trustee, standard mechanics, the sort of paragraph that shows up in a thousand instruments and means nothing because it's never invoked. I read it once and move on. I get two pages further and something itches, so I go back and read it again.

Then I put the document flat on the desk, turn on the good lamp, and read it a third time, one clause at a time, with a pencil.

Upon the death of a serving trustee, the protections of the trust shall renew if and only if the three heirs named in Schedule C shall execute their assent in person, before a qualified attorney of estates and trusts, within sixty days of the death.

That is not boilerplate. Boilerplate doesn't name a number of heirs. Boilerplate doesn't say in person. Boilerplate doesn't specify the qualification of the witnessing attorney, and it does not, ever, attach a sixty-day fuse to the whole arrangement, because no drafter includes a fuse unless they're worried about somebody, someday, wanting the trust to fail.

This clause was written by someone who expected an attack.

I sit with that for a minute. Outside my window, Main Street does its four forty-five routine, two trucks and a dog. I think about my mother's estate, which I don't do during business hours as a rule, and I let myself have exactly one sentence of it: everything in that file was technically in order too. Then I put the sentence away and do my job.

Schedule C names the heirs. Callahan Whitcomb. Ambrose Whitcomb. Dutch Whitcomb. Three brothers, per the family tree in the file, all resident at the trust property, Whitlock Road, Harlan Crossing.

The death certificate says Warren Whitcomb died on the eighth of May.

I look at the certificate for a long moment. Then I look at my desk calendar, and I do the arithmetic twice, because the first answer demands a re-run.

Sixty days from the eighth of May is the seventh of July. Today is the twenty-eighth of June.

Nine days.

The file has been sitting in a county routing queue for seven weeks. Nobody flagged the clause because nobody read the clause, because it looks like boilerplate, and the one thing I know in my bones, the thing I paid for the hard way, watching a technically compliant executor walk my mother's estate out the door in broad daylight, is that a document does exactly what it was written to do, not what everyone assumes it does. This one was written to protect a piece of land with a countdown, and the countdown is at nine.

I get up and make coffee I don't drink, because the body needs errands while the mind reads fine print. Whoever drafted this trust wrote one more thing into Article Nine, a detail I keep circling: the witnessing attorney requirement. Not a notary, cheaper and everywhere. Not any attorney, easier and plentiful. A qualified attorney of estates and trusts, the narrowest possible gate, in a county that couldn't have supported two of them most decades. That's not caution. That's a drafter choosing the one professional who'd be trained to read the whole instrument before witnessing anything. They didn't just want a signature watched. They wanted eyes on the document. Eyes like mine.

I could mail the notice. Certified post, respondents to acknowledge, standard service. It would arrive in three days, sit on a kitchen counter for two more, and get opened with four days left on a clause that requires three separate human beings to appear in person before a qualified estates attorney, of which the county directory lists exactly two, one of whom retired in March.

The other one is me.

I check the arithmetic a third time. It holds. It's still nine days, and it will be eight tomorrow, and I am now thinking about this trust the way I think about a will that's about to be read to a room with a wolf in it, which is to say: someone benefits if this fails. I don't know who yet. But a clause like Article Nine doesn't get drafted against nobody, and a file doesn't sit in a routing queue for seven weeks by accident more than half the time.

I put the trust document in my bag. I put the death certificate in with it, and the acknowledgment-of-service forms, three copies, and my notary seal, because if I'm driving forty minutes to Harlan Crossing at five o'clock on a Friday I am not driving back for paperwork.

My office has a mirror by the door, left by the last tenant. The woman in it looks like a lawyer with one client and a paint-smelling office and nine days. Thirty next spring, court-passable, running on gas-station coffee and a grudge against compliant paperwork that two years of therapy has upgraded to a professional philosophy. It's been a long time since anybody read me the way I read documents, slow, three times, looking for the intent, and an even longer time since I wanted anybody to. She'll do.

I lock up, and I point the car at Whitlock Road.

Somewhere in the back of my head, quiet, in the voice I've been ignoring since Article Nine, a question I can't answer yet asks itself anyway: sixty days, three heirs, in person, before an attorney like me.

Who writes a clause that specific, unless they knew exactly who'd be coming?


2
Whitlock Road


Whitlock Road runs out of asphalt about a mile before it runs out of road, and the Whitcomb place sits at the end of the gravel like it grew there: a white farmhouse going gray at the corners, two barns, sheep on a hill, and an argument in progress that I can hear from the car.

"...because the gate was YOUR job, and the sheep have a better grasp of property lines than you do..."

"The sheep have a better grasp of everything than you do, that's not the standard..."

Two men by the near fence, going at each other with the fluency of people who've been having this exact fight since childhood. A third man at a workbench by the barn door, sanding something, not looking up, and somehow it's obvious in one glance that the whole performance is for him, the way a trial is technically addressed to the judge.

Nobody's noticed me. The sheep, as advertised, are in the wrong field, drifting toward an open culvert with the serene confidence of animals about to become a lawsuit.

The younger of the two arguing men glances at the sheep, says "oh, for God's sake," and goes over the fence.

I mean that he starts the motion as a man, one hand on the rail, and lands it as a wolf.

Big. Brindle-dark, deep through the chest, moving before all four feet are down, and my whole body does something complicated involving my spine and the roof of my mouth, and the part of my brain that took an oath just keeps narrating: he's turning the sheep. He's flanking them off the culvert, wide and easy, like it's a chore. Because it is a chore. That is a man doing a chore.

"So, we're shifters," the other one calls over to me, conversational as a weather report, as if telling me the well water runs a little hard. "Wolves, specifically, the movies get about forty percent of it right, and you would be the lawyer, because you have the bag and the face. Bram Whitcomb. The judge over there is Callahan. The show-off in the field is Dutch, and I want it noted he did that with the fence when there's a gate eight feet from him."

My lawyer brain, which has no survival instincts whatsoever, produces its first thought in an actual crisis, and the thought is: disclosure. Is this on any filing anywhere. Is this a title issue.

"Marlee Osgood," I say. "Osgood Law. And I'm going to need a minute with the part before your name."

"Everybody does. Take your run at it, we'll wait."

"How many people know?"

"The county, in the way counties know things. Which is to say everyone acts surprised at the fair and nobody's actually surprised. There's a register, there's pack law, it's all older than the deed you're holding, and none of it ever gets written where your kind of filing lives, which," and here the light patter drops a register, just briefly, "is somewhat the whole problem you've driven out here about, isn't it."

I don't take a minute. Nine days doesn't have minutes in it. I open the bag, and I tell them why I'm here: Warren's trust, Article Nine, three heirs in person before a qualified estates attorney, sixty days from death, of which nine remain because the file sat in a county queue while nobody read the boilerplate.

That gets the third brother off his bench. Callahan Whitcomb crosses the yard unhurried, and there's a great deal of him to cross it: shoulders that make the doorway behind him look apologetic, forearms corded and sawdusted with his sleeves shoved back, big hands that take the trust document from me with a gentleness that does something unhelpful to my breathing. He reads Article Nine once, all the way down, in a silence with actual weight to it. Up close he's built like the barn, and his eyes move over the clause the way mine did the third time, when I'd stopped hoping it was boilerplate.

"Nine days," he says. "You drove out here yourself."

That's all. But Bram straightens like something important happened, so I gather it was.

"Acknowledgment of service," I say, handing Callahan the form and the pen. "One each. It starts the clock cleanly, and gentlemen, we need the clock clean."

He signs. And the fire comes up the pen.

There's no better way to say it. His hand touches the barrel of the pen while my fingers are still steadying the clipboard, and something goes through the signature line like current through a wet wire, up my hand, up my arm, and lands somewhere behind my sternum with a sound I don't make out loud. Heat rolls out from the point of contact, down through my belly, lower, indecent and instant, my whole body voting on a motion nobody tabled. Callahan goes very still. His nostrils flare, once, and his eyes come up to mine and stay there, and I understand with terrible clarity that he knows exactly what just rolled through me, that he can smell it, and that he is being a gentleman about it with some effort. He looks at me the whole time he finishes his signature, and he does finish it, unhurried, like a man setting something down carefully so it won't spill.

"Ambrose Whitcomb," I manage, consulting Schedule C with enormous professionalism, "you're next."

"Oh, we're doing Ambrose." He takes the pen. "I want it on the record that I object to my own name."

"Noted. Sign it anyway."

Bram signs, and it happens again, different flavor, brighter, champagne where Callahan was current, fizzing up my arm and spreading somewhere it has no business spreading, and he laughs, delighted, mid-signature. "Oh, that's," he says, "okay, that's not nothing. That's the bond, by the way, we're not going to be one of those families that makes you guess. Pack thing. Recognition. It reads people, it evidently reads you, it will not make you do anything, think of it as, hm, extremely opinionated information."

"Information," I repeat. The room, which is a yard, is suddenly full of things I can smell. Cedar shavings. Crushed grass where the wolf turned the sheep. Three distinct warm things that I understand, in a way I have no license for, are the three of them, and one of the three is standing close enough now that warm is the wrong word, and my body keeps helpfully suggesting I find out what the right one is.

"Both ways, I should say." Bram's grin goes an eighth of an inch filthier. "Fair warning, counselor. You've been readable since you got out of the car."

"Bram." One word, from Callahan. Bram puts a hand up, yields the point, and doesn't look sorry.

Dutch comes back over the fence as a man, and takes his time about the shirt he collects from the rail, and there's a lot of him to take time about, lean and sharp-cut and sun-marked to the waist, and he catches me auditing and holds my eyes while he does up exactly one button, which in the language this yard apparently speaks is either a challenge or an opening argument. He's younger up close, sharp-jawed, and he takes in the clipboard, the pen, his brothers' faces, whatever's still humming in the air, and I watch him decide, deliberately, to be against it.

He signs third. The fire comes up the pen a third time, and it's the strongest of the three, and he sets the pen down on the clipboard like it bit him.

"Article Nine needs all three of you," I say, "in person, before me, with independent witness. We have nine days, and I'd rather use two of them."

"I'm sure you would." Dutch's voice is even, and cold under it. "Last lawyer who came here cost my family two hundred acres. You've got nine days and none of my trust."
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The Third Drawer


Saturday morning I'm back at the farm with two questions, and Bram Whitcomb has appointed himself the answer to both.

