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1
Quarry Road


The county file says the house at 4 Quarry Road is a single-family dwelling, which is vacant, structurally compromised, and a priority tier two. And I can tell you, right now, that the file is wrong about at least one of those things.

I know that before I'm even out of my truck, because there's another vehicle already parked in the turnaround, and a wood pile stacked to shoulder height out front.

I sit with the engine idling for a second, going through in my mind what I actually know about this place, and about myself, since I'm the one showing up to sort it out. I’m Josie Cutter, thirty-four, and am a structural engineer for a county that mostly wants me to sign things fast. This sucked because Cutter Structural used to mean something around here - my father's name is on half the commercial permits in three towns - right up until it didn't. I'm the part of that name still standing, scar on my left thumb from a table saw at fourteen, and I’ve never once signed off on a beam I hadn't personally leaned my whole weight against.

This particular house was, according to the file, built in 1911, with unpermitted additions in '68 and '94, and its last inspection was eleven years ago. At that point, it'd been flagged for the county's condemnation track once Halbrook Development filed a purchase-intent on the parcel of land behind it.

That meant my job today was supposed to be of the easiest kind: walk the foundation, note the failure points, write a report that lets the county either fix the building or tear it down. Twenty minutes, tops. But none of that accounted for a stacked wood pile.

The gate out front has a NOTICE OF INTENT TO ACQUIRE zip-tied to it at eye level, laminated, corners already curling. Underneath it, hand-lettered on a shingle in paint still a little wet: NO SOLICITING, GHOSTS INCLUDED.

That wasn't in the file.

I get my bag out of the truck bed and go through the gate on foot, both because the drive past it is rutted enough to eat an axle, and because there's something about the place that makes me want to look at it up close instead of from behind the windshield.

It clearly wasn't as abandoned as I'd been led to believe. That's the first thing I should've paid attention to.

The second was that the house isn't a ruin. It's old, obviously added onto by people with more confidence than plumb lines, but the roofline looks sound, the gutters are clear, and somebody's re-pointed the chimney sometime in the last five years. The mortar doesn't match the original, sloppy work, but it's deliberate, cared-about work. Abandoned, condemned buildings don't get their chimneys re-pointed. They get their windows broken by kids with nothing better to do on a Friday night.

I walk the foundation line before I do anything as radical as knock. On the west corner there's some hairline cracking, vertical, consistent with settling. On the north wall there's a patch of spalling where water's been getting in behind old parging, worth a paragraph in my report.

And then there's the cornerstone.

Corbin's Notch was a quarry town before it was anything else, and half the old foundations around here are dressed granite instead of poured concrete, laid by men who knew what a hundred years of frost heave does to a building. This one's no different. There’s no ceremonial date, no dedication, just an anchor stone at the northeast corner bigger than the rest of the footing, cut from the same gray stone that built half the county. It tells me this part of the house predates 1911 by a fair margin, whatever my file says.

I crouch to get my flashlight on the mortar joint, and because it's right there, because I've done this a thousand times on a thousand foundations, I put my palm against the stone to feel for the give that'll tell me if rot's gotten into the sill plate above it.

The stone doesn't give, but something else certainly does.

I gasp, but it's not exactly an electric shock, because there's no spark. At least, not one I could point a meter at. But a burst of energy goes up through my wrist like a hook setting, almost like a pull with a direction to it, then it's through my palm and up my arm and gone before I can think about what it even was.

I'm up on my feet, my hand curled against my chest like I've touched a live wire, and the part of my brain that writes reports for a living is already trying to explain it away as a static discharge. Deep down, I know it wasn't.

I'm still staring at my palm, at skin that looks normal and does not feel it, when the front door opens.

The huge man in the doorway doesn't say hello. And he doesn't ask who I am, or what I'm doing on his property, or produce any of the ordinary words one stranger gives to another standing on his lawn with a laser level. He just stands there, he has to duck a little, and glowers at my hand like it's the only thing in the yard worth a damn. Something moves through his eyes while he does it, a low flare of gold, there and gone like a bulb browning out, and he inhales once, slow, deliberate, like the air between us has fine print in it and he's reading every clause.

"You're standing on our ground," he eventually says, like that explains everything. But it doesn't explain the size of him, and it doesn't explain why my hand still feels like it grabbed a live wire.

"Actually, I'm standing on a county-flagged foundation," I say, because I've had worse first lines thrown at me by homeowners who didn't want to hear their sill plate was rotten, and because talking is easier than working out what's going on with my hand. "Josie Cutter. I'm the structural engineer the county sent."

"And you think that gives you the right," he says, "to come on our property?"

I was about to answer when, behind him, in the dark of the hall, something moves that's either a very large dog or not a dog at all, and I realize, standing there with my clipboard and my flashlight and a hand that hasn't stopped humming, that my file seems to be wrong about considerably more than just the house being vacant…


2
The Accounts


"A

 sa!"

A second man appears in the doorway behind the first before I've finished the thought, and, fortunately, he's close enough to put a hand on the other's chest, which is surely the only reason the bigger guy hasn't already crossed the yard to attack me. "You're doing the thing again."

"Gideon!”

"You're doing the thing where you stand in a doorway looking like you're about to kill someone. Stop it. You're scaring the nice lady!"

Then he steps around him, and whereas the first one filled the whole door frame, this one moves more like he's never once in his life worried about being in anyone's way. He's got about the same build, with the same dark hair, but with none of the stillness of the other. And I take the inventory, because my eyes have apparently resigned from the firm and gone into private practice: shoulders that would fail every doorway code in the state, forearms corded from work no gym invents, hands that make my clipboard look like a business card. Three of them, built along the same generous specification, and me on the porch with a condemnation order and a pulse doing arithmetic it wasn't asked for. And he's already smiling at me before he's finished crossing the porch. His grin is easy, like he just knows that we're going to get along fine.

"I'm Gideon Corbin and that's my brother, Asa. He's not usually this bad, I promise, he's just having a bit of a morning."

"I put my hand on your cornerstone and got a shock from it," I say, because I've decided that I am not going to be charmed into skipping past that part. "So I'm less interested in your brother's morning than I am in an explanation of what happened! And also why you guys are living in a building that’s supposed to be empty!"

Gideon's smile stays exactly where it is and stops meaning anything. "Right," he says. "Yeah. That'd do it."

"That'd do what?"

He opens his mouth, but whatever he was about to say gets cut off by Asa almost growling at him. "Not here."

"She's already standing on it, Asa, there's not really a here that isn't here!"

I'm about to say something about how I'd certainly appreciate an answer to my direct question, when a third man comes around the side of the house from the tree line, moving quietly enough that I don't notice him until he's already stopped ten feet off. Both brothers go still at exactly the same second. They're not startled by him exactly, but they've gone dead still. This brother, and that's obviously what he is, is leaner than the other two, and with much darker eyes. He keeps stalking closer, but he doesn't say anything at all.

He's also staring at my hand.

"Okay," I say. "Somebody needs to tell me what's going on here. This house is supposed to be vacant and yet here you three are. And I need to know why the cornerstone's giving out electric shocks. Come on, make with the explanation! And right now! And it better be words I can put in a report, because I am not driving back to the county office and filing that 'the house with three cute brothers in it bit me.'"

Nobody reacts to the 'cute brothers' line. Least of all me.

"Okay. But when this freaks you out, just remember you insisted. What you've just experienced is called a Warden-bond," Gideon says. "It's old, older than the house probably. The cornerstone you touched is an anchor point. If someone who means to help the place, and means it, makes contact with it, the stone reads that as an offer to bond. And such a bond doesn't do things by half."

I have no idea what most of that means. Worse, Gideon's clearly sincere. "And doesn't do things by half means what?"

"It means the cornerstone didn't just check the house is safe in your hands," Gideon says. "It checked whether we are."

"Gideon!"

"What, Asa, you want to lie to her? Go ahead. Feel free. See what the bond does back to you!"

Asa opens his mouth to speak, but then closes it. Asa doesn't say much of anything, and it takes me the better part of a week to understand that isn't the same as having nothing to say. Gideon spends words like he's got an unlimited supply. Asa spends his like each one costs the county money, and he's not signing off on the expense unless it's worth it.

"You're already recognized by the house as our Warden. All three of us,” Gideon says.

"Recognized Warden,” I repeat. "Of all three of you?"

The third brother, the one who still hasn't spoken, looks at me for the first time. "The house picked you," he says. "Elias," he adds after a beat, like that's the only other piece of the sentence that matters right now, and goes back to watching my hand.

Shifters.

That's the word my brain keeps circling and refusing to land on, ever since the shape in the hallway that was, before it was Gideon, either a very large dog or not a dog at all. These guys are telling me that shifters are real, and my hand is still buzzing from the stone to prove it.

"It's not a romantic thing," Gideon says quickly. "It's not… look, nobody's asking you for anything today. It's just a legal thing. A pack-law thing. Older than pack law, honestly. The bond is older than us being a pack at all and was established back when the Denhouse was just a house some very stubborn people decided was worth defending." He pauses. "Okay, it's a little bit romantic, but we probably need to speak about that another time."

When I don't understand a stress on a beam, I ask for the load calculations. It's the only thing I know how to do. "None of this makes any sense at all, so, I'm going to need it all in writing."

That, finally, gets a reaction out of all of them at once, and it isn't the one I expect. It looks like relief. Asa uncrosses his arms, like whatever brace he'd been holding just got signed off on. The quiet one, Elias, looks at Gideon like ‘see.’

"You want what I just told you in… writing?" Gideon says.

"Look, I'm an engineer. Everything that I believe in gets put in writing. That's my entire job. If there's a rule that says something happened to me, between us, when I touched that stone, I want to see the rule, in ink, with a date on it, same as I'd want to see the permit history on this place before I sign off on a single thing." I fold my arms, mostly to stop myself looking at my own hand again. "So. Is this all on paper, or isn't it?"

Gideon looks at Asa, Asa looks at the quiet one and then the quiet one shrugs, which apparently settles the whole thing, because then Gideon's disappearing back into the dark of the hall to come out a minute later with a book bound in leather gone soft and dark at the corners from handling. It's as thick as a phone book and older than anything I've held that wasn't behind glass in a museum.

Gideon opens it on his own forearm, finds a page near the back with his thumb like he's done it a hundred times, and turns the whole book around so the spine cracks toward me instead of him.

There are names running down both pages in at least four different hands and at least four different centuries of ink. Dates. There are short lines under each one, but it's just a sentence, sometimes two, nothing more.

"Three because that's what's left of us," Gideon says. "There were six names in this book once."

Nobody adds to that and I don't ask. Not yet.

"The Denhouse holds the pack's land-right in trust," Gideon says instead, tapping the page. "Has to run through a living human signature, though. Warden of record. That's what's kept the county's hands off this ground since the quarry closed. Not us, not pack law, a name in this book that a judge can look at. Back in the thirties one of the Wardens faced down eminent domain with nothing but this book and a lawyer cousin from Barre and won. No Warden on the line, no standing. The house can't speak for itself to human law. It needs someone who can."

"And signing makes me that?”

"Signing makes you the one who can stand up in a courtroom and say this land answers to somebody," Gideon says. "That's all it's ever been. That's all it ever has to be."

I look back down at the book. There, above the blank line dated today, one entry further up has been gouged out to the paper. And that’s exactly what I mean. It’s not crossed through. It’s gouged . Like somebody took a knife to their own name. And the page edge next to it is scorched. It’s a brown crescent eaten into the leather binding.

"What happened here?"

Nobody answers.

Gideon presses his lips together like he's holding a word behind his teeth. Asa looks at the window. Elias looks at the floor.

I don't ask twice.


3
Same Language


Three days ago, after Gideon walked back inside and came out again twice, once for the pen, I signed my name on that blank line in the Corbin's book, underneath four centuries of somebody else's decisions, because if working for the county has taught me anything it's that an unsigned document is just a good intention with no teeth.

And I haven't stopped thinking about it since.

My hand still fizzes if I think about it too directly, like the stone left a live wire under the skin that never got grounded out.

So, when I return to the house this morning, I bring my own paperwork. I have forms with a county seal in the corner and a case number that ties it to the building's file. This is because showing up without something official in my hands is how I end up agreeing to things I can't explain to my supervisor.

Gideon meets me on the porch before I've got both feet on the steps, which either means he heard my truck from a quarter mile out or he's been standing at that window since I was last here on the off-chance.

Today, he's in a gray Henley and he's already smiling like we're mid-conversation instead of just starting one.

