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1
Day Three


By day three of a quarantine, you learn which animals are lying to you.

Not lying the way people lie. A cow can't tell you she's fine when she isn't, but she can hold her head up and chew like nothing's wrong while an infection eats through her like rot working a stud wall from the inside.

That's the trick of livestock disease.

The ones still standing are the ones you have to watch hardest, because standing is the last thing to go.

I learned that the expensive way, three years back, on a different farm, with a different set of test results I trusted when I shouldn't have.

I don't think about that morning much anymore.

I think about it every single morning I run a herd, which isn't the same thing as thinking about it much, and I've made my peace with the distinction.

Which is why, at six in the morning on the third day of the Merrow quarantine, I'm in the barn re-running a blood panel that came back clean yesterday. Clean panels don't need re-running butI run them anyway. It costs me an hour of sleep but it means I'm the only person in three towns who'd know if this particular clean result turned out to be lying to me, and both of those things are worth it.

Fourteen head, penned off from the county's larger outbreak zone by an accident of fence lines and good luck, and not one of them showing symptoms past the two that started it.

That's the part of my report nobody at the state office wants to hear, because it means the numbers don't add up to an easy answer. Either this family got extraordinarily lucky, or somebody around here knows more about animal husbandry than they've let on to a state-certified vet standing in their barn at six in the morning.

I’ve been leaning toward the second option since day one.

The barn door swings open, and Emmett's already talking before it's fully back.

"You're up before me, which at this point I'm choosing to take personally." He's got two mugs in one hand and a look on his face that says he's been standing outside timing it. "Coffee. Black, since that's what you did with the first cup and I'm not asking twice."

"I'm re-running the Tuesday panel."

"I figured. You've got the face for it." He hands me the mug anyway and leans against the stall door. "It was clean Tuesday."

"It was clean Tuesday. Clean doesn't mean cleared. I'll clear it when I trust it."

"Fair enough." He means it, and he doesn't push. "You didn't sleep much."

"I slept some."

"Some's not enough, but I'm not going to fight you on it before six a.m. I know better." He nods toward the door, toward the house beyond it. "Foster's in a mood. County called. Something about the paperwork on the extension?”

"Foster's always in a mood."

"Foster's in a worse mood." He takes a sip he doesn't seem to actually want, watching me over the rim of it. "Figured you'd want to hear that from me before you heard it from him. He doesn't hand things over gently. Never has."

"And you do?”

"I bring coffee first. It's not nothing." And then he leaves.

I’ve learned enough about this family in three days to know Emmett doesn't say anything by accident. Wes, on the other hand, doesn't argue with me at all. He does something worse, which is to be carefully polite while looking anywhere else in the room.

This morning that means he comes into the bar and hangs around over by the tack wall, hands busy coiling a lead rope he's already coiled once, and when I say good morning he says it back to a spot on the wall four feet to my left.

"You can look at me, Wes. I don't bite. That's the whole reason I'm here. You're going to wear a groove in that rope."

"It's for checking."

"Checking what? It's rope. It doesn't do anything until somebody uncoils it."

He looks at the rope like it's personally let him down. "Gives my hands something to do that isn't talking."

"Could take up smoking instead."

"Cancer's for people whose family doesn't already come with a fire," he says. "Wasn't looking at anything," he says, and leaves, taking the rope and the excuse with him.

I finish capping the second vial and then follow Emmett up to the house, because that's apparently just where the morning is headed whether I've decided to go there or not.

Foster's at the kitchen table when we come in, and a legal pad's been joined by a manila folder that wasn't there an hour ago, sitting open in front of him like something he's already regretting reading.

"What’s the latest?” I say.

"The extension order. County courier dropped an updated copy this morning. Original had a page missing, allegedly." He doesn't look up. "I'm reading it in case they buried something. They do that."

"Read it out loud, then. I signed my name to the last version. I'd like to know what I'm still attached to."

He gives me a look that says I've asked something unreasonable, and then, because arguing with me before nine is apparently as pointless from his end as sleeping in was from mine, he starts reading.

Statutory authority , disease designation , quarantine boundary , the same dry regulatory language I've read on a hundred farms, and I let it wash past me like engine noise, listening less for the words than for the one that doesn't belong.

Foster gets three paragraphs in and stops like a man reading his own name on a document he never signed.

"Foster?”

He doesn't answer. He's staring at the page, jaw gone tight in a way I haven't seen from him yet, not even this morning.

"Foster. Read out what’s bothering you.”

"Requesting party." His voice comes out flat, careful, testing each word before he lets the next one out. "Requesting party: Halbrook Development, LLC."

Emmett goes still beside me, coffee mug halfway to his mouth. From the doorway, where I hadn't noticed him arrive, Wes has stopped pretending to look at anything else at all.

"Say that again," I tell Foster, because I want to have heard it right, and because some part of me, the part that re-runs clean panels at six in the morning, already knows I did.

He turns the folder around and slides it across the table so I can read it myself, and there it is, printed in the same courier font as every other line on the page, official as anything, filed and stamped and wrong for a quarantine order to say.

The state didn't request this extension.

Halbrook did.

"Who's Halbrook?” Wes says, from the doorway, in the tone of a man who already suspects he isn't going to like the answer and would rather hear it from anyone but Foster.

"A development company. Same name that's been trying to buy up half this valley for three years, according to the county filings I've been reading for fun since I got here. They don't usually show up on animal-health paperwork."

"They don't usually show up anywhere they can be traced." Foster's jaw stays tight. "That's rather the point of being a shell company."

"You know an unusual amount about shell companies for a man who spends his mornings arguing with a legal pad."

"I know an unusual amount about a lot of things nobody asked me to learn." He says with no self-pity in it, just a fact laid on the table next to the folder. "Comes with growing up on a farm that's been losing a slow fight for twenty years."

"Comforting," I say.

"Wasn't meant to be."

"Nothing in this house is meant to be comforting before nine in the morning," Emmett says.”Present company excluded, most days."

"Most days," Wes says, and it's the driest I've heard him say anything since I got here.

I look between the three of them, and something in my chest settles into a shape I recognize from a hundred kitchen tables that weren't mine: three people who've clearly had this exact argument before, in some form, long before a state vet showed up to referee it. "Well," I say. "Now it's my problem too. Lucky you."

"Lucky us," Emmett agrees, warm, and it doesn't sound like sarcasm at all.


2
What's Left of the Fire


Nobody moves for a second. Then Foster closes the folder, carefully, like he's worried it'll go off again if he handles it wrong.

"I need to make some calls," he says, already reaching for his phone, already halfway into the next four hours of his day. "County clerk's office opens at eight. I want to be first in line when it does."

"I'll come with you," Wes says, and he's out the door behind Foster before anyone agrees that was the plan.

That leaves me standing in the kitchen with a coffee going cold in my hand and Emmett watching me with the patient attention of a man deciding how much to say.

"You've got questions," he says. "I can see them stacking up behind your eyes."

"I've got one big one. Why is a private company named as the requesting party on a state quarantine order, and why does everyone in this house look like they've been waiting for that particular shoe to drop for twenty years?”

"That one I can actually answer. Come on. Walk with me."

He doesn't wait for me to agree, just holds the door, and I follow him because I've spent three days establishing that I follow information wherever it goes.

Outside, the morning's gone properly cold. Somebody's going to be splitting wood by the weekend whether the quarantine's lifted or not.

Emmett doesn't hurry.

No wasted steps, no second-guessing where the ground gives, a lifetime of knowing exactly where this property starts and stops, and I catch myself matching his pace instead of my own.

He leads me past the barn to the old section of the foundation, granite instead of poured concrete, and stops at a stretch of stone darker than the rest. Not painted dark. Burned dark, the char worked so deep into the rock that no amount of weather's managed to scrub it back to gray.

"Fire," he says. "Twenty years back. Took my father, and it took the family register with him. I want to tell you the whole thing plainly, because you deserve better than getting it in pieces the way this family usually hands things out."

"Okay."

"There's a way this family's supposed to work. A book. Somebody keeps it, signs for the land, stands up in front of the county and says this is ours and here's my name on it. My father was that somebody. The fire took the room the register was kept in, and he went in after it instead of getting clear first, because to him the book and the family were the same thing. He didn't come out, and neither did the book." He says it with no drama in it, grief worn soft at the edges from twenty years of handling. "So there's nobody with their name on anything since. Which is why an extension order can say whatever it wants about who's requesting what, and there's no signature in this house strong enough to argue with it yet."

"That's a lot to carry without a name attached to any of it."

"It's not carried evenly. Foster carries the worst of it, and it isn't mine to hand you the rest of that story. That part's his to tell, when he's ready, and I'd rather you heard it from him than from me secondhand. But the fire, the book, why there's no Warden of record. That part's just fact, and you should have it today, not in pieces over a month."

I crouch down next to the stone because that's apparently just what my knees do around this family lately, and I look at the char instead of touching it, because I've learned enough in three days to know a scorched stone isn't where this book's mechanism lives.

I've put my palm to a hundred foundations for work, and this one's not on my clipboard.

"So who signs, once there's someone to sign," I say. "Practically. Is that a county question or a family one?”

"Bit of both, and it's the part nobody in this county's had to answer in a hundred years, which is exactly the gap I think Halbrook's been circling." Emmett looks out toward the tree line, easy, unhurried, the same rhythm he brings to everything. "That's honestly the open question, not a secret one. We don't know yet who the county would recognize, because there's nobody with paper to point to. It's not us hiding it from you. It's that the answer doesn't exist yet."

"That's an odd way to describe a legal void."

“I’m an odd guy.” That gets a short laugh out of both of us, and something in the morning eases half a degree.

"For what it's worth," Emmett says, "Foster'll fill in his own piece when he trusts you with it. That's not me covering for him. That's just respecting that some of it isn't mine to hand over."

"I can work with a gap I know the size of. It's the ones I don't know the size of that keep me up at night."

"Then you're going to sleep fine in this house," he says, "because I just told you the size of this one. County's going to want somebody's name on a line eventually. Right now there isn't one. That's the whole fact, no dressing on it."

He's still crouched there too, easy, forearms loose on his knees, and it's pure reflex, six years of reading a patient's vitals before I've decided to, that has me reaching over and pressing two fingers to the inside of his wrist to check his pulse against how calm the rest of him is acting. I do it to nervous farmers half the time without asking. I don't expect it to do anything but confirm what I already believe about this man.

It isn't his pulse I feel, though. It's something underneath it, a warmth that climbs up through my fingertips into my own wrist like his heartbeat's decided to answer a question I never asked out loud, and then it's gone, already settling into something steadier, the way an animal stops fighting the exam the second it decides you're not the threat.

I don't pull my hand back right away. I sit with it a second longer than the reading requires, because whatever that was, flinching away from it feels like the wrong instinct for a woman who spends her whole professional life not flinching from what her hands tell her.

"That," I say, when I can talk again, "wasn't static."

"No," Emmett agrees, standing slower, watching my hand instead of my face, gentle about it in a way that takes the edge off how strange it is. "It's called a bond. Runs in this family a long way back, older than the fire, older than any of us. It fires when it finds the right person standing close enough to notice, and it's been sitting quiet here because there hasn't been anybody to fire it at."

"You're telling me I just got recognized by a family bond because I was checking your pulse?”

"I'm telling you it noticed something that was already there. Different thing, and I'd like you to hold onto the difference, because I'm not going to stand here and pretend this is simple. It isn't. But it doesn't hand out marching orders. It points. What you do once it's pointed is still yours, every time."

"That's a very tidy answer for a man whose whole family's history is sitting right there in the stone."

"It is tidy. Doesn't make it less true. You strike me as someone who'd rather have both barrels than a drip feed."

"Both barrels, then." He sets his mug down, steps off the porch into the yard, and undoes his shirt buttons with the unhurried efficiency of a man about to muck out a stall. "Second barrel's easier shown."

He shifts.

I have spent eleven years learning what bodies can and cannot do, and I watch a two-hundred-pound man become a wolf between one heartbeat and the next, and my training files it the only way it can: gait sound, coat unbroken, dentition magnificent, mass conservation impossible. He's enormous. Sable-gray, deep-chested, calm as he ever is on two legs, and he crosses the yard and sits in front of me with his tail over his feet, patient as a horse at a gate.

