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Prologue 

By the time the first story about Isabel Sawyer hit the 

county Facebook groups, it had already been wrong three separate 

ways and simplified twice for people who preferred women easier 

to understand. 

The post went up at 6:14 a.m. on a Tuesday in late May under 

a photograph of the Kootenai River taken from the old rail bridge 

east of Libby. The image showed cold green water, two cottonwood 

snags, and a strip of dawn fog lifting off the current. It had 

nothing to do with the story except place. That had never stopped 

anybody before. 

MURDER GIRL HOLDS UP STRATEGIC-MINERALS DEAL, the caption 

said. 

There were four hundred and eighty-seven comments by 

breakfast. 

A retired dentist in Kalispell wanted to know why “these 

violent backcountry girls” were always treated like folk heroes. 

A man in Bonners Ferry posted that Cade Vogel had been a “known 

problem” and if the girl had finally solved him, good for her. 

Three people who had never met Bel but had once seen her at the 

county fair began arguing about whether the knife had belonged to 

her in the first place. Someone else pasted an old booking photo 

of Vogel from 2018 and wrote SHOULD HAVE HAPPENED SOONER. 

The sixth comment was from a profile with no public friends 

and a truck logo for a profile picture. 

Funny how she comes back into the news right when the land 

turns valuable again. 
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That one got buried for a while, then rose to the top by 

afternoon when enough people had screenshotted it elsewhere and 

brought it back. By then the post had spread beyond Lincoln 

County, beyond Flathead and Sanders and the usual circle of 

people who believed their local gossip deserved state-level 

circulation. By noon a regional blogger had rewritten it. By one 

thirty a business reporter in Spokane had folded it into a larger 

item about domestic strategic mineral supply and new exploration 

rights in northwestern Montana. By two a podcaster in Bozeman, 

one of the ones who had built a career on treating internet 

research as moral courage, was recording a segment called The 

Girl on the Ridge. 

By evening, people who had never heard of Ironwater, Cade 

Vogel, or the old Kootenai claim had begun to hear of all three 

in one sentence. 

Bel herself learned about the post because the feed-store 

clerk in Libby held up a phone instead of her receipt and said, 

“Jesus, Bel, what did you do now?” 

She took the receipt, folded it, and put it in her pocket 

before she looked at the screen. 

“About what I expected,” she said. 

That was all she said, and she said it flat enough that the 

girl behind the counter looked almost disappointed. Public rumor 

likes one of two reactions from the people it feeds on: denial or 

collapse. Bel gave it neither. She looked once, filed away the 

framing, the source, the timing, and the names in the repost 

trail, and then she picked up the diesel additive, the fencing 
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staples, and the replacement water-filter cartridges she had come 

in for and walked back out into the parking lot under a sky so 

clean and blue it appeared almost personal in its indifference. 

That was how the week began. 

The Kootenai country in the last week of May held light the 

way some places held wind or church bells – constantly and in 

many forms. The mornings opened pale and hard over the river. By 

noon the hills were all clean edges and new grass and dark 

timber. Evening came late and wide, pulling the gold out of the 

cottonwoods before letting the mountains reclaim their blue. The 

old rail line still cut through the valley east-west, though most 

trains now went through without acknowledging the towns except by 

noise. The river kept its own hours. Snowmelt from the Cabinet 

and Purcell ranges fed it cold and green and full of authority. 

There were places above Libby where it looked almost tame. There 

were places below town where it had a depth and speed that made 

the word river sound too domestic. 

The land around Ironwater sat up from the water on a broken 

rise of old prospect cuts, logged-over slopes, and second-growth 

pine. On old maps it looked like nothing much: survey squares, 

claim notations, creek names, contour lines, the usual government 

confidence that land became clearer by flattening it on paper. In 

person it was another thing entirely. Springs ran iron-red out of 

the hill in two places, which was how the claim had got its name 

in the first place. The old cuts had caved in and grown over in 

bunchgrass and huckleberry. Elk crossed there in late September. 

Snow came deep in the lee folds. Men had dug for gold there in 
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three different decades and sworn each time they were one assay 

report from changing their luck. Men had lied there too, and 

stolen, and made handshake promises which later acquired legal 

shapes none of the original speakers would have recognized. 

There were newer reasons to care now. 

Two years of commodity panic, one international conflict, 

and a Department of Energy report on supply-chain vulnerability 

had done what no local promoter had managed in a century and a 

quarter: they had convinced serious money that the old district 

might matter again. Not just for trace gold. Not just for 

hobbyist claims and weekend prospectors and the undercapitalized 

extraction outfits that used scarcity to disguise incompetence. 

The new talk was cleaner, bigger, and more dangerous. Critical 

minerals. Strategic reserves. Domestic independence. Hard-rock 

redevelopment. Permitting reform. The phrases came in from 

outside wearing tailored language and carrying PowerPoint decks. 

People who had never once in their lives knelt in the mud to 

check a culvert now discussed the district as if it were a 

solvable line item in a federal problem. 

Ironwater lay untidily in the middle of that. 

The old claim path was a legal swamp. Original staking in 

the 1890s. Fragmented inheritance. Two bankrupt operators. A 

lease dispute in 1978 that had been settled badly and remembered 

worse. One shell company out of Missoula that had held paper on 

part of the ridge and then dissolved before filing continuation 

notices. One county assessor in the early 2000s who had mapped a 

parcel line by copying a hand-drawn note from a prior office file 
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rather than by checking the underlying survey. Three people alive 

who understood the whole of it with any confidence, and one of 

those was a title attorney in Helena who had recently decided she 

was too old to be performing archaeology for men with money. 

Isabel Sawyer was not one of those three. What she had 

instead was possession of six acres at the base of the ridge, a 

dead father’s lockbox of maps and correspondence, an instinct for 

when men were circling something they thought could be taken, and 

a name that still carried local voltage whenever anybody said 

Cade Vogel in the same breath. 

Cade Vogel had been dead for three years, four months, and 

nine days when the first new reporters called. 

Officially he had died in her cabin in the course of a 

violent confrontation that the county attorney, after a week of 

theater and two more of caution, had finally declined to charge 

as anything but self-defense. The public record stated what such 

records liked to state. Forced entry. Prior intimidation. 

Evidence of struggle. The knife. Her injuries. His blood. The 

defensive wounds on both of them. No alcohol in her system. 

Methamphetamine and cocaine in his. It was a clean paper ending 

to a dirty human event. 

But paper was not memory, and county memory had habits of 

its own. 

Cade Vogel had been too well known, too feared, and useful 

to too many men for his death to stay confined to what the 

paperwork said. He had worked security for two private outfits. 

He had done side labor in camps where payroll books had a habit 
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of carrying names disconnected from taxes. He had known where 

people stored things they did not want law enforcement or wives 

to know about. He had used violence in the casual, almost 

administrative way of men who discovered early that intimidation 

simplified many transactions. There were women in the valley who 

would not say his name even after he was dead. There were men who 

still spoke of him as if he had merely been “rough” and not 

malignant. 

And there was Bel. 

The girl in the old trailer above the river. 

The girl who lived alone. 

The girl who had a claim people wanted. 

The girl who had stabbed Cade Vogel and walked. 

In the stranger versions of the story she was either a 

backcountry avenger or a feral opportunist or a pathological liar 

too pretty for prison. In the versions told by people who 

actually knew her, she was usually described with a pause before 

the sentence continued, as if accuracy required some private 

recalibration. 

That pause had been with her since she was old enough to 

notice it. 

She had grown up in half-finished houses, temporary 

trailers, one cabin with no insulation, and a school system that 

never trusted she would still be enrolled by the time records 

were updated. Her father, Russell Sawyer, had alternated between 

charm, invention, grievance, and vanishing acts. He was one of 

those men whom poor districts and wide places generate in regular 
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numbers: clever enough to read law when it suited him, indignant 

enough to believe he was always one honest break away from the 

prosperity others had stolen, good enough with land and machinery 

to stay useful, bad enough with debt and disappointment to make 

usefulness unstable. Her mother had died before Bel formed an 

adult memory of her. After that it had been Russell, the ridge, 

the river, the old claim, and a rotating cast of temporary 

allies, enemies, and women who did not stay. 

By fourteen she could read topo maps, field-dress a deer, 

splice wire fence, run a jon boat in current, clear a stovepipe, 

and estimate the weather better than men with apps. By sixteen 

she knew which trucks to avoid when they came up the hill after 

dark. By eighteen she could distinguish a sincere offer from an 

acquisition strategy before most of the men making them had sat 

down. By twenty-four she had what people in town called a 

reputation for being difficult and what she privately understood 

as the right not to die by politeness. 

If the week had been only about her, it might have stayed 

manageable. 

It was not. 

At 4:22 p.m. on the same day the first post began making the 

rounds, a man named Walt Keene arrived in Libby on the Empire 

Builder and immediately made himself conspicuous by standing too 

long on the platform looking at nothing. 

He was forty-three, wore good boots dusted with travel, and 

had the loose urban carriage of a man accustomed to making 

himself welcome in places where he did not actually belong. There 
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was a camera bag slung over one shoulder and a notebook in his 

jacket pocket. Beside him came another man somewhat younger, 

broader in the chest, less observant in the face but more 

watchful in the body, which kept turning to track movement the 

older one pretended not to notice. The station agent, who no 

longer expected much more drama from afternoon trains than a pair 

of tourists bound for Whitefish, marked them at once for 

outsiders and then gave the matter up. 

The older man bought coffee from the kiosk in the renovated 

depot building, took three sips, looked back toward the tracks, 

and said, “Tell me again that this isn’t better than the 

conference.” 

His companion, who had spent the last hour on the train 

trying not to read comments about “Murder Girl,” answered, “I 

told you this was your kind of trouble the minute that woman from 

Spokane called.” 

“Every person who says ‘your kind of trouble’ to me means 

there’s a woman, a dead man, land, money, or a thing somebody has 

buried and failed to bury properly.” 

“There is apparently all five.” 

Walt smiled slightly. “That’s economy.” 

They had come because Walt still sold long-form nonfiction 

to magazines and streaming platforms in the intervals between the 

ruin and renewal of both industries, and because a producer in 

Seattle owed him a favor and had called that morning to say there 

was “something weird and western and maybe ugly” breaking loose 

in northwestern Montana around an old homicide and a strategic-



Gael / The Murder Girl / 10 

 

minerals deal. Walt had once made a career writing about men who 

believed the American frontier had died and women who discovered 

it had merely changed vocabulary. He had won money for it, 

enemies for it, and two marriages that had not lasted as long as 

the checks. He recognized the smell of a story before he 

recognized its facts, and as the train crossed the valley he had 

begun to smell one. 

The first thing he noticed in town was that the local people 

did not say Bel’s name carelessly. 

The second was that when they did say it, they said it as if 

testing whether the hearer had already chosen a side. 

By six, Walt had spoken with the owner of the newspaper 

office, a bartender who had once served Cade Vogel, two men at a 

tire shop who pretended not to know anything useful and then gave 

away that they knew much more than they intended, and a legal 

secretary in the county building who would not have admitted to 

gossip under oath but was perfectly willing to define the limits 

of public record over the phone. By seven-thirty he had acquired 

three versions of Cade Vogel’s death, six versions of the claim 

dispute, and one clear consensus: whatever was happening at 

Ironwater now, it had Brandt’s fingerprints on it. 

T. J. Brandt did not, in 2026, dress like the original 

robber-baron emissaries of eastern capital. He knew better. Men 

in his position had learned that expensive tailoring went down 

more easily in mountain states when disguised as understatement. 

The quarter-zip was Loro Piana. The watch was quiet Swiss. The 

truck was rented locally. The boots looked broken in because 
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someone at a New York service had broken them in for him. He was 

sixty-one, Philadelphia born, Harvard polished, and had spent the 

last fifteen years helping capital enter places where capital 

preferred to believe itself invited. This required several skills 

at once: legal indirection, regulatory patience, a tolerance for 

local vanity, and the ability to speak of extraction in the 

language of stewardship whenever cameras were present. 

Brandt possessed all four and none of them were his most 

dangerous quality. 

His most dangerous quality was his belief that every person 

had a usable pressure point if one were patient enough to 

identify it. 

He had identified one in Isabel Sawyer years earlier and 

then lost control of the local man assigned to exploit it. 

Cade Vogel had been part of that error. 

Which was why, when Brandt read the afternoon recirculation 

of the old case online, he did not concern himself with 

reputational noise first. He concerned himself with sequence. Who 

had reintroduced the story? Who had timed it to the parcel-

interest filings? Who knew enough to attach Cade Vogel’s death to 

the Ironwater title path in public and not merely in barrooms? 

Who, in other words, was moving before he had secured the ground? 

He was in the conference room of the Western Crown Hotel in 

Kalispell when he made the call. 

Max Corliss answered on the third ring. 

“Where are you.” 

“At the hotel.” 
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“Come up.” 

Max arrived three minutes later with a laptop under one arm 

and the look of a man who had not slept enough and knew better 

than to mention it. He was thirty-two now, no longer the 

decorative heir he had once been mistaken for and not yet the man 

his elders on the East Coast believed they had shaped. He had the 

face of someone whom fortune had favored from birth and life had 

then complicated just enough to keep the gift from becoming 

softness. In another profession people would have trusted him too 

quickly. In finance they trusted him only as long as his family 

name still produced gain. 

Brandt handed him a phone with the local post open on the 

screen. 

Max read it. Then he read it again, not because the prose 

deserved a second look but because the timing did. 

“That’s not random.” 

“No.” 

“Do we know who seeded it?” 

“Not yet.” 

Max set the phone down. He did not say Bel’s name aloud. 

That alone told Brandt he had understood more than the words on 

the screen. 

“You told me she was contained,” Max said. 

“I told you the legal matter was resolved.” 

“That is not the same thing.” 
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Brandt gave him a cool look that in another room might have 

passed for paternal patience. “Nothing is the same thing once 

there is money beneath it. You know that.” 

Max said nothing. 

He knew it, yes. He also knew there were statements that men 

like Brandt made not to clarify the world, but to force it into 

their preferred shape. He had first met Isabel Sawyer four 

summers earlier on the lower road to Ironwater when the family 

office that funded part of Brandt’s western work had decided he 

should “learn the district.” He had been twenty-eight, well 

dressed, professionally curious, and still laboring under the 

illusion that curiosity made one morally safer than greed. Bel 

had disabused him of that on the second day and then, against his 

better judgment and hers, become memorable in ways he had spent 

the next four years trying to classify and not succeeding. 

He read the post a third time and said, “If this is tied to 

the old disbursements –” 

“It is not tied to anything unless somebody makes it so,” 

Brandt replied. 

That was when Max knew Brandt was lying. 

The wording did not give him away. Brandt’s wording almost 

never did. What gave him away was that he had answered too 

cleanly and too quickly and with an eye not on the phone but on 

Max’s face, measuring reaction rather than information. It was 

the response of a man whose first concern was not whether a fact 

existed but who else might have found it. 

“Who’s going out there tomorrow?” Max asked. 
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“You are,” Brandt said. “And Willis with the survey drone.” 

Max laughed once, without mirth. “You think she’ll love 

that.” 

“I think she’ll understand that we are evaluating adjacent 

interests.” 

“She’ll understand we’re on her ridge before lawyers are in 

place.” 

“Then perhaps she’ll conclude she should retain one.” 

“You always do like to move before the poor can invoice.” 

Brandt’s eyes hardened by less than a degree. “Be amusing 

somewhere else.” 

Max looked back at the phone. Murder Girl. Strategic 

minerals. Old death. New deal. The whole valley compressed into 

the frame outside media preferred: difficult geography made 

consumable. 

“Don’t underestimate her,” he said. 

Brandt reached for the phone. 

“My experience,” he said, “is that underestimation is a 

luxury granted to amateurs. I have never indulged it.” 

That, too, was true and not true in the same breath. 

Because Cade Vogel had been underestimation in its purest 

form: a belief that rough local force could be aimed near a woman 

without eventually striking her. The dead did not enter these 

conversations. Not by name. Not in rooms with conference speakers 

and filtered water. Yet the dead shaped them all the same. 
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At 8:03 p.m., Dan Rourke sat on the porch of his cabin above 

the lower forest road with a pair of binoculars and watched the 

last light go off the ridge where Ironwater lay. 

He had spent the day in three counties and was still dusty 

from all of them. One search-and-rescue call in the morning for a 

pair of mountain bikers who had mistaken downloaded confidence 

for route knowledge. One stop at the clerk and recorder’s office 

in Libby because a favor from twelve years ago had matured into 

information he was owed. One conversation in a parking lot with a 

retired surveyor who remembered exactly where the old state 

parcels went wrong and who, because he was retired, no longer had 

the institutional incentive to lie gracefully about it. 

Now he sat with his boots on the rail and the evening 

holding steady around him. The cabin was one room and a loft and 

enough porch to make weather watchable. The lower timber opened 

west toward the valley, and through a break in the trees he could 

see the final wash of light over the Kootenai and the farther 

hills beyond town. Somewhere below, unseen from here, Isabel 

Sawyer was in her trailer sorting papers she should not have to 

sort alone. 

He was not sentimental about her. That mattered. Sentiment 

made men stupid in exactly the ways trouble required. 

What he had instead was a long accumulation of facts: how 

she read terrain; how she let silence work in rooms full of men 

who mistook silence for weakness; how she had taken a life when 

she had to and then endured being named by other people’s 

versions of the event because endurance was cheaper than public 
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explanation; and how money had never once improved the quality of 

the men sent to negotiate with her. 

He had first seen her at eighteen in a sheriff’s hallway 

with dried blood on her sleeve and county deputies discussing her 

as though she were both present and absent at once. He had 

disliked the deputies immediately. He had liked her only later, 

and then not because liking was easy. Isabel Sawyer required from 

anyone who came near her the surrender of many lazy reflexes. 

Rescue, for one. Interpretation, for another. The fantasy that 

one might be the first to explain her to herself. Men were always 

trying that. They never survived it with dignity. 

He lowered the binoculars and checked his phone. 

One message from a number he knew belonged to a county title 

clerk. 

They’re pulling Ironwater tomorrow. Helena counsel. Brandt 

shell. 

Another from a blocked number with no text, only an image 

attachment. 

Dan opened it. 

The image showed the tailgate of a truck, a field tablet, 

and the white casing of a survey drone in a foam case. It had 

been taken from enough distance that the shooter knew what he was 

doing. Not a tourist snapshot. Not chance. On the edge of the 

frame, blurred but legible enough, a man leaning against the 

truck bed. 

Max Corliss. 
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Dan looked at the image a long time before he locked the 

screen. 

Then he stood, took his hat from the nail by the door, and 

went inside for the truck keys. 

If men were moving on the ridge before dawn, he wanted to 

see them before they saw her. 

The post online would continue through the night. It would 

be picked up by better outlets and worse ones, stripped for 

parts, reassembled, fed to readers who thought western states 

remained primitive enough to host their fictions but modern 

enough to deliver them by push alert. Somewhere east of Montana a 

producer would ask whether there was a “visual way into” the 

story. Somewhere in Helena a staffer would quietly ask a deputy 

director whether Prairie Basin Minerals had any pending contacts 

with the state. Somewhere in Spokane a paralegal would stay an 

hour late and run a title search she was not technically assigned 

to because an old homicide and a strategic-minerals district made 

for an irresistible combination of words. 

And at the center of it, though none of those people yet 

understood it, was a woman on a ridge above the Kootenai who had 

already survived one man’s idea of pressure and was about to 

become far more difficult to control than the rest of them 

imagined. 

By midnight the original post had crossed seventeen thousand 

views. 
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By 4:22 the next morning, a black F-150 without local plates 

sat in the turnout above the irrigation ditch and watched 

Ironwater through thinning dark. 

And when the first drone lifted over the cottonwoods, Isabel 

Sawyer was already awake. 
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Chapter One 

Salt Water, Hard Light 

By the time the first drone came over the cottonwoods, Bel 

had already decided the day was going to cost somebody money. 

It was not yet six and the Kootenai flats were still in that 

half-light that belonged to northern country in late May, when 

the day did not properly begin so much as gather itself out of 

gray water, pale sky, and the long black edges of timber. The 

river ran broad and cold below the bench where the old trailer 

sat, shouldering past root snags and gravel bars with that 

glacial indifference all western Sawyer had when the snowpack was 

still working its will far upstream. Beyond the river the 

mountains were only shape and shadow, a deeper charcoal against 

the thinning dawn. The air smelled of wet willow, old silt, and 

the faint metal tang of rain not yet arrived. 

Isabel – Bel to anybody who had known her longer than a 

week, and to most who had not – stood on the top step of the 

trailer with her coffee in one hand and a pair of binoculars 

hanging against her chest. Bareheaded, boots unlaced, sweatshirt 

over cutoff thermals, hair tied badly and already coming loose. 

She did not look like the sort of person investors flew into 

western Montana to charm, threaten, or buy. That had always been 

one of her advantages. 

The sound reached her before the machine did: a soft insect 

hum, wrong for the hour and wrong for the place. 

She raised the binoculars. 
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There it was, coming low over the cottonwood line on the 

south side of the property, moving north in a lazy survey arc. 

Not a hobbyist’s toy. Too stable in the air, too disciplined in 

its path, too expensive in how it handled the light. White body, 

black rotors, thermal pod mounted beneath. Mapping or imaging. 

Somebody with a budget. 

“Morning to you too,” she said. 

She set down the coffee, stepped back inside, and came out 

ten seconds later with the shotgun. 

It was not loaded. That was not the point. 

She stood in the open and let the drone see her lift it. Not 

aiming. Not threatening. Just holding it where the operator, 

whoever he was, would get the message. 

You are not invisible. You are not the first one to try 

this. And if you come lower, you’ll be buying a replacement. 

The drone paused. Tilted. Rose another fifteen feet and 

continued east, skirting the line of old fence posts that marked 

the upper edge of the Ironwater claim. 

There it was. Not random, then. Not some rich idiot filming 

sunrise over his vacation spread. Ironwater. 

She watched it go until it crossed the ridge and vanished. 

Then she lowered the shotgun and stood very still in the 

doorway, the kind of stillness that looked to strangers like 

hesitation and to the people who knew her like arithmetic. 

They had started earlier than she expected. 

Behind her, from inside the trailer, her phone buzzed 

against the scarred laminate of the kitchen counter. 
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She went in, set the shotgun beside the door, and looked at 

the screen. 

DAN OVERTON 

You awake? 

She snorted once through her nose. Dan’s version of humor, 

at five-fifty-two in the morning. 

She called him. 

He picked up on the first ring. 

“You’ve got a drone over your south trees,” he said. 

“I know.” 

“White body?” 

“Yes.” 

“Thermal rig under the nose?” 

“Yes.” 

He was quiet for a beat. Not surprise. Confirmation. 

“You see the truck?” he asked. 

“No. You?” 

“County road turnout above the irrigation ditch. Black F-

150, no ranch decals, paper tag in the rear glass. Parked there 

at five-thirty when I came off the lower trail.” 

“You’ve been out since when?” 

“Four-fifteen.” 

“Some people have hobbies, Dan.” 

“I do. Tracking people who think they know how to move on 

your land.” 

That put the faintest edge of a smile at one corner of her 

mouth, gone before it had fully arrived. 
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“Company men?” she asked. 

“Maybe. Maybe private survey. Maybe somebody trying to save 

the company billable hours by getting their own look before the 

lawyers arrive.” 

“Brandt.” 

“Likely.” 

She looked through the kitchen window toward the east 

pasture, where the morning was beginning to silver the wire and 

the leaning posts and the rusted pump jack no one had bothered to 

remove in twenty years. Beyond that, the old road up to Ironwater 

cut the hill in a pale switchback scar. 

“You hear from the county yesterday?” Dan asked. 

“No.” 

“State?” 

“No.” 

“Then this is private.” 

“It’s all private until they decide to call it public 

interest.” 

“That’s a speech you should save for later.” 

“I’ve got plenty.” 

“I know you do.” 

Dan Rourke’s voice always sounded as though it had traveled 

some distance before reaching the phone. Not rough exactly. Not 

soft. Just used, like leather, or old wood steps, worn into their 

proper shape by weather and pressure and years of not being 

sentimental about either. There were men in Lincoln County who 

had known him since high school and still called him a quiet boy, 
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which only proved that people confused not-talking with not-

thinking. 

He was older than she was by enough years that other people 

occasionally made assumptions in either direction and were wrong 

in both. Thirty-eight now, though there were moments when the 

long patience of his face made him look fifty and moments when he 

smiled sideways at something she said and he looked close enough 

to thirty to annoy her. He lived twelve miles west in a cabin 

above the old forest road, guided elk in season, consulted on 

search-and-rescue calls when the sheriff’s office ran short on 

competence, and knew every trail, washout, abandoned cut, and 

undocumented crossing from Libby south to the state line. He had 

also, for reasons no one had ever entirely clarified and which 

she had never asked him to, made a habit over the last six years 

of appearing near trouble when trouble started moving toward her. 

“Don’t go up there alone,” he said. 

“I wasn’t planning to.” 

“That answer means you were.” 

“That answer means I’m drinking coffee.” 

“The truck’s still there.” 

She looked at the mug cooling on the counter and at the wide 

gray morning beyond the trailer. Then at the stack of paper on 

the table: assay reports, title printouts, a county parcel 

overlay, and the certified letter that had arrived three days ago 

in a FedEx envelope too clean for anything good to come in it. 

HAYDON RESOURCE STRATEGIES, LLC 

CONFIDENTIAL OUTREACH RE: VOLUNTARY CLAIM ACQUISITION 
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She had left that one open on purpose, face-up where she 

would have to look at it while making dinner and again while 

brushing her teeth and again first thing in the morning. It was 

useful to keep the enemy visible. 

“I need fuel anyway,” she said. “I’ll be in town by nine.” 

“Take the lower road, not the county. If they’re filming the 

upper parcels I don’t want your truck in their footage before we 

know who’s driving.” 

“We?” 

“Yes.” 

She let that sit for a moment. 

There were ways in which she trusted Dan more than anybody 

else alive and ways in which she did not trust anyone enough to 

be entirely easy with the word we. He knew that. He never pushed 

it. Which was one reason the word kept finding its way back. 

“Fine,” she said. “Town by nine.” 

“I’ll meet you at Kavanagh’s.” 

“That place still serves coffee or only performs it?” 

“It serves coffee. You still armed?” 

She looked at the shotgun by the door, the Glock in the 

drawer beneath the sink, the bear spray clipped inside her truck 

door, and the folding knife she had absentmindedly left on the 

windowsill above the dish drainer. 

“Yes.” 

“Good.” 

“Dan.” 

“What.” 
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“If this is Brandt making an early move –” 

“It is.” 

“– then he’s nervous.” 

“He should be.” 

She ended the call and stood for a moment with the phone in 

her hand, listening to the trailer tick and settle around her. 

Water heater. Fridge motor. Wind beginning in the trees. The 

ordinary mechanical life of a place that had been hers for three 

years now and still looked, from the outside, like somebody 

living one bad winter away from ruin. 

That was wrong, but useful. 

The trailer sat on six acres her father had never legally 

sold and almost certainly never legally owned in the clean way 

modern paperwork liked ownership to appear. The Ironwater claim, 

if the maps were to be believed and the county GIS to be trusted 

– which it usually was not – ran another one hundred and forty 

acres north and east into the ridge. Some of it had once been 

staked for gold, then abandoned, then revived, then quietly 

entangled in a tangle of probate failures, lapsed leases, and 

shell-company options that had seemed, until six weeks ago, 

mostly of interest to dead men and surveyors. 

Then a Canadian critical-minerals report had mentioned 

coltan signatures in the district. Two weeks later somebody out 

of Spokane had rerun old core samples. A week after that, men in 

expensive boots had started speaking publicly about strategic 

domestic supply chains and privately about buyouts. 
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Suddenly, people who had never cared whether Bel lived or 

died out here cared intensely whether she still held any paper 

connected to Ironwater. 

She opened the fridge, took out eggs, thought better of it, 

and reached instead for the half loaf of wheat bread and the jar 

of almond butter. She ate standing up, looking through the 

kitchen window at the willow break where the drone had first 

appeared. 

Cade Vogel used to stand in that same patch of shade in 

summer evenings and watch the trailer without coming closer. 

The thought came with no warning and no transition, as old 

damage sometimes did when the light hit a place exactly wrong. 

She set down the bread and put both hands flat on the 

counter until the moment passed. 

Not fear. Not anymore. Nothing so simple as fear. 

Cade Vogel had been dead three years and some months. Dead 

in her cabin, which had not helped. Dead with her knife in his 

side, which had helped less. Dead after a struggle nobody had 

witnessed and a county investigation that had done what county 

investigations usually did when a beautiful young woman with a 

bad reputation and a violent local man collided in a room with no 

cameras in it: guessed, gossiped, leaked, retreated. 

Self-defense had been the final language because Dan Rourke 

had walked into the sheriff’s office at exactly the right hour 

with a security-drive copy from the grange parking lot two miles 

away showing Cade Vogel’s truck heading toward her place after 

midnight and not leaving before dawn. Cade’s DNA under her 
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fingernails had taken care of the rest. Officially, that was the 

end of it. 

Unofficially, a woman could be officially cleared and 

remain, in the mouths of men who never had the nerve to say it 

where she could hear, The girl. 

The girl who killed Vogel. 

The girl who got away with it. 

The girl up on the ridge. 

The girl Bel. 

She wiped her hands on a dish towel, went to the bedroom 

alcove, and dressed fast: jeans, black thermal, chambray 

overshirt, work jacket. She pulled on boots, holstered the Glock 

at the small of her back, clipped the knife into her right front 

pocket, braided her hair tighter, and went outside. 

The light had strengthened. The mountains were blue now 

rather than black. Across the river a pair of whitetails stood in 

the reeds, listening in her direction with the fragile dignity of 

creatures who had not yet decided whether a human morning 

constituted a threat. 

Her truck was a twenty-year-old Tacoma with a replaced 

transmission, a cracked dash, and enough dents to communicate 

that cosmetic judgments would not be useful here. She got in, 

checked the mirrors, and did not start it. 

There was, from this angle, one point on the ridge where a 

person with optics could see the trailer, the truck, the pump 

house, and the first two switchbacks of the Ironwater road at 

once. Old survey knob. Open slope. Good line of sight. 
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She reached into the glove box, took out the handheld 

monocular she used for spotting game in timber, and looked. 

Nothing. 

Then, on the second sweep, a flash: not movement, just a 

brief metallic answer to the sun. Lens. Truck mirror. Something. 

They were still up there. 

She put the monocular down and started the engine. 

The lower road out to town ran west along the river instead 

of east toward the county line, which added twelve minutes in dry 

weather and twenty when the runoff had eaten another strip of 

shoulder. It was also screened for most of its length by 

cottonwoods and a low cutbank that would keep an operator from 

getting easy footage unless he already knew exactly where to 

look. 

She drove it fast. 

The Kootenai kept pace on her right, green-gray and cold and 

muscled with current. Past the old hayfield. Past the collapsed 

machine shed with the Chevrolet frame growing through it. Past 

the gate where her father used to hang a chain nobody respected. 

Past the turnout where Dan had once, six Sawyer ago, found a man 

from the county assessor’s office taking pictures of her place 

from the road and had convinced him to leave by means so civilly 

worded she still didn’t know exactly what had been said. 

At the bridge she checked her mirrors again. 

No one behind her. 

Still, she took the gravel spur by the irrigation ditch, 

looped under the overpass, and came back onto the paved road a 
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mile south, just to make any trailing vehicle prove it deserved 

the effort. 

None did. 

Kavanagh’s sat at the edge of town where the highway bent 

toward the feed store and the old lumberyard. It had once been a 

real café and now pretended not to notice that tourists found it 

photogenic in July. Horseshoe counter. Four booths. Coffee dark 

enough to survive honest scrutiny. Fry line visible from the 

register. The kind of place where gossip crossed occupational and 

political lines because everybody eventually needed breakfast. 

Dan was already in the corner booth with his hat on the seat 

beside him and a mug in both hands. 

He had changed shirts since dawn. That meant he had gone 

home between the trail and town, which meant he expected this 

meeting to last and had dressed for the version of himself other 

people received. Clean denim shirt, dark canvas jacket, beard 

trimmed but not recently enough to look like maintenance, hair 

still damp at the temples from a sink wash. He glanced up as she 

came in, took in the room behind her automatically, and then 

checked her as he always did first: not romantically, not 

clinically, just checking for damage. 

“You eat?” he asked. 

She slid into the booth opposite him. 

“Enough.” 

“That means no.” 

“That means almond butter.” 

“That means no.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 30 

 

A waitress in her sixties named Colleen arrived with a pot 

before Bel could reply. 

“You two look cheerful,” Colleen said, pouring without 

asking. 

“We’re trying a new system,” Dan said. “Seeing whether dread 

improves the flavor.” 

Colleen snorted and moved away. 

Bel wrapped both hands around the mug and let the heat work 

into her fingers. “You know something,” she said. 

He took out his phone, unlocked it, and pushed it across the 

table. 

On the screen: a photo taken from distance and through 

brush. Black F-150 in the turnout. Driver’s-side door open. Man 

leaning against the bed, looking down at a tablet. Another man 

near the tailgate, profile only. 

The man at the tailgate was Max Corliss. 

Her body went still before her face did. 

Dan saw it. Of course he did. 

“Taken at five-thirty-six,” he said. “From the lower tree 

line.” 

She kept looking at the picture. 

Max had changed since the last time she’d seen him in 

person, which was nearly four years ago and under conditions 

designed to alter people. Leaner through the face. Better 

haircut. Better jacket. The old East-coast polish replaced by a 

more expensive western version of itself – cashmere and field 

wear and boots too new to be trusted. But it was him. Same mouth. 
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Same posture of a man who had spent his life being welcomed into 

rooms because he was handsome before he had to be useful. 

“Maybe he’s lost,” Dan said. 

She looked up. “Don’t start.” 

“I’m trying humor.” 

“You’re bad at it.” 

He took back the phone and set it face down. 

“You want the good news?” 

“Is there any?” 

“He wasn’t flying the drone.” 

“How do you know?” 

“The other one was. And Max seemed like a man trying to 

decide whether getting out of the truck improved anything.” Dan 

drank some coffee. “He also looked unhappy.” 

“That would be tragic.” 

“I know.” 

She let the silence run a moment. 

The first time she had met Max Corliss he had stepped out of 

a floatplane in a navy rain shell and smiled at the whole valley 

as if he might conceivably buy it. He was twenty-eight then, 

fresh from a family office in New York that had recently 

discovered western assets and wanted to pronounce the word 

authentic in places where authenticity did not care. He had been 

assigned to shadow T. J. Brandt through a summer of site visits 

and acquisition meetings because somebody in his family believed 

exposure to the field might make a man out of him. 

Instead, it had made him curious. 
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That was the problem with Max. He was not merely a polished 

emissary of money. He was capable of interest, which made him 

harder to categorize or dismiss. He had asked questions and 

listened to answers and learned quickly enough to annoy almost 

everybody. He had also, three weeks into that summer, kissed her 

behind the old assay shack at Ironwater in a thunderstorm and 

then looked at her as if she had done it to him. 

She had been younger and less tired and a fool in exactly 

the way twenty-one-year-old women with hard lives occasionally 

still permit themselves to be. 

Brandt had later tried to buy her father’s ghost out from 

under her with a wire transfer and a threat disguised as concern. 

Max had not stopped him. That had clarified things. 

“What does Brandt want,” Dan said. 

“He sent paper. Same thing his sort always want. Clean 

title, quiet locals, no tribal pushback, no environmental review 

longer than a quarter, and me grateful enough to sign before I 

hire anyone smarter than their paralegal.” 

“Did you hire anyone smarter than their paralegal?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Why not.” 

She gave him a look. 

“Right,” he said. “Because you’d rather bleed out in private 

than call a lawyer.” 

“I’m talking to one this afternoon.” 

He leaned back slightly. “Which one.” 

“Ruth Callan.” 
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That got his attention. 

“From Kalispell.” 

“Yes.” 

“She’s good.” 

“I know.” 

“She also bills like a structural failure.” 

“I know.” 

“And she already hates Brandt.” 

“Yes.” 

Dan nodded once. “Good.” 

There was a shift in the room then, subtle but real: the 

moment a problem stopped being insult and started becoming a 

fight with named sides. 

Colleen came back for their order. Dan asked for eggs, hash 

browns, bacon. Bel asked for toast and got, without consultation, 

eggs as well. 

When Colleen left, Dan said, “There’s something else.” 

“Of course there is.” 

“The county clerk’s office got a records request yesterday 

afternoon. Full title pull on Ironwater, all easements, all 

historical probate links, including your father.” 

“From Brandt?” 

“LLC in Helena. Registered agent in Delaware.” 

“So yes.” 

He pushed a folded note across the table. She opened it. 
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HAYDON RESOURCE STRATEGIES / MOUNTAIN WEST DEVELOPMENT 

PARTNERS / PRAIRIE BASIN MINERALS; three entities; same mailing 

counsel; same day request 

She looked back up. “He’s stacking shells.” 

“He’s making it harder to tell where the pressure’s coming 

from.” 

“He thinks that works on me.” 

“He thinks it works on everybody.” 

“Does it.” 

“Sometimes.” 

The eggs came. Neither of them ate at once. 

Outside the café window, trucks moved through town in the 

clean hard light of eight-thirty – feed deliveries, plumbing 

vans, ranch pickups, the ordinary male commerce of a western 

county seat pretending not to notice the more expensive, quieter 

machinery moving in behind it. 

“Tell me something straight,” Bel said. 

“I usually do.” 

“Why are you helping me.” 

He did not smile at that, and because he did not, the 

question stayed serious. 

“Because Brandt’s side doesn’t come in early unless they’re 

scared of something,” he said. “And if they’re scared, the thing 

they’re scared of is probably real.” 

“That isn’t what I asked.” 

“No.” 

He looked down at his plate once, then back up. 
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“Because the last time men like that came into your life, 

one of them wound up dead in your cabin and the rest of the 

county let you carry the story they preferred. I don’t care to 

watch the sequel.” 

She held his gaze. 

Dan had never once asked her to tell him everything that 

happened the night Cade Vogel died. Not in the first week, when 

the sheriff’s office had been circling. Not in the first month, 

when men in town lowered their voices around her in ways more 

insulting than open accusation. Not later, when there had been 

whiskey and weather and long silences available enough that a 

different sort of man would have mistaken them for invitation. 

He had helped her anyway. 

That debt irritated her because it had never been presented 

as one. 

“Max looked straight at the trailer,” Dan said. “Not the 

ridge. Not the road. The trailer.” 

“So?” 

“So he came to see you.” 

“Or to show me he’d come.” 

“Maybe.” 

She picked up her fork at last. 

“Then he can wait his turn.” 

At nine-forty she was back on the road, westbound toward 

Kalispell, with Ruth Callan’s office pinned in her maps and no 

music on. 
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The highway climbed out of the river country and into 

timbered hills cut by old burns, logging roads, and the 

occasional billboard advertising land as though the ground itself 

had lately become a luxury product. Which, in places like this, 

it had. 

She drove with one hand loose on the wheel and the other on 

the shifter, though the Tacoma was automatic and the habit 

unnecessary. Her father used to call that way of driving thinking 

with your hands. He had said it when she was fourteen and furious 

and still willing to be taught things by him without first 

resenting the lesson. 

Her father had died the year she turned nineteen, in a 

rollover south of Libby that three different men in town swore 

had been drink, weather, and God’s old boredom in combination. 

She had never believed them, not entirely. He had been many 

things, and none of them good in sustained domestic quantities, 

but he had not been careless behind a wheel. 

Now, because the world enjoyed economy where human misery 

was concerned, all the paper men wanted from the dead had begun 

with him again. 

At the first turnout above McGregor Lake, her phone lit on 

the console. 

Unknown number. 

She let it ring twice, then accepted on speaker. 

“Yeah.” 

A male voice, smooth, careful, and instantly familiar in the 

way certain nuisances were. 
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“Bel.” 

She did not answer. 

“I wasn’t sure this was still your number,” Max Corliss 

said. 

“Then you should’ve saved yourself the trouble.” 

“I’d like to talk.” 

“You were talking this morning. You brought a drone.” 

“I did not bring a drone.” 

“No? Then you’re losing authority faster than I expected.” 

He exhaled once through his nose. A sound halfway between 

patience and irritation. 

“I was there because I asked to be there,” he said. “That is 

not the same thing.” 

“It is if you stay.” 

“Fair.” 

She drove another quarter mile before speaking again. 

“Did Brandt send you,” she asked, “or did you volunteer?” 

“Both.” 

“That’s honest enough to make me suspicious.” 

“I’m not calling to sell you anything.” 

“Then why are you calling.” 

There was a pause long enough that she checked the screen to 

make sure the call hadn’t dropped. 

“Because the assay numbers are real,” Max said. “Because the 

title path under Ironwater is a mess in ways Brandt is pretending 

not to see. Because there are people behind this who are 

comfortable using old gaps in local records as pressure points. 
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And because if you don’t lawyer up before Friday, he’s going to 

try to lock the first option layer around your parcels and spend 

the rest of the summer making you fight to breathe.” 

She said nothing. 

“Bel?” 

“I heard you.” 

“I’m not on his side.” 

She laughed once, without humor. 

“Max. The trouble with men like you is you always think side 

is a feeling. It’s paperwork.” 

“Then I’m trying to get on the right side of the paperwork.” 

“That line worked on girls at Yale?” 

“It worked nowhere. I’m workshopping.” 

Against her own judgment, against years of accumulated 

evidence, something in her almost smiled. 

That was dangerous. 

She killed it. 

“Send me what you know,” she said. 

“I can’t over email.” 

“Then enjoy your principles.” 

“There’s a copy of the preliminary assay packet in your 

mailbox at the end of the drive.” 

Her hand tightened on the wheel. 

“What.” 

“I put it there myself after the drone crew left.” 

“Why.” 
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“Because if Brandt finds out I gave it to you, he’ll fire 

me. And if he fires me before Friday, I can’t do anything useful 

from the inside.” 

She drove three more seconds in complete silence. 

Then: “If this is a setup –” 

“It isn’t.” 

“If there’s a tracker in the packet –” 

“There isn’t.” 

“If the packet’s incomplete –” 

“It is.” 

She looked at the road unwinding ahead, sunlight breaking 

hard on the lake to her left. 

“Why now,” she asked. 

His answer came quieter than the rest. 

“Because Cade Vogel was on Prairie Basin’s cleanup payroll 

in 2023.” 

Everything in her went cold. 

The truck stayed in its lane because some part of her knew 

how to drive while the rest of her body briefly ceased to belong 

to herself. 

“What did you say.” 

“You heard me.” 

“No. Say it again.” 

“Cade Vogel was on Prairie Basin Minerals’ discretionary 

field-pay account. Eight months before he died.” 

The lake flashed white through the windshield. Pines. Road. 

Guardrail. Sky. All of it too bright. 
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“Where are you getting that.” 

“Internal disbursement review.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“No.” 

“He was local muscle. He didn’t know shit from strategic 

minerals.” 

“Maybe not. But he was getting paid.” 

She pulled into the next turnout so hard the rear wheels 

skidded gravel. 

The truck stopped facing water and timber and a long sweep 

of mountain still streaked with snow in the high shadows. She put 

it in park and gripped the wheel with both hands until the 

trembling in them passed enough to be called anger instead. 

“You knew this when?” she asked. 

“Yesterday afternoon.” 

“And you came to my place this morning with a drone crew.” 

“I came with Brandt because if I refused he’d know I was 

already moving against him.” 

“Don’t flatter yourself.” 

“I’m not.” 

She breathed once, slowly, and looked out through the 

windshield. 

Cade Vogel on somebody’s payroll changed the shape of the 

past as dangerous truths do: not by adding a new fact, but by 

making old facts line up and salute. 

Cade Vogel watching the ridge. 

Cade Vogel asking about survey maps he had no business 
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understanding. 

Cade Vogel trying to get into her father’s burn barrel three 

months before he died. 

Cade Vogel dead on her floor. 

“You should have told me before he was dead,” she said. 

“I didn’t know before he was dead.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

He understood anyway. She could hear it in the silence. 

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.” 

The wind moved through the pines above the turnout, a long 

dry rush like distant surf. 

“Send me the proof,” she said. 

“I can show it to you in person.” 

“No.” 

“Bel –” 

“No.” She turned and looked at nothing. “Whatever else is 

true, you don’t get to come at me in person with this. Not 

first.” 

He was quiet again. 

“Fine,” he said at last. “I’ll route it through counsel if 

your counsel knows how to receive restricted material.” 

“She does.” 

“Then tell Ruth Callan to expect a secure transfer by noon.” 

That stopped her. 

“How do you know I’m meeting Ruth.” 
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“Because she hates Brandt and bills like a knife fight. 

There are only so many competent choices in western Montana if 

you want someone who’ll ruin a man politely.” 

She closed her eyes once. 

Max, damn him, had always been quickest when he was least 

wanted. 

“Friday,” he said. “That’s the deadline, whether anybody 

admits it or not.” 

“For what.” 

“For them to make this feel inevitable.” 

She ended the call. 

For a long moment she sat with the phone face down in her 

lap and the engine ticking and the lake light moving over the 

hood. 

Then she picked it up again, opened Dan’s thread, and typed: 

Max says Cade Vogel was on Prairie Basin payroll in 2023. 

I’m headed to Ruth. 

Don’t let anyone touch my mailbox before I get back. 

The reply came before she’d put the phone down. 

Already there. 

That was Dan too. 

No flourish. No questions first. No performance of concern. 

Already there. 

She started the truck, pulled back onto the highway, and 

drove south under the hard clean sky of a day that had just 

become much more expensive. 
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At eleven-thirty-two, in a glass-walled conference room in 

Kalispell, Ruth Callan finished reading the certified letter from 

Brandt Resource Strategies, set it down exactly parallel to the 

edge of the table, and said: 

“Well.” 

Ruth was forty-one, sharp-faced, dark-haired, and dressed in 

a charcoal suit that made no concessions to the mountain West 

except the boots, which were practical and excellent and 

expensive enough to pass for restraint. She had known Bel in the 

sideways way adult women in small legal geographies came to know 

one another – through county hearings, one ugly probate dispute, 

and the sort of introductions that arrived by way of, She’s 

difficult but not wrong. Which Bel considered the closest thing 

to respectability worth earning. 

“Well what,” Bel said. 

“Well first,” Ruth said, “their paper is overconfident. 

Second, it’s sloppier than it looks. Third, they’re trying to 

create urgency before they have clean title support, which means 

they’re missing something.” She looked up. “And fourth, you did 

the right thing by coming before you threw anything at anyone.” 

“I haven’t ruled that out.” 

“I haven’t asked you to.” 

Ruth tapped the letter once. 

“Tell me from the beginning,” she said. “And this time, 

don’t leave out the dead men.” 

Bel leaned back in the chair. 
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Outside the conference-room glass, men in quarter-zips and 

women with case files moved through the clean expensive order of 

a law office designed to make ruin feel procedural. 

She thought of the drone over the cottonwoods. 

Of Cade Vogel’s name surfacing from a company ledger. 

Of Dan at the mailbox. 

Of Max Corliss, finally trying to get on the correct side of 

something too late. 

And she thought: there it is. The old death. 

Not over. Never had been. 

She looked at Ruth Callan and said, “Fine. Then we start 

with Cade Vogel.” 
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Chapter Two 

The Packet in the Mailbox 

Ruth Callan did not interrupt often, which was one of the 

reasons Bel had chosen her. 

A great many attorneys believed listening was a dramatic 

pause between their own more profitable sounds. Ruth listened the 

way a carpenter measures – precisely, without vanity, and only as 

long as the structure required before she put a mark where the 

cut had to go. She sat on the far side of the conference table 

with a yellow legal pad in front of her, a capped pen resting 

over one line of notes, and her dark eyes on Bel with a 

steadiness that was neither sympathy nor suspicion, though it 

made room for both if either proved useful. 

The office was on the third floor over a bank and a title 

company, in one of those new brick-and-glass buildings Kalispell 

had been growing all over itself for the past decade. Outside the 

window there were mountains in the distance and lifted trucks in 

the parking lot and a row of professionally planted aspens 

attempting to persuade the place it had roots. Inside, everything 

was expensive in a deliberately moderate way: wool carpet, white 

walls, framed topographic photographs, a conference table of pale 

wood polished often enough to show discipline and not enough to 

suggest leisure. 

Ruth slid the acquisition letter back toward the center of 

the table. 
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“All right,” she said. “Again. Start with Cade Vogel and 

don’t abbreviate because you think I’ll get delicate.” 

“I don’t think you get delicate.” 

“Good. Then don’t edit for my benefit.” 

Bel sat back. 

There were forms of telling that relieved a person and forms 

that only made the room smell like old blood. The Cade Vogel 

version belonged to the second category. It had been three years 

and some months, long enough that the official language had 

hardened and the unofficial language had spread roots and the 

personal truth beneath both had not become easier by virtue of 

surviving. She had told the sheriff once. Told a deputy twice. 

Told Dan less than half, because he had never asked for a recital 

and she had taken the mercy of that for what it was. She had 

never told a lawyer, because until this morning every lawyer 

attached to Ironwater had been billing for someone else. 

“Cade started around my father first,” she said. 

Ruth’s pen moved. 

“He’d done odd jobs for different outfits in the county. 

Fencing, hauling, equipment recovery, things like that. He also 

poached, ran side fuel, and did intimidation work whenever 

intimidation work needed a local face and the men paying for it 

preferred not to use their own.” 

“You knew that at the time?” 

“I knew enough.” 

“And your father hired him anyway.” 
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“My father was not selective in the moral sense when a job 

needed doing.” 

Ruth nodded once. No surprise. No appetite for sermon. 

“Cade started showing up in 2022 asking questions about 

survey corners, old adits, where the old assay shack had stood 

before the roof went. He asked the sort of questions a man asks 

when he doesn’t know the nouns but knows the money’s in them.” 

“Vogel had no geological background.” 

“No. But he had ears, and he had men who thought he was 

stupid enough to say the wrong thing to. He was useful that way.” 

She told it straight after that. Not because it was 

emotionally easy, but because Ruth had the kind of face before 

which ornament became embarrassing. 

Her father’s death. The rollover south of Libby. The county 

saying weather and alcohol and Bel saying no. The property held 

together afterward by neglect, stubbornness, and paperwork no one 

had yet thought worth fighting over. Cade Vogel continuing to 

appear at the edges of the place like smoke from a fire not 

visible from the road. The questions becoming more specific. A 

visit to the shed. A week later a missing file box from under the 

trailer bed where her father had kept old county duplicates and 

mining maps no one had looked at in years. Cade asking, one month 

before he died, whether she still had “the green ledger,” though 

she had never called it that in his hearing and had not realized 

anyone else knew it existed. 

At that Ruth looked up. 

“The green ledger,” she said. “What is that.” 
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Bel was quiet for a beat. Then: 

“My father’s field book from the last year he worked 

Ironwater in person. Hand-drawn corners, old sample notes, access 

routes, two names he circled and never explained, and a page he 

tore out before he died.” 

“Where is it now.” 

“Not under the trailer.” 

“That wasn’t my question.” 

“No.” 

Ruth waited. 

Another attorney might have mistaken silence for a bluffing 

contest. Ruth used it the way one uses space around a trap – 

knowing the thing would spring whether or not one breathed on it. 

“I moved it after Cade asked,” Bel said. “That’s as specific 

as I’m being until I understand who else is already in this room 

by way of paper.” 

“No one but me, my paralegal, and now you.” 

“You bill in a building with windows.” 

“That is not what attorney-client privilege means.” 

“I know what it means. I’m also from here.” 

That almost made Ruth smile, though it passed too quickly to 

settle into her mouth. 

“Fair enough,” she said. “Continue.” 

So Bel did. 

The night Cade Vogel died had begun with rain. Not dramatic 

rain, not the sort books use to flatter significance, just a hard 

April fall after dark that turned the drive to mud and made every 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 49 

 

sound on the trailer roof seem nearer than it was. She had been 

alone. She was often alone. Dan had been west on a search call up 

the Yaak. The power had blinked twice after ten and gone fully 

just before midnight, which told her the line had been touched 

rather than weathered out. She had checked the breaker, stepped 

outside with a flashlight, seen no one, and come back in. 

Cade had been in the trailer when she turned from the fuse 

box. 

He knew enough by then not to introduce himself with sound. 

He had one hand on the counter and one on the pistol at his belt 

and was smiling with that loose, bad confidence certain men 

mistake for charm when all it really means is they have never 

been stopped hard enough. 

“What are you looking for?” she asked him. 

That had amused him. 

Even now, years later, what stayed with her most clearly was 

not the fear but the insult of him being entertained by the 

question. 

He said he wanted paper. Not money, not sex, not any of the 

ordinary ugly currencies by which women are taught to understand 

men like Cade. He wanted paper. Maps. The green ledger. “Your old 

man’s corner book,” he had called it. He said a company was 

willing to pay for a shortcut if the shortcut proved real. He 

said she could hand it over and have enough cash to leave the 

county properly instead of performing poverty in a trailer with 

views. 
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Ruth did not interrupt at that either. Her pen moved, 

stopped, moved again. 

“He touched the bedroom alcove first,” Bel said. “He guessed 

that if I still had anything, it would be close to the bed. He 

was wrong.” 

“And then.” 

“He put his hand on me.” 

Ruth’s eyes lifted. No softening. No flinch. Just attention. 

“He thought the paper and the hand on me were the same 

conversation,” Bel said. “That was his logic. If you won’t give 

men like Cade one thing, they punish you by taking another and 

call it leverage.” 

The knife had been on the counter by the sink because she 

had been cutting onions an hour earlier and not yet washed up. 

Cade had taken her by the wrist, then by the throat, then badly 

by surprise when she came back under his arm instead of away from 

it. The first cut had been shallow because he jerked. The second 

had gone in because he pulled her toward him as she drove 

forward. 

It had not looked like murder. It had looked like two people 

discovering exactly how little room a trailer had for surviving 

one another. 

“He bled fast,” she said. 

Ruth put down the pen. 

“Did he say anything before he died.” 
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Bel thought about it. Cade Vogel on the floorboards. The 

dark without the generator. The rain on the roof. Her own breath 

sounding animal in the little trailer kitchen. 

“Yes.” 

“What.” 

“He said, ‘Tell Brandt I looked.’” 

Ruth’s stillness changed. Only by a degree. Still, it 

changed. 

“And you never gave that to the sheriff.” 

“No.” 

“Why.” 

“Because I did not know if Brandt was a name or a 

misdirection and I was twenty-one and covered in somebody else’s 

blood and not interested in making my life easier for men with 

badges who already thought they understood the room.” 

Ruth absorbed that. Then, very mildly: “You are still not 

especially interested in making your life easier for counsel.” 

“That depends on counsel.” 

“It should not.” 

“I know.” 

Ruth capped the pen. Uncapped it again. 

“All right,” she said. “Here is the shape as it stands. 

Three years ago, a local violent actor turns up inside your home 

demanding maps, field notes, and a specific ledger connected to 

Ironwater. He speaks Brandt’s name before dying. Three years 

later, Brandt Resource Strategies, an entity with at least two 

obvious satellite shells and likely more behind those, moves to 
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secure option layers around the same property while one of its 

internal operators tells you Cade Vogel was on Prairie Basin 

payroll eight months before his death.” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you understand,” Ruth said, “that from my perspective 

that ceases to be local nuisance and becomes organized commercial 

misconduct bordering on conspiracy before lunch?” 

“That’s why I drove here.” 

“I’m delighted to hear it.” 

There was a knock at the glass wall. Ruth’s paralegal, a man 

in his twenties wearing a tie too obediently, stood outside with 

a tablet and the expression of someone hoping not to be the wrong 

interruption. 

Ruth opened the door an inch. 

“What?” 

“Secure package request,” he said. “From a Maxwell Corliss, 

routed through a protected transfer portal. He used the phrase 

‘for counsel review only.’” 

Ruth looked back at Bel once. Then at the paralegal. 

“Conference room three. Print nothing yet. Air-gap station 

only.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

When the door shut again, Ruth said, “That is a sentence 

people only know to use if they’ve spent time near litigation 

they fear.” 

“He has.” 

“Good. Perhaps he’ll finally justify his wardrobe.” 
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Bel said nothing to that. 

The transfer took fourteen minutes. 

They moved to a smaller room without windows where the 

firm’s secure review terminal sat on a metal desk bolted to the 

floor more for theater than necessity. Ruth logged in herself. 

The uploaded file arrived under bland metadata and one 

aggressively unhelpful label – MBL_4Q23_disb_review.pdf. 

“There is nothing people like him love more,” Ruth muttered, 

“than making the dangerous thing sound like accounting.” 

The file opened. 

Page one was a summary ledger. Prairie Basin Minerals, 

discretionary field disbursements, fourth quarter 2023. Redacted 

lines. Subcontractor codes. Site identifiers. Off-book 

reimbursement notations that only made full sense if one had 

spent years around people who wanted plausible deniability 

itemized correctly. 

Ruth read down to line seven and said, “There.” 

Bel leaned in. 

L. HOLLY: field services – local interface / access support; 

$8,500 retainer; $12,000 conditional performance; site code: TSP-

EAST / ancillary 

She looked at the screen and did not feel surprise so much 

as vindication arriving dressed badly and too late. 

Below it were two more entries. 

L. HOLLY: property observation / private; $3,000 

And: 

L. HOLLY: materials recovery attempt; expenses pending 
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The date on the last one was eleven days before he died. 

“Jesus,” Ruth said softly. 

Bel did not speak. 

Page two was worse. 

A side memo. Internal. One page only. A man named Rowan Pike 

– unknown to her, meaningful to Ruth by the tightening at one 

corner of her mouth – referencing “legacy title instability,” 

“non-cooperative local female claimant,” and “field outreach via 

Vogel before formal tender pathway.” 

“Female claimant,” Ruth said. “How lyrical. I do enjoy being 

turned into a noun by people billing in seven figures.” 

The memo continued. A line had been highlighted in yellow by 

whoever made the upload. 

Vogel believes subject retains older hand-marked parcel 

reference and deceased father’s corner notes. If recoverable, 

could shorten quiet-title path materially. 

Ruth turned and looked at Bel. 

“The green ledger.” 

“Yes.” 

“Did Vogel ever get near it.” 

“No.” 

“How sure.” 

“I moved it before he died.” 

“That is not the same answer.” 

“No. But it is the one I have.” 

They kept reading. 
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The last page was a chain of approval emails. Brandt copied 

on one, not all. Max nowhere visible. The name that did appear 

repeatedly was Pike, with a second man named Decker signing off 

on “discretionary local expenditures.” One email, two weeks 

before Cade died, used the phrase “if retrieval proves 

impossible, alternate containment through reputational pressure 

remains available.” 

Ruth leaned back from the terminal. 

“Well,” she said again. 

This time the word carried weight. 

Bel let out a breath she had not known she was holding. 

“What can you do with it.” 

“Several things,” Ruth said. “Not all at once, and not all 

beautifully. Which is fine. Beauty is not the governing principle 

here.” 

She began ticking them off on her fingers. 

“First: litigation hold notice to every identifiable 

Brandt/Prairie Basin/Mountain West entity, including counsel. 

Second: emergency preservation demand on any payroll, site, and 

security records touching Ironwater, your parcel, your father, 

and Vogel. Third: title freeze strategy if they move to record an 

option without full disclosure. Fourth: depending on what else 

you have, a possible wrongful death hook connected to Vogel’s use 

as a private actor in a coercive acquisition strategy.” 