"Ms. Cutter! You've brought a lot of paper with you!"

"Too right!" I hold up my clipboard, with all of my forms clipped in triplicate, because the county doesn't believe in doing anything once. "Right-of-access authorization. I need someone with standing to sign it before I can keep working the site. Standing meaning you're either an owner of record or you've got documented authority to grant access on the property's behalf."

"And if nobody has standing?"

"Then I can't legally set foot past that cornerstone again, and the thirty-day clock keeps running whether I'm out here measuring your joists or not." I flip to the second page. "So it's in your interest to get this signed today."

“Seems like everything's in my interest today." He takes the clipboard, but doesn't sign it. He just holds it against his chest like he's protecting it from rain that isn't falling. "How about you walk me through all of this again. I like to know what I'm agreeing to before I put my name on it."

I've given this speech to zoning boards and skeptical homeowners and, on one occasion, to a very confused ninety-year-old widow in Barre. It has never once made my pulse beat this hard, though. There's definitely something about this guy's smile…

"Section one's duration, thirty days, renewable if the county extends the review. Section two's scope, clearly defined areas only, foundation, load-bearing walls, points of structural connection. I'm not coming in there poking through your kitchen cabinets for the fun of it."

"Pity. In my experience, there's all sorts of fun to be had with a good poking." He looks up from the form and winks. "But you'd want to know where the old part of the house ties into anything built later."

"That's the job, yes. I test it myself. I don't take anyone's word for it, not the homeowner's and not the developer's. If a beam looks fine but I've got doubts, I'll open the wall to check."

"You get right to it, don't you?"

"I don't have thirty days to be shy about it."

Gideon turns another page and his eyes catch on section three and I watch something in his jaw shift as he reads. "Easement," he says aloud. "For the record, what exactly does that mean, legally?"

"It means a right that runs with the land even after the paperwork's done. Even if ownership changes hands, even if I finish the inspection and walk away, the county retains the right to come back and verify anything that gets built or repaired against my findings. It doesn't expire just because my work here is done."

"So it'll outlast the visit?"

"That's the point of an easement, yes."

"Good. I wouldn't want this to stop mattering the second you're not standing on the property."

I don't have an answer for that one, so I go back to the form. "Section four's the access log. Every visit gets documented, date, time, duration, what I inspected. Nothing improvised. If Halbrook pushes this in front of a judge, I need a clean record."

"Nothing improvised," Gideon repeats, and there's the smile again. "You strike me as someone who improvises quite a bit and calls it thoroughness after the fact."

"That's slander."

"That's admiration." He flips to the last page, doesn't move to the signature line yet. "Talk to me about section five."

"Scope of ongoing occupancy. Confirms the current residents can continue living in the structure during the inspection period, provided they don't interfere with my access." There's no clean way to write "three men are living in a condemned structure" on a county form, so I write occupancy under review and let Gideon watch me do it. "It's not asking permission for you to be here. It's just documenting that you already are."

"We were here before the county had a form for it."

"I'm beginning to understand that."

"So who has standing, in your professional opinion, to actually sign for a place like this? Given that it's not just one owner of record. Given that it answers to more than the name on the deed."

I should say Asa. Or I should say whoever's on the property records at the courthouse, because that's the actual legal answer and I looked it up before I drove out here. Instead what comes out is, "Whoever's willing to be responsible for what happens here for the next thirty days. And whatever happens after that, if this doesn't get renewed."

He's the only one of the three who's asked me anything instead of telling me. Maybe that's not nothing.

Gideon sets the clipboard down on the porch rail.

He does it slowly and then he closes the distance and kisses me before I've finished the sentence in my head about what happens if this expires unrenewed, one hand coming up to the side of my jaw. I've got a fistful of his shirt before I've made a conscious decision to have hands at all.

But then my phone goes off in my jacket pocket, and it's the ringtone I can't turn off because it might be an inspection emergency. It cuts through us both like a saw hitting a nail. Gideon pulls back half an inch, breathing hard, and I fumble the phone free with a hand that isn't steady enough for how simple the motion should be.

Denise Okafor's name on the screen.

"Cutter, I need you to countersign the accelerated inspection request before end of day. Halbrook's asking for a compressed timeline on 4 Quarry Road. They say the structural risk profile justifies moving faster than the standard thirty. I told them I'd check with you first, but I'm going to need that signature."

"I haven't reviewed anything that supports accelerating," I say, and my voice comes out steadier than my hands are.

"I know. That's why I'm calling instead of just sending it up. You want to come by the office tomorrow and look at what they submitted?"

"Send it to my email. I'll have a look tonight."

She says something else about deadlines, and I'm answering on autopilot because the whole back half of my body is still standing on that porch with Gideon's hand still resting where my jaw meets my throat, and when I finally hang up, the bond that snapped into place around the cornerstone three days ago flares hot in my chest, a jolt with no warning to it at all.

And this time, it is not the fizzing static of that first afternoon, but something with more weight to it now. It pulls me not toward him, but past him, out toward the tree line where I know that the quiet brother has gone still among the pines, and, at the same time, out past the house toward wherever Asa's working the far fence line, both directions pulling at once. I press both my hands against the porch post just to keep my knees doing their one job.


4
Load-Bearing


Marcus Teale drives a gray sedan that has never once been off pavement, and he parks it exactly parallel to the porch steps like he's already measuring the property for its next glorious adventure.

I watch him get out from the second-floor window, clipboard already back in my hands where it belongs, and feel something in my chest go the way it does right before I sign off on a load calculation I'm not a hundred percent sure of.

I come down the stairs to greet him.

I don't know how, but I can feel that Asa is somewhere out past the toolshed. Gideon went into town for permit copies an hour ago and Elias’s just at the edge of my awareness. That leaves me as the one meeting Halbrook's man at the door, which is probably exactly how he timed it.

"Ms. Cutter." He has a folder under one arm and a phone in his other hand, screen still lit from whatever he was doing in the car. I catch a flash of a kid's soccer photo before he thumbs it dark. "I'm Marcus Teale, from Halbrook Development. I don't think we've met in person."

"We haven't." I don't offer my hand first, and when he puts his out I shake it once to be, professional. His wedding ring catches the light. "You're a long way from the office for a Tuesday."

"Corbin's Notch isn't that far from anything, if you don't mind the drive." He smiles, reciting a line he uses often enough to have worn the charm out of it. "I wanted to walk the site myself before the next step kicks off. Get a feel for where things stand."

"Where things stand is that my structural inspection isn't finished." I keep the clipboard against my hip, out of easy reach. "You're welcome to look at the porch, but I wouldn't go past the mudroom without a hat."

He doesn't laugh, and walks the porch boards anyway, testing one with the toe of a very clean shoe. It creaks and he makes a sound that isn't quite a scoff.

"Ms. Okafor tells me the county's ready to move faster on this than the standard track," he says. "Given the liability exposure. And given how long this property has been sitting condemned in everything but name."

"It isn't condemned." I keep my voice level. "It's under inspection. Those are different words for different reasons, and I'd know, since I'm the one doing the inspecting."

"Denise seemed to think the paperwork was mostly a formality at this point." He says it confidently. "I'm not trying to put you in an awkward spot with a colleague. I'm just telling you what I've been told."

"Then let me tell you what I know, so nobody's surprised either." I meet his eyes. "I haven't signed anything. I'm not going to sign anything based on a phone call I wasn't on, from a colleague who doesn't have jurisdiction over my report. If the timeline moves, it moves because I finish the inspection and the numbers say what they say. Not before."

Something in Teale's face recalibrates, as if some internal spreadsheet he has is updating a cell from green to yellow. He doesn't push it. Instead, he just opens his folder and sets a single stapled document on the porch railing, weighting the top corner with a gray stone he must've picked up from the flowerbed on his way past.

"Accelerated timeline authorization," he says. "Halbrook's boilerplate. You don't have to do anything with it today, Ms. Cutter. I just like to leave paper where people can see it, so nobody has to remember a conversation instead of reading a document."

"I'll read it when I read it."

"Of course." Teale's already turning for the car, phone lighting back up in his hand before he hits the bottom step, already somewhere else. Already a man with a kid's soccer game or a dinner reservation waiting on the far side of this errand. "I'll be in touch, Ms. Cutter."

He backs the sedan out without looking at the house again and I stand on the porch a long minute after the sound of the engine has thinned out down Quarry Road, staring at the document sitting under its little gray paperweight. I don't touch it. My hands want something to do that isn't that.

"You look like you're about to cremate that piece of paper."

I turn. Gideon has come around the side of the house without my hearing him, folder of his own tucked under one arm, county seal visible on the corner. He glances at the railing, reads Teale's document upside down, and his mouth flattens into something that isn't a smile at all.

"He came in person this time," I say. "Wanted me to know the county's already moving. Denise, presumably, telling him whatever gets Halbrook off her desk fastest."

"He leave that as a threat or a doorstop?"

"Couldn't tell you. Maybe he can't either." I drag a hand back through my hair, still keyed up, and my pulse going harder than a stapled form should account for. "I told him I don't sign off on anybody's timeline but my own. Which is true, and also the only thing I could think to say without throwing him off the porch."

"You could've thrown him off the porch. I'd have backed you on it." Gideon sets his own folder down on the little table by the door, careful, nowhere near the document with the stone on it. He's looking at me now, not the paperwork. "You're still wound up."

"I'm always a little wound up. It's a personality trait."

"This is a different wound-up." He comes closer. "Now, where were we, before your colleague spoiled the moment and decided to call?”

The memory of the kiss comes back all at once, the weight of his hand on my jaw and the two seconds of bliss before my phone went off like an alarm.

I haven't stopped thinking about it, not really, not through three days of joist inspections and one very long argument with a county database. And now here is Teale's visit sitting hot under my skin with nowhere to go. I've got all that irritation and adrenaline with no target, and Gideon standing close enough that I can feel the heat coming off him.

"I don't actually know," I say. "You'll have to remind me."

He kisses me again, and he isn't tentative about it this time. My response is already built into the way I rise onto my toes to meet it. He backs me half a step until my shoulders find the porch post, solid old chestnut that has outlasted three generations of Corbins.

"Inside," I say against his mouth. "Teale's going to circle back for a signature and I am not doing this where Halbrook's paperwork can watch."

Gideon laughs and gets the door open without breaking the kiss more than a second, walking me backward through it. I feel the bond flare again the second we cross the threshold, less like a jolt this time and more like something settling into place.

We don't make it past the front room, not at first. He stops just inside the door, presses me back against the wall by the coat hooks instead of hauling me straight to the sofa.

"Say it again," he says. "What you told him. About the numbers saying what they say."

"Why, does that do something for you?"

"You have no idea." His hand finds my hip, thumb pressing in through denim, and I feel the touch everywhere except where I actually want it. "Watching you dress a man like that down with a clipboard under your arm is all sorts of hot."

"That's the strangest compliment I've ever gotten."

"You're welcome." He kisses the corner of my mouth, my jaw, and then works down to the pulse in my throat and stays there a beat too long, teeth grazing skin without biting down, and I feel my knees almost give way. My own hands are not idle, either. I get them under the hem of his shirt, palms against warm skin, and then drag my nails up his back slow enough to feel every ridge of muscle shift.

"You're wearing far too many clothes," I tell him.

"Funny. I was about to say the same thing about you. How about we fix it?"

I go for his buttons instead of waiting for him to get around to mine, and he lets me, watching my hands work in a way that makes my fingers clumsier than they have any right to be. When I finally get his shirt open I push it off his shoulders, and I take a second to have a good look. More than a second. I bill the time. He's built long and hard-used, farm muscle over a frame made for it, a scatter of old scars along his ribs like tally marks, and a line of dark hair running down from his navel that my thumb follows before my brain files the requisition. The belt goes. The denim goes. And he's heavy and flushed and already wet at the crown for me, and when I wrap my hand around him he's furnace-hot, hotter than any man has a right to run, and the sound he makes has gravel in it that never came from a human chest.

"You're burning up," I tell him.

"Occupational feature." His voice has dropped an octave. "You'll get used to it. You'll get addicted to it, actually, in about January."

I rake my nails down his back to see what happens, and what happens is an outright growl, low and rolling, and a flood of heat between my thighs I have no intention of admitting to. He drags a slow breath at my throat and grins against it. "You liked that. Don't bother denying it, sweetheart, I can smell exactly how wet you just got."

"That's a gross invasion of privacy."