And the herd doesn't spook. That's the detail that rearranges my whole week: the animals in that barn have been calm around this scent all along, which is why my baseline data never made sense, which means my unexplained clean numbers were never unexplained. They were him.

"You could have led with this," I tell the wolf, unsteadily.

The wolf yawns, showing me an inch and a half of canine, and becomes Emmett again, reaching for his shirt. "Coffee first," he says. "Always coffee first."

"I would."

"Then that's what you get. From me, anyway. Can't speak for my brothers." He glances toward the house, toward wherever Foster and Wes have gone. "That's not a bond thing. That's just Foster."

I look down at my hand like it might have an opinion of its own to offer, and it doesn't, it just looks like a hand, warm at the edges, mine after all. "And them. Same as you?"

"Same family. Same book, if we ever get it back. So yes. Same as me."

"Then who's actually in charge of this house," I say, because I want something practical to hold onto. "Somebody signs for a farm eventually. Somebody talks to the state."

"Practically speaking, day to day, that's mostly been me since Dad died, because somebody had to be the one who just does the next thing in front of him, and I was closest to the door. Legally, formally, there's no answer yet.”

"That's an honest answer."

"It's the only kind I've got time for. Twenty years of watching this family lose a slow fight taught me that the vague version costs more in the end than the plain one does today." He straightens, offers a hand to help me up that I don't strictly need but take anyway. "Come on. Coffee's getting cold a second time, and I've got eggs to burn if I don't get back to them."

We walk back toward the house together, slower than the walk out, and I catch myself matching his pace again without meaning to.

"For what it's worth," he says, glancing sideways at me, something warm in it, "I'm glad it was you standing there when that bond decided to have an opinion. Could've been worse. Could've been somebody who ran."

"I don't run from data. Even data that jumps."

"No," he agrees, looking at me properly now, something steady in it that wasn't there yesterday. "I don't imagine you do."


3
Same Paperwork, Different Language


By four that afternoon, I've decided that sulking about a company named Halbrook is a worse use of my time than doing something useful about it, so I find Foster in the equipment shed and offer him the one thing I actually have to give: I read regulatory paperwork for a living, and he clearly doesn't trust anyone else in this county to read his.

"I don't need help," he says, not looking up from the tractor part he's cleaning.

"You need a second set of eyes on state statutes that were written specifically to be misread by exhausted farmers. I happen to have a second set of eyes."

"You're the state vet. Isn't reading my land-use filings a conflict of interest?"

"Reading your land-use filings for fun on a cold night is a hobby. It only becomes a conflict of interest if I bill the county for it, which I won't, because I don't actually want anyone at the county office knowing how much of my week I've spent thinking about your family's legal problems."

That gets me something close to a smile, there and gone so fast I could believe I imagined it. "You'd do that. For free."

"I do quarantine inspections for free too, technically, since the state pays garbage. Free's my whole professional model at this point."

"Terrible business model."

"It's a fantastic business model if what you actually want is to sleep at night." I hold up the folder I brought with me, already half full of the county's public filings on the Merrow parcel. "So. Kitchen table. Eight o'clock. Bring whatever you've got and I'll bring what I've got, and we'll see if two people who don't fully trust each other's motives can still read the same document the same way."

He looks at the folder, then at me, doing the math on how much easier tonight would be with someone who already knows how to read a statute instead of just how to be angry at one. "Eight," he says, like it costs him something to agree to it. "Don't be late. I don't wait around for people."

"You waited three days to admit your family's got a standing problem. I think you can manage twenty minutes."

He doesn't have an answer for that one, which might be the first time all week I've won an argument with Foster Merrow outright, and I'm still feeling smug about it four hours later when I let myself into the kitchen at five to eight and find him already at the table, four hours ahead of schedule on his half.

By nine that night, Foster has the kitchen table covered in exactly the paper trail I understand better than he'd like me to.

"Statutory authority for the original quarantine order," I say, sliding my folder around to face him, "cites section forty-one, subsection C. Your extension cites forty-one, subsection E."

"So?"

"So either the county's got the sloppiest clerk in New England, or somebody wanted those two clauses sitting next to each other on purpose."

"You say that like there's a version of this where it's just a sloppy clerk."

"There's always a version where it's a sloppy clerk. I've met the clerk. He once filed my rabies certification under 'miscellaneous livestock.'"

That gets an actual sound out of him, short and surprised, gone almost before it lands. "Not comforting."

"Wasn't meant to be comforting. Meant to be funny. Different goals, same clerk."

"So I signed a request under subsection C, and somebody typed up an approval under subsection E. Those aren't the same clause. One's a state-initiated animal-health action. The other's a third-party access petition riding on the state's letterhead."

Foster goes very still. "Say that again."

"Halbrook didn't hijack my quarantine order, Foster. They filed their own request and dressed it up to look like mine." I turn my folder around so he can read the subsection himself. "That's not just sloppy paperwork. That's deliberate."

"You're telling me the state let a private company use a public health emergency as a door."

"I'm telling you somebody did. I don't know yet if it was the state being lazy or the state being paid to be lazy." I close the folder before he can find the extra page in it, the one where I've already started drafting my own formal objection. "But I've filed with this state for six years, and I've never once seen an animal-health statute get cross-cited with a land-use subsection unless somebody upstream wanted exactly that ambiguity."

"You could lose your license for saying that out loud in front of the wrong person."

"Good thing you're the only person in this kitchen, then, and you've got exactly as much reason to keep quiet about it as I do."

"That's not an answer."

"It's a better answer than pretending I didn't say it."

He doesn't answer right away. When he does, his voice has picked up speed instead of losing it, words coming faster, like he's trying to outrun whatever's underneath them. "You didn't have to go looking for this. It's not your fight. You could've filed your compliance report and driven home every night to a life that doesn't have my family's twenty-year mess parked in it."

"It's parked on my paperwork. That makes it mine whether I want it or not."

"Convenient thing for the paperwork to have decided." He's close now, closer than the width of the table should technically allow, and I hadn't noticed either of us moving. "Or maybe the paperwork's not the whole reason."

"Don't."

"Don't what."

"Don't make this about the bond.”

"I'm not making it about the bond. I'm making it about the fact that you've spent four days doing unpaid legal work for a family that's given you nothing but a cot and bad coffee, and I'd like to understand why, because I don't have a category for people who do that without an angle." He says it fast, dry, cutting at himself as much as at me, the specific speed of a man who talks constantly precisely so nobody asks him to slow down and feel something instead. "So. Humor me. What's the angle, Doctor Aldrich?”

"Maybe I don't like being used as a door."

"Maybe."

I don't remember deciding to close the last of the distance. I remember his hand coming up to my jaw first, careful, like he expected me to pull back and was already braced for it, and then I remember the taste of the coffee he's been drinking all night, and the small rough sound he makes against my mouth that isn't quite a word, more the shape one would have taken if he'd let it. His other hand finds the small of my back and for three or four seconds the paperwork, the extension order, the whole ugly shape of Halbrook Development stops mattering even a little.

Then the bond does something I don't have a word for yet, a second pull and then a third, distinct from each other, distinct from the first thing that fired off by the cornerstone, like two more doors opening down a hallway I hadn't known was that long.

Foster breaks the kiss.

"That wasn't just you," he says, fast, already talking again like talking is the only way he knows to keep his feet under him. "That was all three of us. Which means this can't be a thing I do without thinking about what it does to two people who aren't in this kitchen."

"Foster, wait."

"I need to think, and I think better standing up." He's already moving, three steps toward the door. "This doesn't change the paperwork. The paperwork's still true."

"I know the paperwork's still true."

"Good." He stops in the doorway, one hand on the frame, and for a second I think he might say something that isn't about statutes or subsections at all. He doesn't. "Get some sleep, Tess. Long day tomorrow."

He's gone before I can decide whether I wanted him to stay or whether some annoyingly loud part of me is relieved that he left, and I sit alone at a table covered in paperwork that's still, infuriatingly, exactly as true as it was ten minutes ago.


4
Easy Weight


Emmett doesn't ask how I slept, which I thought was suspicious.

"Rough night in this house," he says instead, sliding a plate toward me without being asked. Eggs, still soft in the middle, exactly right, and he'd worked that out without asking too, on a shorter runway than the coffee took.

"You could say that."

"I heard some of it. Walls in this house aren't as thick as Foster likes to pretend they are, and I've stopped bothering to tell him otherwise."

"Then you know he left before either of us got to finish a sentence."

"That's Foster. He'll talk your ear off about a subsection for two hours and go dead silent the second the subject's actually him. Doesn't mean the rest of us have to wait around for him to catch up. You're doing the thing," he says, before I can answer.

"What thing?”

"The thing where you check my gum color when you think I'm not looking. You did it to Foster yesterday too."

"I diagnose dehydration for a living. Old habits."

"I'm not a horse, Tess."

"You say that. Your pulse doesn't know it."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning I've had four days of watching everyone in this house not sleep and not stop working, and one morning where nobody's currently mad at each other."

He nods toward the door, toward the paddock beyond it, easy as anything. "Come outside. Let somebody take care of you for twenty minutes before the day starts asking things of you again."

"That's a very generous offer from a man who hasn't slept much more than I have."

"I sleep fine. I just don't sleep long. Farm doesn't care what time I went down. Cows still want feeding at five whether I've made peace with my own family or not."

"Must be nice, having a job that doesn't leave room for an existential crisis before dawn."

"It leaves plenty of room. I just don't take it." He huffs out something that isn't quite a laugh, gone as fast as it shows up. "Foster takes the room. Wes takes the room and then some. I decided a long time ago somebody in this house had to be the one who just does the next thing in front of him."

"And that's you?”

"Somebody had to volunteer. I was closest to the door." He pushes back from the table, unhurried, and holds out a hand I hadn't noticed I was about to take. "Come on. Twenty minutes. I'm not asking for the whole morning. Not yet, anyway."

I follow him out past the paddock, the morning air cool enough after the stuffy house that it feels like the first honest breath I've taken all day. He leads with that same unhurried stride toward the milking parlor, empty now at this hour, no trace of the tension that filled the barn at six a.m., just clean concrete, the smell of hay and disinfectant, morning light coming warm through the high windows, and his coffee mug still sitting on the rail where he left it an hour ago.

"I wanted to do this since your first morning here," he says. "I waited until I meant it properly, and I mean it properly now. You want this too?"

"Yeah." It is the easiest truth I have spoken all week.

"Good. Then here's my treatment plan, so you can object to any of it before we start." He steps in close enough that I can feel the heat coming off him, and he lays it out warm and unhurried, like we have all the morning the county never gives me. "First I kiss you until your knees stop being reliable. Then I get you out of those jeans and put my mouth on you until you've come at least once, because I'm not asking a woman anything important before she's had her first. Then, if you still want me, I bend you over that rail and give you everything I've kept polite for four days. You can revise the order. You can strike anything off the list."

"Approved as written," I say, and my voice comes out lower than I planned it. "All of it. Proceed."

He kisses me hard. His mouth is a pure demand, parting my lips and invading my space. I unbutton his flannel, dragging the fabric down his arms and shoving it off his broad shoulders while his mouth works down my throat. And then I lean back and read him, because reading bodies is the one thing I'm board-certified to do and I intend to enjoy my credentials. He's built like the barn he maintains, wide and load-bearing, heavy muscle under an honest farmer's tan, old scars I want the history of, a chest I could chart for an hour. My palms flatten over him and he's hot, clinically hot, a fever in any patient and a furnace in him, and when I drag my nails through the hair on his chest and down, following the line of it to his belt, the sound that comes out of him rolls up from somewhere no stethoscope of mine has ever been.

"You're running about four degrees high," I tell him, working the buckle.

"Runs in the family." His voice has gone to gravel. He watches me take him out, heavy and thick and hot in my fist, watches me learn the weight of him with both hands, and his nostrils flare, and his eyes bank amber at the edges. "Tess. I can smell exactly how much you're enjoying your exam."

"Then you know I'm being thorough." I stroke him slow, root to crown, learning what makes his breath go ragged, and when he finally gets my jeans open and his hand inside, he finds me soaked, swollen, embarrassingly ready, and the growl he gives at the state of me is worth the whole quarantine. "Four degrees high," he says against my ear, filthy and delighted, working me in slow circles, "and dripping. Somebody should examine you."