Bel looked at her. 

Ruth’s expression did not change. “Dead men can still create 

liability.” 
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“That’s cold.” 

“That’s the law.” 

“Is there a difference.” 

“Occasionally.” 

The terminal chimed again. Another upload. 

This one was a JPEG. 

Ruth opened it. 

The image had been photographed, not scanned, under bad 

overhead light. An old Polaroid or something close to it. Three 

men standing beside an ATV on a ridge she recognized even before 

the background resolved. Ironwater east cut, upper bench, before 

the second washout took the road half away. Her father on the 

left, younger and harder-faced than she liked remembering. Cade 

Vogel on the right, grinning with his chin tipped back in the way 

he did when trying to impress men he thought richer than himself. 

And in the middle, wearing sunglasses and a field vest and 

holding a rolled set of maps under one arm, T. J. Brandt. 

The timestamp in the white margin was eight years old. 

For a second the room felt narrow. 

Ruth enlarged the image. “Well,” she said for the third 

time, and now there was no dryness in it at all. “He has lied to 

us about knowing your father.” 

Bel stared at the screen. 

Brandt had told her, in writing and by implication through 

three separate intermediaries over the past month, that his 

firm’s interest in Ironwater was purely contemporary. New assays. 
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New commodity pressures. Fresh strategic necessity. That was the 

language. New. 

The photograph said old. 

Very old. 

“He was there before Dad died,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“He was there before Cade started asking questions.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then this didn’t begin with the assay report.” 

“No,” Ruth said. “It did not.” 

The phone in Bel’s pocket vibrated. 

Dan. 

She answered immediately. 

“What.” 

His voice came low and short. No preamble. 

“I’m at your place.” 

“I know. What happened.” 

“Someone came in through the rear screen last night or early 

this morning. Didn’t take the TV, didn’t touch the tools, didn’t 

go for the gun drawer. They went straight under the bed platform 

and into the cedar chest.” 

Her spine went cold. 

“What’s missing.” 

“The old topo overlays are out. Scattered. Your father’s tax 

copies are on the floor. The cedar false bottom’s been opened.” 

She stood so fast the chair rolled back into the wall. 

“Is it gone.” 
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There was the smallest pause. 

“No,” Dan said. “Whatever they wanted, they didn’t find it.” 

Ruth was already on her feet across from her, one hand out 

for the phone. Bel shook her off and turned away, pacing once in 

the narrow room. 

“Anything else.” 

“Yes.” 

That one word carried enough that she stopped moving. 

“In the mailbox packet,” Dan said, “behind the assay 

printout, there was a second envelope.” 

“And.” 

“It has your father’s handwriting on the front.” 

She closed her eyes. 

No one had used her father’s handwriting in years because no 

one who’d known it well had any reason left to. 

“What does it say.” 

“Just your name,” Dan said. “And one line under it.” 

Her hand tightened around the phone. 

“What line.” 

“‘If Brandt comes back, don’t trust the upper road.’” 

The room seemed, for one strange instant, to tilt on its 

axis. 

Ruth took one step toward her. “Put it on speaker.” 

Bel did. 

Dan repeated it into the room. 

No one said anything for two full seconds after that. 
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Then Ruth, very calm now in a way that meant she had crossed 

fully into work, said, “Mr. Rourke, don’t touch anything else in 

that trailer unless you photograph it first. Interior, exterior, 

screen entry, chest, all documents disturbed. Then lock it and 

stay on site until we arrive.” 

“We.” 

“Yes,” Ruth said. “We.” 

Dan did not argue. Which told Bel as much as the instruction 

itself. 

“You’re coming back?” he asked her. 

“Yes.” 

“How long.” 

“Ninety minutes.” 

“Drive the lower road again.” 

The call ended. 

For a moment Bel stood with the phone in her hand and the 

old photograph of her father, Cade, and Brandt still lit on the 

terminal behind her. Two timeframes. One company. One dead man on 

her floor and another dead man in a rollover she had never 

properly believed. And now a note in her father’s hand warning 

her, years too late and somehow exactly on time, not to trust the 

upper road. 

Ruth had already stepped back into the outer office and was 

issuing instructions with the controlled speed of a person whose 

day has just justified itself. 

“Claire, I want chain-of-custody prep on everything we just 

reviewed. Steven, clear my two-thirty and call Judge Lowen’s 
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clerk, not to ask for anything yet but to find out who’s standing 

in if he goes out this afternoon. Also get me Rowan Pike’s last 

three appearances in district court and every entity registration 

touching Prairie Basin Minerals in the last eighteen months. All 

of them. If Delaware hides one, start with the billing 

addresses.” 

She turned back to Bel. 

“You have now graduated from difficult land matter to active 

evidence preservation under threat. Congratulations.” 

“That your version of comfort.” 

“It is my version of urgency.” Ruth reached for her own 

jacket. “I’m driving with you.” 

“That isn’t necessary.” 

“Of course it is. Someone broke into your home looking for a 

document connected to a client matter and left behind a 

handwritten warning tying one of the principal actors to prior 

contact with your deceased father. If I let you go alone now and 

you get yourself shot on a county road, I’ll never hear the end 

of it in probate.” 

Despite herself, despite everything, Bel barked a short 

laugh. 

Ruth pointed at her with one finger. “That. Keep doing that 

if possible. It means you are not yet entirely lost to 

melodrama.” 

They moved fast after that. 

Ruth had a black SUV with winter tires still on and two 

legal pads on the passenger seat, one blank and one full. Bel 
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followed her out to the lot, climbed into the Tacoma, and before 

starting it looked once at her phone. 

Three unread messages. 

One from Max. 

I sent everything I could without tripping alerts. There’s 

more. Don’t use the upper road. 

One from an unknown number. 

A still image from the morning drone feed: her trailer, her 

truck, the cottonwoods, the shadow of the ridge. 

No text. Just the image. 

And one from Dan, sent two minutes earlier. 

Bring the key from your necklace. We need to open the green 

box. 

She looked down automatically. 

The necklace in question was under her shirt, where it had 

been since she was nineteen. Fine chain, cheap clasp, little 

brass key no one noticed because it looked decorative from any 

distance that made noticing worth the trouble. 

The green box. 

Not the green ledger. 

The green box was older and worse. 

Her father had kept it in the pump house until the year 

before he died, then moved it somewhere else and never told her 

where. After the funeral she had found it wrapped in canvas 

inside the old water-softener cabinet with the key taped beneath 

the sink. She had opened it once. Closed it. And spent five years 
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pretending, by the simple and American method of not going back 

to it, that the contents were not active. 

She started the truck. 

On the highway north, the mountains stood up clean and hard 

and far too beautiful for the day they were receiving. 

Ruth’s taillights stayed three car lengths ahead through 

town and onto the two-lane out of Kalispell. The sky had gone 

bright enough now that every snow line on the peaks showed and 

every cutbank shadow under the pines looked black. The county 

spread around them in ranchland, river valleys, equipment yards, 

and new subdivisions with names borrowed from species their 

construction had displaced. Bel drove fast but not stupidly. 

Ruth, to her evident surprise, did the same. 

Twenty miles out, the unknown number sent a second message. 

FRIDAY IS THE LAST EASY DAY. 

No signature. 

No need. 

She locked the screen and kept driving. 

At the bridge over the Kootenai she took the lower road 

without thinking, turned west through the cottonwoods, and felt 

something old inside her tighten in answer to her father’s 

warning. 

If Brandt comes back, don’t trust the upper road. 

Comes back. 

Not comes. 

Back. 

The distinction mattered. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 63 

 

He had been there before. At Ironwater. With her father. 

With Cade. On the ridge above the trailer in the years before 

everything split. 

The upper road cut across the claim and climbed toward the 

old assay shack before dropping to the trailer from the east. 

Good view. Better speed. One blind corner where a truck could 

wait above the cutbank and never show itself until too late. 

Don’t trust the upper road. 

She saw it then with the strange clarity dread sometimes 

grants: not just a road, but an ambush line. Her father had 

written the warning because he had known, or suspected, that if 

Brandt ever came back for whatever he had wanted the first time, 

the upper road would be where force looked most like geography. 

Ruth’s SUV slowed ahead. 

Dan stood in the drive when they came into view, one hand on 

the open mailbox post and the other resting near his hip. He 

looked first at Bel, then at Ruth, then beyond both toward the 

ridge, as if expecting the day to produce one more thing 

immediately and seeing no reason not to be ready for it. 

She parked hard, got out, and was halfway to him before the 

engine stopped ticking. 

“Show me.” 

He held up the envelope in a clear evidence sleeve. 

Cheap off-white paper. Her name in her father’s hand. The 

line beneath it in the same thick block letters he used when 

labeling tools or fuel cans. 

IF HAYDON COMES BACK, DON’T TRUST THE UPPER ROAD. 
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Nothing else. 

No date. 

No context. 

The envelope had been opened already. Inside, folded once, 

was a county road map from 2018 with the upper access to 

Ironwater circled in red grease pencil and an X marked on the 

bend above the washout. 

Ruth came up beside her and went very still. 

“That,” she said quietly, “looks enough like foreseeability 

to make several men regret surviving the quarter.” 

Dan handed Bel a second evidence sleeve. 

Inside it was the photograph from the terminal, printed 

cheaply but clearly enough. Her father. Cade Vogel. Brandt. The 

ridge. 

No note attached. 

No explanation. 

Just the image and the warning, arriving the same morning 

someone cut her screen and searched the cedar chest. 

“What’s in the green box,” Dan asked. 

Bel looked from the warning to the map to the trailer beyond 

him with its rear screen hanging sliced at one corner like a 

tongue of loose metal. 

The air smelled of river water and cut grass and the faint 

electrical tang of weather turning somewhere beyond the 

mountains. 

She touched the little brass key under her shirt. 

“Trouble,” she said. 
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And behind the trailer, from somewhere up the eastern slope 

where the upper road disappeared into cottonwoods and broken 

rock, came the unmistakable crack of a rifle round hitting sheet 

metal. 
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Chapter Three 

The Green Box 

The sound after the bullet struck was not what Bel would 

have expected if she had been the sort of person who still 

expected things from gunfire. 

It was not thunder, not in the open air. It was a hard flat 

crack in the metal skin of the trailer followed by the tinny 

reverberation of impact moving through studs, cupboards, glass, 

and the cheap internal architecture of a place built to hold 

weather rather than violence. The first sound was the round. The 

second was the trailer understanding it had been entered. 

Dan was moving before the echo finished. 

His hand caught the back of her jacket and drove her down 

behind the old horse trough planter beside the steps just as a 

second report came from higher on the slope – less distinct this 

time, or perhaps only less surprising – and a spray of deadwood 

burst from the fence rail where her shoulder had been an instant 

earlier. 

“Stay down,” he said. 

She was already flat in the dust and cheatgrass, cheek 

against cold dirt, pulse hitting hard enough at the base of her 

throat to feel like anger with bad timing. 

“No kidding,” she said. 

Dan had the revolver out now, low in one hand, eyes on the 

timber line above the trailer. Not looking for muzzle flash. 

Looking for movement, displacement, the wrong stillness among 
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right ones. A man who knew rifles and terrain did not waste his 

first second on cinematic hopes. 

The trailer yard had gone very quiet. 

The chickens in the wire run behind the propane tank had 

thrown themselves into the insane flapping panic of creatures too 

stupid to understand they were not the intended victims. 

Somewhere under the trailer one of the barn cats made a sound 

like a child coughing. Beyond that, only wind in the cottonwoods 

and the river moving broad and indifferent down below the bench. 

No third shot. 

That bothered her more than a third shot would have. 

A shooter who kept firing was scared, sloppy, emotional, or 

new. A shooter who took one or two rounds and then let the 

silence work was at least one of the things men like Brandt 

preferred to pay for. 

Dan glanced at her once. “You hit?” 

“No. You?” 

He shook his head. 

The second round had gone through the trailer window over 

the dinette. She could see the safety glass beginning to craze 

inward from where she lay, the fracture spreading in a pale white 

flower over the surface while the center hole remained black and 

neat and final. 

“He’s uphill east,” Dan said. “Not the turnout. Higher. Old 

service cut or the knob above it.” 

“One shooter?” 

“One I know about.” 
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She looked past him toward the rear corner of the trailer 

where the cut screen still lifted and settled faintly in the 

breeze. Cedar chest searched. Green box suddenly urgent. Men on 

the ridge at dawn. One of them Max. One or two more somewhere 

above the trailer with a rifle by noon. 

The day had accelerated. 

“You think he was pinning us?” she asked. 

“I think he wanted us down long enough for someone to see 

whether we ran for the house, the truck, or the slope.” 

“So he learns what matters.” 

“Yes.” 

She swore softly. 

Dan’s gaze stayed on the trees. “How fast can you move from 

here to the crawlspace hatch if I cover?” 

“Faster than you think.” 

“That answer gets people buried.” He shifted, judged angles. 

“Listen to me. If there’s anything in that trailer you can’t 

afford to lose, you tell me now and I go get it.” 

For one stupid, instinctive second the refusal rose whole in 

her throat. Nobody goes in my place. Nobody brings me back my own 

things. Nobody decides what I can’t afford. 

Then she thought of Cade Vogel on her floor with blood in 

the grout lines and men afterward asking whether she had provoked 

him, as if a woman could provoke gravity. She thought of Brandt’s 

letter. Of Max on the ridge. Of the packet in the mailbox and 

Prairie Basin’s payroll account and the words she had finally 
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said aloud in Ruth Callan’s conference room: fine, then we start 

with Cade Vogel. 

Starting meant not being stupid in sentimental directions. 

“Under the cedar chest,” she said. “False bottom panel. 

Green metal cash box maybe eighteen inches across. Brass 

corners.” 

He did not ask what was in it. God bless him for that, she 

thought, and then hated the gratitude as soon as it arrived. 

“Key?” 

She touched the chain at her throat. “On me.” 

He nodded once. “Good. Stay put till I say. If I say move, 

you move for the truck and keep going west. Don’t stop because 

you hear me use your name. Don’t stop because you think you 

should.” 

“Dan – “ 

“I’m serious.” 

She looked at him. Really looked. Dust on his sleeve. Sun 

just beginning to push hard over the ridge line. The particular 

stillness around his mouth when he had moved beyond conversation 

into the section of himself built for trouble. She had seen that 

expression on search calls, in wildfire season, once on the river 

when a drift boat flipped under the bridge and there had been six 

seconds in which two children and an old guide were all going to 

die unless somebody chose correctly. 

He chose correctly more often than anyone she had ever 

known. 

“Fine,” she said. 
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He waited another three breaths, then moved. 

He did not run bent double like a man in a television show 

expecting bullets to follow his outline. He went low and direct 

along the trailer’s blind side, using the propane tank, the rear 

wheel well, and the cut of the foundation pad in a sequence so 

efficient it was almost abstract. By the time the shooter could 

have adjusted, Dan was under the broken window line and out of 

sight. 

Bel stayed where she was and counted silently to fifteen. 

At twelve, another shot came. 

This one punched through the rear corner trim and smacked 

somewhere inside with a noise like a dropped skillet. 

Not at Dan, then. At the trailer. At the idea of the 

trailer. The shooter was either trying to keep heads down or make 

her think the house itself was no longer safe. 

Which meant he still didn’t know whether the green box 

mattered. 

Good. 

A gull of wind pushed through the cottonwoods. Leaves turned 

silver then green again. The chickens had gone silent now, 

huddled under the shade shelf at the back of the run. Silence 

after animal panic was worse than the panic itself. It made a 

stage of the air. 

Then Dan’s voice, low and close from the far side of the 

truck. 

“Now.” 

She moved. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 71 

 

Not to the truck. 

Across the packed dirt to the trough planter, behind it, 

then on hands and knees to the Tacoma’s rear tire where Dan had 

opened the driver’s door just enough to make a pocket of cover. 

He caught her elbow as she came in and pulled her down beside 

him. 

In his left hand was the green box. 

Its paint was more scratched than she remembered. One corner 

dented. Dust and old cedar lint on the lid. 

For a moment neither of them spoke. 

Then she exhaled and took it from him with both hands. 

“You all right?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“Not usefully.” 

He glanced over the truck bed toward the ridge. “Good.” 

There was blood on the heel of his hand. 

She saw it and reached before he could pull back. 

“Hold still.” 

“It’s nothing.” 

“That’s my line.” 

A sliver of rear-window glass had opened the web between 

thumb and palm. Shallow, ugly, bleeding because hand wounds 

always did. She wiped it with the hem of her shirt before he 

could object, pinched the edges, and judged it small enough to 

ignore for ten more minutes. 

“You need tape,” she said. 
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“Later. Open the box.” 

The brass key on the chain at her throat had warmed under 

her skin. She pulled it free and fitted it to the lock. 

For half a second her hand would not turn. 

Dan said nothing. 

That was also one of his skills. He never rushed the hand 

that had to do the opening. 

The lock clicked. 

Inside, under a folded oilskin, lay exactly what her father 

had chosen to save from weather, debt, and the ordinary vandalism 

of time. 

A survey notebook with a black Rite-in-the-Rain cover gone 

soft at the corners. Two old patent-map copies. A flash drive 

sealed in a zip bag with blue painter’s tape around it. Three 

assay envelopes from 2021. A manila packet bound with mason’s 

twine. And beneath all of it, wrapped separately in a feed-sack 

square, a.38 revolver she had not seen since the week after her 

father died. 

Dan saw the gun and looked at her once. 

“That his?” 

“Yes.” 

He left it there. 

She did too. 

The survey notebook came first. On the inside cover, in her 

father’s blocky hand: 

J. RIVERS – TWIN SPRINGS / UPPER RIDGE – IF FOUND, RETURN OR 

BURN. NO MIDDLE. 
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That had been him all over. Practical to the point of 

insult. Incapable of believing most men deserved nuance. 

She flipped through quickly. 

Claim lines. Old bearings. Creek notes. Coordinates 

corrected in red pencil. Marginalia from different years as the 

ground changed and the human story around it changed more. Then, 

near the middle, a page tabbed with electrician’s tape. 

Dan leaned closer. 

On the page were three columns under a date from nine months 

before her father’s death. 

SURVEY FLAGS MOVED. NORTH CUT SAMPLES PULLED W/O NOTICE. 

L.H. ASKING WRONG QUESTIONS AGAIN. 

Bel stopped breathing for a moment. 

“Jesus,” she said quietly. 

Dan read it twice. 

“Again,” he said. 

“He’d been around before.” She turned pages. Another 

notation, six weeks later: 

WHITE TRUCK AFTER DARK. NO PLATES. HOLLY WITH THEM THIS 

TIME. 

And then another, later and more deeply pressed into the 

paper as if her father had been leaning hard enough to drive the 

point through the backing sheet. 

THEY KNOW WHAT IT IS. DON’T LET HER SIGN ANYTHING. 

The her stood on the page like a person called into the 

room. 

Bel looked up. 
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Dan was watching her and not the notebook now. 

“He meant you,” he said. 

“Obviously.” 

“Maybe not obvious to him yet when he wrote it. Obvious 

later.” 

She turned another page to avoid answering. The next entry 

made that impossible. 

IF ANYTHING HAPPENS, CHECK STATION 7 BEFORE THEY DO. TELL M. 

SELDON ONLY IF I CAN’T. 

She sat back against the truck tire and let the words settle 

where they needed to. 

“M. Callan,” Dan said. 

“Ruth’s father. Roy. He handled half the ugly land work in 

this county until his heart quit.” 

“Your father trusted him.” 

“Apparently more than he trusted me.” 

Dan gave her a look she did not deserve and did not want. 

“He trusted you enough to make sure the note could still 

help you after he was gone.” He tapped the line with one finger. 

“Station Seven. What is it?” 

She shut her eyes once, hard. 

“Old exploration adit above the north fork. Past the second 

switchback, cut east into the ridge. Nobody’s used it since the 

late nineties except kids drinking and one black bear that denned 

in it two Sawyer.” 

“You’ve been there lately?” 

“No.” 
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“Would your father have hidden something there?” 

She looked at the box. At the flash drive in its zip bag. At 

the assay envelopes. At the packet tied with twine she had not 

yet opened. 

“If he thought men were going through the trailer and moving 

survey flags at night? Yes.” 

Dan glanced toward the ridge again. 

Still no third shot. No movement. 

“Then we don’t stay here long enough for them to get 

organized,” he said. 

“You want to go up now.” 

“I want to know what he thought was worth writing down when 

he knew he might not get another chance.” 

She touched the twine packet. “Maybe it’s in here.” 

“Open it.” 

The manila packet held photocopies first: county maps, lease 

abstracts, handwritten legal descriptions, a stained business 

card for a geologist in Spokane long since dead. Then a folded 

sheet of printer paper, newer than the rest and covered in Max 

Corliss’s handwriting. 

She stared at it long enough that Dan said, “What.” 

She handed it over. 

Max had a neat hand. Educated, slanted, controlled, with a 

confidence that made even numbers look social. At the top of the 

page: 

T – Your father won’t listen to me directly and won’t take 

paper from Brandt even when I tell him not all paper is theirs. 
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So I’m leaving this with you because I think you understand risk 

better than either of us gives you credit for. HRS is not the 

only buyer. Prairie Basin is using fronts and pulling legacy 

geologicals through two Helena entities. They are looking 

specifically at coltan and niobium signatures, not just gold. If 

your father tells you to hold title, hold it. If he tells you to 

sign, don’t sign until someone outside Brandt’s structure reads 

every page twice. I mean that literally. 

M.L. 

No date, but from the paper quality and the logo ghost where 

he had evidently torn it from a hotel pad, she knew the summer. 

The first summer. The one before everything went rotten in named 

ways. 

“You never saw that?” Dan asked. 

“No.” 

“Your father did.” 

“Apparently.” 

She took the page back and read it once more, slower. 

The part of her that had spent four years learning not to be 

moved by Max Corliss’s timing or conscience remained unimpressed. 

The part of her that cared about evidence and sequence, however 

unwillingly, filed the fact: he had warned her father. Not 

enough, maybe. Not cleanly. But in writing. 

Dan said, “That changes one thing.” 

“Which thing.” 

“That he knew more, earlier, than I was willing to assume.” 
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She almost asked whether he was jealous. The thought 

arrived, cheap and reflexive and not entirely false. She bit it 

off before it reached air. 

Instead she pulled the flash drive bag free. 

The painter’s tape on it read: CORE / HOLLY / 2nd COPY. 

This time it was Dan who went still. 

“All right,” he said softly. “Now I’m done pretending this 

can wait.” 

A truck engine sounded from the road below. 

Both of them froze, listening. 

Not the growl of a diesel climbing the switchback. Lighter. 

Higher. Coming fast off the lower road and braking hard in the 

yard. 

Dan rose just enough to see over the truck bed. 

“Who?” Bel whispered. 

He did not answer at once. 

Then: “Ruth.” 

Bel stared at him. 

“What?” 

“And somebody else. Stay here.” 

“Don’t start that with me.” 

He ignored her and moved out from cover, revolver low and 

invisible against his thigh until the angle proved whether 

invisibility would still be helpful. 

Bel came anyway, green box in both hands, because orders 

issued by men in her interest had never yet improved her life. 
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Ruth Callan was getting out of a silver 4Runner with her 

phone in one hand and fury making her movements unnaturally 

clean. The somebody else was a thickset man in a county sheriff’s 

windbreaker, already scanning the ridge line as he shut the 

passenger door. 

Ruth saw Bel and came straight toward her without preamble. 

“There are at least three option filings attempting to stack 

against Ironwater before close of business tomorrow,” she said. 

“And somebody just tried to break into my office server using the 

old Roy Callan archive credentials, which no one should even know 

still exist.” Her eyes dropped to the box in Bel’s arms. “I’m 

going to guess I’m late to the part where this became personal.” 

“You’re right on time,” Bel said. 

The deputy introduced himself as Shane Peters and said he 

had been with Ruth when she got Dan’s message. Dan gave him the 

short version: shots from the ridge, trailer entered earlier, 

active surveillance since dawn. Peters asked where the casing 

landed. Dan said there might not be one near the trailer and if 

the shooter had any practice at all it would be uphill, not here. 

Peters looked at the broken window and swore under his 

breath. “I can call this in.” 

Dan said, “And who gets there first? County or whoever is 

already leaking to Brandt?” 

Peters did not answer, which was answer enough. 

Ruth set her jaw. “No. We preserve what we can, but we do 

not broaden the circle until I know who on county is compromised 

and who is merely stupid.” 
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“Comforting distinction,” Bel said. 

Ruth held out her hand. “What’s in the box?” 

Bel hesitated only long enough to know she had done it. 

Then she passed over the notebook, Max’s note, and the flash 

drive in its bag. 

Ruth read fast. When she reached Station 7, her expression 

changed by perhaps half a degree. 

“My father kept an off-books mineral file in the archive 

until he died,” she said. “He used to call it the graveyard 

drawer. Claims too ugly to settle, interests too layered to 

trust, or land with history somebody was paying to keep buried.” 

She looked up. “Ironwater was in it. He mentioned your father 

exactly once. Said Sawyer was stubborn, difficult, and usually 

right two months before the paperwork caught up.” 

Bel let out something that might have been a laugh on a 

different day. 

“That sounds like him.” 

Ruth held up Max’s note between two fingers. “This is 

useful, but not for the reason you think.” 

“Enlighten me.” 

“It proves Brandt’s side knew by then that outside legal 

review would kill their preferred acquisition structure. Which 

means they weren’t merely trying to buy cheap. They were trying 

to buy before scrutiny. That’s a fraud posture, not a hard-nosed 

business posture. Different animal.” She tapped the page. “And 

Prairie Basin in the same timeframe makes Vogel look less like 

local nuisance and more like controlled field muscle.” 
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Peters said, “You have a dead man named in corporate notes 

and a current shooting. I really do need to call somebody.” 

Ruth did not look at him. “Call one person. Nora Vance in 

Helena. Special investigations. She owes me from the Blacktail 

timber matter and she hates Brandt almost as much as I do. Tell 

her this is not for the county feed.” 

Peters hesitated. Then nodded and stepped aside with his 

phone. 

Dan looked at the ridge. “We still go to Station Seven.” 

Ruth swung back to him. “Absolutely not without backup.” 

“By the time backup learns how to spell the road, the ridge 

will be scrubbed and anything up there will be gone.” 

“So will you if they’re still waiting.” 

“They aren’t waiting for me. They’re waiting for whatever 

that box tells us next.” 

Bel spoke before either of them could escalate into the very 

specific kind of argument that occurred when competent adults 

encountered one another at speed. 

“He’s right.” 

Ruth turned on her. “No.” 

“Yes. If my father hid a second copy anywhere, it’s there or 

it was there. If Brandt’s side knows about Station Seven, they’re 

already moving. If they don’t know, the shots today mean 

somebody’s close enough that waiting only improves their odds.” 

Ruth’s mouth went flat. “You enjoy impossible positions.” 

“No,” Bel said. “I just live where they’re common.” 
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Dan stepped in before the next thing could harden. “Peters 

stays here, photographs the scene, keeps anyone off the trailer 

and box line. Ruth takes the flash drive and copies it somewhere 

not stupid. Bel and I go up the north fork trail, not the 

switchback. In and out. No headlights. No radio unless we need 

it.” 

“You’re describing an excellent way to get murdered off the 

county record,” Ruth said. 

“I’m describing the only way to be first.” 

She looked from Dan to Bel and back again and understood, 

perhaps with the late-arriving misery of every rational person 

who ever met them in partnership, that she was losing. 

“Forty-five minutes,” she said. “If I don’t hear from you in 

forty-five, I call Vance, county, state, Fish and Wildlife, and 

the goddamn governor if I have to.” 

“An hour,” Dan said. 

“Forty-five.” 

He nodded once. Deal. 

Peters came back off his call. “Vance says ten minutes and 

wants pictures now. Also says if Brandt’s people are running 

shells through Helena, she’d like very much to know which banker 

keeps signing the intake.” 

Ruth gave a mirthless smile. “Good. She’s awake.” 

Bel closed the green box again and slid the revolver out 

from under the papers. 

Dan looked at it. “You carrying that?” 
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“No,” she said. “I’m putting it back where it belonged three 

years ago.” 

She crossed to the trailer, stepped through the broken 

screen and into the rear room, and laid the old.38 on the table 

in plain view beneath the shot-out window. 

For a moment she stood there in the damaged light, looking 

at the hole in the glass and the line it made through the air to 

where a man had chosen to shoot from higher ground. 

Then she turned, went back out, and said, “Let’s go before 

they get smarter.” 

Dan picked up his rifle case from behind the Tacoma seat. 

Ruth took the flash drive, Max’s note, and the notebook page 

copies she’d snapped on her phone. 

Peters started photographing the trailer wall, the fence 

strike, the cut screen, the cedar chest with its false bottom 

standing open like a mouth finally forced to tell the truth. 

Above them the ridge stood green and still and older than 

any of it. 

Station Seven waited somewhere inside it, holding whatever 

her father had decided a daughter could not be trusted to know 

until the men around her became dangerous enough to deserve the 

risk. 

By the time Bel and Dan reached the first shadow of the 

north fork trees, the clouds had started building over the 

western range. 

Weather was coming. 

So was everything else. 
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Chapter Four 

Station Seven 

 

By the time they reached the first line of lodgepole on the 

north fork road, the weather had stopped being a background 

condition and started making decisions of its own. 

The Kootenai country in late May built storms the way some 

men built grudges: quietly, off to one side, until the whole 

arrangement was suddenly overhead and impossible to pretend one 

had not been watching it form. The western range was already 

losing definition behind a rise of charcoal cloud. The high cuts 

of snow on the north faces had gone flat and gray. Down in the 

draws, wind was running ahead of the front, lifting the new grass 

and turning the undersides of the cottonwood leaves pale. 

Bel drove. Dan sat beside her with the county topo open on 

his knee and the rifle cased between his boots, one hand resting 

over the zipper as if he trusted weather less than he trusted men 

and men less than weather. 

The road they were on had once been Forest Service 

maintenance access and before that, if the old logging maps were 

to be believed, a wagon line feeding three abandoned prospect 

cuts and a seasonal line shack no one had insured since 1968. Now 

it was mostly ruts, runoff channels, and old intention. The 

Tacoma climbed it in second gear with a steady complaint from 

somewhere under the dash that had been there since February and 

had not yet become expensive enough to justify diagnosis. 
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“You still think Station Seven is real,” Dan said. 

She kept her eyes on the road. “You saw the notebook page.” 

“I saw the words. That’s not the same as real.” 

“My father wrote it.” 

“Your father also wrote ‘check north line after rain’ on 

three different pages in three different years and never once 

checked it. Men write things down to feel temporarily superior to 

forgetting.” 

“Now you sound like Ruth.” 

“That should concern you.” 

She hit a washout, corrected, kept going. 

The green box sat on the floorboard behind her seat wrapped 

in Dan’s canvas jacket, which changed nothing practical about it 

and still felt useful. Inside it were the things her father had 

left and not left – survey overlays, the field ledger, 

photocopied probate pages, two handwritten letters from men she 

had never met, and the torn notebook sheet Ruth had stared at for 

a full thirty seconds before saying, very quietly, “Well, that’s 

not good.” 

STATION 7 / old telemetry hut / north fork above shale cut 

use only if H. turns 

not safe in weather 

ask D.C. if line still clear 

H. could have meant any number of men. In practice they all 

meant Vogel now. 

D.C. had meant nothing to Bel until Augustus Tavares on the 

Chatham pier had told Hamilton, two seasons and another book ago, 
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that initials in a trap log could hold twenty years of a man’s 

fear. She had not known, until Ruth saw the note, that another 

set of initials had been sitting under her bed in a green box 

since the week after her father died. 

“D.C.,” Dan said now, as though following the same line. 

“You ever hear him say the name out loud?” 

“No.” 

“Corrigan?” 

“No.” 

He nodded once, filed that away with the other absences. 

Below them, through gaps in the trees, the valley opened and 

closed in flashes – river, hayfield, road, the bright little 

wound of her trailer roof where the bullet had passed through 

aluminum and insulation and the old cheap paneling over the 

dinette. From this angle she could not see whether county had 

reached it yet. She could imagine Peters in the yard taking 

pictures with his tie loosened and his shoes already filthy, Max 

standing where he would not be useful unless asked, Ruth with her 

phone at her ear setting legal fires in multiple counties at 

once. 

She ought to have stayed. That was what a reasonable client 

did when counsel and law enforcement finally entered the frame. 

Stayed put. Answered questions. Preserved chain of custody. Let 

competent people build the paper wall between her and whatever 

moneyed cruelty had taken an interest. 
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Instead she was climbing an unmaintained road into a storm 

with a man who knew the local geography of both violence and 

runoff better than most public agencies. 

Reasonable had not got her very far. 

“Stop here,” Dan said. 

She braked beside a stand of young fir where the road 

widened just enough for a truck to turn without talent. He got 

out, uncased the rifle, and stood in the road listening. 

To anybody else the pause might have looked theatrical. Bel 

knew better. Dan listened with his whole body when it mattered. 

Not only for engines or voices. For the absence of birds. For the 

hollow report of wind hitting a man-made thing in timber. For the 

sound of another vehicle using the same slope and trying not to. 

“What?” she called through the windshield. 

He leaned, looked in. “Nothing.” 

“That’s useful.” 

“It is if there ought to be something.” He pointed up the 

ridge. “Hear the jays?” 

She listened. Wind. The faint knocking clatter of loose 

branches above the draw. Somewhere farther up, yes, a blue jay 

making a racket at whatever indignity the morning had introduced. 

“Now listen downslope,” he said. 

She did. 

Nothing. 

The drainage below the road should have held blackbirds and 

one or two robins working the mud edge where runoff gathered 

before crossing under the culvert. It held only weather. 
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“Truck?” she asked. 

“Maybe. Maybe somebody walked in from lower and doesn’t want 

birds calling him out. Maybe the front’s got them lying low.” He 

rested one wrist across the rifle barrel, casual enough to fool a 

city man. “Either way we don’t go straight in.” 

He came around, opened her door, and crouched beside the 

truck. 

“Station Seven, if it exists, will be another half mile by 

road and maybe three hundred yards higher by cut line. Your 

father would’ve used the road if he was hauling equipment and not 

if he thought anybody was looking.” 

“He always thought somebody was looking.” 

“Yes.” 

“Paranoia counts less as pathology if they actually are.” 

“That should also concern you.” 

She got out, took the green box, and slung her small daypack 

over one shoulder. Dan looked at the box and then at her. 

“You sure you want to take that in there?” 

“You planning to leave it in the truck?” 

“No. I’m planning not to die carrying your inheritance in a 

lightning storm.” 

“That’s almost romantic.” 

“It isn’t.” 

He took the box from her anyway and slid it into the pack, 

which he adjusted without comment until the weight rode closer to 

her spine. 
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“Keep the zipper tab tucked under,” he said. “And if I say 

drop the pack, you drop it.” 

She looked at him. 

“The box can survive mud,” he said. “You maybe don’t.” 

They left the truck under the trees and cut north through 

second growth toward the old shale seam. 

The land here had once been busier than the forest made 

obvious. Old extraction country always held its former uses 

beneath the newer skin in ways Bel found impossible not to read: 

rusted eye bolts grown into fir roots, cable fragments in the 

moss, bermed spoil piles going soft under huckleberry, the 

occasional square of level earth where a wall tent or equipment 

trailer had stood long enough to teach the ground a different 

shape. Her father used to say no land ever forgot what men had 

asked it to do. He meant it as practical caution. She had grown 

into hearing something more accusatory in it. 

The first rain started ten minutes in. Not a downpour. Just 

large cold drops spaced wide enough apart that each one felt 

specific before they gathered into weather. 

Dan stopped at the edge of the shale cut and lifted one 

hand. 

She froze. 

The cut ran twenty yards across the slope like an old wound: 

gray scree, exposed shelf, a scatter of lodgepole trying and 

failing to claim it back. Above it, partly hidden by brush and 

one leaning tamarack, sat a low structure of poured concrete and 

corrugated roof no larger than a one-car garage. 
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Station Seven. 

Or what was left of it. 

It was not a line shack, not quite. Not a cabin. Utility box 

architecture, late seventies maybe, built without any thought 

given to beauty and just enough to endurance. One narrow steel 

door, one broken side window screened over long ago by wire mesh 

now tearing loose at the bottom. A section of mast or antenna 

support still bolted to the back wall, half collapsed into the 

brush. TELEMETRY HUT, Ruth had said after looking at the note. 

Old remote flow or seismic monitoring maybe. Private utility or 

mining infrastructure. If your father called it a station, he 

wasn’t wrong. 

“You knew this was here,” Dan said quietly. 

“I knew there was something above the cut. Not what.” 

“That answer’s getting repetitive.” 

“It’s the only one I have.” 

He studied the hut through the rain. 

No vehicle tracks on the upper road. That was visible even 

from here, the mud surface holding only washed-out deer sign and 

one old ATV rut softened by runoff. No fresh chain on the door. 

No busted padlock in the weeds. The place had the dead sealed 

look of structures people forgot in stages rather than all at 

once. 

“Could be empty,” he said. 

“Everything’s empty right up until it isn’t.” 

He looked at her. “Stay behind me.” 

“Absolutely not.” 
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“You want to argue about choreography while someone else 

takes first look at the room your father hid from you?” 

That landed where it was meant to. She hated him for the 

accuracy and used the hatred the way she always did – with 

efficiency. 

“Fine,” she said. “But if it’s trapped –” 

“It won’t be trapped.” 

“You know that?” 

“No. I know your father preferred locks to cleverness 

because cleverness failed in weather.” 

He moved first, not crouching, not trying to be cinematic, 

simply taking the line that gave him the widest angle on the door 

and the least silhouette against the open cut. Bel followed two 

steps off his left shoulder, feeling the storm gather in the 

trees above them and trying not to think about the shot through 

the trailer window and the way a man uphill with patience could 

make the whole slope a demonstration. 

The steel door was chained but not locked. 

Dan touched the chain once with two fingers. 

“Recently moved,” he said. 

“How recent.” 

“Within a week. Less, if this rain’s the first since it was 

handled.” He nodded at the metal. “Different rust pattern under 

the links.” 

She watched him unwind the chain and lift it free. The sound 

it made – metal against metal in the wet silence – was somehow 

louder than the bullets had been. 
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He put one hand on the latch and looked back once. 

“You smell that?” 

She did. 

Not rot. Not animal. Electrical dust and old paper, the dry 

mineral smell of rooms kept shut too long and then opened just 

enough for their contents to remember air. 

He pulled the door. 

The room inside was darker than it should have been at 

midday because the storm had thickened while they crossed the 

cut. Dan stepped aside, let the first air out, then angled the 

rifle muzzle down and went in. 

Bel came in behind him and stopped. 

There was almost nothing in the room except exactly what her 

father had meant there to be. 

Metal shelving on two walls. A workbench under the broken 

mesh-screened window. One folding cot. One dead battery cabinet. 

An old weatherproof terminal unit mounted on the far wall with 

its faceplate removed and wiring neatly cut. And on the middle 

shelf directly opposite the door, six document boxes, one Pelican 

case, and a row of mason jars holding rolled maps sealed in waxed 

paper against damp. 

Her father had never in his life made anything easier than 

it had to be. 

Dan swept the corners, the cot underside, the space behind 

the shelves. 

“Clear,” he said. 
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The word seemed inadequate to the quantity of presence in 

the room. 

Bel stepped to the shelves and read the labels. 

1998-2004  

RIVER ACCESS / COUNTY  

TWIN SPRINGS CORE  

LEASES / OPTIONS  

PRIVATE  

DO NOT BURN 

That last one had been written in marker with enough force 

to fur the cardboard surface. 

She put her hand on it and then took it away again. 

“Jesus,” she said. 

“Your father was not an optimist.” 

“No. He was a collector of future leverage.” 

“That too.” 

The rain thickened on the roof, a hardening series of 

impacts turning the room into a drum. Dan moved to the window and 

checked the cut outside through the mesh tear. Bel unsealed the 

daypack, took out the green box, and set it on the bench beside 

the folders already waiting there. 

The notebook page had been right. Whatever H. had turned 

toward, whatever had scared her father enough to cut a page and 

hide an entire room’s worth of paper, it had ended here. 

She opened the first box. 

Survey tubes, core logs, county copies, photocopied checks, 

photographs clipped with rusted binder clips, handwritten tabs in 
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her father’s large impatient print. The man had never believed in 

tidy filing systems for living purposes. Evidently he believed in 

them very much for dead ones. 

“Bel,” Dan said. 

She looked up. 

He was holding something from the workbench drawer – a cheap 

old flip phone in a waterproof pouch. 

“Battery’s gone,” he said. “But he left it here with a 

charger pack.” 

She stared at it. 

Her father had hated cell phones the way some men hated 

vegetables or family counseling: not on principle exactly, but 

with enough contempt to turn every necessary use into an anecdote 

about decline. 

“That isn’t his,” she said. 

“No,” Dan said. “I don’t think it is.” 

He set it on the bench between them. Rain pounded harder 

overhead. Somewhere outside, thunder moved its furniture in the 

western hills. 

She opened the second box. 

At first the contents looked like nothing. Invoices. Fuel 

receipts. A spiral notebook gone soft at the edges. Then she 

found the envelope clipped to the inside flap. 

PRAIRIE BASIN MINERALS 

field disbursement / special handling 

2022-2023 

Her breath stopped and started wrong. 
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“Dan.” 

He crossed the room in two steps. 

She handed him the envelope because her fingers had gone 

suddenly untrustworthy. 

Inside were copies of disbursement sheets and two pages of 

handwritten notes in a hand she knew too well – the square ugly 

pressure of Cade Vogel’s block letters, every line looking as 

though it had been threatened into existence. 

met old man 5/12 

says no survey left but lying 

girl knows where books are 

H. says hold till permit side cleaner 

Below that, another page: 

M. Corliss came up w/ Brandt 

says leave girl soft / no push till papers lined 

bullshit 

old man running something north 

Bel sat down without deciding to. 

The folding chair under the bench caught her because Dan 

moved it there fast enough. 

He read both pages once. Then again. 

“Max,” she said, though the word had lost any stable 

meaning. 

Dan’s face had gone very still. “Or someone using his name.” 

“He was there. He was there with Brandt.” 

“Yes.” 

“He told Vogel to leave me soft?” 
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“He either said something Vogel understood that way or Vogel 

wanted to write it that way. Those are different things.” 

She laughed once, a sound with no amusement in it at all. 

“That your comfort line?” 

“No.” 

The room darkened another increment as the storm moved fully 

overhead. Dan switched on his flashlight and set it face-up on 

the bench, the beam thrown to the ceiling so the room filled with 

indirect light and the papers stayed readable. Water began 

finding one old seam in the roof and ticking into a paint tray 

someone had placed under it years ago for exactly that purpose. 

“Keep going,” he said. 

“You really know how to nurture.” 

“You can hate me later.” 

“Maybe I’m multitasking.” 

He almost smiled. Almost. 

She opened the Pelican case. 

Inside, nested in old foam cut by hand, were three USB 

drives, a hardback field book wrapped in plastic, one sealed 

manila envelope, and a black Glock magazine loaded full and oiled 

recently enough to make the smell distinct. 

“That one yours?” Dan asked. 

“No.” 

He looked at the magazine, then at the old flip phone, then 

back to the case. 

The sealed envelope had her name on it. 

Not Bel. Not Bel. 
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MONTANA RIVERS HOLLY if needed 

She felt the whole room shift under her, though of course it 

was only thunder. 

“Don’t,” Dan said quietly. 

“What.” 

“Open that because you’re angry. Open it because you need 

what’s in it.” 

She looked at him. 

“Same thing today,” she said. 

“Not always.” 

She broke the seal. 

Inside was a single sheet in her father’s hand. 

If this is open, either I’m dead or you’ve finally been 

forced smart enough to stop guessing. Don’t waste time hating me 

first. There’s room for that later if later happens. 

Cade was never independent. Not once. He was field pressure 

for people who didn’t want local names attached to their local 

work. First with river easements, then sample access, then permit 

clean-up when Prairie Basin entered through Brandt’s shells. He 

thought he was becoming important. That made him careless and 

dangerous both. 

If he’s dead before this opens, know two things. 

First: he got there honestly. 

Second: he was trying to force from me the north fork 

records and your mother’s probate correction because together 

they prove title contamination back to 2004 and expose who stood 

to gain from claiming your line had failed. 
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Do not give this to county first. 

Go to D.C. if alive. If not, go to Callan girl. 

Rourke can be used if necessary. 

Do not trust charm where money is involved. 

If Max is still with Brandt, assume he’s weak before 

assuming he’s false. Weak men do almost as much damage and 

require less payroll. 

She read the last sentence twice because her body had not 

yet decided which injury it preferred. 

Dan took the page from her carefully, as one takes something 

from someone who might otherwise tear it without meaning to. 

“He liked me,” he said. 

She did not laugh. 

On the back of the page her father had drawn a crude map 

from the station to a point farther north marked only with one 

word. 

GRAVE 

Thunder cracked directly over the ridge then, close enough 

to take the air apart. 

The dead flip phone lit. 

Not fully. Just the brief cold pulse of a battery catching 

some remnant current or some timed wake command left buried in 

the thing years ago. The screen flashed one line before dying 

again. 

1 NEW MESSAGE 

Neither of them moved. 
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Rain hammered the roof. Water ticked into the tray. 

Somewhere just beyond the door, runoff began to move gravel 

downslope in a soft rushing hiss. 

Dan spoke first. 

“Well,” he said. 

Bel stared at the black screen. 

“That seems bad.” 

He nodded. “Yes.” 

The phone stayed dark. 

She became aware, all at once, of how exposed the room was 

despite walls and storm and paper and old concrete. One door. One 

broken side window. One cut line below. One road above. Enough 

archives to convict half a dozen men and maybe bury the other 

half if the wrong set got there first. 

“They knew this place,” she said. 

“Maybe your father thought only two or three people did.” 

“Did he write like a man who believed in only two or three 

risks?” 

“No.” 

She stood up. 

“We take everything.” 

Dan looked at the shelves, at the rain, at the size of the 

boxes. “Not in one trip.” 

“Then we take what matters first.” 

“That answer improves.” 

She ignored it and moved fast now, the first shock burned 

off into function. The hardback field book from the Pelican case 
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into the pack. USB drives. The envelope from Prairie Basin. Cade 

Vogel’s notes. The page from her father. Two rolled maps from the 

jars because one was marked NORTH FORK / PRIVATE and the other 

CEM / OLD LINE in blue pencil she recognized from childhood 

because he used to keep that same pencil behind his ear while 

lying to tax men. 

Dan opened the box labeled PRIVATE and swore softly. 

Inside was a bundle of photographs bound in twine, a spiral 

notebook, and three small evidence bags with date labels and 

initials. 

“Bel.” 

She came over. 

The first evidence bag held a broken chain clasp crusted 

dark at one end. 

The second held a fired.38 slug wrapped in cotton and 

tagged: 

from trailer wall / not sheriff / 5-19-23 

The third held a man’s silver cufflink engraved M.L. 

For a moment the storm ceased to be weather and became 

pressure applied from all sides at once. 

Max on the ridge at dawn. 

Cade Vogel on payroll. 

Her father writing weak before false. 

A cufflink in an evidence bag her father had hidden instead 

of turning over to county. 

“Jesus Christ,” she said. 

Dan did not answer because there wasn’t one. 
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He picked up the cufflink bag by the edge and held it to the 

flashlight glow. 

The engraving was plain. 

M.L. 

“Could be anyone,” he said, but the effort was professional 

rather than persuasive. 

“No,” she said. “Not here.” 

She knew the cufflinks. Or rather she knew the type – Max 

had worn a pair once at a fund dinner in Whitefish where she’d 

felt like a knife left on a linen table on purpose. Silver 

knotwork and old-money initials and an air of things monogrammed 

before they were earned. 

“Your father never showed this to county,” Dan said. 

“No.” 

“Why.” 

She looked at the bullet slug in its cotton and the chain 

clasp and the cufflink and thought of a hundred possible answers, 

none kind. 

“Because he wanted leverage,” she said at last. “Because he 

didn’t know who he was protecting. Because he thought he had more 

time. Pick one.” 

Thunder rolled away eastward, not gone but moving. The room 

lightened a fraction. 

Dan set the bag down. 

“We need Ruth to see this before anybody else.” 

“Yes.” 

“We need Vance too.” 
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“Yes.” 

“And you are not making that phone call while bleeding 

feelings all over it.” 

That pulled her back into herself by force if not by 

comfort. 

“Fine,” she said. 

“Fine.” 

He zipped the pack, heavier now, and shouldered two of the 

smaller boxes under one arm. 

“You take the Pelican and the map tubes,” he said. “Leave 

the rest. We’ll mark the door and come back with county if 

weather lets us.” 

“You think weather’s our problem.” 

“I think weather is everybody’s problem. Which is why it 

belongs in the count.” 

They stepped outside into rain hard enough now to flatten 

the brush around the cut and turn the shale shelf slick 

underfoot. Bel pulled her jacket hood up with one hand and 

clamped the Pelican case against her ribs with the other. Dan 

took the first angle down across the slope instead of returning 

to the road. 

“Not that way?” she called over the rain. 

“Not if someone’s watching the road.” 

They side-hilled through wet brush and loose stone, the 

station disappearing behind them in under a minute as if the 

mountain had decided to deny the thing existed after all. Twice 

she slipped. Once Dan caught the back of the case without 
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turning. Once lightning hit somewhere west enough that the strike 

showed white through her closed eyelids. 

By the time they reached the truck, both of them were soaked 

from the thighs down and the storm had made noon look like late 

evening. 

He got the boxes in back, took the Pelican from her, and 

checked the ridge once more before they climbed in. 

“Town?” she asked. 

He was looking at his phone. 

“No service.” 

“That wasn’t the question.” 

He looked at her then, rain on his beard, wet hair flattened 

dark at the temples, and said the thing that rearranged the rest 

of the day. 

“Max just texted before we lost signal.” 

She held out a hand. He gave her the phone. 

One message. Time-stamped eight minutes earlier. 

GET OFF THE RIDGE. 

HAYDON DOESN’T KNOW ABOUT STATION 7 ANYMORE. 

SOMEBODY ELSE DOES. 

She read it twice. 

Then once more. 

Rain thundered on the Tacoma roof, drumming all the air out 

of the cab. 

“Somebody else,” she said. 

Dan started the engine. 
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“Yes,” he said. “And that, Bel, is how old deaths stay 

employed.” 
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Chapter Five 

The Cufflink 

By the time they dropped below the timberline, the storm had 

turned the county into a black-and-silver machine built entirely 

to erase tracks. 

Rain sheeted across the windshield hard enough that the 

wipers stopped being useful and became merely ceremonial, a 

gesture the Tacoma made against weather too large to respect 

glass. The cutbanks bled runoff. Water crossed the road in fast 

pale ropes and disappeared into the ditches. Above them, the 

ridge where Station Seven sat had already gone flat and 

indistinct, swallowed behind moving gray. If a person had wanted 

to pretend there had never been a concrete relay shack on that 

slope, never been shelves or maps or her father’s hand on paper, 

the mountain had begun helping. 

Bel drove with both hands high on the wheel and her jaw set 

so tightly the muscles along it ached. 

Dan sat beside her half turned toward the rear window 

whenever the road allowed it, watching the switchbacks disappear 

behind them. The two boxes from Station Seven rode on the back 

seat under a tarp he had pulled over them against the leaks 

coming in around the Tacoma’s aging seals. The Pelican case 

rested on the floor between Bel’s boots. Every few minutes she 

felt it knock the back of her left heel on a turn and was newly 

angry at the existence of objects, of paper, of men who put 

things into boxes and left them for daughters to carry. 
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The text from Max remained on Dan’s phone in her pocket like 

a live round. 

GET OFF THE RIDGE. HAYDON DOESN’T KNOW ABOUT STATION 7 

ANYMORE. SOMEBODY ELSE DOES. 

The phrase did not improve with repetition. It only widened. 

At the first bar of service Dan’s phone chimed three times 

in a row and then lost signal again before he could open 

anything. 

“Don’t,” he said when she glanced over. 

“Don’t what.” 

“Drive and look furious at the same time. Pick one.” 

“I can do both.” 

“You can do both right up until runoff takes the truck 

sideways.” 

She said nothing to that because the road dropped away 

sharply at that moment and because he was right in the unhelpful 

way he often was. The Tacoma slewed once in a wash of gravel and 

recovered. She corrected without overcorrecting, breathed once 

through her nose, and kept them moving. 

At the bridge above Kettle Draw the weather eased enough to 

let the world back in by degrees. Fence. Cottonwoods. A cattle 

guard. The black slash of the river below the road. A pair of 

mule deer standing stupidly in a hayfield while the storm went 

over them as if they had signed for it. Dan checked his phone 

again. 

“Ruth says county annex,” he said. “Not her office.” 

“That’s a change.” 
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“She doesn’t want anything you pulled out of Station Seven 

crossing a private lobby camera if she can help it.” 

“Smart.” 

“Yes.” 

“Vance coming?” 

“She says she’s already there.” 

Bel kept her eyes on the road. “You trust Vance.” 

“I trust her to know the difference between evidence and 

opportunity.” 

“That is not the same thing.” 

“No,” he said. “But it’s a good beginning.” 

Sheriff Elena Vance had been in office fourteen months and 

had spent twelve of them making half the county furious in a 

sequence so orderly it almost looked calendared. She had fired 

one deputy for selling domestic-violence call details to a cousin 

who worked local bail, publicly contradicted a county 

commissioner about response times, and once, at the Stockgrowers 

banquet, informed a room full of men in pressed denim that 

nostalgia was not an investigative method. Bel did not know if 

she liked Vance. Liking was a shallow instrument. She respected 

the woman’s refusal to let men explain away their own convenience 

as culture, and in Bel’s experience that was worth considerably 

more. 

A flashing road-crew sign outside Libby sent them off the 

highway and through the old industrial side of town, past the 

mill skeleton and the equipment yards and the low concrete county 

buildings that looked as though they had been built to survive 
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nuclear weather and then forgotten by history because history was 

busy elsewhere. The emergency management annex sat behind the 

fairgrounds in a blocky one-story structure with no aesthetic 

commitments at all except function. The storm had driven half the 

county’s loose machinery inward. Utility trucks lined the lot. 

Two search-and-rescue pickups were parked near the side entrance. 

An ambulance sat under the awning with its rear doors open to air 

out diesel and wet canvas. 

Dan took the boxes from the back and the Pelican case from 

the floor before she had fully killed the engine. 

“I can carry my own things,” she said. 

He looked at the rain, then at her, then at the Pelican 

case. “You can carry one. You can’t carry all of them without 

dropping what matters.” 

That irritated her because it, too, was correct. 

She took the Pelican case. He took the boxes and the map 

tubes. Together they crossed under the awning and into 

fluorescent light. 

The annex smelled of wet nylon, coffee burned half an hour 

past usefulness, printer toner, and the institutional dust of 

files no one touched until the county went sideways. A television 

on mute over the reception counter showed radar in strips of 

green and yellow drifting northeast over Lincoln County. Somebody 

in the back was arguing with a public-works foreman about a 

washout south of Troy. Nobody looked up at them long enough to 

make the arrival theatrical, which Bel appreciated. Serious 
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buildings were best when they had better things to do than notice 

you. 

Vance met them in a conference room with cinderblock walls 

painted county beige and a folding table big enough to hold a 

small war if organized correctly. 

She was in shirtsleeves, dark hair twisted at the base of 

her neck, rain still drying in a line along one shoulder seam 

where her jacket had let go. No nonsense in her face, no appetite 

for it in the room. Ruth Callan stood at the far end of the table 

with her suit jacket off and her legal pad open. Between them sat 

Dan’s phone, Bel’s acquisition letter, a county parcel map, and a 

paper evidence sheet already ruled out in Vance’s hand with time, 

source, and chain-of-custody lines waiting to be filled. 

“Tell me you didn’t open anything in the truck,” Vance said 

by way of greeting. 

“We didn’t,” Dan said. 

“Good.” 

“That’s not because we lacked imagination,” Bel said. 

“I assumed that.” 

Vance looked at the boxes. “Set them down. We’re doing this 

once and in order.” 

Order. That was the woman’s religion. Not neatness, not 

obedience – order in the older and more difficult sense, the 

arrangement of facts so that liars had to work uphill. 

Dan put the boxes on the table. Bel set down the Pelican 

case more carefully than she intended to, which Ruth noticed and 

chose not to comment on. 
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Vance pulled on nitrile gloves and looked at Bel. “From the 

beginning.” 

“Today’s beginning or the older one.” 

“Today.” 

Bel gave it to her. The drone over the south trees. Dan’s 

sighting of the black F-150. The climb to Station Seven. The cut 

line. The shack. The field book. The evidence bags. The text from 

Max. She left out nothing except the inward, smaller humiliations 

that facts did not require and rooms like this had not earned. 

Vance wrote in short clean strokes. Ruth listened with her 

measuring stillness. Dan stood back from the table with his hands 

in his jacket pockets and his eyes on the door, as if trouble 

might arrive late and embarrassed and he intended to make room 

for it all the same. 

When Bel finished, Vance said, “All right.” 

She broke the first box seal. 

What followed took nearly an hour and felt like five minutes 

and a winter together. Vance called out items; Ruth labeled legal 

significance where she could; Dan and Bel filled in context when 

context existed. A spiral notebook. Three rolled parcel overlays. 

Two thumb drives. The field book from the Pelican case. The 

Prairie Basin envelope with its internal routing marks still 

intact. And the three evidence bags from the PRIVATE box, which 

Vance handled last. 

When the broken chain clasp came up under the fluorescent 

light, Bel recognized it before she consciously admitted she had. 
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Not hers. Not exactly. But close enough to a memory that the 

body knew first. 

A woman’s chain, cheap gold tone, the clasp torn where force 

had taken it rather than fingers. Something about it called up 

the image of movement in a room – the jerk of a throat, the drag 

of a necklace catching, the ugly intimacy of hands where hands 

had not been invited. 

Vance looked up. “You know it?” 

Bel shook her head once. “No. Maybe. It feels familiar. Not 

enough to say.” 

“Then don’t say.” 

The fired.38 slug came next, wrapped in cotton yellowed very 

slightly at the edges with age. Vance checked the label aloud. 

“‘From trailer wall / not sheriff / 5-19-23,’” she read. 

“Your father’s hand?” 

“Yes,” Bel said. 

Ruth glanced up. “The day after Vogel.” 

“The day after county finished pretending they’d found 

everything,” Bel said. 

Vance wrote that down without comment. 

Then the cufflink. 

Silver. Oval. Heavy enough to belong to a man who wore 

things made to be noticed only by the correct people. The 

initials engraved in serif script at the face: M.L. 

Dan did not move. Ruth did not move. Vance held it up in its 

clear bag between gloved fingers and looked directly at Bel. 
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“I assume,” she said, “this is why the air changed when you 

opened that box.” 

Bel looked at the initials and felt the old party in 

Whitefish come back with absurd sensory precision – the rented 

chandelier light, the ice sculpture nobody touched, Max Corliss 

in a dark suit and cuffs worth more than her truck’s front axle, 

laughing at something she had not found funny while two women 

from Missoula appraised her as if she were field damage he had 

brought in on purpose. 

“Yes,” she said. 

“His initials,” Ruth said. 

“Yes.” 

“Could be someone else,” Vance said. 

“It could,” Bel answered. “It isn’t.” 