"Mm. Complain louder." He gets a hand down between us while he says it, fingers sliding through me slick and easy, and hums like a man vindicated. "There's my evidence. Soaked. You want to lodge that complaint now or after I make it worse?"

"After," I manage, riding his hand, shameless. "Definitely after."

"Then here's the schedule of works." His fingers keep moving, slow and deep, thumb circling my clit with a patience I already know he can't sustain. "First you come on my hand, right here against this wall. Then I lay you out on that sofa and eat your pussy until you're swearing at the county. Then, if you sign off on phases one and two, you take my cock. You good with that?"

"Approved." I'm grinding down on his hand while I say it, which undercuts my professional authority not at all. "Expedited. Move."

He moves. He crowds me into the wall and works me with two fingers curling into the spot that makes my knees unreliable, thumb rolling my clit, his mouth open on my throat, and when the growl starts up in his chest I feel it everywhere we touch. That's what tips me over. I come on his hand right there in the front hall, clenching around his fingers, gasping something that was meant to be his name, and he strokes me through it and eases off at the exact second I need him to, like he's reading my tolerances off a chart.

"Phase one complete," he says into my hair, disgracefully pleased with himself, and lifts his fingers to his mouth and licks them clean while I watch. "Ahead of schedule, too."

I catalog him while I get my breath back. The line of his collarbone. His stomach tightening under my fingers when I trail it down. The heavy flushed weight of his cock against my hip, still waiting its turn on the schedule.

"Your turn," he says, and reaches for the hem of my shirt, but so slow it's almost unbearable, working it up an inch and stopping to run his thumb along the strip of skin he's uncovered before he takes another inch. By the time it's over my head I'm breathing hard and more than ready to go.

"You're teasing me on purpose!"

"On purpose, yes." Then he gets my bra open with one hand and when his mouth finds my collarbone I feel the scrape of stubble before I feel the heat of his tongue, and the sound that comes out of me is louder than I meant.

He walks me backward again, toward the sofa this time, and undoes my jeans on the way, thumbs hooking the waistband and dragging them down over my hips in one long slide that has me gripping his shoulders for balance. I kick them off the rest of the way, annoyed that he's still got his own on, belt still buckled.

"Gideon. You're going to need to catch up."

"I will." He lowers me onto the sofa, and follows me down, settling his weight between my knees without reaching for his belt at all. "But not yet."

"You're okay for me to…?"

"Oh god, yes."

He slowly kisses down my body, mouth at the curve of my breast, the dip of my stomach, the jut of my hip bone, and by the time he reaches the waistband of my underwear I'm gripping the sofa cushion with one hand and his hair with the other.

He doesn't rush that part either. He mouths at the inside of my thigh first, one side and then the other, a delicious scrape of stubble against sensitive skin, and when I finally feel his breath where I want his mouth I go up on my elbows to watch.

"Tell me if I get this right," he says, and there's a wicked edge in it now, all that patience cracking into something hungrier.

"Get on with⁠—"

He doesn't let me finish. He just settles between my thighs, and his tongue drags straight up my clit. There's no more preamble and I cry out, my head dropping back for a moment against the cushion. He tracks every flinch and shudder I make, mapping me in real time. When he rolls his tongue fast, my hips buck off the upholstery and when he flattens it and slows the drag, my thighs clamp around his ears and I start to shake. My heels dig deep into the sofa cushions and I tangle both hands in his hair, fingers tightening hard enough to surely sting him. However, instead of pulling back, he anchors my hips, groans into my wetness, and settles into the exact rhythm I dream of. "That's it," I gasp at the ceiling, "right there, sustained load, do not adjust," and I feel him laugh into me without losing the beat, which turns out to be a structural feature nobody warned me about.

"Don't stop," I hear myself say, voice gone thin and strange. "Don't you dare stop, Gideon⁠—"

He doesn't. The sound of it is obscene and I don't care. His mouth is working me like he's got nowhere better to be for the rest of his life, and every so often he groans against me like he's the one being pleasured, and the vibration of it nearly finishes me on its own. I watch the crown of his head, the set of his jaw working and when he pushes two fingers into me, curling them in time with his mouth, I stop being able to watch anything at all.

"Gideon." It comes out cracked. "I'm going to⁠—"

My phone goes off on the floor where it landed with my jeans, the ringtone I never turned off, and I feel him hesitate against me for exactly one second.

"Do you need⁠—"

"If you stop I will condemn this house myself."

He laughs, the sound of it vibrating straight through me, and doesn't stop. Whoever's calling gives up after four rings and starts leaving a voicemail instead, ninety seconds of somebody's voice buzzing tinny and distant against the floorboards while I come with my own hand pressed over my mouth to keep the whole county from hearing me.

"I know," he says against me, and doesn't slow down, fucks me harder with his fingers instead, and the climb goes vertical and when it breaks it shatters on a sound I don't recognize as my own voice, both hands fisted in his hair hard enough that he'll definitely have bald spots. He doesn't stop until I'm pushing weakly at his shoulder, now oversensitive, laughing and gasping in the same breath.

He comes up over me, grinning, mouth wet, and kisses me before I can complain about it, and I taste myself on him and decide I don't actually mind.

"You're far too good at that," I tell him.

"I think I can do better."

"Promises, promises." I get my hands on his belt, finally, and make short work of it, and when I finally get his jeans open and take him in hand, he makes a sound against my throat that I file away as the single most satisfying thing I've heard all week. He lifts his hips to help me get his jeans the rest of the way down, and then there's nothing left between us at all, skin to skin, and the bond in my chest goes bright and steady, answering him and answering something further off too, some part of me still half-tuned to Asa out past the tree line and the other brother somewhere else.

I don't have room to think about what that means right now.

"You still with me?" Gideon asks, forehead dropping to mine, and I can feel how hard he's holding himself back, muscles standing out along his forearms where they're braced either side of my head.

"Very much so." I hook a leg around his hip, pull him down. "What are you waiting for. Show me what this 'better' is."

"Bossy."

"You love it."

"I really do." And then he's pushing into me, in one slow, thick slide that has me gasping his name before he's even fully inside, and the sound I make isn't something I could have stopped if I'd wanted to. He holds still a second, breathing hard, waiting.

"Are you okay?"

"Better than okay. Now fuck me."

He does. Gideon pulls nearly all the way out, the head of his cock popping free and then he drives straight back into me and I swear anew. Any sign of the slowness of before is gone and the old sofa springs scream as he sets a brutal rhythm. Skin slaps skin and the impact rocks my shoulders against the upholstery.

I wrap both legs around his waist, locking my ankles to anchor his hips. Soon, his chest is shining with sweat, hovering inches above mine. His mouth drops to my throat and his teeth scrape the tendon, pulling a gasp out of me. In response, I dig my fingers into his shoulder blades, nails biting into the muscle hard enough to leave crescents.

He drags his mouth up to my ear. "You feel unbelievable," he says. "So tight around me. I'm not going to last if you keep doing that."

"Keep doing what?" I ask.

I clamp my inner muscles around his thickest part. I hold the flex, squeezing him like a fist.

"That." His hips stutter. "Exactly that. You're going to be the death of me."

"Good." I drag my nails down his spine. "Die a little faster, then."

He takes the challenge and his hips begin to blur, the rhythm turning relentless. He twists his right hand into the hair at the nape of my neck, pulling my head back. My throat arcs open and I force my gaze down, watching myself stretch wide around him, taking him to the dark hair at his base. Every thrust drags my own slick out onto his thighs.

Then he shifts his grip, sliding his left hand under my hip to tip my pelvis up. The new angle drives the ridge of his cock directly against my clit with every downward stroke. The friction is a live wire and I dig my right heel into the small of his back, locking him against that exact spot.

"There! Right there, don't⁠—"

"Wasn't planning on it."

He pounds into me, using the leverage of my hip to hit the deepest part of my pussy. The room dissolves into the wet sounds of our hips colliding and the rhythmic creak of the sofa. My thighs tremble and a fresh tension coils in my stomach, pulling tighter with every agonizingly deep thrust.

Then I hit the edge at full speed.

I come apart like a bad weld — all at once, along the whole seam. I scream his name, the sound tearing out of my throat in one unbroken syllable as I clench around his cock, convulsing around him so hard the veins in his neck bulge.

He fights through two more desperate, grinding strokes, driving himself as deep as he can go, and on the third, his hips freeze and he buries his face in my neck, his hot breath scalding my collarbone. I feel him come deep inside me, flooding the deepest part of me. His hand stays tangled in my hair for several seconds, holding me pinned in place against the cushions while he empties into me, his body heavy and shaking over mine.

We stay tangled like that for a while, not moving, both of us breathing like we've run a marathon. Eventually he shifts his weight off me, just enough that I can breathe properly, and pulls me half into his lap instead, my back against his chest, one of his hands tracing idle circles on my stomach.

"For the record," I say, once I've located enough brain cells to form a sentence, "if you tell anyone at the county office about that, I will deny it under oath."

"Wouldn't dream of it. I'm keeping that one for myself." His mouth finds my shoulder, unhurried now, no destination in mind. "You didn't answer my question, before. About whether you're still wound up."

"I think you've made significant progress on the unwinding front."

"Significant." He sounds pleased with himself. "I can live with significant. I mean, I was aiming for higher. But it's good to have goals."

"Aiming higher, were you?" I twist enough to look at him, and his whole face has gone soft. "You have a specific number in mind?"

"I've got a whole afternoon in mind." His hand slides higher, unhurried, and I feel my pulse pick back up despite every reasonable objection my body ought to be raising. "That man will not be coming back today. And I don't have anywhere else I need to be."

He's still half hard against my hip, which at his operating temperature apparently means about a four-minute turnaround, and I decide the afternoon starts now. I push him flat along the sofa, swing a leg over, and take him in hand, lining him up while gold flickers at the edges of his eyes.

"My turn to run the site," I tell him, and sink down.

The angle is deeper like this, deep enough that we both swear, and I ride him slow the second time, hands braced on his chest, taking exactly what I want at exactly the rate I want it. He gives me the commentary again, filthier now, how good I look stretched around his cock, how he could smell me wanting this all week, how loud he plans to make me. I talk back this time. I tell him how thick he feels, how the drag of him on the upstroke beats anything he did with his mouth, how he doesn't get to come until the inspection's finished. He groans like the sofa springs.

"Bearing capacity adequate," I report, breathless, rolling my hips.

"Adequate." His hands close on my waist, and the growl is back under his voice. "You're going to upgrade that assessment."

He plants his feet and drives up into me until the commentary stops being words on either side of it, until I'm riding the crash of him with my head thrown back, and I come for the fourth time that afternoon grinding down onto his thumb, and he follows me while I'm still pulsing around him, hauling my hips down hard and holding me there while he empties into me, my name coming out of him wrecked and growled against my breasts.

After, I do the survey. Beard burn on the inside of both thighs. A bite mark on my shoulder that's going to outlast the paperwork. Twin fingerprint bruises coming up on my hips that I intend to admire in the mirror tonight, and his come slicking the inside of me and probably the sofa too, which the sofa has frankly earned. I regret none of it. I file the whole inventory under evidence.

Eventually Gideon reaches down, finds the old quilt folded over the arm of the sofa, and drags it up over the two of us, tucking it in at my shoulder. I settle against his chest and take stock of the room from this new, horizontal angle, the crooked good-luck horseshoe still nailed above the doorframe, dust motes turning gold in the last of the afternoon light through the front window.

"You are buying a new sofa," I say into his chest. "This one has given its life in service and deserves to retire with dignity."

"It came with the Denhouse. My grandmother would be scandalized."

"Your grandmother would probably have views about the structural soundness of what we just did to the frame, and she would not be wrong to have them."

He laughs, and I feel it more than hear it, a low rumble under my ear. Out past the window I can just make out the corner of the porch table, Teale's document still sitting there under its little gray stone, unread, unsigned, going nowhere.

"I should probably deal with that eventually," I say.

"Eventually," he agrees, and pulls the quilt higher, and doesn't move.

But my phone's still lying on the floor with my jeans, and the voicemail from earlier is still sitting there unheard, and it's the itch of not knowing that finally gets me off the sofa twenty minutes later, dragging my shirt back over my head while Gideon watches.

The voicemail is Teale, and it is not what I expect. It's ninety seconds of a man reading a legal description aloud: the back parcel, Halbrook's purchase-intent, no road frontage of its own, landlocked on three sides by terrain the county won't cut a driveway through. And then the part he wants me to actually hear, buried at the forty-second mark like he's hoping I'll stop listening before I get there. The only deeded access easement to that back parcel runs with this house. With 4 Quarry Road.