"Somebody's about to." Behind us, a horse shifts its weight against the cross-ties. The iron chain rings a sharp note against the wooden post. The barn grants us the room.

He strips me with a farmer's economy. He uses zero wasted motion. He unbuckles my belt, pops the metal button of my jeans, and drags the heavy denim down my legs. He leaves the pants and my underwear pooled over the toes of my boots. He grips the hem of my shirt and shoves it up, exposing my bare breasts to the cool draft of the corridor. When his hot mouth fastens over my nipple, I laugh before I moan. His hands are infuriatingly steady. He intends to spend hours right here.

"Been thinking about this since you showed up," he murmurs against my damp skin.

"You have a funny way of showing it. Four days of handing me coffee and staring at the middle distance."

"I was building a case." His teeth scrape my earlobe, sending a shiver down my spine. "A man earns the coffee first."

"That's your whole strategy?"

"Damn near."

His hand slides lower, skimming over my stomach. I laugh again. He grins against my collarbone, satisfied with the sound.

He drops to his knees on the concrete floor. He grasps the backs of my thighs, pulling my legs wider apart and drives two calloused fingers inside my wet cunt.

"Item two," he says against my inner thigh, and then his mouth is on me, broad and hot, and he eats me like the chore list has one line on it. He seals his lips over my clit and works his fingers in a slow, curling drag that has my heel skidding on the wet concrete. I keep talking, because he asked me to be thorough and thorough is the only register I own. "Harder. Right there. Keep that pressure and don't get creative." He hums his agreement into me and the vibration nearly finishes the job on its own. My pulse is somewhere north of one-forty. I know because I checked, two fingers on my own throat, while a farmer knelt on a milking-parlor floor and licked me open like a standing appointment. The first orgasm arrives on schedule, per the treatment plan, my thighs closing hard around his ears while I say his name loud enough to bother the horse.

He stands, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, and looks unbearably pleased with himself. "One," he says.

The stall smells of damp hay, hoof oil, and green hose water cooling in the drain. The backdrop fades. There is only the rough slide of his fingers, the suction of his mouth, and the sharp intake of his breath when I finally reach down to undo his belt.

I grip his cock. It springs free, thick and weeping slick pre-cum from the blunt slit. I stroke the heavy shaft fast. He groans into my palms, driving his hips forward into my grip, abandoning his patience. A brief surge of power hits me. I pull the one working lever on this quarantine.

"Careful," he rasps, his voice rough. "I have been patient for four days. Don't test my limits."

"Little late to tell me that."

I give him one more slow, agonizing stroke to prove my point. His forehead drops to my shoulder. Behind us, the horse stamps its hoof once. He laughs into my neck, the sound deteriorating into a ragged groan.

He stands up, turning me around and shoving me face-first against the stainless rail of the wash stall. I brace my weight against the cold steel. He steps up behind me, spreading my thighs wider with his knee.

"You are soaked.”

"Then stop being careful."

He laughs, a low sound vibrating in his chest, and obliges. He drives his hips forward, burying himself to the hilt in one brutal thrust. The impact slaps loud against my ass. My spine arches in immediate response. My internal musculature stretches to accommodate the sheer size of him. He sets a punishing rhythm, pulling back until the head almost slips free, then slamming deep into my cervix. He braces one hand on my hip, using the other to reach between my legs and work fast circles against my clit. I grip the metal rail to stay upright. The wash stall smells exclusively of sweat, hay, and sex.

Something rolls up out of his chest that no man makes, a low continuous rumble I feel through my spine where he is pressed against me, and when I turn my head his eyes have gone full amber, patient and ancient and locked on me like I am the only warm thing in the county. "Still with me in there?" I ask, because I retest everything, even this.

"Both of us are," he says, and the rumble deepens, and neither of us finds that anything but honest.

"Ask me something," he demands, his hips moving in an unyielding rhythm. "Anything. I want to hear your voice."

"That is a strange thing to ask right now."

"Just honest. I spent three years being the quiet one in this house. I want to hear you."

"Ask me something you actually want to know, then."

"Are you staying." He drives deeper, bottoming out against my womb. "Not tonight. After. Once the quarantine lifts."

"Ask me again when I can think straight."

"Fair."

He keeps going. He talks me through every deep drag of his shaft.

"Look at you," he rasps, his hand slapping my bare thigh. "Taking every inch of me. Squeezing me dry."

"Fuck," I groan, my knuckles turning white against the rail.

"Give me your numbers, Doc," he says, low and filthy, without breaking stride. "You're the one with the training."

"Heart rate elevated." I can barely build the words around what he is doing to me. "Core temperature climbing. Patient is full, stretched, and presenting with an acute need for you to go harder, in my professional opinion."

"Second opinion concurs." He goes harder.

"The county pays me to fix fences," he continues, driving upward to hit my G-spot. "I refuse to think about a single wooden post. I am only thinking about stretching you out."

"I'm close," I gasp.

"Then let go. I have you. We have the rest of the morning."

I climax hard. My internal walls clamp down, milking his thick shaft. A quiet bond flickers between us, free of the jarring pull I experienced earlier. It is simple and mine to have.

He redlines three strokes later. His control shatters. He growls my name, burying himself to the hilt. He comes inside me and pulls his cock out with a wet pop. A thick string of semen bridges the gap between us before snapping. My knees buckle. His arm catches my waist, hauling my ass back up. He strokes himself and fires a second rope of semen across my lower back. He pumps his fist, spraying hot strings of cum over my ass cheeks and down the backs of my legs. The hot fluid splatters against the stainless rail, dripping over the cold metal. It drops onto the concrete floor in heavy globs, mixing with the dirt and washing slowly toward the stall drain.

He sags against my back, his chest heaving against my skin. His elbow knocks a curry comb off the shelf. It clatters into the metal grate. Neither of us moves to retrieve it.

"Add that to the county's list," I say. "Property damage sustained during quarantine compliance."

"Already ahead of you." He kisses my temple, his breath ragged. "I started my own list on Tuesday."

He eases away and pulls me backward against his bare chest. He retrieves his discarded flannel and wraps the fabric tightly around my bare shoulders. There is no fuss, just his constant warmth.

I run the intake exam on myself while my breathing settles, because old habits are just habits with tenure. There is beard burn on both inner thighs. There is a bite mark on my left shoulder that I never felt him leave. There is his semen drying on my lower back and down one calf in quantities I would flag on any other patient's chart, and my legs are operating at roughly sixty percent and trending down. I catalogue every item, and I would not amend one line of the record.

"Still with me?" he asks, resting his mouth against my hair.

"Very much so."

"Good. Because I meant what I asked. Whenever you're ready to answer it for real."

I'm still catching my breath, and still trying to work out how a farmer manages to make a milking parlor feel like the single most comfortable place on earth, when my phone starts buzzing against the concrete, insistent, the specific rhythm of a call rather than a text.

Emmett hands it to me without looking at the screen, a small tact he doesn't make a thing of, and goes back to doing up the buttons he'd undone somewhere in the last twenty minutes.

The screen says COUNTY OFFICE, and under it, in the smaller font my phone uses for numbers it doesn't recognize: a second name, patched through from the extension line. DALE CAVETT.

I answer it more out of professional reflex than good judgment.

"Doctor Aldrich? Dale Cavett, I'm covering the north county file while Mr. Teale's on assignment. I understand you're currently on-site at the Merrow property."

"That's correct."

"Wonderful. I'll be swinging by myself this afternoon, just a quick compliance check, nothing to worry about." His voice is bright, chipper, far too pleased with itself, and I've learned that particular tone usually means bad news wearing a good one's clothes. "While I have you, Doctor, I wanted to flag something. Your own intake report, the one you filed in your professional capacity on day one, states there's an active biosecurity concern requiring ongoing compliance monitoring. That's not me overreaching. That's your language, on the record, in your own words. Your signature's already on file authorizing county access. You signed the intake form."

"I filed a routine intake report. That doesn't invite anyone onto this property but me."

"Mm. Well." I can hear him smiling, somehow, down the phone line, pleased with himself in a way I already don't trust. "The state reads 'ongoing compliance monitoring' rather more broadly than that, as it happens. I'll bring a copy of your own report by this afternoon, so we're all reading it the same way."

He hangs up before I can ask him which way that actually is, and I'm left standing in the parlor with my shirt only half back on, looking at Emmett, whose easy warmth has gone quiet and focused in a way that has nothing to do with anything we were just doing.

"Who was that?” he says, though something in his face says he's already guessed.

"Somebody who thinks my own report says something it doesn't."

Emmett's jaw sets, and when he speaks again his voice has lost none of its warmth but all of its ease. "Then we'd better be standing in the yard when he gets here to tell him otherwise."
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The Part Nobody Wrote Down


Cavett's visit lasts exactly as long as it takes Emmett to stand in the yard, arms loose, unhurried, and repeat the word "reviewing" until the man's smile starts to look less like a weapon and more like a nervous tic.

"I'll just need a quick look at the property records while I'm here," Cavett says, for the third time, glancing toward the house like he expects the door to open on its own.

"Reviewing," Emmett says again, mild, in exactly the same tone as the first two times, which is somehow more unsettling than if he'd raised his voice at all.

"I have every right to conduct a routine compliance walk-through."

"You've got a piece of paper that says you can look. Feel free to walk through. I'll be right here, reviewing, and so will Doctor Aldrich, so we'll all three of us know exactly what got reviewed." Emmett doesn't move from where he's standing, doesn't raise his voice, just stays exactly as immovable as he already was, warm right up until the point where warm stops mattering.

Cavett tries the word himself once, like he's testing whether it means something different in his own mouth. It doesn't. He leaves a folder of paperwork, a business card, and a promise to "circle back once the language issue's been clarified," a sentence built by a lawyer to mean whatever's convenient later.

That was two days ago.

I've spent both of them the same way, which is buried in county archives instead of sleeping, because if I can find one clean signature on one document proving continuous residence at this address, I might have the first brick of whatever wall this family needs rebuilt.

Foster has spent both of them talking constantly about everything except the fire, which by now I recognize as its own kind of tell.

I find him on the third afternoon, finally, at the kitchen table, re-filing the same folder of county statutes into a different order than he had them in yesterday, which tells me exactly how well that particular strategy is working for him.

"We should talk about the fire," I say, because I've decided subtlety hasn't earned itself another chance this week.

He slides the folder into a fourth arrangement, alphabetical this time, faster than the papers require, words already coming before I've finished the sentence. "There's nothing useful in it. It burned. People got hurt. The book's gone. That's the whole report, Doctor. You can file it under case closed and we can get back to the part where I'm actually useful to you, which is reading statutes, which I'm good at, which is a much better use of the twenty minutes I've got before Cavett's next call."

"That's not a report. That's a wall built out of words instead of silence."

"Then maybe words are what I've got instead of a wall. Different materials, same structure, same result: you don't get in." He straightens the same stack again, for no reason at all, faster this time.

I feel the bond do something then, less a pull now than a hand flat against my sternum, pushing. My skin goes warm with it, actual heat, not a figure of speech for one, prickling up both arms the way a limb wakes up after you've slept on it wrong, except every part of me is currently very awake and none of it wants to stay on my side of the table. Every instinct I have wants to cross the distance anyway, put a hand on the back of his neck, tell him it's all right, whatever it is, in the voice I've never once used on a human patient because it's the one that works on frightened animals, and it wants out of me badly enough to ache somewhere under my ribs.

I don't do it.

"No," I say, out loud, to the pull itself, the same way I'd correct a technician reaching for the wrong dosage. "Not like this. If I go over there right now, it's because the bond wants me to, not because I've decided to, and I'm not doing that to either of us."

Foster goes still, folder half-lifted, and looks at me properly for the first time since I found him back here. "What?"

"I said no. Not to you. To it." I gesture at the space between us, at whatever invisible thread currently wants to walk me across this kitchen against my own better judgment. "I don't prescribe off somebody else's chart, Foster, and I'm not going to feel something just because a piece of scorched rock decided I was worth noticing. When I come to you about this, and I will, it's going to be my own diagnosis. Not a secondhand one."

Something in his face shifts, and for a second the fast, glib patter drops just far enough that I see what's actually underneath it: something tired, nothing like the wall I'd expected, something he's clearly not used to admitting he carries.