There was no use pretending uncertainty where none existed. 

Maxwell Corliss had once carried his own name into rooms like a 

family trust. He’d had things monogrammed not because he was vain 

exactly but because generations of his people had already 

arranged the world so that objects returned to the right Corlisss 

when found. 

Vance set the cufflink bag down gently. “Tell me when he was 

last inside your trailer.” 

Bel laughed once without humor. 

“That’s a loaded question.” 

“All the useful ones are.” 

Bel looked at Dan. He gave back nothing except attention. 

Which, from him, was often the most room a person received. 
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“Three years ago,” she said. “Maybe a little more. Before 

Vogel died. Not after.” 

“You certain.” 

“Yes.” 

“Inside the trailer.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why.” 

Because he’d come up the ridge at dusk in a waxed jacket and 

expensive boots and told her, with the kind of care wealthy men 

mistake for tenderness, that Brandt’s people were making a bigger 

move than anybody local understood. Because he had wanted her to 

sign an option then, quietly, before the larger acquisition 

structure hardened. Because he had believed warning and 

persuasion could occupy the same sentence without insulting each 

other. Because he had touched her face with two fingers at the 

door on his way out and she had almost, against every better 

instrument she possessed, leaned into the gesture before 

remembering what sort of man he still was. 

She gave Vance the shorter version. 

“He came up for Brandt,” she said. “Said they wanted a 

cleaner deal. I said no.” 

“Argument?” 

“Yes.” 

“Physical?” 

“No.” 

“Witnesses?” 
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“My father was outside for the start of it and inside for 

the end.” 

“Your father saw him.” 

“Yes.” 

“And after that.” 

“He left.” 

Vance looked at the cufflink again. “And if he lost this in 

your trailer, you didn’t know.” 

“No.” 

“Your father found it later.” 

“Yes.” 

Ruth’s pen had started moving again. “He bagged it,” she 

said. “Which means he understood it was evidence, or leverage, or 

both.” 

Dan said, “Same with the bullet.” 

Ruth nodded once. “Yes.” 

Vance wrote for a full fifteen seconds without speaking. 

Rain clicked lightly on the annex windows now, much reduced from 

what it had been on the ridge. Somewhere in the hall a radio 

crackled, garbled, went silent. 

When Vance looked up again, she said, “All right. Two paths. 

One, your father was building a private file against Prairie 

Basin or Brandt and collecting anything that tied named men to 

your place or to Vogel. Two, he had reasons to distrust county 

enough that he kept certain finds out of the record until he 

understood who they would protect.” 

“Both,” Bel said. 
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No one contradicted her. 

Ruth opened the internal Prairie Basin packet next. 

If Brandt’s outreach letter had been written for the world, 

the packet had been written for rooms where nobody used 

unnecessary words because all of them cost money. Geological 

summaries. Comparative assay tables. Parcel overlays. Commodity 

projections under three supply-chain scenarios. A slide deck 

printout stripped of branding except for footer references to 

PRAIRIE BASIN MINERALS and two associated entities, one in Helena 

and one in Delaware, all with identical counsel routing at the 

bottom. 

Ruth turned pages fast, stopping only when something 

deserved to be hated in full. 

“Here,” she said at last. 

She slid a page to the center of the table. 

It was a project staging sheet. Sparse columns. Color-coded 

tracts. A timing ladder running left to right beneath the header 

ACQUISITION AND QUIET-TITLE ACCELERATION. Most of it was the 

usual ugliness – target parcels, option layers, easement 

consolidation, environmental narrative management. But in the 

lower third, where project obstacles were summarized in language 

too polished to be honest, one line was highlighted in pale gray: 

LEGACY SITE / STATION CORRIDOR ISSUE – field recovery 

priority before public title challenge 

No one spoke for a moment. 

Dan broke the silence first. “Station corridor.” 

“Station Seven,” Bel said. 
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Vance tapped the page. “That is not public language.” 

“No,” Ruth said. “That is internal. And it tells us two 

useful things at once.” 

“Such as.” 

“Such as first, Brandt’s people knew there was something 

legacy and physical tied to the property, whether they knew it as 

Station Seven specifically or not. Second, they expected a field 

recovery before public title challenge, which means they did not 

believe the record was complete in their possession.” She looked 

at Bel. “Which means your father was right to hide things. Which 

is obnoxious because I dislike rewarding dead men for bad 

process, but there it is.” 

Bel stared at the words field recovery priority and felt 

them lock into the day’s earlier text like steel into a receiver. 

HAYDON DOESN’T KNOW ABOUT STATION 7 ANYMORE. SOMEBODY ELSE 

DOES. 

“Somebody got into their data room,” she said. 

Dan looked at her. “Max.” 

“Yes.” 

Vance said, “You want to explain why I should care what 

Maxwell Corliss texts from a black truck on your ridge.” 

“No,” Bel said. “But you’re going to.” 

She took Dan’s phone from the table, opened the text thread, 

and handed it across. Vance read the message once, then again, 

then passed the phone to Ruth without expression. 

“Corliss knows you,” Vance said. 

“He used to.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 117 

 

“That answer avoids verbs I might find useful.” 

“He knows the property,” Bel said. “He knows Brandt. He says 

he’s not on Brandt’s side.” 

Ruth, still reading the screen, said, “Which almost 

certainly means he’s on some side that prefers itself to 

Brandt’s.” 

“That’s generous,” Bel said. 

Vance looked at Dan. “Your view.” 

Dan had a habit in official rooms of taking just long enough 

before speaking that everyone present had to decide whether they 

wanted truth or speed more. When he answered, it was as usual 

because he had decided for them. 

“My view is he warned her off the ridge before we lost the 

archive,” he said. “My view is he either has access inside 

Brandt’s process or wants us to think he does. My view is that if 

we don’t talk to him under controlled conditions, he’ll keep 

choosing his own.” 

“Under controlled conditions,” Ruth repeated. “That sounds 

almost civilized.” 

“It’s the annex,” Vance said. “We can pretend.” 

Bel looked from one to the other. “No.” 

All three of them looked back. 

“No,” she said again. “He doesn’t get brought into this room 

because he’s suddenly discovered a conscience with weather 

resistance. If he wants to help, he routes through counsel or law 

enforcement.” 

Dan said nothing. 
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Ruth said, “That would be my preference too, if preference 

were running the room. Unfortunately time often promotes less 

elegant options.” 

“Then let it.” 

Vance’s eyes remained on Bel’s face in the way they had when 

she first walked into the annex: not soft, not hard, just 

evaluating whether the obstacle in front of her was structural or 

temporary. 

“Did you tell him about Ruth,” Vance asked. 

“No.” 

“You told no one.” 

“I told Dan.” 

“That’s flattering.” 

Bel ignored him. 

Vance said, “Then if Corliss knows you’re with counsel, he’s 

either guessed correctly or he has some visibility we should 

account for.” 

Ruth set down the phone. “I’m less worried about how he 

knows and more interested in what he can prove. If he can tie 

Vogel to Prairie Basin disbursements in writing, that changes the 

leverage structure immediately.” 

Bel turned. “You believe him.” 

“I believe paper,” Ruth said. “Men occasionally carry it.” 

A county dispatcher opened the door, handed Vance a printed 

vehicle registration, and left without comment. 

Vance read it once. 
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“Black F-150,” she said. “Rental out of Missoula under 

Mountain West Development Partners. Not Brandt Resource 

Strategies directly. One of the entities in your packet, Ruth.” 

“Of course it is.” 

“Driver listed on pickup: Colin Rusk.” 

Dan’s face altered by perhaps two degrees. 

Bel noticed. 

“Who.” 

“Former contract security,” Dan said. “Worked Bakken sites 

for a while. Private extraction cleanup. The sort of man you hire 

when you want equipment to become unavailable without filing a 

theft report.” 

“That sounds humanizing,” Ruth said. 

“It isn’t.” 

Vance wrote the name on her legal pad in block letters. “And 

Corliss in the passenger column.” 

Bel laughed once again, smaller this time and much less 

amused. “So there’s your paperwork.” 

No one had anything useful to say to that. 

The room went on in the quiet way serious rooms sometimes do 

after a fact rearranges itself into inevitability. Rain at the 

windows. HVAC hum. Somebody laughing too loudly in the hall 

because emergencies occasionally produced people who mistook 

volume for competence. 

Then Bel’s phone buzzed on the table. 

Unknown number again. 

She looked at it. 
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Ruth said, “Put it on speaker.” 

“No.” 

“Bel.” 

She picked it up anyway and answered. “Yeah.” 

Max did not waste time on greeting. 

“I’m downstairs,” he said. 

Every muscle in her shoulders locked at once. 

“How charming.” 

“I’d like ten minutes.” 

“No.” 

“I wasn’t asking for privacy.” 

That checked her. 

Across the table, Vance extended a hand. Bel gave her the 

phone because the alternative was smashing it and that would have 

been misallocated satisfaction. 

“This is Sheriff Vance,” Vance said. “You’ll come up, you’ll 

surrender whatever electronics you’re carrying except one phone, 

and you’ll answer what you’re asked or you’ll leave. Those are 

the terms.” 

A pause. 

Then Max, sounding to Bel’s irritation not offended but 

relieved. “Understood.” 

Vance ended the call and slid the phone back. “He’ll be here 

in two.” 

Bel rose from her chair so fast it scraped. 

“Don’t,” Dan said quietly. 
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She looked at him. “You don’t get to tell me don’t when 

you’re the one who keeps making space for him.” 

“That isn’t what I’m doing.” 

“It is exactly what you’re doing.” 

“No,” he said. “What I’m doing is making sure the room hears 

him before someone shoots at us again.” 

The words landed where he meant them to. 

She sat back down because anger was cheaper than movement 

and because part of her understood he was right in the same 

intolerable way he had been all day. 

Two minutes later, Maxwell Corliss walked in escorted by a 

deputy young enough to still be practicing his serious face. 

He had changed jackets since dawn. The expensive field 

canvas was gone; in its place a dark rain shell beaded at the 

shoulders and cuffs from the walk under the awning. His hair was 

wet where he’d pushed a hand through it too many times. He looked 

tired in the real way rather than the cultivated one, which on 

him was almost enough to qualify as honesty. 

He stopped three steps inside the room when he saw Bel at 

the table and the cufflink bag lying between the evidence forms 

and the packet from her mailbox. 

For one instant – and because she had known him once, 

perhaps better than she liked, she saw it clearly – his face 

emptied of management. 

Then the habit came back over it. 

“Hello, Bel,” he said. 

“That has never once improved a room.” 
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Vance gestured to the empty chair at the far end. “Sit.” 

He sat. 

The deputy held out a clear plastic property pouch. Max 

placed a second phone, car keys, and a slim leather wallet into 

it without argument. The deputy left. 

Nobody rushed to fill the silence. 

At last Ruth said, “You told my client Cade Vogel was on 

Prairie Basin payroll in 2023.” 

“Yes.” 

“Can you prove it.” 

“Yes.” 

“Now.” 

Max looked at Bel first, which was a mistake and he knew it 

as soon as he did it. He corrected by turning to Ruth. 

“I can show you the transfer ledger summary and the 

discretionary field account coding if I’m allowed one secure 

login from this room. If I send the wrong file set from my 

personal device, someone will know it in under fifteen minutes.” 

Vance said, “Who.” 

“Depends which layer’s looking.” 

“That answer would improve with names.” 

He breathed once, visibly choosing how much to hand over at 

speed. 

“Brandt is not the top of this,” he said. “He’s the face. 

The real control sits under a parent structure called Mountain 

West Development Partners and two holding vehicles behind it. 

Prairie Basin is the operating mask. The people above Brandt care 
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about strategic-minerals exposure, domestic processing 

partnerships, and federal leverage. They do not care about county 

process except as obstacle management. When Vogel was paid, he 

was coded as field retention.” 

Bel stared at him. “Field retention.” 

“Yes.” 

“What does that mean in human language.” 

“It means keeping assets, routes, or people from drifting 

out of compliance.” 

Dan’s mouth flattened. Ruth’s pen started moving again. 

Vance didn’t blink. 

“Vogel was not smart enough to understand strategic supply,” 

Bel said. 

“No,” Max agreed. “He was useful enough to keep local 

problems soft.” 

“Local problems,” she repeated. 

He met her eyes this time and did not look away. “That’s the 

term in the ledger.” 

She almost laughed at the sheer obscenity of it. Almost. 

Ruth said, “And Station Seven.” 

Max leaned forward slightly. “I didn’t know that term until 

this morning.” 

Bel believed him and hated that she did. 

“I knew there was a legacy-site problem linked to your 

father and to old title defects,” he said. “I knew Brandt’s team 

had been trying to locate something physical, not just 

documentary. I didn’t know where. Then a revised internal note 
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showed up at four-forty this morning – same line item Ruth’s 

packet has, but altered. It no longer said field recovery 

priority. It said compromised. That’s when I knew somebody 

outside Brandt’s immediate people had either found the site or 

forced him to admit he’d lost control of it.” 

Dan said, “And you went on the ridge anyway.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why.” 

“Because I needed to know if the compromise was you.” 

Bel’s laugh this time made it all the way out and came back 

colder than before. “How flattering.” 

He didn’t answer her. He was looking at the cufflink now. 

Vance said, “Do you recognize it.” 

“Yes.” 

No one moved. 

Max kept his eyes on the evidence bag. 

“Yes,” he said again. “It’s mine.” 

The room tightened around that like wire. 

Bel felt the exact point in her chest where surprise and 

vindication met and formed something uglier than either. 

“Explain,” Vance said. 

Max did. 

Not elegantly. Not badly. Just in order. 

He had been at Bel’s trailer three days before Cade Vogel 

died. Not for Brandt officially, though Brandt knew he was going. 

He came because Bel’s father, Aaron Sawyer, had called him from a 

number Max did not know Aaron still had and told him there were 
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things in Prairie Basin’s early land files that didn’t match what 

Brandt was saying publicly. Aaron wanted cash, information, and 

time, though not necessarily in that order. Max believed at first 

it was a shakedown by a bitter local drunk with old maps and bad 

timing. He went anyway because by then he had already learned 

Aaron Sawyer was seldom wrong about paper, only unreliable about 

what moral use to make of it. 

They argued in the trailer kitchen. Aaron accused Brandt’s 

people of using Vogel as pressure on more than one parcel holder. 

Max denied formal knowledge because he did not yet have formal 

knowledge, which Aaron received with the contempt due to a man 

who had been educated too well to know when his ignorance was 

performative. Bel came in during the end of it, told Max to get 

off the property, and he did. 

“I lost the cufflink then,” Max said. 

Bel looked at him as if seeing a shape behind him that had 

only just stepped into the light. 

“You came up my ridge to negotiate with my father,” she 

said. 

“Yes.” 

“You never told me.” 

“No.” 

“You let me go on believing the only men on that property 

that week were Vogel and county.” 

His face changed then – not emptied this time, not managed, 

but marked by the simple fact that there was no answer available 

that could improve what he had done. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 126 

 

“Yes,” he said. 

Dan, who had been silent through all of it, said, “Why 

didn’t Aaron turn this over after Vogel died.” 

Max looked at him. There was, between the two men, no 

friendship and no desire to counterfeit it. There was only the 

mutual recognition of one man who had stayed and one who had once 

left and come back in a vehicle rented by people everyone in the 

room distrusted. 

“Because by then,” Max said, “Aaron had figured out there 

were more names attached to the ledger than Brandt’s. He called 

me the day after Vogel died. Said county would only see what 

county was fit to see. Said if he handed over the wrong evidence 

to the wrong deputy, he’d bury his daughter under a version of 

events she’d never climb out of.” 

Bel’s mouth went dry. 

The room around her – the table, the packet, the county 

light – remained itself, but some interior scale had shifted. 

Aaron Sawyer, dead two years and carrying on badly from 

beyond it. 

Aaron Sawyer, who had failed her in half the ways a father could 

and still, it seemed, chosen this one thing correctly enough to 

leave a station full of paper in a mountain. 

Aaron Sawyer, who had not trusted the county after all. 

Vance said, “And you.” 

Max answered before she finished. “He didn’t trust me 

either. That was clear.” 

“That doesn’t answer why you stayed quiet.” 
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“Because if I admitted I’d been there before Vogel died, 

every version of that week would have expanded in the wrong 

direction.” 

“That might have been inconvenient,” Bel said. 

“It would have been worse than inconvenient.” 

“For who.” 

He turned to her. “For you.” 

That landed harder than she wanted, because it might have 

been true, and because true things said by the wrong man remained 

irritatingly true. 

Ruth broke the stare between them by clearing her throat 

once, the sound precise as a knife touching plate. 

“Useful though all of this is,” she said, “I remain 

interested in the present tense. Mr. Corliss, are you telling us 

Brandt’s structure knew enough to search for a site linked to 

Aaron Sawyer, Cade Vogel, and Ironwater, but did not know the 

exact location until this morning.” 

“Yes.” 

“And now.” 

“Now I think they know you got there first.” 

The sentence settled over the table just in time for the 

deputy to knock once and open the door without waiting for 

invitation. 

Sheriff Vance turned. 

“What.” 
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The deputy’s face had the careful blankness of a man 

delivering information to a room he understood at a glance was 

already too full. 

“Call from county roads,” he said. “The north fork gate was 

found cut. One of the maintenance crews saw smoke on the ridge 

above the cut line about twenty minutes ago. Search-and-rescue 

confirmed with binoculars from the lower switchback.” 

Vance was already standing. 

“Structure?” 

“Looks like it.” 

Dan said, “Station Seven.” 

The deputy nodded once. 

And for the briefest possible instant nobody in the room 

moved, because motion implied there was still time to beat the 

fire and all four of them knew there wasn’t. 

Then chairs went back. Vance took the packet. Ruth took the 

field book. Dan took the Pelican and the evidence bags in one 

motion. Bel didn’t remember deciding to stand, only finding 

herself already upright with the taste of lightning and old 

concrete in her mouth. 

Max rose more slowly than the rest of them and looked, for 

the first time since entering, exactly like a man who had just 

discovered that one warning had not arrived in time to matter. 

“Sheriff,” he said, “if they’re burning that site, they’re 

not just cleaning paper. They’re cleaning sequence.” 

Vance was already at the door. 
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“Then I hope,” she said, “for your sake and mine, that what 

we carried out is enough.” 

Outside, the storm had passed east and left the county under 

a hard washed light sharp enough to make every wet surface answer 

back. Somewhere north of town, beyond the fairgrounds and timber 

and cut roads and runoff, a thin black column had started up 

against the afternoon sky. 

Bel looked at it once and thought, with absolute clarity: 

somebody else had made their move. 

And old deaths, as Dan had said, did not retire. They simply 

learned the current price of fire. 
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Chapter Six 

The Burn Line 

By the time they reached the north fork cut line, the fire 

had already done the neat part of its work and moved on to uglier 

business. 

From the lower switchback the smoke had looked like a single 

black column, disciplined and vertical against the washed blue of 

the afternoon sky. Up close it had breadth, momentum, and 

appetite. It rolled low over the ridge in dark layered sheets 

that turned silver at the edges where the wind took them. The 

recent storm had kept the surrounding timber from catching fully, 

but the slash along the old survey road burned in ugly bright 

patches, and every gust sent sparks skittering across wet stone 

with the frantic intelligence of things trying to become disaster 

before the weather remembered itself and put them out. 

Two volunteer engines were at the turnout below Station 

Seven, one county brush truck, and a DNRC pickup with a portable 

pump trailer jackknifed half into the ditch where someone had 

backed too fast in a hurry and then abandoned shame for 

necessity. Men in yellow shirts and black helmets moved along the 

cut line with Pulaskis and shovels. Somebody was shouting for 

hose pressure. Somebody else was shouting that pressure would 

matter more if the line had not kinked at the truck. The whole 

slope smelled of wet ash, hot diesel, pine pitch, and the thin 

bitter chemical note that announced the fire had eaten something 

man-made before it found the trees. 
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Dan brought the Tacoma in behind Vance’s unit and killed the 

engine. 

For a moment neither he nor Bel moved. 

Up the slope, where the old relay shack had stood on its 

concrete pad above the county road for thirty years and above the 

older survey line for longer than that, fire worked through the 

collapsed roof timbers in red pockets under black smoke. What 

remained of Station Seven was no longer a building in any useful 

sense. It was a shape losing the right to be one. 

“Still time?” Bel asked. 

Dan looked through the windshield without answering at once. 

The question was not sentimental. Nothing at the station could 

still be saved in the ordinary sense. The question was whether 

anything there remained available to fact before heat, water, 

boot traffic, and panic turned it into a story other people could 

choose. 

“Maybe,” he said. “Not for the shack.” 

She opened the door before he had the rest of the sentence. 

The air outside hit like something physically handled rather 

than breathed. Even after the rain, heat rolled downslope in 

waves heavy enough to feel on the face. Vance was coming toward 

them from the command pickup with a hardhat in one hand and the 

expression of a woman who had already become tired of the number 

of different bad decisions contained in one afternoon. 

She had changed jackets since the annex and added safety 

glasses pushed up in her hair. Soot marked one sleeve where she 

had braced herself on something blackened and regretted it later. 
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“Tell me you brought no extra surprises,” she said. 

“That depends on the day’s definition,” Dan answered. 

“No philosophy. Not with active flame.” She handed him the 

hardhat and held the second one toward Bel. “You two stay outside 

the red flags unless Mallory tells you otherwise. She’s got 

initial command on the burn until I convert it back into a crime 

scene, which I intend to do in under ten minutes.” 

Bel took the hardhat. “Deliberate?” 

Vance’s mouth tightened. “Unless one of your local ghosts 

carries drip torches.” 

That was answer enough. 

A woman in nomex and a white helmet was making her way down 

from the pad, moving with the balanced impatience of someone 

whose authority had been earned in thirty-fire seasons and was 

now being wasted on people who asked questions visible to the 

naked eye. She was square through the shoulders, early fifties 

maybe, with the sort of face western weather built if given 

enough years and no interference. The helmet shield identified 

her as TESS MALLORY, DNRC. 

Vance raised a hand. “Mallory.” 

The fire investigator stopped beside them and looked from 

Vance to Dan to Bel in quick sequence, doing in half a second 

what most people required a full conversation to accomplish: 

sorting competence from inconvenience. 

“Which one owns the ground?” she asked. 

Bel raised two fingers. 
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Mallory nodded once. “Your station was lit from below, not 

above. Accelerant under the floor line or in the crawl void, then 

a second feed at the west wall. Whoever did it knew enough to set 

for structure loss before tree involvement. If the rain hadn’t 

gone through here at noon, they’d have had the whole cut.” 

“Access?” Dan asked. 

“North gate was cut. They drove partway, then walked 

equipment the rest. Smart enough not to bring a full-size rig 

onto soft shoulder after the storm.” She looked back up the 

slope. “I’ve got one clean boot pattern and about fifteen useless 

ones. Your volunteers did what volunteers do – they saved land 

and murdered trace.” 

“We’ll send them thank-you notes,” Vance said. 

Mallory ignored the humor. “Hottest point’s wrong for 

accidental load. Old stove corner would’ve read different. This 

was set for destruction of contents. Somebody cared what lived 

inside more than whether the county lost another old shack.” 

Bel looked upslope again. 

Station Seven had not always been important. That was part 

of what made it useful. The relay shack sat where an older survey 

benchmark crossed a later Forest Service spur and where the 

county, in one of its more ambitious decades, had decided a radio 

repeater could be housed cheaply if no one insisted on dignity. 

By the time Bel was eight the repeater had been moved and the 

shack had become what old western structures became when the 

first purpose left them and no one had yet found a second: partly 

storage, partly weather shelter, partly legal fiction. Her father 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 134 

 

had used it because its existence on county maps disguised 

everything older underneath it. 

She had never liked the place. It smelled of concrete damp, 

dead mice, and long-held paper. Her father had loved it in the 

abstract way men loved structures that let them keep three kinds 

of secrets under one roof. When she was small he took her there 

on summer mornings and made her sit on the step while he laid out 

plats and field notes and muttered at section lines as if the 

land had offended him personally by refusing to line up with what 

counties wished to say about it. 

Later, after the drinking sharpened and then dulled him in 

cycles, he went there alone. 

Now somebody else had gone there with diesel and nerve. 

“Max?” Vance asked. 

The name landed in the air like grit. 

Bel looked at her. “What about him.” 

“He called dispatch from the lower road twelve minutes ago, 

said he was en route with information relevant to the station and 

wanted it logged that he had advised against site destruction.” 

Vance’s tone made clear what she thought of anyone who used the 

phrase site destruction in a live fire. “He also asked whether 

counsel was present.” 

“Which counsel,” Dan said. 

“Callan.” Vance looked at Bel. “You want him on the ridge 

when he gets here?” 

“No.” 

“Good,” Vance said. “Then we agree on at least one thing.” 
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A crack sounded upslope, sharp and woody, followed by a 

quick spray of sparks from the remains of the roofline. 

Mallory turned her head without flinching. “I can give you 

five minutes at the outer perimeter before overhaul starts. After 

that nobody without a helmet and a reason.” She pointed with two 

fingers. “Stay east side. West wall is feeding and the north 

corner footing may have cooked through.” 

Dan was already moving. 

Bel went with him up the flagged path cut by the first 

volunteers. The slope to Station Seven was familiar enough that 

her boots found the old stones under the mud without conscious 

effort. That irritated her. She had spent most of the last two 

years trying not to let the ridge keep its older routes inside 

her body. 

Heat thickened as they climbed. The cut line hissed where 

rainwater still bled through ash. Above them the concrete pad 

came clear in pieces: first the angle of a surviving wall stud, 

then the collapsed roof edge, then the low remaining section of 

block wall blackened nearly to glass. 

Dan stopped ten yards below the pad and took one slow turn 

through the scene. 

That was how he worked when speed mattered – by refusing, 

for a brief deliberate moment, to give haste the satisfaction of 

looking like thought. He stood with the hardhat shadowing his 

eyes and let the slope tell him what had changed. 

Bel looked where he looked. 
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The volunteers had held the timber. That mattered. The jack 

pine west of the pad was scorched on one side but alive. The duff 

along the east shoulder smoked but no longer carried flame. The 

building itself was the loss. The roof had dropped inward over 

the center line. The old radio mast bracket had twisted and 

fallen across the southern half of the slab. Part of the floor 

had collapsed through to the utility cavity below, leaving a dark 

broken mouth where plywood and concrete met. 

The west wall still burned low along the sill. 

“Two feed points,” Dan said. 

“That’s what Mallory said.” 

“I know.” He pointed with his chin. “There and there. West 

wall second. Underfloor first. Look at the collapse.” 

She looked. 

The western burn was spectacular because it had air. The 

deeper damage had happened under the center of the structure, 

where heat had risen through the floor and blown outward when the 

roof came down. It gave the whole ruin the look of something that 

had first been hollowed, then kicked open. 

“He wanted it to burn from the inside,” she said. 

“He wanted anything stored under floor level gone before 

suppression got here.” 

“There wasn’t storage under floor level.” 

Dan looked at her. 

Past tense had become slippery all day. 

“Not that you knew,” he said. 
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They went higher, not onto the slab but to the east side 

where the ground fell away into a shallow drainage choked with 

last year’s grass and loose stone. Smoke drifted over them in hot 

ribbons. Somewhere on the west line a saw started up. 

Bel coughed once, turned her head, and looked down the draw. 

Something had moved there recently. Not the volunteers. Not 

natural runoff. A section of the grass had been flattened in a 

short straight lane leading from the edge of the pad to a break 

in the rocks ten feet downslope, as if something bulky had slid 

or been dragged away from the building before or during the fire. 

Dan saw it at the same time she did. 

He went first, side-stepping through wet ash and burnt 

grass, careful where the slope steepened. Bel followed close 

enough to watch his boots and far enough not to crowd him. 

At the rock break he crouched. 

Wedged between two granite outcrops, half buried in mud and 

cinders, lay a steel transit case about two feet long. Survey 

issue, older than either of them by the look of the hinges. One 

side blackened by heat. The leather carry strap burned away. The 

case had either been thrown from the shack in a hurry or shoved 

out through the collapsing floor and then stopped by the rocks 

before sliding farther. 

Dan did not touch it at once. He looked back upslope, 

following the line it must have taken. 

“West side throw wouldn’t land here,” he said. “Center 

collapse could.” 
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Bel crouched beside him despite the heat coming off the 

case. 

She knew it before the mind fully formed the recognition. 

Not this exact box, maybe, but the class of object. Her father 

had once kept a pair of steel cases under the workbench in the 

shed, both Army surplus, both painted over three different times 

in three different decades. He had called them the serious boxes 

and slapped her hand away when she was fourteen and nosy enough 

to test the classification. 

“Can you move it,” she asked. 

Dan used the back of two gloved fingers against the metal. 

“Not yet.” 

She looked at the latch side. 

The lock had melted out. Not opened – failed. The seam at 

one corner had warped enough to show a black interior gap no 

wider than a pencil. 

Something pale clung there. 

For one disordered second she thought paper. 

Then she saw that it was cloth. Cotton tape. The binding 

edge of a survey roll or a ledger tie. 

Dan rose and signaled upslope to Vance. 

When she reached them, breathing a little harder than she 

let the fact show, he pointed down to the case. 

“You’ve got one more item for chain,” he said. 

Vance leaned just far enough to see, not far enough to take 

ash in her eyes. “Can we cool it without washing whatever’s left 

inside to hell.” 
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“Maybe with a blanket and time,” Dan said. “Not with a 

hose.” 

Mallory came down at Vance’s shout, took in the case, and 

made a face expressing professional irritation at fire’s habit of 

finding new things to ruin. 

“I can pull radiant off it,” she said. “No water direct. Not 

if you want paper.” She pointed to one of her crew. “Jenkins! 

Bring me the wool burn pack, not the foil.” 

Two minutes later the case was tented under a soaked wool 

blanket and left to lose heat by degrees while everybody 

pretended patience was voluntary. 

Bel stood looking at the ruin above them and felt the older 

memory arrive in pieces. 

Her father on the step in a sleeveless undershirt, cigarette 

dead in one corner of his mouth, telling her not to touch the 

cases because men had gone poor and crooked over less. 

Cade Vogel once asking, too casually to be casual, whether 

the old relay shack still had “that underfloor locker your old 

man used.” 

The underfloor locker. 

She turned sharply to Dan. 

“Damn it,” she said. 

He read the change in her face. “What.” 

“Vogel knew about a locker.” 

“When.” 

“Summer before he died. He asked me if the shack still had 

one.” 
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“Did it.” 

“I told him no.” 

“Was that true.” 

“I thought it was.” She looked at the collapsed center of 

the slab. “Maybe it used to be.” 

Vance heard enough of that to join them fully. 

“Vogel again,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“Because of course.” 

Bel ignored the tone. “He asked one question and I told him 

the shack was empty. He laughed at me.” 

“Vogel laughed at most people,” Vance said. 

“Not like that.” 

A firefighter above them called that the west wall was safe 

to approach. Mallory shouted back to hold the line and keep hands 

off the center collapse. 

Dan was looking at the broken opening in the slab. 

“Locker under floor means access hatch,” he said. “Or a 

crawl utility space large enough to hide one.” 

“There was a hatch once,” Bel said slowly. “When I was 

little. Plywood square, north side by the stove. My father kept 

chain and old insulators down there. Later he poured over it.” 

Dan’s gaze shifted to the burn pattern again. 

“Poured over what.” 

She followed the line of his attention and wished, for one 

clean immediate instant, that she had said none of it. 
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The deepest burn on the slab did not sit where a makeshift 

locker would naturally have been. It sat slightly north and east 

of center, where the older hatch might once have opened and where 

later concrete patching had changed the floor color by half a 

shade if a person knew to look for it. 

Somebody else had known to look for it. 

“Vance,” Dan said. 

She did not answer immediately because she saw it now too. 

“He burned to floor level and below,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“That means void.” 

“Yes.” 

Mallory had come back down the slope to check the blanket 

over the steel case and found all of them staring at the same 

section of slab. 

“Talk to me,” she said. 

Vance pointed with a pen. “Can you tell me if the floor 

patch there is original to structure.” 

Mallory looked. “No. Different aggregate. Hand-poured later. 

Why.” 

Dan said, “Because if there was a void or a sealed hatch 

beneath that patch, somebody just spent a lot of diesel trying to 

make sure no one ever asked what was under it.” 

Mallory looked from him to the floor and then back to the 

floor again. 

“Well,” she said, “that would be a terrible piece of luck.” 

“Nobody’s having luck today,” Vance answered. 
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The steel case took another ten minutes before Mallory was 

willing to let gloved hands touch it. 

Vance cut the remaining tape seal with her pocketknife. Dan 

steadied the case while she lifted the warped lid. 

Heat breathed out, damp and metallic and ancient. 

Inside, layered under scorched cotton and black water-

resistant paper, were three things that had survived better than 

they had any right to. 

First: a rolled mylar survey sheet, edges browned but intact 

at the center. 

Second: a spiral stenographer’s notebook with the outer 

cover burned away and the wire binding warped but holding. 

Third: a heavy zip bag inside another zip bag, both smoke-

blackened but not breached, containing what looked at first like 

dark pebbles. 

Vance lifted the inner bag to the light. 

Keys. 

Not house keys. Evidence locker keys maybe, or old cabinet 

keys, each tagged in masking tape gone brown with age. One tag 

still legible through soot. 

LOWER. 

Nothing more. 

“Jesus,” Bel said quietly. 

“Not him,” Dan said. “He’d have left a cleaner filing 

system.” 

Vance almost smiled despite the slope, the smoke, and the 

day. Then the expression was gone. 
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The mylar could wait. The notebook could not. 

She opened it carefully. 

The writing on the first surviving page was in her father’s 

hand. 

No mistaking it. The same harsh mechanical block-print he 

used whenever he meant paper to outlive a man’s mood. The ink had 

feathered at the edges from heat, but the words were there. 

STATION 7 LOWER VOID NOT TO BE ACCESSED WITHOUT 2-PERSON 

RECORD 

Under that, in smaller hand and later ink: 

Vogel has asked twice. Do not tell him. 

Bel stared at the page until the words turned briefly into 

shape and then back again. 

“Vogel,” Vance said. 

Dan did not take his eyes off the notebook. “Yes.” 

There were more entries beneath, some running and some 

struck through, the pages more ledger than diary. Dates. 

Initials. Bearings. A notation about assay chain not matching 

county copies. Another about duplicate plats sent east and not 

returned. Then, three pages in, a line written so hard the pen 

had bitten the paper: 

IF VOID OPENED WITHOUT ME PRESENT, ASSUME TITLE PLAY OR 

WORSE 

“What does title play mean,” Vance asked. 

“My father’s way of saying fraud with nicer boots,” Bel 

said. 
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She heard how steady her own voice sounded and hated it for 

sounding professional over his hand. 

Dan reached lightly to the edge of the notebook page and 

held it open against the wind. 

“What’s the date on that line.” 

Vance checked the top corner. “September 2022.” 

Cade Vogel died in May 2023. 

The three of them felt the sequence arrive at once. 

Vogel asking about the locker in summer.  

Her father already warning himself against access the previous 

fall.  

Someone now burning the site to erase the void before they could 

open it. 

“Where’s the last entry,” Dan asked. 

Vance turned more carefully. The later pages were fused. 

Mallory swore softly and produced a thin blade from a field kit 

better suited to rescue than reading. Together they lifted the 

worst-stuck section enough to reveal the final surviving half 

page. 

A date. 

APRIL 28 2023 

And beneath it: 

Met L.H. at turnout. He says Brandt never had full chain. He 

says east copy not with Brandt people. He is lying about part of 

it but not all. Wants in on lower if value is as said. Refused. 

If anything happens after this, check –  

The rest of the line was burned away. 
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No one spoke for several seconds. 

Then Vance said, “Check what.” 

“Whatever he wrote after it,” Bel said. 

“Yes. Helpful.” 

She ignored that. Her pulse had shifted into a hard narrow 

instrument somewhere below the throat. 

Brandt never had full chain. 

East copy not with Brandt people. 

Her father had known, two weeks before Vogel died, that 

Brandt’s side was missing some portion of whatever Station Seven 

concealed. Vogel knew enough to barter with that absence and had 

gone to her father with it. And now somebody who was not Brandt – 

or not only Brandt – had learned the same thing. 

That made the morning drone a search, not intimidation. 

Dan was no longer looking at the notebook. 

He was looking at the exposed center of the slab. 

“Lower void,” he said. “Keys tagged LOWER. Somebody burned 

above it and still didn’t stay to retrieve the box in the rocks. 

That means urgency. Either they didn’t know this case was there, 

or they couldn’t get to the void in time.” 

Vance followed the line of thought instantly. “And if they 

couldn’t get to it, it may still be sealed below the patch.” 

Mallory swore again, this time with admiration for the 

universe’s flair. 

“Then I’m not giving you the slab today,” she said. “Not 

until I know it won’t drop a firefighter into a hole full of 

steam and old air.” 
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“When,” Vance asked. 

“By morning if you let us cool it properly and shore the 

west corner.” Mallory looked at the break in the floor and then 

at the line crew above. “Assuming nobody loses their mind and 

steps where I told them not to.” 

A truck engine sounded below the turnout. 

Not county. Bigger, smoother, and driven with an expensive 

certainty that assumed public roads existed to be arrived on. 

Bel looked downslope in time to see the dark SUV stop beside 

Vance’s unit and Max Corliss step out into the smoke-dark 

afternoon. 

He had traded the jacket from the morning for a waxed field 

coat the color of wet bark and had somehow managed to look both 

more tired and more expensive than before. One hand held a folder 

wrapped in plastic against the weather. The other shut the door 

with care suggesting the vehicle did not belong emotionally to 

him. He looked up the slope, saw the firefighters, the smoke, the 

cluster of them over the opened steel case, and visibly 

understood he had arrived late to a discovery already moving 

without him. 

“Of course,” Vance said. “The day was becoming almost 

manageable.” 

Dan’s mouth moved at one corner, not enough to count as 

humor. 

Max came up the path more carefully than he had any right 

to, avoiding hose lines, volunteers, and the sections of 

blackened ground that looked solid until you tested them and 
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learned otherwise. The man was not a field hand, but he learned 

quickly and hated looking ridiculous enough to study before 

moving. 

He stopped three yards from them, close enough to speak, not 

close enough to presume. 

“Am I interrupting,” he asked. 

“Yes,” Bel said. 

Vance held out a hand without looking at him. “If that 

folder contains anything combustible, give it to me before the 

mountain decides for us.” 

Max gave her the plastic-wrapped packet. 

“It’s the preliminary disbursement trail on Prairie Basin’s 

field-pay accounts,” he said. “Cross-referenced to off-book site 

services where I could get it.” His eyes moved to the notebook in 

Vance’s glove, then to Bel’s face, then to the ruined station 

beyond. “You found something.” 

“We found a man’s habit of being right too late,” Bel said. 

“That would be your father.” 

“Yes.” 

Max absorbed the answer and did not waste energy pretending 

he had not earned the edge in it. 

Vance flipped open the packet’s top page under the shelter 

of her body. Tables. Names. Dates. Codes. The spreadsheet costume 

ruin wore when it wanted to pass for compliance. 

“Talk while I skim,” she said. 

Max kept his eyes on Bel when he answered, which annoyed her 

more than if he had looked away. 
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“Vogel was on a discretionary local-services retainer under 

Prairie Basin beginning August 2022,” he said. “Paid through 

three shell vendors and one direct cash channel when the vendors 

became too visible. The description line changes by month – road 

access, wildlife interference, local outreach, debris removal. 

But the amount pattern says the same thing every time. He was 

doing dirty utility work for them and billing by leverage.” 

“Vogel didn’t know enough to work this kind of play alone,” 

Dan said. 

“No,” Max answered. “He didn’t.” 

That word hung there. 

Because of course it did not end with Vogel. Men like Vogel 

were hands, not architecture. Somebody retained them. Somebody 

directed them. Somebody paid enough to make stupidity ambitious. 

Vance found the line before any of them spoke again. She 

turned the packet so they could all see. 

One date highlighted in yellow. 

APRIL 29 2023 – LOCAL SERVICES / NFK / CLEANUP ADVANCE – 

$18,500 

The day after her father met Vogel at the turnout. 

Bel looked at the page until the numbers lost meaning and 

became only insult. 

“Cleanup of what,” she said. 

Max’s answer came too fast to have been composed and too 

flat to be kind. 

“I think,” he said, “of your father.” 
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Dan moved before anyone else could, just one step, not 

enough to count as attack and more than enough to count as 

warning. 

Max did not retreat. To his credit or because he was too 

tired to calculate elegance, he stood his ground. 

“That’s what I think,” he repeated. “Not proof. Not yet. But 

the payment hits twenty-four hours after the meeting note you 

just found, and the next documented contact with Vogel is his 

death in your trailer. Somebody tried to clean the chain and 

instead created a different problem.” 

“By sending him to me,” Bel said. 

“Maybe,” Max said. “Or by sending him to recover something 

he believed you had.” 

She laughed once, a sound with no amusement in it. 

“What a comfort,” she said. “All these branching 

possibilities.” 

Mallory had stepped back from the conversation with the 

instinct of someone who recognized when fire was no longer the 

dominant danger in a room and preferred to keep her own risks 

simple. The volunteer crew above them were opening the west wall 

with hand tools. Smoke dropped lower for a moment, then thinned 

as the wind shifted east. 

Dan looked from the packet to the notebook to the slab and 

said, “He didn’t get into the lower.” 

Vance understood instantly. “Who.” 
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“Vogel. Or whoever paid him. If they had gotten into the 

void in 2023, there would be no reason to burn the station 

today.” 

Max looked at the notebook. “Unless they only found part of 

it.” 

“Maybe,” Dan said. “But the note says east copy wasn’t with 

Brandt’s people. Missing piece. That missing piece still mattered 

enough this morning for somebody to fly a thermal drone over 

Bel’s parcels and this afternoon to torch a county structure in 

active weather.” 

Vance closed the packet. 

“Then the lower stays my priority,” she said. “Not Brandt, 

not your corporate quarrels, not which one of you used to 

disappoint whom in what decade. The lower.” 

That might have ended it there if the mountain had not 

chosen the next moment to speak. 

Not in thunder. Not in flame. 

In runoff. 

The storm water still draining through the ridge had found a 

hotter path under the slab and cut a narrow rivulet through the 

ash and mud at the east edge of the pad. It came down gray, then 

black, then briefly red-brown as if the mountain had nicked some 

old iron seam on its way out. 

Bel saw the pale thing in it first because she was not 

looking at any of them. 
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At first it seemed only another stone washed clean by the 

flow, smooth and curved and lighter than the ash around it. Then 

it rolled once, caught against a root, and turned. 

It was not stone. 

It was a tooth. 

Human molar, root darkened, crown pale under soot. 

She knew because she had seen enough of cattle and elk and 

one brutal stretch of county autopsy photographs three years 

earlier to know what human enamel looked like when the rest of 

the world around it had become material. 

“Dan,” she said. 

He followed her line of sight and was downhill before the 

word fully finished leaving her mouth. Vance swore and came after 

him. Mallory, hearing the tone rather than the content, turned so 

fast her radio struck her jacket zipper. 

Dan crouched by the rivulet without touching the object. The 

tooth sat in the mud as if it had always intended to be found by 

water rather than men. 

Mallory went still in the professional way of a person who 

had just watched a structure fire become something much older and 

therefore much worse. 

“No one move above the pad,” she shouted to the crew. “No 

one. Right now.” 

The saw died. 

Vance looked at the tooth, then at the slab, then at Bel. 

“Old death,” she said. 
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No one answered because there was nothing smaller than 

agreement available. 

The smoke moved east. The mountain held what was left of its 

silence. 

Below them, on the slope where somebody had burned a 

building to erase paper and instead opened the ground, the little 

gray stream continued to run from under Station Seven carrying 

ash, heat, and the first visible piece of a person who had been 

kept out of sequence long enough to become a problem for 

everybody. 

Dan rose slowly from his crouch and looked back at the 

broken center of the slab. 

“They didn’t just burn above the lower,” he said. 

“No,” Vance answered. 

Max, for once, had nothing ready. 

Bel stood with the hardhat in one hand and her father’s 

notebook smoke-warm in the other and looked at the tooth in the 

mud and thought with absolute clarity: this is why they came 

early. 

Not only for paper. Not only for title. 

For the dead. 

And in that bright ruined instant the whole mountain changed 

shape around her, not geologically, not visibly, but in the only 

way that finally mattered. Station Seven had stopped being an old 

relay shack, or a county fiction, or her father’s hidden file 

room. It had become a lid. 
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Under it lay whatever older thing had linked her father, 

Cade Vogel, Prairie Basin, and somebody frightened enough to use 

fire at noon in wet weather. 

Vance took one step back, already turning the next hour into 

command language. 

“Mallory, I want this cooled and shored for forensic entry 

by first light. Full perimeter. No county volunteer touches the 

slab. Dan, Bel, you are done on the ridge unless I ask otherwise. 

Max, if you have one more surprise in that packet, today would be 

an excellent time.” 

Max looked at the tooth, then at the notebook, then at Bel’s 

face. 

“I think,” he said carefully, “there’s a second account code 

buried in the disbursements that references exhumation services.” 

Nobody spoke. 

The wind changed again and pushed the smoke downslope over 

all of them together. 

And because the day had not yet decided it was through 

enlarging itself, Bel looked up through the gray drift toward the 

surviving edge of the wall and saw, half melted into blackened 

block where heat had stripped the paint, a line of older letters 

she had never seen before. 

Not county stencil. Not repeater inventory. 

White paint under later gray. 

S7 LOWER ARCHIVE 

The words came through the soot like something surfacing 

from underwater. 
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Dan saw them half a second later. 

Vance followed his gaze. 

For a moment the four of them stood on the wet burned ridge 

with the ruin smoking around them and the mountain giving up, 

piece by scorched piece, the fact that someone had known exactly 

what Station Seven was for long before any of them arrived this 

afternoon. 

Below the slab the water kept running. 

And under the slab, whether by accident, fraud, murder, or 

all three in practical alliance, the old death had finally begun 

again. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

The Lower 
 

By midnight the ridge had gone from fireground to guarded 

hole in the mountain. 

Portable lights threw hard white rectangles across the cut 

line where the crews had laid hose and then been walked backward 

out of their own work. Yellow tape fluttered between blackened 

lodgepole trunks in the crosswind. A deputy sat in a county unit 

at the turnout below with the engine idling for heat and the 

radio low. Above him, on the wet ash and broken slab where 

Station Seven had stood that morning as one more piece of county 

neglect, Sheriff Elena Vance had left two evidence markers, a 

tarped table, and exactly one sentence for everyone who asked 

whether they could help. 

No. 

The tooth had been bagged. The runoff path had been 

photographed and boxed. The line of old lettering on the wall – 

S7 LOWER ARCHIVE – had been shot under three different light 

temperatures and then covered against the weather. The mountain, 

having given up the first visible proof that the lower existed in 

more than rumor, had closed again around the rest. 

Bel stood with Dan beside the Tacoma at the lower turnout 

and watched the lights on the ridge pulse through smoke that no 

longer smelled fully of timber. Burned wiring had joined the mix. 

Melted paint. Wet concrete. Under it all, something older and 

less dramatic: opened ground. 
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“I don’t like leaving it,” she said. 

Dan leaned one forearm on the truck roof and kept his eyes 

on the slope. “You weren’t asked.” 

“That never stopped me before.” 

“No. But Vance is right tonight.” 

She looked at him. 

He was tired. Not loose-tired, not the ordinary end-of-day 

weariness that softened people and made them talk too much in 

parking lots. This was the harder variety that sharpened him 

instead of dimming him. Smoke had dried in a gray line along his 

jaw. There was a dark streak on one sleeve where he had gone to 

one knee in ash near the slab and not noticed after. 

“What do you think is under it?” she asked. 

He considered before answering, which was one of the things 

she trusted in him more than quick brilliance. Dan did not fill 

silence because other people feared it. 

“More than one thing,” he said at last. “A body for sure, 

maybe more than one. Records if they didn’t burn through. Storage 

boxes. Maybe whatever your father thought worth hiding after he 

understood Station Seven wasn’t only county equipment and relay 

traffic.” 

“You make that sound like he had options.” 

“He had some.” Dan looked up the slope again. “Just not good 

ones.” 

Max came out of the dark by the command pickup and paused 

when he saw them both turn. He had a county blanket over his 

shoulders and somebody’s spare hardhat tucked under one arm, 
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which gave him the temporary look of a man trying on usefulness 

and not yet certain it fit. His hair was still damp from the 

rainstorm and smoke had taken the polish off his jacket, which 

Bel found easier to look at than the cleaner version of him. 

“You still here,” she said. 

“Vance asked for the packet again,” he answered. “Then gave 

it back after deciding she liked chain of custody less than she 

liked me owing her one.” 

“That sounds like Vance.” 

He came closer, stopped well short of the truck, and looked 

up toward the ridge where the portable lights glared against low 

smoke. The silence between the three of them held long enough to 

define itself. 

Then Max said, “The exhumation-services reference wasn’t in 

the top line. It was nested under site remediation.” 

Dan turned his head. “Explain.” 

“Prairie Basin carried a discretionary field account through 

one of the Helena shells in 2023. Most of it reads like standard 

ugly work – consulting retainers, transport, local contractors, 

cash-equivalent disbursements pushed through disposable LLCs. One 

item in August tags a remediation expense against a vendor code I 

didn’t recognize.” He shifted the hardhat under one arm. “I ran 

the code after the annex. It resolves to a mortuary transport and 

exhumation subcontractor out of Spokane.” 

Bel felt the day begin enlarging again, even now, long after 

it ought to have finished. 

“Not excavation equipment,” she said. 
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“No. Human-remains handling.” 

Dan’s expression did not change much. The change, when it 

came, lived in the stillness around his eyes. 

“Amount?” he asked. 

“Forty-eight thousand and change.” 

“Too high for one night’s local cleanup.” 

“Yes.” 

Bel crossed her arms against the cold and the smoke and 

because her hands wanted somewhere to go. “And Prairie Basin paid 

that a month before Cade Vogel died.” 

“Eight months,” Max said. 

“Close enough to call motive if I’m in a bad mood.” 

“You’re always in a bad mood when I’m around.” 

“That saves us time.” 

The corner of his mouth shifted as if memory had reached him 

before judgment did. It vanished quickly. 

Dan said, “Who approved the line.” 

Max looked at him. “Not on the packet.” 

“Can you get that?” 

A pause. Then, with more honesty than was probably wise, 

“Maybe.” 

“You mean yes if you decide what it costs you is bearable.” 

Max adjusted the blanket once at the shoulders. “That is one 

way of describing how employment works.” 

“That is one way of describing courage,” Bel said. 
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He looked at her then, properly, and the lights from the 

ridge caught enough of his face to show that the day had not left 

him untouched either. 

“You think I don’t know that,” he said quietly. 

She let that sit. It was not an apology. It was near enough 

to one that answering would only cheapen it. 

Up the ridge a deputy shouted for a second tarp. Vance’s 

voice came back down through the smoke, clipped and unmistakable. 

Dan opened the Tacoma’s back door and took out the thermos 

he kept for long calls and bad weather. He poured coffee into the 

cap and handed it to Bel first, as if no decade on earth would 

ever persuade him that smoke and adrenaline counted as dinner. 

“Vance will hold till morning,” he said. “Anthropology out 

of Missoula if she can get them. State crime lab if she can make 

Helena move before noon. We go home, sleep four hours if lucky, 

come back when she lets us.” 

Bel took the coffee. It was nearly black and too hot and 

exactly what her body had just realized it needed. 

“Sleep,” she said. “That’s optimistic.” 

“It’s a scheduling concept.” 

Max said, “Ruth texted twice while you were on the ridge.” 

Bel looked up sharply. “Why are you getting messages from 

Ruth.” 

“I’m not. She texted me because I’m the one she can threaten 

with malpractice-adjacent language if I mishandle restricted 

material.” 

That almost earned him a smile. Almost. 
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“What did she want.” 

“She says Brandt’s office filed preliminary option notices 

in Helena at five-thirty, before the fire fully showed on county 

radio. The notices don’t perfect anything. They’re pressure 

paper. They do tell her he expected to move today regardless.” 

Dan took the thermos cap back from Bel, drank what was left 

without fuss, and screwed it onto the bottle. 

“He knew the ridge was going active,” he said. 

“That’s one read,” Max replied. 

“That’s the right one.” 

Another silence. Smoke drifted lower and turned all the 

portable lights blurry around the edges. 

Bel said, “If the lower archive has a body, and Prairie 

Basin paid exhumation services in 2023, then Cade Vogel wasn’t 

the first cleanup.” 

“No,” Dan said. “Likely not.” 

“And my father knew.” 

“I think he knew enough to hide a notebook and not enough to 

get out safely with the rest.” 

Max looked from one to the other. “You’re both moving 

awfully fast past the possibility this predates Prairie Basin.” 

Dan nodded once. “It does predate Prairie Basin. But Prairie 

Basin inherited it or participated in it or paid to manage its 

consequences. The date on your account line gives us that.” 

For the first time since he had walked out of Brandt’s truck 

that morning, Max looked less like an emissary and more like a 

man standing in weather he had not dressed for. 
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“There’s something else,” he said. 

Bel closed her eyes once, briefly. “Of course there is.” 

“The vendor packet tied to the exhumation code includes a 

county asset number.” 

Dan straightened from the truck. 

“What asset number.” 

“Not the full designation. Just the suffix. Seven.” 

No one spoke for a moment. 

Then Bel said, “Station Seven.” 

“Yes.” 

The name sat there between them under the portable lights 

and smoke as if speaking it had changed the mountain’s angle. 

Dan said, “You have a copy.” 

“I have a screenshot from the routing ledger.” Max met his 

eyes. “Not on me.” 

“Where.” 

“Encrypted drive.” 

“At Brandt’s rental?” 

He hesitated, which was answer enough. 

Bel laughed once, harshly, not because anything was funny 

but because the day had finally exceeded straight language. 

“Perfect,” she said. “Now we get to burglarize civility.” 

Dan looked up the ridge one last time, then toward the 

sheriff’s unit at the turnout where the deputy sat in county 

light pretending, for the sake of procedure, that the rest of the 

world was at normal volume. 

“Go home,” he said to Max. 
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“To Brandt?” 

“That’s where your drive is.” 

“He’ll know I’m late.” 

“He already knows too much.” 

Max shifted the hardhat to his other hand. “You think he 

ordered the fire.” 

Dan’s answer came without any emphasis at all. “I think men 

like Brandt don’t issue orders in ways you can quote back to 

them. I think he built conditions in which somebody understood 

what would please him. That amounts to the same practical 

danger.” 

Max took that in. 

“I can get you the screenshot tonight,” he said. 

“You can get it to Ruth,” Bel replied. “No direct send. No 

texts. No heroic little side channel because you suddenly want 

credit for conscience.” 

Something in his face hardened – not anger, exactly, but the 

recognition that she had given him the narrower path and expected 

him to walk it correctly. 

“Fine,” he said. 

He started toward the command pickup, then stopped and 

looked back once at the ridge. “If there’s a body under there,” 

he said, “and it’s older than Cade Vogel, Brandt will spend 

tomorrow morning pretending he’s shocked.” 

Bel’s hands tightened around the empty coffee cap. 

“He’s welcome to practice,” she said. 

Max left without another word. 
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Dan watched him go. 

“You trust him enough to use him?” Bel asked. 

Dan considered. “I trust him to dislike himself in useful 

directions.” 

“That is not a ringing endorsement.” 

“No. But it may be enough for tonight.” 

They drove out at twelve-thirty with smoke still behind them 

and the ridge taped off against further honesty until dawn. 

The Kootenai road at that hour belonged to deer, semis, and 

people with reasons they did not want inspected. Dan took the 

Tacoma because Bel’s hands were steady but not kindly steady, and 

she was tired enough to resent every oncoming headlight on 

principle. She sat in the passenger seat with the notebook on her 

lap, one thumb tucked between the pages her father had marked 

most heavily, though she was not reading now so much as feeling 

the shape of what was inside. 

The notebook smelled of smoke and old paper and the faint 

oil-dark trace of her father’s hands, or maybe that was 

imagination filling in what ash had not burned away. 

Dan kept the truck just under the limit and the cab mostly 

quiet. They had known each other long enough to understand that 

there were silences that did work and silences that merely 

postponed it. This one belonged to the first category. 

At the bridge above Wolf Creek he said, “You see the wall 

lettering before or after the tooth.” 

“After.” 

“I did too.” 
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“It means your lower wasn’t paranoia.” 

“No.” He kept his eyes on the road. “It means whoever 

stenciled over it later wanted the county face visible and the 

original function buried. That takes time, not panic. Somebody 

reorganized Station Seven for concealment.” 

Bel looked out at the black river under them and the little 

broken answers of moonlight in the current. 

“My father showed me the ridge once,” she said. 

Dan glanced sideways, not enough to intrude. 

“When?” 

“Summer before he died. I was eighteen. He took me up there 

in the truck and pointed at the shack and said if I ever saw 

county men interested in that building after dark I should leave 

the mountain and not ask questions until daylight.” She let out a 

breath she had not known she was holding. “I thought he was 

drunk.” 

“He may have been.” 

“He was. And he was still right.” 

Dan nodded slightly. 

“He didn’t tell me what it was for,” she said. 

“No.” 

“Because he didn’t trust me or because he was trying to keep 

me clear.” 

“That’s not the same question.” 

She turned the notebook over and looked at the stained 

cardboard cover. 

“Feels like it tonight.” 
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They reached her place at one-ten. Dan parked beside the 

trailer and killed the lights before the engine. Habit. Courtesy. 

Vigilance. The lower yard was dark except for the porch bulb she 

never remembered to replace with a softer one. The mailbox at the 

road was just visible in the distance, angled slightly where 

someone had hit it with careless speed the winter before. 

“You go in,” he said. “I’ll check the drive.” 

“You’ve already done that twice today.” 

“Yes.” 

She got out anyway and stood in the yard while he walked the 

line from the truck to the outbuilding to the willow break and 

back, not because she doubted him but because witness mattered 

after a day like this. The house stood the way it always did 

under moonlight – small, stubborn, uncharmed. 

When he came back he said, “No lights, no fresh tracks, no 

surprises.” 

“Disappointing.” 

“I know.” 

He looked at the notebook in her hands. 

“You reading tonight?” 

“You sleeping?” 

“No.” 

“That seems unfair.” 

“It often is.” 

She should have gone inside then. Should have let him go 

back to his cabin or the truck or whatever narrow masculine 

corner of fatigue he preferred when the county finally went 
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quiet. Instead she stayed where she was under the porch light 

with the notebook in one hand and said, “If they buried somebody 

under the lower in 2023 and paid Vogel to help, what does that 

make the night he came to my place.” 

Dan did not answer quickly. She had not expected him to. 

“A threshold,” he said. 

She looked at him. 

“If Vogel was involved in one cleanup and thought there was 

a second one still available to him – money, records, blackmail, 

leverage – then whatever happened the night he came to your place 

may have been the point where he stopped working for them and 

started trying to work them.” 

“Using me.” 

“Or using what he thought you had.” 

The porch bulb hummed. Somewhere in the cottonwoods a 

nighthawk cut once through the dark and was gone. 

“I never told you everything,” she said. 

He met her eyes. Not pushing. Not inviting. Only there. 

“I know.” 

“I know you know. That’s not the same as hearing it.” 

“No.” 

She looked down at the notebook and then back up. “He came 

for my father’s burn-drive. Not cash. Not me. He thought I had a 

backup of something my father took off the ridge.” 