I sit down hard on the arm of the sofa and pull up the stapled document he left under the stone, actually read it this time instead of refusing it on principle, and there it is in the boilerplate nobody bothers to read: condemn the house, and demolition extinguishes the easement that runs with it. That kills the back parcel's only legal right of way, which means it kills the sale to anyone who isn't already standing on this driveway.

Halbrook doesn't want the easement. Halbrook wants to end up owning 4 Quarry Road outright. To get it condemned, pick it up cheap at the county auction once nobody else can bid on a liability, and the only road into the back parcel comes bundled with a deed that's theirs the moment the gavel drops.

"They don't want condos," I say. "Nobody builds condos on a landlocked back lot in Corbin's Notch. They want what's under it." I think of the cornerstone, the quarry the whole town used to be. "Aggregate rights. Granite. There's an interstate contract that eats stone by the trainload, and this house is standing on the only road that reaches it."

Gideon's already reading over my shoulder, and whatever joke he had ready doesn't come.


5
The Wall


Ifind him at the cornerstone a little past six, when the light's gone and the mosquitoes haven't figured out yet that dusk is their shift.

He's got a canvas tarp spread on the grass, a chisel, a rubber mallet, and a bucket of something that smells like lime. And he's not wearing a shirt which I try not to notice at first and fail immediately, because there isn't a version of Asa Corbin without a shirt that doesn't take up the whole visual field.

He doesn't look up. "Go inside. Working."

"I can see that." I set my clipboard down on the porch step, which is as close as I'm going to get to announcing I'm staying. "What's wrong with it?"

"Nothing's wrong with it."

"Then what are you doing?"

He taps the chisel against a seam in the mortar with a testing tap. "Maintenance."

I've experienced enough of Asa's silences by now to know this one isn't going to open on its own. So I do what I do everywhere else on this property, which is I stop asking and I start looking.

Three brothers keeping one house isn't an accident, Gideon told me over coffee two days ago. The Denhouse passes to whichever generation draws it, and this generation is these three; the rest of the pack scattered onto the ridge farms long back, because a house this size can't hold everyone and doesn't need to. But it needs somebody willing to be its legal person. Somebody who'll answer for it when the county comes calling.

The cornerstone sits low, a slab of granite maybe three feet across, sunk into the foundation line where the old part of the house meets the newer addition Gideon's grandfather put on sometime in the seventies. I noticed the stone the first day, obviously — you don't forget the day a rock decides to introduce itself to your nervous system — but I never got a good look at it in daylight, because the first look ended with me on the ground.

Tonight I get a good look. And what I notice, walking the two feet closer that Asa doesn't tell me not to take, is that the mortar isn't uniform.

Most of the joint work around the stone is old-style lime mortar, consistent with a foundation this age. But there's a patch along the north edge, maybe eighteen inches long, where the color's wrong. Grayer. Denser. Like somebody repointed that section at some point with a different mix, and whoever did it wasn't matching for aesthetics, they were matching for speed. The tool marks are different too, like it was worked in a hurry. Or worked angry.

I crouch down without asking permission.

"This section's not original," I say. "The repointing here." I run two fingers along the seam, feel where the new mix has started to separate a little from the old. There’s a hairline gap that means it never fully bonded. "Whoever did this didn't rake the old mortar back far enough before they repacked it. It's sitting on top instead of keyed into the original joint. That's why it's already lifting."

Asa's chisel stops mid-stroke. His hand has gone still over the stone like something in him hit a wall the exact size and shape of my sentence.

I keep going, because I'm an engineer before I'm anything else here. "It's not going to fail tomorrow. But give it another Vermont winter or two, water gets into that gap, freezes, expands, and you'll lose the whole patch. Whoever did the repair didn't finish the job right." I glance up at him. "Who did this?"

The bond gives a small pull in my chest when I ask it, the way it does now whenever I aim a question straight at any of the brothers. It’s a low hum gone taut at the edges, like a string somebody's testing for pitch.

Asa doesn't answer right away. He's looking at the patch like he's never seen it before. "Long time ago," he says finally.

"Before you were doing repairs yourself, or you did it and rushed it?"

"Wasn't me."

"Okay." I wait, but he doesn't fill the silence. "So somebody repointed a section of your cornerstone with the wrong mix, in a hurry, and nobody's gone back to redo it properly since. That's not a small thing to leave half-finished on a load-bearing seam!"

"It holds," he says.

"It holds for now, " I say.

Asa sets the chisel down on the tarp with a care that feels more dangerous than if he’d thrown it, like the care is the only thing standing between him and something bigger. For one second, one full second, long enough that I feel it land somewhere in my stomach, he looks like a man deciding whether to break something on purpose.

Then his hand comes up toward the space I'm standing in, fingers loose, like he's about to reach for my shoulder or my wrist and then it stops halfway, and he closes it into something that isn't quite a fist and lets it drop back to his side.

"You should get back to your work," he says. "Getting dark."

"Asa…"

"Ms. Cutter. Goodnight."

But then the bond goes still under it, a hum dropping to a pilot light turned down to the smallest flame that’ll still hold. I take that to mean he’s decided not to be reachable right now, and the decision is airtight. Not up for negotiation.

Then Asa picks the bucket up, and the mallet, and he walks off toward the tree line without the tarp. I could go after him. I want to, in a way that has nothing to do with the bond and everything to do with the two seconds his hand spent in the air between us, close enough that I could have closed the last of that distance myself if I'd moved fast enough.

But I didn't move fast enough, and some professional instinct tells me that chasing him into the trees right now would be like leaning on a stressed joint to test how much more weight it'll take.

My father signed off on a building once that he swore up and down was sound. It wasn't. Cutter Contracting died over that one unchecked assumption, and I watched thirty years of his name get erased by a beam nobody double-checked. So I check everything twice now, even when it costs me the speed the county's always docking me for. Slower. Also the only way I know how to be right.

I back off. I let the load settle. I resolve to come back with better tools.

The bond hauls at me the second his back's fully turned, a physical pull toward him strong enough that I actually plant my feet on the porch boards to keep from following it like water finds a drain.

"No," I say out loud, to the pull itself, not to him. "When I come to you, it'll be because I decided. Not because a rock did."

The pull lets go all at once, like something that was never going to fight me on it in the first place. Out past the tarp, Asa lets out a breath through his nose, like he heard it too, and whatever it means, he doesn't push.

The no holds.

I walk back to the porch step, pick my clipboard up off the wood where I left it, and look down at the inspection notes I still haven't finished for the east wall. But the light's almost gone and I won’t get anything useful done tonight.

Somewhere past the barn I can feel Gideon as a restless flicker of a presence, and further out, quieter, Elias, steady and unmoving, like a lamp left burning in a window nobody's told to put out.

I flip to a clean page and write down what I actually came out here to record before Asa's shirtless silhouette rerouted my whole evening. North cornerstone repoint, non-original mix and with a poor mortar key. It will need to be monitored for frost-jacking, and under that, in smaller letters, because engineers document anomalies even when they can't explain them yet, I write unknown repair.

Unknown date.

Unfinished.


6
The Real Inspection


The crawlspace under the house smells like old iron.

I've been on my knees in it for forty minutes with a flashlight in my teeth before I find what I already suspected I'd find.

I trace the sill plate with two fingers, feeling for the give that shouldn't be there. It's there. Soft. Maybe not rotten-through soft, at least not yet, but it was soft in a way pressure-treated lumber has no business being three feet from a fieldstone foundation that's supposedly held for a hundred and thirty years.

I follow that softness. That's the whole point of my job, really. It's not all about finding the damage - anybody with a moisture meter can find damage - but following potential problems and tracing the water's actual path back to the one flaw that let it in. And this path, surprisingly, runs straight back to the north corner. To the cornerstone.

To the patch of mortar Asa couldn't talk about two days ago.

I sit back on my heels and let myself say it out loud. "Oh, you son of a bitch."

The botched repointing job is a proper wound that never closed, not just ugly. Whoever did it made a real mistake, worse than being a bit rushed and using the wrong mix. Asa said it wasn't him and that it'd been done a long time ago, but whoever it had been didn't tool the joints deep enough. They didn't give the mortar anywhere to shed water, so that, for however many decades since, every hard rain has found that seam and gone looking for the path of least resistance.

Which is down.

Down along the footing and into the sill plate that carries the load of the entire north wall.

I get my phone out and start photographing, narrating findings into a voice memo the way I do on every job, because I'm sure Halbrook's office will want documentation before they'll sign off on anything short of condemnation.

"North foundation wall, sill plate showing moisture damage consistent with long-term water infiltration, source traced to deteriorated repointing at grade, northeast corner." I press my thumb into the wood again. It doesn't spring back. "This is fixable if it's addressed in the next two weeks. It is a condemnation-grade problem if it isn't."

I climb out of the crawlspace into the kitchen looking like I've been dragged through a chimney, and Gideon is standing at the counter with a mug of coffee halfway to his mouth. He takes one look at my face and sets the mug down without drinking from it.

"That's not a good-news face," he says.

"It's a can-still-fix-this face. Different face. Where's your brother?"

Something crosses his expression but is gone before I can name it, surprised, maybe. "Barn. Why?"

"Because I need several pairs of hands, and I need them now, and I need people who can lift a timber without me explaining what a timber is."

He's already moving before I finish the sentence, jacket off the hook by the door, and something in me unclenches at how fast he does what I say. There was no argument, no are-you-sure , he just accepted what I said and went to get his brother.

By noon I've got the north wall of the crawlspace open along six feet of sill, the rotted section marked in yellow chalk, and two guys who each outweigh me by a hundred pounds taking instructions from a woman half their size like she's the only authority that's mattered in this house in years.

"I need this sistered, not replaced," I tell them, tapping the sound section of the plate on either side of the rot. "We cut out the bad six feet, we scab a new pressure-treated section alongside the good wood on both sides, bolt through, and the load transfers around the damage instead of through it. It's not pretty. It'll hold for fifty years."

Asa crouches at the edge of the excavated trench and looks at the exposed stone with an attention that isn't performance. "Footing's not undermined," he says.

"No," I say, surprised and pleased in equal measure that he got there on his own. "That's the good news. Whoever built this footing overbuilt it. It's carried this wall with a rotten sill for God knows how long and it never failed. You got lucky. But you're not going to keep getting lucky."

Gideon hauls the new timber down from the truck bed on his shoulder like it weighs nothing and I direct the cut lines with a speed square and a level while he and Asa work the crosscut saw between them, trading it back and forth without a word, some old rhythm between brothers that doesn't need instructions.

The crawlspace is the problem, and Asa solves it the way, I am learning, this family solves things. He strips his shirt at the foundation wall, matter-of-fact as rolling up sleeves, says "measurements after," and shifts. Between one stride and the next: man into wolf, a gray-brown animal the size of the opening itself, and my professional vocabulary produces the single observation that the load path of that transformation should not work and works anyway. The wolf takes the crawlspace like it was poured for him, and I lie on the boards with my flashlight and read the sill through his eyes, following where his nose goes, char here, rot there, dry and sound beyond. When he comes out and shifts back, sawdust stuck to bare skin, no more bothered than if he'd changed a shirt, he catches me staring and raises an eyebrow.

"Findings?"

"Structurally significant," I say, meaning several things, and Gideon laughs so hard he has to put the timber down again. I mark bolt holes, check plumb, and make Gideon redo one cut because he's a half-inch proud, and a half-inch is the difference between a repair that lasts and one that telegraphs stress into the next joint over.

"Bossy lady," he says, but he's grinning when he says it, and he recuts it clean.

By two we've got the sistered section fitted, bolted, and I'm standing in the trench running my palm along the seam where old wood meets new, checking for daylight, checking for give, finding none. It holds. I press my whole weight against it and it doesn't so much as creak.

"That's it," I say, and I hear my own voice come out happier than I expect. "That's the wall saved. We still need the exterior repointing redone properly, that's the actual fix, that's what stops this happening again, but the structure itself is sound now. Today. Right now, this house is not going on Halbrook's list."

Gideon whoops, actually whoops, and hauls me half off my feet in a hug that smells like sawdust, and over his shoulder I catch Asa watching me with an expression I don't have a name for yet, something that isn't quite a smile but wants to be one.

"We still need mortar mix," I say into Gideon's shoulder. "Type N, not the garbage from the hardware store on Main. There's a masonry supplier in Rutland that'll have it."