"I was fourteen," he says, finally, and his voice has slowed all the way down for the first time since I've known him, the edges worn instead of sharp. "There was a fire-watch rota, back when the register mattered enough that somebody always had eyes on the house at night. I was supposed to be on it that night. I fell asleep."

"Foster."

"I fell asleep, and the fire started in the east wing, and by the time anybody woke up it had already taken the room where the register was kept, and our father went in after it instead of getting everyone out first, because to him the book was the same thing as the family. He didn't come out." He sets the folder down, finally, careful, like it's the only part of this he can still control. "So no, I don't want to talk about the fire, Doctor. I've had twenty years of being the reason nobody in this house sleeps easy, and I don't need a woman with a clipboard telling me it wasn't my fault when both of us know the paperwork doesn't actually change what happened."

I don't reach for him. I want to, badly, and I don't, because I already told the pull no and I meant it, and comfort I owe him as someone who cares what happens to him has to come from me deciding it, not from a cornerstone's opinion on the matter.

"You were fourteen," I say instead, plain, the same register I'd use telling a farmer his herd wasn't going to make it. "A fourteen-year-old falling asleep on a night watch isn't a moral failure, Foster. It's what fourteen-year-olds do. The system that had a child holding that responsibility in the first place is the actual failure, and it isn't one you get to own."

"Doesn't change that I was the one holding it."

"No. It doesn't." I don't soften that, because he'd know if I did, and it wouldn't help him anyway. "But it changes whether you get to carry it alone for the rest of your life like it's a debt that never stops accruing interest."

He looks at me for a long moment, and something in his jaw finally unclenches, just barely, like he's set down some small fraction of the twenty years he's been carrying.

"I need some air," he says, which by now I recognize as his version of thank you and I can't do this right now said in the same four words. "You should stay warm. Kitchen's got the good radiator."

"I'm not going to follow you."

"I know. That's sort of the point." And for the first time all week, when he says it, it doesn't sound like a wall. It sounds like a man asking for exactly enough space to put himself back together, and I let him have it.

I don't head back in, though. Not right away. I climb the loft ladder in the old section of the barn instead, the part closest to the scorched foundation stone, because if there's a rota sheet from twenty years ago anywhere on this property, it's more likely moldering in a hayloft than filed anywhere official, and I'd rather find it myself than make him watch me look.

It takes twenty minutes of moving crates that haven't been touched since before I was born. And then, tucked behind a rusted milk can, half-burned along one edge in a way that tells me exactly how close the fire got to taking this too: a log book, the pages brittle, the ink faded but legible.

FIRE WATCH ROTA, the cover reads, in handwriting too neat to be a teenager's.

But underneath, in a different hand altogether, cramped and uneven in the particular way of somebody signing their name for the first time on something that mattered: F. Merrow.

Fourteen years old, and already signing for a responsibility twice his size.

I sit with it a long time before I move again, the log book open across my knees, the loft going gold and then gray around me as the light shifts. I've spent three years being careful about which fires I let myself think about, and I recognize the particular ache of somebody else's, the way it borrows the shape of my own without asking permission first. I don't cry. I'm not sure I've earned the right to, over a fire that isn't mine, for a man who isn't mine either, not yet, not officially, whatever the bond thinks it knows about the timeline.

I photograph the page anyway, careful, professional, because whatever else this book is, it's also evidence, and I've never once let grief get in the way of doing my actual job. Then I close it, gentle, mindful of the burned edge, and carry it down the ladder with both hands like something that might still be hot. Whether I hand it over tonight or in the morning is the only part of this I still get to decide.
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The Pattern Underneath the Pattern


Ihand Foster the fire-watch log at breakfast, no speech to go with it, because some things don't need one. He reads his own fourteen-year-old signature for a long moment, and something moves through his face: relief with old grief still riding underneath it, the two so tangled by now he probably couldn't separate them if he tried. Then he folds the page shut, careful of the burned edge, and says, "Thank you for not making this a whole conversation," which from a man who makes everything a whole conversation is roughly the same as another man weeping on my shoulder for twenty minutes.

I let him have that. What I don't let go of is the number that's been bothering me since the outbreak's earliest blood work, back before the state ever called this a quarantine, the one I finally have time to chase down properly this morning instead of just running the same compliance panel on repeat.

Fourteen head. Two showing symptoms at intake. Zero new cases since day one of the quarantine, which on paper reads as containment the state can close and forget. Except containment that clean doesn't happen in real livestock disease. Diseases like this one don't politely stop at exactly two animals and wait patiently for a vet to catch up. They spread, or they don't, and either way leaves a signature in the data if you know what you're actually looking at instead of just what the compliance form asks for.

So instead of running the same panel a fourth time, I pull every blood draw on file, all the way back to the pre-quarantine screening the state ran before it ever declared anything, and build a proper transmission timeline, the kind I'd run for the state epidemiology office if anybody up there still returned my calls about anything more complicated than a form number.

The pattern that comes back isn't containment. It's reintroduction.

Animal four and animal nine both show a second spike in viral load, eleven days after their first clean panel, dated two days before the state ever opened this quarantine, one that doesn't match natural disease progression in this species at all. It matches exposure. Somebody reinfected two specific animals before the quarantine had even been declared, timed precisely enough that a vet running standard compliance testing after the fact would read it as the outbreak simply taking its natural course.

I find Foster in the equipment shed and put the printout in his hands without preamble.

"Someone did this on purpose. Before we even had a name for what this was."

He reads it twice, jaw working, words coming fast now, the speed of a man building an argument in real time because building an argument is the only shape his fear knows how to take. "Reinfected, deliberately, eleven days before this morning by your dating, which puts it two days before Halbrook's name showed up on the extension order, which means somebody wanted a quarantine on this property before the state had even opened one, and had barn access to make it happen, which is not a small list of people but it is a list, which is more than we had yesterday, and I want to know who, right now, today, before this goes one hour longer than it has to."

"That's the whole conclusion I came to an hour ago, minus the part where you say it in one breath."

That gets a huff out of him, short and surprised, gone almost before it lands. "Sorry. Habit."

"Don't apologize for it. It's usually right." I watch him set the printout down, careful, and for a moment neither of us says anything at all. Something has shifted in him since the fire-watch log, some weight he'd been carrying that's finally found a place to set itself down, and when he looks at me now the fast words have slowed just enough to let something else through.

"You've spent five days doing my family's work for free," he says. "Finding what actually burned. Finding what's actually being done to us. I don't know how to thank someone for that without it turning into something I don't have the first idea how to say properly, and believe me, I've tried three different drafts of this sentence in my head since yesterday and none of them worked."

"You don't have to say it properly. You could just say it."

"I'd rather show you," he says, and something in the fast patter finally slows all the way down, no walls at all now, and this time when he crosses the small distance between us, I don't tell the bond no. I don't need to. This is my own decision, deliberate and unmistakable, and I make it with both hands.

I follow him into the shed office. The reinfection printout still sits on the desk where we'd just gone over it, the fire-watch log close beside it. Foster looks at me, jaw tight, some of that guard still in his eyes even now.

He steps in close. His hand comes up to my bare arm, not soft, just entirely sure.

"I've been telling myself no for four days," he says. The words come faster the second his hands find something to do, his thumb dragging a rough line down my tricep. "Talked myself out of it and back into it about forty separate times, if you want the actual count, which you probably don't, but I'm telling you anyway because apparently that's what I do. I'd like you to tell me if no is still the answer. On the record."

My pulse kicks against my carotid. I hold his eyes. The dark pupils are already blown wide, swallowing the iris. "No," I say. "It's not. Let the record show it."

That gets him, just barely, a sharp huff of breath that would be a laugh on a less wound-up man.

"Then be advised of the schedule," he says, fast, clipped, a man reading charges into a record. "Item one, I take that shirt off you and find out what four days of not looking has cost me. Item two, I put you on this desk and eat you until you retract everything you have ever implied about my bedside manner. Item three, I fuck you until neither of us can cite a subsection. Items may run long. There is no item where I stop unless you tell me to, and if you tell me to, I stop mid-syllable. Any objections, Doctor Aldrich, raise them now for the record."

"No objections." My mouth has gone dry. "Motion carries."

Then he kisses me hard. His mouth is an absolute demand, parting my lips and invading my space while his hands hook my waist, dragging my pelvis flush against his. I kiss him back, my fingers twisting tight into the fabric of his shirt.

The pulse at his jaw jumps under my palm the way a nervous horse does right before it finally stops fighting the exam. Some clinical part of me keeps reading him like a patient, logging the elevated systolic rate and the fine tremor in his shoulders without permission. I let the diagnostic routine run. Fighting my own head never works out for me, and there isn't room for it right now anyway.

He gets my shirt open fast, his hands stripping the buttons and pushing the fabric off my shoulders in one violent motion. He backs me up until my hips hit the solid wood of the desk. Papers crunch loudly under my weight. The fire-watch log slides off the edge and slaps the floorboards. Foster drops his head, his mouth fastening directly over my right breast through the lace of my bra. He bites down hard enough on the nipple to drag a gasp out of my throat, his other hand gripping my bare hip to anchor me in place.

"Say that you want this." His voice comes fast, words tumbling over each other, and then it catches. An honest stumble, gone almost before I register it. He pulls back just enough to catch my eyes. "Say it slow this time. So I actually hear it land."

"I want this." My voice comes out breathy, completely stripped of its usual clinical distance. "I want you. Fuck me, Foster."

He makes a guttural sound and drops to his knees. He doesn't bother with the zipper. He simply hooks his fingers into the waistband of my pants and drags them down my thighs, taking my underwear with them. The cool air of the office hits my wet cunt for a fraction of a second before his mouth replaces it.

He pushes my thighs wide apart and drives his tongue straight up me. I cry out, my hands tangling in his hair. Foster is ruthless. He eats me out with starvin energy, his thumbs digging bruises into my upper thighs to hold me locked against his face. He finds the swollen bundle of nerves at the top and sucks it directly into his mouth, flicking his tongue against the clit while two of his fingers slide thick and wet inside my opening. My hips buck up off the desk automatically. He swallows my moan, working his fingers in and out of my dripping cunt until my legs start to tremble and the clinical observation entirely short-circuits.

"Don't stop." I get a fist in his hair and hold him where I want him, because he asked for a record and the record should be complete. "Two fingers is a diagnostic. Give me three, curl them, and keep your mouth right there until I finish."

He obeys without one word of argument, which from Foster Merrow is the single most erotic event of my week, and the orgasm he pulls out of me arrives long and loud, my thighs clamped around his head, my heel drumming the desk drawer, his name breaking in half in my mouth. He works me down the far side of it, lapping at me while I twitch.

Foster stands up, his chest heaving. He gets his own pants open and his cock springs free. It is thick and entirely flushed, the blunt head already shining with pre-cum. He strokes himself once, grips my hips, and guides the wet head directly against my entrance. He pushes forward, burying himself deep inside me in one long, unbroken thrust.

I moan loud, my head falling back, the wooden beam overhead blurring out of focus as my internal musculature stretches to accommodate the sheer size of him.

Foster fucks me steady at first, his hips driving forward in a punishing rhythm. Every stroke bottoms out deep in my pelvis. The heavy desk groans loudly beneath us, protesting the violent momentum. He braces one hand on my hip and plants the other flat against the wood beside my shoulder, caging me.

"Fuck." The word tears out of him. For a man who always has three subordinate clauses loaded behind whatever he just said, the sudden lack of them is a stark confession. "You feel..." He doesn't finish the sentence. I don't think he means to leave it hanging. It is the first time all week his mouth runs out of argument before his body does.

I wrap my bare legs entirely around his waist, locking my ankles behind his back to drag him deeper. He thrusts harder, the wet slap of skin against skin echoing off the walls. I reach down between our colliding hips, finding my own slick clit and rubbing it in rapid circles right where his shaft slides in and out of me.

He tracks the movement of my hand, and his eyes go completely dark. "Keep going," he says. This one comes out clean, but the fluency costs him. Sweat shines on his forehead. He drives deeper, his rhythm turning entirely rough. "I want to watch you get there before I do." The sentence barely survives, the last word fracturing into a ragged groan.

"Foster." I gasp, my nails digging half-moons into his shoulders. "Fuck, Foster. You're so deep."