Dan’s expression changed by less than a degree, but it 

changed. 

“He said that?” 
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“He said, ‘Don’t make me dig through this place the hard way 

same as your old man did.’” The words had lived under her tongue 

for three years with enough edges to keep cutting. Saying them 

aloud did not soften them. “At the time I thought he was talking 

nonsense. Tonight I don’t.” 

Dan rested one hand on the truck roof and looked past her to 

the dark shape of the trailer. The place where Cade Vogel had 

died sat invisible from the yard, two rooms in and left of the 

sink, but once a room had gone wrong enough the house remembered 

on your behalf. 

“You still don’t have the drive,” he said. 

“No.” 

“Did your father?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“But Vogel believed he did.” 

“Yes.” 

“And somebody else likely believed it too.” 

She nodded once. 

There it was: the old death never finished happening. Not 

only the body under Station Seven. Not only Cade Vogel. The whole 

sequence still moving under the years like water under rotten 

boards, waiting for enough weight to break through. 

Dan said, “Come back to the annex at seven-thirty. Vance 

will let us close if she can. Wider if she can’t.” 

“You saying I should sleep now.” 

“Yes.” 

“You saying it like I’m twelve.” 
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“You hearing it that way is your own contribution.” 

That did earn the ghost of a smile. Very faint. Enough. 

She opened the trailer door and then looked back. “Dan.” 

“What.” 

“If the body under the lower turns out to be my father –” 

“It won’t.” 

She held very still. 

“You don’t know that.” 

“I know enough.” 

“Meaning.” 

“Meaning your father was alive six weeks after the 

exhumation code Max found.” He nodded toward the notebook. 

“There’s a payment date in August. Your father signed feed 

invoices in September. Sloppy, resentful, drunk, but alive.” He 

watched her face as he said it. “Whoever is under there has been 

dead longer than your father or was buried earlier and left 

covered while your father worked around it.” 

The relief that moved through her was so sharp it almost 

qualified as pain. She hated that. Hated even more that Dan saw 

it and, out of long tact rather than ignorance, looked away from 

the exact moment. 

“Go inside,” he said. 

This time she did. 

The trailer held the day’s stale heat and the smell of smoke 

brought in on her clothes. She locked the door, checked the 

windows, set the notebook on the kitchen table, and stood with 
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both palms against the laminate until the room stopped moving in 

tiny delayed increments around her. 

Then she made the mistake of opening the notebook again. 

Not because she thought a second reading at one-thirty in 

the morning would make the material kinder. Because wakefulness 

required occupation and this was the nearest one. 

Three pages in, under a block of figures and parcel 

abbreviations she still only half understood, her father’s 

handwriting sharpened around a sentence he had underlined twice. 

LOWER NOT EMPTY BEFORE PRAIRIE BASIN. 

Below it: 

HOLLY SAW THE BOXES / DOESN’T KNOW WHAT HE SAW. 

And below that, squeezed into the margin at a later date, 

darker pen, more pressure: 

D.C. CALLED AGAIN. WON’T LEAVE IT. 

She stared at the initials until they resolved into a man. 

D.C. Daniel Corrigan. 

The same Daniel Corrigan whose number had shown in Raymond 

Fitch’s old trap log last year. The same Corrigan tied to the 

Monomoy drowning case the Cape had opened before everything in 

Bel turned back toward Ironwater. The same initials, if the world 

was being impossible in a way now familiar, traveling across two 

different books and two different landscapes because hidden 

structures enjoyed repetition more than coincidence. 

She reached for her phone and stopped. 

Too late to call. Too early to trust the thought. Too 

strange to ignore. 
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Instead she took a picture of the page, encrypted it into 

the folder Ruth had given her that afternoon, and typed one line 

beneath it. 

FOUND IN FATHER’S NOTEBOOK AFTER STATION SEVEN FIRE. D.C. 

CALLED AGAIN. WON’T LEAVE IT. 

Then she shut the file and the notebook and turned out the 

kitchen light. 

Sleep came badly. In pieces. Firelight behind her eyes, then 

county walls, then the bright impossible pale of a molar in 

runoff mud, then a dream in which the wall at Station Seven kept 

giving up words under smoke and the words were always almost 

legible and never fully. She woke at four-thirty to the sound of 

a truck on the county road and sat up with the Glock in hand 

before the engine passed and did not turn in. 

At six-forty Ruth called. 

Bel answered in the dark. 

“I was trying to be civilized and wait until seven,” Ruth 

said. “Then I gave up on civilization.” 

“That’s healthy.” 

“Listen carefully. Max sent the screenshot at two-eleven 

through the secure folder. He was right. Remediation line. 

Spokane subcontractor. County asset suffix seven.” Papers moved 

on Ruth’s end, crisp and expensive. “He also sent a second 

image.” 

Bel reached for the lamp and turned it on. 

“What image.” 
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“A routing slip. Internal approval. It’s partly cut off, but 

the initials are visible.” 

The last of sleep left her body all at once. 

“What initials.” 

“T.J.H.” 

Brandt. 

Not a theory now. Not atmosphere. Not corporate weather. 

Ink. 

Ruth continued before Bel could answer. 

“I’m forwarding it to Vance and to a federal contact I only 

use when my blood pressure requires company. You will not text 

this to anyone else. You will not confront Brandt. You will not 

improvise a noble solo act before breakfast. Are we clear.” 

Bel swung her legs out of bed and looked toward the kitchen 

where the notebook waited on the table like a witness who knew 

exactly how little rest mattered now. 

“Yes.” 

“That answer was too fast.” 

“I’m getting dressed.” 

“Good. Because Vance wants you at the annex by eight. 

Anthropologist on scene. They’re opening the lower.” 

Ruth paused just long enough to let the sentence become real 

before she added the part that changed the day. 

“And Bel – there’s a second issue. Someone tried to access 

your probate file in Helena at six this morning using a clerk 

credential that belongs to a woman currently in Mexico.” 

Bel stood fully now. 
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“So they’re not waiting,” she said. 

“No,” Ruth replied. “And neither, at this point, are we.” 
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Chapter Eight 
 

The Opened Lower 
 

By eight-ten the mountain had an anthropologist, two 

deputies, a county photographer, one state investigator who 

resented leaving Helena before dawn, and exactly the sort of gray 

morning light that made everyone look as though they had slept in 

their vehicles and regretted it. 

Bel came up the lower road in her Tacoma with Dan behind her 

in the old county-green Bronco he used when weather made it 

unwise to trust anything newer. Overnight rain had tamped the ash 

into a dark paste that held every tread mark and truck tire as if 

the slope itself had decided memory was now part of the evidence. 

Above the taped perimeter, the remains of Station Seven stood in 

wet black planes and exposed studs under a sky the color of 

unpolished steel. 

Sheriff Elena Vance met them at the line with a paper cup in 

one hand and no visible patience in reserve. 

“You’re late by ten minutes,” she said. 

“It’s a mountain,” Bel answered. “Not a conference room.” 

Vance handed the cup to a deputy without looking away from 

her. “You charm me every hour. Listen carefully. Missoula sent 

Dr. Rachel Sethi. State lab sent Nolan Pike, who believes 

everything is a criminal conspiracy until lunch and a liability 

issue after. I’ve got them opening the lower in twenty minutes. 

You will both stay where I put you unless I say otherwise.” 
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Dan looked past her toward the slab where two workers in 

Tyvek were setting up a portable canopy over the excavated line. 

“You get the screenshot from Ruth.” 

“I did.” 

“And.” 

“And Mr. Brandt spent the sunrise pretending he was 

horrified by the fire while his counsel asked whether my office 

had authority to impede a lawful option process on adjacent 

parcels.” Vance’s mouth moved half an inch in what, on a softer 

face, might have been called a smile. “That conversation improved 

my morning.” 

Bel said, “He called you directly.” 

“He called the county attorney first. Then me. Then the 

governor’s office, if the rumor chain is working as designed.” 

Vance stepped aside and lifted the tape for them one at a time. 

“Which means if there is anything under there, he is afraid of it 

enough to break sequence.” 

“That’s not his style,” Dan said. 

“No,” Vance agreed. “Which is why I’m paying attention.” 

The lower annex, once the fire crews had peeled back enough 

char and collapsed roofing to expose its shape, proved to be 

larger than the visible station had suggested. The county-facing 

building had been a shell – utility room, relay cabinet, old 

bench, a small desk, cinder-block walls painted a familiar tired 

institutional beige. Beneath and behind it, entered now through a 

cut made in the slab and widened by shovels and patient refusal, 

lay a second room built partly into the ridge. 
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Station Seven had been a lid. 

Dr. Rachel Sethi was in the lowered cut when Bel first saw 

her – small, dark-haired, efficient, wearing field layers under 

disposable gear and speaking to the state investigator without 

granting his importance any oxygen. She looked up once, took in 

Bel and Dan and Vance at the tape, and nodded the way serious 

professionals did when they understood both the drama and the 

need to keep drama from touching the work. 

At nine exactly the first tarp came off. 

The room below had not burned cleanly. Fire had entered 

through the broken slab seam and traveled along shelving, boxes, 

and old treated wood, then choked on lack of air. The result was 

preservation of the ugly sort. Half-burned cardboard slumped on 

metal racks. Plastic bins warped inward and froze there. One 

filing cabinet had split its side panel from heat, exposing 

bundles of paper browned at the edges but not wholly lost. The 

far wall – poured concrete rather than block – held hooks, a 

drain channel, and the ghostly rectangular clean patches of 

things removed long ago. 

And in the northeast corner, half under a caved section of 

shelf and a collapse of insulation, lay the outline of a human 

body wrapped in contractor plastic and silver duct tape. 

No one spoke for three full seconds. 

Then Pike, the state investigator, said, “Well.” 

Dr. Sethi did not look at him. “No one moves closer than the 

marked line,” she said. “Photographs first. Surface inventory. 

Then we talk about opening any package.” 
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Package. 

The word dropped into the morning and stayed there. 

Bel’s hands had gone cold despite the jacket and the climb. 

Dan, beside her, stood with the stillness she had learned to 

recognize as the exact point where his mind stopped being 

companionable and became structural. He had one thumb hooked in 

his belt, the other hand loose at his side. No wasted motion. No 

visible surprise. Only concentration and, beneath it, anger he 

did not permit anyone but time to see clearly. 

Vance said quietly, “You all right.” 

Bel kept her eyes on the corner of the room. “No.” 

“Good answer.” 

The anthropologist’s team worked the space in grids. 

Overhead photos, low-angle photos, depth photos, burn-pattern 

photos, drainage photos. Each shelf unit numbered, each box 

tagged, each surviving paper cluster tented against the damp. Dan 

watched the sequence with such attention that Pike, after a 

minute of being ignored by everyone more useful than himself, 

shifted closer and said, “You done this before.” 

Dan did not take his eyes off the room. “Yes.” 

“On what authority.” 

“The authority of seeing things once and recognizing them 

when they come back.” 

Pike gave him the long look bureaucrats reserved for local 

men they did not know how to classify. 

Bel spared him none of her own attention. The state 

investigator was perhaps forty-five, city haircut, mountain boots 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 177 

 

purchased for the case rather than the life, and possessed of the 

especially irritating confidence of men who believed jurisdiction 

conferred personality. He carried a legal pad in one hand and the 

need to be first with conclusions in the other. 

“You got a theory yet?” he asked her. 

She looked at him. 

“I’ve got several,” she said. “None of them need your help 

at the moment.” 

If he disliked the answer, the sheriff disliked his face 

more, because Vance said, without turning, “Pike, if you need a 

hobby, inventory the outer room. Leave my witnesses alone.” 

That moved him downslope with bad grace. 

The package came open at ten-thirty. 

Dr. Sethi cut the tape line herself with a hooked blade and 

peeled back the upper layer while the photographer documented 

each fold. The remains inside were not recent. That much was 

visible even from the perimeter. Long bones articulated but 

shifted at the hips. Clothing remnants fused to what had once 

been a torso. The skull angled slightly left beneath the 

collapsed shelf edge, mandible displaced, several teeth present 

and one missing from the upper right line – the gap where last 

night’s recovered molar might fit. 

“Adult,” Sethi said. “Likely male. Need closer work and 

transport before I do more than preliminaries.” 

Vance asked, “Age of remains.” 

“Not answering that from here.” 

“Fair.” 
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Sethi crouched deeper, looked once at the wall beyond the 

body, and then said, “There’s a second disturbance behind him.” 

Everyone on the perimeter changed shape by a fraction. 

“What kind of disturbance,” Dan asked. 

Sethi looked up. “Compacted soil against the back wall. 

Different fill. This one was wrapped and shelved over. The rear 

disturbance may be older burial, or utilities, or nothing but 

later excavation. I’ll know when we clear the shelf line.” 

Bel felt the mountain tilt a degree under her boots. 

Both things, she thought wildly, absurdly, with the old 

phrase from another country and another season arriving now 

because hidden rooms and patient graves seemed to force all 

buried language into family with one another. 

Vance said, “Proceed.” 

They pulled the nearest shelving unit in pieces. Burned 

steel sang against concrete. Wet insulation came away in 

handfuls. Behind the wrapped remains, the wall showed a vertical 

seam in the poured surface and, below it, a patched rectangle of 

newer concrete no wider than a storm cellar hatch and no taller 

than a child’s coffin stood on end. 

Pike came back uphill despite being told otherwise. 

“Jesus,” he said softly. 

“Helpful as ever,” Vance replied. 

The patched rectangle proved not to be a hatch but a fill 

job over an older cavity. When the top layer was chipped away, 

beneath it lay a shallow recess between concrete pours, barely 

eighteen inches deep. Inside: no second body. Not directly. 
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Instead there were two metal lockboxes, one collapsed inward by 

heat, the other intact enough that Dan said, before anyone else 

could, “Photograph the latch before you touch it.” 

Sethi looked at him once and then at the box. “Good.” 

The latch plate had tool marks. 

Deliberate ones. Recent enough, perhaps, that weather had 

not wholly eaten the brighter scrape beneath the soot. 

“Someone opened it before the fire,” Bel said. 

Vance did not look away from the cavity. “That would be my 

first guess too.” 

The intact box came out at eleven-fifteen. Pike wanted to 

force it immediately. Sethi wanted it cooled, documented, and 

opened under controlled conditions. Vance sided with Sethi 

because she was less stupid. 

The collapsed box was easier. It had already begun 

surrendering its contents into the recess around it: warped 

photographs in melted sleeves, a ring of keys bonded together by 

heat, three coin envelopes, and what looked at first like burned 

cloth but proved, when Sethi lifted it with tweezers, to be 

strips of old evidence tape yellowed nearly brown. 

Bel stared through the perimeter tape at the little pile and 

knew before any name was spoken that this was not county storage 

in any legal sense. Counties stored carelessly, openly, and under 

fluorescent light. This was something else. Someone’s private 

archive nested under public concrete. 

Dan said quietly, “Your father’s not the first one who 

knew.” 
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“No.” 

“You see the keys.” 

“I see them.” 

He did not have to ask what she recognized. One of the 

warped key heads still held a partial plastic tag, black letters 

on white, melted but legible enough at the edge: 

LWR-3 

Lower Three. Not a road key. Not domestic. Internal 

indexing. 

Pike said, “Could be old evidence from another agency.” 

Dan turned his head and gave him, for the first time all 

morning, his full attention. 

“It could,” he said. “If you’ve got another agency fond of 

hiding wrapped bodies behind county relay stations and billing 

exhumation contractors through shell mineral accounts.” 

Pike flushed in a way that suggested he had not often been 

addressed like an employee of reality. 

Before he could answer, Vance’s phone vibrated. She stepped 

away, listened for eight seconds, and then said, “No. No, you 

tell him he can wait. If he wants to observe he can bring a 

warrant and a shovel.” 

She hung up and looked at no one in particular. 

“Brandt’s counsel again.” 

Bel laughed once, humorless. “He’s having a hard morning.” 

“I plan to protect that experience.” 

At noon the wrapped remains were bagged for transport and 

the intact lockbox loaded under chain into the sheriff’s unit. 
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The cavity behind it remained open while Sethi probed the fill 

line. At twelve-forty she found bone fragments in the lower soil 

seam. 

Not an intact second burial. Scattered remains, commingled 

and old. 

“Human?” Vance asked. 

Sethi held the fragment in gloved fingers no bigger than a 

coin. “Very likely. Not making final from the hole. But yes, 

likely.” 

Bel turned away then and walked ten paces downslope before 

stopping. There was a juniper at the perimeter, half burned on 

one side and silver-green still on the other. She put one hand 

against the unburned trunk and let the cold bark press back. 

Dan waited exactly long enough before coming after her that 

it did not feel like pursuit. 

“Second one’s older,” he said. 

She looked at the ridge below them, the cut road, the smoke 

still working itself out of damp earth. 

“You don’t know that.” 

“The fragments are in the rear seam, under older fill. 

Wrapped body shelved over later. Sethi all but said it.” 

“Could still tie to the same people.” 

“Yes.” 

She said nothing. 

Dan leaned one shoulder against the burned side of the 

juniper and kept his voice low enough not to travel uphill. 
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“You’re doing the thing where you decide all of it belongs 

to you because the hill does.” 

“That’s not fair.” 

“No. It’s not.” 

She closed her eyes briefly. 

The mountain below Ironwater had always felt less like owned 

land than like inherited weather. Her father staked it, drank on 

it, lied about it, fought over it, and died with it still 

threaded through his paperwork like a bad vein. Men from Helena 

and Spokane and New York could call it asset, parcel, claim 

block, strategic deposit, reclamation risk. She called it the 

ridge. The hill. The upper road. Ironwater. None of those names 

made what lay under Station Seven easier to absorb. 

“If there are two burials,” she said, “then somebody used 

the lower more than once.” 

“Yes.” 

“And by 2023 Vogel had access.” 

“Yes.” 

“And by 2023 Prairie Basin was paying for cleanup.” 

“Yes.” 

She looked up at him. “Why is it never small.” 

Dan considered that. “Because the minute men decide hidden 

things can be organized, they scale.” 

That was as close to philosophy as he usually got before 

lunch. 

At one-thirty Ruth arrived in a dark SUV with a banker’s 

box, two legal pads, and the expression of a woman who had 
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abandoned three billable matters to spend the day in wet ash and 

intended to send someone an invoice for the emotional 

depreciation. 

She stepped out in boots that cost more than Bel’s first 

rifle, took in the taped perimeter, the sheriff’s unit, the 

transport van, and Dan by the juniper, and said, “This feels 

expensive.” 

“It is,” Bel replied. 

Ruth handed her a folder before saying hello properly. 

“Emergency order. Temporary hold on all option notices touching 

Ironwater or connected probate parcels until title fraud and 

criminal interference questions are resolved. It’s narrow, 

fragile, and probably gone by Friday, but it exists now.” Then 

she looked past Bel toward the ridge. “I gather our opposing side 

has had a worse day.” 

Vance came down to meet her. The two women shook hands like 

allied commanders who had not chosen one another but had judged 

the available alternatives insufficient. 

“You brought the order,” Vance said. 

“And two copies. And a preservation demand for Brandt 

Resource, Prairie Basin, and Mountain West Development. Also one 

for the mortuary subcontractor out of Spokane, since apparently 

none of us were going to enjoy lunch anyway.” 

Vance took the papers. “I like you better every hour.” 

“That’s the ash talking.” 

Ruth’s eye moved to Dan, then back to Bel. “I’ve seen the 

screenshot and the approval line. T.J.H. may still argue internal 
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initials don’t prove he signed the expenditure. He may even find 

a plausible underling to throw under a procedural bus. So before 

anyone gets giddy –” 

“No giddiness here,” Dan said. 

She gave him a brief look of recognition. “Good. I was 

worried I might have to manage morale.” 

“What did Max send after the screenshot,” Bel asked. 

Ruth’s expression changed very slightly. 

“A note.” 

“From him.” 

“Yes.” 

“What did it say.” 

“That Brandt kept a parallel off-ledger contact list in a 

black Moleskine he did not trust to servers or assistants. That 

he saw him carrying it in and out of the rental yesterday. And 

that if the county search warrants move slowly, the notebook may 

become more flammable than paper usually is.” 

Dan glanced uphill toward the sheriff’s unit where the 

lockbox now sat under law-enforcement supervision and all the 

practical weight of that fact. 

“Vance,” he said, “you need the rental now.” 

“I know.” 

“Brandt still there?” 

Ruth answered before the sheriff could. “No. Counsel moved 

him to Missoula an hour ago.” 

“Then the notebook’s with staff or in transit.” 
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Vance folded the order once and tucked it into her inside 

jacket pocket. “Pike’s getting warrant language together. County 

judge’s in Libby until three. If I can get telephonic probable 

cause from the screenshots and what’s under this ridge, we move 

before dark.” 

Bel said, “Brandt will know.” 

“Brandt already knows,” Vance replied. 

At two-ten Dr. Sethi came downslope holding a clear evidence 

sleeve no larger than a magazine. Inside it lay a photograph 

protected by a charred plastic page that had melted around the 

edges but spared the center. 

“Found in the collapsed box,” she said. “It’s not stable, so 

you can look now or later. I’d advise now, because once I 

separate the sleeve I may lose detail.” 

Vance took the sleeve, then, after half a second’s thought, 

handed it first to Bel. 

The image had darkened with heat but not vanished. Three men 

standing beside a concrete utility wall on a winter hillside. 

Snow at the edges. One county truck partly visible. One man in 

sheriff’s department outerwear from at least a decade prior. One 

in work coveralls. And between them, looking directly at the 

camera with the expression of a man already irritated by the need 

to be in evidence at all, Cade Vogel. 

Bel did not realize she had stopped breathing until Dan took 

the sleeve from her and she had to inhale because the world 

required it. 
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On the back, visible through the half-burned page behind the 

photo, there was handwriting. 

Sethi said, “We can’t unfold farther without risking the 

emulsion, but the visible part reads: Dec. 14 – transfer complete 

– Lower Seven – Vogel paid cash balance.” 

Vance took the sleeve next. Pike arrived halfway through and 

paled usefully when he saw the image. 

“Date?” Dan asked. 

Sethi tipped the sleeve slightly. “Last digit gone. Could be 

2014, 2016, maybe 2017 depending on how the pen ran. Not 2023. 

Earlier.” 

“Before Prairie Basin’s cleanup payment,” Ruth said. 

“Yes,” Dan replied. “Which means Vogel was in the lower long 

before he died and long before Prairie Basin paid to manage the 

consequences. He wasn’t an incidental thug on retainer. He was 

part of the operating habit.” 

Bel looked again at the photograph where Vogel stood between 

county concrete and winter light like a man who had never once 

expected the room behind him to become a grave more than once, 

let alone his own future lever. 

“He came to my trailer for this,” she said. 

No one contradicted her. 

At three-thirty the judge signed off on the rental-house 

warrant by phone. At three-fifty Pike left with two deputies, a 

county tech, and the kind of controlled eagerness men developed 

when they believed a room full of paper was about to vindicate 

their profession. 
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He did not invite Dan, Bel, or Ruth. Vance did not object to 

that exclusion, which meant she was conserving them for the next 

move or protecting the warrant from later complaint. Possibly 

both. 

The mountain quieted by increments after that. The 

anthropologist’s team packed the rear-seam fragments for lab 

work. The transport van left. The lockbox went to county custody 

under two signatures and one visibly shaking evidence clerk. 

Smoke thinned enough that the far line of pines returned in 

proper shape. 

By five, only the sheriff’s office remained on the ridge, 

plus Bel, Dan, and Ruth, who had found three fold-out chairs from 

somewhere and set them near the turnout as if litigation were 

simply another weather system best managed with proper equipment. 

Ruth closed a call with a Missoula reporter and said, “He 

knows almost nothing but suspects enough to be a nuisance. I gave 

him less than that.” 

“Did he bite,” Bel asked. 

“He smelled blood. That’s not the same thing.” 

Dan had gone up the outer room again, this time with Vance’s 

permission, and was moving slowly along the county-facing wall 

where the visible station had once held its desk, radio gear, and 

utility shelves. He touched nothing without a deputy present. He 

looked under each surviving stud bracket and at the line where 

old paint met newer screw holes. 
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When he came back down, he had one of those expressions Bel 

had learned to hate on sight because it meant the day was not 

done growing. 

“What,” she said. 

He crouched by the banker’s box Ruth had brought and found a 

blank pad. He drew a square, then a second square nested behind 

it, then marked the visible station door, the slab cut, the lower 

annex, the rear cavity, and the body location. 

“Station Seven,” he said, “was built in two phases. County 

face first. Lower annex second or modified soon after. But the 

outer room’s desk placement changed later.” 

Vance crossed over from her unit. “How do you know.” 

“Bolt holes.” He pointed to the sketch. “Original desk 

against south wall where the line to the lower seam is 

obstructed. Later move to east wall with direct visual toward the 

slab seam if the floor hatch or cut point was ever opened from 

above.” 

Ruth said, “Meaning someone reorganized the visible office 

for monitoring.” 

“Yes.” 

Vance folded her arms. “Monitoring what.” 

Dan looked up at the ridge and then back to the sketch. 

“Deliveries,” he said. “Access. Whoever came in and out of 

the lower after the county face was operational needed one 

trusted watcher above. That room wasn’t just camouflage. It was a 

checkpoint.” 
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The day, which had already felt overfull, expanded once 

more. 

Bel said, “A checkpoint for bodies.” 

Dan did not soften it. “For whatever the lower held. Bodies. 

Boxes. Records. Money. Men like Vogel.” 

Ruth looked toward the road. “And county personnel.” 

“Yes.” 

No one spoke for a while after that. 

The Kootenai valley below the ridge had gone pale green 

under the lowering evening. Somewhere far off a train moved west 

and let the sound travel cleanly through timber and burned cut 

and wet dirt. The mountain had started as a property fight, or 

the appearance of one. It had become an archive, then a grave, 

then a system. 

At six-fifteen Pike called. 

Vance answered on speaker without asking anyone’s 

permission. 

“We found the notebook,” Pike said, voice thin with speed 

and triumph. “Black Moleskine in the false back of a dresser 

drawer. Also two burner phones, one external drive, and a packet 

of cashier’s-check copies. Brandt’s houseman says he doesn’t know 

anything. Which means he knows at least something.” 

“Anything immediate.” 

A page turned audibly at Pike’s end. 

“Notebook includes initials, disbursement dates, and 

shorthand location tags. One entry from August twenty-third, 
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twenty-twenty-three reads: S7 / lower clear / H. supervised / PB 

reimbursement pending.” 

Bel sat so still Ruth glanced over once and then away again. 

H. supervised. 

Vogel. 

“Anything else,” Vance said. 

“There’s a second line two pages later. ‘M. still asking re 

archive girl. D.O. problem if brought in.’” 

Dan’s gaze lifted from the sketch pad. 

Ruth said very softly, “Archive girl.” 

Pike continued before anyone answered. “No full names on 

that one. But there’s a separate page with an old sequence of 

initials and parcel references. Includes M.R., T.J.H., L.H., and 

one more – R.F.” 

Dan said, “Read that again.” 

“R.F.” 

Raymond Fitch. 

For a moment the ridge, the lower annex, the wrapped body, 

the lockbox, the old notebook, and a salt marsh on Cape Cod all 

stood in the same room together in Bel’s mind, impossible and 

undeniable at once. 

Dan was the first to say it aloud. 

“Rachel Fitch?” Ruth asked. 

“No,” Dan said. “Raymond Fitch.” 

Vance looked between them. “Who.” 

Bel answered because she could see from Dan’s face that he 

had gone somewhere further and faster than speech. 
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“A fisherman on Cape Cod,” she said. “Dead last year.” 

Pike, on speaker from the rental house, said, “That useful 

to anyone but you people.” 

Dan’s reply was level. “It may be useful to the dead.” 

When the call ended, the evening had turned cold enough that 

everyone noticed their hands again. 

Ruth packed her folder without hurry. “All right,” she said. 

“The mountain is no longer provincial.” 

“No,” Dan agreed. 

Vance looked at him. “You going to explain why a Bel ridge 

notebook has a Cape fisherman in it.” 

“Not tonight.” 

“That’s not a refusal I enjoy.” 

“I know.” 

She studied him for half a second longer and then let it go, 

which in Elena Vance meant not surrender but postponement. 

“We regroup at county eight a.m.,” she said. “Lab chain, 

warrant returns, notebook review, transport inventory, counsel if 

counsel insists.” Her eyes moved to Bel. “And you. You are now 

attached to a homicide scene, a title-fraud inquiry, and a 

corporate interference file. Try very hard not to become a fourth 

file of your own.” 

Bel rose from the fold-out chair. “I’ll make no promises 

you’d trust.” 

“That’s why we get along.” 

The light was going out fast by the time Bel and Dan drove 

off the ridge together, her Tacoma leading now because he 
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insisted she keep the notebook in her cab and because after a day 

like this nobody wanted evidence and memory split between 

vehicles unless there was no choice. 

Halfway down, she called him on hands-free despite his 

Bronco being sixty yards behind her and his headlights visible in 

the mirror. 

“That R.F.,” she said. “You knew before I did.” 

“Yes.” 

“From the minute Pike read it.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why.” 

A small burst of static, then his voice. 

“Because the only Raymond Fitch I know died carrying a 

secret connected to a hidden archive and men who buried what they 

couldn’t afford to explain.” 

She tightened her hands on the wheel. 

“So this was never only here,” she said. 

“No.” 

“Or only now.” 

“No.” 

The road bent west. The river showed silver through the 

trees. 

“Dan.” 

“What.” 

“What am I in.” 

This time the pause on the line was longer. 
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Then he said, “The same thing your father died near. Only 

wider than he knew.” 

She drove the next mile with that. 

At the turnout by her mailbox his Bronco pulled alongside 

and both vehicles idled in the evening dark. The box itself stood 

a little crooked at the road edge, stupid and ordinary and 

suddenly almost comic as a symbol of a life that still needed 

mail while graves turned up under county concrete. 

Dan lowered his window. 

“There’s one more thing,” he said. 

She almost laughed. “That phrase should be illegal.” 

“Humor me.” 

He held up his phone. On the screen was a text forwarded 

from Ruth not thirty seconds earlier. A photo of one notebook 

page, hurried and slightly angled, taken at the rental house. 

Under a column of initials and dates there was a single line 

boxed in red pencil. 

IF M. GOES TO OVERTON, MOVE FIRST. 

Bel looked from the screen to Dan and back again. 

“They expected you,” she said. 

“No,” he answered. “They expected you to trust someone 

eventually. They just didn’t want it to be me.” 

The dark around the turnout deepened. The river kept moving, 

indifferent as ever, beyond the cottonwoods. 

For the first time all day, fear arrived cleanly enough to 

name. 

Not of Brandt. Not even of what lay under Station Seven. 
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Of timing. 

Of the fact that someone had been watching the shape of her 

life closely enough to write down what would happen if she ever 

crossed one private line and made one private choice. 

She looked at Dan through the open window and said, “Then 

we’re late.” 

He did not bother denying it. 

“Yes,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” 
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Chapter Nine 

Move First 

At two-twelve in the morning Bel was still awake, still 

dressed, and still at the kitchen table with the lamp turned low 

when the first motion alert came in from the south camera. 

She did not jump. The day had carried her past jumping. 

The phone lit once against the wood grain. SOUTH TREE LINE. 

Her old trail camera was not networked, not elegant, and not 

something any modern security consultant would have praised in a 

brochure, but it had one virtue all good systems eventually 

required. It belonged to her, and almost nobody knew where she 

had hidden it. 

She opened the image. 

Rain-dark cottonwoods. Grass silvered by the porch spill. 

And in the far left edge, just enough of a figure to matter: 

shoulder, hood, the white stripe of a nitrile glove catching 

infrared. 

Not deer. Not wind. Not one of Dan’s quiet perimeter checks, 

because Dan did not wear gloves like that and did not let cameras 

half-catch him when he could help it. 

She was already moving before the second image came through. 

The trailer light went out. The kitchen fell to moon-silver 

and appliance glow. She slid the notebook into the duffel under 

the bench seat, lifted the Glock from the table, and crossed the 

trailer without making more sound than the floor insisted on 

giving her. 

Another alert. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 196 

 

SOUTH TREE LINE. 

This one showed less of the body and more intent. The figure 

had changed angle. Looking not at the house now, but toward the 

pump shed and the lower side window. 

A second person did not appear in frame. That meant nothing. 

She opened the hall closet, reached past the winter coats, 

and pulled loose the false back panel her father had built there 

twenty years ago to hide cash, whiskey, or whatever county-

approved virtue was least available at a given moment. Behind it 

sat a flat polymer case, waterproof-sealed, ugly, and exactly 

large enough to matter. 

She had never opened it. 

Cade Vogel had died trying to find it. 

That thought arrived with no more warning now than it ever 

did. 

She tucked the case under one arm, killed the hall light 

with her elbow though it was already off, and moved to the 

bedroom window over the sink where the frame stuck in humid 

weather and complained in dry. Tonight it rose cleanly, as if the 

house itself had chosen a side. 

Outside, the cottonwoods breathed and the gravel held 

moonlight in pale patches. Her truck sat in darkness ten yards 

off. Too obvious. Too much noise. Too likely the first thing 

anyone would block. 

The old drainage cut behind the trailer was another matter. 

Her phone buzzed once more in her pocket. This time not the 

camera. 
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Dan. 

She took it on whisper. “You said no direct send.” 

“I didn’t send,” he replied. “I called. How many.” 

She looked toward the south trees through the lifted window. 

“One for sure. Maybe more.” 

“Good. You’re awake.” 

“That sentence deserves work.” 

“Humor me and answer this one clean: are they at the road or 

the yard.” 

“South line. Moving toward the shed.” 

A pause short enough to be counted in weather rather than 

thought. 

“I’m two minutes out,” he said. “Do not use the truck. Go 

through the drainage cut and hold at the old irrigation gate.” 

Her hand tightened on the phone. “How did you know.” 

“I came back after the text from Ruth and saw a light kill 

too fast in the turnout below yours. No ranch sticker, no county 

tag. I kept going so they’d think the road stayed empty.” His 

voice remained level in the way that always frightened her more 

than panic would have. “Move now, Bel.” 

“Dan –” 

“Now.” 

She ended the call and slid out the window with the case 

first and the pistol second. 

The cut behind the trailer was dry this time of year, grown 

up in grass and willow stems and old beer bottles left by boys 

who believed secrecy counted as romance if it happened outdoors. 
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She hit the bottom of it in a crouch, boots sinking into damp 

silt, and moved west along the shadow line until the trailer 

disappeared behind weeds and slope. 

Then she heard the back door open. 

No crash. No hard kick. Just the soft old-house complaint of 

a latch lifted by someone who knew enough to start politely. 

She flattened against the cut wall and listened. 

A voice, too low to make out. 

Another answer, farther off. 

So there were two. 

One in the house, one outside covering. That was cleaner 

than she wanted and more competent than the men who usually got 

sent to frighten women over land paper. 

She checked the Glock by touch and kept moving. 

The irrigation gate stood forty yards downcut where the 

drainage met a shallow ditch that carried spring runoff in wet 

years and memory in dry ones. Dan was already there when she 

reached it, kneeling in the weeds with his truck dark behind a 

screen of willow. He took one look at her and the polymer case 

under her arm and did not waste a question on what she had chosen 

to save. 

“How many alerts,” he asked. 

“Three. Two bodies at least.” 

“Good.” 

“That’s your word for this.” 

“It is if you’re not in the house with them.” 

He reached for the case. She did not hand it over. 
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Something in his face acknowledged the refusal and moved on. 

“All right,” he said. “In the Bronco.” 

“You’re leaving the trailer.” 

“For ninety seconds, maybe less.” 

“No.” 

The word came out harder than she intended and truer than 

she preferred. 

Dan crouched at her eye level in the weeds and spoke so 

quietly she had to lean in to hear it. 

“Listen carefully. If they’re in there for paper, they’ll 

search first and damage second. If they’re in there to wait on 

you, we do not walk back into their timing because the cabinets 

have your dishes in them. Do you understand.” 

She looked past him toward the dark hump of the house above 

the cut. Her father’s trailer. Her place. Her bed, the notebook’s 

old shelf, the cheap chipped bowl from Libby, the coffee can of 

screws by the sink, all the dumb ordinary anchors people 

pretended did not matter until men with gloves crossed a 

threshold and chose otherwise. 

“Yes,” she said. 

“Good. In the Bronco.” 

She climbed in from the passenger side while he moved toward 

the rise above the cut, low and quick and invisible once the 

willows took him. 

The next ninety seconds became, later, the sort of memory 

she distrusted for its neatness. Time does not really slow in 
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danger. It fragments. You remember brightness and angle and the 

way your own body sounds from inside. 

The Bronco smelled of wet canvas, gun oil, and coffee too 

long forgotten in a travel mug. Through the windshield she could 

see only the edge of the trailer roof and a slice of sky. 

Then a beam cut once across the kitchen window from inside. 

Then went dark. 

A shadow moved at the shed. 

Then Dan’s flashlight hit from the far side of the yard, 

hard and sudden and too bright to ignore, and his voice came out 

of the dark in the county command tone he only used when he 

wanted men to feel the force of institutions before they 

identified the speaker. 

“Sheriff’s office. Out of the house.” 

A beat. 

Then the first man ran. 

Not toward the road. Not back through the south trees. He 

came off the porch low and fast, cutting for the truck side of 

the yard with something in his right hand that shone once in the 

moonlight and proved not gunmetal but pry bar. The second came 

from the shed line a half step later, heavier, slower, turning at 

the waist as if to locate the voice and losing the advantage by 

needing to know too much at once. 

Dan did not fire. She had known he would not unless forced. 

He moved instead to break the line and herd them wrong. 
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The first man hit the ditch edge, missed footing in the wet 

grass, recovered, and kept going for the county road where a 

vehicle waited somewhere out of sight. 

Bel, against both reason and instruction, shoved out of the 

Bronco with the Glock low and ran up the cut enough to see the 

yard. 

“Down!” Dan snapped without looking at her. 

The second man heard the extra voice, swung, and for one 

brief clean instant the whole scene assembled itself under 

moonlight: hood, rain shell, gloves, broad face, one scar running 

from ear to jaw under fresh stubble. 

Not a local ranch boy. Not random muscle. A man who had done 

this before. 

He lunged for the dark at the shed line. 

Dan hit him there. 

Not beautifully. Not theatrically. Just with the direct 

efficiency of a man who knew where weight failed and balance 

lied. They went down hard against the pump housing. The pry bar 

clanged away into gravel. The scarred man got one elbow under him 

and then Bel was there with the pistol leveled two-handed and all 

the fear of the last hour condensed into a steadiness that almost 

felt like calm. 

“Move again,” she said, “and lose the arm.” 

The man froze. Breath harsh. One cheek in the dirt. Dan on 

his back shoulder pinning the wrist. 

The first intruder reached the road and an engine tore alive 

in the turnout below. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 202 

 

Tires spun gravel. Headlights flashed once through the 

trees. Gone. 

Dan did not look after him. 

“Phone,” he said. 

She understood. Took hers out. Called Vance on the direct 

line. 

The sheriff answered on the second ring sounding, 

offensively, as if she had not yet been asleep either. 

“What.” 

“We caught one in my yard,” Bel said. 

A beat. 

Then, “Alive?” 

“For the moment.” 

“I’m ten out,” Vance replied, and ended the call. 

The scarred man laughed once into the gravel, a small 

surprised sound that said pain had not yet fully reached him and 

that some separate professional respect had. 

“You got farther than Vogel did,” Bel said. 

This time he did move, not to break free but to turn his 

head enough that she could see one eye under the hood. 

Recognition arrived there first. Not of her name perhaps, 

but of the story attached to it. 

“That you,” he said. 

She smiled without warmth. 

“That’s what I’ve been told.” 

Vance arrived with one deputy, two cruisers, and no patience 

for anyone still interested in preserving plausible deniability. 
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The deputy bagged the pry bar. Vance took one look at the opened 

back door, the torn closet panel, Dan’s knee on the intruder’s 

shoulder blade, and Bel holding the Glock low enough to count as 

discipline, and decided the evening had moved beyond local 

nuisance. 

“Roll him,” she said. 

They did. Wallet, burner, thin lock tool, nitrile gloves, 

folded floor plan of the trailer hand-sketched in black pen. 

Vance glanced at that last item once and then again more slowly. 

“Interesting,” she said. 

The scarred man said nothing more. 

He gave a name at booking an hour later that did not belong 

to him and a silence under prints that suggested he had either 

been instructed well or knew from experience the value of making 

the county spend its own time first. His hands were clean except 

for the house dust and pump grit. No tattoos. One old break in 

the left little finger. Wedding ring removed recently enough to 

leave a pale band. The kind of man private firms called security 

because murderer cost more in discovery. 

Vance sent him to the holding room and came back out to the 

tiny booking vestibule where Bel and Dan waited under bad 

fluorescent light and a bulletin board advertising county 

preparedness as if preparedness were mostly a matter of 

pamphlets. 

“He knew the closet,” Bel said. 
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“He knew enough to search it,” Vance replied. “Whether he 

knew the exact compartment or got lucky after the panel was 

already loose is separate.” 

“It wasn’t loose,” Bel said. 

Dan looked at her. “He found it fast.” 

“Yes.” 

Vance put both hands on her duty belt and watched them in 

turn. 

“Then I’m treating tonight as attempted burglary in 

furtherance of evidence theft tied to the ridge site unless 

somebody higher and stupider talks me out of it tomorrow.” Her 

gaze settled on Bel. “What did he come for.” 

Bel hesitated exactly long enough for Vance to notice. 

Dan said, “A storage case her father hid years ago and 

somebody recently learned might still exist.” 

Vance’s eyes narrowed the slightest degree. “And does it.” 

“Yes,” Bel said. 

“And where is it.” 

“Not in the trailer.” 

“Good. You want to continue being cagey with me, choose your 

timing with more respect than tonight.” 

The rebuke landed fair and clean. 

Bel said, “I’m not trying to play this. I just don’t yet 

know whether what’s in the case matters to the lower, to Vogel, 

or to something older.” 

Vance held her gaze a second longer, then nodded once as if 

she had heard enough truth to stay in the room. 
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“You open it without me and I become a worse version of 

myself,” she said. “Tomorrow. Nine o’clock. My office.” She 

looked at Dan. “You too.” 

“Fine.” 

She started to move off, then stopped. 

“One more thing. Brandt’s counsel called dispatch at one-

fifty-seven asking whether there was any police activity at the 

Isabel Sawyer residence.” 

Bel let out one short breath. “That’s almost funny.” 

“No,” Vance said. “It isn’t.” 

By dawn the trailer had crime-scene tape at the back door, a 

county unit at the road, and the kind of local visibility Brandt 

would have paid very real money to avoid if he could still 

control the sequence. Bel stood in the yard with a fresh mug in 

both hands and watched morning expose what night had roughened. 

Mud on the porch boards. Closet panel hanging wrong through 

the kitchen window. One print lifted from the sink edge, two from 

the hall frame. The ordinary obscenity of violated domestic 

space. 

Dan came up from the road carrying the polymer case because 

at some point in the last hour she had relented and handed it 

over while Vance’s deputy photographed the bench seat and made 

proper noises about evidence preservation. He set it on the hood 

of the Tacoma between them. 

The case was military ugly, dark gray, scarred at one 

corner, no label except a strip of old tape her father had once 

written on and water had since erased. 
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“You ever actually look at it,” Dan asked. 

“No.” 

“Why.” 

“Because if he hid it that hard, I figured opening it while 

he was alive would mean explaining why I was smarter than he 

liked.” She stared at the case. “Then he died and it started 

feeling like something I’d do on a day big enough to survive the 

answer.” 

Dan looked toward the trailer, the tape, the cruiser at the 

road. 

“You may have got your wish.” 

The sheriff’s office smelled of paper, coffee, old drywall, 

and the durable fatigue of county governments trying to seem more 

permanent than their budgets. Vance’s office occupied the corner 

nearest the briefing room and had one luxury item Bel had never 

seen in any other sheriff’s space: a map wall large enough to 

deserve the name. County roads, timber tracts, old service 

easements, parcels, burn scars, tribal boundaries, river access. 

The whole geography of trouble rendered in layers of ink and 

pins. 

At nine-three the polymer case sat on Vance’s conference 

table under evidence light while Vance herself, Dan, Bel, Ruth 

Callan, and – by Vance’s narrow and explicit permission – Max 

Corliss stood around it like people at the wrong sort of 

christening. 
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Ruth had arrived from Kalispell in navy wool and anger that 

sharpened everything near it. Max looked as if he had not slept, 

which improved him. 

Vance snapped on gloves. 

“Anybody want to stop me,” she asked. 

No one did. 

The latches took more force than expected. The seal gave 

with a damp crack. 

Inside, packed in old towels and freezer paper, were four 

items. 

A bundle of folded surveys tied with electrician’s tape. 

A black external hard drive, older model, scratched but 

intact. 

A spiral notebook in Rita-brand green cardstock with three 

years of field entries. 

And beneath those, wrapped separately in a mechanic’s rag 

gone stiff with age, a sheriff’s badge. 

County issue. Obsolete style. Number 47. 

For one strange moment no one in the room moved. 

Then Vance reached for the badge and stopped short of 

touching it. 

“That,” she said, “is Roy Ordway’s number.” 

The name meant nothing to Max and too much to everyone else. 

Bel looked at Dan. “Who.” 

“Deputy sheriff,” he said. “Went missing in 2016.” 

Ruth’s head came up sharply. “The one they said drowned.” 
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“Yes,” Vance answered, still looking at the badge. “The one 

they said went off the timber bridge in spring runoff and was 

never recovered.” 

Bel heard the room change around that sentence. Not 

metaphorically. Actually. Every person in it adjusting their 

understanding of what scale they were now standing inside. 

“Station Seven,” Dan said quietly. “Not only county relay. 

County storage.” 

Vance nodded once without taking her eyes off the badge. “Or 

county burial.” 

Max said, “Brandt inherited a live grave.” 

“No,” Ruth replied. “He inherited knowledge of one.” 

Vance opened the surveys next. 

Ironwater. Station Seven access road. Utility lines. Ridge 

cuts. Two survey layers in different inks and years, one county, 

one private. The private layer showed an access tunnel not on the 

county plan, running north under the ridge and terminating in a 

boxed area marked LOWER. 

Ruth leaned in. “Private survey stamp?” 

Dan answered first. “North Basin Civil, dissolved 2019.” 

Max looked at the corner seal. “Bought into Prairie Basin’s 

infrastructure shell in 2022.” 

Vance looked up at that. 

“Say it plainly.” 

Max did. “Brandt’s company acquired the firm that made the 

hidden survey.” 

No one needed the rest spoken to understand it. 
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Bel picked up the spiral notebook and flipped it open with 

less care than evidence etiquette preferred and more than her 

hands wanted. The first page gave her father’s name, month, and 

year. The second began mid-thought. 

VALE CAME TO THE RIDGE TWICE BEFORE HE VANISHED. THOUGHT HE 

COULD SHAKE THEM DOWN. WRONG SORT OF MAN FOR PATIENCE. 

Below it, later pages, names, payments, truck plates, 

weather notes, fragments of overheard argument written in the 

blunt compressed hand she had spent years reading on feed orders 

and bad checks. 

And then, three pages in, a line underlined so hard it had 

nearly cut through. 

LEE H. USED AFTER / NOT BEFORE. 

She read it twice, because the meaning changed shape while 

staying the same. 

Vogel had not helped bury Deputy Ordway. 

Vogel had been brought in later. Cleanup, maintenance, 

intimidation, transport – used after, not before. 

“Jesus,” Ruth said, reading upside down over her shoulder. 

Vance had the hard drive in gloved hands now. “Can we open 

this safely.” 

Max said, “Not on a county desktop if you enjoy being able 

to testify with a straight face later.” 

Dan looked at him. “Can you.” 

“Yes.” 

Vance considered him for one evaluating second. “In this 

building.” 
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Max nodded. 

“Where I can watch you.” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. Congratulations. You’re useful today.” 

The drive took fifteen minutes, one forensic dock borrowed 

from county narcotics, and more silence than anyone in the room 

particularly enjoyed. When it opened, the directory tree appeared 

plain as church bookkeeping. 

VALE LOWER PB_ACQ H_HOLLY AUDIOS 

Vance exhaled once through her nose. “There it is.” 

Bel’s pulse, which had never really come down after the 

trail-camera alert, changed cadence again. 

Dan said, “Start with Ordway.” 

They did. 

The first file was a video clip, bad quality, date stamp 

corrupted, audio mostly wind and vehicle idle. Shot at night by a 

hand that kept shaking. A man stood in pickup headlights at the 

edge of a concrete cut in the ridge, badge glinting once on his 

chest as he gestured too sharply at someone off camera. 

Deputy Roy Ordway. 

Alive, angry, extorting or threatening or bargaining – hard 

to tell which because the audio shredded his words into weather. 

Then a second male voice, off camera and calm. 

Then movement, abrupt and wrong. 

The image fell sideways. Gravel. Shouting. A single flash of 

face at close range, not full enough to swear to in court but 

enough that Bel knew the jawline before her mind accepted it. 
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Cade Vogel. 

Not the killer, perhaps. Not the first mover. But there. 

The clip ended in static and black. 

No one in the room spoke until Vance said, “Copy that drive. 

Full forensic mirror. Now.” 

Max did not move for the first second after the order 

because he was still staring at the frozen black where the video 

had ended. 

“What,” Bel said. 

He looked up. “The metadata.” 

“What about it.” 

He swallowed once. “The export timestamp on the Ordway file 

is August 2023.” 

Ruth was the first to understand. 

“Cade Vogel died in September.” 

Dan finished it. “So somebody accessed and exported the 

Ordway material one month before Vogel was killed.” 

Vance’s face went still in the way that had already taught 

county people to start telling the truth or leave the room. 

“Vogel wasn’t silenced because he knew in general,” she 

said. “Vogel was silenced because someone realized he had gotten 

into specific archival evidence.” 

Bel looked at the drive, at the directory tree, at her 

father’s ugly compressed notes and the badge of a deputy who had 

not drowned at a bridge after all. 

The old death had not only failed to finish happening. 

It had been managed. 
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Maintained. 

Budgeted. 

And now, because men with gloves had stepped across her 

threshold a little too late, it had finally come open. 

Vance said, “No one leaves town.” 

Ruth said, “That is not actually your authority.” 

“Then I advise with feeling.” 

Dan looked at Bel. 

“Now we move first,” he said. 

This time, nobody in the room argued. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten 
 

The Ledger of the Dead 
 

By ten-thirty the sheriff’s office had become a place where 

people spoke softly not because they were afraid of being 
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overheard, but because the evidence on the table had already 

raised its own voice. 

The hard drive had finished mirroring. The survey sheets lay 

flattened under acrylic weights. Roy Ordway’s badge sat in its 

evidence sleeve at the center of the conference table with the 

quiet authority of an object that did not care whether anyone was 

prepared for what it proved. On the screen at the end of the 

room, frozen from the last pass through the copied files, was the 

still frame of Ordway turning in truck headlights at the mouth of 

the concrete cut, alive for one second and then no longer safely 

locatable in any story the county had told about him for eight 

years. 

Sheriff Elena Vance had pulled the blinds. Not out of drama. 

Out of habit. In every building where real trouble had ever been 

studied, there came a point when sunlight stopped being useful. 

Bel stood at the map wall with the copied survey in both 

hands and looked at the two ridge lines as if the right angle 

between them might suddenly make the last decade moral. 

One line was the official county survey. Access road, relay 

shed, maintenance pad, utility trench. 

The second, older and stamped through a civil firm Prairie 

Basin had later purchased, ran beneath it like a confession under 

a lie. Access tunnel. Concrete chamber. Boxed area marked LOWER. 

The lower existed. The lower had existed before Prairie 

Basin. Prairie Basin had acquired the engineering shell that drew 

it, paid a mortuary subcontractor against Station Seven in 2023, 

and employed Cade Vogel in whatever phase of management came 
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after the original burial event. Ordway had walked alive into a 

zone no one was supposed to map in public and had not walked out 

of it. Her father had known enough to hide records and say almost 

nothing. Somebody had gone into her trailer at two in the morning 

because they were finally afraid of what he had left. 

The room behind her was quiet except for Ruth Callan turning 

pages and Max Corliss standing too still by the forensic dock. 

Dan had taken up station at the end of the table, not leaning, 

not restless, just present in the way he became present when a 

room threatened to slip into abstraction and he meant to keep it 

attached to the world. 

Vance broke the silence first. 

“Walk me through Vogel,” she said. 

Not to Bel. To the room. 

Ruth looked up from the notebook. “Legally or factually.” 

“Factually, until legality starts making trouble.” 

Ruth nodded once and slipped on reading glasses she wore 

like a private insult to the concept of aging. “From what we have 

so far, Vogel becomes visible in the notebook after Ordway and 

after the hidden survey phase but before Prairie Basin’s direct 

acquisition campaign matures. The line on page three” – she 

tapped the notebook with one fingernail – “‘LEE H. USED AFTER / 

NOT BEFORE’ – suggests Vogel was not part of the original event 

involving Ordway. He was introduced later as a manager, cleaner, 

local coercive actor, or all three.” 

Dan said, “Maintenance.” 

Vance turned slightly. “Meaning.” 
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“Men like Vogel get used to carry heat after the principals 

decide they don’t want proximity. Intimidation. Transport. 

Watching the right doors. Reminding people what they know isn’t 

safe to say.” Dan looked toward the frozen frame of Ordway on the 

screen. “If the lower was already closed around a body and 

records by the time Vogel entered the structure, then Vogel’s 

value would be post-event control.” 

Bel set the survey down on the map shelf and turned. 

“He watched the ridge,” she said. “Used to sit in the 

willows below the trailer in the evenings. I thought it was 

because he liked being seen enough to scare me. Maybe he was 

checking whether my father ever went back up there.” 

Vance’s expression did not change, but something behind it 

sharpened. 

“He ever say that.” 

“No.” Bel folded her arms. “He asked about burn barrels. 

Survey markers. Old key boxes. He asked questions like a man 

who’d been told there was something to find but not what shape it 

would take.” 

“By whom.” 

Bel’s mouth bent once in a humorless almost-smile. “Wouldn’t 

that be nice.” 

Max, who had been silent longer than usual, said, “If Vogel 

entered after acquisition prep began, he may not have taken 

instructions from Brandt personally.” 

No one answered at once. It was true and insufficient, which 

everyone in the room recognized simultaneously. 
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Ruth looked over her glasses at him. “That distinction may 

console employment counsel. It does very little for homicide.” 

“I know.” 

“Do you.” 

He met her gaze. “Yes.” 

The answer was quiet, which made it more useful than self-

defense would have been. 

Vance said, “Then give me the structure.” 

Max looked toward the copied drive on the forensic cart as 

though that was easier than looking at the people whose county 

and life he had just helped rupture. 

“Prairie Basin doesn’t operate as one visible body when risk 

rises,” he said. “It operates through acquisition layers, service 

shells, and deniable field contractors. Brandt likes vertical 

integration in public and atmospheric deniability in practice. 

The parent group acquires a survey or land-services firm. The 

survey firm’s legacy vehicles retain old files and local 

contacts. A discrete field-risk LLC handles remediation, 

security, transport, or nuisance settlement. The accounting 

passes across internal ledgers in language broad enough to 

survive routine scrutiny.” 

“Plain English,” Vance said. 

“Vogel could have been paid by people working for Brandt 

without ever shaking Brandt’s hand.” 

Dan said, “That better.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 217 

 

Bel walked back to the table and looked down at the notebook 

again, at her father’s hard ugly script compressed by years of 

being unwelcome in official rooms. 

There were other lines now that they knew how to read them. 

TRUCK 7C-441 AT LOWER 02:13 / NO COUNTY PLATES M.V. PUSHING 

WRONG MEN HAYDON NOT YET LOCAL / OTHERS FIRST L.H. THINKS HE CAN 

SELL SAME FEAR TWICE 

Sell same fear twice. 

She touched the page without turning it. 

“He tried,” she said. 

Dan looked up. “Vogel.” 

“Yes.” 

The memory came with the clean, bitter force of a thing 

finally finding its file folder. 

September. Late heat. Her father already dead. Vogel leaning 

against the porch rail with that blank lazy confidence men 

cultivated when they meant violence but did not yet need to 

commit it. Asking whether she had found anything worth inheriting 

besides rust and debt. Smiling when he said it, because both of 

them knew he did not mean money in the simple sense. 

“You got more than your old man let on,” Vogel had said. “He 

was never a clean keeper.” 

At the time she had heard greed, threat, the usual foul male 

speculation that attached itself to a woman living alone on 

disputed ground. Now the sentence rearranged itself. 

Not clean keeper. 

Not about cash, maybe. About records. 
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“What,” Vance asked. 

Bel realized the room was waiting. 

“Vogel came by two weeks before he died. Told me my father 

was never a clean keeper.” She looked at the notebook, not at any 

of them. “I thought he meant money or stolen equipment. Maybe he 

meant evidence.” 

“Did he ask directly for papers.” 

“No. Not papers. For what was hidden. He never said papers.” 

She took a breath. “That was his way. He talked around the true 

noun until he saw whether you knew it too.” 

Ruth wrote that down by hand though a county recorder sat on 

the conference credenza already running. It was the kind of thing 

lawyers did when the act of writing helped decide which facts 

belonged to the future. 

Vance said, “And then he ends up dead in your trailer a 

month later.” 

“Yes.” 

The sheriff gave her that look again: not suspicious, not 

indulgent, simply unwilling to let shorthand replace sequence. 

“Tell me tonight,” Vance said. “From the top.” 

Bel glanced at Dan. He did not nod encouragement because he 

knew she would hate that. He did not look away either. 

So she told it again. 

Not the county statement version. Not the stripped self-

defense spine she had delivered under fluorescent light three 

years earlier while men in uniform and one ambitious deputy tried 

to hear melodrama where pain had been. The longer version. Vogel 
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at the door after midnight. The smell of whiskey on him. The way 

he had gone past her into the trailer as if he lived there. The 

name of her father spoken once and then not again. The search. 

The overturned drawer. His hand under the sink, feeling for tape 

or wood seam or old country cunning. Her knife in the dish rack 

because she had been cutting apples before dark and forgot to put 

it back. The moment the whole thing tipped from threat into 

bodily fact too fast for meaning to keep pace. 

When she finished, no one in the room spoke for several 

seconds. 

Then Vance said, “He wasn’t there to assault you.” 

Bel stared at her. “He did assault me.” 

“That’s not what I said.” Vance’s tone remained level. “I 

said his primary reason for entry was not sexual or random. It 

was acquisitional. He became physically violent when you stood 

between him and whatever he thought your father left.” 

Bel felt a hard thin line inside her settle into place. 

Yes. 

That. 

Not because the violence mattered less. Because now it 

acquired shape. 

Dan said quietly, “That matters for motive.” 

Ruth removed her glasses. “And for anyone who later used the 

previous county narrative to reduce this to a woman’s private 

incident with a bad man.” 

Vance did not enjoy that sentence, which recommended it. 
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“What do we know about Ordway’s disappearance file,” she 

asked. 

“Officially?” Dan answered. “Spring runoff, probable vehicle 

entry at the timber bridge, no body, no final recovery.” 

“Unofficially.” 

“Unofficially, Ordway had a reputation for ambitious side 

channels. Civil seizures that blurred, information brokerage, 

small local leverage with men who preferred embarrassment to 

process. Nothing at the level of major corruption, at least not 

publicly. Just enough to make half the county say a man like that 

could disappear into his own mistakes.” 