"I'll go," Gideon says. "Elias, come help me load."

Elias peels off the doorway where he's been standing for I don't know how long, watching, and follows him out without a word, and that leaves just me and Asa and the trench and the smell of cut lumber.

He doesn't say anything about the wall. Doesn't say good work, doesn't say anything I'd expect a man to say to the engineer who just pulled his house back from the edge. He just looks at the sistered timber for a long moment, and something in his shoulders comes down half an inch, like a held breath let partway out.

"Show me the corner," he says.

We walk around the outside of the house to the northeast cornerstone, and when I crouch and point out the joint, the bad tooling, the water staining that runs down from it like a scar, he crouches next to me, close enough that I can feel the heat coming off him, and puts two fingers on the mortar the same way I did, feeling it like he's checking a wound he's carried a long time and never let anyone look at.

"There was someone before you," he says.

I don't move. I don't want to spook whatever this is.

"A Warden. Before us. Before the house was ours to keep." His jaw works. "Fire took the east wing. She left. Wasn't me who watched it happen. I wasn't born yet. But it's mine anyway. Comes down the line whether you want it or not."

Five sentences. That's more than I've gotten out of Asa in two weeks combined, and I can hear what it costs him in the space between each one.

"This corner," I say, carefully, "is from that."

"Rebuilt fast. Rebuilt wrong." His hand is still on the stone. "Nobody in this family's wanted to look at it too long since."

"Because it means looking at what happened."

He doesn't answer that. He doesn't have to.

"You think I'm going to do the same thing," I say. "Find the bond too heavy. Leave. And this house." I put my own hand flat on the stone next to his, close enough that our fingers almost touch. "This house doesn't survive that twice."

"No," he says. A fact. He's decided.

I could push. I could ask what the Warden's name was, whether the fire was an accident or something worse. But I don't. Some doors you don't kick. I watch him make some decision behind his eyes that looks like it costs him blood, and then he moves his hand the last two inches and covers mine.

His palm engulfs my knuckles whole, and he doesn't do anything else. Doesn't say anything else. He just holds my hand against the wrong stone like he's daring either of us to let go first.

I turn my hand over under his so our palms meet instead, lace my fingers through his, and I feel something go through him, a full-body tremor, like a wall finally taking a weight it's been braced against for years and discovering it can bear it after all.

"Say it," he says.

"Say what?"

"That you're not going anywhere."

"I'm not her," I say. "Whatever she did. I'm not going anywhere."

Something breaks open in his face, like a door coming off a rusted hinge, and he kisses me.

It isn't gentle and questing like it was with Gideon. It isn't any sort of question at all, though I started it - I'm the one who went up on my toes first, the one whose hand found his face - and the second I do, he takes over outright, backs me against the cornerstone, one hand cradling the back of my skull so the rough stone doesn't bite into me, and kisses me like a man closing a debt he's been carrying two weeks and doesn't intend to carry a third.

"Not out here." He pulls back an inch, just enough to get the words out. "Barn."

"Yes." I don't argue with him. I don't want to.

He picks me up like I weigh nothing at all, one arm under my thighs, and carries me across the yard and up the barn ladder one-handed like it's no effort, into the loft, and sets me down on my feet by the old hay manger.

"Hands on the rail," he says.

I put them there.

I get his shirt first. That's non-negotiable, and I make it clear with both hands, and Asa Corbin stands in his own barn and lets me strip him like the building lets me survey it: massive, patient, load-bearing. I was right in the kitchen. There isn't a version of this without a shirt that doesn't take up the whole visual field, and I walk my hands over all of it, the slabbed chest, the old scar down one flank, the heat rolling off him like a kiln with the door cracked, and when I reach the belt he makes a sound in his chest I feel through the floorboards. I take him out and take him in hand, thick and heavy and scorching, and stroke him slow just to watch the control cost him something.

"Josie." Gravel all the way down.

"Just doing a thorough inspection." Another slow pull. His hips follow my fist, one involuntary inch, and his eyes come down to mine gone full gold, bright as lamplight, the wolf right there at the surface watching me handle the man. I don't look away. Neither does it.

"Say it again," he grinds out. "What you said. Not going anywhere."

"Not going anywhere."

"Good." He turns us, walks me back against the stall boards, strips the rest of me with two economical pulls. "Now you're going to come on my hand. Then on my mouth. Then I'll take you." No volume in it at all. Facts on a worksheet. His palm slides down my belly and two thick fingers curve into me, slick to the knuckle on the first stroke, his thumb settling on my clit like he built it. "Count's three tonight. You'll tell me if you want a fourth."

He's not wrong about any of it.

He gets my shirt over my head and drops it somewhere behind us on the boards, then gets my jeans open and drags them down over my hips in one hard pull, and when his hand finds me soaked he makes a low sound against my ear that isn't quite a word.

He starts the count where he said he would. Two thick fingers work into me while his thumb settles on my clit with steady pressure, no teasing in it anywhere, just a man executing a stated plan. He reads me while he does it, eyes gone gold in the loft's half-dark, adjusting angle and pace off every sound I make like he's torquing bolts to spec. When my thighs start shaking he pins me to the boards with his free forearm and keeps that exact rhythm going, and I come on his hand with my head dropped back against the stall wall, loud enough to startle something out of the rafters.

"One," he says.

He doesn't give me a recovery window. He goes down to his knees on the boards, hooks my leg over his shoulder, and puts his mouth on me while I'm still twitching from his hand, and the sound he makes against me is half groan and half growl, like the taste of me settles some argument he's been having with himself for two weeks. There's nothing showy in how Asa eats pussy. It's how he repoints stone: unhurried, thorough, total. He works my clit with the flat of his tongue in long even strokes, slides two fingers back into me when I start begging, curls them, and holds me down one-armed while the second orgasm tears through me, my hands fisted in his hair, my heel drumming his back, his name coming out of me in pieces.

"Two." He stands, wipes his mouth on the back of his wrist, and turns me by the hips to face the rail. "Hands back where I put them."

I put them back. My legs are barely holding rating, and I have never in my life wanted anything like I want the third item on his list.

"Say it again."

"I'm not going anywhere."

"Again."

"Not going anywhere, Asa⁠—"

He drives into me on his own name with one long thrust that knocks the rest of the sentence clean out of me, and I hear myself cry out into the dark of the loft, both hands white-knuckled on the manger rail. He goes still for one heartbeat, giving me exactly that much time to adjust and not a second more.

"Mine," he says, and starts to move.

There's nothing careful in it. He sets a brutal pace from the first stroke, one fist tightening in my hair, tipping my head back so his mouth finds the side of my throat, his whole weight pinning me forward against the rail like he's daring the distance between us to try opening again.

"You feel what you do to me," he says against my ear, each word landing on a thrust, gravel gone all the way down to bedrock. "Two weeks. Smelling you in my house. Watching your hands on my stone." His palm slides down my belly, finds my clit, and rubs in the same rhythm his hips are keeping, twin loads on one axis. "Come on my cock, Josie. That's the third item. Give it to me."

"Make me," I say, because I've learned what challenges do to Corbins, and the growl that gets me is barely a human sound at all.

"Say it!”

“I’m not leaving." I push back to meet every thrust, chasing the angle that's already got me shaking. "I'm still here. Feel that. Still here."

"Again." His grip at my hip goes bruising, hauling me back onto him harder, and the old manger boards groan under both of us.

“I’m not leaving. Asa—" I lose the rest of it. His forearm bands across my stomach, anchoring me back against him, and every stroke lands deeper than the last, the slap of skin loud in the empty loft, my spine bowed tight, my whole body strung around him like a wire about to snap.

“Fuck,” I manage. "Don't you dare⁠—"

"Not stopping." He drives harder, faster, the crash of him against that one perfect spot inside me relentless now, exactly what I didn't know I needed. "Not ever. Give it to me."

My climax breaks over me like something detonating, with no warning at all, my whole body seizing around him hard enough that he curses low against my throat, hips stuttering through it. I scream, the sound tearing out of my throat as I clench around him again and again while he keeps driving through it, refusing to slow. I feel him follow me over half a breath later, and he comes hard, flooding me, a long shudder working through his whole body as he empties himself inside me, his forehead dropping to my shoulder like he's holding himself back from something and losing.

"Mine," he says again, quieter this time, almost wondering, like the word surprises him twice.

He doesn't let go right away. He stays buried inside me for a long moment, both of us shaking, his arm still banded across my stomach, his chest heaving against my back.

"I know," I say, turning my head enough to find his jaw with my own mouth, both of us sweat-slick in the hay-dust light. "I know."

I run the damage assessment right there against the rail, because I document everything, that's the job. Pressure marks across both palms from the manger rail. His handprint at my hip, already deepening into something I'll be wearing for a week. Beard burn inside both thighs, a bitten place on my throat, and a deep sweet ache that says three was the correct count and a fourth would also have been the correct count. Every line item is mine. I'm keeping all of it.

"Fourth?" he asks against my hair, one hand already flattening low on my belly, and I laugh, wobbly, and tell him the site's closed pending re-inspection. He accepts the finding with a graze of teeth at my shoulder that says the appeal is already filed.

Somewhere across the yard, faint but unmistakable, I hear the truck coming back up the drive, and neither of us moves to break it.


7
What Elias Found


Gideon and Asa got back from Rutland to find my shirt still balled up on the barn floor and neither of us with a good explanation ready, and to their credit, neither of them asked for one. Gideon just set the mortar mix down on the workbench, looked at my ears going red, and said something about sunburn that fooled nobody. That was the end of it. Nobody made it weird.

I've decided to be grateful for that instead of examining why I expected worse.

I've just arrived the next morning when my phone buzzes and I ignore it because I already know it's going to be Denise, and I already know what she wants. She wants me to tell her something she can hand to Marcus Teale with a bow on it. I catch the name on the lock screen anyway.

DENISE OKAFOR — MISSED CALL.

I turn the phone face-down.

Elias is standing in the doorway when I turn around. His own phone buzzes in his back pocket, and he reaches back without looking at it, thumbs it silent, and puts it away again like it never happened. I don't hear him get close, either. I never hear him get close, which used to unsettle me and now just makes me feel like the house has an extra set of eyes that happen to also be a person, which I recognize is a strange thing to find comforting.

He's got mud to the knee on one side, sleeves pushed up, a smear of dirt along one forearm. He doesn't say good morning. He tips his head toward the back door.

"You want me to come look at something," I say, because it's easier than waiting for him to spend words on it.

He nods once.

I've learned this much about Elias Corbin in my time working in this house: if he's found something, it's real. Gideon exaggerates when he wants attention. Asa tells you exactly as much as the situation requires and not one word more. Elias just shows up already knowing, and lets you catch up, and says nothing at all until the thing itself has finished making his case for him.

He leads me past the garden, past the toolshed, out to the tree line where the mowed grass gives up and the land goes to fern and old stone wall. Two figures are already out past the fence line, stacking cordwood against a truck bed. Ridge cousins, Gideon called them once, looser branch of the pack scattered on the farms up past the quarry, down when there's real work. They lift a hand at Elias. He lifts one back and doesn't stop walking.

There's a structure back here I didn't notice that first time, half swallowed by sumac. A springhouse, low fieldstone walls, roofless. It’s the kind of thing that kept milk cold off a spring line before electricity reached this far out. I've seen a dozen like it doing county surveys, usually flagged as a nice historical footnote and nothing more.

Elias crouches at the near wall and waits for me.

I crouch next to him. He doesn't explain, instead he reaches out and brushes a decade of leaf-mold and moss off a section of the stonework, slow, using the palm of his hand like he's dusting off something he doesn't want to scratch. Underneath, the coursing changes. The stone above is fieldstone, uneven, hand-fitted, old the way the rest of the property's foundation is old. Below a clean horizontal line, it's different. Poured concrete block, the surface pitted and gray, laid in a way that doesn't match anything else on this land.

"This isn't original," I say, mostly to myself, running two fingers along the seam where old stone meets block. "This is a patch. Somebody rebuilt the lower courses and didn't bother matching the coursing above it." I look up at him. "How old do you think this is?"

He shrugs, which from Elias is an entire paragraph. Then he reaches past me and taps two knuckles against a shape in the block, near where it disappears into the earth. I lean in and realize it isn't part of the springhouse wall at all. It's a second foundation line, a straight run of the same gray block continuing off at an angle, buried under grass and root mat, heading away from the springhouse toward the tree line proper.