"Tell me what you need," he manages. "Precisely."

"Stay at this depth. Increase your pace, don't change the angle, and when I come I want your full weight on me." I give him the orders in my flattest clinical register on purpose, because I have learned in one night that nothing wrecks this man faster than procedure delivered filthy. "Those are my recommendations."

"Adopted in full." His rhythm turns savage.

He redlines. His thrusts turn erratic and brutal, bottoming out against my cervix. His eyes go the same warm amber I felt pulse up through my own wrist at the cornerstone. The magic finds its way to the surface the same way it did that first morning, flashing hot and bright, like some ancient part of him surfaced just long enough to verify I was really there before letting him stay a man a little longer.

"Come," he demands. Even now, he can't just leave the word alone. "Right now, I need to hear you…” The sentence completely disintegrates into a raw sound as his own control shatters.

I spasm hard around his cock. I cry out, my internal walls clamping down and aggressively milking the thick shaft as pleasure detonates through my nervous system. Foster growls, driving his hips forward to bury himself to the absolute hilt. He comes inside me. The heavy pulses of semen jet into me, filling me completely, the excess slickness leaking down my thighs as he keeps up shallow, trembling thrusts through the final spasms.

He stays buried, his cock twitching deep inside me, before he finally eases his hips back. The withdrawal breaks the seal with a wet, sloppy sound. Thick white semen immediately spills out of my stretched opening, running in a heavy line down the back of my thigh and dripping onto the floorboards.

When he looks up at me, his amber eyes are still blown wide. "I should have said yes sooner," he says, low and rough.

We aren't done.

He doesn't let me recover. Foster grips my waist, physically lifting my hips off the edge of the desk. He walks me backward across the office until the backs of his knees hit the rolling chair. He drops down into the seat, pulling me directly down onto his lap in one aggressive, unbroken motion.

His cock is still fully hard and thoroughly coated in his own semen. He guides the blunt head back against my dripping cunt. The friction is entirely gone, replaced by a wet, frictionless slide. I sink down, taking the entire length of him straight down my center. A thick line of displaced cum squeezes out from between our bodies, dropping heavily onto his thigh.

I ride him unhurried at first, grinding against his thick base. Foster tilts his head forward, his mouth finding my breast again. He sucks the bruised nipple while his hands grip my ass. He kneads the flesh roughly, spreading my cheeks until his middle finger drags through the mess of slickness pooling beneath me and slips directly inside my ass.

I moan sharply at the sudden, stretching invasion.

"Fuck, yes," I gasp, rolling my hips to take the digit deeper. "Touch me there."

"Noted," he says, his voice wrecked and entirely breathless.

The legal joke lands so dry I laugh right in the middle of the act, the sound vibrating against his chest. The humor doesn't break the tension; it accelerates it.

He presses his finger deeper into my back passage, and I ride him violently. The chair rolls backward under our combined momentum, hitting the drywall with a loud thud. Foster uses the leverage against the wall to thrust brutally upward. His cock hits the back of me with every downward drop of my hips, the dual penetration stretching my pelvic floor until another orgasm rips through me, my third of the night by a running count I no longer have the detachment to keep. I clench brutally hard around his cock and his finger simultaneously.

Foster growls, his spine locking rigid against the chair back. He thrusts up into my grinding hips one last time, firing a second massive load deep into my womb. I am completely full. The staggering volume of hot semen spills backward out of me, running freely down his testicles and soaking heavily into the leather seat beneath him.

We sit tangled together, our chests heaving in the quiet office, the smell of sex, sweat, and raw semen thick in the air. He holds my waist tightly for a long minute, his fingers sticky against my skin.

"Inventory," I say, because somebody in this room should keep a record that isn't a legal one. "Three orgasms. One bruise forming on each hip in the shape of your hands. One bite mark on my right breast whose healing I intend to monitor daily. A volume of your cum currently ruining a leather chair the county does not know it owns. I regret none of the line items."

"Save it for discovery," Foster says, and the wrecked rasp under the joke is the best thing I have heard all week.

Then, heavy boots sound on the gravel outside.

Wes.

The door handle rattles. I scramble off his lap, my bare feet slipping slightly in the mess on the floorboards. Foster hands me his ruined shirt without a single word, his amber eyes locking onto mine as I drag the fabric over my chest.

"For what it's worth," he says, his voice a low, steady murmur against the approaching footsteps. "I meant every word I couldn't finish saying."

Wes stands in it, morning light behind him, and whatever he's about to say dies halfway when he takes in the scene: the printout still on the desk, the two of us not quite finished putting ourselves back together, Foster's shirt hanging off one shoulder in a way that answers most of the question before Wes even asks it.

"I'll come back," he says, already turning.

"Wes." Foster's voice stops him cold, steadier than I've heard it all week. "What is it."

Wes doesn't turn back around right away. When he does, his face has gone the particular gray of someone about to hand over something they've been carrying alone for too long.

"The reinfection." He says it like each word costs him something to hand over. "I know who had barn access that week."

Neither of us says anything. We wait.

"It was me."


7
The List of One


Nobody moves for a full three seconds after Wes says it. Then everybody moves at once.

"Say it again," Foster says, already reaching for his shirt, words coming fast now in the other direction, prosecutorial instead of comforting. "Because the first time sounded like a man convicting himself before anybody's asked him a single question, and I want to hear whether the second time sounds any more like evidence."

"That's because I am one." Wes's voice has gone flat in a way I haven't heard from him before, not withheld-flat, not deflecting-flat, but the specific flatness of somebody who's already run the trial in his own head and handed down the verdict without waiting for a defense. "Feed schedule's mine. Has been for three years. I'm in that barn every morning and every night, which means I had opportunity every single day this quarantine's run, and nobody else on this property can say the same."

"Neither can the county's own contractor," I say, "who I haven't finished checking yet, which is exactly why nobody in this kitchen gets to convict anybody before breakfast."

"I had barn access that week. Feed schedule. Nobody thought twice about it, because I'm always in that barn." Wes hasn't moved from the doorway. His hands are working the door frame now instead of a lead rope, no count to it this time, just back and forth, like counting stopped being the point of it somewhere in the last hour. "I don't remember doing it. I don't remember touching those two stalls at all. But I was there, and now there's a printout that says somebody was, and I can't prove it wasn't me."

"Wes."

"Don't." He says it quiet, the same word I used on the pull three days ago, except he's using it on comfort itself. "I need to think."

He's gone before either of us can stop him, out across the yard at a pace that isn't his usual careful shuffle at all, and I'm halfway into my boots before I register that I'm the only one of us who legally can't just let him keep walking.

"He can't leave the property," I say. "Not during an active quarantine. If he crosses that boundary line right now, it's a federal violation, and it hands Cavett exactly the infraction he's been fishing for."

Emmett's already moving, quiet, quick despite his usual unhurried pace, and Foster's a step behind him. "Then somebody needs to catch him before the boundary does."

We find him at the fence line itself, one hand on the top rail, not climbing it, not yet, just standing there with the whole rest of the county on the other side of it like it might be simpler out there than it is in here.

"Wes." I keep my voice level, the voice I use on an animal that's decided the trailer is a trap instead of a ride to somewhere safer. "If you cross that fence right now, you don't just leave a bad afternoon behind you. You hand Halbrook a federal violation with your name on it. That's the whole game, right there, and you'd be handing it to them for free."

"Better my name on a violation than my name on a sabotage."

"There's no version of this where handing Halbrook a free federal infraction makes anything better, Wes. Not for you. Not for Foster, not for Emmett, and not for the case I've spent five days building." I keep my voice level, but I let some of the actual fear into it too, because I suspect flat calm has stopped working on him about an hour ago. "You want to do penance for something you didn't do. I understand the impulse. I don't understand why you'd want to hand Cavett the exact ammunition he's been waiting for."

"So what am I supposed to do instead? Sit in that kitchen and let everybody look at me like I might have done it?"

"You're supposed to let me finish checking before you decide what the truth is." I hold his eyes, and for the first time since I found him at this fence he actually holds mine back. "It's not your name on the sabotage. That's the part you're getting wrong." I close the last few feet between us, slow, careful, the pace I'd use with anything cornered and about to make a decision it can't take back. "You had access. So did the maintenance contractor Cavett had walking this property twice that same week for a 'routine well inspection' nobody asked for. I checked the county work order log an hour ago. Same days. Same barn wing."

That gets his hand off the rail.

"What contractor."

"I don't have a name yet. I have a work order number, and Foster's better at pulling county contractor records than I am." I hold his eyes, steady, and let the next part land plain and unhedged, because he needs it plain right now more than he needs it gentle. "You didn't do this, Wes. Somebody wanted it to look like anyone in this house could have, so that the actual person never has to be a suspect at all. That's not an accusation against you. That's a design against all three of you."

He doesn't say anything for a long moment, close enough now that I can see exactly how tired he is, the particular exhaustion of somebody who's spent three days rehearsing his own guilt in silence rather than saying any of it out loud where somebody could argue with him.

"I wanted to believe it was me," he says, finally, so quiet I nearly lose it to the wind. "At least then I'd know."

"I know." And the bond does something gentle then, not a pull so much as a held-out hand, and for once I don't tell it no, because this isn't the same thing it was with Foster. This is just being close enough to a person who's hurting that not moving would be cruel. I close the last of the distance and put my hand against his jaw, careful, and he leans into it like he's been waiting three days for someone to just touch him without asking anything of him in return.

"Wes."

"Don't," he says again, except this time it isn't a warning. It's closer to a plea, and when I don't pull away, something in his whole frame quietly comes undone, and he tips his forehead down against mine, and for three or four seconds neither one of us says anything at all, close enough that I can feel him breathing.

Then he pulls back first, quiet, before it goes any further, and there's something almost apologetic in how quickly he does it. "Not yet," he says, low. "Not like this. Not while everybody's still looking at me sideways."

I don't push. I recognize the shape of that particular no, because it's the same one I used on the bond three days ago, and I owe him the same respect I asked for myself. "Okay."

"Wes! Tess!" Foster's voice, from the yard, pitched high and fast, the sound of a man who's found something and can't wait to say it. "You need to see this."

We walk back together, not touching, close enough that it doesn't matter.

Foster's got his laptop open on the porch rail, county contractor database still loaded, one line highlighted in yellow, and Emmett's coming up from the direction of the fence line at a dead jog, shirt only half buttoned.

"Millbrook Well and Pump Services," Foster says, fast, already three sentences ahead of where he started. "Work order for a 'routine inspection' at the Merrow address, both days that match your reinfection window. I called the number on the invoice. It's disconnected. But the invoice itself, the one that actually got paid, wasn't paid by the county." He turns the screen around so both of us can read it. "It was paid by Halbrook Development, LLC."

"There's more than that," Emmett says, still catching his breath. "I walked the same wing this morning and there's a truck smell along the fence by the east stalls that isn't ours, diesel and something sweetish underneath it, cologne maybe, fresh enough to still be there in two spots only, both right where a vehicle would idle if it wanted to stay off the driveway camera."

"Show me," I say, and that's how I end up walking the east fence at first light with a wolf.

He shifts at the gate, no ceremony, and works the line the way I'd work a differential: methodically, ruling things out. I watch the sable-gray shape move low and slow along the wire, nose skimming the grass, and where the trail catches he stiffens all over like a read-out spiking. Twice he stops and stands over a patch of ground, and I mark each spot with a syringe cap: places where a man idled, waiting, watching the stalls. At the second one the wolf looks back at me and there's nothing of a dog in his eyes at all. It's evidence, that look says. Bag it.

By the time he shifts back, shirt over his shoulder, I have a map in my notebook that no county lab could have drawn: entry point, two idle spots, exit line to the road. "Diesel, cologne, and latex," Emmett says, buttoning up. "The same all three, both visits." Two visits. Not one."

"You tracked a scent trail to corroborate a work order," Foster says, and there's something almost reverent under the speed of it. "That's not circumstantial. That's two separate kinds of proof agreeing with each other."

"I notice things. Comes with the job." Emmett shrugs, easy, though the mud on his boots says he moved faster to get this than he's letting on.

Wes reads the line twice, and something in his shoulders finally, visibly, comes down from wherever it's been sitting for the last hour. "So it really wasn't me."