Vance nodded once. “And if he found the lower.” 

“Then he likely tried to convert what he knew into value 

before understanding whose value he was touching.” 

Max said, “That fits the video.” 

Everyone looked at him. 

He went on. “Ordway in the headlights doesn’t read like a 

participant surprised by guilt. He reads like a man bargaining 

from incomplete leverage. If he thought he could extort a 

structure bigger than himself, the structure’s answer would be 

educational.” 

“Educational,” Ruth repeated. “You really were raised around 

rich men.” 

He ignored the insult because he had no room left to object 

to accuracy. 

Vance crossed to the screen and rewound the Ordway clip once 

more. This time, instead of watching Ordway, she watched the 
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edges. Headlight spread. Concrete shadow. A fraction of movement 

beyond the frame. 

“Freeze there,” she said. 

Max did. 

The image pixelated under the strain, but the shape near the 

far right edge sharpened enough to suggest a person standing 

slightly back from the action. Longer hair. Narrower shoulders. 

No detail beyond that. 

Bel leaned in involuntarily. 

“There was someone else there,” she said. 

Dan did not answer. He was already seeing the same thing. 

Ruth said, “Woman?” 

“Or slight man,” Vance replied. “Not enough yet.” 

Bel’s thoughts moved before reason could put order on them. 

The woman on the train, shrinking from a face she knew. The 

woman from the edge of every structure men later called 

incidental. The person not budgeted in the obvious line items 

because some labor entered systems as disposable intimacy rather 

than payroll. 

She did not say any of that aloud. Not yet. But the 

possibility of another figure – another witness, accomplice, 

intermediary, or trapped subordinate – entered the room and 

stayed there. 

Vance said, “Audios.” 

Max opened the folder. 

Three files. 
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The first was static and truck interior noise. The second a 

brief call log export with no human voice at all. The third, 

dated four days before Vogel died, opened into ten seconds of 

silence, then a scrape, then Vogel’s unmistakable voice. 

“– telling you I can get it if you stop trying to scare the 

girl and let me work it –” 

A second voice over him, male, distorted by distance and 

some cheap suppression tech. 

“Then work faster.” 

Vogel again, angry now. “You don’t know what he hid where. 

Old man split things. I got one side not the other.” 

The file cut there. 

The room did not breathe for a moment. 

Then Ruth said, “He had one side.” 

Bel looked at the notebook, the case, the drive, the 

surveys, the badge. 

“My father split the archive.” 

Dan looked at her. “Seems so.” 

“One side at the ridge. One side with me.” She thought of 

the closet compartment he had built and never named. “And Vogel 

knew enough to know there were two.” 

Vance’s voice remained calm, but only because calm was now 

her profession. “Which means the trailer break-in last night was 

not general fishing. It was targeted retrieval of the second half 

after the ridge came open.” 

Max said, “Or confirmation that the second half was still 

local.” 
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Ruth turned to him. “You say that like distinction improves 

the morning.” 

“It doesn’t.” 

The phone on Vance’s desk rang. She looked at the display, 

swore once under her breath, and took the call without leaving 

the room. 

“Vance.” 

A pause. 

“No.” 

Another pause, longer. 

“That answer remains no.” 

She ended the call and set the phone down carefully. 

“Brandt’s counsel,” she said. “He would like to express 

concern over the possibility that Prairie Basin surface 

references may be misunderstood in the context of old county 

infrastructure.” 

Ruth laughed out loud, once, with all the mercy of a 

guillotine. 

“That is excellent,” she said. “Please tell him I also have 

concerns, mostly criminal.” 

Vance ignored her. “Counsel says Brandt is on his way in.” 

“Good,” Bel said. 

“No.” 

This time the sheriff’s refusal was aimed directly at her. 

“You are not confronting him in my office, my parking lot, 

or the corridor like a woman in a revenge documentary. You are 

going back to Ruth’s conference room, drinking whatever legal-
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grade coffee she has, and staying alive long enough to testify 

later.” 

Bel opened her mouth. 

Dan said, “She’s right.” 

Bel swung toward him. “You don’t even know what I was going 

to say.” 

“I know enough.” 

That should have infuriated her more than it did. Instead it 

landed on the same hard internal line Vance’s analysis of Vogel 

had found earlier. Everybody in the room had moved from 

speculation to structure. That was useful. It was also, 

infuriatingly, narrowing her favorite options. 

Ruth gathered the copied packet, the notes, and the green 

spiral book with the speed of a woman who had once packed her 

whole career into banker’s boxes after a merger and never 

forgiven the elegance of men who called it reorganization. 

“You heard the sheriff,” she said. “Come along and let the 

county embarrass its betters without you for twenty minutes.” 

Max said, “I should stay.” 

Vance looked at him. “Yes. Unfortunately.” 

So Bel went with Ruth and Dan to the adjacent conference 

room while county glass and institutional procedures prepared for 

the arrival of T. J. Brandt, the man who had spent years treating 

western land like a ledger column with scenery attached. 

Ruth’s conference room was smaller than Vance’s and better 

appointed in all the ways money could imitate seriousness. 

Soundproof glass. Walnut veneer table. Good chairs. A framed topo 
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print on the wall chosen by someone who liked landscapes best 

when they were already owned. 

Bel remained standing. 

Ruth set down the materials and pointed at a chair. “Sit 

before you become theatrical.” 

“I’m not theatrical.” 

“No. You’re kinetic, which is worse.” 

Bel sat. 

Dan took the chair nearest the door because that was what he 

always did when rooms might need to change function without 

warning. 

For a moment nobody spoke. 

Then Ruth said, “There are now three tracks moving.” 

“Only three?” Bel asked. 

Ruth ignored that. “One: the county homicide and concealed-

body track. Two: land, title, and corporate exposure. Three: your 

personal exposure as the located half of the split archive.” 

Dan said, “And four if the body under the lower ties to 

something outside county jurisdiction.” 

Ruth grimaced. “Fine. Four. I was trying to preserve morale 

through arithmetic.” 

Bel leaned forward with both elbows on the table. “What do 

we do first.” 

Ruth answered before Dan could. “We do not choose between 

criminal exposure and title pressure as if they are separate. 

They are not. Brandt needed Ironwater quiet because the land 

mattered. He needed the ridge quiet because the lower existed 
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under the land. He needed Cade Vogel managed because Vogel knew 

enough to be expensive. And he needed you containable because 

your father split the archive.” She tapped the notebook. “The 

same structure is paying for all of it.” 

Dan said, “Move on the second half before they make another 

retrieval attempt.” 

“Yes,” Ruth agreed. “But not to another obvious local cache 

and not with anyone using their own truck.” 

Bel looked at the duffel under the table where the sheriff 

had allowed her to keep the unopened personal items not yet 

entered into county evidence because ownership still mattered in 

Bel even when homicide stood nearby. 

“It’s already out of the trailer,” she said. 

“Good. Where.” 

She smiled thinly. “That seems like the wrong habit to break 

today.” 

Ruth studied her for one second, found the refusal stable, 

and accepted it. “Fine. Then the rule is simple. You do not go 

anywhere alone.” 

Bel looked at Dan. “You hear that.” 

“I assumed it was mostly for you.” 

The faintest edge of a smile threatened. She let it threaten 

and go. 

The door opened before anything else useful could be said. 

Vance stepped in, closed it behind her, and for the first 

time since morning allowed the existence of emotion into her 

face. 
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“Brandt brought federal counsel,” she said. “And a man from 

Helena who says he’s with state resources and looks like private 

security trying on bureaucracy.” 

Ruth stood up slowly. “That is rude.” 

“Yes.” 

“How bad.” 

Vance looked at Bel. “He wants to characterize Prairie 

Basin’s relationship to Vogel as incidental site-risk mitigation 

and the Ordway material as an historical artifact of unclear 

provenance.” 

Bel laughed, because sometimes the body chose for you. 

“Historical artifact.” 

“Yes.” 

Dan said, “And the body.” 

Vance’s expression settled again. “Anthropology started with 

hand exposure under the slab. Adult male. Long-buried relative to 

the 2023 disturbance layer. They’ve got textile fragments 

consistent with county uniform cloth from that period.” A beat. 

“I’m comfortable calling Roy Ordway until science tells me to be 

humbler.” 

The room absorbed that. 

Ordway had not drowned. He had lain under county concrete 

while the county went on making budgets and weather excuses and 

retirement speeches above him. Whatever else the day did from 

here, that fact would not close again. 

Ruth said, “Then we’re finished being polite.” 

Vance nodded once. “I thought you might say that.” 
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She looked to Bel then, not as sheriff to witness, but with 

the more difficult respect of one woman recognizing that another 

woman had just become, whether she liked it or not, central 

evidence in a structure much larger than her own grievance. 

“I can keep you out of the next room,” Vance said. “I can’t 

keep your name out of this week.” 

Bel stood up. 

“Good,” she said. “I’m tired of other people using it 

first.” 

Vance did not smile, but the almost of one crossed her face 

and was enough. 

“All right,” the sheriff said. “Then let’s go see how much 

of his own voice Brandt is willing to hear when the dead start 

billing him back.” 
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Chapter Eleven 

Brandt in Daylight 

T. J. Brandt arrived at eleven-thirteen in a charcoal 

overcoat that would have suited a Washington winter and looked 

almost comic in Lincoln County mud. 

He came in through the sheriff’s office front vestibule with 

a federal lawyer at his left shoulder, a state-resources man at 

his right, and the faint expression of a person who believed 

institutions still existed chiefly to be managed by tone. The 

coat was rain-dotted at the hem. His hair, silver and too 

carefully cut, had held its line despite the weather. He carried 

no umbrella, no briefcase, and no visible hurry. Men like Brandt 

understood that speed conceded context. 

Bel watched him through the conference-room glass before he 

saw her. 

Three years ago, after Cade Vogel died on her floor, Brandt 

had sent flowers to the funeral home for her father’s memorial 

service. White lilies, expensive and wrong. The card had read: 

Thinking of the family in this difficult season. She had stood in 

the parking lot with them under one arm and a lighter in the 

other and watched the petals blacken against wet gravel while Dan 

said nothing at all, because silence was the only respectful 

answer to certain forms of insult. 

Now Brandt crossed the sheriff’s lobby under county 

fluorescents with the same immaculate calm he had worn when 

offering buyouts, options, relocation assistance, and “future-
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oriented solutions” to people whose lives he treated as temporary 

inefficiencies on a land map. 

“Look at him,” Ruth murmured. “He brought a weatherproof 

conscience.” 

Dan stood beside the coffee credenza, one shoulder to the 

wall, hands empty. “He brought counsel because he already knows 

the shape of the morning.” 

Vance met Brandt halfway down the corridor and did not offer 

a hand. 

The federal lawyer did. “Ronan Fisk,” he said. “Counsel for 

Prairie Basin strategic affiliates.” 

“Sheriff Elena Vance,” she replied, declining to move. 

“County criminal jurisdiction. Which one of those got you out of 

bed.” 

Fisk smiled like a man accustomed to billing by the minute 

no matter how little happened inside it. “We’re here 

voluntarily.” 

“That condition can change.” 

Brandt’s gaze moved once across the lobby and found Bel 

through the glass. 

Not surprise. Recognition, yes, but filtered through so much 

practiced self-command that the recognition almost failed to 

qualify as human. He inclined his head a fraction, as though 

acknowledging a witness in a hearing already scheduled. 

Bel stayed seated because standing for him would have felt 

like participation in a ritual she had never agreed to. 
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Vance said, “Conference room. The sheriff’s one, not 

counsel’s.” 

So they all moved. 

The room filled uneasily around the table. 

Brandt chose the chair opposite Vance without asking. Fisk 

sat to his left. The state-resources man – Spear, according to 

the ID badge clipped to his belt – remained half a step behind 

and a little to the wall, which confirmed Dan’s earlier read. 

Security or fixer trying on public-service costume. Max took the 

far end of the table, neither fully with Brandt nor cleanly with 

the county, which made him look exactly like what he currently 

was: a transitional liability. 

Ruth sat near Bel and opened a legal pad with theatrical 

deliberation. Dan stayed standing. 

Brandt removed one glove, then the other, and laid them on 

the table with a precision that was its own kind of message. 

Vance started. 

“Before counsel wastes my morning on vocabulary,” she said, 

“I’ll save us all some effort. A concealed burial site has been 

opened under Station Seven. The remains appear consistent with 

Deputy Roy Ordway, missing since 2016. We have survey evidence of 

a hidden lower access structure. We have Prairie Basin-linked 

remediation payments tied to Station Seven in 2023. We have 

archival material showing Cade Vogel present in relation to the 

site before his death. So if anybody here planned to discuss 

‘historical ambiguity,’ you may now update your internal 

language.” 
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Fisk folded his hands. 

“That’s a striking summary,” he said. 

“It improves with forensic confirmation.” 

Brandt turned his attention to Vance first, then briefly to 

Bel, then back again. 

“Sheriff,” he said, “I want to state at the outset that my 

companies have no interest in obstructing a criminal inquiry.” 

Bel laughed. 

No one else did, which made it louder. 

Brandt looked at her then, properly. 

“Miss Sawyer,” he said. 

“Don’t.” 

Something faint altered in the room. Fisk noticed it. So did 

Dan. The state-resources man shifted weight, tiny but real. 

Brandt did not apologize. Men like him never apologized 

first because that would imply the other party’s reality had 

arrived before theirs. 

“My concern,” he continued, turning back to Vance, “is that 

several independent structures are being collapsed into one 

public narrative before chain of knowledge has been established. 

Prairie Basin acquired legacy engineering and survey assets 

through a lawful sequence of purchases. The existence of historic 

county infrastructure irregularities does not imply present 

corporate complicity.” 

Ruth leaned back in her chair. “That is almost beautiful. 

Did you rehearse it in the car.” 
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Fisk answered for him. “Counsel is here to preserve 

accuracy.” 

“No,” Ruth said. “Counsel is here because the dead have 

finally become discoverable.” 

Brandt ignored her. 

Vance did not. “You’ll answer her when useful. Right now you 

answer me. Did Prairie Basin or any affiliate under your 

direction pay Cade Vogel.” 

Fisk spoke again. “We would need precision as to entity, 

date, and payment classification.” 

Max said, “Yes.” 

Every head in the room turned toward him. 

The answer had come too quickly to be strategic. It arrived 

with the exhausted bluntness of a man who had finally discovered 

that delay no longer improved his moral silhouette. 

Brandt did not move much. Just enough that the room 

understood he had not authorized this. 

“Mr. Corliss,” Fisk began. 

“No,” Max said, and for once there was no polish left in him 

at all, only the sharp stripped clarity Bel remembered from one 

or two very old arguments on ridgelines in weather. “You asked 

for accuracy. Accurate enough? Yes. Prairie Basin-linked entities 

paid Cade Vogel through discretionary field accounts. He appears 

in the remediations side and in nuisance control. He was not 

payroll in the employee sense. He was budgeted labor.” 

Silence. 

Then Vance said, “Thank you.” 
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Fisk did not look at Max. He looked at Brandt, who had still 

not visibly lost his composure and in doing so began, for the 

first time, to seem less composed than brittle. 

Brandt said, “Mr. Corliss has had one difficult night and is 

now using imprecise language regarding legacy invoices he was not 

authorized to interpret.” 

“Wrong,” Max replied. 

That landed harder than the first answer because of how 

quietly he said it. 

Bel watched Brandt then and saw, not panic, but the first 

small mathematical recalculation of the morning. The room had 

shifted. Max was no longer internal. That changed the table. 

Vance said, “Did you know Roy Ordway’s remains were under 

Station Seven.” 

“No,” Brandt replied. 

Fisk added, “And to be precise, no evidence has yet been 

presented to us establishing the remains –” 

Vance cut him off with a raised hand. “You’re not in court 

and I’m not your audience. Mr. Brandt answered. We’ll come back 

to counsel’s fragility later.” 

Ruth smiled into her coffee cup. 

Dan had not spoken since entering the room, but when he did, 

everyone listened because still men bought their words with 

patience. 

“Why Station Seven,” he asked. 

Brandt’s eyes moved to him. “I’m sorry?” 
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Dan remained exactly where he was by the wall. “If you’re 

going to deny intent, explain site choice. Station Seven isn’t 

convenient unless somebody wanted county property masking private 

use. That decision predates your direct acquisition, maybe. But 

it survives into your period because your people paid against it. 

So why keep using the county shell.” 

Fisk opened his mouth. 

Brandt held up a finger, just enough to stop him. 

Because Dan’s question was not legal. It was structural. Men 

like Brandt preferred answering those themselves when they 

believed they still could. 

“Mr. Rourke,” Brandt said, “you are assuming continuity of 

purpose across ownership changes.” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s intellectually lazy.” 

“No,” Dan said. “It’s what patterns are.” 

Bel looked down briefly so Brandt would not see the flash of 

satisfaction that sentence gave her. 

Brandt folded his hands. 

“When Prairie Basin acquired the survey firm,” he said, “it 

acquired an archival mess. Nonstandard mapping, undocumented 

municipal overlaps, old contractor habits from a county 

government that had never been particularly rigorous. Station 

Seven was one such overlap. The site appears to have served, 

historically, several functions at once. Some legal. Some likely 

not. We inherited ambiguity.” 

Ruth said, “And then paid to preserve it.” 
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His gaze shifted to her. 

“No,” he said. “We paid to assess risk.” 

“There it is,” she replied. “That’s the phrase. That’s the 

one you rich men all use when a corpse and a quarterly plan 

happen to occupy the same file.” 

Fisk tried again. “If this continues in a rhetorical 

register rather than an evidentiary one –” 

Vance snapped, “Then leave.” 

He blinked once, perhaps finally remembering what counties 

were for when they stopped being available for courtesy. 

Bel had been silent too long. She felt it physically, like 

holding breath under cold water. 

“When did you first hear Roy Ordway’s name,” she asked. 

Brandt looked at her and, for the first time that morning, 

answered without rerouting through Vance. 

“In connection with this matter? Today.” 

It was smooth. Immediate. Almost elegant. 

“Lie,” she said. 

Fisk started to object. Dan did not move. Ruth’s pen stopped 

over the page. 

Brandt said, “Miss Sawyer, your feelings are not evidence.” 

“No,” she answered. “But your habits are.” 

The room narrowed around the sentence. 

She leaned forward with both forearms on the table. 

“You don’t speak like a man hearing a dead deputy’s name for 

the first time in relation to land he’s trying to acquire. You 

speak like a man with a category prepared. ‘Historical overlap.’ 
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‘Archival mess.’ ‘Risk.’ You had those words loaded before you 

entered the building. Which means you knew enough to need 

language, even if you didn’t know which room you’d deploy it in.” 

Brandt watched her quietly. Not dismissal, not admiration. 

Measurement. Men like him always measured women twice – first for 

disruption, then for cost. 

“That is a clever argument,” he said. 

“No,” Bel replied. “It’s just attention.” 

Max looked down at his hands. Ruth actually smiled now, 

openly. 

Vance said, “Did anyone under your authority ever instruct a 

contractor, affiliate, or discretionary field operator to 

retrieve materials from Isabel Sawyer’s residence.” 

Fisk answered instantly. “Absolutely not.” 

“Mr. Brandt.” 

A beat. 

“No.” 

Again too smooth. 

Dan said, “Then why did your counsel call dispatch at one-

fifty-seven asking about police activity at her place.” 

This time Brandt’s composure did crack, not much, but enough 

for Bel to see the real man under the conference-room finish. 

Irritation first. Not fear. 

“That call,” Fisk said, “was made after receiving notice of 

unusual movement in company records likely connected to trespass 

and the improper removal of sensitive materials.” 

Vance’s head tilted very slightly. “Sensitive for whom.” 
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Brandt interlaced his fingers. 

“Sheriff, the extraction sector in 2026 is inseparable from 

federal strategic-materials policy. Incomplete survey archives, 

old land records, and improperly handled site data can create 

market distortion, national-security problems, and private 

opportunism all at once.” 

“There he is,” Ruth murmured. 

Bel stared at him. 

Three years ago he had offered her relocation money with the 

expression of a man solving for weather. Now he had wrapped his 

fear in the language of domestic supply chains and national 

resilience. The costume had changed. The appetite had not. 

“You still think this is yours to frame,” she said. 

Brandt gave the smallest shrug. “Every conflict is framed by 

someone.” 

“Not always the person who paid for it.” 

That landed. She knew because Spear, the supposed state-

resources man, looked at Brandt then instead of at the wall. Tiny 

shifts. Rooms were made of them. 

Vance stood up. 

“All right. Here’s where we are. You will provide by end of 

day a complete list of Prairie Basin, Mountain West Development, 

and related affiliate payments coded to Station Seven, 

remediation, site risk, discretionary field operations, and 

nuisance control from January 2022 forward. You will preserve 

every device and record relevant to those categories. You will 

not contact any county employee below chief-deputy level about 
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this matter. And you” – she looked directly at Brandt – “will not 

send any more men in gloves to private residences in my county.” 

Fisk said, “That last statement assumes facts not in 

evidence.” 

Vance said, “Yes. I’m a sheriff. We do that before 

breakfast.” 

Ruth closed her notebook with soft satisfaction. 

Max finally looked up at Brandt directly. “You should 

comply.” 

Brandt turned his head toward him with the grave 

disappointment of a man who had been betrayed by his own 

furnishing. 

“You overestimate your value in this room, Max.” 

“No,” Max said. “You’ve been overestimating yours in every 

room since Spokane.” 

That was new. 

Bel saw it in Brandt’s face too. Not the content – he 

clearly knew what Spokane referenced – but the choice to say it 

aloud here. 

“Explain,” Vance said. 

Max did not hesitate. 

“The Spokane subcontractor wasn’t just exhumation-capable. 

It was used three times by allied shells in the last eighteen 

months. One wildfire cleanout in Idaho. One private-ranch 

environmental remediation outside Missoula. And Station Seven. 

Same vendor cluster, same approval corridor.” He kept his eyes on 
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Brandt. “You weren’t merely inheriting old ambiguity. You had an 

established cleanup pathway.” 

Fisk said, “Speculation.” 

“Metadata,” Max answered. 

Brandt stood. 

It was the first truly human thing he had done all morning, 

because it was uncalculated enough to qualify as impulse. 

He looked around the table once, then at Bel. 

“For what it’s worth,” he said, “I did not order Cade Vogel 

into your life.” 

Bel rose too. 

“For what it’s worth,” she said, “that’s the saddest defense 

I’ve ever heard from a rich man.” 

The room held there, two standing figures across county 

laminate, while outside the blinds the day kept brightening over 

a county that did not yet know it had just crossed into a 

different version of itself. 

Brandt put one glove back on, then the other. 

“Counsel,” he said. 

Fisk gathered his papers. Spear stepped off the wall. Max 

remained seated. 

Brandt noticed that last, and his gaze sharpened. 

“Are you coming.” 

“No.” 

It was almost gentle. That made it final. 

For one stretched second Bel thought Brandt might say 

something true by accident. Something about blood, investment, 
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succession, disappointment, the old stupid male fantasy that 

younger men ought to inherit corruption as if it were polish. 

Instead he only nodded once. 

“So be it,” he said. 

Then he left. 

No one moved until the vestibule door shut behind the three 

of them. 

Ruth sat first and let out a breath. “Well.” 

Vance stayed standing. “He’ll lawyer hard by noon.” 

“He already has,” Ruth replied. “Now he also has a witness 

problem.” 

Max looked as if the word witness had been waiting for him 

specifically. 

Dan pushed off the wall at last and came to the table. 

“What’s Spokane,” he asked. 

Max rubbed one hand once over his face. 

“Internal joke,” he said. “Or not a joke. The phrase started 

after an Idaho fire line. Site exposed, old material surfacing, 

local contractors too curious. Somebody on Brandt’s side said we 

needed a Spokane ending.” He looked at Bel, then away. “I didn’t 

understand then how literal they liked their language.” 

Bel’s anger moved again, but not toward him alone. Toward 

structures. Toward the smooth transfer of dirty habits between 

entities and years and men who thought clever wording exempted 

them from the physical world. 

“A Spokane ending,” she said. 

“Yes.” 
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“Jesus.” 

Vance said, “Put that in a statement.” 

“I will.” 

Ruth looked at Bel. “And now we move the second half.” 

Dan nodded once. “Today.” 

Vance turned from the door. “Where.” 

Bel thought of the case, the closet, the camera alert at 

two-twelve, Vogel’s hands under her sink, her father’s note, the 

county badge under freezer paper. 

“Not where any man with a map would begin,” she said. 

Dan’s mouth shifted the slightest degree. He knew then, or 

suspected. 

Ruth said, “I hate it when clients become lyrical around 

logistics.” 

“Live with disappointment,” Bel answered. 

Vance studied her for a beat, then made the only decision 

possible in a county this size and a case this tangled. 

“You move it under escort. No county-marked vehicles. No 

direct route. Dan goes. Max stays visible here until I decide 

whether he’s safer in a chair or a cell. Ruth keeps paper moving 

fast enough to make Helena sweat. I’ll sit on the ridge and the 

body until the state decides whether it wants in or wants to 

pretend this is still mine alone.” 

“That all?” Ruth said. 

“For the next hour.” 

Bel picked up the spiral notebook and slid it into her bag. 
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The object had changed weight since morning. Not because 

paper grew heavier when the dead entered it, but because 

certainty did. The notebook was no longer one angry old man’s 

private muttering. It was a ledger of managed fear. 

Dan looked at her. “You ready.” 

“No,” she said. “So let’s go.” 

They left by the rear stairwell to avoid the lobby and 

whatever local eyes had begun gathering there under the pressure 

of patrol gossip and scanner rumors. The county parking lot 

behind the building held three deputies smoking under the no-

smoking sign, one feed truck idling for a delivery, and the flat 

metallic smell that comes after rain when the sun has not yet 

fully warmed concrete. 

Dan’s Bronco waited in the far slot beside the evidence 

annex fence. 

He unlocked the passenger side for her without comment. 

As she reached the handle, Max called from the stairwell 

door behind them. 

“Bel.” 

She turned. 

He had come only as far as the threshold, stopped there by 

some combination of sheriff’s authority and his own late-arriving 

sense of position. Wind moved once through his damp hair. The 

county building behind him made him look younger and worse 

defended than the rooms of Prairie Basin ever had. 

“What.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 244 

 

“If the second half contains account exports,” he said, “or 

vendor routing, or anything tagged to Spokane, don’t put it on 

county systems first.” 

Dan said, “Why.” 

“Because if this is as layered as I think it is, county 

isn’t automatically outside the compromise.” 

That stopped all three of them. 

Bel looked back at the building. Brick, narrow windows, 

patched roofing, municipal flags. The same county shell that had 

stood over Roy Ordway’s body for eight years and not known, or 

known and accommodated, the fact. 

“Anyone specific,” Dan asked. 

Max hesitated. 

“That’s the problem. Not yet.” 

It was not enough and it was what he had. 

Bel nodded once. “Then earn better.” 

He accepted the blow. Also what he had. 

Dan got in behind the wheel. 

They pulled out of the county lot without lights or hurry 

and turned south, not west toward the river, not east toward the 

state road, but down through a grid of older streets where fenced 

yards, machine sheds, and volunteer fire garages broke sight 

lines every hundred yards. 

“Where,” he said. 

She looked out the window at town moving past in pieces: 

chain-link, pickup beds, a Baptist church sign, three boys on BMX 
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bikes, the ragged practical face of a place Brandt had never 

really seen except as permitting terrain. 

“My father kept one place for things he wanted hidden from 

drunks,” she said. “Another for things he wanted hidden from 

law.” 

Dan glanced at her once. “And this is the second.” 

“Yes.” 

“That place on county ground?” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

She gave him directions one at a time, not because she 

thought he would betray them, but because habit and caution had 

become difficult to separate. 

South through town. Left at the feed mill. Over the old rail 

spur. Then up the road no brochure ever used because it led not 

to views but to salvage. 

The yard appeared all at once around a bend, as ugly as 

memory and more useful than taste had ever allowed. Three acres 

of rusted frames, bent irrigation pipe, dead combines, school-bus 

shells, and engine blocks gone floral with orange corrosion. A 

private salvage lot long abandoned on paper and quietly active in 

the real way rural places remained active after taxes and signage 

had both given up. 

Dan slowed. 

“You hid evidence in a junkyard.” 

“I hid evidence in a place men like Brandt wouldn’t look 

twice because it resembles failure.” 
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His mouth almost moved again. “There’s a compliment in there 

somewhere.” 

“Don’t chase it.” 

At the far end of the yard stood an old refrigerated trailer 

tilted on cinder blocks, doors chained, paint gone from white to 

a diseased gray. Her father used to keep tagged deer there in 

season when the weather ran warm and he was still pretending 

legitimate freezer space explained all his movements. 

Bel got out before Dan could stop her, crossed the yard 

between axles and broken glass, and went to the trailer’s 

underside where a strip of corrugated skirting had sagged loose 

from one nail. 

She reached under, found the taped coffee can, and pulled it 

free. 

Inside: a key ring, a folded title slip, and a second drive. 

Dan had come up behind her quietly enough that she only knew 

he was there when his shadow crossed the trailer wall. 

“That it,” he asked. 

“Part of it.” 

She held up the drive. 

Older than the ridge one. Grease on the casing. Tape label 

half torn but still legible in her father’s hand. 

SPK / INVOICES / H.H. 

She stared at the letters. 

Dan saw them too. 

“H.H.,” he said. 

“Brandt Holdings,” Bel answered. 
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Or Vogel/Brandt. Or both. 

Either way, the dead had kept better books than the living 

wanted. 

Dan took out his phone, not to call, but to switch it fully 

off and remove the battery pack he kept clipped behind the 

ruggedized case. Then he nodded toward hers. 

She understood. 

No signals from here. 

No systems. 

No county, no Prairie Basin, no accidental pings through 

towers someone else owned. 

When both phones lay dark on the rusted bumper of an old hay 

truck, Bel looked again at the drive in her palm and thought: 

there it is. 

Not the end. 

Not justice. 

Only the next door. 

“Open it where,” Dan asked. 

She looked across the salvage yard toward the tree line and 

the county beyond it, all the ordinary acres under which people 

kept thinking they could bury sequence itself. 

“Not here,” she said. “This one we open where no one owns 

the walls.” 

Dan nodded once. 

Then they turned back toward the Bronco with the second half 

of the archive between them and the day already preparing its 

next price. 
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Chapter Twelve 

The Place No One Owned 

They opened the second drive in a place no one owned, which 

was as close to safety as western Montana had ever offered. 

The place sat thirteen miles south of town beyond the last 

county gate, beyond the old burn scar, beyond even the practical 

imagination of men who preferred search warrants, title maps, and 

paved roads to do their work for them. It had once been a fire 

lookout foundation and before that, if Black Bow’s grandfather 

was to be believed, a Kootenai watch point where people sat above 

the river valley and read movement in weather, horses, and smoke 

long before counties learned how to name jurisdiction. The tower 

itself was gone. Lightning had taken it ten summers earlier. But 

the stone footings remained, and one side of the old concrete pad 

still held a roofed lean-to Dan had rebuilt after a search call 

in late elk season taught him the value of dry walls in high 

country. 

There was no power. 

No wired network. 

No road visible from below unless you knew exactly where to 

stand and exactly what line through lodgepole and deadfall opened 

the slope. 

Dan parked the Bronco under a screen of burned snags where 

it looked from any distance like one more dark shape in a timber 

graveyard and killed the engine without speaking. Wind moved 

through the standing dead with the particular dry complaint old 

fires keep for years after flame. Far below them the valley 
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opened in layers of silver water, railroad cuts, county roads, 

and the invisible movements of people who still believed their 

problems were confined to property lines. 

Bel stepped out with the drive in one pocket and the green 

notebook in the other. Her body had gone past tired several hours 

ago and entered the cleaner, harder region beyond it where the 

mind made sharper choices because the rest of the system had 

finally stopped offering opinions. 

Dan hauled a weatherproof case from the Bronco’s rear deck 

and carried it into the lean-to. Inside: a ruggedized laptop, 

battery block, forensic dock, small toolkit, paper maps, two 

blankets, three road flares, and enough coffee apparatus to 

survive a siege or a winter. He set the case on the plank bench 

under the only window and nodded once at the outlet strip screwed 

to the wall despite there being no permanent electricity. 

“Solar pack held,” he said. 

“That sentence would sound insane almost anywhere else.” 

“Which is one of the charms of the place.” 

She put the notebook and the drive on the bench and turned 

once to look out the lean-to opening at the ridge lines folding 

westward into weather. The country looked honest from up here. 

That was the problem with distance. It improved landscapes and 

lied about men. 

Dan unfolded the laptop and connected the battery block. 

“No phones,” he said. 

“Already off.” 

“Off off.” 
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She took hers out, popped the case, removed the battery 

pack, and set both on the opposite bench. Dan did the same. The 

little domesticity of that act – two people on a mountain 

disabling the century for an hour – should have been absurd. 

Instead it felt almost devotional. 

He connected the drive. 

It mounted after one long pause and a second shorter one. 

The directory tree was messier than the first archive and 

therefore, in some ways, more reassuring. The ridge drive had 

been organized by someone who expected retrieval. This one had 

been organized by a man hiding things from himself as much as 

from others. 

Folders bloomed down the left side of the screen: 

H.H. SPK VALE_ALT RIVER LEDGERS NOT FOR COUNTY IF GONE / 

GIVE TO M.R. 

Bel stared at the last folder until her eyes blurred around 

the edges. 

Dan said nothing. 

She appreciated that more than comfort. 

“Open H.H. first,” she said. 

Dan did. 

Inside: scanned invoices, wire confirmations, title draft 

language, and one PDF export from a private-equity briefing 

packet stamped five years old and marked HAYDON HOLDINGS – 

MOUNTAIN WEST SPECIAL ASSETS. The cover slide showed three 

counties, four prospect zones, and a line item she recognized 

even before reading it twice. 
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TWIN SPRINGS COMPLEX / DEFERRED UNTIL LEGACY RISK 

NORMALIZED. 

“Legacy risk,” Dan said. 

“Which is what men like Brandt call graves when the 

accounting department might see.” 

The packet continued. Commodity projections. Strategic 

domestic-source arguments. Water-use concerns disguised as 

opportunity. And then, midway through, a slide with two bullet 

points in red. 

LOCAL RESISTANCE FACTORS – RIVERS HOLDINGS FRAGMENT 

(UNPERFECTED) – STATION 7 MATERIAL (UNRESOLVED) 

Bel sat down too fast and the bench complained under her. 

“My name was in a deck,” she said. 

Dan was reading over her shoulder now, one hand flat on the 

plank beside the keyboard. 

“Yes.” 

“Not rumor. Not local discussion. Not after Vogel. Before 

all of it.” 

“Looks like.” 

She felt the mountain lean very slightly under the simple 

force of that. 

Not because she had been naïve enough to imagine men like 

Brandt forgot her. Because this proved planning. Categorization. 

The conversion of a human life into a bullet under resistance 

factors years before anybody sent flowers or buyout paper or 

gloved men into her house at two in the morning. 

“Next,” Dan said. 
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SPK opened into the kind of ledger structure men built when 

they wanted deniability available but not confusion. Vendor 

codes. Routing slips. One spreadsheet tab named CLEAN with 

nothing clean in it. Another labeled TRANSIT. A third called 

HOSPITALITY, which proved on inspection to include hotel blocks, 

meal reimbursements, and at least three payments to women whose 

legal names had been replaced by initials and city abbreviations. 

Bel saw Dan see that and look away not out of prudery but 

because there were forms of exploitation so routine in male 

systems they induced a special kind of disgust. Not surprise. 

Just disgust at scale. 

“Spokane ending,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

There it was in the notes column. Not every time. Just 

enough times to establish habit. 

SPK ENDING – clear site witness issue SPK ENDING – 

contractor overreach / weather event SPK ENDING if H. won’t 

settle after 9/12 SPK ENDING deferred – H useful after 

H. 

Vogel. 

Not a man, then. A category temporarily retained for 

utility. 

Dan read the line again. “Deferred because useful after.” 

“After what.” 

“After Ordway, probably. After the burial site was stable. 

After they needed a local face more than a silent one.” 
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Bel looked down at the notebook from her father and flipped 

to the margin where he had written L.H. THINKS HE CAN SELL SAME 

FEAR TWICE. 

“He figured out he was not a partner,” she said. “He was 

maintenance.” 

Dan nodded. “Men like Vogel always believe promotion is 

coming if they stay mean enough long enough.” 

“And when it doesn’t.” 

“They start freelancing.” 

That answered more than Vogel’s ego. It answered timing. Why 

he had come harder at the trailer in the month before he died. 

Why the pressure had sharpened from rumor and porch menace into 

drawers pulled open and hands under the sink. Vogel had known 

enough to understand he was being kept at the edge of the bigger 

room and had decided to breach inward through her. 

“Open Ordway,” Bel said. 

VALE_ALT held more video, worse audio, and three image 

captures from angles the first drive had not shown. One still 

frame stopped her completely. 

Ordway again in headlights. 

Vogel half-visible near the concrete mouth. 

And farther back, at the edge of light, the same narrow 

figure the sheriff had noticed earlier. 

This time there was just enough detail to make out a profile 

turned slightly away from camera: jawline, cheek, hair pulled 

back under a cap. 

Woman. 
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Bel did not know how she knew, only that she did. 

Dan enlarged the frame. Pixelation fought him, but a glint 

came free at the throat of the distant figure. 

Pendant? Badge? Lanyard? 

No. A laminated access card clipped to a breast pocket. 

“This wasn’t just camp-trash labor,” Dan said quietly. “She 

was site-cleared.” 

Bel looked through the other image captures. In the third 

frame, taken minutes or seconds later – impossible to tell – the 

narrow figure was gone. Ordway was on the ground. Vogel was bent 

over him. A truck door stood open on the far side of the cut. 

And on the inside panel of that door, barely visible: a 

county seal. 

She sat back slowly. 

“County vehicle.” 

“Yes.” 

“So whoever brought Ordway there wanted the site to still 

read county if anyone ever got a partial look.” 

“Or the county was part of the transport, not just the 

mask.” 

The room went very quiet after that. 

Because once county involvement became more than symbolic, 

every next question got worse. 

Bel said, “Open IF GONE / GIVE TO M.R.” 

Dan looked at her. “You sure.” 

“No.” 

He opened it anyway. 
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There was only one file. 

A plain-text document. 

No title. 

No date. 

Her father’s writing, preserved in the flat machine 

transcription of a man who had either dictated badly into some 

cheap software or typed with the blunt two-finger violence he 

used on all keyboards. 

IF THIS GOT TO HER IT MEANS I WAS RIGHT TO SPLIT IT. DON’T 

GIVE COUNTY EVERYTHING FIRST. NOT ALL COUNTY CLEAN. DAN OVERTON 

IF HE’S STILL LIVING IS THE ONLY MAN I’D TRUST TO WALK HER OUT OF 

A BAD SITE. IF HAYDON ACTS LIKE HE JUST FOUND GOD, SHOOT THE 

TIRES FIRST. THE WOMAN ON THE RIDGE IS CALLED ELENA OR EDNA OR 

SOMETHING LIKE THAT. H. SAID SHE WASN’T FROM HERE AND WOULDN’T 

STAY. SHE TOOK PICTURES. M.V. THOUGHT HE COULD CUT IN. HE 

COULDN’T. THE LOWER HELD MORE BEFORE PB THAN AFTER. THEY CLEANED 

ONCE. MAYBE TWICE. IF M. GETS THIS, TELL HER I DID TRY TO KEEP 

SOME OF IT OFF HER. DIDN’T KNOW HOW MUCH TO KEEP. 

Bel stopped reading. 

Her father’s voice, flattened into ugly text and half-joking 

survivalism, had come across the years without grace and landed 

harder than any loving letter would have. He had not been a good 

man. He had not been a safe man. He had, apparently, tried in his 

own damaged fashion to keep a portion of this structure from 

fully closing over her. 

Dan read the line with his own name twice and then looked 

out through the lean-to opening toward the valley. 
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“Guess he had opinions,” he said. 

Bel laughed once and then, because the body made decisions 

before dignity could vote, covered her mouth with both hands. 

Not tears exactly. Not yet. Something nearer their source. 

Dan reached across the bench and touched her wrist once, 

very lightly, then withdrew before comfort could become 

spectacle. 

“The woman,” he said after a moment, grounding them both. 

“Elena or Renata.” 

“Elena Vance.” 

“No.” 

She turned toward him. 

“You don’t think.” 

“No. Vance was with state patrol in Great Falls the year 

Ordway vanished. That’s in her file. Different Elena. Or close 

enough in sound your father got it wrong.” He nodded toward the 

screen. “But he’s confirming the figure. Woman on site. Took 

pictures. Not local and not permanent.” 

Bel wiped her face once with the heel of her hand, annoyed 

by it and the fact of being seen. 

“Vogel said she wouldn’t stay.” 

“Which means she might have left because she chose to or 

because someone decided choosing wasn’t required.” 

“Great.” 

“Yes.” 

They opened LEDGERS next. 

That was where the bookkeeping became obscene. 
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Not because of the totals, though there was plenty of money 

in them. Because of how ordinary the entries tried to look. 

Fuel. Aggregate. Road repair. Temporary labor. Materials 

transfer. Habitat review. Hospitality. Site risk. Transport. 

And nested under the coded rows, initials. 

M.V. once, then no more. L.H. repeatedly. D.C. three times. 

Bel’s head came up so sharply she nearly hit the shelf 

behind her. 

“What.” 

Dan leaned closer. 

D.C. three separate entries under TRANSPORT and HOSPITALITY 

in 2023. Different months. Different shell vendors. Same 

initials. 

“Daniel Corrigan,” Bel said. 

“Maybe.” 

“No maybe. D.C. called again, my father wrote it. We’ve got 

Corrigan out on the Cape tied to another old death structure, and 

now his initials show in a Bel shadow ledger under transport.” 

Dan’s face changed less than most men’s would have, which 

did not mean he felt less. It meant the feeling moved deeper 

before surfacing. 

“Cross-state contractor,” he said. 

“Or witness mover. Or cleanup runner. Or one man with too 

many old loyalties.” 

She looked down at the lines again. 

The entries were too sparse to prove identity outright. But 

in bad systems, repetition often counted before names did. 
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D.C. – hotel / Missoula D.C. – transit / Kalispell D.C. – 

deferred / ridge not open 

Deferred / ridge not open. 

The lower had been scheduled. Revisited. Managed over time 

like an unpleasant asset held off-book until market conditions 

improved. 

“This isn’t one burial,” Bel said. “It’s maintenance over 

years.” 

“Yes.” 

“And somebody from the Cape crosses through it.” 

“Looks that way.” 

The mountain air through the lean-to opening had gone colder 

without either of them noticing when. Clouds were stacking west 

now, bruised and slow, and the standing dead around the old 

lookout clicked softly in the wind like old bone. 

Dan closed the ledger window and opened NOT FOR COUNTY. 

Inside were four files. 

One audio clip of Vogel drunk enough to forget he was being 

recorded. Two image dumps from a phone camera showing the inside 

of Station Seven before the fire. And a PDF titled CLAIM PRESSURE 

MODEL. 

Bel did not like the title and knew from long experience 

that instinct was correct. 

The PDF opened into a strategy memorandum. 

Not Brandt’s voice exactly. Too operational. Too stripped. 

But the language of men writing for Brandt’s tier. 
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RIVERS FRAGMENT can likely be neutralized through one of 

four pathways: 

1. voluntary acquisition under hardship framing 2. title 

contamination via probate challenge 3. local reputation 

degradation / violent-association amplification 4. removal from 

county through stipend relocation 

Bel read line three again. 

Local reputation degradation / violent-association 

amplification. 

Cade Vogel. The county whispers. The girl. All of it not 

merely aftermath, then, but usable pressure in a written model. 

She felt something in her go still in a new and final way. 

All morning she had been angry. 

This was different. 

This was the end of surprise. 

Dan read over her shoulder and made a sound so small it 

barely qualified as speech. 

“There.” 

“Yes.” 

“Want to stop for a minute.” 

“No.” 

He nodded. One of the many reasons she could stand him was 

that he never mistook no for fragility if it came out level. 

File two in NOT FOR COUNTY was an internal note attached to 

the pressure model. 
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M.R. more stable if isolated from OVERTON. H. useful on 

intimidation but too visible for long game. Need woman-facing 

option if relocation used. 

Woman-facing option. 

The unknown woman on the ridge. 

Not only present at Ordway’s scene, perhaps. Operational 

later too. 

Bel sat back from the screen. 

“Not county,” she said. “Not fully company either. Some 

private female operator, contractor, intermediary –” 

“Or fixer with access to both.” 

“She took pictures. Vogel knew her. My father knew enough of 

her name to write it down.” Bel looked at the dark window. “If 

she’s alive, she’s either hidden or expensive.” 

Dan said, “Can be both.” 

They sat for a minute with the files open and the battery 

block ticking softly on the bench. 

Below them in the valley a freight train moved east, 

invisible except for the metallic threading of sound through 

timber. Bel listened to it and thought of all the dumb faith 

people put in movement – go east, go south, go somewhere 

civilized, and history would lose the trail. But structures moved 

too. Men like Brandt owned movement. The line from Spokane to 

Missoula to Kalispell to Ironwater to a county file to a woman’s 

trailer at two in the morning was just one long road to them. 

“Open River,” Dan said. 

That folder held only photographs. 
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Her. 

Not many. Not enough to qualify as obsession in a cinematic 

way. Enough to qualify as professional attention. 

Her truck at the feed store. Her at the county counter 

paying property tax in cash. Her and Dan once at Kavanagh’s, 

taken through café glass from across the street. Her father six 

months before his death, standing at the burn barrel with a 

coffee mug in hand and looking not old but hunted. 

And the last image, timestamped two weeks before Cade Vogel 

died: Bel on her porch with Vogel at the rail, profile turned, 

his hand lifted as if making some point he believed his own size 

ratified. 

“They photographed the pressure campaign,” she said. 

“To measure it.” 

“To document it for whom.” 

Dan did not answer because the answer lived in too many 

directions at once. Insurance. Internal proof of progress. 

Blackmail material. A manager’s need to show superiors he had the 

woman narrowing toward compliance. 

She closed the folder herself. 

The battery indicator on the solar pack dropped one line. 

“How much more,” Dan asked. 

“Enough.” 

He understood that too. 

The final unopened file sat at the bottom of the drive root, 

outside all folders. 

No name. 
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Only a date. 

09_18_23.mov 

The day Cade Vogel died. 

Dan looked at her. “Could be anything.” 

“No,” she said. “It couldn’t.” 

He let her open it. 

The footage began in darkness and movement. Phone camera. 

Running. Breath. Then light from the trailer kitchen window 

through cottonwood trunks. 

The camera holder stopped short enough that image swung and 

steadied on the side of the house. 

Voices from inside. 

Vogel’s, unmistakable. 

Another voice – hers – too low to make out words. 

Then the camera advanced two steps and the angle changed to 

the kitchen window over the sink. 

What it showed lasted maybe four seconds. 

Vogel with one hand braced on the counter and the other 

driving under the sink base, feeling for something behind 

plumbing and panel. Bel behind him, not cowering, not pleading, 

reaching for the dish rack where the knife sat. 

Then the camera jerked sideways as if the holder had stepped 

back or been startled by what they themselves had come to see. 

The rest of the clip degraded into siding, dirt, breathing, one 

whispered curse in a female voice, and then black. 

Bel did not move at all after it ended. 

The mountain leaned quietly around them. 
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Dan said, “A woman.” 

“Yes.” 

The curse had been female. Clear enough. Not close enough to 

identify. But female. 

The woman on the ridge. The woman-facing option. The 

photographer. Present the night Vogel died and recording from the 

side yard while Bel fought for her life inside. 

Dan closed the laptop. 

Not abruptly. Not because he feared what came next. Because 

some thresholds required a full stop in order to be properly 

seen. 

“She watched,” Bel said. 

“Yes.” 

“She watched and did nothing.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then they let me carry it. They let the county call it what 

they liked because the actual witness stayed off-book.” 

Dan rested both hands on the bench and looked at her with 

the hard kindness that had, more than once now, kept the day 

attached to something survivable. 

“They didn’t let you carry it,” he said. “They built for you 

to.” 

That was the cleaner truth and she hated him briefly for 

offering it because it fit too well. 

Wind moved through the dead snags outside. A raven crossed 

the opening once and vanished west. 

Bel stood up so suddenly the bench scraped. 
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“We go to Vance.” 

“Yes.” 

“We give her enough, not all.” 

“Yes.” 

“We keep the woman out of county systems until we know where 

county leaks.” 

Dan rose too. “Yes.” 

“We move the notebook and both drives again after.” 

“Yes.” 

She looked at him. 

“How are you always so goddamn calm.” 

He considered that with enough seriousness to insult her 

into half a breath of laughter. 

“I’m not calm,” he said. “I’m just not decorative about it.” 

That nearly did earn the smile. Nearly. 

He began shutting down the station, disconnecting the 

battery, wrapping cords. Practical motions. Mountain religion. 

Bel took one last look at the dark screen before he folded 

the laptop. 

There was now a witness to the night Vogel died who had 

never entered any county record. 

There was proof Brandt’s side had modeled her destruction in 

writing. 

There were ledger ties from Spokane to Ironwater and 

initials that might yet drag another coast into the same buried 

structure. 
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And there was, for the first time since Cade Vogel bled out 

on her floor, something harder than anger available. 

Sequence. 

She tucked the notebook under one arm, pocketed the drives, 

and stepped out into the mountain wind. 

Below them the valley looked the same as it had that 

morning. River, county roads, salvage yards, rail cuts, the 

practiced innocence of terrain. 

Nothing looked different. 

Everything was. 

“Dan,” she said as they walked back toward the Bronco. 

“What.” 

“If the woman stayed close enough to film Vogel from the 

side yard, she knew how likely he was to turn violent.” 

“Yes.” 

“Which means she knew the assignment wasn’t paper retrieval 

only.” 

“Yes.” 

“And she still stayed outside.” 

He opened the Bronco’s rear hatch, slid the equipment case 

into place, and shut it with one hand. 

“Yes,” he said again. 

Bel looked down toward the county invisible below the ridge 

and thought of Vance waiting in brick and bureaucracy, of Ruth 

moving paper fast enough to force larger men into reaction, of 

Max sitting under sheriff’s supervision with the remains of a 
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loyalty burning out of him, and of Brandt in some warm office 

already drafting his next version of innocence. 

“Good,” she said. 

Dan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Good how.” 

“Good,” Bel answered, “because now I know who I want after 

him.” 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Thirteen 
 

The Woman on the Ridge 
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By the time they came off the mountain, Sheriff Vance 

already had two messages waiting and one of them had the feel of 

a trap sprung a little too cleanly to be chance. 

The county lot behind the sheriff’s office was brighter now, 

all noon glare on windshields and patched asphalt, but the day 

had not warmed in any useful way. Wind kept coming down off the 

ridge in hard little charges, flattening flags and carrying the 

dry smell of old burn through town. Bel stepped out of Dan’s 

Bronco with the drives in her inner jacket pocket and the green 

notebook under her arm, and before she had fully shut the 

passenger door she saw Vance coming through the rear annex 

entrance at a pace just short of running. 

That alone told her enough. Elena Vance did not rush where 

people could see unless the reason outweighed pride. 

“What,” Bel said. 

Vance did not answer immediately. She looked past Bel to 

Dan, then back again, making the rapid human inventory sheriffs 

and trauma surgeons shared when the next sentence might change 

the shape of everyone’s afternoon. 

“The woman,” she said. “Maybe.” 

Dan closed the Bronco door behind him. 

“Maybe how.” 

“A deputy at records remembered a seasonal contractor from 

2023 who came through twice on old county scanning work and asked 

too many questions about off-book storage and retired asset 

numbers. Female. Out-of-county ID. Signed in under a Helena 

subcontractor. The name in the visitor log is Renata Reed.” 
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Bel felt the mountain they had just left give one more 

shudder through her body without ever touching the ground beneath 

her boots. 

“Renata,” she said. 

Dan nodded once. “Close enough to what your father wrote.” 

Vance turned and started back toward the annex without 

waiting to see if they followed. They did. 

The rear workroom behind county records had all the 

aesthetic charm of bureaucratic excavation. Gray tables. 

Scanners. Shelves of cardboard archive boxes labeled in three 

different systems because county governments aged by 

improvisation rather than plan. Deputy Sam Reyes stood at one of 

the tables with a visitor ledger open under fluorescent light and 

a second file spread beside it. 

Reyes was younger than the rest of them and more careful 

than county work usually rewarded. Bel liked him because he wrote 

things down before telling people what he thought about them. 

He tapped the log. 

“June twenty-second, 2023. Renata Reed, Mountain Archive 

Services, Helena, Montana.” Then the second entry. “June twenty-

fourth. Same sign-in. Different notation – ‘asset verification / 

municipal relay history.’ She was escorted the first day. Not the 

second.” 

“Who escorted,” Vance asked. 

“Retired clerk on callback, now in Arizona. I’ve already 

left a message.” 

Dan leaned over the table and looked at the second file. 
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Photocopy of a driver’s license application packet. Grainy 

image. Woman in her thirties maybe, dark hair pulled back, direct 

gaze, the kind of face that would disappear in a grocery store 

and hold in your memory only later, when you finally understood 

you had seen it twice. 

Bel stared at the photograph. 

Not recognition. Not full. But proximity. Some physical 

intelligence inside her reached toward the image the way a bruise 

reached toward pressure. 

“That could be her,” she said. 

“Could be,” Vance agreed. 

Reyes lifted a second sheet. “There’s more. Same contractor 

invoice series from Helena also billed county digitization 

support for one day in September 2023.” 

Bel looked up. 

September 2023. 

The month Vogel died. 

“Date,” Dan said. 

“September eighteenth.” 

For one long second none of them spoke. 

The video file from the side yard. 

09_18_23.mov 

Bel’s hand moved unconsciously toward the inner pocket 

holding the drives, as if touch could keep sequence from 

rearranging itself now that it had begun running. 

“She signed into county records the day Vogel died,” she 

said. 
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“Yes,” Reyes replied. 

Vance said, “Which means if Renata Reed and our ridge 

witness are the same woman, she was in county space, with county 

access, the day Vogel enters Bel’s trailer and somebody films 

from the side yard.” 

Dan asked, “Vehicle.” 

Reyes slid over another photocopy. “Rental. Spokane agency. 

Compact SUV. Paid through the same Helena vendor cluster tied to 

the archive subcontract.” 

Ruth Callan, who had arrived by the side hall without anyone 

hearing her because lawyers and predators both learned eventually 

how to enter rooms quietly, stopped at the end of the table and 

said, “Well. There’s your woman-facing option.” 

No one contradicted her. 

The phrase from the pressure model had already rooted too 

deeply in all of them to require restatement. 

Need woman-facing option if relocation used. 

Bel looked again at the license packet. Renata Reed. Or not 

Reed. Contractor, scanner, county access, side-yard camera 

holder, woman on the ridge, witness, accomplice, operative, maybe 

all four. 

“What did she do in records,” Bel asked. 

Reyes answered from notes. “Requested relay-station files, 

decommission notices, retired maintenance maps, and missing-asset 

disposition. Also asked whether Station Seven had ever been 

attached to sheriff’s inventory rather than county public works.” 

Vance’s jaw set a little. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 271 

 

“She knew enough to ask the exact wrong question.” 

Ruth said, “Or the exact right one, depending on payroll.” 

Dan looked toward Bel. “She was tracing the same thing your 

father traced.” 

“No,” Bel said. “She was tracing what she’d already seen 

enough of to know where not to look in public.” 

That seemed to land with Vance. 

“Yes,” the sheriff said. “That.” 

She closed the visitor ledger. 

“All right. We stop treating Renata Reed as a shadow and 

start treating her as a locate.” She looked at Reyes. “I want 

every contractor, lodging, fuel, and county-access record linked 

to Mountain Archive Services and that Helena vendor shell. I want 

the Spokane rental chain. I want stills from every external 

camera we’ve got for September eighteenth whether they’re useful 

or not.” 

Reyes nodded and was already writing. 

Ruth said, “And I want to know whether Mountain Archive 

Services actually exists or whether it’s just another disposable 

layer in Brandt’s manners.” 

“I can tell you that now,” Max said from the doorway. 

Every head turned. 

He had changed clothes since morning. Cleaner jacket. Same 

tired face. Less company polish now not because he had chosen 

rugged honesty, but because the county had kept him long enough 

that superficial restoration had become pointless. 
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Vance did not look thrilled to see him free-moving, which 

suggested she had authorized it reluctantly. 

“Mountain Archive Services existed for eleven months,” he 

said. “Formed in Helena. Dissolved after the September billing 

cycle. No employees on paper. Just a managing member through a 

trust arm.” 

“Which trust arm,” Ruth asked. 

Max met her eyes. “Brandt Special Holdings.” 

There was a quality to the silence that followed that no 

longer qualified as surprise. It was closer to accumulation. One 

more stone on a load-bearing fact. 

Bel said, “You had that and didn’t start with it.” 

Max did not defend himself quickly enough, which meant he 

was choosing a worse honesty over a smoother lie. 

“I had the shell link,” he said. “I did not have the county 

sign-in until Reyes pulled it. The shell alone could still be 

argued as generic services masking.” He gestured once toward the 

open packet. “This can’t.” 

Ruth said, “It can. It just can’t be argued well.” 

He almost smiled and then did not. 

Vance had no interest in their edgework. 

“Why are you here,” she asked. 

Max held up a manila envelope. 

“Because Brandt just filed a civil petition in Helena to 

freeze any transfer, concealment, or destruction of ‘materials 

derived from Prairie Basin proprietary survey assets’ currently 

held by Isabel Sawyer or her agents.” 
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Bel laughed, short and hard. “He’s suing me for possessing 

the evidence he sent men to steal.” 

Ruth took the envelope, scanned the top page, and made a 

sound of professional disgust that should have been bottled for 

courtroom use. 

“He’s not only suing you,” she said. “He’s asking for 

emergency injunctive relief and special master review.” She 

looked up. “He wants a judge to put neutral hands on the archive 

before criminal discovery gets there first.” 

Dan said, “How fast.” 

“He filed ex parte.” Ruth flipped a page. “If the right 

Helena judge is eating a late lunch instead of doing her actual 

job, we could have a hearing tomorrow.” 

Vance’s face turned colder by degrees. 

“No.” 

Ruth looked at her. “That is not, technically, the 

responsive pleading.” 

“No,” Vance said. “It’s the principle under it.” 

Max put the envelope on the table and stepped fully into the 

room. 

“There’s more,” he said. 

Bel’s patience, already threadbare, finally snapped cleanly 

enough to become useful. 

“Max,” she said, “if you say that phrase one more time 

without immediately improving the day, I’m going to test whether 

civility has a blood volume.” 
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That did earn the faintest, bleakest shadow of amusement 

from Dan, gone before it fully formed. 

Max said, “The state-resources man with Brandt? Spear? He 

isn’t with state resources.” 

Vance straightened slightly. “Say that again.” 

“He’s contracted executive protection and field logistics. 

Former BLM detail, then private. Brandt uses him when he wants a 

public-building silhouette without the inconvenience of actual 

public ethics.” 

Reyes muttered something under his breath that county walls 

should probably not have heard. 

Vance looked at Max for a long assessing second. 

“How do you know.” 