The first question is procedural. Article Nine renews protections that should never have needed renewing, because a trust like this files a routine continuation notice every five years, and somewhere in the last cycle, the Whitcomb trust didn't. I need to know why, because the why decides whether the lapse was weather or sabotage, and I've stopped believing in weather.

The second question is where the family papers are, and the answer is the farm office, a long room off the kitchen with a rolltop desk, four filing cabinets, and Bram, who talks.

He talks while he pulls folders. He talks while I build a timeline on the desk. He gives me the history of the rolltop, the correct opinion on the county clerk's office, a threaded commentary on his brothers ("Cal was born forty and Dutch was born suspicious, I'm the only one of us who arrived at a normal age"), the local taxonomy of casseroles that appeared after Warren died and which neighbors' could be eaten, and it's good talk, quick and warm and funny, and he keeps finding excuses to reach past me that put his chest against my shoulder and his breath at my ear, and I keep letting the excuses stand, and it takes me two hours to notice the shape of it.

He's funny in exact proportion to how close we get to one folder.

Third drawer, second cabinet. Every time my hand drifts toward it the jokes come faster, brighter, a screen of chaff off a fighter jet, and the third time it happens I stop with my hand flat on the drawer and watch him reroute a sentence mid-air into a story about Dutch and a beehive.

"Bram."

"It's a good story. There are stitches in it."

"What's in this drawer?"

"Filings," he says, light as anything, and the light is wrong, and we both hear it.

The room resets. He leans on the desk, closer than he was, and here is the thing that has been happening all morning that I have been diligently not putting in the timeline: he smells like woodsmoke and clean sweat, the bond hums at him like a struck glass, and he knows. He can smell it on me, the noticing. The first hour he had the grace to pretend otherwise. Somewhere in the second hour he stopped pretending, and the room's been eight degrees warmer since.

"You want to know what I think, counselor," he says.

"Rarely."

"I think you read people the way you read clauses." His voice has dropped out of performance for the first time all day. "Three times, slow, till the real meaning shows up. And I think you've been reading me all morning, and I would like, very much, to know what the document says."

"The document," I say, "is stalling."

"The document," he says, "is terrified of the drawer," and then his mouth is on mine.

There's nothing careful about it. One hand comes up under my jaw and the other finds the small of my back and hauls me in against him, and he's hot, actually hot, furnace-hot through his shirt, a body running degrees north of anywhere I've put my hands before. I get a fist in his collar and kiss him back and something starts up in his chest, low, felt more than heard, a purr with commentary in it, laughter felt before it's heard, and it goes straight through my sternum to everything below it. He walks me two steps into the desk. Papers slide. I bite his lip and the rumble breaks into something rougher and his hand flexes hard at my back, careful and not, strength held on a leash I can feel trembling.

"There it is," he breathes, against my mouth, ragged and grinning. "You taste like you argue."

"You kiss like you talk."

"Constantly?"

"Well," I say, and pull him back down.

It gets away from us. His thigh slides between mine and I ride it, shameless, one long grind that drags a sound out of me I'd move to strike from the record, and his hands go from careful to covetous, palming up my ribs, thumb sweeping the underside of my breast through my blouse, back and forth, an argument in a single stroke. I've got his shirt untucked without any memory of deciding to and my hands flat on the bare small of his back, and his skin is fever-warm and shifts with muscle when he presses closer, and he says my name into my throat, not counselor, my name, "Marlee," like he's testing whether it holds his weight.

"This is," I manage, as his mouth finds the hinge of my jaw and my head tips itself back for him, "a serious breach of, mm, of something, I'll cite it later."

"Take your time." His teeth graze down my throat, gentle as a threat. "I'll wait."

He doesn't wait. His hand closes full over my breast, thumb finding my nipple through the fabric and rolling it until my knees report structural concerns, and my hips buck into his thigh and the rumble in his chest spikes. He rocks his leg up into me, deliberate, giving me something to work against, and I do, past shame, chasing friction through two layers of denim while he watches my face like it's the best thing that's happened in this county for a decade. "Could finish you like this," he says, wonder in it, filthy and delighted. "Right here against the filing. You're that close, I can smell it, you're," and for a moment the whole room is heat and paper-dust and the smell of him, woodsmoke and want, and the bond holds the lamp steady so I can see exactly what I'm doing. That's all it does. It doesn't make me do anything. That much of Bram's speech was true. This is real, it's mutual, it has been since the pen, and the wanting rolls through me with my own full signature on it.

And then he stops.

He pulls back three inches, and I watch something move through his face that no amount of chaff is going to cover, and I understand, one beat too late, that we are standing pressed against the cabinet with the drawer in it.

"It lapsed because of me," he says.

The words come out fast and light, his worst tell, jokes at his own funeral. "The continuation filing. Five years ago. Warren asked me to run it in, I was twenty-six and busy being charming somewhere, and I mailed it a week late, and the county bounced it on a technicality, and I never told him, because the trust had run eighty years without a hiccup and what could one filing possibly matter." He's already moving, collecting his jacket off the chair like the room's on fire. "So there's your why, counselor. No saboteur. Just me."

"Bram."

"The drawer's not locked," he says, from the doorway, and doesn't stop. "It never was."

The kitchen door bangs. Through the window I watch him cross the yard, fast, head down, past Dutch, who turns to watch him go and then looks, flat and level, at the office window. At me.

I stand there until my pulse stops arguing. Then I open the third drawer of the second cabinet.

Inside: the bounced continuation filing, envelope and all, kept the way you keep a wound. And under it, loose, a single sheet that has nothing to do with any filing. It's a premium notice, the kind an insurance carrier sends annually, addressed to Warren Whitcomb, thanking him for maintaining a policy in force.

The notice is dated this spring. Warren died in May.

Somewhere, on somebody's books, there is a live policy on this family. And nobody in this house has ever mentioned it.


4
Due Diligence


Ifind him in the hay barn, pitching hay that doesn't need pitching, which I gather is the Whitcomb family word for thinking.

"You mailed a form a week late when you were twenty-six," I say, to his back. "I've written the timeline. You want to know what one week of it belongs to you? One week. The county bounced it on a margin error they'd have waived for anyone who called, and the renewal window ran another two years after that, and nobody called, because Warren filed his own mail his whole life and never told a living soul where anything was. I've met the villain of this story, Bram. It's a typewriter."

He doesn't turn around. "You're being kind, counselor. It's disorienting."

"I'm being accurate. Kind is extra."

He turns around. The look on him is bare in a way the talk never lets him be, and the barn is suddenly very warm and very small, and he crosses it the way the wolf crossed the field, decided.

"Tell me to go back to the office," he says, low, an inch off my mouth.

"We are not wasting a day on your guilt when I've got eight of them left," I say, "and I locked the office," and that's the last complete sentence either of us manages for a while.

He kisses me like an argument he intends to win, and I'm hauled up onto the workbench one-handed, one arm under my thighs, no visible effort, which does things to me I have no intention of examining. His mouth goes to my jaw, then under it, and he drags a long breath in at my throat like a man surfacing.

"God, you smell good. You've smelled like this since the drawer. Warm. Wanting." The purr kicks up in his chest, that felt-not-heard laughter with heat under it, and my whole body answers it before my brain files an opinion. "You want to know what it does to a man, working two feet from that all morning?"

"You talked for four hours."

"I was being polite." His hands work my buttons open, farmer-quick, and his mouth follows them down, my collarbone, the swell of each breast over the bra, unhurried and starving at once. "Nothing polite about it now."

He gets the bra off me and stops. Just looks, with the flat of his hands warm on my ribs, thumbs tracing the undersides of my breasts, and whatever he sees makes the rumble drop half an octave.

"Yeah," he says, to nobody, to himself, "okay," and puts his mouth on my nipple, and my head goes back against the post.

He's not delicate about it. Lips and tongue and the careful edge of teeth, one breast then the other, his hand rolling the nipple his mouth abandons so nothing goes neglected, and every pull of his mouth drags a wire straight down through me until I'm squirming on the bench, fingers in his hair, telling him things. He hums against my skin like I've said something worth writing down.

Clothes go. His shirt over his head, my jeans peeled off with my boots inside them, some efficient chaos of denim and cotton, and then his palm slides up the inside of my thigh and finds me soaked through my underwear, and Bram Whitcomb, who has not stopped talking since the Eisenhower administration, makes a sound with no words in it at all.

"That's for me," he manages, half a laugh, half something older, and drags the cotton aside.

Two fingers, slow, all the way in, his thumb settling on my clit like it's been given directions. It has. I give them out loud, faster and higher, less counsel and more begging with every circle of his thumb, and he listens the way nobody thinks a talker will: exactly, greedily, adjusting for every gasp like he's taking a deposition. When he curls his fingers and finds the spot that whites my vision at the edges, he does it again, and again, metronome-steady, watching my face with naked delight.

"There. Right there, hm? Look at you." His voice has gone rough and warm as the barn. "Prettiest thing this bench has ever had on it, and my grandfather built it, so it's seen some years. You going to come on my hand, counselor? Because I've got a speech prepared either way, and you know I'll give it."

"Bram." My hips are riding his fingers now, no dignity anywhere, none missed. "Shut up and don't stop."

"Half of that I can do."

He doesn't stop. He talks me straight through it, low filth about how I feel inside, how I'm tightening, how he knows, he can smell it cresting before I could have told him myself, and that, the unfairness of that, is what tips me. I come on his hand with a noise the sheep probably heard, thighs clamped around his wrist, and he works me through every last pulse of it, gentling by degrees, mouth pressed to my temple, saying good, good, there she is, like something's been settled.

The barn dog noses in through the gap in the door, tail going, very pleased for us.

"Out," Bram says.

The dog sits.

"He knows," Bram says darkly, retrieving a boot and shying it doorward, and the dog departs at a saunter, and I'm still laughing when Bram gets his belt open.

His cock is thick, flushed dark, heavy against my inner thigh, curved a little to the left like everything else about him, a bead of wet already gleaming at the crown, and the laugh dies somewhere useful. Filed, I think, helplessly, under B. I get a hand around him and squeeze, learning the weight of him, the heat, degrees north of human, silk over stone and a pulse I can feel in my palm, and he swears in a whisper and lets me, hips twitching into my fist with his forehead dropped to my shoulder like I've disarmed him. It occurs to me I've never once seen Bram Whitcomb out of words before. I file the method.