"It was never you," I say. "You just happened to be convenient. That's not the same thing as guilty, and I'd like you to actually believe that before the day's out."

"Working on it." He says it like a real answer this time, not a deflection, and it's the most honest thing I've heard out of him since I got here.

Foster's already pulling up a second window, talking through it as fast as he's typing. "If Halbrook paid a fake contractor to access this barn, that's not just circumstantial anymore. That's a paper trail with their name directly on it, not laundered through a subsection or a shell request. A state investigator can't wave that off as coincidence twice in one file, and we need this documented, dated, and somewhere safer than one laptop before Cavett gets the chance to make it disappear."

"We should photograph it," Wes says, already reaching for his phone. "Timestamp, location data, all of it."

"Good instinct." Foster's already screenshotting the database entry itself, three separate angles, muttering something about redundant backups. "We treat this like evidence from the start, not like something we stumbled onto. Chain of custody matters as much for paperwork as it does for a crime scene."

"Since when do you know anything about chain of custody," Wes says, and there's the barest ghost of his old dry humor creeping back into it, which after the last hour feels like a genuine victory.

"Since about five days ago, when the county vet started teaching me what actually counts as proof." Foster doesn't look up from his phone, but something in his voice has warmed by half a degree, and for the first time since I found him at that fence, Wes actually looks like he believes he might get through today without falling apart.

I find him again well after midnight, out past the paddock where the fence line runs closest to the tree line, sitting on the top rail like it's just a fence again instead of the edge of a federal violation. Foster and Emmett have both gone up. The house behind us has gone dark and quiet in the specific way a house does when everyone in it has finally stopped fighting for one night.

"You're allowed to sleep," I say, climbing up beside him. "Nobody's going to hold it against you."

"I know. I just don't want to yet." He doesn't look at me, but he doesn't move away either, which from Wes is its own kind of invitation. "Everybody else got their whole thing today. Foster got his log back. You got a data set that actually holds up. I got told I wasn't the villain, which is nice, but it's not the same as getting something."

"What would getting something look like."

He's quiet long enough that I think he isn't going to answer at all. "This. Just this." He finally turns his head, and there's none of the guarded flatness in it that I've gotten used to, just something open and a little scared of being looked at back. Then he stands, strips his shirt in one motion, and gives me the first shift I've seen from him: sudden, fluid, younger somehow than Emmett's, a darker wolf with a white blaze at the chest that takes off along the fence line flat out, no scent to track, nothing to find, just a boy running the border of everything he's afraid of losing. I stay on the rail and watch him make three full circuits, and when he comes back, sides heaving, he shifts and dresses and sits down beside me exactly where he was, and neither of us mentions it, and something between us is different anyway. "The fence. I didn't finish."

"I remember."

"Not ready for the rest." Four words, the way he gives me most things, and it costs him more than anything he said to the officials about barn access, I can tell that much just from watching his jaw. "Just. Not pretending anymore. That's all tonight's got in it."

"Okay."

"Okay," he says back, and something in his shoulders settles, like the admission itself was the whole point, not what came after it. He doesn't lean in. He doesn't take my hand. He just sits there next to me on the rail, close enough that our shoulders almost touch, and lets the quiet be the only thing either of us offers the other for a while.

It's enough, for now, that it's honest.


8
Integrity Failure


Cavett calls at seven the next morning, before I've even finished my coffee. I've come to understand that's exactly the sort of detail he plans for on purpose.

"Doctor Aldrich. I wanted to reach you directly, before this went through official channels." His voice has lost the bright, chipper edge from our first call. What's underneath it is worse: careful, almost sorry, the specific care a man takes right before he does something he already knows is going to hurt someone. "I've had to file a quarantine integrity concern with the state office."

"On what grounds."

"On the grounds that a deliberate reinfection occurred on your watch, at a property where you're currently residing with the family under quarantine, and where, if I'm being candid, your objectivity has been called into question by more than one observer." A pause, precisely long enough to let that land. "I'm sure there's an innocent explanation. But the state's going to want a vet with no personal stake in the outcome to finish this quarantine out. Standard procedure, given the integrity concern."

"You're the one who had a contractor on this property the week of the reinfection."

There's a pause on the line, just half a second too long to be nothing. "I'm not sure I follow."

"Millbrook Well and Pump Services. Two site visits, both matching the reinfection window exactly, invoice paid by Halbrook Development. I have the paperwork, Mr. Cavett, the same way you seem to have all of mine."

"That's a serious accusation to make on a phone call."

"It's a serious invoice to have paid, if it's not true."

"I'll let the state's investigation sort out who had access to what, Doctor. That's rather the point of an investigation." I can hear him smiling again, the same smile from the porch, the one that means he already knows how this ends. "In the meantime, I've recommended a replacement vet be assigned within forty-eight hours. For everyone's sake. Including yours."

"You're not worried a replacement vet might find the same invoice I did."

"I'm not worried about much, Doctor. That's rather the benefit of doing things properly." The smile again, audible even through the phone. "Forty-eight hours, Doctor. I'd use them wisely if I were you."

He hangs up before I can tell him exactly what I think his concern for my sake is worth.

I find Foster and Emmett in the kitchen, and I don't soften any of it in the telling, because softening it wouldn't change what it is.

"He's trying to get me replaced."

"With who," Emmett says, already reading my face correctly.

"Somebody the state's never met, who's never set foot on this property, who'll take one look at a 'quarantine integrity concern' and sign whatever gets the file closed fastest. Somebody with no reason to notice that Halbrook's name keeps showing up on paperwork it has no business being on."

Foster's already talking, fast, pacing a tight line by the counter. "He's not even hiding it anymore. First it was a subsection nobody'd notice. Then a contractor with a fake work order. Now he's just calling you directly and telling you the clock's running, which means he thinks he's already won, which means he's about to get sloppy, which is exactly the moment men like him usually do."

"That's the most words you've ever said before I've had a full cup of coffee," I say.

"Noted. Doesn't make it less true." He doesn't slow down. "Forty-eight hours. That's what he gave you. Forty-eight hours to either prove this whole thing is rigged, or hand it over to someone who'll rubber-stamp whatever Halbrook wants before the sun sets on it."

"Then let's make him worried again," Emmett says, and for one second the mildness peels back: a rumble under the words, low and carrying, and his eyes go from patient brown to banked gold and back, and there's an edge under the mildness that I haven't heard from him before, quiet and dead serious.

"How," Wes says, from the doorway, arriving in time to catch the tail end of it.

"By doing exactly what he's betting we won't. Moving faster than his paperwork." Emmett looks around the table at each of us in turn, and for once he isn't the one softening the room, he's the one setting the pace of it. "He's counting on us panicking for forty-eight hours instead of working them. We don't give him that."

"That's easy to say," I say. "I've got a formal objection to draft, a full reinfection timeline to document in a way that survives an outside vet's scrutiny, and exactly one day to do both, on top of whatever else this house needs from me before somebody else shows up to run it."

"Then you don't do it alone." Foster says it fast, already reaching for his legal pad. "Five days now, by my count, of you doing this family's work for free. We can spend one of them doing yours. I'll take the formal objection. I can have something a county clerk can't refuse to file, even if she wants to, by tonight."

"I'll pull every filing where Halbrook's name touches this property," Wes says, quiet but steady, the specific steadiness of somebody who's finally found a task to put his hands to instead of his guilt. "If there's a pattern beyond the one contractor, I want to be the one who finds it."

"Then that's the day," Emmett says. "Foster on the objection, Wes on the paper trail, Tess on the science. I'll handle whatever this house actually needs to keep running while the rest of you do that."

Nobody argues with the division of labor, which might be the first thing all four of us have agreed on without an argument since I got here.

The notice arrives by county courier at eleven that morning, official letterhead, a single paragraph informing me that Doctor Marion Teague, of the state's central office, will be assuming quarantine oversight of the Merrow property effective in forty-eight hours, pending resolution of an active integrity review. The cc line at the bottom lists three names I don't recognize and one I do: Halbrook Development, LLC, copied on a state integrity review as if they have any standing to be, which tells me more about who actually wrote this letter than anything in its actual paragraph does.

Forty-eight hours to prove this quarantine, this reinfection, this entire tangled mess of paperwork and fire and Halbrook Development, belongs to somebody other than the four of us at this table.

I've never had less time to be right about something that mattered this much.


9
What the House Actually Holds


By midnight, the kitchen table looks like a county archive had a small, controlled explosion on it, and I mean that as a compliment.

Foster's formal objection runs eleven pages, every subsection cited, every date cross-referenced against the original quarantine order until the whole document reads less like a plea and more like a verdict already handed down. Wes has three separate folders of Halbrook paperwork sorted by property, by date, by shell entity. And I've got my transmission timeline laid out end to end across the table's whole width, every data point labeled, every conclusion defensible in front of anyone who actually knows how to read an epidemiology chart instead of just a compliance form.

"It's good," Foster says, reading my timeline for the third time, words tumbling fast even now. "It's better than good. Documentation like this ends careers, if the state's actually paying attention, and I want to fold it into the objection tonight, not tomorrow, because tomorrow's already spoken for."

"Don't sound so surprised. I do this for free, remember."

"I'm aware. I've started feeling guilty about the coffee."

"Don't. The coffee's the only line item on this whole case I'm not planning to argue about."

There's a knock at the door before Wes can answer that, and it isn't gentle. Emmett's already moving, and by the time the rest of us reach the front hall he's got the door half open on a man I haven't met, county badge on a lanyard, a folder under one arm, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else at eleven at night.

"Sorry for the hour." He holds up the folder like a shield. "I'm the on-call clerk. Mr. Cavett's office asked me to hand-deliver this tonight instead of waiting for morning courier. Something about not wanting to miss a filing window."

Foster takes it, reads it once, fast, and I watch every ounce of the evening's momentum drain out of his face at once.

"He's moved the replacement up," Foster says. "Teague's arriving at six a.m. Not forty-eight hours. Seven."

Nobody says anything for a second. Then Emmett, quiet, steady, closes the door behind the clerk and turns back to the three of us like a man recalculating a whole night's plan in the space of one breath.

"Then we finish tonight," he says. "Not tomorrow. Tonight."

"Six hours," Wes says. "Six hours to finish what we thought we had a full day for."

"Six hours is six hours," Foster says, already moving, already three steps ahead of the sentence. "We work faster. We work smarter. We don't sleep. I've drafted worse under worse odds."

We work. Foster finishes the objection at half past two, reads it aloud once, dry and fast and exact, and none of us find anything to cut. Wes cross-references the last of the Halbrook filings against the county clerk's own records by three, and finds two more properties with the same shell-company fingerprint, which none of us expected and all of us needed. I finish the timeline's final appendix, the reinfection dates lined up next to Halbrook's extension request date, the two-day gap between them impossible to read as coincidence once it's laid out plain.

"I had access that whole window," Wes says, once, testing the sentence out loud like he's checking whether it still hurts the same way it did yesterday. "So did a fake contractor Halbrook paid to have the exact same access. That's going in the objection too. My name, on the record, plain."

"It's already in," Foster says. "Page nine. I wrote it myself, and I didn't soften it, because you didn't ask me to."

By four, Emmett comes through with a fresh pot of coffee, and Wes doesn't even look up from his folders. "There it is," he says, dry. "Right on schedule." Emmett doesn't dignify that with anything but setting the pot down in the middle of all that paper like a man laying a peace offering on an altar.

"You three have been at this for hours straight."

"Hours is what we've got," Foster says.

We take five minutes on the porch anyway, in the cool dark, the paperwork left to breathe on the table behind us, and for the first time since the courier's knock, all four of us are in the same place at the same time with nothing left to argue about.

The bond does something then that it's never quite done before. Not a single pull, not two distinct ones like the kiss with Foster, not the gentle held-out hand it offered with Wes. All three at once, warm and simultaneous, like three separate doors finally opening onto the same room. My hand finds Wes's on the step without deciding to. My shoulder settles against Emmett's. I look for Foster and he's already looking back.

"You're doing the thing where you go quiet and think very loudly," Wes says, watching me from the porch step below, and there's something new in his voice, something that isn't holding back the way it usually does.

"I'm doing the thing where I realize I've spent the better part of a week telling this bond no because I wasn't ready to say yes to anything, and I think I might be ready now."