“Because I approved one of his travel packets six months ago 

and tried not to think about why a mining executive needed him in 

rooms with county assessors.” 

That answer cost him something. Not enough to repay the 

morning. Enough to register. 

Bel watched the whole room rearrange around the fact. 

Not just Brandt bringing federal counsel and fake state 

posture. Brandt bringing a private security man disguised as 

bureaucracy into a sheriff’s building while the county opened a 

hidden burial site tied to his acquired survey network. 

That was not optics. 

That was pressure in costume. 
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Vance said, “Reyes, I want Spear’s face to every deputy on 

duty. Quietly. If he leaves county limits, I want direction, 

time, and plates before his dust settles.” 

Reyes was already moving toward the hallway. 

Ruth closed the petition packet and looked at Bel. 

“We need to split the archive again.” 

Dan nodded before Bel answered. 

“Yes.” 

Max looked from one to the other. “No.” 

That got everyone’s attention because it was the first 

outright contradiction he had offered since breaking with Brandt. 

Ruth said, “Counsel loves a reasoned monosyllable.” 

Max ignored her. “He’s expecting the split now. He knows 

there are at least two parts because he sent retrieval men to the 

trailer after the ridge went live. If you split again using the 

same logic, he’ll model the move. Keep it conceptually unified 

and physically less obvious.” 

Bel looked at him. 

“You saying that because you know how he thinks or because 

you think like him.” 

“Yes,” he said. 

It was such an intolerable answer she nearly smiled. 

Dan crossed his arms. “All right. Then say the next useful 

thing.” 

Max took a breath. 

“Put the criminally explosive pieces where the county can 

defend chain and visibility. Keep the strategically predictive 
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pieces out of systems until you know where the leaks are. Not by 

hiding them under someone’s mattress. By creating a sequence that 

punishes early seizure attempts.” 

Ruth’s expression sharpened. “Explain.” 

“Brandt wants to force neutral possession fast, before your 

side can frame the archive as evidence of criminal enterprise 

rather than proprietary survey data. So give him enough archive 

in visible legal channels that any sudden move by his counsel 

looks like interference with a homicide-adjacent matter. Hold 

back the portions that identify the woman and the off-book 

operating structure until you know what gets copied where.” 

Vance was quiet. 

Because he was right. 

Bel hated that first. Then used it. 

“The side-yard file stays out,” she said. 

Dan answered immediately. “Yes.” 

Ruth nodded. “And the pressure model.” 

“Yes,” Bel said again. 

Vance looked at her. “That’s discoverable eventually.” 

“I know. I said out, not burned.” 

The sheriff considered, then nodded once. 

“All right. We build tiers.” 

By one-thirty they had done exactly that. 

Tier one: county possession and documented chain – Ordway 

video, badge, core surveys, overt Prairie Basin payment lines, 

enough of Vogel to anchor motive without exposing the unknown 

woman. 
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Tier two: counsel-controlled sealed copies – pressure model, 

split-archive proof, selected ledger routes, Brandt Holdings 

packet. 

Tier three: dark hold – 09_18_23.mov, Renata Reed link set, 

Spokane-ending ledger pages, woman-facing-option language, D.C. 

entries, the note from her father naming Dan and warning off 

county contamination. 

Bel watched the materials separate on the table into piles 

and bags and drives and hated the necessity of it with a 

thoroughness that almost reassured her. If she had begun liking 

any part of this, she would have known she was already turning 

into one of them. 

At two o’clock Black Bow called. 

Not on her phone – they were still being careful with those 

– but on the hard line in the sheriff’s side office, where Vance 

stood in the doorway and said only, “It’s for you. Says he 

doesn’t intend to repeat it to county.” 

Bel took the receiver. 

Black Bow’s voice came over the line low and flat as always, 

as if volume were just one more thing white people wasted. 

“You are in town,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

“The woman with camera was on the ridge road in spring. Not 

last spring. The one before.” 

Bel closed her eyes once. 

“Who saw.” 
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“My uncle’s wife. She did not say before because she thought 

white women’s business was white women’s trouble.” 

That, Bel thought, was not entirely unfair as social policy. 

“What did she see.” 

“Dark SUV at lower switchback. Woman out with one county man 

and one heavy man not county. Woman taking pictures of culvert, 

road, and old relay fence. She argued with county man. Then they 

left.” 

“Did she know the county man.” 

A pause. Paper rustled faintly on Black Bow’s end or maybe 

river sound. Impossible to tell. 

“She says maybe Roy Ordway.” 

Bel gripped the receiver harder. 

Before he died, then. Before the burial site was sealed. Or 

during its sealing. Renata Reed on the ridge with Ordway alive 

and another heavy man not county. 

“When exactly.” 

“After runoff. Before huckleberries. Two years after the big 

burn west of the ferry.” 

Dan, standing close enough to read half her face, saw 

something in it change. 

She covered the mouthpiece and said, “He’s got sighting. 

Renata on the ridge with Ordway before Ordway vanished. Another 

heavy man there too.” 

Dan’s own expression tightened by the smallest degree. 

“Ask about plates,” he said. 

She did. 
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Black Bow replied, “No plates. Mud. But my uncle’s wife says 

the woman wore city boots and did not know how to walk on shale.” 

Bel nearly laughed despite herself. That was the kind of 

witness note no corporate lawyer ever prepared for and the kind 

Dan trusted more than metadata if forced to choose. 

“Thank her,” she said. 

“She did not do it for thanks.” 

“I know.” 

Black Bow was quiet a moment, then added, “Your dead man 

with bad hands came to our road twice before he died.” 

“Vogel.” 

“Yes.” 

“What for.” 

“He asked after a woman who was gone. He used no name. Only 

asked if one had come through who was not from here and looked at 

land the wrong way.” 

Bel looked at Dan again. 

There it was. Vogel looking not only for her archive, but 

for the woman too. Another freelancer’s mistake. Trying to sell 

same fear twice and maybe a witness with it. 

“When.” 

“Near end of summer. Before his death.” 

That fit. 

Everything fit now in the horrible efficient way structures 

did once enough of them surfaced. 

Bel thanked him anyway because ritual mattered even when 

Black Bow pretended otherwise, and hung up. 
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Dan said, “Vogel hunted her too.” 

“Yes.” 

“Maybe for Brandt.” 

“Maybe against him.” 

Ruth, hearing enough from where she stood, said, “Either 

way, your unknown woman just became the hinge.” 

Vance came back into the room tying her hair tighter with 

one hand, which Bel had learned meant the sheriff had stopped 

hoping for a civilized afternoon. 

“We have another problem,” she said. 

“Wonderful,” Ruth replied. 

“District judge in Helena set a preliminary emergency 

hearing for nine tomorrow on Brandt’s petition.” 

Ruth closed her eyes once, briefly. “Of course she did.” 

“How bad,” Bel asked. 

“Bad enough that we don’t sleep much.” 

“Specifics.” 

Ruth moved to the board and uncapped a marker like a field 

commander choosing to be rude in legible form. 

“Tomorrow morning Brandt will argue that the archive 

contains proprietary survey and acquisition materials unlawfully 

retained by an adverse local actor with incentive to manipulate 

them.” She wrote fast as she spoke. “We argue criminal 

contamination, witness exposure, active evidence theft, and 

overlap with an open concealed-remains inquiry. But if he gets a 

skittish judge and enough federal-national-security language into 
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the room, he may win temporary neutral custody over some 

portion.” 

“Which is why,” Max said carefully, “tier three must not 

appear as a discoverable whole until you know which channels are 

rotten.” 

Ruth pointed the marker at him. “That remains the best thing 

you’ve said all day. Try not to dilute it.” 

He accepted that too. 

Vance said, “I can get you a declaration on the break-in, 

the attempted retrieval, and the Ordway linkage. I can also get 

anthropology to move on provisional ID tonight if Missoula gets 

me a favor.” 

Dan asked, “What do you need from us.” 

Ruth looked at Bel. 

“The truth in affidavit shape,” she said. “Not the full war, 

but enough of it.” 

So for the next three hours Bel sat at the walnut conference 

table with Ruth on one side and Dan across from her and turned 

events into numbered paragraphs while outside the county day kept 

pretending weather and payroll were still the only things moving. 

She swore to the trailer break-in. To Vogel’s prior search 

behavior. To the 2023 pressure. To finding the closet case. To 

the existence of the split archive. To the recorded side-yard 

witness not yet entered into county chain for contamination 

reasons. To Brandt’s earlier buyout overtures and paper pressure. 

Ruth shaped. Dan occasionally corrected a date or sequence 

when Bel’s anger tried to improve the sentence at accuracy’s 
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expense. That was another reason she kept him: he belonged to 

chronology the way other men belonged to self-importance. 

At five-ten, while Ruth was revising paragraph twenty-two 

for the third time because judges loved false simplicity and she 

refused to let them have it too cheaply, Max stepped out to take 

a call in the hall and returned with a face that made Bel stop 

mid-sentence. 

“What.” 

He looked at Vance first, then at Ruth, then answered Bel 

anyway. 

“Spear just pulled out of county southbound in a rented 

Tahoe.” 

Vance was already reaching for her jacket. 

“Toward where.” 

“Reyes says highway camera lost him at the split. Could be 

Helena. Could be the ridge road if he cuts west.” 

Dan stood. 

“No,” Ruth said immediately, to both him and Bel, reading 

the room correctly before either moved. “If you two go chasing a 

fake bureaucrat through county dusk while I’m drafting an 

emergency opposition, I will kill you myself and save Brandt the 

billable hours.” 

Vance zipped her jacket. 

“I’m not sending them,” she said. “I’m sending Reyes and two 

marked units to sit at the ridge and one unmarked on the south 

road. If Spear’s going for the lower, he gets found.” She looked 

at Dan. “You stay reachable.” 
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“I can do that from the road.” 

“No.” 

Dan held her eyes for a beat. Then nodded once. Sheriff 

outranked instinct, barely. 

After Vance left, the room fell into the peculiar silence of 

people working against time that belonged to someone else. 

Bel finished the affidavit. Ruth tore it apart and rebuilt 

it better. Dan made coffee and did not ask who wanted any because 

he knew. Max stayed in the hall taking calls he answered in 

monosyllables and then cut short. 

By seven-forty the first version of the opposition was 

ready, ugly and strong. 

Ruth handed Bel the final page for signature. 

“Read it once more.” 

“I trust you.” 

“That isn’t the point.” 

So she read. 

I, Isabel Sawyer, declare under penalty of perjury... 

Not The girl. Not resistance factor. Not fragment. Not local 

volatility issue. A woman with a name and a statement and enough 

of the dead at her back now that men like Brandt would have to 

spend real law to speak over them. 

She signed. 

Ruth took the page, blotted it once though the ink no longer 

needed it, and nodded. 

“Good.” 
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Dan looked at the clock. “We still on for the ridge at 

dawn.” 

“Yes,” Vance said from the doorway, back too soon and 

carrying fresh cold with her. “Because Spear didn’t go to 

Helena.” 

Everyone turned. 

“Where,” Bel asked. 

Vance’s face had that bright hard stillness again, the kind 

that meant the next sentence had already brought trouble with it. 

“He went to the old salvage yard off the rail spur.” 

The room changed around Bel so fast she felt it as a 

pressure drop. 

Dan was up first. “When.” 

“Twenty-six minutes ago. Reyes caught the Tahoe on the farm 

camera by the mill road. They rolled by after, but the yard was 

dark.” 

Bel was already on her feet. “He knows.” 

“Maybe,” Vance said. “Or he’s checking if somebody else 

knows. Either way, we move now.” 

Ruth said, “Absolutely not. If you walk into that yard with 

a fake state man and whatever private backup he brought, the 

hearing brief gets real short.” 

Bel turned on her. “The second drive is gone if we wait.” 

Max said, “Unless he’s after the old cache because he still 

thinks in the first model.” 

That stopped everyone for half a beat. 

Dan saw it too. 
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“He may be checking the obvious dead drop,” Dan said. “Not 

the one we actually used.” 

Vance nodded once. “That’s my read.” 

Bel’s pulse still refused to slow. 

“So.” 

“So we don’t race him blind.” Vance looked at Dan. “You know 

the yard.” 

“Yes.” 

“You know how to watch it without becoming a body in a 

deposition.” 

“Yes.” 

“You and one deputy with glass on the high side. No 

engagement unless retrieval or burn starts. I take the road 

approach with Reyes. Bel stays here.” 

“No,” Bel said. 

This time three people answered her at once. 

“Yes,” Ruth said. “Yes,” Dan said. “Yes,” Vance said. 

She looked from one to the other and saw in their faces not 

paternalism, not exactly, but the settled coalition of people who 

had all independently concluded that her best use tonight was 

tomorrow morning in Helena, alive, sworn, and furious. 

“I hate all of you,” she said. 

Ruth gathered the hearing packet into a redwell and said, 

“That’s healthy. Sign the exhibit list.” 

By eight-fifteen the office had split into war rooms. 

Vance and Reyes on the yard. Dan with a deputy on the hill 

above it. Ruth and Bel in the conference room finalizing 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 286 

 

exhibits. Max in the hall under informal sheriff’s supervision, 

more useful than free and not yet trustworthy enough to forget 

why. 

At eight-forty-two Vance called in. 

Ruth put the phone on speaker. 

“We have vehicle in the yard,” Vance said. Engine noise 

under her voice, low and controlled. “Tahoe matches Spear rental. 

One additional truck came in from the east service cut. No plates 

visible yet.” 

Dan’s voice came a second later from the hill line, quieter, 

wind-frayed. “Two men outside. One at the reefer trailer. One on 

the truck bed with a light. Spear is here.” 

Bel gripped the edge of the conference table so hard her 

knuckles flashed white. 

“He’s looking at the old cache,” she said. 

“Yes,” Dan answered. 

Then, after a beat that seemed to lengthen under every 

fluorescent bulb in the county, Dan added, “And Bel – there’s a 

woman with them.” 

No one in the room moved. 

Dan’s voice came back, colder now. “Dark jacket. Hair tied 

back. City boots. She’s the one directing.” 

Renata. 

At last not a file or a guess or an old frame edge. A body 

in real space. A woman on the ridge moved down into county 

salvage under floodlight and bad intention. 

Bel stood up so fast the chair hit the wall behind her. 
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Ruth said, “Sit down.” 

“No.” 

Vance’s voice over speaker: “Nobody moves from that office.” 

Dan again, from the hill: “She’s got the old coffee can.” 

The whole room went still around that sentence. 

Spear had gone to the yard for the first model after all. Or 

for every model at once. Either way, Renata Reed now stood in the 

dark with a dead cache in hand and enough confidence to have come 

in person. 

Bel looked at the phone, at Ruth’s hearing packet, at Max in 

the doorway with his own face gone white around the edges, and 

understood with absolute clarity that tomorrow’s hearing had just 

changed shape too. 

Because if Renata touched the old cache tonight, then she 

was no longer merely an unknown woman in a video. 

She was an active retriever in a live conspiracy. 

And that, unlike so many other truths of the past decade, 

had the decency to happen where witnesses could see it. 
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Chapter Fourteen 
 

Salvage Night 
 

At eight-fifty-one, while the county conference room still 

smelled of coffee, toner, and the legal fiction that paperwork 

could keep violence politely scheduled, Dan Rourke lay prone 

above the salvage yard and watched Renata Reed lift an old coffee 

can from beneath a refrigerated trailer. 

He had seen plenty of people search in the dark. 

Most did it badly. 
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They moved too quickly when they thought themselves alone 

and too slowly when they knew they were watched. They let urgency 

show in the shoulders, or caution show in the knees, or greed 

show everywhere. Renata Reed moved with the trained economy of a 

person who had practiced looking incidental at the edge of other 

people’s crimes. No wasted bend, no theatrical flashlight beam, 

no repeated glances over either shoulder. She knew the shape of 

the yard before she entered it. She knew where she expected the 

cache to be. And when she found the taped can tucked behind the 

sagging skirting, her body did not register triumph. Only 

confirmation. 

“Target has container,” Dan said quietly into the throat mic 

Reyes had bullied onto him fifteen minutes earlier. “Female. Dark 

jacket. Hair tied. Light in left hand, can in right.” 

Reyes’s reply came back soft and clipped through the 

earpiece. “Copy. Sheriff at south gate. Waiting your count on 

second male.” 

Dan shifted the spotting scope a fraction. 

Spear stood by the Tahoe on the western edge of the yard in 

a windbreaker too plain to read as official and too expensive to 

read as local. One hand in his pocket. One outside it. The 

posture of a man accustomed to being the still point around which 

other people did the search work. A second man – one of the 

outside contractors, not local, broad through the shoulders and 

wearing a knit cap low despite the mild night – worked the reefer 

trailer doors with a pry bar and less patience. 
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The salvage yard itself spread below them in hard moonlight 

and harsher portable-white from the Tahoe’s side lamps: dead 

combines, irrigation pipe, truck shells, a school bus split open 

by rust, engine blocks with weeds growing through them like 

thoughts no one had had in years. It was exactly the sort of 

place people with polished theories of search patterns misread. 

Too much clutter. Too much history. Too many surfaces that 

already looked disturbed. 

Dan had spent enough nights in worse ground to know the two 

most useful things about salvage: sound traveled strangely, and 

cover was usually more honest than the first eye allowed. 

He said, “Second male at reefer doors. Spear stationary by 

vehicle. No sign they know we’ve got eyes.” 

“Hold,” Vance answered this time, her voice replacing 

Reyes’s. “I want the woman on record touching the cache before we 

move.” 

Dan did not bother replying. She would hear compliance in 

the silence or not. Elena Vance liked evidence the way other 

people liked revenge. That was one reason he trusted her more 

than most sheriffs he had known. 

Below, Renata crouched by the reefer trailer with the coffee 

can braced between her knees and began peeling tape. 

The action was so ordinary it made the whole scene worse. 

Not mystery then. Not mere retrieval. Familiar procedure. 

Something she had done before enough times to strip ritual from 

it. 
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Dan’s left hand tightened slightly against the scope 

housing. 

He thought of Bel in the county conference room with her jaw 

set in that narrow hard line the day had taught it. Thought of 

the side-yard file, the black blur of the night Cade Vogel died, 

the woman outside filming through the kitchen window while a bad 

man searched under the sink and found violence instead of 

archive. Thought of her father’s note naming Dan as the one man 

he would trust to walk her out of a bad site, which was the 

closest thing to blessing a damaged old bastard had ever likely 

produced. 

Below, Renata opened the can. 

She tipped it toward the light, saw whatever was or was not 

inside, and froze for the first time that night. 

Not long. Half a second. But enough. 

Empty. 

Or near enough. 

Spear saw it too from her posture alone and left the Tahoe 

at once. 

“There,” Dan said into the mic. “Container opened. Reaction 

negative.” 

“Move,” Vance replied. 

Everything after that happened quickly, which is not the 

same thing as saying it happened chaotically. Good county 

arrests, like decent firefighting, were basically controlled 

geometry under bad conditions. 
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Headlights flared at the south approach where Vance and 

Reyes came in from the road cut, not sirens, not yet, just light 

and engine and speed enough to change the yard’s balance. Spear 

pivoted before the beams even fully struck him, which told Dan 

two things at once: he had heard them before seeing them, and he 

was better than the costume he wore. 

The broad contractor at the reefer doors ran first. East, 

toward the busted school bus and the fence line beyond it. Renata 

did not. She stepped back once, coffee can still in hand, and 

looked not at the road but up the slope as if instinct had told 

her the real eyes were there. 

For one impossible sliver of a second Dan thought she saw 

him. 

Then she moved west between two dead hay trucks and vanished 

behind the cut of rusted balers before Vance’s headlights fully 

found the yard center. 

“Spear moving north side!” Reyes called from below. 

Dan was already off the blanket. 

He left the scope, took the ridge path downhill at a 

controlled half-run, and came in above the western line where the 

salvage yard sloped toward the drain ditch and the old fence. 

Spear would go there if he had any field sense at all. Vehicles 

were now county ground. The ditch was dark, ugly, and local. Men 

who lived by exits favored uglier ones once lights came up. 

He heard Renata before he saw her. 

Not footsteps. Breath. 

Fast but measured, too disciplined to count as panic. 
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She came around the corner of a rusted fertilizer tank with 

the empty coffee can discarded somewhere behind her and nearly 

ran straight into him. 

Nearly. 

She checked herself in time to turn the collision into a 

sideways cut, left hand dropping toward the inside of her jacket. 

Dan caught the wrist before she cleared whatever she was 

reaching for. 

She moved well. Better than Vogel would have, better than 

most county contractors, better than a woman trained only in 

conference rooms. Heel pivot, elbow drive, body twist angled not 

to win the fight but to buy one yard of escape. Efficient. 

Professional. 

He changed grip and pinned her against the tank before the 

motion fully built. 

“Sheriff’s office,” he said, because Vance liked sequence 

and because sometimes names still mattered. “Done now.” 

Renata looked straight at him. 

Not frightened. 

Not surprised enough. 

Thirty-something, maybe. Dark hair tied back hard enough to 

lift the face. Plain features in the kind of arrangement that 

vanished in airports and reappeared in memory later with more 

force than beauty ever had. Her eyes were gray or blue or some 

intermediate cold that moonlight made less readable. She did not 

waste breath on denial. 

“You’re not sheriff’s office,” she said. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 294 

 

“No,” he answered. “But they’re close.” 

Her right knee came up fast. He turned it with his thigh. 

She swore once, low and precise. 

From below, Vance shouted, “County! Hands!” 

Not to them. To Spear. 

A second later something metal hit gravel and skidded. 

Renata’s head turned at the sound despite herself, and Dan 

felt the calculation move through her body. Not whether to fight 

him now. Whether Spear’s outcome changed her own. 

He said, “You filmed the side yard.” 

That did it. 

Not confession. Not speech. Just a minute involuntary 

vacancy in the face, as if her inner system had briefly looked at 

one file too many at once. 

Then she smiled. 

It was a terrible smile because it held no pleasure in him, 

in herself, or in the situation. It was simply the social remnant 

of someone who had learned years ago that most men mistook a 

woman’s smile for softening and reached for the wrong tactic 

next. 

“You’re her man,” she said. 

He ignored that. 

“September eighteenth,” he said. “Vogel at the sink. You 

outside the kitchen window. Why.” 

The smile went away. 

“Get an attorney,” she said. 
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Vance arrived then with Reyes two steps behind her and a 

county light in one hand. 

The beam hit Renata full in the face and turned her pale. 

Vance stopped just short of them, took in Dan’s hold, 

Renata’s pinned wrist, the angle of body, and the absence of 

blood. 

“Good,” she said. “I dislike paperwork with blood in it.” 

Reyes moved to cuff Renata. This time the woman did not 

resist. Not because she had turned cooperative. Because she had 

decided the visible stage of the evening had shifted again and 

resistance would now only cost leverage. 

Spear did not get arrested cleanly. 

He tried the ditch, found two deputies and Reyes’s backup 

unit already walking in from the east fence, and made the fatal 

mistake of choosing velocity over judgment. The dive took him 

onto old irrigation pipe, twisted his ankle, and turned the rest 

into a muddy argument with county weight and physics. By the time 

Dan and Vance got back to the Tahoe side, Spear was on the ground 

under Deputy Kline’s knee and introducing himself under three 

different employment descriptions in under twenty seconds. 

“State resources,” he snapped first. 

“Private consultant,” ten seconds later. 

“Legal observer,” once Reyes found the Glock taped under the 

Tahoe seat and brought it out in a nitrile-gloved hand with all 

the tenderness of a man extracting a snake from church linen. 
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Vance crouched in front of Spear once the cuffs were on and 

looked at him with the exhausting patience she usually reserved 

for drunks, minors, and county commissioners. 

“Let’s simplify,” she said. “You were never with state 

resources.” 

Spear said nothing. 

“Good. We’re improving already.” 

She stood and turned to Reyes. “Gun, pry bar, coffee can, 

Tahoe electronics, all devices on both subjects. Full evidence 

chain. I want the yard photographed before any of this gets a 

lawyer’s perfume on it.” 

Reyes nodded and moved. 

Renata stood in the wash of county lights with her hands 

cuffed behind her back and looked not at the Tahoe, not at the 

deputies, but toward the hill line where Dan had first 

intercepted her. 

She said, almost idly, “You should have let me leave.” 

Dan looked at her. 

“Why.” 

“Because now it gets expensive.” 

It was not threat exactly. More like professional 

observation. 

Vance heard it too. 

“Good,” she said. “I’m county. I’m used to expensive.” 

They found the camera in Renata’s rental SUV ten minutes 

later. 
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Not on her. Not in the Tahoe. In a second vehicle parked 

farther east off the service cut behind the line of junked 

combines, exactly where she would have needed a clean exit if 

Spear’s side of the operation went wrong but hers remained 

salvageable. 

Compact crossover. Spokane rental tags. Interior scrubbed 

almost too thoroughly. In the rear compartment: camera bag, spare 

battery cards, laminated county access badge in the name of 

Renata Reed, one folded topographic map of the Ironwater ridge, 

and a hard case containing two phones and a mirrored thumb drive. 

When Reyes opened the camera, he did so at Vance’s order in 

the yard, with witnesses and body cam running and enough chain-

of-custody narration to satisfy a murder trial and a minor deity. 

The first folder held generic county scans and site photos. 

The second held photographs of Bel. 

Feed store. Kavanagh’s. County tax window. Porch. Truck. 

Dan. 

The third folder was named 09_18_backup. 

Bel did not see that part in person. She heard about it from 

Vance at nine-forty-three, standing under the humming conference-

room lights while Ruth, Max, and two county clerks looked up from 

the hearing packet as the sheriff came in with mud on her boots 

and no remaining tolerance for euphemism. 

“We have her,” Vance said. 

Bel stood so fast the chair legs barked against the floor. 

“Alive.” 

“Yes.” 
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“Spear.” 

“Also alive, though displeased.” 

“Good.” 

Vance dropped an evidence bag on the table. Inside, the 

laminated county badge under Renata Reed’s name. 

Ruth let out one slow breath through her nose. “Well.” 

“No,” Vance said. “Not well. Useful.” 

She looked directly at Bel. 

“We found the camera.” 

The room went still. 

“And.” 

“There’s a backup folder from the night Vogel died.” 

Bel felt the old trailer floor under her feet as if she were 

back there, as if the intervening years had been a legal 

hallucination and she still stood in the kitchen while a bad man 

searched her sink and somebody outside the window decided to 

become witness without becoming help. 

“Can I see it,” she asked. 

“Tonight? No.” 

“That wasn’t what I asked.” 

Vance gave her the look again – the one that said answer 

quality mattered more than softness. 

“Yes,” she said. “But not until it’s copied, logged, and 

protected from whatever federal vocabulary Brandt means to hurl 

at it by dawn.” 

Ruth was already moving paper into new piles. 

“Then the hearing changes.” 
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“Yes,” Vance said. 

“How much.” 

“Completely.” 

Max had gone paler by degrees as the report built. Now he 

said, very quietly, “Brandt didn’t know she’d be found tonight.” 

Everyone turned toward him. 

He met their eyes one by one. 

“If he sent Spear and Renata to the salvage yard after the 

filing, it means he thought he still had one clean night before 

the hearing to reduce unknowns.” Max looked at the county badge 

in the evidence bag. “He wouldn’t have risked pulling her into 

visible county chain the night before court if he thought your 

side already had her.” 

Ruth’s eyes sharpened. “So tomorrow he walks in expecting to 

argue abstractions and gets a live operative tied to his shell 

structure instead.” 

“Yes.” 

Dan, who had come in behind Vance and had not yet taken off 

his field jacket, said, “If she talks.” 

Vance shook her head slightly. “Not tonight. She lawyered up 

the minute she sat.” Then, after a beat, “But she made one 

mistake.” 

“What,” Bel asked. 

“She asked for independent counsel, not Brandt’s.” 

That landed differently than anything else in the last ten 

minutes. 

Ruth smiled without mirth. “There it is.” 
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Dan said, “She wants distance.” 

“Or protection from her own side,” Vance answered. 

Bel looked at the evidence bag and thought of Renata in the 

salvage yard saying, You should have let me leave. Not plea. Not 

arrogance either. Statement of cost. 

A woman hired to face women. To watch from the edge of men’s 

crimes and gather image instead of intervening. To move through 

county systems under subcontractor names and leave no body of her 

own in any file if she could help it. 

And now she had chosen independent counsel the night before 

Brandt’s hearing. 

Not loyalty then. Not full loyalty, at least. 

Fear. 

Ruth snapped the redwell shut. 

“Fine,” she said. “Here is what we do. We amend the 

opposition. We add sworn notice that an active field operative 

tied through Brandt-affiliate shells to county access and archive 

retrieval was apprehended tonight while attempting to access a 

concealed cache relevant to the pending matter. We reserve 

details but put enough in to contaminate every claim they make to 

clean hands.” 

“Reserve,” Vance said. “Not overshare.” 

“Yes, Sheriff.” 

“And I want the backup folder sealed with the rest of 

tonight’s capture until my lab copy exists.” 

“Fine.” 

Bel had not sat back down. 
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“What about the side-yard file on our drive.” 

Vance answered first. “Keep it dark tonight.” 

Ruth, surprisingly, agreed. “Yes. Tomorrow we use the fact 

of the newly captured operative and live retrieval attempt. If 

the judge starts drifting toward Brandt’s abstraction lane, then 

maybe we open the side-yard file. Not before.” 

Dan looked at Bel. “You can live with that for twelve 

hours.” 

It was not phrased as a question because he knew exactly how 

she felt about the phrase live with as applied to evidence 

someone had sat on for three years. 

“No,” she said. “But I can do it.” 

The hearing packet became something else after that. Not 

opposition anymore. Counterstrike. Still in legal prose, still 

with numbered paragraphs and attached exhibits and the fake 

humility courts demanded as cover for force, but sharpened now 

around immediate live conduct instead of only historic 

concealment. 

Ruth dictated. One of the clerks typed. Vance supplied 

language tight enough to survive challenge without giving away 

chain. Reyes sent field summaries from the yard. Dan stood at the 

window with a cup of county coffee and watched the lot as if he 

expected some further piece of the structure to drive in under 

bad tires before midnight. 

Max remained in the room because no one had told him to 

leave and because, for all his compromises, he had finally 

arrived at the useful stage of guilt. 
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At eleven-twenty, while Ruth reworked the injunction section 

for the fourth time and muttered things about ex parte relief 

that would have blistered more refined ears, Bel stepped into the 

hall for air and found Dan there before she had decided what to 

do with herself. 

He had a fresh scrape over one knuckle and mud drying at the 

hem of his jeans. His face looked older in county fluorescents 

than it had on the mountain, which she suspected was true of most 

decent men dragged indoors too long. 

“She all right,” he asked. 

“Which one.” 

He considered that. “Fair.” 

“Then no.” 

He nodded once. 

She leaned against the cinderblock wall opposite him. 

“Did she say anything else.” 

“Renata?” 

“Yes.” 

He took a second. 

“Only once, in the Tahoe, before she got smart again.” He 

looked down the hall where county night shift moved in fragments 

through half-open doors. “She said Vogel ruined timing.” 

Bel let that sit. 

Not ruined everything. Ruined timing. 

So Vogel’s death had not merely been embarrassing 

collateral. It had interfered with a sequence. Retrieval, 

pressure, witness management, whatever structure they had hoped 
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to keep cleaner. Vogel freelancing, then entering her trailer, 

then dying under her knife had cracked the schedule and pushed 

later moves into uglier forms. 

“That helps,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“Do you ever get tired of being right.” 

He gave her a look almost too dry to qualify as expression. 

“Constantly.” 

The corner of her mouth moved before she could stop it. 

He saw that and, because he was Dan and not one of the 

simpler men the world kept producing in bulk, let it be enough. 

From inside the conference room Ruth called, “If you two are 

having a frontier interlude, kindly bring it back in here. We’re 

about to weaponize procedure.” 

Dan pushed off the wall. 

“There’s your cue.” 

At twelve-oh-six they finished. 

The amended packet would go to Helena before one. Ruth would 

leave at four-thirty to be in chambers by eight-thirty. Bel would 

go with her. Vance would file a parallel criminal declaration. 

The county would hold Renata and Spear overnight, separate them, 

and keep their devices from any system Brandt’s lawyers could 

plausibly sniff around before lab imaging completed. 

No one said the obvious thing until they were all too tired 

not to. 

It was Max. 
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“If Renata asks for a deal tomorrow,” he said, “she won’t 

ask it in relation to Brandt. She’ll ask it in relation to the 

woman she thinks she can still save herself from being.” 

Ruth looked at him. “That is either perceptive or 

autobiographical.” 

“Yes,” he said, and this time even she did not press the 

point. 

Vance gathered the final criminal addendum and slid it into 

the redwell Ruth had converted from office supply into artillery. 

“Go sleep,” the sheriff said. 

Ruth laughed once. “You’re hilarious.” 

“I’m county. It’s an underused feature.” 

They broke at twelve-thirty. 

Bel stood alone in the conference room for one minute after 

everyone else moved into hallways and parking lots and printer 

alcoves. On the table lay copies of her affidavit, photographs of 

Ordway’s badge, a map of the ridge, the pressure model with its 

line about violent-association amplification, and an evidence bag 

containing Renata Reed’s county access card. 

She picked up the bag and held it to the light. 

A laminated badge. Cheap clip. Barcode. County seal. 

Temporary contractor language in eight-point font. The whole 

thing looked small enough to dismiss and ordinary enough to have 

moved through ten thousand office doors without anyone 

remembering the face behind it. 

Woman-facing option. 

That was what Brandt’s structure had called her. 
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Not woman. Not witness. Not operative. Not accomplice. 

Option. 

Bel set the bag down very carefully. 

Then she turned out the conference-room light and left the 

sheriff’s office with the hearing packet waiting for morning and 

the knowledge, at last, that the woman on the ridge had stepped 

into the county’s own hands before dawn could save anyone with 

abstraction. 

Outside, the wind had died. 

That was almost worse. 

The night held still around the lot and the flagpole and the 

dark county buildings beyond as if the whole place were drawing 

breath in preparation for the hearing, the testimony, the 

records, the names, the dead at billing stage. 

Dan stood by the Bronco. Ruth by her car. Vance under the 

annex light smoking the cigarette she never admitted to anyone 

who might write it down. Max, a little apart, hands in jacket 

pockets, looking like a man who had just watched one life burn 

through and had not yet decided whether the next one would be any 

better merely because it was more honest. 

Bel went to the Bronco. 

Dan opened the passenger door for her and then, before she 

got in, said, “Tomorrow gets worse before better.” 

“I know.” 

“You still want it.” 

She looked back once at the sheriff’s office, the dark 

windows, the room where Renata Reed sat under county fluorescent 
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light with an access badge, a camera, and perhaps the first real 

fear she had permitted herself in years. 

“Yes,” Bel said. “Now more than ever.” 

Dan nodded and closed the door after she climbed in. 

They drove out under a moon gone thin behind cloud while, in 

the jail wing behind them, the woman on the ridge waited for 

morning and the men who had thought they could keep her off-book 

began, one by one, to run out of clean categories to hide inside. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Fifteen 
 

The Morning Record 
 

Morning in Helena had the washed, institutional brightness 

of places that wanted power to look clean before using it. 

The judicial annex sat three blocks uphill from the old core 

of the city in a square of stone, glass, and civic intention 

where men in navy suits carried coffee like credentials and women 
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in low heels crossed polished floors with the private efficiency 

of people who had long ago stopped expecting the law to improve 

anyone’s character. The sky over the capitol dome was a pale 

western blue with no weather in it yet. Wind moved the flags just 

enough to suggest state purpose without admitting disorder. To 

Bel, who had slept perhaps ninety minutes in the passenger seat 

between county lines and dawn, the whole place looked like one 

more expensive container built to flatten blood into procedure. 

Ruth parked in the upper lot reserved for counsel and 

official fantasy. 

“Don’t say anything to anybody without looking at me first,” 

she said, killing the engine. 

“That feels broad.” 

“It’s meant to.” 

Dan, in the rear seat because Ruth’s sedan had no practical 

notion of male knees, opened the door and stood up into the high 

thin morning. He had shaved in a gas station sink somewhere west 

of Butte, which improved nothing but made him look marginally 

more acceptable to easternized clerks who mistook grooming for 

legitimacy. His suit, such as it was, fit like something bought 

by a man who considered clothes a tax on weather. Dark wool. 

White shirt. Tie knotted correctly and with visible resentment. 

Bel had put on the only jacket she owned that could survive 

both county rooms and mountain roads without seeming to betray 

one for the other. Black, clean-lined, no softness in it. Her 

hair was braided back tightly enough to qualify as intent. The 
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green notebook rode in Ruth’s redwell under indexed exhibits and 

one sealed drive copy. The side-yard file remained dark. For now. 

“How many of his people,” Bel asked as they crossed the lot. 

Ruth checked her phone. “Two counsel. Maybe three if he 

decides federal adjectives require witnesses. Spear will not be 

in the room unless someone here has lost the remainder of their 

self-respect.” 

“That does happen in capital cities,” Dan said. 

Ruth gave him a thin sideways look. “Try not to enjoy 

yourself.” 

He opened the annex door for both women. 

“I don’t,” he said. 

Inside, the air smelled of printer toner, floor wax, and old 

argument. 

The hearing was set in Judge Elaine Tarrant’s emergency 

motions chamber rather than a full courtroom, which meant smaller 

space, less gallery, fewer theatrics available to the untrained 

eye and more to the trained one. Tarrant had a reputation for 

three things everyone in Montana legal circles repeated with 

equal parts admiration and fear: she hated being manipulated by 

urgency, she hated being lied to with vocabulary, and she hated 

bad paper enough to remember who had served it to her. 

Ruth considered those traits a workable religion. 

Brandt’s side was already there when they entered the 

anteroom. 

T. J. Brandt stood by the window with Ronan Fisk and a 

second woman Bel had not yet met but immediately disliked. White-
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blond, fortyish, severe navy suit, expression of someone who had 

spent a decade making judges believe complexity was vulgar and 

entitlement merely efficient. Federal or D.C. counsel, Bel 

guessed. The type who spoke softly because the room had so often 

chosen to lean toward her. 

Brandt turned first. Then Fisk. Then the woman. 

No one smiled. 

Ruth did, though. A very small thing. Not warmth. 

Deployment. 

“Mr. Brandt,” she said. “I see you’ve dressed for 

innocence.” 

The blond lawyer answered before he could. 

“Audrey Bell, special counsel.” 

Ruth looked her over with the calm of a woman selecting 

produce she did not intend to buy. “Of course you are.” 

Bell’s expression did not change. “And you are –” 

“Someone who read the petition before dawn and still came.” 

That landed. Bell knew it. So did Fisk, whose own smile 

tightened at the edges. Brandt said nothing. Men like him 

conserved words when the true audience had not yet entered. 

Bel watched Max then. 

He stood slightly apart from Brandt’s cluster, not quite 

with them and not yet with her side either. Dark suit this time. 

No field jacket. No salvage-yard mud. The polished version of him 

reassembled for court by force of habit and one bad night’s 

limited sleep. But the center of gravity had changed. He no 

longer occupied their side as if belonging there were the natural 
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state of the room. He occupied it like a man waiting to defect in 

legally useful ways. 

Dan saw it too. She knew because he shifted one step – not 

aggressive, just enough to place his body more squarely between 

Bel and the whole cluster of Brandt, Bell, Fisk, and Max, as if 

old instinct still outranked modern alignments until sworn 

testimony proved otherwise. 

Ruth’s phone buzzed. 

She looked down, read, and the smallest pulse of 

satisfaction moved through her. 

“Sheriff’s declaration is in,” she said. “Anthropology 

confirmed preliminary textile match to county deputy issue from 

2016. Close enough for emergency work.” 

Bell heard that, and for the first time her composure showed 

hairline stress. 

“On a live criminal matter,” she said to Fisk, low. 

Ruth, unfortunately for Bell, had heard decades of low-

voiced lawyer speech and believed in violating its intended 

intimacy wherever possible. 

“Yes,” she said. “That’s because the dead insist.” 

The chamber door opened. 

A clerk in sensible gray called, “Counsel.” 

That was all. 

The room arranged itself. 

Inside, Judge Tarrant’s motions chamber looked less like a 

theater than an accountant’s idea of one. Bench elevated but not 

grand. Counsel tables narrow enough to force proximity. Flag. 
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seal. Three rows of gallery seats behind a polished rail. Side 

credenza for exhibits. Window high enough to admit light without 

scenery. The kind of room built by people who wanted decisions to 

feel administrative until the consequences arrived. 

Tarrant came in one minute later carrying her own file stack 

and wearing no expression at all. 

Everyone rose. 

She sat, glanced once over the room, and said, “Good morning 

to those of you who mean it.” 

Nobody answered. Wise already. 

“We are here on Prairie Basin affiliate petition for 

emergency injunctive relief concerning materials characterized by 

petitioner as proprietary survey and acquisition assets 

unlawfully retained by adverse private parties.” She looked over 

the top sheet. “We are also, apparently, adjacent to an active 

concealed-remains inquiry, attempted retrieval conduct last 

night, and enough shell entities to keep a first-year business-

school class occupied for a month.” Her gaze lifted. “That means 

two things. First: no one will use my chamber to stage a press 

preview. Second: any lawyer who hides relevance under corporate 

vocabulary will wish they had chosen dentistry.” 

Ruth sat down very slightly straighter, which in her case 

qualified as joy. 

Tarrant turned to Bell. 

“You filed. You begin. Keep it short unless you’ve brought 

revelation.” 
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Audrey Bell rose. Smooth. Composed. Papers already tabbed to 

fatal effect if the facts had cooperated with her. 

“Your Honor, this is a straightforward property-and-

protection matter made artificially chaotic by collateral 

narratives. My client seeks temporary neutral custody over 

materials derived from proprietary geological surveys, 

acquisition analyses, and affiliated site records. Those 

materials are currently in the hands of a private landholder with 

obvious adversarial motives, incomplete chain, and every 

incentive to commingle, redact, or mischaracterize –” 

Tarrant lifted one hand. 

“Stop.” 

Bell stopped. 

“Three problems already. One: ‘collateral narratives’ is a 

coward’s phrase when there may be a dead deputy under a county 

structure. Two: ‘obvious adversarial motives’ is argument 

disguised as anthropology. Three: ‘temporary neutral custody’ 

sounds to my ear like ‘let us get our hands on the archive before 

discovery arrives.’ So perhaps begin again and this time with 

less perfume.” 

Bell restarted. Better, but not enough to conceal the 

strategy. 

Prairie Basin had acquired legacy engineering assets 

lawfully. Certain materials were commercially sensitive. Unknown 

local caches had surfaced outside proper custodial channels. 

Immediate neutral preservation was necessary to prevent 
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spoliation, market distortion, and potential compromise of 

strategic-minerals data relevant to federal interests. 

Federal interests. 

There it was. 

Tarrant leaned back very slightly. “Ms. Bell, if you intend 

to say national security before ten in the morning, I will 

require a fact under it by the next sentence.” 

Bell did not miss the beat. “The Ironwater complex contains 

survey and evaluation material tied to domestic critical-minerals 

capacity.” 

Tarrant nodded once as if cataloguing the phrase for later 

and likely less charitable use. 

“And yet, somehow, a woman with a county access badge and a 

shell-company contractor file was arrested last night at a 

salvage yard attempting to retrieve an old cache connected to the 

same dispute.” She looked down at the sheriff’s declaration. 

“That is also in front of me. Explain how your clean property 

theory accommodates that dirt.” 

Bell’s hands remained calm on the podium. Good lawyer. 

“At this stage, Your Honor, no chain has established the 

contractor’s relation to my client’s petition.” 

Ruth stood before Tarrant had fully turned to her. 

“It has, Your Honor, if one reads beyond the caption.” 

Tarrant said, “Then delight me.” 

Ruth did. 
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No flourish. That was for television and lawyers who mistook 

cadence for force. She moved through the structure as if reading 

a map she had drawn from memory. 

Brandt Holdings packet with Ironwater tagged as deferred 

until legacy risk normalized. Prairie Basin shell acquisitions of 

the survey firm that mapped the lower. Station Seven remediation 

payments in 2023 through Spokane vendor clusters. Cade Vogel 

budgeted under nuisance and field channels. Nighttime break-in at 

Isabel Sawyer’s residence by gloved retrievers seeking split-

archive materials. Arrest last night of Renata Reed, linked 

through Brandt-affiliate shell contracting and county access 

badges, while attempting retrieval at the old salvage cache on 

the eve of this hearing. Preliminary anthropological match 

placing long-buried county deputy remains under the lower 

structure. And, hanging over all of it, the intolerable fact that 

petitioner now asked a judge for neutral possession of the very 

archive its network had spent the last night trying to seize in 

mud rather than through law. 

By the time Ruth finished, the room no longer belonged to 

Bell’s filing. 

Tarrant looked at Brandt directly for the first time. 

“Did you know,” she asked, “that one of your affiliate 

contractors was arrested last night in Lincoln County while 

attempting to retrieve a cache tied to this matter.” 

Fisk stood before Brandt could answer. 

“Your Honor, we object to characterization –” 

Tarrant did not raise her voice. She did not need to. 
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“I did not ask counsel. I asked the man whose entities seem 

to breed like fungus around this file.” 

Fisk sat. 

Brandt rose slowly. 

“No,” he said. 

Tarrant’s expression remained unchanged. “That is a cleaner 

lie than most, Mr. Brandt, but I still advise against it.” 

The room went still enough that Bel heard the old radiator 

tick under the window. 

Brandt said, “I was aware of concerns regarding unsecured 

materials and possible unauthorized circulation.” 

“Unauthorized by whom.” 

“By persons not entitled to possess proprietary site 

archives.” 

Tarrant looked at Ruth. 

“She really was right about the perfume,” the judge said 

mildly. 

A flicker crossed Brandt’s face then. Not anger. Not quite. 

A small failure of his chosen register, enough to show the strain 

beneath. 

“Your Honor,” he said, and now there was more steel in it, 

“my companies are being painted as if ordinary risk-management 

functions in a difficult rural acquisition environment somehow 

equate to homicide and conspiracy. That is neither lawful nor 

intellectually serious.” 
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Dan moved before Bel consciously registered it – not 

physically far, just enough to stand up from counsel’s rear row 

seat and make the room absorb a different type of witness. 

Tarrant looked at him. “And you are.” 

“Dan Rourke.” 

“Not counsel.” 

“No.” 

“Then this had better be worth violating my preferences.” 

He inclined his head once, almost respectful. 

“It is. He keeps using rural like it explains the mess. It 

doesn’t. Rural only means distance. Men still choose what to do 

with it.” 

Bell rose. “Your Honor, if we are taking unsworn commentary 

from –” 

Tarrant cut her off with one finger. 

“No, Ms. Bell. I’m taking a sentence from the first honest 

man in the room not getting paid by six-minute increment.” 

There was a sound from the gallery benches then – not 

laughter exactly, but the tiny involuntary social fracture that 

occurs when a judge says aloud what everyone else had promised 

etiquette to leave implied. 

Tarrant looked back to Bell. 

“Here is my problem with your petition. Even if I believed, 

for one bright moment, that your client simply wants neutral 

preservation, the timing is contaminated by conduct. Last night’s 

retrieval attempt renders this filing suspect on its face. The 

criminal overlap renders speed dangerous. And your strategic-
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minerals language arrives after the dead deputy, which means it 

reads less like federal concern than federal costume.” 

Bel felt Ruth beside her go utterly still. This was the 

point in argument where good lawyers stopped moving because 

moving risked interrupting the judge’s self-generated clarity. 

Bell tried once more. 

“Your Honor, if these materials continue outside supervised 

custody, we risk fragmentation, selective disclosure, and –” 

“Yes,” Tarrant said. “Selective disclosure is the first 

truthful phrase I’ve heard from petitioner this morning. Because 

that is exactly what I think your side fears. Not spoliation. 

Sequence. You fear criminal sequence arriving before commercial 

framing can contain it.” 

That hit Fisk harder than Bell because he actually flinched. 

Tarrant looked down at the packet again. 

“I am denying emergency neutral custody to petitioner. 

Completely. I am ordering instead that materials directly tied to 

concealed-remains evidence remain under sealed, tiered custodial 

protocol as jointly noticed by Lincoln County and respondent 

counsel, with disputed commercial materials held subject to 

further hearing after criminal contamination and chain questions 

are answered. I am also ordering expedited disclosures from 

petitioner on affiliate entities, contractors, payment routes, 

and all engagements touching Station Seven, Ironwater, Renata 

Reed, Cade Vogel, and any Spokane subcontractor with remediation 

or exhumation capability from January 2022 forward.” 

Bell was already on her feet. “Your Honor –” 
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“Sit down.” 

Bell sat. 

Tarrant was not finished. 

“And because I dislike being lied to with posture, I am 

appointing a special master only for forensic custody audit, not 

transfer, chosen by this court, not by parties. If one more 

retrieval attempt occurs outside process, I will treat it as 

presumptive interference with a criminal matter and I will become 

much less patient than my reputation already suggests.” 

She signed once, briskly, and handed the order to the clerk. 

“We reconvene in forty-eight hours on production and chain 

issues. If by then petitioner still wishes to sing national 

security at me, it may do so with exhibits attached.” Her eyes 

moved across the room one final time. “Anything urgent enough to 

survive my displeasure.” 

Ruth rose. “Nothing from respondent, Your Honor.” 

Fisk stood, but Bell touched his sleeve before he spoke and 

he sat back down. Even Brandt understood the field had shifted. 

You could see it now in the angle of his shoulders – not 

collapse, nothing so dramatic, but a new economy. Men like him 

became most dangerous after losing the first round because then 

they finally stopped pretending the contest had ever been polite. 

Tarrant looked to Bel unexpectedly. 

“Miss Sawyer.” 

Bel stood. 
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“You are not on trial in this chamber today,” the judge 

said. “Do not let petitioner’s filing posture trick you into 

inhabiting that shape.” 

It was not comfort. It was something better. Instruction. 

“Yes, Your Honor,” Bel said. 

Tarrant nodded once and rose. 

The hearing ended. 

Only afterward, in the small disorder of chairs, files, 

breath, and abruptly moving people, did the room return to 

ordinary human scale. Bell and Fisk went at once into whispered 

conference with Brandt near the window. The clerk carried out the 

signed order like a lit fuse. Ruth closed her file with the care 

of a woman handling live ammunition she had already decided to 

enjoy. Dan remained standing where he was, one hand on the back 

of his chair, eyes on Brandt not because he expected immediate 

violence but because men under public setback often tried to 

recover private ground in hallways. 

Max crossed the distance between the tables halfway and 

stopped. 

Not toward Brandt. 

Toward Bel’s side. 

He said to Ruth, “The order buys maybe forty-eight hours 

before he starts cutting through a different network.” 

Ruth looked at him. “Yes. That is what forty-eight hours are 

for.” 

Brandt chose that moment to approach. 
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Not alone. Never alone. Bell at one shoulder, Fisk half 

behind. But he came himself, which meant the message mattered 

enough to risk proximity. 

Dan stepped once between them before anyone else had fully 

decided that was required. 

Brandt stopped. 

“Mr. Rourke,” he said. 

“Mr. Brandt.” 

There was nothing in either tone that belonged on a 

Christmas card. 

Brandt’s eyes moved to Bel over Dan’s shoulder. 

“You have won an interval,” he said. 

Bel looked at him steadily. 

“No,” she replied. “I won a judge. You’re confusing the 

mechanisms.” 

Bell made the smallest exasperated sound, not at Bel but at 

Brandt, as though he had walked into a conversational shape she 

would not have advised. 

“You are making this larger than it needs to be,” Brandt 

said. 

There it was again. The deep male administrative fantasy. 

That scale was chosen by the resistant party rather than by the 

corpse, the budgets, the buried structure, the woman in cuffs, 

the camera, the retrievals, the years. 

Bel felt a calm so pure it almost counted as mercy. 

“You buried a deputy under county concrete,” she said. “You 

paid Cade Vogel. You hired a woman to watch from the edge while 
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men handled the ugly parts. And when that structure started 

opening, you tried to sue the archive before discovery could 

touch it. Larger than it needs to be is not my department.” 

The anteroom around them went very quiet. 

Even Bell understood then that further speech from Brandt 

would cost more than it bought. She touched his sleeve once – 

small, controlled, but unmistakably corrective. 

He looked at Bel for one second longer. 

Then he nodded, that same fractional almost-courteous 

inclination he had given through county glass the morning before, 

only now without the benefit of uncertainty. 

“We’ll see,” he said. 

“No,” Dan answered for her. “You will.” 

Brandt left. 

That should have been satisfying. It wasn’t, not fully. 

Satisfaction required closure, and what they had was only a 

corridor. A better one than yesterday. Still only a corridor. 

Ruth exhaled once and said, “Well. That was almost worth the 

drive.” 

“Almost,” Bel said. 

The judge’s order hit e-service within twenty-three minutes. 

By then they were back in Ruth’s borrowed conference room two 

floors below, where boxes of stale pastries had appeared by 

bureaucratic law and someone had found a second coffee urn. Vance 

came in on speaker first, then in person an hour later after 

arranging transfer on Renata and Spear, because Tarrant’s order 

had converted a county mess into a state-visible wound and once 
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Helena could no longer pretend not to see, it became very 

interested in who controlled the bandages. 

Ruth wrote the new priorities on a yellow pad and tore each 

page off as the room finished with it. 

1. Lock all chain. 2. Push production against Brandt before 

he reroutes. 3. Work Renata. 4. Identify the second heavy man at 

Ordway scene. 5. Trace D.C. across states. 6. Decide when to open 

the side-yard file. 

“Number six is not today,” Vance said. 

“Agreed,” Ruth replied. “Unless Renata lies beautifully 

enough to make me angry.” 

Dan stood by the window, looking out at the Helena parking 

deck and the line of state sedans beneath it. “If she took 

independent counsel, she’s already trying to price herself.” 

“Good,” Vance said. “I can work with price better than 

loyalty.” 

Max sat at the far end of the table, hands around a paper 

cup he had not drunk from. 

“What if she doesn’t think she needs us,” he said. 

Vance looked at him. “Then she is dumber than I currently 

estimate and that would be her first surprise of the week.” 

Bel had been quiet since the hearing, not because she lacked 

language but because the judge’s instruction had lodged somewhere 

deeper than argument. 

You are not on trial in this chamber today. 

She had spent three years in rooms where the dead man on her 

floor came in before she did and where men with county pens and 
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good collars measured her moral weight against their preferred 

story. Today, for the first time, a room with actual power had 

told Brandt to explain himself first. 

That changed something. Not the past. The posture. 

She said, “I want Renata before the night.” 

Vance shook her head immediately. “No.” 

“I didn’t say alone.” 

“No.” 

Ruth looked up from the yellow pad. “She’s not wrong to want 

it.” 

“She’s still not getting it.” The sheriff’s voice remained 

calm. “Renata goes to interview after counsel is settled, after 

transfer, and after I know which version of fear she woke up with 

post-hearing.” 

Dan turned from the window. “What about the side-yard 

stills. Not the file. The stills.” 

Vance considered. 

Ruth did too, then nodded slowly. “Selected frame, no 

distribution, in interview if needed. Enough to make Renata know 

we have shape without telling her how much.” 

Vance said, “Maybe.” 

Max finally drank the coffee. 

“I can help on the second heavy man,” he said. 

No one answered right away because they all understood what 

the sentence cost him and how badly timing still distrusted 

sincerity. 

He went on anyway. 
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“Ordway video puts county vehicle, Vogel, and Renata on 

site. The unidentified male is likely from one of the security or 

transport shells, not a county direct. Spear isn’t old enough in 

the face. Wrong jaw. Wrong build. But I can run the contractor 

clusters against field photos from the Idaho and Missoula 

cleanouts. If the same network reused muscle, there will be 

overlap.” 

Ruth tapped her pen once against the table. “Do it. Here. 

Not on anything you brought from them.” 

He nodded. 

Bel said, “And D.C.” 

That shifted the room again. 

Vance looked at her. “You still think Corrigan.” 

“I think the initials are there for a reason.” 

Dan answered before anyone else could push back. “The note 

from her father. The ledger. The deferred ridge entry. And the 

Cape structure opening around Fitch.” He looked at Vance. “Could 

be same man. Could be same operating lane. Either way it’s not 

coincidence until proven otherwise.” 

Ruth rubbed one temple. “Wonderful. Interstate dead.” 

“No,” Bel said. “Interstate maintenance.” 

That was worse and everyone in the room knew it. 

By late afternoon they had three parallel engines running. 

Ruth pushing production demands hard enough to force Brandt 

into paper mistakes. Vance working transfer, interviews, and 

device imaging. Max at a state workstation under supervision 

building contractor overlaps. Dan and Bel with the notebook, 
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drives, and maps, reconstructing sequence from Ordway to Vogel to 

the salvage-yard retrieval with pins, dates, and names. 

At five-forty-three Max found the second heavy man. 

Not a name at first. A face match. 

Field photo from the Idaho “cleanup,” tagged only to 

subcontracted transport. Enlarged, sharpened, compared against 

the Ordway frame edge. Same brow line. Same broken nose set 

slightly left. Same thick neck. One Marcus Blevins, former county 

roads out of Missoula, later private transport and site 

stabilization through shell firms affiliated with Brandt’s 

logistics wing. 

“Transport,” Dan said when Max brought it over. 

“Yes.” 

“Meaning body mover.” 

“Likely.” 

Vance took the printed still and clipped it to her file 

stack. “Good. Now we can go bother him specifically.” 

That should have felt like progress. It did. And beneath it 

something else moved too – an awareness that the structure was no 

longer abstract enough to protect itself. Names were replacing 

euphemisms. Faces were replacing categories. Timelines were 

hardening into sequence. 

Night came on slowly over Helena, blue through the 

conference room glass. 

By seven, Renata had agreed to speak. 

Not confess. Not yet. Speak. 
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Independent counsel had been appointed provisionally through 

a local defense attorney with more ethics than money and exactly 

enough ambition to see that keeping a witness alive might prove 

career-improving. Vance got the interview at nine. Limited. 

Recorded. No promises beyond what law could actually support. 

Bel was not allowed in the room. 

This produced an argument of exactly four sentences before 

Dan ended it by saying, “If she sees you first, she’ll use you 

instead of the truth.” 

And because that was correct, Bel had to accept it. 

She waited in Ruth’s conference room with stale coffee and 

the side-yard stills sealed in an envelope she kept turning over 

in her hands without opening. Dan sat near the door. Max worked 

quietly at the far workstation. Ruth went out twice to take calls 

and returned each time angrier and more efficient. 

At nine-forty-eight Vance came back. 

No one asked first. They read it in her face. 

Not full break. Not yet. 

But a crack. 

“She wants terms,” Vance said. 

Ruth put down her pen. “For what.” 

“Protection. Not only from Brandt.” 

That landed. 

Dan said, “From whom.” 

Vance looked at Bel before answering. 

“From the man Vogel tried to sell his way around.” 

The room went very still. 
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“D.C.,” Bel said. 

Vance nodded once. 

“She won’t give a full name on first interview. But she says 

Vogel made contact with a transport man from ‘the Cape side’ 

after realizing he wasn’t going to be promoted inside the 

structure. He thought he could use the old deputy burial and the 

split archive to leverage new money from people who had handled 

similar work elsewhere.” 

Interstate maintenance. 

There it was again, no longer theory. 

Ruth stood up so abruptly her chair rolled back into the 

wall. 

“Jesus Christ.” 

“No,” Vance said. “Just business. Which may be worse.” 