Then I go looking for a better filing system. I slide off the bench and down, and his whole body goes rigid with understanding a second before my mouth reaches him.

"You don't have to," he starts, hoarse, hand hovering at my hair without landing, and I look up the long line of him, flushed chest and worked stomach and that lovely stunned face, and take him in.

He tastes clean and salt and faintly of the heat that comes off the rest of him, and he's heavy on my tongue, too much of him for elegance, so I don't attempt elegance. I attempt thoroughness. I work him slow, one hand wrapped where my mouth can't reach, listening to him come apart above me in fragments, my name, half oaths, once, wrecked and wondering, "the mouth on you, and this is what you," before language fails him outright. His hand finally lands in my hair, not steering, just holding on, and the rumble in his chest goes ragged, and I hollow my cheeks and take him deep enough to feel him at the back of my throat, and Bram Whitcomb makes a sound I intend to remember on my deathbed.

"Stop, stop, up here," he gasps, hauling me up by the arms, eyes glassy, "eight days, remember, I refuse to file the best part under a barn floor."

"I had plans for a slower version of this," I tell him, wiping my mouth with the back of my wrist, filthy-pleased with myself.

"Eight days," he agrees, ruined, and I guide him where I want him.

I'm so wet and he's so ready that my body simply takes him, one long slow slide of stretch and heat that pulls a moan up out of my chest I don't recognize as mine, and the fullness of him lands somewhere below thought, thick and pulsing and mine to keep for as long as I clench and keep him. He holds there, seated deep, shaking slightly with the effort of the pause, and the rumble in his chest is continuous now, bone-deep, a sound with my name somewhere in it, and I can feel it where we're joined, a vibration on the inside, which is information about shifters the pamphlet definitely omitted.

Then I roll my hips and say, "Bram. Deposition's over," and he huffs, wrecked, delighted, and stops being careful.

It's fast and it's loud. The bench walks. He fucks me in deep rolling strokes with an arm banded under my hips to angle me, and every stroke lands where I tell him because I tell him, because he asks, filthy and specific: harder, like that, don't you dare change a thing. He narrates, of course he narrates, what I look like taking him, what I feel like, slick and tight and greedy, that he can hear my heartbeat, that it stutters when he goes deep, that he's going to spend the rest of the quarantine of his natural life thinking about the sound I'm about to make. Sweat slicks us both. The barn smells like hay and us. I rake my nails down his back and the rumble breaks into a growl, and the growl does something ancient to the base of my spine, and I'm suddenly close again, closer, telling him so with what vocabulary survives.

"I know," he pants, grinning, unbearable, "I can smell it, come on then, counselor, come on," and his thumb finds my clit again and that's the end of the argument. I come clenched around him hard enough to drag the sound out of both of us, and two strokes later he follows, buried deep, groaning my name into my shoulder, and at the top of it his eyes flare amber, one long second, the bond surfacing to look at me before it lets him be a man again. He spills hot and keeps moving, shallow, helpless little strokes through the aftershocks, until we're both wrung out and stupid with it.

Afterward he holds me on the bench, both of us wrecked and hay-flecked, his heart hammering under my ear at some large-animal tempo, one hand tracing slow, aimless property lines up and down my spine. His chest has quieted to a purr banked low, a radio between stations, and I discover I could fall asleep against a near-stranger in a barn at eleven in the morning with eight days on the clock, which is new information about myself I decline to act on.

"For the record," he says, eventually, "the office was also fine."

"The office didn't have a bench your grandfather built."

"See, now you're getting sentimental about my family's carpentry. That's the bond." A beat. "It's the carpentry."

We repair to the house for the shirt situation. On the office desk, my timeline is where I left it, and Bram, still buttoning nothing because he hasn't located a shirt yet, squares off the folder the dog knocked loose and starts re-alphabetizing it, naked, because he cannot not.

"You're doing filing," I say, from the doorway, in his shirt, which I found first and claimed under adverse possession. "Nude filing."

"Somebody disturbed the system." He slots a divider with surgical care. "Also you're wearing my only shirt, so really, whose fault is the nudity."

"Take it back, then."

He looks up. The room does the temperature thing again.

He takes it back slowly, one button at a time, walking me backward into the rolltop as he goes, and this round is nothing like the barn: lazy, teasing, his mouth everywhere his fingers uncover, my thighs over his forearms when he lifts me onto the desk blotter, and when he slides back into me we both sigh like it's a homecoming, like it's been years and not forty minutes. He rocks into me slow and talks nonsense against my temple, cataloguing me, backwards, alphabetically, and I'm laughing when the second orgasm takes me by surprise, quick and bright as static, and my laugh apparently does something structural to him because he follows without warning, gasping my name, gripping the desk edge hard enough to leave the wood his signature.

"That," he says, after, into my hair, "was not filed under anything. That jumped the queue."

"Complain to the clerk."

"Oh, I intend to have a word."

That's when I see the morning's mail on the corner of the desk. On top: a heavy envelope, good paper, addressed to the Estate of Warren Whitcomb. Inside, one page. An unsolicited offer to purchase the Whitlock Road parcels, courteous, lowball, respondable within seven days. Signed for an agency I've never heard of, Meridian Land Services.

Except I have heard of it. Not the name. The address. Same suite number, same registered-agent boilerplate, and I've seen it once before, years ago, on a file at my old firm that I proofread and forgot.

I stand there with the letter, and the itch I've had since Article Nine turns into a straight line pointing at something.

"Bram," I say. "Who else knows your window closes in eight days?"


5
Read Everything Twice


Sunday night I'm working late in the farm office, because Meridian Land Services doesn't exist.

It exists the way a mask exists. Incorporated four years ago, registered agent in a suite that registers eight hundred other companies, no employees, no website, one purpose. I've been walking its paper backward for three hours and every door opens into another shell, and my coffee's dead, and the house is asleep.

The door pushes open, and the wolf comes in.

Dutch's wolf. I know it the way I now know all sorts of things I can't cite. Brindle-dark, huge in the little room, and I go very still while he crosses the floor, unhurried, and lies down against my chair with his back against my shin like a hundred pounds of decision.

"Well," I say. "Counsel for the opposition."

The wolf sighs, floor-deep.

He's warm through my trouser leg, warmer than a dog, warm as a woodstove with the damper set low, and he smells of night field and something underneath it that my body has already cross-indexed under his name.

So I talk to him. That's the truth of it, and I'd deny it under oath. I talk to the wolf the way I can't talk to the man, low, while I work: here's the shell, here's the suite number, here's what I can't prove yet. Here's why the offer letter and your uncle's premium notice are bothering me in the same key. The wolf's ears track me. The weight against my leg stays.

"Your brother thinks I'm being kind to him," I tell the wolf, somewhere past midnight. "Your other brother said eight words to me on Friday and I've thought about all of them. And you can't stand me, which is honestly the most sense anyone's making around here, because in my experience, when a lawyer shows up with a deadline, somebody's about to lose a farm."

"That's the first honest thing you've said in this house."

He shifts back mid-reply, and does it the way no movie gets right: between one breath and the next, fur into skin, a man rising out of a wolf's shape with the lamplight on him and not a stitch on, reaching for his jeans off the peg with total unconcern. He's built lean and hard, work-carved, and the lamplight is thorough about it, and my mouth goes dry enough to bill for. He buttons up, half in shadow, unhurried, and I keep my eyes where they belong late enough that we both know I didn't, and the corner of his mouth knows it too.

"You talk to the dog," he says. "You talk to my brother's chaos. You talk to a wolf at midnight. But Friday you handed me a pen like a subpoena."

"Friday you told me I had none of your trust. I believed you."

"Good," he says, and comes around the desk, and the room changes pressure.

This close he's all edge, young and sharp and furious somewhere old, and the bond that's hummed politely at his brothers slams at him like a hand flat on a door. He feels it. I watch it hit him at the same second, and his breath goes rough, and he smells the answer on me, I see him smell it, sees it land in me low and hot and unmistakable.

"Say it, then," he says, low, almost angry. "That's what they both keep circling like a barn fire. You want this too."

"Yes," I say, because he'll smell a lie. "And no."

His jaw ticks. "Which."

"Both, Dutch. That's the point." I stand up, because I won't do this in a chair, and it puts us close enough to share heat. Close enough that I can feel it coming off him in waves, that furnace blood, close enough that if either of us leans an inch this ends the other way. My body is loudly, comprehensively in favor. Skin tight, breath high, wet already just from the nearness of him and both of us knowing it, no privacy left on that front, none wanted. Every nerve I own is voting against me. I override the vote. "The pull is real. I'm not insulting either of us by pretending otherwise. And the answer is no. Not while any part of you thinks I'm the enemy. I will not let this thing hand me what your trust should cost. It doesn't get to shortcut you, and neither do I."

It's long enough quiet to hear the house settle. He's breathing like a man holding a weight, and the air is thick with both of us, and his hand comes up, slow, and stops an inch off my jaw, hovering, heat without contact, the whole night balanced on that inch. He could argue. The bond would take his side.

He steps back.

It costs him. I watch it cost him, watch him pay it anyway, both hands flexing once at his sides.

"Why," he says, rough. "Give me the real reason. Not the ethics seminar."

So I give it to him. Flat and brief, the way I've never once managed to say it out loud.

"My mother had dementia. Her executor was a family friend, and he moved her assets out from under her for two years while I proofread documents down the hall at a firm that would have taken his case. Everything was filed correctly. Every form was compliant. The law was followed, Dutch. I watched it follow her right into the ground. That's why I read everything twice, and that's why you're right not to trust lawyers, and that's why I need you to trust me for a better reason than a pull in your chest. Because when this is over, I need to have been right the boring way. On paper."

Dutch looks at me for a long time. The anger's still in him, but it's changed hands, pointed somewhere behind me now, at something older.

Then he walks out, and I hear him on the stairs, and I've misread the whole night, and I sit back down and stare at Meridian's suite number until it blurs.

He comes back down carrying a box.

Old cardboard, dust-furred, the flaps soft with handling, a coffee ring on one corner older than I am. He puts it on the desk in front of me the way a man puts down something he's been carrying too long, and keeps his hands on it one second past letting go.