My stomach does the drop it does at a job site when a simple problem turns out to have a basement under it. "That's not springhouse footing," I say. "That's going somewhere." I stand up and follow the line with my eyes, tracing where the ground swells just slightly, a long ridge under the ferns that I would have walked right past as a rise in the land. "Elias. Is there something buried out here?"

He looks at me instead of the ground, which is his version of yes, and pushes back through the sumac branches, holding one aside for me without being asked. I follow the ridge maybe thirty feet, into deeper shade where the pines take over from the hardwoods, and it opens into a slight depression, a place where the ground has settled unevenly, low grass instead of ferns, like something under it kept the roots from going deep.

"There was another building here," I say, and it comes out before I've fully thought it, my brain doing the math my mouth is only reporting on. "Foundation footprint's too regular for a fallen tree or an old cistern. It's rectangular. Small, maybe twelve by sixteen. And it's tied into the same pour as that springhouse patch, which means whoever built the patch also either built this or rebuilt after this came down." I crouch again, dig my fingers into the leaf litter at the depression's edge, and come up with something hard. I brush it off. Charred wood, old enough that it crumbles a little at the broken edge, but the char is unmistakable.

"This burned, didn't it?"

Elias crouches across from me and takes the piece of wood out of my hand, careful, like he's had practice being careful with things that might be evidence of something. He turns it over once, looks at the black grain, and sets it back down exactly where it was. Don't disturb it further. Don't guess past what's here.

"You knew this was out here," I say. I want him to answer it.

"Found it yesterday. Following runoff."

That's more explanation than I usually get from him, and I understand what he means anyway, because I'd have done the same walk if I'd had his nose for water. Something's been draining wrong off the ridge behind the house and he went looking for where it started and found a burned building's bones instead.

He stands without a word, walks ten feet clear of me into the open ground past the depression, and shifts.

It's a redistribution. His mass finding a new shape the way water finds a new container, his spine lengthening low instead of standing tall, weight rebalancing over four points instead of two in the time it takes me to draw one breath.

What comes up out of that motion is a wolf easily as big as I am kneeling, gray-brown and rangy, and he moves off along the buried foundation line at a lope that eats yardage without once looking like effort. Four legs distributing a load two never could, and some engineer's-eye part of my brain files it exactly like a load test, because that's the only language I've got for what I'm watching.

He noses the ground at the springhouse wall, circles once, and shifts back upright, dressed in the same clothes he left in.

"Confirms the line," he says, like he hasn't just rearranged the actual physics of his own body in front of me. "Runs straight to the house foundation. Old drain, maybe. Or something they wanted a fast way to move."

I sit back on my heels and let the pieces do what pieces do when there are enough of them. "The cornerstone repair. The one that was rushed. Somebody rebuilt this springhouse footing at the same time, hard patch, no permit trail, no record in the county file, at least not one I've seen."

I look up at the ridge, at where a second structure used to stand not thirty feet from the water source. "Whatever burned here, it happened around the same time as the bad repair on the house, and somebody wanted it covered fast enough that they didn't do either job right."

Elias watches my face while I get there. He doesn't nod along or hurry me. Then he crouches at the depression's far edge, digs two fingers into the leaf litter, and comes up with a charred paper corner, brittle at the burned edge, a few lines of handwriting still legible above the char line. He doesn't hand it to me. He folds it once, careful, and pockets it without a word.

I stand, brush the dirt off my knees, and look at him instead of the burned foundation, because something in the way he's still crouched there, watching me work it out, has rearranged the morning into something that isn't about county records anymore.

I step toward him and he goes still, and his hand comes up to my chin, and I don't make him wait for it. He kisses me once, careful at first and then not, one hand fisted gentle in my hair, and I feel exactly how much of himself he's holding back even now, even here. The evidence is all under my hands anyway: the tremor running through a man who could carry me and the woodpile both, the growl he keeps banked so low I feel it in my teeth instead of hearing it, the hard length of him pressed against my hip that he isn't pretending isn't there. I lean into all of it on purpose, and heat goes through me fast enough to make me stupid, and his nostrils flare, and I watch him register exactly what I smell like right now and decide, with visible effort, not to lay me down on the springhouse wall and finish what my body is loudly proposing.

The truck's engine turns over out on the drive before either of us gets any further than that, Gideon back from Rutland ten minutes early, and Elias pulls back like a man setting down something he isn't finished with.

"Later," he says.
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The Emergency Order


The next morning put an end to whatever slow thing the four of us were still building.

I'm on the porch steps with a mug of coffee gone cold, going over the punch list for the cornerstone repointing in my head for maybe the ninth time, when her county vehicle turns up the gravel drive past the tree line. She parks at an angle that isn't quite straight, like she got out before she finished thinking about where to put the car, and she's got a manila folder pressed to her chest with both arms.

"Josie." She stops at the bottom of the steps. She doesn't come up them.

"Denise." I set the mug down on the rail. "You drove forty minutes for this?"

"I tried calling first." She did. I saw the missed call and didn't pick up, because I already knew what she wanted and I wasn't ready to hear it out loud yet. That was a mistake. I can see that now, watching her decide whether to climb the steps.

"So tell me now," I say.

She climbs the steps and hands me the folder instead of opening it herself, which tells me she doesn't want to read it to me. She wants me to read it and have the reaction on my own time, not hers.

I open it. It's an order for an emergency re-inspection, county letterhead, Denise's signature under a line that isn't Denise's language. This is someone who writes contracts for a living.

"Thursday?" I say, because that's the date on the second line, tomorrow, and saying it out loud is the only way I can make myself believe it.

"Halbrook's attorney submitted a formal request this afternoon, citing the incident report from your emergency callout." She says incident report like it costs her something. "I fought getting it moved to tomorrow instead of today. That's what I got. This isn't a checkpoint inside your thirty days, Josie. If Pruitt condemns it tomorrow, the clock doesn't matter anymore. There won't be a file left to finish inspecting."

"There's no incident report that says this house is unsafe. There's an incident report that says a load-bearing member failed and got repaired." My voice comes out harsher than I mean it to.

"There's an incident report that says a structural failure occurred on the property and county engineering hasn't signed off on remediation." Denise says it like she's reading it back to herself for the first time, testing whether it holds up. "That's the sentence Teale's lawyer is working with. He doesn't need the roof to be caving in, Josie. He needs a document that says nobody's confirmed it isn't."

"There's no confirmation because there's no permit on file," I say.

"There's no permit on file," she agrees.

"Who filed the incident report?" I ask. "Because I never called it in, and I know Gideon didn't."

"Teale's office did," Denise says, flat, like she's been waiting for me to ask. "Off a tip, is how it's logged. I don't have a name on the tip. I looked."

That answers a question I didn't know I still had.

I did the sill plate repair myself, alongside Gideon and Elias, because the alternative was letting the corner of the house fold in on itself while I filed paperwork. And it was good work! I checked every measurement twice and I'd stand behind every joint of it in front of a licensing board. But I didn't pull a permit first, because pulling a permit first would have taken two weeks I didn't have, and there's no inspector's signature on file saying anyone with a county badge ever looked at what we did.

As far as the record shows, three brothers and their county engineer went into a farmhouse basement with lumber and came out with nothing anybody wrote down.

"The exterior cornerstone's still not repointed either," I say, mostly to myself, because I want to hear the whole shape of it out loud once before I decide what to do about it.

"I know. I looked at the file before I drove out here. I know exactly what's outstanding and exactly what isn't. I'm not going to pretend to you that this is a clean case."

"Then why are you the one standing on my porch with it?"

She's quiet a second. Long enough that I know the next thing she says is the true thing.

"Because if I don't execute this order myself, my director's going to hand it to someone who will, and that someone won't have spent four years watching you save buildings other engineers wrote off. Halbrook's been in my director's office twice this month. I'm up for the regional position in the fall. I don't have to draw you a picture of what happens to that if I sit on a direct request from a firm that donates to three different county campaigns."

I believe her. I believe every word of it, and none of it makes the deadline move.

"I'm not the enemy here," she says. "I wish I could give you the thirty days. I got you one. That's what fighting for you cost me, and I need you to actually hear that, because I'm not going to be able to get you a second."

"I hear it," I say, and I mean it. "Thursday. What time?"

"Nine a.m. County structural inspector, not me. I can't be the one who signs off, given the appearance of it. But I picked the inspector. He's fair. He'll look at what's actually there. He won't look at what he's told to find."

She leaves without asking to come in, which I'm grateful for, because I don't think I could stand in that kitchen with her and keep calm.

I find the three of them in the kitchen, because apparently nobody in this house has ever pretended not to have heard a car in the driveway they didn't recognize.

"Tomorrow," I say, before anyone can ask. "Nine a.m. County inspector, not Denise. If he walks that basement and doesn't find a signed permit for the sill plate repair, and he walks the north wall and finds the original cornerstone still bad, he can condemn this property on the spot. Doesn't matter that the house won't fall down. Matters what's on paper."

Nobody says anything for a second. Gideon's the one who moves first, pulling out his phone and scrolling before he's even sat down.

"I know an expediter," he says. "Guy who used to do zoning variances for the ski resorts, owes me for something I'm not going to describe in front of company. He can't get you a permit issued by Thursday. Nobody can. But he can maybe get me an emergency-repair affidavit on file before nine a.m., something that at least shows intent and documentation, instead of nothing." He's already typing. "I'll call him tonight."

Elias doesn't say anything at all for a moment. He just looks at me, the particular stillness he gets when he's already decided something and doesn't see the use in narrating it. "Tell me what needs doing to the cornerstone," he says. "I'll start tonight."

"Elias, it's a four-day repointing job done right. Mortar cure time alone⁠—"

"Tell me what needs doing." Certain, is all. "I'm not waiting to be told twice this time." It lands somewhere under my sternum, low and warm, the bond humming agreement like a struck line, and I have to look very hard at my clipboard about it.

I get out my legal pad instead of answering that directly, because if I look at him a second longer I'm going to lose the thread I need to hold onto right now. Asa still hasn't spoken yet. He's leaning against the counter with his arms crossed, and when I look up he's already halfway to the door.

"The burn site," he says. "Elias found papers in that debris field he didn't finish going through. If whoever did the original cornerstone job left records anywhere, even bad ones, that's where they'd be. Might tell us who to blame instead of who to fix." He pulls his jacket off the hook. "I'll take a flashlight out there tonight."

He doesn't take the flashlight. He takes the yard, and his shirt comes off at the bottom of the porch steps, and I watch Asa Corbin pour himself down into the wolf and go out across the dark field at a working trot, nose low, quartering the ground the way I'd grid a site survey. The bond hums along behind him like a live line. I stand on the porch with my coffee going cold and feel it in my own chest every time he strikes scent: char, iron, old paper, the buried and the burned, an index of smells no county office ever kept. An hour later the wolf comes back with his muzzle gray to the eyes in ash-dirt, sits at the foot of the steps, and looks up at me with my favorite structural problem in his jaws: the corner of a tin box.

I write it all down. Gideon, expediter, call tonight. Elias, cornerstone, starts tonight, no promise it cures in time. Asa, burn site, records, unknown. Thursday, nine a.m., inspector's name unknown, Denise can't be the one to sign off.

"You understand what happens if this goes the other way," Gideon says, quiet for once, no joke waiting behind it. "Lose the house, and the bond doesn't just break. The pack loses the only parcel it can lawfully gather on. Everyone on the ridge farms scatters, or they go feral on land that's posted against them. This house isn't sentiment, Josie. It's the only legal ground we've got."

Nobody argues with that. Nobody has to.

I look at the list a long time after I stop writing. One night. One repair that needs days to do right and is getting hours, one paper trail that doesn't exist yet, one dead end from a generation ago that might not lead anywhere at all.

"Then we fix it in one night," Asa says.

"We can't," Gideon says.

Elias looks at me. "She can."


9
The Plan


Midnight, and none of us have slept.

Gideon's still on the phone with the expediter when I come downstairs, pacing the kitchen in yesterday's shirt, and from the set of his jaw I can already read most of the call before he hangs up. He sets the phone down on the counter like it's done something to him personally.

"Affidavit's drafted," he says. "He can file it electronically at eight, an hour before the inspector shows. It's not a permit. It's a sworn statement that a licensed engineer of record performed and documents an emergency structural repair, with photographs and load calculations attached." He looks at me. "It's the best paper trail we're going to get by tomorrow."

"It's not nothing," I say, and mean it.