Bel looked at Dan. 

He did not look away. 

The line between Bel and Cape Cod, between Roy Ordway and 

Raymond Fitch, between Ironwater and the marsh death on Allen 

Point, had just stopped being inference and become testimony’s 

edge. 

Vance added, “Renata says Vogel ruined timing. Then started 

reaching east. Then died before he could finish trading. The 

structure spent the next three years trying to figure out which 

half of what he knew was buried with him and which half stayed 

alive in Bel.” 

Bel set the sealed stills on the table. 

“So now they know,” she said. 
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Vance’s expression did not soften, but some deeper human 

recognition moved through it. 

“Yes,” she said. “And now so do we.” 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Sixteen 
 

The Eastward Line 
 

By ten the next morning the map on Ruth Callan’s conference-

room wall no longer looked like Bel alone. 
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Someone had taped a second sheet beside the county survey of 

Ironwater and Station Seven. Cape Cod, outer arm, old marsh 

roads, Allen Point, Monomoy channels, the private land cuts and 

shell roads that had once seemed to belong to another book and 

another weather system entirely. A black marker line ran from 

Lincoln County to the Cape in one rude diagonal, and under it 

Ruth had written three initials big enough to insult coincidence. 

D.C. 

Bel stood at the board with coffee she had long since 

stopped tasting and looked from one coast to the other. 

“Interstate maintenance,” she said. 

Ruth, seated at the conference table with a legal pad and 

the expression of a woman who had slept two hours and considered 

it indulgence, nodded once. “That’s the phrase I’d use if I 

wanted a jury to hate everyone involved before lunch.” 

Dan stood by the window in shirtsleeves, jacket off, tie 

loosened, reading through the transcript notes Vance had sent 

over from Renata’s first recorded interview. Max sat opposite 

Ruth with a contractor matrix open on the laptop, building cross-

state entity overlaps from the ledgers and travel packets already 

pulled under Tarrant’s order. Sheriff Vance herself had returned 

to Lincoln County before dawn to sit on the ridge, the body, and 

the political blast radius now unfolding there, but her texts 

kept arriving in clean hard bursts: lab copy complete, Spear 

still shut, Renata asking for second interview, Brandt production 

late already. 

Nothing about the day felt local anymore. 
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Renata had not given them full names in the first pass. She 

had given them shapes. Enough to force a structure into daylight 

without yet betraying every fear she still had of it. That alone 

told Bel plenty. Women like Renata did not ration truth because 

they loved complexity. They rationed it because they knew exactly 

how far men’s power extended and had spent too many years 

surviving within the line. 

Dan looked up from the transcript pages. 

“She says Vogel started reaching east after the Ordway site 

became unstable under him,” he said. “Not before.” 

Bel turned from the board. 

“That matters?” 

“Yes.” 

“How.” 

“Because it means the Cape side wasn’t the architect of 

Ordway. Not originally. They became the second market for 

information after Vogel understood he was only maintenance on the 

Bel end.” 

Max said, “Or the second insurance line. Vogel may have 

assumed if Brandt’s side burned him, an outside structure that 

handled similar cleanup would value the same leverage.” 

Ruth tapped her pen against the pad once. “You keep using 

that word similar.” 

“Because identical is still more claim than proof.” Max 

looked at Bel. “But no one crosses states for generic gossip. If 

Corrigan is our D.C., he becomes relevant only if the Cape side 

recognized the value of what Vogel was offering.” 
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“Vogel had one side of the split archive,” Bel said. “Or 

thought he did.” 

Dan nodded. “And he knew enough to know there were two.” 

She looked again at the line on the map between Bel and the 

Cape and felt the same cold internal click she had felt when 

Vance first said Renata wanted protection not only from Brandt. 

This was not merely local corruption with ambitious 

geography. 

This was infrastructure. 

Ruth said, “We need the sequence clean enough to survive 

cross-jurisdiction interest without letting federal people come 

in and call everybody a regional misunderstanding.” 

“No federal,” Bel said. 

Ruth looked at her over the pad. “That is a lovely sentiment 

and not remotely a legal strategy.” 

Max said quietly, “Federal may arrive whether you invite 

them or not if strategic-minerals language plus concealed remains 

plus interstate contractor routing holds together.” 

Dan folded the transcript once and set it down. 

“Then make sure it holds as homicide and witness management 

first.” 

That was Dan at his sharpest – not verbose, never that, but 

able to put the whole problem back on the right rail with one 

sentence. 

Ruth nodded. “Yes.” 

They spent the next two hours doing exactly that. 

Not chasing every awful possibility. Building a sequence. 
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2016: Deputy Roy Ordway discovers or enters the lower 

structure beneath Station Seven and attempts leverage. 2016: 

Ordway is brought to site with county vehicle masking or county 

complicity and does not leave alive. Post-2016: The lower is 

sealed and maintained through off-book local control. 2022 – 

2023: Prairie Basin/Brandt affiliate acquisitions absorb the 

survey and logistics structures around Station Seven and 

Ironwater. 2023: Renata Reed enters county records under shell 

contractor identity, traces Station Seven, and appears on the 

ridge with Ordway-linked structure already in play. 2023: Cade 

Vogel is budgeted under nuisance/field channels, later learns 

enough to push for promotion or blackmail. September 18, 2023: 

Vogel enters Bel’s trailer seeking the second half of the archive 

and dies when the sequence breaks. Renata records from the side 

yard. 2023 – 2026: Brandt’s side attempts to contain fallout 

through pressure, reputational degradation, buyout, and 

monitoring. 2026: Ridge opens, cache split reactivates, salvage-

yard retrieval fails, judicial containment fails, Renata begins 

pricing cooperation. 

When they finished, even the room seemed to breathe 

differently around the board. 

There it is, Bel thought. Not justice. But sequence. 

And sequence, if you kept it clean enough, had a way of 

ruining the men who relied on atmospherics. 

Vance called at twelve-fifteen. 

Ruth put her on speaker. 

“What.” 
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“Renata’s ready for second pass,” Vance said. Paper noise 

behind her, then a door closing. “More specifically, her lawyer 

thinks she’s ready to become choosy in a useful direction.” 

“Terms?” Ruth asked. 

“Not yet. But she asked whether Isabel Sawyer is the kind of 

woman who prefers truth early or damage complete.” 

Every eye in the room went to Bel. 

“That’s manipulative,” Ruth said at once. 

“Yes,” Vance replied. “But it’s also a real question from 

someone who knows a woman can hate a structure and still be 

shaped by it.” 

Bel said, “Tell her truth early. Damage later if she wastes 

my time.” 

Dan looked at her sideways. “Poetic.” 

“No. Generous.” 

Vance’s breath on the line might have been a laugh and might 

have been static. Hard to tell with sheriffs. 

“She also asked whether the side-yard file is in county 

chain.” 

The room went still. 

“No,” Ruth said immediately. 

Vance answered, “That was my answer.” 

“Good.” 

“Renata believed me too quickly.” 

Dan straightened by the window. 

“That means she knows what’s in it.” 
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“Yes,” Vance said. “And likely knows exactly how much worse 

her position gets if the unedited clip enters sworn disclosure 

before she frames herself inside it.” 

Bel felt something unpleasantly close to sympathy move 

through her and immediately distrusted it. 

Not sympathy then. Recognition of structure again. A woman 

surviving at the edge of male violence develops reflexes that 

look like cowardice to men and like arithmetic to other women. 

“Take the interview,” Bel said. 

“I am,” Vance replied. “But here’s the other thing. We got 

Renata’s lawyer to authorize one direct question outside her 

client’s sequence control.” 

Ruth leaned forward. “And.” 

“We asked whether D.C. is Daniel Corrigan.” 

Silence. 

Then Vance said, “She did not answer yes. She asked instead 

whether Corrigan is still walking around Cape roads with his own 

name.” 

Max looked up sharply from the laptop. 

Ruth sat back slowly. “That is nearly a confession.” 

Dan said, “It’s enough.” 

Bel turned toward the Cape map on the wall and felt the line 

between there and here go from speculative to active under her 

skin. 

Raymond Fitch. Allen Point. The marsh logs. D.C. in her 

father’s notebook and the Bel ledgers both. A transport man from 

the Cape side. 
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It had all been edging toward this for days. Still, hearing 

it arrive through Renata’s evasions landed harder than hearing it 

cleanly would have. 

“He’s the line,” she said. 

“Yes,” Vance answered. “Or one of them.” 

By one-fifty Max had given them the first real contractor 

bridge. 

He turned the laptop around so they could all see the 

matrix. 

Three shell firms. One in Helena. One in Spokane. One in 

Boston, dormant by 2025 but active during a twenty-two month 

window overlapping both the Missoula cleanup and the Cape-side 

transport dates Renata had implied. 

At the center: a logistics consultant of record attached 

through initials on invoices but named in one insurance rider. 

Daniel Corrigan. 

No maybe now. 

No interpretive generosity required. 

The room got very quiet after that, not because there was 

nothing to say, but because there was suddenly too much of the 

right thing. 

Ruth was first to break it. 

“Well,” she said. “That’s obscene.” 

Dan did not take his eyes off the screen. 

“Print everything.” 

Max already was. 
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Bel crossed to the board and underlined D.C. once with the 

marker so hard the tip squealed. 

“Now what.” 

Ruth answered without looking up. “Now we decide whether to 

keep this in Bel long enough to build or whether to push a 

controlled referral east before the thing gets peeled open by men 

who still think geography is a defense.” 

Dan said, “No uncontrolled referral.” 

“No,” Ruth agreed. “Controlled or none.” 

Vance’s voice came back over speaker before anyone else 

could continue. 

“There’s another factor.” 

“Of course there is,” Bel said. 

“Renata says Corrigan handled transport, witness smoothing, 

and cross-site continuity. Her term, not mine.” 

Cross-site continuity. 

Interstate maintenance, wearing a nicer shirt. 

“She says there were at least two sites he considered 

‘ongoing exposure’ by 2023,” Vance continued. “Station Seven was 

one. The Cape side was the other.” 

No one moved. 

Then Ruth said very softly, “We are now in the same book and 

I resent it.” 

Even Bel nearly smiled at that. 

Dan didn’t. He was already elsewhere in the problem. 

“What did Renata do for Corrigan.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 337 

 

Vance answered immediately. “Not for. Around. She says she 

never took direct instruction from him. She took instruction from 

Brandt-linked shells and occasionally got told a transport man 

would be ‘folding sequence across state lines.’” 

“Jesus,” Max said. 

“No,” Bel said again. “Business.” 

The word had become a kind of blasphemy all its own. 

By midafternoon they had split again, this time not the 

archive but the work. 

Ruth and Max would build the cross-state paper packet – 

clean, terrifying, admissible enough to move, ugly enough to 

matter. 

Vance would push Renata again on Corrigan, the Cape site, 

and the side-yard file. 

Dan and Bel would go back through her father’s notebook 

looking not for what it said obviously, but for every place where 

the old man had written like a local and hidden like a 

strategist. 

They worked in near silence for an hour. 

Page after page of compressed anger and weather notes and 

feed costs and names. Then, halfway through the back third, on a 

page Bel had already read twice and dismissed as one more of her 

father’s bad afternoons, Dan put one finger under a line and 

said, “There.” 

She leaned in. 

It was not the main entry. It was the margin note, written 

later in darker pen. 
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if D.C. comes west again, not by plane / ferry man knows 

She stared at it. 

“Ferry man,” she said. 

Dan nodded. 

“Not metaphorical?” 

“No.” 

“Which ferry.” 

“There aren’t a hundred choices in this county worth your 

father writing down as if someone would recognize the term.” Dan 

tapped the page. “He means Kootenai crossing. Likely an old 

crossing line, or what passed into that route after.” 

Bel sat back. 

If Corrigan came west again, not by plane / ferry man knows. 

Her father had not written *if Corrigan comes*. He had 

written *if D.C. comes west again*. 

Again. 

The first westbound move had already happened before the 

note. 

“He came here,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“And not through airports.” 

“No.” 

“Quiet.” 

“Yes.” 

That changed the geometry once more. 

Corrigan was no longer an east-coast name floating at the 

edge of Bel’s buried sequence. He had physically entered the 
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valley at least once. Quietly enough that only a ferry man – or 

someone in that old line – would mark it. 

Bel looked up. “Black Bow.” 

Dan was already on his feet. 

“Yes.” 

They got him by hard line at the fisheries office twenty 

minutes later. 

Black Bow listened without interrupting while Bel read the 

note exactly and Dan gave only the minimum around it. When they 

finished, the line held quiet long enough that Bel thought for 

one bad second they had lost connection. 

Then Black Bow said, “Not me.” 

“Who.” 

“Old Henry Vautrin.” 

The name meant nothing to her and something to Dan, judging 

by the faint change in his face. 

“Still alive,” Dan asked. 

“For now.” 

“Where.” 

“At the old north landing three months of the year and in 

town when snow decides for him.” 

Bel said, “He knew Corrigan.” 

“Knew a man called Corrigan who did not use that name with 

me,” Black Bow replied. “Came through on water after dark once. 

Not local. Not tourist. Bad eyes.” 

“Bad eyes how.” 

“Eyes that count people like inventory.” 
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That was enough of a description for the room. 

“When,” Dan asked. 

“After the woman with city boots. Before Vogel died.” 

Bel closed her own eyes once. 

There it was. The line complete enough to hurt. 

Renata on the ridge. Corrigan westbound by water. Vogel 

reaching east. Her father writing the note. Then the side-yard 

file. Then blood in her kitchen. 

“Can you get Vautrin,” Dan asked. 

“I can ask.” 

“Ask now.” 

“I already am.” 

That was Black Bow too. 

By dusk they were on the road north. 

Not to Cape Cod. Not yet. First to the old landing, to Henry 

Vautrin, to the last local witness in Bel who had apparently seen 

Daniel Corrigan arrive not by airport or highway, but by the 

Kootenai itself under enough darkness that the movement still 

felt older than law. 

Ruth tried to stop them and then, realizing she was losing 

that battle on merit rather than temperament, did the only useful 

thing left and sent them with two copies of a fresh affidavit 

form and a warning not to let Vautrin talk himself into nostalgia 

before he got to sequence. 

Vance, from the jail interview room, said only, “If you get 

a live tie from Corrigan westbound to Station Seven, call me 

before you breathe the second sentence.” 
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Max handed Bel a printed packet at the car. “If Vautrin 

gives you dates, compare against this.” 

She took it. Insurance rider overlaps. Travel windows. One 

highlighted line running from Boston vendor disbursement to 

Spokane routing three weeks before Vogel died. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

He looked startled enough by the uncomplicated gratitude 

that she almost regretted it. 

“Don’t spend it all at once,” he said. 

Dan started the engine. 

They drove out of Helena on Route 12 under a sky going from 

blue to iron, westbound into the long Bel evening where distances 

forgot to be reasonable and the land began once more to look like 

itself instead of an exhibit. 

For an hour neither of them talked much. 

That was not tension. It was work in motion. 

The packet from Max lay open on the dash. The notebook rode 

between them. The judge’s order, Ruth’s notes, Vance’s messages, 

Renata’s half-given truth, Corrigan’s full name, all of it 

traveled in paper, memory, and the quiet between two people who 

no longer needed to explain why they were going. 

At last Bel said, “He came by water because records were 

thinner.” 

“Yes.” 

“And because men like Corrigan trust transitional places 

more than terminals.” 

“Yes.” 
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She looked out at the darkening line of timber and field 

beyond the glass. 

“My father knew enough to mark him. Why didn’t he tell me.” 

Dan kept the Bronco steady through a long bend. 

“Because if he told you fully, he made you part of sequence 

on purpose instead of by accident.” 

“That assumes generosity.” 

“It assumes guilt,” Dan said. “Which sometimes does clumsy 

versions of generosity whether anyone deserves it or not.” 

She let that sit. 

The road ran west. 

The light went harder and then thinner. 

Far off, where the mountains shouldered up in darkening 

tiers, the country began to resemble the old stories again – 

canoes, crossings, men arriving by water under names they did not 

intend to keep. Except now the boats were contractors and shells 

and the bad men wore quarter-zips and legal language when 

daylight required it. 

“Dan.” 

“What.” 

“When this is done –” 

He looked at the road. 

“No.” 

“No what.” 

“No when this is done. That’s a sentence men say when they 

want to bargain with the future.” 

She almost smiled despite herself. “You’re impossible.” 
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“No. Just western.” 

The north landing lay twenty minutes beyond the last gas 

station and one weather-beaten sign no state agency remembered to 

remove. The road degraded to gravel, then to something flatter 

than a trail but less committed than a road, and finally opened 

on the river where an old dock, two sheds, and one canted cabin 

stood under cottonwoods gone dark in the last of the light. 

A single lamp burned in the cabin window. 

Henry Vautrin was home. 

Bel felt the whole map tighten. 

Cape to Spokane to Helena to Station Seven to the Kootenai 

crossing, all of it now narrowed toward one old ferry man who 

might confirm that Daniel Corrigan had stepped quietly into her 

country before Cade Vogel died and that the eastward line had 

never been imaginary at all. 

Dan killed the engine. 

Neither of them moved for one second. 

Then Bel picked up the notebook, the packet, and the 

affidavit forms. 

“Well,” she said. 

Dan opened his door. 

“Yes,” he answered. “Now we ask the river.” 
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Chapter Seventeen 
 

Henry Vautrin 
 

Henry Vautrin opened the cabin door with a lantern in one 

hand and a boat hook in the other, which Bel considered exactly 
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the right ratio of hospitality to caution for a man who had spent 

his life on river margins. 

He was older than she had expected and somehow more solid 

than age ought to have allowed. Eighties perhaps, though river 

men aged in layers and categories that made arithmetic less 

useful than weather. His shoulders had settled but not collapsed. 

His face carried the fine-knife carving of long cold seasons, 

white stubble, and the kind of eyes that went pale rather than 

dim with age. He looked first at Dan, then at Bel, then at the 

affidavit forms in her hand, and only after that lowered the boat 

hook. 

“Well,” he said. “That looks like county trouble or family 

trouble. You usually bring one before the other.” 

“Evening, Henry,” Dan replied. 

“It is if you’re not dying.” 

The lantern lifted slightly. Vautrin’s gaze moved to Bel 

again and stayed there a second longer this time, not with 

sentiment but with recognition of category. 

“You’re Sawyer’s girl.” 

“His daughter,” Bel said. 

“That’s what I said.” 

He stood aside. 

The cabin was warmer than the night outside and less 

sentimental than any novelist would have permitted. Woodstove. 

Table scarred by years of knives and coffee cups. Two cane-bottom 

chairs whose continued existence constituted an argument with 

entropy. Shelves of jars, tackle, ledgers, and old ferry markers 
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no one had used since the county built bridges it later forgot to 

maintain. The air smelled of lamp oil, river damp, trout scales, 

and the faint iron tang of weathered tools drying by heat. 

Vautrin set the lantern on the table and pointed the boat 

hook at Dan. 

“You want coffee, make it. I’m too old to entertain men who 

know where the kettle sits.” 

Dan went to the stove without offense. Bel stayed standing. 

“You know why we’re here,” she said. 

The old man’s pale eyes touched the forms in her hand again. 

“I know why people come at this hour with paper. That’s not 

the same thing.” He sat slowly at the table and folded both hands 

over the wood. “So tell it clean.” 

Bel looked at Dan once. He gave her nothing theatrical in 

return. Only presence. 

So she told it clean. 

Station Seven. The lower. Roy Ordway under county concrete. 

Prairie Basin, Brandt, Renata Reed, Cade Vogel, the side-yard 

recording, the salvage-yard retrieval, Renata’s implication of a 

transport man from “the Cape side.” Then the note in her father’s 

notebook: if D.C. comes west again, not by plane / ferry man 

knows. 

Vautrin did not interrupt once. 

When she finished, Dan set three mugs on the table and sat 

opposite the old man. 
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Vautrin took the nearest mug, looked into it as if coffee 

itself were part of the evidentiary burden, then said, “Your 

father always did write down the right things too late.” 

“That mean he was right,” Bel asked. 

“It means he noticed. Different trade.” 

The old man drank. 

Outside, the river moved under darkness the way big Sawyer 

always did – indifferently, with their own mind for banks and 

stone. The lamp flame shifted once under a draft from the stove 

and settled again. 

“You saw Corrigan,” Dan said. 

Vautrin looked at him. “If that’s the name he keeps now.” 

“He used another one here.” 

“Yes.” 

“What.” 

The old man smiled then, but only with one side of his face 

and not out of pleasure. 

“That I won’t give before I know which men are already dead 

over it.” 

Bel leaned in. 

“One deputy. One local man. Maybe more before we’re done. Is 

that enough.” 

Vautrin’s smile went away. 

“Yes,” he said. “That’s enough.” 

He set down the mug. 

“He came by water in August of twenty-three. Not from the 

north country. From the south bend where the old launch road 
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still reaches if you don’t mind losing shocks. Boat was rented 

local through a company front, but he didn’t row like a tourist 

and he didn’t move like a fisherman. Wrong hands for both. Came 

in after dark, no lights, one man with him the first time.” 

“Marcus Blevins?” Dan asked. 

Vautrin shook his head. “No. Bigger than that. Younger too. 

Hard face, black beard. Could have been hired out of anywhere 

west of Billings and east of a prison yard.” 

Bel took a breath and let it out slowly. Another heavy man. 

Another layer. Not Blevins then. Not Spear. Someone earlier in 

the structure, perhaps now dead, perhaps merely gone where 

records got thin. 

“Name,” she said. 

“He didn’t offer one and I didn’t want it.” 

“What did Corrigan call himself.” 

“Wes Tarrant.” 

Dan looked down once at the table as if storing that 

carefully before his expression returned to neutral. 

“Why do you remember it.” 

“Because it was a banker’s lie. Men from water country who 

use two names always pick one that sounds like they think the 

other man won’t have read much.” Vautrin’s pale eyes shifted back 

to Bel. “Also because your father came down two nights later 

asking if I’d ferried a man who counted the dock pilings before 

he looked at the river.” 

That sounded like Corrigan more than any ledger did. 

“Did you tell him yes,” Bel asked. 
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“I told him enough that he went away more sober than he 

arrived.” 

The room went quiet after that. 

Dan said, “Why didn’t you tell county.” 

Vautrin looked almost offended. 

“County what. In twenty-twenty-three, county was already one 

half rumor and one half permission slips. Besides, your old man 

asked me not to.” 

“Why’d you agree.” 

“Because he was more frightened than drunk for once.” 

Vautrin paused. “And because he said the man wasn’t coming west 

for land, but for things buried under land. There’s a difference. 

Men come west for land all the time. Men come west for buried 

things only when older sins start billing interest.” 

Bel felt the phrase go straight into the center of the 

problem and stay there. 

Older sins start billing interest. 

Yes. 

That. 

“Did Corrigan come alone the second time,” Dan asked. 

“No. Came with the woman.” 

Everything in the room sharpened. 

“Renata,” Bel said. 

“Maybe that’s what she’s called now too.” Vautrin shrugged 

one shoulder. “Shorter than him. Smarter in the eyes. She watched 

the river, not the road.” 

“When.” 
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“Couple weeks after the first trip. Near the end of 

huckleberries. Air had already turned a little. They argued at 

the dock before crossing.” 

“What about.” 

Vautrin considered. 

“Money, maybe. Sequence, maybe. She said, ‘If he’s already 

touched the second half, timing’s gone.’ He said, ‘Timing is what 

we say it is if the local man stays bought.’” 

Dan looked at Bel. Vogel. 

Local man. 

Bought. 

The structure laid its own sentences down if you listened 

long enough. 

“Anything else,” Bel asked. 

Vautrin nodded slowly. 

“She asked if there was another crossing farther north where 

no one kept notebooks.” 

That landed so hard Bel had to sit down. 

No one kept notebooks. 

A woman who had already learned to think around archives and 

records asking after routes that left less civic memory behind. 

Not just operative, then. Strategic. A woman hired for the edge 

and clever enough to know when edges needed their own exits. 

Dan said, “Did you answer.” 

“Yes.” 

“What did you tell her.” 
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“That there are always crossings where old men stop writing 

things down. But not ones she’d find before a propeller found 

rock.” 

Bel almost smiled despite herself. 

Vautrin noticed and let it sit without comment. 

“Why tell us now,” she asked. 

The old man looked at her for a long moment. When he spoke 

again his voice had lost some of its dry amusement and found the 

cleaner register beneath it. 

“Because I know what a witness sounds like when she starts 

asking for places with no notebooks. It means the men she works 

for have already decided the record should end somewhere 

convenient.” 

No one answered that, because nothing sensible improved it. 

Vautrin reached for the affidavit forms then with one hand 

that trembled only slightly and only because he was old, not 

because he feared the writing. He read the first page without 

hurry. 

“You want me to swear to all of it.” 

“We want you to swear to what you saw and heard,” Dan said. 

“Same thing if a man’s lucky.” 

“Not in law,” Bel said. 

The old ferryman glanced up at her and there, finally, was 

the faintest real warmth he had shown. 

“No,” he agreed. “Not in law.” 

He read the rest. 

Then he signed. 
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Dan witnessed. 

Bel watched the ink settle into paper and felt the line 

eastward tighten one more necessary notch. 

Daniel Corrigan had come west under a false name. By water. 

Twice. Once with another male contractor, once with Renata. He 

had argued sequence at the dock before Vogel died. He had sought 

unrecorded crossings. Her father had known enough to note it. And 

now Henry Vautrin had put all of that under oath. 

It should have felt triumphant. 

Instead it felt like the map getting hungrier. 

“What next,” Vautrin asked, capping the pen. 

Bel looked at the affidavit, then at the old man. 

“Now we decide whether Bel calls the Cape or the Cape calls 

Bel.” 

Dan answered before she could fully untangle the thought. 

“We call first.” 

Vautrin grunted approval that might have been about tactics 

or coffee, hard to say. 

“Good. Men like that hate not being first into the room.” 

The hard line phone in the cabin rang once then, sudden 

enough that all three of them turned. 

Vautrin looked annoyed by it, which suggested the line 

didn’t often justify itself. 

He picked up after the second ring. 

“Yes.” 

A pause. 

Then his pale eyes lifted to Bel. 
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“For you,” he said. 

She took the receiver. 

The line hissed softly with distance and old rural wiring. 

“Bel,” Sheriff Vance said without preamble. “We have a 

problem.” 

“Renata.” 

“Yes.” 

The room seemed to contract. 

“What.” 

“She’s gone.” 

For one impossible second the sentence made no structural 

sense. Renata Reed sat in county custody. County chain. Judge’s 

order. Mud on her boots and a camera in evidence. Gone belonged 

to weather, not jailed women under sheriff supervision. 

“What do you mean gone.” 

“I mean transfer team reached the annex at twenty-one 

fourteen and found one deputy concussed, one corridor camera 

looped, and Renata Reed not in the transport cage.” 

Dan was watching her face now. He already knew from it that 

this was not the ordinary bad. 

“Speak,” he said quietly. 

Bel covered the mouthpiece. “Renata escaped.” 

Vautrin swore softly in French or river-jargon or some 

private language old men earned after eighty years. Hard to tell. 

“How,” Bel asked into the phone. 

“We’re still sorting that. Spear didn’t go. He’s still ours. 

Which means somebody else came in through a route we haven’t yet 
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named. They used county shape. Maybe uniform. Maybe credentials. 

Maybe only timing.” 

County shape. 

Again. 

The whole damn structure dressed itself in borrowed 

authority whenever it needed proximity. 

“Was she taken or did she go,” Bel asked. 

Vance did not answer immediately, which was answer enough 

that the distinction remained open and dangerous. 

“We don’t know,” the sheriff said at last. “Her lawyer is 

screaming abduction. My chief deputy says she may have run when 

the door opened. Both make me tired.” 

“Any message.” 

“Yes.” 

That word came colder. 

“What message.” 

“They left the side-yard envelope untouched on the interview 

table.” 

Bel’s grip tightened on the receiver until the cord pulled 

taut. 

Not random then. Not smash and flee. Surgical. 

Leave the side-yard stills untouched because the operation 

wasn’t aimed at county evidence generally. It was aimed at Renata 

specifically – removal, recovery, silence, extraction, whatever 

name the men behind it preferred. 

“They came for her,” Bel said. 

“Yes.” 
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Dan had stepped close enough now that she could hear the 

absence of his breath beside her. 

“Ask about Spear,” he murmured. 

“What’s Spear doing,” Bel asked into the line. 

“Demanded counsel twice and then asked whether the transfer 

happened before or after the eastbound hearing packet left 

Helena.” 

That hit so hard Bel had to close her eyes. 

Eastbound. 

Not court packet. Not county transfer. Eastbound. 

He knew direction. He knew there was an east side to this 

still alive and moving. 

“Jesus,” she said. 

“No,” Vance answered. “Business. Still.” 

Bel looked at the affidavit on the table, at Henry Vautrin’s 

signature still drying, at Dan already mentally moving the map 

forward, and knew the line between Bel and the Cape had just 

stopped being a legal hypothesis and become an active route under 

hostile control. 

“Listen carefully,” Vance said. “I need you two back in 

county by morning if you can make it. But before that I need to 

know whether your ferryman gives us anything that turns east into 

more than initials.” 

Bel looked at the old man. 

He met her eyes. No confusion. He understood enough from 

tone and posture to know the room had changed again. 
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“He gives us Corrigan westbound,” she said. “Twice. Under 

alias. Once with Renata.” 

“Good.” 

“No,” Bel answered. “Useful.” 

Vance made a brief sound that, on anyone else, might have 

counted as laughter. On her it was only agreement under stress. 

“Call me from the road in twenty,” she said. “Not before. I 

need five minutes without anyone hearing this through bad 

drywall.” 

The line went dead. 

Bel set the receiver back in its cradle carefully. 

“She gone,” Vautrin said. 

It was not a question. 

“Yes.” 

“Taken?” 

“Maybe.” 

The old ferryman looked toward the river window where 

darkness had thickened into reflection. 

“Then you’re late,” he said. 

Dan answered before Bel could. 

“No,” he said. “We’re in motion.” 

Vautrin studied him, then nodded once as if the distinction 

met some private standard. 

Bel gathered the affidavit and the notebook together with 

less grace than before. The room, which ten minutes ago had felt 

like a witness station, now felt like a waystop in a pursuit. 

“Dan.” 
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“I know.” 

He did. 

By the time they stepped back into the night, the Kootenai 

had gone black under a strip of thin cloud and the whole north 

landing seemed built of lamp glow and river sound and the 

knowledge that eastward lines once opened did not politely wait 

for county daylight to resume. 

Dan stowed the signed affidavit in the weather case. Bel 

slid into the passenger seat with the notebook on her lap and 

Vautrin’s words still hot in her head. 

Timing’s gone. 

No one keeps notebooks. 

Older sins bill interest. 

Eastbound. 

The Bronco started. 

As they pulled away from the landing, Henry Vautrin stood in 

the cabin light with one hand raised, not waving exactly, more 

like marking departure the way ferry men always had: witness to 

crossing, witness to sequence, witness that the river had now 

sent them on with more truth than safety. 

Twenty miles down the road Bel called Vance back from a 

turnout with enough sky to keep the signal honest. 

This time Dan listened on speaker. 

She gave the affidavit summary. Corrigan’s alias. The August 

crossings. Renata at the dock. The argument about the second 

half. The request for a crossing with no notebooks. Vautrin’s 

identification of the man’s habits and her father’s fear. 
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Vance took it all without interruption. 

When Bel finished, the sheriff said, “That’s enough to move 

east.” 

Dan said, “Question is how.” 

“Through someone the Cape side can’t politely ignore.” 

There was only one answer to that and all three of them knew 

it at once. 

Raymond Fitch was dead. Daniel Corrigan was active. The 

marsh death at Allen Point had opened one seam already. If they 

were going east now, they needed someone on the Cape who already 

stood inside that seam and understood what structures looked like 

when they pretended to be weather. 

Hamilton. 

Wilson. 

Maybe Chen. 

Maybe all of them. 

Bel looked at Dan. He was already looking at the dark road 

ahead as if it had become coastline by decision alone. 

Vance said, “Get back west enough to stop making this call 

over mountain dead zones and then I’ll connect what I can by 

lawful means and one or two less lawful friendships.” 

“What about Renata,” Bel asked. 

“We hunt her in both directions,” Vance replied. “If she 

ran, she’ll aim for a handler. If she was taken, whoever took her 

already thinks east.” 

The line clicked once with signal strain. 

Then Vance added, “Bel.” 
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“Yes.” 

“When you talk to Cape people, do not tell the story like a 

woman defending herself from Cade Vogel. Tell it like what it is 

now.” 

Bel looked out into the dark where the road curved south and 

the mountains shouldered up on either side like old jurors. 

“What is it now.” 

“A transport corridor,” Vance said. “With bodies.” 

The call dropped after that. 

Dan drove the next several miles in silence, not because 

there was nothing to say but because the sentence had reorganized 

too much at once. 

A transport corridor with bodies. 

Yes. 

That. 

Not a local scandal. Not a bad man on her porch. Not even 

only Station Seven. A corridor. Bel to the Cape and back, through 

hired women, field contractors, ferry crossings, marsh roads, and 

the men who made their living smoothing sequence where corpses 

threatened to turn into records. 

Bel rested her head briefly against the seat and closed her 

eyes. 

“When we call east,” she said at last, “what exactly do we 

say.” 

Dan considered that. 

“The truth.” 

“That’s broad.” 
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“Yes.” 

She waited. 

He kept his eyes on the road. 

“We say Daniel Corrigan crossed into Montana in August 

twenty-three under alias. We say Renata Reed was with him. We say 

Cade Vogel reached east trying to sell the Ordway site and the 

split archive. We say Renata was just taken or ran under county 

shape. We say the Cape side is no longer peripheral.” 

Bel opened her eyes and looked at him. 

“That all.” 

“No.” 

“What else.” 

He shifted once in the seat and the headlights took a bend 

through pines gone silver at the edges. 

“We say the structure isn’t regional. It’s mobile. And if 

Hamilton’s half as good as people claim, that sentence will be 

enough.” 

For the first time since the call from Vance, something like 

steadiness returned. 

Not safety. Direction. 

The eastward line was real now. And by morning, if law and 

signal and old favors held, the Cape would know it too. 
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Chapter Eighteen 
 

What the Cape Knows 
 

They made the first call east from a gas station west of 

Missoula because the mountains had finally stopped interfering 

and because there are some sentences a person should not speak 

while still moving at highway speed through black timber. 

The station sat at the edge of the interstate with sodium-

vapor lights, two diesel pumps, one darkened ice machine, and a 

lobby full of hunting calendars and fluorescent snacks old enough 
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to count as evidence. Midnight had already tipped toward morning 

by the time Dan pulled the Bronco into the far slot and killed 

the engine. The whole place smelled of wet asphalt, truck fuel, 

and coffee brewed to survive abuse. 

Bel stayed in the passenger seat a moment longer with the 

phone in her hand and the notebook on her lap. The eastward line 

felt real now in a way no map could have prepared her for. Cape 

roads. Marsh water. Raymond Fitch. Daniel Corrigan. Renata gone 

from county shape. Roy Ordway under county concrete. Henry 

Vautrin’s affidavit drying in the weather case behind them. 

“What’s the number,” Dan asked. 

She looked over at him. 

“You sure.” 

“No,” he said. “But I’m not superstitious enough to care.” 

That nearly earned him a smile. 

Vance had texted twenty minutes earlier with a contact path 

and one line of guidance more useful than any legal memo: 

CALL WILSON FIRST. HAMILTON HEARS BETTER ON SECOND PASS. 

Bel keyed in the number, paused once, and hit send. 

The line rang three times. 

A man answered on the fourth with the rough-edged alertness 

of someone dragged from a sleep not deep enough to be healthy. 

“Wilson.” 

Bel did not waste time on introductions broad enough to be 

mistaken for caution. 

“My name is Isabel Sawyer. I’m calling from western Montana. 

Sheriff Elena Vance said if I had a live line tying Daniel 
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Corrigan from Cape routes to a concealed-remains site out here, 

you were the first person to tell before the second person.” 

Silence. 

Not confusion. Recalculation. 

Then Wilson said, fully awake now, “Where are you.” 

“Missoula side.” 

“That’s geography. I meant in the structure.” 

Dan glanced at her, approving without the insult of showing 

it. 

“Roy Ordway was buried under a county relay structure at 

Station Seven near Ironwater. Prairie Basin shells paid Cade 

Vogel under nuisance and remediation lines in twenty-three. A 

contractor named Renata Reed entered county records under shell 

cover, filmed Vogel at my trailer the night he died, and just 

disappeared from sheriff custody after implying Corrigan handled 

cross-site continuity from what she called the Cape side.” 

The line held very quiet. 

Then Wilson said, “Good God.” 

“Is that useful.” 

“Yes,” he replied at once. “Stay on.” 

There was movement on his end – door, floorboards, a 

muttered name not fully audible. A moment later another voice 

came on, dryer, more controlled, and somehow colder without being 

less human. 

“Hamilton.” 

Bel looked out through the windshield at the dead gas pumps 

and the black ribbon of interstate beyond them. If she had still 
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been living yesterday’s version of her life, she might have felt 

absurd speaking to a man on Cape Cod at one in the morning about 

a deputy buried in Bel. But absurdity had long since lost 

jurisdiction. 

“This is Isabel Sawyer,” she said. “We have Daniel Corrigan 

westbound into Kootenai country under alias in August twenty-

three, tied to a concealed deputy burial at Station Seven, to 

Cade Vogel’s blackmail attempt, and to a female contractor – 

Renata Reed – who may have just been extracted from county 

custody after providing partial sequence on a second exposure 

site she describes as the Cape.” 

Hamilton did not react with surprise in any performative 

way. That was useful immediately. 

“What proof,” he asked. 

“Affidavit from ferryman Henry Vautrin placing Corrigan, 

alias Wes Tarrant, at north landing twice in August twenty-three. 

Once with another male contractor, once with Renata. Ledger 

overlap from Brandt-affiliate shells to Spokane remediation 

vendors and a Boston logistics firm naming Daniel Corrigan on an 

insurance rider. Notebook from my father. Side-yard video from 

the night Vogel died showing Renata filming from outside while 

Vogel searched my trailer for the second half of a split archive 

tied to Ordway and Station Seven.” 

Hamilton was quiet just long enough to prove he was ordering 

rather than doubting. 

“Wilson,” he said off line, voice slightly turned away, “get 

Chen up.” 
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Then back to Bel: 

“Did Renata name Allen Point.” 

“No. She didn’t get that far.” 

“Did she say marsh, dock, or transport.” 

“She said Corrigan handled transport, witness smoothing, and 

cross-site continuity. She asked whether he was still walking 

around Cape roads with his own name.” 

A second silence. Not empty this time. Loaded. 

“That,” Hamilton said, “is enough.” 

Dan leaned back against the driver’s door and folded one arm 

over the wheel, listening without intruding. 

Bel said, “Enough for what.” 

“Enough that the Cape side is no longer auxiliary.” 

There it was again, what Dan had said on the road. 

Peripheral no longer. The sentence felt different coming from the 

east because it closed the corridor from both ends at once. 

Another voice entered then, sharper, tired, female, all 

speed beneath restraint. 

“Chen,” she said. “Who’s speaking.” 

Bel repeated the essentials more quickly this time. Ordway. 

Station Seven. Renata. Corrigan. Vautrin. Vogel. Split archive. 

East side. 

Chen did what the competent always did first. She did not 

gasp or summarize feelings or waste time on the rhetorical 

elegance of horror. 

“What’s your chain on Corrigan,” she asked. 

Bel gave it. 
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“What’s your chain on Renata.” 

She gave that too. 

“Where’s the side-yard file.” 

“Off county systems.” 

“Good.” A brief rustle of paper on her end. “Allen Point 

opened around hidden route use, not merely body disposal. 

Corrigan sat at the edge of it in three different witness 

mentions and one payment trace that never got clean enough for 

charge. If he is now hard-tied west into a deputy burial 

structure and Renata used the phrase cross-site continuity, then 

the same mobile cleanup architecture touched both jurisdictions.” 

Wilson came back in. “And Vogel reaching east means somebody 

in Bel believed the Cape side bought leverage of this exact 

kind.” 

Dan finally spoke into the phone. 

“Yes,” he said. “That’s our read.” 

There was a fractional pause. Bel could almost hear Wilson 

repositioning his understanding of the room now that Dan existed 

inside it and not merely as one more male silhouette around her. 

“And you are,” Wilson asked. 

“Dan Rourke.” 

Another pause. Then Hamilton said, “Fine. Tell me if I’m 

wrong. Vogel wasn’t original design. Vogel was later maintenance 

who started freelancing when he realized the structure above him 

was not promoting.” 

Dan looked at Bel once. So they had it the same. 

“Yes,” he said. “That’s right.” 
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Hamilton answered with the flat satisfaction of a man whose 

worst suspicions have just become structurally useful. 

“Then Corrigan wasn’t architect either. He was interstate 

service layer. Mobile logistics for buried sequence.” 

Chen said, “And Renata was witness-facing control.” 

Bel closed her eyes once because hearing her own hated 

understanding mirrored back from another coast made it real in a 

different and worse way. 

“Yes,” she said. 

Wilson asked, “What do you need from us.” 

That was a harder question than it should have been, because 

now that the line existed, the temptation was to ask for 

everything – names, roads, marsh files, old secrets, some 

guarantee that distant people with sharp minds could make this 

structure smaller than it was. 

But structures did not get smaller by wish. 

She answered carefully. 

“I need whatever you have that turns Corrigan from suspect 

architecture into named operational history. I need anything on 

Allen Point or Fitch that uses the same language Renata used – 

transport, witness smoothing, continuity, east side, maintenance. 

And I need to know whether anybody on your end is compromised 

enough that we should stop this call now.” 

That got a dry sound from Wilson that might have been 

admiration. 

Chen answered first. “On our end, no call like this stays 

entirely clean for long. But right now you’ve got Hamilton, 
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Wilson, me, and a sheriff liaison we trust as far as we trust 

anybody. That’s the circle.” 

Hamilton said, “As for Corrigan, we have no full confession 

and no direct scene placement at Allen Point. What we do have is 

enough shape to hurt him once your side hardens. Payment traces. 

Two witness descriptions. One transport ledger under a shell tied 

to a boat service. One deleted message fragment recovered by 

warrant that uses the phrase ‘same marsh different weather’ in a 

context we never fully solved.” He paused. “Until now.” 

Bel opened her eyes and looked at Dan. 

Same marsh different weather. 

Interstate maintenance in poetry bad enough to qualify as 

male. 

Chen continued. “Fitch had a habit of keeping parallel 

records the way your father appears to have done. Notebooks, 

route sheets, dates, names in half-code. Corrigan’s initials sat 

near three of them. We could never prove whether he was mover, 

cleaner, or only buyer of sequence. Your westbound affidavit 

changes that.” 

“Then send it,” Bel said. 

“We can’t just send open case material across state lines 

onto a gas station phone at one in the morning,” Wilson said. 

“Pity.” 

“Yes,” he replied. “It often is.” 

Dan said, “Then we do this right. County to county, counsel 

to counsel, and one clean private channel between people who know 

how not to act like children.” 
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That earned the first actual laugh of the call, brief and 

from Chen. 

“All right, Bel,” she said. “Who’s your sheriff.” 

“Elena Vance.” 

“We’ll route through her and our side by sunrise. Hamilton 

will package a narrow brief so your people understand what Allen 

Point means without us giving away every inch of our books. In 

return, we need your Ordway and Renata summaries as soon as law 

allows.” 

Hamilton added, “And one more thing.” 

“Go on.” 

“If Renata has been removed from county shape by Corrigan-

side logistics, she will not go to ground near the obvious 

commercial lanes. She’ll move where a woman can be transferred 

without appearing transferred. Medical. non-profit. subcontracted 

transport. volunteer staging. Corrigan likes institutions whose 

paperwork assumes decency.” 

Bel felt the gas station around her go even colder than it 

was. 

That tracked. County shape. state shape. contractor shape. 

All the borrowed authority in which men like Corrigan hid. 

“We had her in county,” she said. “They took her through 

county.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton replied. “Because people lower their guard 

fastest in uniforms they already resent.” 

Wilson came back on. “We’ll call Vance in twenty. Try not to 

let anybody die before then.” 
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“No promises,” Bel said. 

“That’s fair.” 

The line ended. 

For a moment neither she nor Dan moved. 

The interstate hummed low beyond the glass. A semi rolled 

past the station and its headlights washed the interior of the 

Bronco in white before going on east. Same marsh, different 

weather. 

At last Dan said, “Well.” 

“That seems insufficient.” 

“Yes.” 

She almost smiled. 

Then the smile went because the call had done what calls 

sometimes did: not solve a problem, but make it impossible to 

pretend the problem was smaller than its true geography. 

Dan opened his door. “Coffee.” 

“That’s not a question.” 

“No.” 

They went inside. 

The clerk at the register was nineteen at most and carried 

the alert incuriosity of rural night people who had learned young 

that asking the wrong thing in Bel after midnight could buy you a 

story you did not want. Dan took black. Bel took coffee one 

degree lighter only because the pot labeled HOUSE appeared to 

have been weaponized by drift. 

They stood by the window counter and drank without talking 

for a minute. 
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Then Bel said, “Do you trust them.” 

Dan looked out toward the pumps. 

“Yes.” 

“All of them.” 

“No.” 

That was better. 

“Who then.” 

“Hamilton’s too controlled to lie without purpose. Wilson 

sounds like a man who’s been tired for years and kept going 

anyway. Chen is the dangerous one.” 

She glanced over. “Dangerous how.” 

“She hears systems before people finish describing them.” 

Bel thought about that and decided it sounded right. 

“That’s not a criticism,” Dan added. 

“I know.” 

The clerk coughed politely into the silence from behind the 

register. “You folks need anything else.” 

Dan answered without turning. “Road still open north.” 

“For now.” 

That was enough of a Bel weather report to carry the night. 

They were back on the highway five minutes later with the 

coffee between them and the eastward line no longer theoretical. 

Vance called exactly nineteen minutes after the Cape line 

ended. 

This time Dan put the phone on speaker from the dash mount 

while he drove. 
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“I’ve got Hamilton,” she said without hello. “And a Cape 

sheriff liaison who sounds too intelligent for elected office.” 

“Good,” Bel answered. 

“No. Useful.” Vance sounded very tired now and therefore 

more dangerous. “Here’s where we are. Renata’s transfer corridor 

is expanding. Highway cams caught one county-marked transport van 

eastbound out of Lincoln at twenty-two twenty-one. False unit 

number. Plates cloned from a parks vehicle. Last clean read puts 

it near Bozeman before signal loss.” 

“Toward Billings,” Dan said. 

“Or the airport. Or the reservation roads. Or a switch 

south. We’re widening.” 

Bel looked out at the interstate ahead and then east, where 

every mile now belonged equally to pursuit and escape. 

“What does Cape say.” 

Vance exhaled softly over the line. 

“Cape says Corrigan likes to stage transitions through 

respectable logistics. Hospital transfer shells, addiction-

transport contractors, victim services vans, tribal procurement 

when he can steal the silhouette, anything with enough decency 

around it that pursuit hesitates one crucial minute.” 

Dan’s hands tightened on the wheel. 

“Then the van isn’t final transport,” he said. “It’s first 

wash.” 

“That’s their view too,” Vance answered. “Hamilton wants all 

institutional camera pulls on anything resembling medical or 

county movement east of Butte before dawn.” 
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Bel said, “Can we get them.” 

“State’s trying. Tarrant’s order helped. So did the phrase 

concealed deputy remains.” 

Good. Let the dead bill interest. 

Vance continued, “There’s another thing from Renata’s room. 

After she went, they found a note scratched into the underside of 

the interview table with a staple.” 

Silence. 

“What note,” Bel asked. 

“Not full words. Just three items. A.P. / H.H. / TIDE.” 

Dan glanced at her. 

Allen Point. Brandt Holdings. Tide. 

Or Allen Point, Henry Hamilton, tide – though no, likely 

not. Structures did not become literary merely because people 

wanted them to. 

Still, the initials mattered. 

“Was it old,” Bel asked. 

“No. Fresh enough to catch a thumbnail.” 

So Renata had left them something while still in county 

shape. 

Not a plea. 

A bridge. 

Hamilton on one side. Allen Point on the other. Tide between 

them. 

“Cape said anything about tide,” Vance asked. 

“Not yet,” Bel replied. “But Allen Point and marsh routes 

make the word heavier, not lighter.” 
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“Yes.” 

The line crackled once. 

“Listen,” Vance said. “I want you both in Helena by daybreak 

if possible, then maybe east again by noon depending on what 

state and Cape decide they can share cleanly. Until then you stay 

moving and visible. No motels off the interstate. No dark county 

roads. If Corrigan’s people know the Cape line has lit, they may 

try one more suppression play before sunrise.” 

Bel looked at Dan. They had both already been thinking it. 

“Where,” she asked. 

“Big truck stop,” Vance said. “Cameras, noise, diesel, too 

many witnesses. Sleep in shifts if you sleep at all.” 

“No romance in you, Sheriff.” 

“That is a management strength.” 

The call ended. 

They stayed on I-90 until a truck plaza east of Drummond 

rose out of the dark with enough light to insult the stars. Dan 

parked under two camera heads beside refrigerated trailers and a 

line of semis idling through the long cold hours before mountain 

grades. The plaza café was open. The fuel desk never closed. Half 

the lot was awake by profession. Which, tonight, counted as 

safety. 

Bel sat in the parked Bronco with the heater low and her 

seat kicked back but not flat and did not sleep. 

Dan took first shift at the window with a paper map and the 

packet from Max spread under the dashboard light. Every so often 

he marked something and then went still again, listening in the 
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way men who have spent years outside listen – not only for noise, 

but for the wrong absence of it. 

At two-fifteen he said, “Look.” 

She leaned up. 

He had drawn the line now more cleanly than Ruth’s version 

on the wall. 

Cape payments. Corrigan’s Boston-linked shell. Spokane 

remediation vendor. Helena archive contractor. Station Seven. 

Ironwater. Vogel. Allen Point. One ugly corridor with bodies at 

both ends and women doing the witness-facing work in the middle. 

“Transport corridor,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“Not just dead disposal.” 

“No. Information transfer too. Sequence maintenance. 

Pressure smoothing.” 

“Vogel broke it.” 

“Vogel cracked one section of it,” Dan corrected. “You 

finished the rest when you didn’t die.” 

The sentence hit harder than sentiment would have. 

She looked away at the truck stop lights. 

Three years. Three years of carrying The Girl as if it were 

only gossip, only stain, only the county’s preferred small 

version of a much larger structure. Now the structure had shape 

and states and contractors and aliases and counsel and a woman on 

the ridge and a ferryman on the Kootenai and a marsh line on the 

Cape. And all of it, absurdly enough, had needed her to survive 

one night in a trailer kitchen in order to start opening. 
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At four-thirty she finally slept for twenty-seven minutes 

and dreamed of water crossing under concrete. 

By six-ten the eastern sky over the interstate had gone from 

black to iron blue. Dan brought her coffee from the plaza and 

said, “We’ve got movement.” 

She came fully awake at once. “Where.” 

He handed her his phone. 

Text from Vance: 

STATE GOT BOZEMAN CAMERA. VAN SWITCHED AT 23:41 TO PRIVATE 

MED TRANSPORT RIG. DESTINATION UNKNOWN. CAPE SAYS CHECK AIRFIELDS 

AND COASTAL MED SHELLS. HAMILTON REQUESTS LIVE CALL 07:00. 

Bel sat up and took the coffee. 

Hamilton request. Not Wilson first this time. Hamilton 

direct. Something had changed overnight on the east end too. 

The call came in at exactly seven. 

“Hamilton,” the voice said when she answered. No greeting. 

“Go.” 

“We pulled one old Allen Point transport invoice against 

your new Corrigan timing and found something we missed three 

months ago because the category was too ugly to believe at the 

time.” A brief shuffle of paper. “There’s a shell payment tagged 

under tidal recovery support. Same vendor lattice that later 

appears in your Spokane cluster. Same secondary approver family 

as Brandt Holdings.” 

Bel looked at Dan. He had heard enough from her face 

already. 

“Tide,” she said. 
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“Yes.” 

“H.H.,” she added. 

“Yes.” 

There it was. Renata’s scratched note under the county 

interview table. A.P. / H.H. / TIDE. 

Not random. Not fragment. A route instruction. 

Allen Point. Brandt Holdings. Tidal recovery support. 

The corridor had named itself. 

Hamilton went on. “If Corrigan’s people took Renata east, 

they may not be moving her toward a conventional safe house. They 

may be moving her toward a cleanup lane the Cape side has used 

before under water-service, transport, or recovery cover. We’re 

checking med shells. But if I were building for silence, I’d 

prefer a coastal transition with legitimate reasons for late 

movement and bad cameras.” 

Dan said, loud enough for the speaker, “Then they’re not 

hiding. They’re transferring.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton answered. 

Wilson came on then, voice rough with coffee and the absence 

of sleep. “And one more thing. Corrigan’s old Cape-side nickname 

in one witness interview was Ferry Man.” 

The whole truck stop seemed to go still around that. 

Bel looked down at Henry Vautrin’s affidavit in the weather 

case between the seats and understood the symmetry with almost 

physical disgust. 
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Ferry man west. Ferry man east. Corrigan moving through 

crossings, water, margins, carrying sequence where roads and 

airports would have remembered too much. 

“He likes old routes,” she said. 

“He likes transitional authority,” Hamilton corrected. 

“Which is worse.” 

Yes. 

Worse. 

Bel stared out at the interstate and saw not pavement now 

but channels. 

“Then we come east,” she said. 

The line held a beat. 

“Yes,” Hamilton replied. “I think you do.” 

 

Chapter Nineteen 
 

Eastbound 
 

By eight-thirty the decision had become less a choice than a 

route already underway. 

The truck plaza outside Drummond had gone from night refuge 

to morning machinery. Semis rolled out under pale sky in diesel 

waves. Men in reflective vests crossed the lot with paper cups 

and hard habits. The café windows threw back a hard silver glare. 

Somewhere inside, a waitress was calling somebody honey with no 

sentiment attached and all the practical grace of people who had 

learned to keep the world moving without ever claiming to run it. 
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Bel sat in the passenger seat of Dan’s Bronco with the phone 

still warm in her hand from Hamilton’s call and looked at the 

interstate as if it had personally offended her by turning into 

coastline. 

Then they’re transferring. 

Then we come east. 

Not suggestion anymore. Not “if useful.” Not “at some 

point.” Daniel Corrigan had ceased to be a floating east-coast 

adjunct to her Bel problem and become what the structure itself 

seemed to have intended all along: the man who carried sequence 

between weather systems and left other people to call it local 

until the body count made that impossible. 

Dan came back from the plaza with fresh coffee, two 

breakfast sandwiches wrapped in paper gone translucent at the 

corners, and the expression of a man who had already accepted the 

next six states of driving before breakfast had a chance to 

object. 

“We’re moving,” he said. 

“That sounds regrettably clear.” 

“Yes.” 

He handed her the coffee. 

She took it and looked at him over the rim. “Do we tell Ruth 

first or Vance.” 

“Vance first. Ruth second. Vance needs route, timing, and 

what we’re carrying. Ruth needs to be angry on paper before the 

day gets fully underway.” 

That was right. 
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Almost everything he said when the map got ugly was right, 

which annoyed her enough that she had stopped commenting on it. 

He got in, shut the door, and started the engine. The heater 

pushed stale truck-stop warmth through the cab while she called 

Vance. 

The sheriff picked up on the second ring sounding, 

offensively, as if she had already been fully awake for an hour 

and disliked the universe for being slower. 

“What.” 

“Hamilton says east.” 

“Yes,” Vance answered immediately. “I know. He already 

called.” 

Of course he had. 

“Then you know Corrigan’s old nickname.” 

“Ferry Man.” 

“And the tidal recovery link under Brandt Holdings.” 

“Yes.” 

Bel looked out at the lot where a refrigerated truck was 

backing badly toward a bay and three men were disagreeing about 

it with all the solemnity of bad dawn labor. 

“Then tell me what I don’t know.” 

A pause. Then Vance said, “Renata asked for me again at six-

ten.” 

Dan glanced over once, then back to the road as he eased 

them out of the slot. 

“What did she want.” 

“Passage.” 
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That landed oddly. 

“Meaning.” 

“Meaning she wants written consideration for a statement 

that names Corrigan’s eastbound handoff corridor, but only if she 

can be kept outside state transport and outside any hospital-

linked holding system.” Vance’s voice remained clipped, but Bel 

heard the load under it. “She says if she goes into a medical or 

victim-services wrapper, she disappears.” 

Hamilton’s phrase again. Institutions whose paperwork 

assumes decency. 

“Did she name where the handoff goes.” 

“No. Not yet. But she says the Cape side likes to wash 

witness and contractor movement through legitimacy before water.” 

Before water. 

Marsh. Tide. Recovery. Ferry man. 

The route was naming itself now in nouns no decent person 

ever wanted to think operationally about. 

Dan said, loud enough for the speaker, “We’re driving.” 

“How far.” 

“As far east as useful before we have to choose between gas 

and conscience.” 

Vance made that almost-laugh again. “All right. I’ll build 

you a moving packet. Sheriff liaison on the Cape will meet you if 

Hamilton signs off and if I can keep state from deciding this is 

theirs in the dumbest possible way.” 

“That sounds hopeful,” Bel said. 

“No,” Vance replied. “It sounds like county work.” 
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The line clicked once with signal shift. 

“There’s more,” the sheriff said. “Brandt just filed a 

protective motion trying to quarantine all references to ‘non-

party third-party operational contractors’ as prejudicial 

speculation.” 

Ruth, Bel thought immediately, is going to enjoy that more 

than is healthy. 

“Does he know about Corrigan.” 

“He knows enough to be frightened by nouns.” 

Good. 

Let him learn language could work both ways. 

Vance continued, “I told Ruth fifteen minutes ago. She used 

words I won’t repeat because I’d like to pretend I was raised 

properly.” A beat. “Call her before she calls you, if only to 

preserve your hearing.” 

They ended the call there. 

Bel dialed Ruth on the spot. 

The lawyer answered with the speed of someone already in 

motion and in rage. 

“Tell me you’re eastbound,” she said. 

“We’re eastbound.” 

“Good. Because if you had waited for me to approve it 

formally, I’d have spent another twelve minutes arguing with 

myself about prudence and then hated the result.” Paper cracked 

on her end. “I’m filing against Brandt’s protective motion with 

prejudice and bad manners. Vance sent me the tidal-recovery 

language. Maxwell sent me the Boston shell packet. I have now 
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officially spent too much of my professional life reading 

euphemisms for corpse logistics.” 

“Happy morning.” 

“It is not.” A pause. Then, with more directness: “Are you 

carrying originals.” 

“No.” 

“Are you carrying enough.” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. If you get stopped, detained, charmed, threatened, or 

invited to discuss your future in any room with upholstered 

chairs, you decline and keep moving.” 

Dan said, again loud enough for the speaker, “That was 

already the plan.” 

Ruth let that sit half a beat too long, which was her 

version of acknowledging competence without making it 

sentimental. 

“Fine. I’ll route clean copies through the Cape side. Your 

job is to arrive before men with medical transport fantasies 

decide they know better.” 

The call ended. 