"Warren's insurance papers," he says. "The whole drawer. I took it the week he died, before anyone did the sorting, because the last time strangers went through this family's paper we lost two hundred acres, and I'd rather have burned it than watch that twice." A muscle works in his jaw. "I've been ashamed of it since. Nobody knows. Not Cal."

He pushes it across.

"Read everything twice, counselor."

He goes up to bed, and I sit with the box and don't open it, because my hands aren't steady enough yet to be trusted with evidence.

The no was right. I'd argue it again in any court in the state. The no was also, and nobody warns you about this part, the single most expensive sentence I've ever said out loud, and my body has been billing me for it since the door shut. I'm strung tight from the sternum down, skin too small, soaked and aching and furious about it, three days of Bram's mouth and a wolf's weight and that hovering inch of Dutch's hand all compounding interest at once.

The guest room is at the top of the back stairs. I make it that far. I get the door shut and my back against it and my hand down my waistband without ceremony, and I'm soaked, swollen, slick to the inner thigh, nothing to build because it's already built, it's been building since a pen in a farmyard. Two fingers either side of my clit, tight fast circles, my other fist pressed against my own teeth, and the picture behind my eyes won't hold still: Bram's mouth, the lamplit length of Dutch rising out of the wolf, that hovering inch of hand. I ride my own fingers with my hips off the door, chasing it, and when it breaks it breaks hard, clenching around nothing, a pulsing hollow ache that's half relief and half spite, and it takes about ninety seconds, which would embarrass me if there were anyone left in this house I could plausibly hide from.

Because that's the thing. That's the thing I understand fully for the first time, right as the orgasm rolls through me and I ride my own hand through it, biting down on nothing, thinking about all three of them at once and not sorry: they'll know. They can smell a lie at forty feet and a want at four hundred. Every one of them will know exactly what I did up here and exactly whose names went through me while I did it, and tomorrow at breakfast nobody will say a word, because the no is the no and this house honors it.

I fall asleep loose-limbed and unrepentant, and my last coherent thought is that somewhere down the hall, a man with a diesel engine in his chest is lying awake, listening to my heartbeat come down, being honorable about it.

Good, I think, vindictive and warm. Suffer.


6
Honest Records


Monday starts with the politest breakfast in the history of the county.

Three shifters who can smell exactly what I did against the guest-room door last night, and exactly whose names went through me while I did it, pass the butter with the ceremony of a state funeral. Bram's eyes are dancing and his mouth, for once in its life, is shut. Callahan reads the newspaper with a discipline that has nothing to do with the newspaper. Dutch, whose door is nearest the back stairs, doesn't look at me at all, which from Dutch is a complete confession, and the tips of his ears are red.

"Sleep well?" I ask the table, sweetly, monstrous, and butter my toast.

Nobody answers. Bram makes a sound into his coffee like a man dying of something wonderful.

Good. Suffer.

Then we spread Warren's box across the kitchen table, and Dutch appoints himself opposing counsel.

He argues with my method. He argues with my sorting piles, my highlighter taxonomy, my habit of reading the carrier's definitions section before the schedule. He hands me documents like exhibits for the prosecution and stands too close reading over my shoulder, radiating heat like the stove's lit, and loses every single round, and comes back for more with his sleeves rolled higher.

By noon I've found it, and it's worse and better than I hoped.

A key-man life insurance policy, decades old, written on Warren's father back when the trust ran its stock through the co-op. Never cancelled. Still in force this spring, per the premium notice from the drawer. And buried in its definitions, in language nobody's read since the Nixon administration, a lapse clause: if the insured interest's underlying trust protections lapse, contingent benefit assigns to the policy's servicing agency. A little local underwriter. Harmless as a church picnic.

"Dead end," Dutch says, over my shoulder. "That agency's been gone since I was a kid."

"Gone where, though." I pull the county portal up and walk the acquisition forward, and there it is in four filings: the little agency bought quietly, four years ago, by a holding company, which is held by another one, and the second holding company's registered agent sits at a suite number I could recite in my sleep now.

Meridian. The same shell that sent Friday's offer letter.

"It's planted," I say, and the whole shape of it lands at once, cold. "Dutch, this isn't opportunism, this is architecture. Somebody found a dormant policy with a lapse clause, bought the beneficiary, and then made sure your trust would lapse. Your filing bounced on a margin error. The probate file sat in a routing queue for seven weeks. That's not weather. Somebody's been standing on the hose, and the second your window closes, that shell owns a financial interest in this land, and whoever's behind Meridian forecloses on the whole..."

"Say the name you're thinking," Dutch says, quiet.

"I proofread a Halbrook filing at my old firm with that suite number on it."

Silence. The clock over the stove is loud in it. And then Dutch turns my chair around with one hand, both of us breathing hard for reasons that have stopped being separable, and says, "You just earned the trust. The boring way. On paper."

"Dutch."

"Say no again and I'm gone." His eyes are all pupil, the amber running under them like current. "Say anything else and I'm not."

"Anything else," I say, and he takes my mouth like the argument he's been losing all day.

There's nothing of Bram's chatter in it. Dutch fights: my blouse gone in a spray of one button, his shirt over his head one-armed, teeth at my lip, my jaw, the cord of my throat, each graze a question he doesn't lower himself to ask twice. When I shove him back a step to look at him he growls, actually growls, chest going like a diesel, and lets me look, breathing hard, furious and lit and young, and it's the letting that undoes me. I put my mouth on his sternum and feel the growl move under my lips like something alive in the walls of him.

He hauls me up onto the table's clear corner and drops to his knees.

"Dutch."

"Objecting?" He's already dragging my jeans off, underwear with them, one impatient pull, and his hands close over my knees and open them, and the look on his face is nothing I've ever seen from him: reverent and starving and still, somehow, spoiling for a fight. "You wanted evidence. Sit still. I've got days of argument to get through."

He doesn't work up to it. His mouth lands on me open and hot, tongue dragging one long stroke through me that arcs my back off the table, and he groans at the taste of me like he won something, low and greedy, and does it again slower, like the first taste needed corroborating. And then he settles in, forearms hooking my thighs open over his shoulders, and takes me apart with a thoroughness I will never once be able to accuse him of rushing. Flat-tongued and lazy until I'm dripping down his chin and rocking against his face, then focused, ruthless, lips sealed soft over my swollen clit and working it in a slow suckling rhythm that builds pressure behind my hips like water behind a dam, while two thick fingers open me, curl, find what they're looking for on the first pass because his brother apparently isn't the only Whitcomb who listens. The sounds are obscene, wet and unhurried, and he makes no attempt to be quiet about his enjoyment and neither do I. Between my thighs his shoulders are a landscape, muscle shifting under sun-browned skin every time he adjusts his grip on me, and watching him at it, this furious beautiful boy gone devout, is half of what finishes me. I get a fist in his hair and pull, and the growl he rewards me with goes through my clit like current and I shout something with his name in it at the ceiling.

"Louder," he says, one word, against me, and goes back to work.

I'm louder. I come with my heel digging into his shoulder blade and his hands pinning my hips flat to keep me where he wants me, and he stays exactly there through all of it, drinking me down, easing off in increments until I stop shaking, and when he finally lifts his head his mouth is wet and his eyes are amber-shot and the smug on him should be actionable.

"That's one," he says.

"You keeping a tally?"

"Somebody in this house should keep honest records."

He stands, shoves his jeans off, and he's beautiful, blunt and thick and dripping already, flushed dark with wanting me, a vein I immediately memorize, and when I reach for him he catches my wrist, kisses the pulse point, hard, and presses me back onto the table among the four piles I'd kill for. He notices. He actually angles us away from the piles as he lines up. I nearly propose.

Then he notches himself against me and pushes in, one long relentless stroke, no pause and no mercy and none wanted, the stretch of him burning sweet at the edges, seating himself so deep I feel him in my throat, and the world goes narrow.

He fucks like he argues. A deep stroke and then a stop, seated to the hilt, watching my face, making me demand the next one, and I do, heel in his thigh, fist in his hair, tell him exactly how and exactly harder, and every command I give he executes and raises, a counteroffer with hips behind it. The table complains. The piles hold. And somewhere in the middle of it the flip happens like weather turning: the challenge burns off all at once, and command lands in its place. He catches both my wrists in one hand and presses them flat to the wood over my head, and drives into me steady and deep and merciless, and his voice, when it comes, is nothing I've heard from him before, low and sure:

"Look at me. Not the ceiling. Me. There's my girl."

He lets go the instant I flex.

I put my wrists back.

The rumble he makes then isn't for anyone's ears but mine.

It builds fast after that, sweat and slap and the table barking against the floorboards, his thumb rolling my clit in counterpoint like he's been to the seminar, his mouth at my ear itemizing, in short brutal sentences, everything he's been not-saying since Friday: that he wanted me the second the fire came up the pen, that he hated it, that he watched me refuse the pull in the office and wanted me so much worse for it, that nobody, nobody, has ever told him no and meant it and stayed.

"Stayed anyway," he grits, hips losing rhythm, going ragged. "You stayed anyway, you stubborn, gorgeous..."

From the yard, Bram's voice, wounded: "Who ate the last of the cornbread?"

"Busy," Dutch calls, not breaking rhythm.

"It was CUT, there was a SYSTEM..."

"BUSY," we say, both of us, breathless, in perfect unison, and then I'm laughing and Dutch is laughing, forehead to my sternum, hips never once losing the thread, and the laugh rolls straight into the finish for both of us. I come clenched around him with his name in my teeth, and it sets him off like a dropped match; he buries himself deep and comes with a sound half growl and half my name, amber flaring full and bright while it takes him, that older, wilder thing surfacing to make sure of me before it lets him back.

He stays close after. Forehead on my shoulder, softening inside me, breath scraping. His thumb moves once over my wrist where his hand was, checking his own work, and finding it good, does it again anyway.

"Two," I say, at the ceiling.

"Told you. Honest records."

"System's fine," he mutters, eventually, at the papers. "Mostly."

"Pile three is in the sink."

"Pile three had it coming."

We retrieve pile three. This requires standing at the sink, and standing at the sink requires him behind me, and him behind me requires, apparently, his mouth at the back of my neck and his hands sliding up under the hem of the shirt I've half re-buttoned, and pile three ends up on the drainboard in worse order than it started.

"Again?" I say, to the window, breathless, already arching back into him.