Nobody says anything for a moment. Then Foster, fast even now, but softer than I've heard him: "Might be, or are?"

"Are," I say, and mean it, and the word costs me nothing at all to say, which after everything it took to get here feels like its own small miracle.

Wes doesn't say anything at all. He just stands, and holds a hand out to me, and when I take it his grip is steadier than I've ever felt it.

"Not tonight," he says, quiet. "Six hours left. Want to be here for the part where we win." A beat, his jaw working like there's more behind it he isn't handing over yet. "Not walking away from it, though."

"Okay," I say.

"Okay," he says back, and it's the whole conversation, and it's enough.


10
Standard of Care


Doctor Marion Teague is exactly what I expected: brisk, competent, unwilling to waste time on pleasantries with a vet she's about to replace. She's six hours early because Cavett moved her, and she doesn't know that yet, which means the first five minutes of this morning are going to be the hardest sell of my professional life. What I didn't expect is the second vehicle behind hers, a state contract truck with a tech already dropping the tailgate, unloading the specific gray case I've seen exactly twice in six years and never once without dread following it.

"You brought a cull kit."

"Standard protocol for a reinfection flagged as deliberate. Two confirmed carriers, pending the integrity review." Teague doesn't look up from her clipboard. "I'm authorized to proceed the moment I've confirmed the file."

"You are not putting those two animals down before you've read one page of what's on that table." I'm already moving, already between her and the truck, and Emmett's there half a step behind me, not blocking anyone, just present. "Animal four and animal nine aren't reinfected by accident. Somebody did this to them on purpose, which makes them evidence, not a liability you get to write off before breakfast."

"Doctor Aldrich, I understand this is difficult..."

"It's not difficult. It's math, and I'd like five minutes of your professional attention on the data set that proves it, not the compliance form that's telling you to move faster than the evidence can be read. As one vet to another."

Something in her face shifts, just slightly, the specific look of a professional who's spent her whole career having her time wasted by people who didn't respect the difference between paperwork and evidence. She glances at the tech, still waiting by the open tailgate. "Hold that kit." Then, to me: "Five minutes."

I give her the timeline on the kitchen table, laid out exactly as it was at four in the morning, and I watch her go from skeptical to still to genuinely alarmed in under ninety seconds, which is about how long it takes a competent epidemiologist to see a reinfection pattern for what it actually is.

"This isn't natural disease progression." She's already reaching for her radio. "Tell the tech to repack the kit. Nobody's culling anything on this property today."

"No. It's reintroduction, deliberate, timed to keep this quarantine running past its statutory window. And the maintenance contractor with matching access during that exact window was paid, not by the county, but by Halbrook Development, LLC, the same company whose name has been showing up on this family's paperwork since the quarantine's very first extension order." I slide Wes's folders across the table next, then Foster's eleven-page objection on top of them. "Which is also, as it happens, the same company whose name doesn't belong anywhere near a state animal-health quarantine, on a subsection that was never meant to authorize third-party property access in the first place."

Teague reads in silence for a long moment, flipping back to the timeline twice, cross-checking dates against the invoice like she doesn't quite trust herself to have read it right the first time. "This contractor. Millbrook Well and Pump. I know that name. They did work on a property two counties over last spring, right before that parcel went to a forced sale."

"Under a different LLC, I'd guess, but the same pattern."

"I'd need to check. But if you're telling me this isn't the first time, that changes the shape of what I'm required to report, and to whom." She sets the printout down, and when she looks up, whatever brisk unwillingness to engage she walked in with has evaporated. "Who else knows about this."

"As of five this morning, the county clerk's office, care of a formal objection I filed the moment it opened." Foster says it himself, stepping forward, fast but steady, no wasted words. "And as of about ten minutes ago, you."

Gravel crunches in the driveway again, a second car this time, and a woman in county-office business casual gets out looking like she left the house without finishing her coffee. "Doctor Teague? I'm Marjorie Voss, county selectboard. I got a call an hour ago about an active integrity concern that might implicate one of our own vendor contracts. I'd like to be included in whatever's happening here."

"You're just in time," Teague says, and there's something almost grim in the set of her mouth now. "I think you're going to want to see this too."

What follows isn't a hearing in any formal sense, but it functions like one: four of us against two officials who arrived expecting to close a file and instead found themselves opening one. Foster walks them through the subsection mismatch and the invoice trail fast, precise, every date landing exactly where he means it to. Wes, quiet until now, finally speaks, and his voice doesn't shake at all.

"I had access that whole window. So did a fake contractor Halbrook paid to have the exact same access. I spent three days thinking I might have caused this. I didn't. But I want it on whatever record you're keeping that I asked the question honestly, and I got an honest answer, because that's more than this family's gotten from Halbrook Development in twenty years."

Voss writes something down, slow, deliberate. "Noted."

Under the table, Foster's hand finds mine, plain, unhurried for once, not hiding it from either official at all, and keeps talking without so much as a change in his pace, like a man who sees no contradiction in doing two honest things in front of witnesses at the same time.

"There's one more thing," I say, before Foster can, because this part is mine to bring, and I've been building toward it since four this morning. I lay the last document on top of the pile, the one I finished at dawn while the others slept an hour they couldn't spare. "This quarantine has run seven days as of this morning. Every one of those days, this office has generated a dated, state-witnessed record of who lives here, who's been continuously present and responsible for this property, and who's answered every one of my questions, my requests, and my compliance orders as the party actually accountable for this land. That party is Emmett Merrow. It's right here, in your own paperwork, Doctor Teague, not mine." I walk her through the stack as I lay each one down, in order, so she can watch the pattern build instead of taking my word for the total. "Intake, day one, his name on the responsible-party line, my signature witnessing it. The first compliance log, day two, same line, same name. The access log from Cavett's site visit, day four, same name again, because he's the one who met Cavett in that yard. The formal objection Foster filed at the county clerk's office two nights ago, listing Emmett as the property's continuous resident of record. And this morning's intake update, current as of an hour ago. Five separate entries, five different days, every one of them generated by the state itself, not by this family asking to be believed."

Teague looks down at the intake logs, flips back through them once, twice, checking the signature line each time like she wants to be sure she isn't imagining it. "That's... an unusual argument, Doctor Aldrich."

"It's not an argument. It's your file." I keep my voice level, professional, the register I'd use walking a licensing board through a diagnosis they don't want to hear. "This family's register, the book that would normally establish who holds standing on this land, burned twenty years ago. There's been no Warden of record since, which is exactly the gap Halbrook's office has been exploiting from the start, through my own paperwork, through a subsection that never should have named them, through a contractor they paid to sabotage a herd just to keep this quarantine open long enough to push an easement through before anyone could stop them. I'm not asking either of you to restore a register today. That's not in your authority and I know it. What I am asking is that this office formally recognize, on the record your own quarantine has already built, that Emmett Merrow has been the sole continuous resident responsible for this property for the full duration of a state action, documented five separate times, by the state itself."

"That's a generous reading of five lines on an intake form, Doctor Aldrich," Voss says, and it isn't unkind, just careful, the voice of someone who's watched paperwork get stretched into claims it was never written to carry. "You filled most of those forms in yourself. A responsible-party field is meant to tell me who to call if a cow gets loose, not who owns a house that's never had a Warden. I can't hand a man informal standing because his name happened to be convenient on a compliance line."

"You're right that it wasn't written to carry this," I say, because she's not wrong and pretending otherwise would cost me more than conceding it. "Nobody designed an intake form to double as a standing claim. But you asked me a minute ago whether I'd believe a clean panel without re-testing it myself, and I told you no, because a form's only as good as what actually backs it. So don't take my word that Emmett's the one who's been answering for this land. Ask him what he's done every single day this quarantine's run, and then check whether the state's own paper agrees with what he tells you before you decide whether that's a generous reading or an honest one."

Voss looks at Emmett instead of me, which is exactly the shift I was hoping to force.

"I'd add one thing to what Doctor Aldrich just laid out," Foster says, fast, precise, before Voss can turn back. "That timeline she's pointing you to isn't new information you're being asked to take on faith. It's your own agency's file, cross-referenced against the county clerk's independent record of the subsection mismatch, the contractor invoice, and the reinfection dates. Three separate sources, none of which depend on trusting this family's word for anything. That's not a request for a favor, Ms. Voss. That's a request that the county acknowledge what its own paperwork already says, once somebody's actually asked the man himself instead of just his file."

Voss looks at Teague. Teague looks at the timeline still spread across the table, then at the intake logs, then back at her own notepad. "I've been doing this job eleven years," she says, faintly. "Nobody trains you for this part of the statute either."

"Nobody's had to, in this county, in a hundred years," Foster says.

Emmett stands. "Then see one," he says, and walks to the clear space by the kitchen door, and shifts.

Teague's pen stops. Voss's clipboard sags. The wolf, sable-gray, calm, the size of the table they're all sitting at, crosses the floor and sits beside my chair, and puts himself formally, unmistakably, on the record: the thing the register exists to register, alive and present on his own land. Then he shifts back, easy as hanging up a coat, and buttons his shirt as he sits.

"For the state's notes," he says mildly, "we find it saves a paragraph." "Write it down anyway."

Emmett hasn't said much of anything through all of this, and when he finally speaks, it's quiet, and it lands harder for how little he's used his voice all morning. "I'm not asking you for anything I haven't already been doing. I've fed this herd every morning this quarantine's run. I've signed every form Doctor Aldrich has put in front of me. I've stood in that yard and told Halbrook's man no, more than once, because somebody had to and I was closest to the door. If your own file already says that's who's been answering for this land, then all I'm asking is that you say so, plainly, so the next person who tries what Halbrook just tried doesn't get five more days of confusion to work with."

"I can note that," Teague says, finally, and there's a new register in her voice that wasn't there a minute ago, something closer to respect than procedure. "I can note all of it. Effective now, this quarantine remains under Doctor Aldrich's supervision, the reinfection is reclassified as a criminal matter for the state police rather than a veterinary integrity concern, and this office will be forwarding the invoice trail to the county attorney by end of day." She looks at Emmett directly. "And I'll enter into the state record that Emmett Merrow has been the documented, continuous, responsible party for this property throughout the full duration of this quarantine action, pending whatever formal register restoration this family pursues going forward. That's not a Warden's standing. But it's a state-witnessed foundation for one, which is more than this family's had in twenty years, and I don't say that lightly."

"It's the first something this family's had in twenty years," Emmett says. "We'll take it, and we'll build the rest of it properly, on our own time, the way it should have been built all along."

"For the record," Wes says, quiet but clear, "the county also doesn't cover replacing a shirt every time one of us gets emotional about paperwork."

"Already noted," Foster says, and it's the driest I've heard him all week. "Page nine has a line for property damage. I added the shirt this morning. I'm not selectively honest just because the honesty happens to be about us."

That gets the driest laugh Voss lets slip all morning.

Voss lingers a moment longer than Teague does, looking around the kitchen like she's only now noticing the eleven-page objection, the sorted folders, the timeline spread across the table like evidence at a trial nobody scheduled. "You built all this in one night."

"We had six hours instead of the day we thought we had," Foster says. "Turns out that's a very effective motivator."

"I've sat on this selectboard nine years. I've watched a lot of families lose to companies like Halbrook before they even knew there was a fight on. This is the first time I've seen one build a case faster than the company could close the file." She looks at the four of us. "Whatever you're doing right, keep doing it."

"We do it for free, if that helps," Foster says, and it takes Voss a second too long to realize he isn't joking, and another second after that to realize he mostly is.

She's gone within the minute, car pulling out behind Teague's, and the kitchen goes quiet in the specific way a room does after it's held more tension than it was built for.

They leave an hour later, paperwork in hand, promises made that for once feel like they might actually hold. Cavett, when Teague reaches him by phone in the driveway before she goes, sounds nothing like a man expecting this particular morning.

That evening, the four of us sit on the same porch steps where I told the bond yes two nights ago, and for the first time since I arrived at this property, nobody's waiting on a call, a courier, or a clock.

"You didn't have to give her the two-counties-over detail," Foster says to me, not quite a question. "You'd only half-confirmed it yourself an hour before she showed up."

"I've spent six years reading paperwork nobody else in this state bothers to cross-reference. I wasn't going to sit on a hunch just because I hadn't finished proving it yet." I look out at the yard, quiet now, no state vehicles left in it at all. "Teague can chase down the two-counties-over file properly. That's her job now, not mine. Mine was just making sure she couldn't look away from it."