Out past the kitchen window I can see the cornerstone lit up by a work light, Elias's silhouette bent over it, still going. He's been out there since sundown. I felt him the whole time through the bond, a low, steady burn that hasn't flickered once, and some part of me has been counting his hours the way you count a fever.

Asa comes in through the back door with a cardboard box balanced on one hip, dirt on his knuckles, three account books inside it gone soft and warped with age.

"Got the rest of them out," he says. "Water got most of them. Some are readable." He sets the box on the table like it might still be hot from the fire that almost claimed it. "Contractor's name is on one page. Can't make out all of it."

I lean over the box and lift the least damaged of the account books. The handwriting's faded but legible in places, a name, a date, a line item for repointing labor that doesn't match any invoice I've seen filed with the county. It's a start. It's not a finish.

Elias comes in behind him, wipes his hands on his jeans, and slides his phone across the table face-up before he says anything at all.

TEALE. A stack of missed calls, more than I can count at a glance.

"He's been calling for weeks," Elias says. That's all he offers.

Gideon picks the phone up, reads the log properly, and lets out a breath through his nose. "Wants a wolf on the payroll, is my guess. Or wants to buy the pack out quiet, no county involved, no paperwork Josie could ever find." He looks at Elias. "You never picked up."

"No," Elias says.

That's the whole explanation, and somehow it's enough. Whatever Teale's been offering, Elias never picked up. A stack of missed calls he let ring out, every one of them.

For a second none of us say anything. The kitchen clock ticks. The work light out at the cornerstone hums against the dark, and it's just the four of us and the box of ruined books.

I feel it happen before I understand what's happening, the bond going tight and warm across all three points at once, Elias's steady burn, Asa's careful stillness right here in the room, Gideon's restless energy two feet away, and something in my chest just breaks open, not from grief this time, from the sheer accumulated weight of how hard all three of them have worked tonight for a house, for a fight, for me.

"Come here," I say, and the words come out carrying more than I put in them, because Gideon crosses the kitchen without a single joke ready on his tongue, and Asa sets the box down like it can wait.

I go up on my toes and kiss Gideon. He makes a surprised sound against my mouth, then settles in, his broad hand coming up to cradle my jaw. I pull back. Asa waits right behind him. I kiss him next, tracing the rigid line of his jaw.

"I want all three of you tonight," I say. "All of you. At once."

Gideon's grin spreads, pulling tight across his teeth. "Sweetheart, I've been waiting for you to say that since I first saw you."

Asa nods once.

Elias doesn't move from the doorway, dust still on his forearms, watching the three of us like he's waiting to be told this doesn't include him.

"You too," I say, straight at him. "All three. Together. Now."

"Terms first," Gideon says, and for once the grin is doing something serious with itself. "You're the engineer. Spec the job."

So I spec it, out loud, in a farmhouse kitchen at midnight with the ruined account books still open on the table. "Gideon under me, because I want to ride a man who'll talk me through it. Asa, I want you behind me, in my ass, and yes, I mean exactly what you hope I mean, so somebody better own a bottle of something slick. Elias, I want your hands on me the whole time, and whatever else you want tonight you're going to have to take, because you never ask. Anyone wants to change the configuration mid-build, they ask me first, and I'll probably say yes. You good with that?"

The silence after it has three sped-up heartbeats in it. I can feel every one of them through the bond.

"That's the best scope of works I've ever heard read aloud," Gideon manages, hoarse.

"Yes," Asa says.

Elias is already looking at the stairs.

Asa crosses the kitchen, bends, and picks me straight up off my feet, one arm under my knees, and the four of us go up the stairs together like it was decided somewhere else, hours ago, without any of us in the room for the vote.

He sets me down at the foot of the bed and steps back to let Gideon peel my shirt over my head, and Elias kneels to work my boots off one at a time, and for a moment I'm the only one naked.

Then Elias breaks first.

He hauls me straight off Gideon's lap mid-kiss, no warning, turns me and bends me over the edge of the bed with a hand flat between my shoulder blades, and drives into me before I've finished gasping his name.

The thrust knocks the air clean out of me, the suddenness of it, the stretch of him before I'm anywhere near ready, and for half a second all I can do is grip the quilt and take it, because silent Elias, careful Elias, is the last man in this room I expected to move first. Gideon's still half-braced against the headboard where I left him, propped on one elbow, shirt open, watching with his mouth actually open. Asa's standing at the foot of the bed where he set the box down an hour ago, and he doesn't move to help or stop it — he just watches Elias take what he's clearly been aching to take.

"Josie. Watched you." One word for every thrust. "Every." Thrust. "Day."

I claw at the quilt, and it isn't gentle, but I don't want it gentle. He's shaking with how long he's held this, and I can feel it in the way his hands grip like he still doesn't quite believe he's allowed. His cock drags out and slams back in like each thrust might be the last time anybody lets him do this, and I push back into every stroke because I want him to know it isn't.

Gideon's laugh cuts off into something rougher, watching. Asa's jaw works once, and then he's moving too, and the room stops being four separate people standing around a decision and turns into the four of us actually making it.

Elias doesn't finish. He pulls out of me on a broken sound, forehead dropping to my shoulder blade for one long breath, hands still fisted in my hair, and then he lets go, straightening, stepping back to give Gideon room. Gideon's already moving in, pulling me up onto the bed properly, flat on his back, guiding me over him.

“Climb on me," he says, and I sink down onto him with a gasp, his cock filling me from beneath, both hands braced on his chest. He drives up to meet every stroke, grinning even as his breath goes ragged.

"There she is." His hands find my hips, guiding without steering. "Still wet from Elias, sliding down my cock like you were surveyed for it. You feel that? Perfect fit, sweetheart. That's what the paperwork calls as-designed. Ride me. Take all of it."

"Keep talking," I tell him, because I mean it, and because with Gideon it's the one instruction that never needs repeating.

"You want the truth? I've thought about this since the porch." His voice frays at the edges and keeps going anyway, half a joke and half a prayer. "You in charge, me underneath, my brothers watching you take exactly what you want. Best inspection this house has ever failed."

I ride him hard for that one, and his grin finally breaks apart into something helpless.

Elias doesn't go far. He strips his shirt the rest of the way off and drops to his knees by the headboard, one hand braced on the frame, close enough that I can feel the heat coming off him even through the bond gone quiet and banked instead of roaring.

Gideon reaches past the headboard and comes back with a bottle, sets it by the pillow with a grin. "Boy Scout," he says. "Always prepared." Asa takes it out of his hand without a word.

"You're all so sure of yourselves," I manage, and then Asa's slicked fingers find my ass from behind, one first, waiting for my body to open around it before he adds a second, patient as masonry, working me loose while I'm still full of Gideon's cock. By the third finger I'm not managing anything. I'm shaking and begging, hips rocking back to meet his hand on my own, greedy for more than he's giving me.

"Please," I say. "Asa, please, I'm not made of glass⁠—"

"You're made exactly right," he says, and eases the third finger in alongside the others until there's nothing careful left in either of us, and only then does he replace his fingers with the press of his cock, easing into my ass slow, giving me every inch of time I need and not a second more than that.

My whole body reads as one live gauge, every needle pinned. The stretch of him is immense, and full, and right — Gideon's cock in my pussy, Asa's in my ass, both of them moving, and for one dizzy second my whole body forgets it's supposed to have limits at all. Elias kneels by the pillow, close enough now that his hand finds my stomach, and I reach up and wrap one hand around his cock, working him in time with Gideon under me and Asa behind me, breath going ragged against my ear.

"Census," Gideon pants from under me, wrecked and delighted. "One structural engineer, load-rated for three. My cock in her pussy. Asa in her ass. Elias in her fist. All stations report."

"Report is she's perfect," Asa grinds out behind me, and drives in deep enough to make the rest of his point without words.

"Report is nobody stops," I say, and then, because they have earned the full finding, "and that I have never in my life felt anything as good as the three of you inside me at once." Nobody stops.

"Structural integrity," Gideon pants, "is a house of cards, and I love what you're doing to mine!”

That startles a laugh out of me even with Asa buried deep and Gideon dragging inside me on every downstroke. Then, between all of it, the bond detonates, one live current running through all four of us at once with nowhere left to go but through.

And the wolves come up with it. Not in body, in everything else: three chests going at once, growl against rumble against that low broken sound of Elias's, a chord I feel in my teeth, and when I look up there are six points of gold in the lamplight, all of them on me. Gideon's mouth at my breast, narrating between kisses because dying couldn't stop him narrating. Asa's hand splayed over my sternum like a signature. And Elias behind me, teeth set at my nape, careful and shaking with the not-biting-down, until I reach back and hold his head there and say "yes," and the sound he makes is the loudest thing I've ever heard from him.

He finishes in me. That gets decided without a word, the other two giving way like the yard gives way for a wolf, and Elias anchors me on him with both hands and takes me slow and deep and, for once in his life, loud, the sounds of it obscene in the quiet room, wet and unhurried and past all shame. Every long stroke bottoms out and holds there a beat, like he's testing the connection before he trusts it with his weight, and I clench around him on the holds just to hear what it pulls out of him. "I feel you," I tell him, because Elias needs the readings said out loud. "All of you. Right there. Don't you dare go quiet on me now." He doesn't. My name and three other words run on a loop against my shoulder, don't leave us, don't leave us, and when he comes, gold-eyed, buried, his brothers' hands still on me, the bond closes its circuit so hard the lamp flickers. Or I do. Afterward there's the survey I owe myself, three big ruined bodies in lamplight, mine, all of it mine, and I take my time about it, the way I'd walk a site I already owned. I feel the exact moment their three rhythms find each other and lock, Asa's deep and even, Gideon's fast and stuttering, Elias shaking around my grip on him, all of it braced against the same shuddering center, which is me.

My vision fractures. The climax hits like something coming off its foundation all at once. I scream into the quilt. My inner muscles crush down hard around Gideon's cock, around Asa buried in my ass, and the pulse of it doesn't stop. The bond keeps the current running hot between all four of us, and a second peak crests right on top of the first before I've even come down, wringing a sound out of me that isn't a word anymore.

Asa goes first, deep, groaning something that might be my name into my shoulder, one final drive as deep as he can get, and I feel him come apart there, spilling into me with a long shudder he doesn't try to hide.

Gideon follows almost the same second, hips stuttering up into me, filling me from beneath while I'm still clenching around Asa, his hands fisting in the sheets.

Elias is last, and it's Elias who breaks hardest, every muscle in him gone rigid as he spills over my hand with a shudder that runs the length of him, curling down to press his forehead to my shoulder, shaking, one arm banding around me like he's afraid I'll be gone if he lets up the pressure even a fraction.

Three heartbeats through the bond, all running slightly out of sync, mine somewhere in the middle of them. I sign off on it.

Nobody moves for a while. Then the bond does something I haven't felt before: it recirculates. Their three-way afterglow comes back through my chest carrying a low charge with it, want with nowhere urgent to be, and I feel my own body answer before I've voted on the matter.

"Again," I hear myself say into the dark. "Slower."

Slower turns out to be Asa on his back and me astride him at a pace like mortar curing, his big hands running my thighs while Gideon lies alongside kissing me through it and murmuring everything he's already planning for next time, and Elias, wrung out, keeps one palm flat on my spine the whole while like he's monitoring for settlement. I come once more, quiet and long and shaking, with all three of them holding some part of me, and Asa follows with his teeth set carefully, so carefully, against my shoulder.

Then Gideon's stomach growls into the quiet, loud enough that all four of us start laughing at once.

And that's how we end up at three in the morning eating eggs at the kitchen table with the salvaged account books still spread across it, me in Elias's shirt and nobody's hair behaving.

I run the as-built survey while Gideon burns the first batch of eggs. Beard burn in three distinguishable grades, because the brothers Corbin do not standardize their finishes. A bite-shaped bruise rising on my nape where Elias finally let his teeth close. My ass pleasantly, thoroughly aware of Asa every time I shift on the kitchen chair, my hips printed with two different sets of fingers, my voice half gone from use, and everything south of my ribs filed under decommissioned pending review. I'd sign off on the whole structure again tonight if my legs would carry me back up the stairs, and no one at this table is under any illusion that I regret a single line item.

"Cornerstone gets one more coat before eight," I say, pointing my fork at Asa. "Gideon, you're on the affidavit printout and coffee. Elias, you're on the account books, see if that contractor's name comes clearer in daylight."

"And you?" Gideon asks.