"Somebody has to keep the records honest." His teeth graze my ear; his hand slides down my belly and in, two fingers finding me swollen and soaked and shameless. "Current count's disputed."

He takes me right there at the counter, my hands braced on the sink edge and his wrapped over them, slow at first, then not slow, the window going gray with steam off the kettle nobody remembered, and it's rougher and easier at once, all the fight gone out of it, just want with its boots off. He mouths the join of my neck and shoulder when I come, moaning over the dishes like a scandal, and finishes seconds behind me, deep, with my name flattened against my skin.

"Three," he says, smug beyond remedy.

"Honest records."

"Family motto now."

The kitchen door. Neither of us heard him arrive: Callahan, in the doorway, taking in the table, the papers, his brother, me, with the expression of a man reading a clause he already suspected was in there.

"The policy," he says. "Warren's father's. You found what it does."

"It's a planted claim on the land," I say, with what dignity a woman can have from a kitchen table. "Traced to a shell I can put two feet from Halbrook."

Callahan nods slowly, like a beam taking load.

"There were two of these policies," he says. "Warren told me the year I turned twenty-five, and told me to forget it. Find the other one."

He turns to go, then pauses in the doorway, not looking back.

"Finish first," he says, and is gone.


7
The Second Policy


Tuesday I sit down at the farm office desk carefully, on account of Monday, and catch Dutch catching it, his eyes going to the collar of my shirt where his mouth left its filing stamp, and for a moment neither of us pretends we're thinking about insurance.

Then we turn the farm office over for a second policy and find nothing, because Warren Whitcomb filed like a man hiding from the twentieth century, and by Tuesday afternoon Callahan has had enough of paper.

"He didn't trust drawers," he says. It's the fourth sentence he's given me today, which I gather is a filibuster by Callahan standards. "After the two hundred acres. He trusted walls."

"Walls."

"Warren hid things. I hunted with him thirty years." He's already unbuttoning his shirt at the barn door, matter-of-fact as a man about to wash up for dinner. "A wolf's nose doesn't care what paper's filed under."

I have now seen two men become wolves and it has not become ordinary. Callahan takes his shirt off the way he does everything, without commentary, and folds his clothes onto the rail, and there's a lot of him, broad and heavy-built and work-hardened, scarred here and there in ways farm work explains and some it doesn't, and the office lamp is doing him favors he doesn't need. He catches me looking. He doesn't preen and he doesn't pretend, he just lets me finish, patient, the same way he read Article Nine, all the way down, and something about being read back is more indecent than the undressing.

"You'll want to stand by the desk," he says. "It's a small room and I'm not, both ways."

Then he gives me one steady look, no performance in it whatsoever, and shifts.

His wolf is enormous. Gray as weathered board, calm as he is, the size of a door laid sideways, and he works the barn office wall the way I work a document: methodically, one clause at a time, nose an inch off the boards, breathing in that deep interested way at sixty years of a dead man's habits. Twice he stops and moves on, false positives, old glue. The third stop he doesn't move on. He breathes at one seam of paneling behind the rolltop for a long minute, then sits, and looks at me, and that's an exhibit entered into evidence if I've ever seen one.

Behind the paneling, under decades of one man's handling that only a wolf could read, there's a strongbox.

Callahan shifts back while I'm working the panel loose, and helps me lift the box down, sweat-slick, bare to the waist, unbothered as Sunday, and we set it on the desk, and then neither of us steps back.

It's the closest we've been. The bond has never slammed at Callahan the way it did with Dutch. It does something worse: it settles, like weight finding its bearing, like something built plumb. My hand is flat on his chest. I don't remember putting it there. His heart under my palm is slow and heavy and not calm at all, the only part of him that ever tells, and his hand comes up and covers mine, engulfs it, holds it there.

"Marlee," he says. Just that. My name, in that beam-bearing voice, and the whole book of him open on one page.

Neither of us moves. That's the unbearable part, the not-moving: his skin hot under my palm, his heartbeat picking up speed under my hand and both of us listening to it do it, his thumb dragging once, slow, across my knuckles, a whole courtship in one inch of friction. He's close enough that I'm breathing him, cedar and clean sweat and the wild green undernote the wolf left on him, and my body has gone poured-lead heavy and patient, no urgency in it at all, which frightens me more than urgency would. Want, with Bram, was a spark. With Dutch, a fight. This is a foundation being poured, slow, into a form somebody measured a long time ago.

His head bends. An inch. My chin comes up to meet it, and his breath is on my mouth, and his free hand finds my hip and settles there like it's always known the spot, fingers flexing once, and the sound he makes, low, almost inaudible, is the sound of a very patient man arriving at the end of a very long list.

The strongbox lid, worked loose by our lifting, chooses that exact moment to let go and clang onto the desk like a dinner bell.

We come apart by a handspan, no further. Callahan looks at the lid with an expression that promises it consequences, and keeps his hand on my hip a deliberate three seconds longer, pressure and heat and promise, before he takes it back. "Later," he says, a statement, not a question, filed and docketed, and I laugh, badly, adrenaline everywhere with nowhere to be, and then the papers in the box shut us both up.

The second policy. Same era, same typewriter even, same buried lapse clause. But it isn't written on the Whitcomb trust.

The insured interest is a grazing consortium, dissolved decades back, whose members' land passed into three family trusts. One is the Whitcomb trust. I read the other two names out loud, slow, and Callahan goes stone still.

"Denhouses," he says. "Both of them. Kittredge land, and the Merrow place two towns east."

Two other packs. The lapse clause names a contingent beneficiary, and this time it isn't even wearing the little agency as a mask: it's a subsidiary I recognize in one read, because its parent files under the same registered agent as Meridian. The same suite. The same architecture, planted across the county, one dormant claim per family, waiting for windows to close.

"It was never about your farm," I say. "You're just the first window."

My phone rings. Unknown local number, and I put it on speaker because the days of this case having private developments are over.

"Ms. Osgood? Gil Prentice, Renner and Associates, counsel for Meridian Land Services. Thank goodness, an actual attorney on the other end, you have no idea the week I've had with civilians." His voice is brisk, courteous, forty-something, checking a box. "Courtesy call, counselor. My client has this afternoon filed an emergency claim of partial interest in the Whitlock Road parcels, pursuant to a policy instrument I believe you've now had the pleasure of reading. Hearing's been set. You'll have service by morning."

My right palm is still carrying the heat-print of Callahan's chest, a warmth that hasn't faded on schedule and isn't trying to, and I close my hand around it while the courteous voice talks. Callahan pulls his shirt back on mid-call, no hurry in it and an audience he's aware of, and I track the disappearance of all that lamplit skin with a regret I don't bother hiding from a man who can smell it anyway.

"How considerate. Your client's instrument doesn't activate unless the trust protections lapse, Mr. Prentice. We have five days."

"Mm. Page four of our filing will interest you, then. The sixty-day term under Article Nine runs from the date of death as RECORDED, counselor, and Mr. Whitcomb's certificate was recorded late, county error, backdated on correction. Check the recording stamp. By our arithmetic, and I do encourage you to run it yourself, the window closes Friday at noon."

The recording stamp. I pull the certificate while he talks, and there it is, a correction seal I noted on day one and filed as clerical noise, and the arithmetic runs itself in my head with a sound like ice going out of a river.

He's right. It's arguable, it's cynical, it's a technically-defensible reading, and technically-defensible wins when the other side runs out of calendar.

Not five days. Three.

"We'll see you Friday, Mr. Prentice."

"Nine a.m.," he says, pleasant as a parking ticket. "I do admire the clause, by the way. Whoever drafted it saw us coming. Shame about the clock."

The line goes dead. The barn office is very quiet, the second policy on the desk between us with two more families sleeping under it, and three days where five used to be.

Callahan looks at the phone, then at me, and what's in his face isn't worry. It's arithmetic, the other kind, the kind this family does about people: what she'll carry, what it'll cost her, whether he's allowed to take any of it off the load.

"You'll beat him," he says. Not comfort. A finding of fact.

"You can't know that."

"I watched a wolf's nose find sixty years of one man's habits behind a wall tonight." He picks up the second policy, squares its edges, hands it to me like a baton. "And I've watched you do the same thing to paper all week. He's got a clock, Marlee. You've got a nose. Clocks run out."

His hand covers mine on the folder a moment, warm and heavy and certain, the almost of an hour ago banked but nowhere near out, and then he goes to tell his brothers the week just got shorter.


8
Page Six


Service arrives Wednesday morning by courier, and Prentice's filing is beautiful, which I'm allowed to think because it's my job to think it before the judge does.

Page four is the recording-stamp argument, as advertised. It's page six that's for me.

Page six respectfully notes that Article Nine requires execution before a qualified attorney of estates and trusts; that the only such attorney within practicable distance is the undersigned's esteemed colleague Ms. Osgood; and that Ms. Osgood is a named professional participant in the probate whose sustained residence at the subject property, in the respectful submission of counsel, raises questions of independence that the court may wish to resolve before treating any execution she witnesses as valid.

It cites nothing. It alleges nothing. There is not one sentence in it I could stand up and call false, and it will work anyway, because its whole job is to put one raised eyebrow in the record and run out my clock while I answer it. If I'm disqualified, there is no qualified attorney inside two days. If I fight it, the fight IS the two days.

Everything filed correctly. Every form compliant. I know this instrument. I've been reading it since I was twenty-four and it took my mother's house.

I read page six aloud at the kitchen table, because they have a right to hear it, and then I sit there with my hands flat on the wood, and for the first time since Article Nine, I have nothing.

Nobody says anything for a moment.

Then the Whitcomb family closes ranks, and I find out what that means in this house.

Nobody asks me a single question about page six. Not one flicker of the eyebrow Prentice mailed here to plant. Bram gets up and starts cooking, because his hands have to do something and chopping is legal. Callahan moves his chair behind mine, sits, and puts those hands on my shoulders, and starts working the tension out of them with a slow, unhurried certainty, like a man mending harness that has to hold tomorrow. And Dutch looks at me across the table for a long moment, and then he's gone, and a minute later the wolf pads in and pours himself across my feet under the table, a hundred pounds of banked heat, because the man has no words tonight and the wolf doesn't need any.