"So," Emmett says, easy as anything, like the whole morning hadn't happened. "Standard of care. Is that what we're calling this now?"

"It's what the state calls the thing I'm legally obligated to provide every animal on this property," I say. "I hadn't planned on it also describing the three of you."

"Could do worse," Wes says, and there's real warmth in it now, no withholding left in his voice at all, and he leans his shoulder into mine, easy, like he's been waiting all week to be allowed to do something this small.

"I meant what I said last night," he says, quieter, just to me, though he doesn't seem to care that the other two can hear it. "I'm not walking away from it. I just needed the case closed first, so that whatever happens next between us happens because I chose it clean, not because I was too wrung out to say no."

"And now?"

"Now the case is closed." He looks at me steady, nothing guarded left in it at all. "I don't want to wait anymore."

Foster and Emmett go quiet in a way that isn't awkward so much as deliberate, giving the moment room, and something passes between all three of them, unspoken, a decision made without a vote, the same way the whole house seems to decide things.

"Upstairs," Wes says. He waits for my answer. "All of us. If that's still what you want."

"Yes."

Wes takes my hand. Foster stands. Emmett hits the porch light switch. The four of us go up together.

Wes doesn't wait once we cross the threshold. The bedroom door clicks shut, and he backs me against the wood. His hands catch the hem of my shirt.

"I've got a lot to make up for," he rasps, his breath hot against my jaw. "A week of watching. A week of not touching you. I'm not doing that again tonight."

"Do you want to know what it was like?" His mouth moves along my jaw, unhurried for the first time all week. "Every morning you came down smelling like sleep and that soap, and by noon you smelled like work and the barn and underneath it, you. And some days, some days, doc the state sent us, you'd look at one of us too long and the whole kitchen would light up with what you wanted, and all three of us would sit there being polite about it over supper." His teeth graze my throat. "A week of that. So tonight I'm not being polite. Tonight I want the whole inventory, out loud, while I take you apart. And here's the order of it: my mouth on you first, until you scream. Then Foster, because he's been arguing with himself since the porch and I want to watch him lose. Then Emmett, because you go soft all over when he touches you. Then me, last, where I've wanted to be all week. You good with all of that?"

"Yes," I say, loud enough for all three of them to hear it. "All of it. That's my informed consent, gentlemen. Witnessed."

And he collects it, all of it, my mouth against his ear naming every day of that week back to him. "Tuesday I watched you coil that rope and thought about your hands for an hour. Thursday you took your shirt off at the pump and I ran an unnecessary panel just to have something to do that wasn't crossing the yard. Last night I lay in that cot listening to three sets of lungs through the walls of this house, and I was so wet I couldn't sleep, and you knew. All three of you knew, and you let me marinate in it, so as far as I'm concerned every man in this room owes me arrears." He growls against my throat at each entry like the record itself is foreplay, until the words stop being words.

"Then don't."

He rips the shirt over my head. He drops to his knees. His mouth finds my stomach, dragging down the line of my hip. He hooks his fingers into the waistband of my jeans, pulling them down to my knees, and buries his face between my thighs.

No hesitation. His tongue drags broad and wet straight up my slit. I gasp, my head cracking back against the doorframe. My fingers tangle in his hair. Across the room, Foster sheds his shirt. Emmett turns the deadbolt.

"Talk to me," I gasp, my hips bucking against Wes’s mouth. "Tell me what you want."

"Everything." Wes flattens his tongue against my clit, circling it hard. "I want to hear what you sound like when nobody's going to walk in. I want Foster arguing with himself about whether it's his turn and losing. I want all of it, loud."

"Then you'll get loud." I fist his hair and grind against his mouth, taking what a week of being polite has cost me. "You have the best mouth in this house and the least to say with it. Stay there until I'm finished with you."

He groans into me like the order itself is the reward.

He drives two thick fingers inside my dripping pussy. The stretch is sudden and deep. My knees buckle. He holds my weight by my hips, his thumb rubbing my clit relentlessly while his fingers pump in and out. I come around his hand, a sharp, violent contraction that wrings a scream out of my throat.

Foster steps in before the tremors stop. His mouth replaces Wes’s, kissing his way up my throat. He shucks my jeans down my calves and kicks them aside.

"My turn," Foster says, backing me toward the mattress. "And I'm not asking permission twice." He pushes me flat onto the quilt and settles his heavy frame over me.

I undo his belt. The thick, rigid length of his cock springs free. I wrap my hand around the base, and he groans, his hips jerking forward.

"Say something," I tell him.

"I'm thinking I want you to say my name until you can't finish the word."

Foster aligns his blunt head with my slick opening. He pushes forward, sinking into my wetness in one long, agonizingly slow stroke. He stretches me full. I arch off the sheets, my nails biting into his shoulders.

"Foster."

"Like that." He withdraws to the root and drives back in, setting a brutal, hammering pace. "Exactly like that."

"Foster." The pace strips the second syllable off it, and he grins down at me, feral and pleased, a man watching his own name win an argument for once. I say it anyway, again and again, shorter each time, until it stops being a name at all and becomes the meter his hips are keeping, and the whole time his brothers watch from either side of the bed with their eyes gone gold, waiting their turns without a flicker of grudge in the room, and knowing they can smell every degree of what he is doing to me only makes me louder.

Emmett kneels beside the bed. His warm hand strokes my hair while Foster fucks me. When I turn my head, Emmett is smiling. Patient.

"Room for one more," Emmett says, his voice a mild, low rumble.

"Ready," I gasp.

Foster pulls out with a wet pop. He falls back against the headboard, chest heaving. Emmett takes his place. He pulls me up to straddle his lap. I guide his dark, heavy cock to my swollen lips and sink down. He fills me completely, his hands gripping my waist to set a steady, grinding upward rhythm.

"There she is," he says against my throat, warm even now, even here. "Take what you need. I'm load-bearing."

"I know." I roll my hips and watch his patience finally cost him something, sweat at his temple, gold climbing into his eyes. "I've been reading your vitals all week. You're four degrees high, your pulse is a hazard, and your treatment plan is me."

Wes steps up behind me. I feel the hot, flushed tip of his cock probe my back lips.

"Tell me you want this," he says against my ear, low, a man checking one last fence line.

"I want it, Wes. Go slow until I say otherwise, and use more slick than you think you need. Consider that a standing order."

He drags his fingers through the mess the other two have already made of me and works it into my ass with two patient knuckles until I am slack and swearing at him to hurry. Only then does he line himself up again.

"Everybody," Wes murmurs, his chest flush against my spine. "I want everybody to know exactly how loud I plan on being."

He drives his hips forward. The broad ridge breaches my ass, stretching the tight ring of muscle wide. The friction burns, pulling a thick layer of slickness inside with him. He buries himself to the hilt.

I scream, my body pinned between Emmett driving up into my pussy and Wes thrusting deep into my ass.

"Look at her," Foster says from beside my ear, fast even now, narrating because narrating is how he touches things. "Both of them inside you at once and you're still asking for more. Say it. Tell the room."

"More." I can barely build the word. "I can take all three of you, and I intend to prove it before sunrise."

They find a staggered rhythm. Emmett grinds the thickest part of his shaft against my clit on the upstroke. And the wolves surface, all three at once, the way weather comes over the ridge: Emmett's rumble rolling through my sternum from behind, continuous, bone-deep; Foster's eyes gone full amber an inch from mine, that ancient patient thing looking out of him while the lawyer's mouth keeps talking; and Wes, waiting his turn with his hand fisted in my hair, bending to set his teeth at the curve of my nape, careful, asking, until I push back into them and he groans, long and low, a sound with a week in it. I'm lifted and turned and anchored on each of them in turn like I weigh nothing, strength that could bend fence steel spent on holding me exactly where I want to be, and somewhere in it I stop asking and start telling, and all three of them obey, and the scent of the three of them wraps the room, hay and iron and warm animal, and I stop being able to tell whose heartbeat I'm hearing and don't care. Wes pulls almost entirely out and slams back in, his pelvis slapping wetly against my ass cheeks.

"Slower, Wes. Emmett, harder. Foster, keep talking." I hand out the orders between breaths, and the extraordinary thing is that all three of them obey on the first telling, two hundred pounds apiece of men who could bend fence steel taking direction from the smallest person in the room, and the obedience itself nearly finishes me. Wes slows. Emmett drives up. Foster talks, fast and filthy and right against my ear, a running commentary on what I look like taking both of his brothers at once, and I file the whole arrangement under the best diagnosis I have ever confirmed.

Foster leans forward, his hand wrapping over mine where I’m clutching the headboard. The empathic bond erupts. It hits like a live wire—a blinding current of raw, desperate heat connecting all four of us. I fracture.

The climax hits with physical force, my inner walls crushing down around Emmett, my ass clamping tight around Wes. I sob, unable to form words. Wes groans, his hips stuttering as he unloads deep inside me. Emmett curses, his grip on my waist bruising as he thrusts upward one final time, filling my pussy with hot, pulsing ropes of cum.

Foster kisses my temple, anchoring me while the tremors rip through my legs.

"You never finished," I tell him, when I have enough breath back to run a differential. Wes and Emmett ease out of me, one after the other, their cum running freely down my thighs, and through the bond I can feel Foster's want still burning, a fever nobody has treated. "That's a gap in the record, counselor. I don't close files with gaps in them."

"You're shaking," he says.

"I'm thorough. Different condition." I push him back against the headboard and climb over him, soaked and sore and certain, and sink down onto his cock in one slow slide while his brothers watch from either side of us with the open, unjealous attention of men who already know there is enough of this to go around. The bond hums with all four of us in it at once. I ride him slow, wrung out past performing anything, and that turns out to be the thing that undoes him, because his hands come up to frame my face, careful, the grip of a man verifying something, and his mouth loses every clause it ever owned. "Tess," is all he says. Just my name, with nothing appended.

"There he is," Emmett murmurs, warm in the dark. "Shortest sentence of his life."

Foster comes inside me with a sound like the argument finally ending, his hips pressing up hard, heat flooding deep while one more orgasm rolls through me, gentler than the others, more aftershock than earthquake, and through the bond every one of us feels it land.

We collapse onto the quilt. Emmett reaches for my hand. Wes curls his heavy arm across my stomach. Foster presses his chest against my back, his breathing finally slowing in the quiet room.

"This is what I needed," Wes says, quiet, into my shoulder, and it's the truest, smallest thing I've heard him say all week.

"Don't let it go to your head," Foster says, already half asleep. "You still owe the rest of us twenty minutes of not being insufferable about it."

"There's always a vote," Wes says. "I usually lose it. Not tonight."

Before any of them drifts off, I take the final inventory out loud, because Wes asked for it out loud and I keep my word. There is a bite mark at the back of my neck with a week of waiting in it. There are finger bruises on my waist from two different hands, and I can tell whose is whose. There is cum drying on my thighs and my back and deep in me, from all three of them, and my voice has gone ragged at the top of its range from proving I could take it. Every joint I own has filed a complaint, and I will approve the overtime for all of them. "That's the record," I finish, into the dark. "No corrections."

"Filed," Foster mumbles.

"Witnessed," Emmett says. "And scheduled for follow-up. Recurring."

"Mine," Wes says, into my shoulder, which is not the correct legal term for it, and is also the only accurate one.

I don't have a clinical word for three men falling asleep around you like you're something worth guarding. I've spent six years getting good at reading exactly that kind of stillness in a herd, the specific, hard-won quiet of animals who've finally decided they're safe.

The certified letter arrives three days later, forwarded with a single handwritten line from a woman named Josie Cutter, a name I don't recognize yet but will: Thought you should see this. Sounds like Halbrook's not done with this county. Good luck. J.

Underneath it, a probate filing notice, county seal, a name and a parcel I've never heard of, somewhere else in the county, where apparently a family's land is about to become somebody else's problem to solve.

I fold it back into its envelope, and for just a second, standing on a porch that's finally, properly, mine to stand on, with a state-witnessed foundation under a family that's about to build its register back one honest document at a time, I let myself feel something other than dread about what it might mean.

---
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Excerpt: Last Will and Testimony
Denhouse Rules, Book Three — Chapter One: 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?
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