"I'm going to stand in that mudroom at nine and tell an inspector the truth." I look at the clock. "The mortar's curing. There's nothing left to do now but wait."

Dawn comes up gray outside the kitchen window, and I'm the first one on my feet, rinsing plates, running through the morning in my head one more time, when I cross the mudroom on my way to change and something makes me look up at the old header over the doorway instead of straight ahead.

There's a shadow in the wood I've never had reason to look at before — hairline, easy to miss, the kind of thing you'd only catch if the light hit it exactly right and you happened to already be looking for cracks in old lumber.

But I don't have time to open the wall. The inspector's here in four hours.

I file it away and keep moving.
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The inspector's name is Wallace Pruitt, and he shows up at 8:52 with a face that already knows what it thinks about houses like this one.

Denise gets out of her county sedan looking like she hasn't slept, which makes two of us. Marcus Teale pulls in right behind her in a black SUV that has never once been driven somewhere it might get dirty, and behind him are two more cars: a select-board member I recognize from town meetings, and a handful of pack from the ridge farms who've drifted down to stand at the tree line, close enough to see, but far enough to stay out of it.

"Ms. Cutter." Teale nods at me like we're colleagues at a conference. "Big day."

"Every day's a big day around here," I say, and Gideon laughs before he can stop himself.

Asa doesn't laugh. Asa hasn't slept either, and it shows in the set of his jaw, but his hands are steady when he shakes Pruitt's hand and thanks him for coming out. Elias stands off to the side, close enough to see everything and say nothing.

Pruitt starts with the paperwork, and Gideon hands it over like he's been waiting his whole life to hand over paperwork. The affidavit is right on top, my license number and my signature and a sworn statement that the interior sill-plate repair was completed as an emergency measure to prevent imminent structural failure, documented in photographs, load calculations included. Pruitt reads it twice. He doesn't say anything about it yet, which I choose to take as a good sign, because the alternative is worse.

We walk the exterior first. The cornerstone repointing is maybe a third done, fresh mortar packed into the worst of the gaps that have probably been open since before I was born, and I can see exactly where Asa stopped working an hour before dawn because the next section needed cure time a single night was never going to give him. He explains this to Pruitt in plain terms, no defensiveness in it, just a man telling another man what the job requires. Pruitt crouches down and presses a thumb against the mortar and doesn't say much.

Teale watches all of it with his hands in his pockets, taking notes on his phone in a way that feels less like documentation and more like a countdown.

"The concern," Denise says, and she says it to Pruitt, not to me, which I understand, "is whether the work already done addresses the deficiencies cited in the original report, and whether what's incomplete constitutes an ongoing hazard."

"That's the concern," Pruitt agrees.

We go inside.

The sill-plate repair sits under the mudroom off the kitchen, the same north-wall run we opened from the crawlspace, low on the wall where the old wood met years of water and finally lost. I walk Pruitt through it, the sistered joists, the new pressure-treated sill bolted in against the foundation, the load path we redirected so the wall above isn't resting on rot anymore. It's good work. I know it's good work because I'm the one who told them how to do it and then watched them do it exactly right.

Pruitt steps in under the doorway header itself to get a better angle on the sill line, clipboard raised, head tipped back to read the framing instead of the floor. That’s the exact header I flagged at dawn this morning on my way to change, the hairline shadow I didn't have time to open up before he showed.

"Pruitt, out from under that header, now." My voice comes with no room in it for a second request. Asa has him by the collar and hauled backward into the kitchen before Pruitt's even finished registering the words, and the header drops the same half second his boots clear the threshold, a dry crack tearing loose somewhere in the old wood, dust sifting down out of the wall like the house just exhaled something it's been holding for decades, right onto the square of floor where a county inspector had been standing with his head tipped up and his hands full.

It isn't the sill repair failing.

I know that in the half second it takes my brain to catch up with my eyes, because the new lumber is holding exactly where it should. It's the load above it finding a weak point nobody flagged, an old hairline split in the header that the last generation of repairs papered over instead of fixing, and now that the wall below is finally solid, all that weight has somewhere new to go, and it very nearly went onto a man with a clipboard.

"Asa, shoulder under the header, left side, now!

I'm already moving toward the toolbox we left staged by the door, because I knew, somewhere under the part of my brain that was doing math all week, that we might need it.

"Gideon, the jack post, there, kick the base square and get it upright under the center." Elias is already lifting the second brace off the stack before I say his name. "Elias, mirror Asa, right side."

Nobody asks me why. Nobody asks me if I'm sure.

Asa gets his shoulder and both hands under the header on the left in the same motion, and the sag stops right there, half an inch above where an inspector's skull had been standing four seconds earlier. Gideon has the jack post upright and the base kicked square in about four seconds, cranking the screw jack up until it bites solid against the header, and Elias is already braced on the right, matching Asa's stance without being told a second time. I get my hands on the second brace and walk it into position myself.

"Hold," I say, and they hold.

I get the temporary post seated and shimmed, get the load transferred off the men and onto the lumber where it belongs, and it takes maybe ninety seconds from crack to stable, though it feels like a lot longer with dust still hanging in the light from the window.

Pruitt hasn't said a word since Asa hauled him backward. He's got one hand flat against the kitchen doorframe like he needs it, and he's staring at the header, at the jack post, at Asa still catching his breath with his palm pressed to old wood like he's checking its pulse, and at the exact square of mudroom floor where his own boots had been standing.

"That header's original to the house," I tell Pruitt, because somebody needs to say the true thing out loud before the moment turns into a story people tell wrong. "There's a split in it that predates every repair we've made this week. It's been sitting there getting worse for longer than any of us have been alive, and the second we fixed the load path below it, it had to find that weakness. That's not new damage. That's old damage finally showing itself, and we caught it in real time, and it's fixed."

Pruitt looks down at the clipboard still in his hands, at the fine layer of dust settled across it, and then back up at me. "That would have been my skull," he says, and his voice has gone quieter than the paperwork voice he walked in with.

"Probably," I say, because there's no version of that sentence I can soften without it being a lie, and Pruitt doesn't strike me as a man who wants the soft version. "I saw the shadow in that wood at dawn this morning and didn't have time to open it up before you arrived. I had Asa standing ready the second you stepped under it. That's not luck. That's the job."

"That's still the job I'd want done on my house," Pruitt says, and there's nothing performed in it. "All four of you, apparently."

He looks at Asa, at Gideon still with a hand on the jack screw checking the tension, at Elias who hasn't said a word this whole time and doesn't now. Then he looks at me for a long moment, and the paperwork-voice he walked in with is gone.

Teale has stopped taking notes.

"Mr. Pruitt," he says, "with respect, a structural failure during an inspection is precisely the kind of documented hazard that supports condemnation."

"It would be, if it had gone the other way." Pruitt looks at his clipboard, at the affidavit on top. Denise says nothing at all, and doesn't need to.

"I'll want that split photographed and added to the affidavit. Follow-up inspection in thirty days." He clicks his pen. "This isn't going on the list."

Asa pulled the account books out of the ashes of the second building last night, water-stained and half the pages gone to mush, but I hand the salvageable ones over anyway, because Pruitt asks if there's any history on the original repair work, and this is the closest thing we have to an answer.

"Whoever did the original repointing didn't do it right," I tell him honestly. "We don't have a name. We don't have a date past sometime in the last generation. What we have is proof somebody tried, a long time before we got here, and proof we found it and we're fixing it properly now."

Pruitt photographs the legible pages one at a time, careful with the wet paper, and hands the books back to me instead of keeping them. "That's more transparency than I get from most people standing where you're standing."

Teale is already moving, unhurried, tucking his phone into his jacket. "Well." He looks at Denise, then at me, nothing in his face I'd call defeat, just a man closing a file. "I'll update Halbrook's assessment. This parcel comes off the near-term list. Circumstances change, of course. We'll keep monitoring county filings, same as any property of interest." He shakes Pruitt's hand, doesn't offer to shake mine, and walks back to his SUV like the whole morning cost him nothing at all.

I watch him go and I don't feel like I won a war. I feel like I won a day.

Denise waits until his car clears the driveway, shakes my hand, professional and warm at once. "Glad it's you sitting on this parcel," she says, and gets back in her car. That's the whole of it.

Then it's just us. Asa, Gideon, Elias, me, and a house that is still standing.

Asa finds me first. He doesn't say anything about the header, doesn't recite what I did or how fast I did it, just crosses the mudroom and puts his forehead against mine, one hand at the back of my neck.

"You knew," he says. "Before it happened."

"I hoped it would wait until after Pruitt left."

"It didn't." He almost laughs. "You handled it anyway."

Gideon takes my hand before I can answer, turns it over, presses his mouth to my knuckles. "You gave four orders in under thirty seconds and every one of them was exactly right," he says.

Elias doesn't say anything. He just steps in close and wraps both arms around me, solid and quiet, chin resting on the top of my head, and holds on with no hesitation in it anywhere, the same grip he had on that brace.

Out past the kitchen window the pack is gathering in the yard without being called, the select-board members already talking to Pruitt by their cars, the ridge cousins drifting closer now that the danger's passed. Gideon disappears into the front room and comes back out with the book, the one bound in leather gone soft at the corners, and sets it open on the hall table.

"Might as well do this properly," he says, "while everyone's here to see it."

Properly, it turns out, means witnessed in both shapes. The ridge cousins go first, one after another, men and women stepping out of their boots and into fur on the Denhouse lawn in broad daylight, until the yard is half wolves, sitting, patient, official. Then Elias. Then Gideon, with a wink. Asa last, gray-brown and enormous beside me at the table, his shoulder against my hip while I sign, and if my hand shakes it isn't nerves. It's the bond, humming through fur and skin alike, and forty-some witnesses of two species watching me write my name where it goes.

My signature is still the last full line in it, dated the day I met them. Asa signs beneath it first, no ceremony, just his name in a hand steadier than I expected. Gideon signs next, with a flourish he probably practiced as a teenager and never grew out of. Elias signs last, slow, like the pen weighs more than the chisel did.

"Say it once, in front of them," Gideon says, nodding toward the yard, toward the pack watching through the open door, quiet and still, nobody pretending not to look. "Whatever you want it to mean."

I look at Asa. "I'm not leaving. Not this house, not you."

I look at Gideon. "You talked me into every single thing I said I wouldn't do, and I'd let you do it again."

I look at Elias, who says nothing, who has never needed to. "Yours," I say. "All of it. All of you."

The pack outside doesn't cheer or make a show of it. A few of them just nod, like witnesses signing off on a job they already trusted was done right, and go back to loading lumber.

The mail is still sitting where it landed this morning, kicked half under the hall table in the scramble to get the door open for Pruitt. Gideon scoops it up on his way to put the kettle on, sorting through flyers and a water bill, and then he stops.

"Josie." Something in his voice pulls all three of us around. "This one's addressed to you."

It's a plain envelope, county return address, no department name on it, just a woman's handwriting that isn't Denise's. I open it standing in the hallway with mortar dust still on my sleeves.

Ms. Cutter. I got your name from a colleague at the county office who said you might understand what I'm dealing with. There's a property out past Millbrook, an old family holding, four generations on the deed. I received an emergency inspection notice last week. The company pushing for it is called Halbrook Development. I don't know who else to ask.

I read it twice, and the second time through I feel the floor tilt under me again, differently this time, no crack in it anywhere, just the plain knowledge, arriving all at once, that today was never the end of anything.

Elias reads it over my shoulder, quiet as ever, and past him I catch the half-legible signature still visible on one of the salvage account books on the hall table - a repointing contractor's name from a generation back, one an early Halbrook predecessor firm used to keep on retainer.

They've been circling this land for longer than any of us have been alive.

"Josie." Elias says my name like it costs him the same as it did that night. "Home." And then there are hands on me, six of them, unhurried and certain, steering me back through the door of the house I refused to condemn, and the last thing the county road hears is me laughing.

---
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Excerpt: Standard of Care
Denhouse Rules, Book Two — Chapter One: 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.

Keep reading → Standard of Care


Also by Cassie Wilder

The Denhouse Rules series

Book 1: Up to Code (you are here)

Book 2: Standard of Care → My Book

Book 3: Last Will and Testimony → out now

Book 4: Clear Title, coming soon

Every book: a new town corner, a new profession co

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

Follow Cassie Wilder on Amazon for release-day alerts → Author page


Freebie!


Free Denhouse Rules story for newsletter readers:

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


Reviews


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

Even one line helps.

Thank you for reading!
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