I should be working. Two days, a motion to answer, an argument to build. Instead I sit in a warm kitchen with a wolf on my feet and thumbs unstringing my neck vertebra by vertebra, Bram narrating his gravy the way other men narrate ballgames, and I let the house hold me up for one hour. One. I bill it to the estate of my own pride.

It isn't chaste, the hour. Nobody in this house pretends anymore. Callahan's thumbs work down off my neck and along my shoulders and lower, slow deliberate pressure either side of my spine, and by the third pass it's stopped being massage and we both know it and neither of us reroutes. Bram leans over the back of my chair to deliver a forkful of something for approval and stays to kiss me, unhurried, tasting of his own cooking, one hand curled warm around my throat, no grip in it, just the shape of the promise. The wolf's weight shifts over my feet, a furnace with opinions. It goes no further than that, hands and mouths and heat banked low, because tonight isn't for taking anything, tonight is for holding the line, and somehow that's the most intimate the three of them have ever been with me: desire kept lit and kept waiting, all night, on purpose, like a lamp left on for somebody coming home.

"Say the worst of it," Callahan says quietly, near my ear. "It's louder in your head."

"If they disqualify me, you lose the land. If I withdraw and we hunt for outside counsel, you lose the land politely. There were two estates attorneys in this county's directory when I opened this file, and the other one retired in March, so she's inactive, so she's..." I stop. Run it again the fast way, the tired way, the way Prentice is counting on. "So she's out. He hasn't accused me of anything, so there's nothing to disprove. It's smoke, engineered to cost exactly the two days I have left, and it's good, and I'd have been proud of it once, and that's the part I want back out of my head."

The thumbs don't pause. Dutch's wolf resettles, heavier, deliberately, across my feet: objection noted.

"You want to know what I see," Bram says, from the stove, and for once he waits for the answer.

"Go on."

"Prentice filed six pages, and five of them are about a stamp." He points the spoon at me. "One whole page is about you. Now, I'm the family authority on panicking in writing, I once drafted three versions of an apology to a man whose form I mailed a week late and sent none of them, so trust the expertise: you don't spend a sixth of your filing trying to get the other side's lawyer thrown out because your case is going well. That page is what afraid looks like in a brief. You're not the last lawyer, counselor. He knows it. That's why he's trying you first."

I look up. "What does that mean?"

"Careful man," Callahan says, behind me. "He read the directory before he called you. He knows something we don't."

I go still. Under the table, the wolf's head comes up.

The trust. The beautiful drafting. Whoever wrote Article Nine saw them coming, Prentice said so himself, free of charge, in the one sentence of the week he'll regret.

An attorney of estates and trusts drafted that instrument, and drafting a trust is not being a party to its probate.

"Bram. Who drafted Warren's trust?"

"Before my time. There's a name on the original somewhere. Tarbell, I think. Eunice Tarbell." He frowns. "She'd be about ninety."

"Ninety-one," I say, and the error I made ten minutes ago comes back up my spine like ice water, my own error, mine, dismissed in my own voice at my own table. "Retired in March. I wrote her off tonight in one breath, retired, inactive, out. Article Nine doesn't say active, gentlemen. It says qualified. Those are different words, the Bar only revokes one of them, and Prentice is betting nobody in this county reads definitions sections but him."

Callahan's hands still on my shoulders. Bram sets down the spoon. Under the table, Dutch's wolf slides out from over my feet, and by the time he's upright he's a man again, reaching for the jeans he left over the chair back, and the four of us stand in the kitchen in the sudden change of weather, a plan where the despair was sitting.

"Friday," Callahan says. "Can she do it. Ninety-one."

"She drafted a clause fifty years ago that's about to beat a man who billed four hundred an hour to kill it," I say. "I wouldn't bet against her across a table. I'll call her at seven."

"And if Prentice challenges the witness herself?"

"Then he's arguing that the author of the instrument doesn't understand the instrument." I hear my own voice change as it lands, the low point tipping over into something with teeth. "Gentlemen, I hope he does."

The courier's second envelope is still on the sideboard, the one with the county seal I haven't opened because one execution per evening is my limit. I open it now.

Notice of hearing, In re: Claim of Meridian Land Services. Friday. Nine a.m.

The signing window closes Friday at noon.

Three hours of runway, on the same morning, in the same building. Both clocks, one door.
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Motion Carries


Eunice Tarbell answers her phone on the second ring at seven a.m., Thursday, like a woman who has been waiting fifty years for it to be about something good.

"Article Nine," she says, when I've said maybe four sentences. Her voice is dry as an old deed and twice as binding. "I wondered if anyone would ever read it properly. Yes, dear, I drafted it, and yes, I know exactly what it says. It says before a qualified attorney of estates and trusts. It does not say retained by the estate, it does not say active on the county's little list, and it does not say Marlee Osgood, because I wrote it to survive precisely the gentleman you're describing. The Bar considers me qualified until I'm dead, and I am not dead, I'm in Harlan Crossing, and I still fit my court shoes. You'll certify. I'll witness. Come fetch me Friday at eight, and don't be late, I intend to enjoy this."

I hang up and stand in the farm office with my heart going hard, and it's built. The whole machine: three heirs in person, Tarbell witnessing, my certification filed on the spot, page six answered not with argument but with a ninety-one-year-old definitions section in sensible shoes.

Thursday goes to the binder. All four of us, all day: exhibits tabbed and duplicated, the shell chain diagrammed on butcher paper until even the dog could follow the money, the residence and probate documents cross-indexed three ways because I intend to answer any question the judge asks inside four seconds. Bram runs the copier in town twice, and takes me along the second time, and behaves impeccably at the counter while standing a half-inch closer than the county considers standard, warm all down my side, murmuring exhibit numbers into my ear in the exact register he used for other inventory on Saturday, and the clerk asks if we want the collating done double-sided and I say yes with a composure I deserve an award for. Dutch drives the route to the county building and times it, both routes, in case of hay trucks. Callahan reads the whole binder, cover to cover, twice, and pronounces it "tight," which I gather from his brothers' faces is roughly a parade.

By supper there's nothing left to do that isn't Friday's, and everybody knows it.

I walk into the kitchen to tell them Tarbell's confirmed for eight, and I don't get the first sentence finished.

It's the bond that moves. All week it's pointed at them one at a time, polite, taking turns. The second all three of them look at me over the plan, the second the last obstacle goes down, it stops taking turns, and the kitchen goes close and warm and silent to the walls, and Bram sets down the coffee pot with enormous care, and Dutch's eyes have already run amber, and Callahan pushes back his chair and walks out the door.

Through the window I watch him strip to the waist in the yard, fold nothing, which from Callahan is a scream, shift mid-stride, and run. Flat out, along the fence line, a gray streak putting a mile of field between himself and this kitchen at the speed of a man outrunning his own leash. The sheep don't even lift their heads. Whatever's burning off him, they've decided it isn't for them, and they're right.

"Is he," I start.

"Taking the edge off," Bram says, low, reverent. "My whole life I've watched him hold that man still. Not tonight, counselor. Tonight you get all three, if that's a thing you want, and you should answer out loud, because we're neither of us reading anything off you tonight without your say-so."

"Yes," I say, out loud, clear, on the record. "All of it. All of you." And because in nine days I have never once skipped a definitions section, I give them one now, while I still own a whole sentence. "Offer, acceptance, consideration exchanged in full. Executed in counterparts, gentlemen. Tonight. All three."

Dutch reaches me first. Up out of the chair, mouth on mine, that diesel rumble already going, hands hard at my waist, and against my lips, low, a command with a door in it: "Anything's too much, you say courthouse, and everything stops. Say it back."

"Courthouse."

"Good. Now forget it."

Bram's behind me by then, lips at the back of my neck, hands undoing my buttons with indecent fluency, and of course he's talking, a filthy running commentary pitched just for the three of us: "You should know the yes hit the whole room, we could smell it land, sweetheart, you went sweet and dark like woodsmoke, Dutch nearly bit through the table. And your pulse, God, your pulse, I can hear it, it's arguing both sides." My blouse goes. His mouth maps my shoulder like he's been assigned it. "Fair warning, I intend to narrate. Gag me if it gets to be too much, actually no, don't, I'd enjoy that, we'll never get anything done."

"Bram," Dutch says, against my throat.

"Objection noted, overruled, she's smiling."

I am. That's the thing nobody warns you about a night like this: the laughing. Clothes go in all directions, mine, theirs, a boot skidding into the hall, and the two of them talk across me in that brother-frequency, rumble answering rumble, negotiating right of way with their hands already everywhere, and I make them regret every vocabulary lesson they've given me this week by using all of it, out loud, specifically, and Bram laughs into my shoulder and Dutch gives up arguing for the night.

The kitchen door opens. Callahan fills it, bare, chest heaving, run-steadied, and the last held breath in the house lets go.

His brothers give way. No discussion, no glance exchanged, just the sea parting, first and hardest earned, and the quietest man I've ever met crosses the floor like weather coming and takes my face in both hands.

"A week," he says. The beam-bearing voice, gone rough at the edges. "Since the pen. You want the itemized version?"

"Sworn testimony only."

"Fine." His thumb drags my lower lip. "Day one, your hands on the clipboard. Day three, your voice through the office wall, I stood in the hall like a boy. The strongbox, your palm on my chest, I nearly said it then. Every night since, the far side of my own kitchen, watching you build my family's case at this table, wanting you on it."

"You have me on it."

"Not yet," he says, and lifts me onto it.

He goes to his knees on the kitchen floor, and Callahan Whitcomb eats like he speaks: no preamble, no wasted motion, statements only. Broad slow strokes of his tongue that make my thighs shake against his ears, two fingers, then a third, opening me with a patience that would read as calm if I couldn't hear him, the low continuous sound in his chest like a struck bell that won't stop. Dutch has my right hand pinned to the table, lacing our fingers, watching my face with amber eyes and telling me, in short brutal sentences, exactly what his brother's about to do a half-second before he does it, brothers, apparently, in everything. Bram has the left side and my breast and no restraint at all: "Look at her, Cal, she's close, her scent goes bright right before, there, that, do that again."

I come against Callahan's mouth with both brothers holding me to the table, and he stays, works me through it, presses one last deliberate kiss to the inside of my thigh like a notary seal, and stands.

"Table's for the case," he says, and carries me up the stairs.

Carries me. One arm under my knees, one at my back, up a farmhouse staircase like I weigh what a folder weighs, and I'd object to the caveman logistics except my mouth is busy at his jaw, his throat, the hinge of him, learning the taste of cedar and salt, feeling his pulse bang under my lips while the rest of him climbs stairs at a sane man's pace. Dutch and Bram come up behind us shedding the last of their clothes with zero ceremony, an argument already running between them in that low brother-frequency about logistics I am apparently the subject of and get no vote in, until I lift my head and say, "She's right here, gentlemen, and she bills for scheduling," and Bram laughs so hard he has to sit down on the top step.

The big bed under the eaves has been his alone for years; I understand that without being told, from the spare neatness of the room, from the way his brothers pause a half-beat at the threshold like the border needs his say-so. He gives it: a look, a fraction of a nod, and then I'm in the middle of his bed with three wolves around me and no part of me wanting a door.

Callahan first. He settles over me slow, all that quiet mass on his forearms, blocking out the lamplight, smelling of run and cedar and want, and there's no working up to it because there's nothing left to work up. I'm soaked and open and he's heavy and ready, and my body takes him the way ground takes rain, one long unhurried slide until he's seated to the root, and the sound I make isn't a moan, it's an arrival. Home, some part of me files it, absurd and exact, and he drinks the rest of the thought straight off my mouth. My knees hook over his arms. He starts to move, deep and wrecking, and every stroke lands with the whole patient weight of him behind it. He doesn't thrust so much as arrive, over and over, seated to the root each time, grinding at the top of every stroke until I'm clawing his shoulders and the headboard's keeping time against the wall, and his eyes never once leave my face. And he talks now, quiet, endless, a week of withheld sentences spent in one act: "There. All of it. Took you like a fact from the first day. You'll tell me if. No. You'd tell me nothing, you'd argue, God, the mouth on you, come here." His hand slides under me, tilts my hips a degree, and the next stroke lands somewhere that makes the lamplight swim. "That. Again? Again."

Again. I come the first time like that, impaled and held and looked at, and he works me straight through it and doesn't stop, doesn't speed, patience like a landform, until the second one builds under the first and I'm begging in fragments of a language I passed the bar in. Teeth set careful at my throat as I tighten around him, asking; I press up into them, answering, and the growl that rolls out of him has thirty years of held-still in it. When he comes, deep, his whole frame shaking with the effort of staying gentle, his eyes go pure gold, and he says my name once, like an entry in a register.

He stays a long moment, sweat-slick, forehead to mine, softening in me, one thumb moving at my temple.

"Later," I say, up at him, stupid with it. "You said later. This was worth the docket."

"It generally is," Callahan says, which from him is a soliloquy.

Dutch takes his place while my pulse is still hammering, all challenge for exactly eight seconds, "still with us, or do I have to be memorable," before I bite his shoulder and the challenge burns off into that other thing, the command with worship under it. He puts me on my knees, presses my palms flat to the headboard, and takes a slow inventory first, hands dragging down my spine, over my hips, between my thighs where I'm soaked with all three of us now, and the sound he makes at that discovery is not a civilized one.

"Look at the state of you," he says, reverent, filthy, fitting himself against me. "Wrecked and still hungry. Say it."

"Still hungry."

"Attagirl."

He drives into me from behind with his chest sealed to my spine and his mouth at my ear, deep punishing strokes with the whole diesel engine of him behind them, and there's no distance in it at all, it's the closest anyone's ever been to me, his hand splayed over both of mine on the headboard, the other arm wrapped clean around me, fingers working my clit in rough time with his hips, and his voice gone raw: "Stayed anyway. Nobody stays. You stayed, and you're mine now, mine and theirs and I don't even mind, that's what you've done to me." The headboard bangs. Somewhere across the room one of his brothers says something appreciative and Dutch snarls at him without breaking stride, mine for the next five minutes, and I laugh and the laugh turns into the finish, sudden and steep. I come shouting into the pillow; he follows with a snarl he muffles in my hair, grinding deep through it, teeth at my nape, careful, careful even now.

And Bram, who's waited, which for Bram is a love letter with notarized attachments, gathers me up loose-limbed and laughing and lays me back against Callahan's chest like the man's furniture. I get my first long look at him since the barn, and I take it slow on purpose: the freckled shoulders, the lean farmer's muscle that moves under his skin like conversation, the leftward curve of him flushed dark and ready, the way even his body seems to be mid-sentence. He watches me look with open delight and files nothing away, because Bram keeps nothing in reserve, which is its own kind of beautiful. "Booked the last appointment on purpose," he says, settling between my thighs, furnace-skin against the inside of my knees, "everyone's honest by now, no performances left, just," and slides home, and for once in his life loses the sentence.

Slow, this time. Sweet and filthy in alternating clauses when the words come back, his brothers' hands still on me, Callahan's in my hair, Dutch's thumb tracing my ankle, the whole bed one warm animal. Bram rocks into me easy and deep, in no hurry anywhere, propped on one elbow to keep my face in view, and I'm so used and soft and sensitive by now that every slow drag of him lights the whole channel of me, oversweet, almost too much, exactly enough, and he reads that off my face and gentles without being asked and then doesn't gentle, in waves, playing me like he plays a room. And he narrates us to the end: what I look like taking him after the both of them, swollen and slick and easy, what I feel like, silk and heat and a heartbeat he can hear from the inside, that mine's the loudest of the four in the room and he'd know it blindfolded, that he's going to remember this exact minute at every boring county filing window for the rest of his life. I tighten around him just to interrupt the paragraph and he stutters, laughs, retaliates with three slow strokes that turn my spine to water, and we go on like that, trading clauses, until I come one final aching time, wrung soft, and he spills with a laugh that breaks in the middle, forehead to mine.

"Motion carries," he whispers.

"So witnessed," I whisper back, and feel all three of them hear it land.

There's water, after, and the world's most crowded use of a farmhouse bathroom. The shower fits one and takes three, in shifts, and I'm washed by committee: Dutch's hands soaping my back with a gruff thoroughness that keeps forgetting to stay north of my waist, Bram shampooing my hair and narrating my scalp like a sommelier, Callahan waiting with the towel like a man who has decided towel duty is a rank. I return fire, running soap down the wet landscape of Dutch's chest just to feel him hold still under it, and the heat flickers up again, lazy and knowing, and none of us act on it because the bed is calling and there's a hearing in the morning. Somebody's shirt fits me like a legal fiction. I think we're done, I truly think we're done, until I come back into the bedroom and find all three of them looking at me in the doorway light, and the bond goes up like dry grass.

"Second wind's a pack thing," Bram says, apologetic and not remotely apologetic. "Should've disclosed. Material fact."

"Come here," Callahan says, and I go, but I take a detour.

Dutch first, because there's a record to balance and I've only ever tasted one brother, an oversight no thorough professional leaves standing. I put him on his back with a hand flat on his chest, and the challenge in his eyes lasts precisely as long as it takes me to get my mouth on him. He tastes different than Bram, darker, saltier, iron under the salt like the wolf runs closer to his surface, and I take my time cross-referencing, cheeks hollowed, one hand working what won't fit, while he swears at the ceiling in a register I've never heard from him and his fingers flex helplessly against my scalp, not steering, never steering, holding on.

"Honest records," I tell him, coming up for air, wiping my mouth, and the sound the three of them make at that is worth the whole nine days.

This round nobody waits a turn after that. I end up astride Callahan, sunk full onto him, rocking slow and grinding down at the bottom of every roll because at this angle he touches everything at once, while Dutch kneels behind me, chest sealed to my back, mouth open at my neck, one hand splayed hot on my belly where he swears he can feel his brother moving in me, and the other working my slick, swollen clit in exactly the rhythm I taught him at the table on Monday. Bram's stretched alongside with his mouth at my breast, tongue circling, teeth grazing, one of my hands wrapped around him hard and heavy and leaking over my knuckles while his voice does what his voice does, weaving it together, out loud, for the record. "Look at the state of us. Cal seated in her to the root, Dutch on her clit, and she's still got a hand for me, three of us and she's keeping time for all of it. And she's close, sweetheart, you're close, we can every one of us feel it coming up the valley like weather." I am dripping down Callahan's cock and the room smells like all of us and I could not testify to where any one of us ends. It shouldn't be possible to feel that many hands and stay one person. I don't, quite. I go somewhere wide and bright where the only fixed points are Callahan's eyes below me, gold now and staying gold, and the three heartbeats I can suddenly hear the way they hear mine, and when the finish takes me it takes all of us, a chain of it, me and then Callahan deep and shuddering and then Dutch with a growl against my nape, and Bram last, laughing, of course, spilling warm against my hip with my name in the laugh.

We end in a heap that would take a surveyor to untangle. Nobody moves for a long time. The window's going gray at the edges, and somebody in this bed keeps honest records, so I take the inventory while the light comes up. Exhibit A, a bite at my throat, set careful and already darkening. Exhibit B, fingerprint bruises coming up plum on my hips, Dutch's exact span, I checked. Exhibit C, beard burn down the inside of both thighs, origin disputed, all parties claiming credit. Entered and admitted without objection. I ache from hips to ribs like a signed original, and I would testify to every line of it.

"For the record," I say, to the ceiling, wrecked, "the bond didn't do that. That was us."

"Best evidence I ever heard," Dutch mumbles, into my spine.

Somewhere past three, held between the furnace of Dutch and the long calm weight of Callahan with Bram's hand loose in my hair, I hear the whispered argument start.

"...saying if she wants eggs at a reasonable hour, and I'M the one who..."

"You cooked last night. It's a rotation."

"It's a MERITOCRACY..."

Callahan, asleep, or near enough, tightens his hand in my hair a fraction, and both of them shut up instantly, and I fall asleep smiling like a fool with a signing before noon.

Sometime in the smallest hours I surface halfway, too warm, too full of the night to stay under, and find Callahan awake in the dark, watching the ceiling like it owes him money. I put my mouth on his shoulder. That's all it takes. He rolls me under him slow as tide, parts my thighs with one knee, and slides into me while I'm still half in a dream, and this time there are no words at all, none needed, just his weight and his mouth on mine and the long unhurried roll of him, quiet enough not to wake his brothers, deep enough to make me bite his collarbone to keep the bargain. It lasts forever and no time. When I come it's soft and total, a wave with no crest, and he follows with his face pressed into my hair and one hand cradling the back of my skull like something worth insuring.

"Sleep," he says, still inside me, already half gone himself, and I do, held.

I wake to gray light and an empty warm bed and Bram at the little desk under the window, laptop open, county portal glowing, wearing nothing but reading glasses I will never let him live down.

"Couldn't sleep," he says, not looking up. His voice is wrong. The chatter's gone out of it. "So I went back into the archive. Kept thinking about Cal's two policies. Warren said two, and Warren was careful, but Warren only knew what the co-op told him."

"Bram."

He turns the screen. A third policy. Same era, same buried lapse clause, same shell-flavored contingent beneficiary, a name I don't know yet at an address I do.

"It's not written on anything Whitcomb," he says. "It's written on land clear across the county. Somebody else's family is sitting under one of these right now, and they have no lawyer, and no clause, and no idea."


10
On the Record


Friday, six a.m., I wake in the middle of the big bed with a hearing in three hours and three wolves already awake around me, and nobody has said a word yet because everybody's listening to my heartbeat try to pick a lane.

"Come here," Callahan says, and I do, and for ten minutes the four of us stay exactly where we are, a tangle of warm limbs and steady breathing, Bram's thumb moving over my hip bone, Dutch's forehead pressed between my shoulder blades, and it is not heat, quite, it's ballast, it's the four of us loading the keel for open water.

Then Dutch's mouth finds my shoulder and says, rough with morning, "You're not walking in there strung tight," and heat it is after all.

Quick and fierce and nothing wasted. Dutch rolls me back against his chest and gets a hand between my thighs, two fingers sliding through me slick and sure, no preamble because after last night none is needed, and Bram's already moving down the bed, "morning, don't mind me," mouth trailing my belly and then lower, tongue joining his brother's fingers in a coordination they don't even have to negotiate anymore. I fist one hand in Bram's hair and reach the other back to grip Dutch's thigh, and Callahan doesn't touch me at all. He lies on his side a foot away, head propped on one hand, and holds my eyes, steady, gold-flecked, an oath being administered, and it's his gaze that does the most indecent work in the bed.

"Eyes on me," he says, once, when mine start to roll back. "There you are."

"This is," I gasp, to the room, to the county, to God, "a highly irregular briefing."

"Objection," Bram murmurs, into me, and the hum of it finishes the argument. I come apart between them, fast and bright, Dutch growling satisfaction into my hair, and come back together breathing easy, loose to the fingertips.

"There," Dutch says, satisfied, an advocate resting his case. "Now she's dangerous. And for the record, that's yours truly on eleven."

"Honest records," all four of us say, in ragged unison, and that's how Friday starts.

We fetch Eunice Tarbell at eight. She's on her porch in court shoes and a wool coat despite July, takes one look at the truck full of large men and me, and says, "Which of you is the quiet one? Good. Sit by me. The rest of you, no talking past the door."

Nine a.m., the county hearing room smells like floor wax and old radiators, and Gil Prentice is exactly as advertised: pressed, pleasant, a man with a good brief and a clear conscience, which is the most dangerous kind.

He's good. He walks the judge through the recording stamp, the backdated correction, the arithmetic that closes our window at noon, and then, gently, regretfully, page six: the independence of the only qualified attorney in reach, raised not as accusation, counselor, merely as a question the court may wish to resolve. First. Slowly.

When it's mine, I stand, and my body files its own brief on the way up, a deep sweet ache from hips to knees with three names on it, and I have never in my life felt more qualified for anything.

"A question," I say, "with a one-word answer, which is: sustained residence noted, and irrelevant, because I am not the witnessing attorney." Sustained residence. Under my collar, where a careful set of teeth signed their work at three in the morning, the mark warms like it heard him.

The doors open on cue, because Eunice Tarbell has been waiting in the hall specifically for the doors to be worth opening. Court shoes, cane like a gavel, and a Bar card older than the radiator.

"Eunice Tarbell," she tells the judge, who visibly sat her bar exam after this woman drafted her thousandth trust. "Attorney of estates and trusts, retired from practice, never from qualification, and author of the instrument in question. I wrote Article Nine, Your Honor. I'm here to watch it work."

It works.

Somewhere in the row behind me sit three men in funeral-and-wedding shirts, and over the floor wax and radiators I can find them without turning: cedar, woodsmoke, iron. I steady on it like a handrail.

Prentice objects, of course. Twice, ably: to Tarbell's standing (she recites the Bar rule from memory, section number and all, and adds the year it was enacted, "I remember it going in"), and to the certification sequence (I walk the judge through the definitions section clause by clause, the drafter of the instrument nodding along beside me like a metronome in wool). Both overruled. The second time, the judge tells him, mildly, that the court is satisfied the clause means what it says, and I watch a careful man fold a losing page over with no change of expression at all.

Three heirs, in person: Callahan, Bram, Dutch, in their funeral-and-wedding shirts, signing one after another at the clerk's table, in front of the judge, the county, and Prentice's slowly recalibrating eyebrows. Tarbell witnesses. I certify, and my certification goes onto the county's own stamp at eleven forty-one, nineteen minutes inside a window Prentice trimmed from sixty days to four and still couldn't close.

The trust renews. The lapse never happens. The lapse clause never activates. Meridian's claim dies of a definitions section, retroactively, the boring way, on paper.

Eleven forty-one. I put my pen down and my mother, who never got a room like this to speak in and a clause like that to speak with, is suddenly everywhere in it, and I let her be, for exactly one breath, and then I stand up, because the county gave me the floor and I'm not done with it.

I could sit down. Instead I do the thing my whole life built, and I read the rest of it into the record.

The planted architecture, exhibit by exhibit: the dormant key-man policy and its buried assignment clause. The little agency, bought quiet, four years back. The shell above it, and the shell above that, and the suite number they share with the company that mailed a lowball offer to a dead man's estate the same week its lawyer found a stamp to shorten the calendar. The second policy, sleeping under two more families' land. The third, found at four in the morning, on a property whose owners have never heard any of these names.

"The claim before you is dead," I tell the judge, "but the instrument that fired it is a pattern, and the pattern is county-wide, and someone built it. I can't yet prove who, and I am not asking this court to guess. I'm asking that the exhibits be entered, so that the next family is arguing from a record instead of a coincidence."

Entered. All of it, stamped, public, permanent.

Prentice packs his briefcase without hurry, unbothered as a taxi meter, paid either way. At the rail he pauses, and gives me a small, genuine, terrible nod. "Tell Ms. Tarbell she buried the lede for fifty years," he says. "Good definitions section. See you on the next one, counselor."

There will be a next one. Fine. So will I.

In the corridor, in front of the departing gallery and the clerk's open window and God and everybody, the Whitcomb brothers stop pretending there was ever a question. Callahan gets there first, which surprises nobody who was paying attention all week: his hand comes to the back of my neck and he kisses me, on the mouth, thorough, unhurried, staking a claim you could survey, and the corridor can file whatever it likes. Dutch takes my left hand like testimony and presses his mouth to it, then to me, quick and fierce, one hand fisted in my jacket like the hearing tried to take something of his and failed. And Bram, incapable of a silent anything, kisses me last and longest and comes up grinning, and announces to the general public, "Counsel of record, gentlemen. Ours."

Eunice Tarbell, gathering her coat, surveys the three of them over her glasses.

"In my day we notarized these things," she says. "Drive me home before lunch, whichever of you is soberest about it."

Set your eyebrow down, Harlan Crossing. It's witnessed.

Outside, the noon light is white on the parking lot, and Dutch peels off toward the truck, and then doesn't get in it. He looks back at the county building, at the windows full of faces that have spent four days learning his family's business, and I watch the decision land, deliberate as a signature.

"Dutch," Callahan says. Not a warning. A confirmation.

"They've got our paper," Dutch says. "May as well have the rest of it."

He shifts in the open, broad daylight, work boots to wolf in one stride, brindle-dark and enormous on the county's asphalt, and sits, tail curled over his feet, patient as a portrait: on the record.

Somebody's coffee hits the sidewalk. The clerk has come out onto the steps with the stamped copies I'm owed, and she stands there, jaw open, documents pressed to her chest like a hymnal.

"That's," she manages. "He's."

"Registered livestock," Bram says solemnly. "Terrible about doors."

She hands me my copies without once looking away from the wolf, and it's when she's turning back that she stops, and frowns, memory snagged by paperwork the way mine always is, and says the thing she'll never know rearranged the county.

"Funny. Filings that don't match their stamps." She taps my exhibit copy. "I flagged one like this last year, you know. Title registry, an easement recorded out of order, dates that couldn't sit right. Took it to the deputy examiner himself." She shrugs, embarrassed at her own name in her mouth. "He told me I'd imagined it. I suppose I imagined it."

The wolf's head turns. Mine too.

"What file?" I say.


Coming Soon


The clerk flagged a file once. She was told she imagined it.

Denhouse Rules Book 4: CLEAR TITLE. A county registry with somebody's thumb on the scale, a woman who never imagined anything in her life, and three new wolves. Coming next week.

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

Follow Cassie Wilder on Amazon for release-day notifications


Also by Cassie Wilder

The Denhouse Rules series

Book 1: Up to Code → My Book

Book 2: Standard of Care → My Book

Book 3: Last Will and Testimony (you are here)

Book 4: Clear Title, coming next week

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.

Also by Cassie Wilder: The Wife He Failed — a marriage-in-crisis second chance romance with a grovel that costs something. → Get it here


Freebie!


Free Denhouse Rules story for newsletter readers:

RIGHT OF WAY, a hot little prequel you can't get on Amazon. → https://cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup


Reviews


Reviews are how indie books live, and how Josie's next inspection gets funded.

Even one line helps.

Thank you for reading!

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Contents


    		1. Boilerplate


    		2. Whitlock Road


    		3. The Third Drawer


    		4. Due Diligence


    		5. Read Everything Twice


    		6. Honest Records


    		7. The Second Policy


    		8. Page Six


    		9. Motion Carries


    		10. On the Record


    		Coming Soon


    		Also by Cassie Wilder


    		Freebie!


    		Reviews


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70






OEBPS/font_rsrcPT.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrcPU.jpg
A DENHOUSE RULES NOVEL






OEBPS/font_rsrcPS.ttf