By nine-fifteen they were east of Butte with the mountains 

flattening behind them into long brown shoulders and the 

interstate beginning its harsher, cleaner run across open 

country. Bel had the packet from Max spread over her knees, 

Vance’s text summaries flagged in her phone, Ruth’s exhibits in 

digital copies on the hardened tablet Dan kept for maps and 

weather, and Henry Vautrin’s affidavit clipped to the front of 
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the weather case between the seats as if the old ferryman had 

signed himself into the front edge of the pursuit and meant to 

stay there. 

“Tell me what we know cleanly,” Dan said. 

She understood the exercise. Not because he liked 

repetition. Because clean statements survived fatigue better than 

impressions did. 

So she gave it to him. 

“Corrigan came west in August twenty-three under alias Wes 

Tarrant. Vautrin saw him twice by water, once with a male 

contractor, once with Renata. Vogel was already in the structure 

by then as later maintenance. My father knew enough to mark 

Corrigan as westbound and to note the ferry route. Renata’s 

interview puts Corrigan in transport, witness smoothing, and 

cross-site continuity from the Cape side. Cape has him in shell 

logistics around Allen Point and Fitch but not yet direct scene 

proof. Hamilton says the corridor uses legitimacy first, then 

water. Tidal recovery support under Brandt Holdings links the 

same vendor lattice east and west. Renata vanished from county 

shape through a fake county transfer, likely to an eastbound 

handoff wash.” 

Dan nodded once. “Good.” 

“That’s all.” 

“No. That’s enough.” 

She looked out through the windshield. 

The land east of Butte had none of the coastal hauntedness 

the Cape carried and none of the river secrecy around the 
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Kootenai. It was broad, bare, honest in the cruel way plains 

could be. A man crossing it left a line. A woman driving through 

it felt the whole sky lean down to listen. 

“What do we still not know,” she asked. 

“Whether Renata ran with them or was taken by them.” 

“Yes.” 

“Whether Corrigan is physically on the Cape right now or 

only his route is.” 

“Yes.” 

“Whether the side-yard file buys confession or only fear.” 

“Yes.” 

She waited. 

Dan kept his eyes on the road. 

“And whether Brandt’s east side wants silence more than they 

want continuity.” 

That one mattered. 

Because if the Cape side judged Renata now more dangerous 

than useful, their direction of travel stopped being transfer and 

became disposal. 

Bel said, “You think that’s where she’s going.” 

“No.” 

“Why not.” 

“Because if they wanted her dead fast, they’d have cut the 

county corridor shorter.” He shifted one hand on the wheel. 

“Extraction from state-facing custody is expensive. Men don’t 

spend that if a ditch would do.” 

“Charming.” 
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“Yes.” 

It was, she thought, one of Dan’s more alarming gifts: the 

ability to say terrible things with such practical calm that the 

terror became usable instead of theatrical. 

At Livingston they switched drivers. 

Bel took the wheel because motion helped her think and 

because if she did not use her own body for something soon, the 

eastward line would begin to feel like one more story being told 

around her rather than by her. 

Dan slept for forty-three minutes in the passenger seat with 

his head turned toward the window and one hand still near the 

weather case as if even unconsciousness did not fully outrank 

possession. 

She drove through Bozeman and out past the long airport 

approaches thinking about county shape. 

It had become the sentence inside the whole structure. 

County shape. State shape. Medical shape. Victim-services 

shape. Recovery shape. Ferry man. Tide. Respectability as 

wrapper. The thing itself never changed. Only the borrowed 

authority around it did. 

By the time Dan woke, they were east of Billings and the 

horizon had gone wide enough to make a person feel temporarily 

fictional. 

He drank coffee, read the newest texts from Vance, and said, 

“They found the van.” 

Bel did not look away from the road. 

“Where.” 
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“Abandoned south of Bozeman behind a leased rehab transport 

lot. Cleaned. No Renata.” 

That fit too well to count as surprise. First wash. 

“What else.” 

“Cape sheriff liaison says one private med-transfer company 

on their side shows overlapping insurance riders with our Boston 

shell. They’re pulling routes and personnel now.” 

There it was. The corridor tightening from both ends. 

At one-thirty Chen called. 

Not Wilson. Not Hamilton. Chen. 

Bel put her on speaker. 

“We’ve got a live problem,” Chen said without greeting. 

“That’s becoming repetitive.” 

“Yes.” Paper rustled on her end, fast and irritated. “One of 

the shell-linked med transport companies out of Plymouth logged 

an unscheduled coastal pickup window at zero-three forty-two 

eastern under tidal exposure support. No patient name. Just route 

code.” 

“H.H.?” Bel asked. 

“No. Different shell, same insurance backbone.” Chen paused. 

“And the route code is K-7.” 

Dan sat up straighter. 

Station Seven. 

K for Kootenai or just coincidence, impossible to prove. 

Seven not impossible at all. 

“Send it,” he said. 
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“It’s already going to Vance and Ruth. Listen carefully now. 

If Renata made it east inside that corridor, they won’t bring her 

through ordinary intake. They’ll stage her near water, near 

transfer cover, and near enough to Allen Point structures that 

the route can fragment if needed.” 

Bel’s hands tightened on the wheel. 

“Meaning.” 

“Meaning Cape doesn’t start at Hyannis Hospital or the 

obvious safehouses. Cape starts where transport can plausibly 

become recovery.” 

The marsh again. 

The tide again. 

Ferry man eastbound by legitimate disguise. 

Chen continued, “Hamilton wants you on the Cape, not merely 

on the phone. Wilson agrees. Sheriff liaison agrees. We can only 

brief so much into a moving call before somebody else starts 

hearing it through the walls.” 

Bel looked at Dan. 

He was already doing the math. 

“How long,” he asked. 

Chen answered at once. “By air, less than a day if you 

abandon the truck and your western distrust of airports. By road, 

too long.” 

The Bronco carried their case, their paper copies, their 

weather kit, Henry Vautrin’s affidavit, and years of western 

decision-making that distrusted institutions on principle and 

terminals on merit. Abandoning it somewhere in Bel for an 
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eastbound flight felt like sawing off one of her own hands 

because the ocean had requested a cleaner silhouette. 

“No commercial baggage,” Dan said. 

“Obviously,” Chen replied. 

That earned him a glance. 

“Can you charter,” Bel asked. 

“Not cleanly and not fast enough. But our liaison can get 

you seats on a sheriff transport east if you reach Billings 

before seventeen hundred and if you agree not to bring anything 

that makes TSA feel expressive.” 

Bel exhaled once. “You people do have a sense of humor.” 

“No,” Chen said. “We just have time pressure.” 

The call ended with coordinates, contact names, and one 

final instruction from Hamilton relayed through Chen: bring the 

affidavit originals, the notebook extracts, and the contractor 

bridge; leave anything not necessary to survive seizure on Bel 

ground. 

That began the next argument. 

It started outside Billings at a diner parking lot with wind 

slapping the Bronco doors and ended forty minutes later with the 

weather case reduced to essentials and the rest locked in a 

commercial storage unit rented under Ruth Callan’s law office and 

the kind of paper trail even Brandt would need a court order to 

touch quickly. 

Bel hated every part of it. 
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The Bronco. The weather case. The physical continuity of 

driving your own road all the way to your own answer. 

Surrendering any piece of that to air transport felt indecent. 

Dan packed without sentiment. 

“Affidavits. Notebook copies. Drive mirror. Side-yard 

stills, not full file. Corrigan packet. That’s enough.” 

“It isn’t.” 

“It is for the flight.” 

“What if we need the rest.” 

“Then the rest still exists and hasn’t flown into someone 

else’s scanner.” 

She wanted to argue further and did not because he was right 

again and because exhaustion had finally made honesty easier than 

attachment. 

At four-fifty they were in a county hangar on the edge of 

Billings Logan with a sheriff’s deputy pilot who had introduced 

himself only as Tarrant – no relation, he had added without being 

asked, which did not improve Bel’s mood – and a small state 

transport plane that smelled of avgas, canvas, and old criminal 

process. 

The sun was lowering over the tarmac. The wind had dropped 

enough to make takeoff look possible rather than aspirational. 

Two duffels went aboard. One weather case. One sealed tube for 

the affidavits. Nothing more. 

As they climbed the metal steps into the plane, Bel looked 

back once at the Bronco parked in the hangar shadow and had the 
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absurd thought that she was leaving part of the whole book behind 

in it. 

Dan touched her elbow lightly, just once. 

“It’ll be there.” 

“I know.” 

No reassurance beyond that. Better. 

The flight east took hours and none of them kind. 

Bel did not sleep. 

Dan did in short field-trained increments, head back, eyes 

shut, body somehow still alert enough that each turbulence drop 

brought one hand fractionally toward the weather case before 

sense caught up. The deputy pilot flew with the word economy of 

men who trusted gauges more than passengers. Below them the 

country changed by scale and then by shape: Bel broadness to 

Dakota grids, to the rough black lakes further east, to the 

denser threaded settlements where the land stopped dominating the 

map and people began pretending they had. 

Chen texted twice during the flight through the sheriff 

liaison’s secure relay. 

First: CAPE PACKAGE BUILT. Second: ALLEN POINT SIDE ACTIVE 

AGAIN. 

That second one sat in Bel’s stomach like cold iron. 

Active again. 

Not merely old body, old log, old route. Live motion. 

Sometime after midnight eastern, the pilot turned and 

shouted over the engine, “One hour.” 
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The words should have meant approach, arrival, coastline, 

next move. 

Instead they meant exposure. 

Because once the wheels came down on the east coast, the 

line would stop being between maps and become a place with air, 

tide, roads, and whatever version of Daniel Corrigan still walked 

it under his own name or any other. 

Dan woke fully when the pilot said it and looked at Bel 

across the narrow cabin. 

“You all right.” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

That almost made her laugh, which was why he said it. 

She looked out the scratched oval window. 

Far below, darkness had begun to shine differently. Not 

prairie night. Not mountain night. Water night. Roads bending at 

wrong coastal angles. Town clusters. Long black reaches broken by 

sodium lamps and the occasional strip of reflected moon where 

channels or bays cut inward. 

The Cape. 

What the Cape knows. 

What the Cape hides. 

What the Cape washes. 

The plane banked south-eastward. 

Bel rested one hand on the weather case between the seats 

and thought of Roy Ordway under Station Seven, Raymond Fitch in 

the marsh, Cade Vogel on her kitchen floor, Renata somewhere 
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between custody and transfer, and Daniel Corrigan moving through 

all of it like a man whose real country was never Bel or 

Massachusetts but the corridor itself. 

When the pilot shouted “Descent,” she looked once more at 

Dan. 

“We say it clean when we land.” 

“Yes.” 

“No western mythology. No local color. No letting them think 

this is one more mountain scandal with a truck and a corpse.” 

“Yes.” 

“What do we say then.” 

He watched her for a second, the cabin lights low over his 

face, the east coast beginning under them in broken light and 

black water. 

“We say the transport corridor is live,” he said. “And we 

say we brought the dead with us.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty 
 

The Cape Side 
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They landed on the Cape a little after two in the morning 

under a low marine haze that made every airport light look 

blurred at the edges, as if the place had already decided exact 

boundaries were a western superstition. 

The sheriff’s transport touched down on a private county 

strip west of Hyannis proper, not the commercial terminal with 

its rental-car glow and polite carpets, but the utilitarian side 

of local aviation where municipal budgets and state favors 

crossed paths without ever calling themselves friendship. The 

runway shone faintly from the earlier mist. Beyond it lay 

darkness cut by sodium lamps, service roads, and the soft, 

unsettling sense of water existing near enough to alter every 

light source even when you could not yet see the water itself. 

Bel stepped down from the plane into air that felt wrong on 

her skin. 

Not bad. Not hostile. Simply wrong in the way all coasts 

seemed wrong to people raised inland or in mountain country. The 

Cape air carried salt, rot, eelgrass, old wood, and the cold iron 

trace of tide flats turning under darkness. It smelled like 

exposure hidden under softness. Like something beautiful that 

preferred decomposition to drama. 

Dan came off behind her with the weather case in one hand 

and his jacket slung over the other arm. He stopped on the tarmac 

long enough to take one slow look across the dark field and the 

line of low buildings beyond it. 

“Too much moisture,” he said. 

“That is a deeply western complaint.” 
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“Yes.” 

A county SUV waited off the service apron with headlights 

killed and one parking lamp on. Beside it stood three people 

under the washed light spilling from the hangar door. 

Bel knew Wilson immediately from the voice before she knew 

him from the body. Tall enough to look once lean and now 

weathered into a doctor’s practical endurance, not broad the way 

Dan was broad but carried by the same refusal to waste movement. 

He wore a dark coat over a shirt open at the throat and the 

expression of a man who had left sleep behind at some unspecified 

point years earlier and simply never built his life around 

recovering it. Beside him stood a woman in a charcoal field 

jacket, dark hair tied back, slim enough that bad men might 

misread her right until the sentence that ended them. Chen, 

unmistakably. And a third figure a half-step apart from both, 

hands in coat pockets, posture quiet rather than theatrical, 

watching the whole small landing scene as if it were a solved 

equation waiting for its final coefficient. 

Henry Hamilton. 

The name had crossed into Montana long before the man did – 

through Vance, through Chen’s clipped calls, through Hamilton’s 

own flat, calm instructions from another coast. Bel had built 

him, despite herself, out of competence rumors and the sort of 

half-myth practical people acquired when they kept being right 

where structures broke open. The real man was, inconveniently, 

more human than the rumor and therefore more dangerous. Tall, 

dark coat, stillness rather than display, face cut lean and sharp 
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not by vanity but by concentration used too long. His eyes rested 

on her once, then on Dan, then on the weather case, and in that 

one scanning movement she understood why Vance had said Hamilton 

hears better on second pass. The first pass had never been about 

words. 

Wilson came forward first. 

“Isabel Sawyer.” 

“Yes.” 

He held out a hand. Not performative sympathy. Not doctor’s 

bedside softness. Just the direct greeting of a man who 

understood people best when context had already made politeness 

secondary. 

“James Wilson.” 

She shook it. 

“This is Detective Mei Chen,” he said. “And Henry Hamilton.” 

Chen nodded once. Hamilton did the same. 

“Welcome to the weather problem,” Chen said. 

That nearly made Bel smile, which she did not expect to give 

anyone on the tarmac at two in the morning. 

“Thank you,” she replied. “I believe we brought one.” 

Dan came up beside her then, and Wilson’s attention 

sharpened slightly. 

“Dan Rourke,” Dan said. 

Wilson took his hand and held it half a beat longer than 

casual greeting required. Not challenge. Recognition. One man of 

systems and bodies measuring another man of terrain and 

consequence. 
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“Hamilton said you’d make the sentence shorter,” Wilson 

said. 

“Usually.” 

“That’s useful here.” 

Hamilton had not moved yet. He did now, just enough to take 

the weather case from Dan’s hand without asking and test the 

weight. 

“Affidavits in here,” Bel said. 

“And extracts,” Dan added. “Not originals of everything.” 

Hamilton looked at him. “Good.” 

One word. Approval or merely absence of objection. Hard to 

tell. 

They went in through the side access of the hangar and not 

the public terminal, past county utility carts, maintenance 

lockers, and a thin corridor smelling of avgas and damp concrete 

into a back conference room where somebody had turned on too many 

lights and then tried to correct the mistake with bad coffee. A 

paper map of the Cape was already spread over the central table 

weighted at the corners with staplers. Allen Point. Monomoy 

channels. Service roads. Harbor lots. Medical-transfer 

facilities. Small private airstrips. A second map showed shell-

company addresses in Plymouth, Hyannis, Sandwich, and one 

apparently innocent office park in Falmouth. The room looked not 

unlike Ruth’s war room in Helena except flatter, saltier, and 

haunted by water. 

Bel set her palms on the table edge and looked down. 
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There it was. The east side not as rumor, not as ledger 

trail, but as place. 

Allen Point circled in black. Tidal recovery routes marked 

in red. Transport windows written in Wilson’s block hand at the 

margins. A sticky note from Chen reading: IF THEY WASH ADRIANA 

HERE, THEY NEED ONE OF THREE THINGS: COVER / TIDE / QUIET MEDICAL 

CHAIN 

Hamilton opened the weather case and laid out the pieces 

with that same infuriating economy: Vautrin affidavit, notebook 

extracts, Corrigan shell packet, Brandt Holdings slide, tidal-

recovery tie, side-yard stills in sealed sleeve, Renata 

chronology, Ordway summary. 

No speech while doing it. Just order. 

Only after the table held both coasts in paper did he look 

up. 

“Talk once,” he said. “From your side.” 

Bel did. 

Station Seven. Ordway. Vogel. The lower. The split archive. 

Brandt and Prairie Basin. Renata’s county access, side-yard 

filming, salvage-yard retrieval, first interview, disappearance 

from county transport, Vautrin’s affidavit placing Corrigan 

westbound by water under alias Wes Tarrant, Renata with him on 

second crossing, Vogel reaching east, and the conclusion they had 

brought with them over the mountains and plains and into the dark 

breathing shape of the Cape: this was not parallel corruption. It 

was one corridor. 

No one interrupted. 
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When she finished, Hamilton said, “Good.” 

Chen said, “No theatrical inflation. I appreciate that.” 

Wilson had already started adding notes to the map. 

Dan spoke then, not repeating Bel but tightening the 

sequence where sequence required tightening. 

“Vogel wasn’t architect,” he said. “He was later maintenance 

and then freelance. Corrigan wasn’t architect either. He was 

transit layer. Brandt’s people used legitimacy wrappers to move 

from one stage to another. Renata worked witness-facing edge and 

route confirmation. She knew how the corridor washed people 

through county, med, contractor, and water shape.” 

Wilson nodded as he wrote. 

“That tracks Allen Point.” 

Bel looked at him. “Tell it.” 

So Wilson did. 

Not the whole prior case. Not history lesson as ego theater. 

Just what mattered. 

Raymond Fitch had died in a marsh structure first sold 

publicly as accident, then as old local ugliness, then as one 

more Cape knot not worth broader state attention. But the closer 

Wilson, Chen, and Hamilton had pushed on it, the less local it 

behaved. Route logs, trap entries, private service roads, 

transfer timings, and payment fragments kept suggesting that 

Fitch had not merely known an old marsh death structure. He had 

serviced or observed one. Corrigan’s initials had surfaced near 

several secondary records. Not enough to charge. Enough to keep 

alive. Then Allen Point opened wider, and suddenly tidal 
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movement, private service access, and a logistics shell began 

looking less like isolated Cape corruption and more like a 

modular lane inside something built to move awkward human 

problems through legitimate wrappers until they no longer looked 

human at all. 

“Until now,” Chen said. 

She touched the Vautrin affidavit with one finger. 

“Your ferryman does what we never had. He places Corrigan 

west not as phone number, not as invoice, not as payment 

abstraction, but as a body in a sequence that includes a buried 

deputy, a local maintenance man, and a witness-facing contractor. 

That collapses our polite uncertainty.” 

Wilson said, “And Renata disappearing through county shape 

after asking about whether Corrigan still walks Cape roads with 

his own name tells me she thinks he’s active here now, not merely 

historical.” 

Hamilton, who had so far done the least talking and 

therefore still held the room’s hardest gravity, finally moved a 

hand over the map. 

“This is where she goes if she’s being transferred and not 

simply hidden.” 

He tapped three places. 

A private med-transfer lot outside Plymouth. A nonprofit 

recovery intake near Bourne. A service dock south of Allen Point 

used seasonally for municipal-water access and privately for many 

things no municipal water office would enjoy hearing described 

aloud. 
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“Why the dock,” Bel asked. 

Hamilton looked at her, not unkindly but with no cushion in 

it. 

“Because water erases sequence better than roads if your 

paperwork already got you to the edge.” 

Chen said, “And because a woman can be moved at a dock 

inside a medical or recovery story longer than in a county cage.” 

Wilson added, “Also because Corrigan likes old routes and 

the Cape makes old routes out of everything.” 

There it was again. Ferry man west. Ferry man east. The 

corridor preferring edges to centers, transitional authority to 

declared power, water to roads when roads had become overlit. 

Bel said, “If he’s here himself.” 

Hamilton answered instantly. “He’s not far.” 

That landed with such certainty that even Dan turned his 

head slightly toward him. 

“You sure.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why.” 

Hamilton’s hand rested on the Allen Point circle. 

“Because if Renata were only being rerouted by 

subcontractors, the county extraction would have ended in 

disappearance, not movement through an east-facing med chain. The 

shift to a Cape-side wash means someone with senior corridor 

knowledge decided she still has value. Corrigan is the most 

likely person to make that call in time. And men like that prefer 

to supervise the transition point between witness and package.” 
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The room went very quiet after that. 

Package. 

Yes. 

That was exactly the word the structure would choose. 

Chen broke the silence first. 

“We have windows on the med lot and the nonprofit intake 

already. We do not yet have the dock because local marine police 

enjoy questions about jurisdiction less than any human beings I 

have ever met.” 

“Good,” Dan said. 

Wilson looked at him. “Good.” 

“Yes. Means they’ll still be predictable when they get 

offended.” 

For the first time since the landing, Hamilton’s mouth 

shifted enough to suggest the ghost of appreciation. 

Then Chen’s phone buzzed. 

She looked at the screen, frowned once, and said, 

“Correction. We have a dock window now.” 

“How,” Wilson asked. 

“Because one of our boring marina cameras just caught a 

county-marked van that doesn’t belong to county pulling onto the 

Allen Point service road twenty-two minutes ago.” 

Every person in the room stopped moving. 

Bel’s whole body seemed to recognize the sentence before 

thought did. 

County-marked. Again. 

The corridor never ran out of borrowed decency. 
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“Driver,” Hamilton said. 

Chen was already opening the clip. 

The image on her phone showed the service road under mist, 

timestamp top corner, washed gray with infrared and salt haze. 

Van. County stripe. Unit number. One headlight slightly off. It 

rolled slow through the gate and stopped beyond the camera angle. 

“Can you clean plate,” Wilson asked. 

“Not from this feed.” 

Chen swiped to the stills she had pulled. 

Then froze on one. 

Passenger side door just opening as the van stopped. 

A face in profile under the edge of the cabin light. 

Not full. Enough. 

Bel had never seen Daniel Corrigan in life. Only his route. 

His initials. His alias. The shape of the man built out of 

everyone else’s fear. But when the still came up, Vautrin’s line 

returned whole: eyes that count people like inventory. 

That was him. 

Lean face. Mid-fifties maybe. Hair gone sparse in front. 

Coat too ordinary to notice anywhere but a service road at Allen 

Point under a fake county van at two in the morning. Nothing 

dramatic in it. No cinematic villainy. Only the deadening 

administrative look of a man who had long ago turned other people 

into movable parts. 

Wilson said very softly, “Jesus.” 

“No,” Bel answered before she knew she would. “We’ve done 

that already.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 404 

 

Dan looked at the still once and then at Hamilton. “That 

him.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 

No hedging. 

No if. 

That him. 

The room changed around the certainty. 

Not map work now. Not packet building. Not cross-

jurisdiction theory. 

Target. 

Chen was already moving. 

“I’ll call local.” 

Hamilton said, “No.” 

She stopped. 

He looked from the phone still to the Allen Point map and 

back. 

“If local uniform goes loud too early, Corrigan drops the 

wrapper, abandons the van, and turns Renata into water.” His gaze 

shifted to Wilson. “We go quiet.” 

Wilson nodded once. “Agreed.” 

Dan said, “You have eyes at the road.” 

“Two plain units and one harbor camera,” Chen replied. “No 

direct line to the dock end.” 

Bel heard herself say, “Then we go to the dock.” 

Four heads turned. 

Ruth would have objected in twelve separate paragraphs. 

Vance too, likely with fewer adjectives and more authority. But 
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neither of them stood in this room with Corrigan’s face on a live 

Allen Point still and the tide under the sentence. 

“No,” Wilson said first. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said at the same time. 

The contradiction held in the room like a snapped cable. 

Wilson looked at him. “Absolutely not with her.” 

Hamilton’s voice remained level. “Corrigan’s corridor is 

built partly around women and how men misread them. Renata’s 

witness-facing role, side-yard sequence, and Bel’s position in 

the Bel structure are not incidental now. If Corrigan expects 

local law or contractors, he is wrong-footed by something else.” 

Chen said, “That is not the same as saying we bring a 

primary witness into a live transfer zone.” 

Hamilton did not look away from the map. “No. It isn’t.” 

Dan finally spoke, and when he did, the whole room adjusted 

around it because western men who had crossed states with 

affidavits and bodies behind them did not usually waste words 

unless the price had already become personal. 

“She doesn’t go as bait,” he said. 

Hamilton met his eyes. “Agreed.” 

“She doesn’t go if your plan depends on surprise failing 

gracefully.” 

“It doesn’t.” 

“You lose line of sight on her, I break your coastal 

manners.” 

That, Wilson almost smiled at. 

Hamilton did not. Which was better. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 406 

 

“Understood,” he said. 

Bel looked from one man to the other and felt no gratitude 

at being discussed that way, only the sharpest recognition that 

this was what it looked like when competent people stopped 

pretending there was a good version of danger and settled for the 

best-managed one. 

Chen put both palms flat on the table. 

“All right. Quiet approach. Wilson with me. Hamilton and 

Rourke on foot to the dock cut. Bel stays with line-of-sight 

cover at vehicle unless –” 

“No,” Bel said. 

Chen looked at her. “Finish the sentence before you object.” 

“No.” 

That earned the smallest pulse of impatient admiration from 

Wilson. 

Hamilton said, “Bel with me to first position. Not dock 

edge. Observation. If Renata is visible, Bel identifies before we 

move.” 

Wilson opened his mouth to object again. Dan beat him to it. 

“If that changes, I call it.” 

Hamilton nodded once. “Yes.” 

The decision settled not because everyone loved it, but 

because the window was live and the van was already at Allen 

Point. 

Chen moved first. “Road units stay dark. Harbor camera keeps 

rolling. I want every external approach recorded and nobody on a 

radio calling this in like a fishing DUI.” 
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Wilson grabbed his coat. 

Dan picked up the weather case, then stopped and set it back 

down. 

“Not this,” he said. 

He took only the side-yard stills, Vautrin affidavit copy, 

and a flashlight from the case. Bel understood at once. You did 

not bring the whole archive to a dock. You brought enough truth 

to survive the next ten minutes. 

As they moved out, Hamilton fell into step beside her. 

“You understand,” he said without looking over, “that once 

we go down that road, the line between your Bel case and ours 

ends.” 

She held his pace. 

“It ended somewhere over South Dakota,” she said. 

That did get the faintest answer in his expression now. Not 

smile. Recognition. 

“Yes,” he said. “Fair.” 

The drive to Allen Point took twenty-three minutes through 

sleeping Cape roads that never truly slept because tide and 

service work and private shame all kept different schedules. The 

county SUV Chen drove carried no roof lights, only a low dash 

glow and the murmur of encrypted traffic she muted more often 

than she answered. Wilson sat in front with the route open on a 

tablet. Dan and Bel rode the rear seat with Hamilton opposite 

them in the jump fold, all four faces pale in the intermittent 

wash of passing streetlamps and storefront security lights. 

The Cape at night was stranger than Bel had expected. 
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Not quieter. Wronger. 

Roads turned without warning into marsh-edge service cuts. 

Wind bent scrub pine in directions mountain timber would have 

considered indecisive. Water appeared where darkness should have 

been solid and disappeared where a western eye kept expecting it 

to continue. Every few miles the smell changed – brine, mud, 

kelp, cold cedar shingles, diesel, low tide. 

Allen Point itself announced nothing. 

One narrow lane. One private gate already open. One line of 

municipal sheds and service poles. One long black reach of marsh 

and channel beyond. 

Chen killed the SUV lights two hundred yards back and let it 

roll into shadow. 

“Van still there,” Wilson said quietly, looking through the 

binoculars. 

Bel leaned across enough to see. 

There. 

County stripe. Wrong unit number. Parked broadside near the 

service dock where planks ran out over dark water broken by tide 

movement and one low sodium lamp doing a poor job of honesty. 

No visible people. 

Which was worse. 

Hamilton opened his door without sound and motioned once. 

Dan out first. Bel after. Hamilton last. 

They moved off the road through grass and low scrub to a 

rise overlooking the dock line from the west. Chen and Wilson 

stayed with the vehicle and radio. Down below, the van sat under 
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the sodium light as if it had every right in the world to be 

there. 

Dan crouched beside her in the dark. 

“See anything.” 

She scanned the dock, the pilings, the waterline, the shadow 

of the nearest shed. 

Then froze. 

Movement. 

Not on the dock. Under it. 

A figure crouched low in the dark between pilings, hands 

bound in front, face lifted once toward the road. Just enough 

light caught one cheek and the pale slash of hospital tape across 

a sleeve. 

“Renata,” Bel whispered. 

Hamilton was already looking where her gaze had landed. 

“Yes.” 

Alive then. For the moment. Staged under the dock like 

freight awaiting tide. 

The van door opened. 

Corrigan stepped out. 

Behind him another man Bel did not know. Shorter than 

Blevins, heavier through the chest, moving like private labor 

rather than management. Corrigan did not hurry. Men who 

considered themselves sequence did not hurry at the transfer 

point. He walked to the dock edge and looked down toward where 

Renata crouched under the planks. 

Dan’s hand touched Bel’s wrist once, very lightly. 
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“Stay,” he breathed. 

Corrigan said something she could not hear. 

Renata answered. Also inaudible. 

Then Corrigan crouched and reached one hand down toward her 

not like a rescuer, not like a colleague, but like a man checking 

whether a package still had enough integrity to survive the next 

stage of movement. 

That was enough. 

Bel felt the entire corridor – from Station Seven to the 

salvage yard to the med van to Allen Point – resolve into one 

image under one sodium lamp. 

Package. 

No. 

She did not move. Not yet. Dan’s hand remained on her wrist, 

Hamilton beside them still as piled wood, the marsh breathing 

below, the tide turning under all of it. 

But in that moment, she knew with complete certainty that 

whatever happened in the next minute, the structure would never 

again get to call itself weather. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 
 

Under the Dock 
 

Corrigan reached down toward Renata as if checking freight 

and not a living woman, and whatever remained of restraint in Bel 

went cleanly and permanently over the rail. 

Dan felt it before he saw it. Her wrist changed under his 

fingers – not a flinch, not panic, but commitment. The kind that 

did not ask permission because it had already paid for itself in 

the body. 

He tightened once and whispered, “Wait.” 

She did not yank free. That would have been easier to stop. 

She turned her head just enough that he could see one eye in the 
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marsh-dark, and what he saw there was not recklessness. It was 

the end of being handled by sequence. 

“No,” she breathed. 

Below them Corrigan said something to Renata that the tide 

took and broke apart before the words reached shore. The other 

man moved toward the dock ramp carrying a soft medical blanket 

and a plastic case that could have held restraints, sedatives, or 

paperwork and therefore qualified equally as an instrument of 

civility in Corrigan’s world. 

Hamilton, kneeling in the scrub at Bel’s other shoulder, 

watched the dock with that impossible stillness of his and then 

said very softly, “Now.” 

Everything after that belonged to trained motion, bad 

footing, and the way water makes all decisions uglier. 

Chen came first from the road side, not loud, not sirens, 

just a beam dropped hard across the van and Wilson’s voice 

carrying from darkness with all the clipped authority of a doctor 

who had spent enough time in police work to learn the tone could 

move bodies before hands did. 

“County! Hands where I can see them!” 

The other man jolted backward at once, the blanket falling 

from his hand. Corrigan did not. He half turned toward the road 

without standing fully, which told Bel more than any confession 

could have about how long he had lived inside ambush geometry. He 

had expected interruption. Maybe not this one. But some 

interruption eventually. 
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Renata looked up through the dock slats toward the road 

light and then toward the rise where Bel crouched. 

For one impossible instant their eyes met. 

Recognition. Not of friendship. Not forgiveness. Only of the 

other woman in the structure finally arriving with a live body 

attached. 

That was enough. 

Bel broke left down the scrub path before Dan could fully 

stop her. He was after her at once, because of course he was, 

cursing once under his breath and then abandoning language for 

speed. 

Hamilton went the other direction. 

That was the first thing Bel understood later when memory 

sorted itself. He did not chase her. He cut the boardwalk 

approach, angling for Corrigan and the transfer man from the dock 

side where a retreat to the van or water would have to narrow. 

Below, Chen hit the van door with a second light and shouted 

again. Wilson moved with her, lower and faster than Bel would 

have expected from a man built more like fatigue than force. 

The transfer man ran. 

Not for the road. For the marsh edge east of the dock where 

service grass dropped into mud and channel. Bad choice. The Cape 

at night punished bad terrestrial assumptions just as surely as 

the mountains did. Two steps in and he lost a boot, one hand, 

then most of his dignity. Chen was on him before he recovered 

enough to turn it into a fight. 

Corrigan moved on the opposite logic. 
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He did not run immediately. He went for Renata. 

One hand on the dock post. One down toward her shoulder. 

Maybe to drag. Maybe to silence. Maybe only to keep the 

package from changing custodians in the wrong direction. 

Hamilton came over the dock rail like a man stepping off a 

thought. 

No wasted warning. No shouted identity. One hard collision 

at the shoulder line that spun Corrigan half sideways and knocked 

his reaching hand clear of Renata’s body. 

Then the whole dock exploded into noise. 

Wood slammed under boots. Corrigan drove backward with more 

strength than age ought to have left him. Hamilton gave ground 

only enough to choose better footing, then turned the momentum 

and sent both of them against the piling brace hard enough that 

the sodium lamp above swung once in an arc of yellow light over 

black water. 

Dan caught Bel halfway down the path and did what he had 

wanted to do from the rise – stop her without making a separate 

emergency out of her. 

She planted against him, furious. 

“Renata’s under there.” 

“Yes.” 

“So let go.” 

“No.” 

That bought exactly half a second and nothing more because 

Renata, under the dock, made the decision for all of them. 

She came out on her own. 
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Hands bound in front, hospital tape still at one sleeve, 

hair half loose now and face raw with brackish damp and the 

particular lividness of a woman who has finally decided the 

structure over her no longer deserves the performance of 

cooperation. 

She crawled out between pilings, tried to stand, failed on 

the mud, and looked straight at Bel. 

“Left side,” she gasped. “He keeps the needle left side.” 

Corrigan had one hand inside his coat. 

Dan moved first. Hamilton second. Bel at the same time but 

from farther away and with worse footing. 

The needle appeared only as a silver insect flash in 

Corrigan’s left hand as he tore free from Hamilton’s grip long 

enough to slash backward toward whatever body came closest. Not 

gun. Not knife. Injection rig. Small, quick, deniable. The kind 

of thing a medical-wrapper corridor preferred at the final human 

stage. 

Hamilton hit his wrist before the needle landed on flesh. 

The rig flew once into the marsh grass and vanished. Corrigan 

pivoted with astonishing speed for a man his age and drove an 

elbow back toward Hamilton’s throat. Dan hit him from the side a 

fraction later and the three men went together into the dock rail 

in one brutal knot of wood, breath, and impact. 

Wilson reached Renata at the mud line. 

“Stay with me,” he said, dropping to one knee. 

Renata laughed once through her teeth. “That phrase is 

overused.” 
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“Good. Then answer this quickly. Can you walk.” 

“Yes.” 

“Can you lie.” 

“Yes.” 

“Excellent.” 

He cut the bindings at her wrists. 

Chen had the transfer man down and cuffed and was already on 

the radio for the road units she’d held back, voice level as 

weather despite the mud up one leg and the man under her knee 

trying to rediscover leverage where none remained. 

Bel got to Renata and Wilson just as Renata rose unsteadily 

under the dock edge and looked over Wilson’s shoulder toward 

Corrigan. 

Not fear now. Not only. Something uglier and more intimate 

than fear. 

“You shouldn’t have come yourself,” she said to him. 

Corrigan, pinned hard enough between Dan and Hamilton that 

speech cost effort, still managed to turn his head and look at 

her with no visible shame at all. Men like him had shed shame 

years before and replaced it with management. 

“You were never built for distance,” he said. 

Renata’s mouth bent in a way that would have been a smile if 

mercy had still existed in it. 

“No,” she replied. “That was your mistake.” 

Wilson said, “Later. Move.” 

They got her up the dock ramp and into the lee of the 

service shed while the road units finally came in with lights low 
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and guns visible and every local marine officer’s first-nightmare 

expression already on their faces. Chen met them at the top with 

instructions so fast and cold they never had time to decide 

whether they resented taking them from her. 

“Cuff the transport man to the bumper until you find a 

smarter idea. Nobody touches the needle if you find it without 

Reyes or a forensics tech in gloves. Van first sweep now. Dock 

perimeter second. Corrigan breathes only because we need his 

paperwork later.” 

One officer started to object on jurisdiction. Chen gave him 

a look that contained enough future embarrassment to make him 

choose silence instead. 

Bel stood with Renata beside the shed while Wilson checked 

pulse, pupils, airway, wrists, and whatever else doctors assessed 

first when bodies came out of structures alive but not yet safely 

so. 

“She drugged?” Bel asked. 

Wilson answered without looking up. “Not yet. That’s what 

your Bel side just prevented.” 

Renata held herself upright through what looked like 

willpower and bad training alone. Mud streaked one side of her 

face. Her wrists were marked deep. The tape at her sleeve had 

once held an IV or a fake one. Up close she looked less like the 

capable edge operative of the side-yard file and more like what 

she had likely always also been: a woman who had mistaken 

employability for conditional safety until the corridor decided 

the condition had ended. 
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“Why’d you scratch the note,” Bel asked. 

Renata looked at her. 

“Because by then I knew county was just another wrapper and 

I needed somebody smart enough to read around it.” 

“That somebody being me.” 

“That somebody being any woman who had survived one of his 

structures and still bothered to think.” 

There was no easy answer to that. 

Behind them on the dock, Corrigan had stopped struggling. 

That was more disturbing than the struggle had been. 

Hamilton and Dan brought him up the ramp between them not 

with triumph but with that particular physical efficiency men 

wear when they already know victory is temporary and chain 

matters more than catharsis. 

Corrigan’s coat was torn at the shoulder. One cheek was 

split. Mud rode one sleeve to the elbow. But his face, 

infuriatingly, still held the administrative composure of a man 

who believed the room would eventually remember to value him as 

function rather than body. 

He looked first at Wilson, then at Chen, then at Bel. 

No surprise at seeing her. Only inventory. 

Dan saw that and shifted his grip slightly, enough to warn 

without performance. 

Corrigan said, “You crossed states for this.” 

Bel answered before anyone else could. 

“No,” she said. “You did.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 419 

 

That landed. Not because he winced. Men like him rarely 

offered such gifts. Because the room absorbed the truth under it. 

Ferry man west. Ferry man east. Alias at the Kootenai. Tidal 

route at Allen Point. The corridor belonged to him at least 

partly because he had spent years crossing it while everyone else 

insisted on calling the bodies local. 

Chen took over custody with all the warmth of a notarized 

blade. 

“Search him.” 

The marine officer nearest her hesitated exactly long enough 

to show he would have preferred someone else’s problem. Then he 

obeyed. 

Wallet under alias. Two phones. One folded route slip in a 

medical transport envelope. No weapon visible beyond the lost 

needle. 

Hamilton held out his hand for the route slip without words. 

The officer gave it over automatically, which told Bel more about 

how this group already worked together than any introduction 

could have. 

Hamilton unfolded it. 

Then looked at Renata. 

“Plymouth wash,” he said. “Secondary route to Bourne. Water 

option if road exposure.” 

Renata closed her eyes once. “Yes.” 

Wilson finished his exam and stood. 

“She needs a hospital.” 

Renata’s eyes opened. “No.” 
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“Yes.” 

“No hospital.” 

The force of it in her voice stopped even the marine 

officers. 

Wilson crouched back down until his face was level with 

hers. 

“You have hypothermia beginning, possible chemical exposure 

risk, restraint injury, and an unknown sedation plan in play. You 

are going to a hospital.” 

Renata’s laugh came raw. 

“That’s adorable.” 

“It isn’t.” 

Corrigan, listening from three yards away with his hands now 

zip-bound behind him, said very quietly, “She’s right about the 

hospitals.” 

Every head in the room turned. 

There it was. Not confession. Not exactly. But the kind of 

sentence only a man with ownership memory would think helpful. 

Chen stepped toward him so fast the nearest officer 

flinched. 

“You’ll save your expertise for recorded process.” 

Corrigan looked at her and then at Hamilton. 

“I assume,” he said, “you’re the man they speak to before 

they decide whether a body is evidence or weather.” 

Hamilton’s expression did not alter. 

“No,” he said. “I’m the man they speak to after they realize 

weather doesn’t budget transport.” 
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For the first time, something like irritation touched 

Corrigan’s face. Not because the line wounded him morally. 

Because Hamilton had named the corridor in the one language men 

like Corrigan most hated hearing from other men: structure 

stripped of mystique. 

Wilson made the medical decision anyway, as doctors did once 

argument crossed the line from autonomy to corridor 

contamination. 

“No local hospital under public intake,” he said to Chen. 

“He’s right there. Too easy to wrap.” He looked at Hamilton. 

“Private clinical side?” 

Chen answered first. “I’ve got one. Sheriff liaison trust 

line. Direct admit. No county wrapper.” 

Renata sagged against the shed wall as if the first truly 

believable sentence of the night had finally been spoken. 

“Good,” she said. “Then maybe I stop moving.” 

Bel looked at her. 

“You don’t get to stop yet.” 

Renata’s eyes came up again, clearer now despite the cold 

and the mud and the night’s failure to cooperate with any of the 

corridor’s plans. 

“No,” she said. “I know.” 

The road units expanded perimeter. The van was opened and 

photographed. The marsh edge was swept until Reyes’s counterpart 

on the Cape side found the needle in eelgrass fifteen yards off 

dock and bagged it under enough chain narration to satisfy both 

oceans. The transfer man gave two names and no truth. Corrigan 
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gave none of either. Renata sat wrapped in a coast-guard blanket 

inside the service shed with Wilson watching her hands and pulse 

and Chen building an emergency paper wall fast enough to keep 

local medical intake from becoming one more wrapper the corridor 

could reach through. 

Bel stood just outside the shed opening with Dan and 

Hamilton while the tide moved black and cold under the pilings. 

Wilson came out first. 

“She’ll hold,” he said. “Maybe.” 

“Maybe,” Bel repeated. 

“She’s been dosed lightly before,” he said. “Track marks not 

from tonight. Sleep deprivation, cold, compression injury. 

Nothing dramatic enough to satisfy lesser men. Plenty enough.” 

Corridor medicine. Witness-facing sedation. Transfer prep. 

Bel looked down toward the dock where Corrigan sat on an 

overturned crate under two officers and one floodlight that made 

him look smaller without making him look less dangerous. 

“What now,” she asked. 

Hamilton answered. 

“Now we stop thinking of him as a man and start thinking of 

him as a route.” 

She looked at him. 

He was watching Corrigan too, not with hatred, not even with 

personal triumph. Just with the kind of attention he had 

apparently given the whole world for years – the attention that 

separated story from structure and then refused to let the 

structure reassemble under sentiment. 
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“You already know where he came from,” Hamilton went on. “We 

need where he still goes.” 

Dan said, “Phones. Envelope. Van. Route slips.” 

Chen, emerging from the shed with her own tablet and two 

local officers already trying to look less obstructive than they 

had an hour earlier, nodded once. 

“And Renata,” she said. “If she believes we can keep her 

outside the wrapper, she’ll give us the transition points.” 

Bel looked back through the shed opening. 

Renata sat on a folding chair now with the blanket around 

her shoulders and one hand tight around a paper cup Wilson had 

forced into it. She looked less like the woman from the ridge 

than the woman who had survived being used to make other women 

legible. More dangerous now, perhaps, precisely because the 

structure had finally failed to convert her all the way into 

function. 

“She’ll want terms,” Bel said. 

“Yes,” Chen replied. “That’s healthy.” 

The ambulance came without sirens and without public 

markings beyond the sort no one remembered after the fact. Good. 

Clean enough. Wilson went with Renata. Chen put one Cape deputy 

in the back too, more for custody of paper than body. Corrigan 

and the transfer man went separately in county units once the 

route slip, phones, and vehicle sweeps were complete. 

Before Renata was loaded, she asked once to speak to Bel 

alone. 
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Chen did not like it. Wilson liked it less. Hamilton said 

yes before either of them finished objecting. 

So Bel stepped into the lee of the ambulance doors with 

Renata and the cold tide air and the marsh and the sodium light 

all around them, and for ten seconds the whole vast corridor from 

Station Seven to Allen Point reduced itself to two women who had 

met first through violence and sequence and only later in person. 

Renata looked at her with no softness in it. 

“I wasn’t there for him,” she said. 

Bel knew immediately she meant Vogel. 

“You were there anyway.” 

“Yes.” 

A brief nod. No defense. 

“I was there for the second half,” Renata said. “I thought 

if I could see what he reached for before he found it, I could 

keep the timing mine.” Her jaw tightened once. “He lost control 

faster than I predicted.” 

“You watched.” 

“Yes.” 

“You did nothing.” 

Renata held the truth of that without trying to improve it. 

“Yes.” 

The wind pushed marsh cold into the space between them. 

Bel said, “Why tell me now.” 

“Because when the corridor starts breaking, women get blamed 

for the stage directions and men keep the routes.” Renata looked 
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down once at her taped sleeve and then back up. “I am not taking 

that trade for them.” 

There it was. Not innocence. Not redemption. Only refusal at 

last. 

Bel thought of the side-yard file, of county shape, of the 

med transfer, of Renata under the dock, of Corrigan’s hand 

reaching down as if inventory could still save him. Then she said 

the one thing the corridor had not expected either of them to 

ever say to the other. 

“Then don’t.” 

Renata’s face changed by less than a degree. Enough. 

“They’ll ask you what Allen Point means,” she said. “Don’t 

let them hear only body disposal. It’s holding geometry. Tide 

gives them erase, but first it gives them pause. Corrigan likes 

pause. He stages in pause.” 

Holding geometry. 

God. 

That was exactly the kind of phrase the corridor would 

produce if someone brutal and intelligent enough had lived inside 

it too long and started thinking in its own language. 

“What does H.H. mean in your note,” Bel asked. 

Renata smiled once, exhausted and sharp at the same time. 

“Not Brandt Holdings.” 

Bel stared at her. 

“Then what.” 
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Renata leaned closer, just enough that the EMT pretending 

not to listen at the far door could not possibly hear the answer 

over the idling ambulance. 

“Hollow Harbor,” she said. 

Then she leaned back. 

One more place. One more crossing. Not a corporation this 

time. A site. 

Bel felt the map in her head rearrange instantly and 

completely. 

A.P. H.H. TIDE. 

Allen Point. Hollow Harbor. Tide. 

Not three abstractions. A route. 

“Where,” she said. 

“South of the old ferry lots. Private service inlet. Looks 

abandoned in winter and useful in every weather that matters.” 

Renata’s eyes found hers and held them. “If Corrigan loses Allen 

Point, he does not run inland first. He shifts to Hollow Harbor.” 

Wilson came around the ambulance then and the moment ended 

because the body did. 

They loaded her. Closed the doors. Took her away under a 

cleaner chain than the corridor had planned for her. 

Bel stood in the dark after the ambulance lights were gone 

and let the new place settle into her bones. 

Hollow Harbor. 

Another old crossing. Another ferry shadow. Another place 

the corridor had loved because it looked like weather and old 

decline to anyone glancing quickly through a windshield. 
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She turned back toward Hamilton, Dan, and Chen. 

“H.H. is Hollow Harbor,” she said. 

All three of them understood at once that the map had just 

opened again. 

Chen swore softly. Wilson, from the retreating ambulance 

window, pounded once on the glass for attention and then pointed 

at his phone: send it now. Dan looked toward Corrigan under 

floodlight and then back to Bel with the hard bright expression 

he got only when the next move had finally stopped being 

theoretical. 

Hamilton said, “Then we don’t wait for dawn.” 

No one argued. 

Because now the corridor had done them one final courtesy. 

It had named its next crossing. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 
 

Hollow Harbor 
 

They left Allen Point at two-fifty-three with Corrigan in 

custody, Renata in protected medical transit, and the map of the 

corridor newly broken open around a name that sounded like 

weather and would not behave like it. 

Hollow Harbor. 

The words moved through the convoy in different forms. 

On Chen’s encrypted phone as a destination flag. On Wilson’s 

legal pad as a probable transfer continuation point. In 

Hamilton’s head, Bel guessed, as geometry already running ahead 

of the tires. In Dan’s posture as a new line of land to be read 

fast and without sentiment. And in Bel herself as something 
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colder: the first place the corridor had named before they found 

it. 

They did not take the obvious roads. 

That was the first thing she noticed once the county units 

split. 

Corrigan went one direction in a marked Cape unit under 

enough law and enough floodlit inconvenience that even the 

corridor would have difficulty pretending not to see it. The 

transfer man went another. The van was impounded under marine-

police tantrums and Chen’s patient destruction of them. Wilson 

rode with Renata toward the private clinical intake Chen trusted 

more than public hospital wrapping. And the rest – Hamilton, 

Chen, Dan, Bel, plus one plainclothes Cape deputy named Ferreira 

who looked as if he had been born with salt in his lungs and 

distrust in his cartilage – peeled south in an unmarked municipal 

utility truck that smelled of old canvas, bait cooler plastic, 

and the underside of docks. 

Bel sat in the back beside the weather case with the side-

yard stills and Vautrin affidavit braced under one knee while the 

truck ran through sleeping roads that seemed too narrow for 

everything happening inside them. 

The Cape at three in the morning was not asleep. 

It was merely not pretending to be awake. 

Service stations with one light on. Dark bait shacks. Marina 

lots full of hulled shapes and trailer tongues. Churches that 

looked less like moral buildings than windbreaks for old guilt. 
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Roads that turned for marsh and channel rather than for the 

convenience of engineers. 

Hamilton drove. 

That surprised her less than it should have. Men who 

understood transition points preferred their own hands on the 

wheel when a structure started moving faster than law. 

Ferreira rode shotgun and fed directions out of memory 

rather than GPS, which told Bel he knew the old lanes, not just 

the official ones. Chen sat turned half backward in the center 

fold with the tablet in one hand and a radio in the other. Every 

few minutes a low burst of traffic came over the encrypted 

channel – Wilson secure with Renata, local units posted at the 

Allen Point perimeter, county dispatch notified only enough to 

keep jurisdiction from becoming a second threat. 

Dan sat beside Bel, one shoulder against the truck wall, 

eyes on the dark through the rain-scratched glass. 

“Nobody says abandoned on the Cape and means it,” Ferreira 

said over his shoulder. “You know that already or do I have to 

make it official.” 

“I figured,” Bel answered. 

Ferreira grunted what might have been approval. “Good. 

Hollow Harbor was municipal bait service once, then seasonal 

ferry support, then privately leased storage with enough shell 

games around the deeds to make a zoning board cry. Which is how I 

know we’re going to find something useful there.” 

Chen said, “That optimism is out of character. Are you ill.” 

“No. Just offended.” 
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That almost made Wilson’s absence noticeable. The room of 

the truck had its own gravity now – hard competence with none of 

the doctor’s weary irony to buffer it. Hamilton said nothing. He 

only turned left at a road Bel would not have recognized as a 

road if Ferreira had not named it one. 

“Keep talking,” Hamilton said. 

So Ferreira did. 

Hollow Harbor lay south of the old ferry lots, just as 

Renata had said, past two private lanes, a rotted marina parcel, 

and an inlet that looked municipally useless enough to be ignored 

most of the year and extremely useful to the right people in 

weather, off hours, or paperwork light. The official storage 

sheds on the books had been shuttered since 2018. The private 

access road was still maintained just enough to support a lie. 

Three shell leases had touched it in five years. Two dissolved. 

One current under a water-services logistics company Chen had 

already tied, through one infuriating insurance rider and a 

Boston shell, back to the same corridor family as Allen Point’s 

tidal-recovery route. 

“Meaning Corrigan’s not improvising if he runs there,” Dan 

said. 

“No,” Chen answered. “Meaning he or his people planned for a 

second wash location after Allen Point or parallel to it.” 

Bel looked down at the stills in her hand and thought of 

Corrigan reaching toward Renata under the dock as if the woman 

were inventory delayed by weather. 

Package. Pause. Transfer. Wash. Continuity. 
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The corridor had its own vocabulary. Every word in it was a 

lie that admitted structure if you listened hard enough. 

Hamilton slowed as the paved road gave way to old crushed 

shell and then to packed sand and gravel that threw pale dust in 

the utility truck’s low beams. The marsh smell changed too. Less 

open tide now, more enclosed harbor rot. Rope, diesel, bilge 

water, old wood. A place half waiting for use and half pretending 

it had been left behind. 

Ferreira said, “Kill lights in thirty.” 

Hamilton did not answer. He simply did it. 

The truck rolled the last stretch dark, guided by the ghost 

glow of horizon, one weak sodium lamp at a far service pole, and 

whatever interior map Hamilton already held. 

When it stopped, no one moved for a second. 

Bel looked through the windshield and saw Hollow Harbor 

resolve in fragments. 

A long low service building with sheet-metal walls gone 

salt-dulled and dented. One old loading pier pushed out into 

black tidal water. A cluster of fuel drums under netting. Three 

skiffs upside down on blocks. A forklift shell without tires. And 

farther right, almost invisible beyond the first structure, a 

second lane dropping toward an inlet narrow enough that only 

local knowledge or intention would ever bring you there. 

No floodlights. No obvious life. Which was worse. 

Chen checked the tablet once and whispered, “Phone pings we 

pulled off Corrigan’s seized handset put a device cluster here 

eighteen minutes ago.” 
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“Still live?” Dan asked. 

“No. Went dark seven minutes back.” 

That told its own story. People already on site and no 

longer needing phones, or people smart enough to shut them down 

once the final transfer point approached. 

Hamilton looked back over his shoulder. 

“Bel stays with first cover unless I say otherwise.” 

She opened her mouth. 

Dan beat her to it. “Agreed.” 

She shut it again because the point had not yet reached 

argument’s profitable stage. 

They moved out in split order. 

Ferreira and Chen low-left toward the service building. 

Hamilton and Dan cutting right for the secondary inlet lane. Bel 

behind them far enough to preserve line, close enough that they 

could use her eyes if the corridor produced another woman in the 

dark and expected the men to misread her first. 

The marsh edge underfoot felt wrong in every western way – 

soft where it should have held, slick where it looked dry, alive 

with hidden channels that reflected no light until your boot 

found them. Dan turned once and took her elbow through the worst 

patch without comment. She hated needing that and hated more that 

he gave it without theatre. 

They reached the corner of the first shed and stopped. 

From there the harbor opened. 

The second inlet lay beyond a sagged chain gate and a row of 

old lobster crates silvered by mist. At the far end sat a white 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 434 

 

box truck backed to the loading lip of a low warehouse annex. No 

logos. No lights except one dim interior strip showing at the 

dock seam. Beside it: a medical transfer van. 

Not the Allen Point van. A second stage. 

Corridor confirmed. 

Ferreria’s whisper came through Chen’s earpiece and out over 

the shared mic a moment later. 

“Building warm. Generator running low. Door chain cut 

recent.” 

Hamilton crouched beside the crate line and studied the 

setup for a count Bel could feel rather than see. 

“Not abandonment,” he said. 

“No,” Dan answered. “Processing.” 

That word froze her harder than the air. 

Processing. Like inventory. Like route transfer. Like 

witness becoming package under paperwork that assumed decency 

until the tide took over. 

Hamilton pointed once. 

Dan nodded and peeled left for the annex side where the 

truck met the loading lip. Ferreira kept right toward the skiffs 

and fuel drums. Chen stayed with Hamilton near the gate line and 

began whispering something into the radio so soft Bel caught only 

fragments – hold perimeter, no lights, wait on signal, if they 

move water side cut south mouth. 

Then she heard it. 

Not voices. Metal. 

A stretcher wheel catching wrong on dock plate. 
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The sound came from inside the annex. 

Bel looked at Hamilton. He had heard it too. 

His face did not change. Only the timing around him did. 

“Now,” he said. 

This time nobody argued. 

Dan hit the annex first, not the roll door but the side 

service entry where the salt-metal frame already hung a fraction 

wrong from bad maintenance and recent use. One shoulder, one hard 

pry, and the latch gave with a crack the whole harbor heard. 

Then all at once the night became event. 

Chen’s light cut the annex interior white. Ferreira shouted 

from the water side. Hamilton went through the service door low 

and fast. Bel followed before anyone could stop her because what 

she saw inside made stopping irrelevant. 

Renata on a wheeled transport stretcher halfway between dock 

and box truck. Wrists resecured. Blanket gone. One medic-wrapper 

orderly at the head. One woman in dark scrubs at the side trying 

to turn surprise into denial. And behind them, at a stainless 

table under the flickering strip light, three sealed plastic 

evidence bins, a burner laptop, and a stack of medical transfer 

forms already half completed under fake patient identifiers. 

Not disposal then. Not yet. Intermediate holding geometry 

exactly as Renata had said. Pause before erase. 

The woman in scrubs went first for the paperwork and only 

second for the lie. 

“Medical transfer!” she shouted. “You can’t –” 

Chen was on her before the sentence finished. 
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“Yes,” Chen said. “Watch me.” 

The orderly bolted toward the truck ramp with one hand on 

the stretcher. Dan took him at the threshold and turned the 

motion into a crash against the frame hard enough to spill forms, 

saline packs, and one syringe tray over the concrete. 

Hamilton did not go to the people first. He went to the 

bins. 

Of course. 

He opened the top one with gloved hands snatched from a 

shelf hook, looked once, then looked at Bel. 

“Come here.” 

She did. 

Inside lay items bagged for transit. 

A woman’s shoes. A fleece jacket. A county-issue transport 

blanket. A wallet not Renata’s. A second wallet under it with an 

old Massachusetts license in the name of Daniel Corrigan. And 

beneath those, in a separate evidence pouch, a flash drive 

labeled in Sharpie: 

A.P. HOLD / M.R. 

Bel stared. 

“Mine,” she said. 

Not physically hers, perhaps. But addressed to her. Or to 

her structure. Or from one to the other. 

The corridor had started labeling its own breakage now. 

Dan got the orderly cuffed. Ferreira brought in a fourth man 

from the water side in shell waders and a ball cap, apparently 

the boat operator for the next stage. Chen had the woman in 
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scrubs against the wall and was reading enough rights fast enough 

to keep the lie from stabilizing. 

And Renata – God – Renata lay on the stretcher with her head 

turned toward Bel and one eye open despite sedation already 

beginning to blur it at the edges. 

“Told you,” she said. 

Bel stepped close. 

“What is this place.” 

“Holding geometry.” A thin smile that hurt to see. “You 

heard me the first time.” 

“What were they doing.” 

Renata let her head rest back against the padding. “Changing 

wrapper.” 

“From what to what.” 

“From county escape to medical complication to water 

transfer if needed.” Her eyes moved toward the bins. “You made 

Allen Point loud. They had to compress.” 

Compressed timeline. Same structure. Faster now because the 

people inside it had finally started missing beats. 

Wilson’s voice came through Chen’s radio from the clinic 

side. 

“I’m ten out. Tell me whether I need sedation reversal on 

arrival.” 

Chen answered without looking away from her prisoner. “Yes.” 

Then to Bel, more quietly: 

“Do not touch the drive.” 
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Too late for that warning in spirit if not in fact. Bel 

already felt the labeled flash drive pulling at the room like a 

lodged hook. 

Hamilton had not touched it either. He only studied the 

label, the bins, the fake forms, the stretcher, the truck, and 

the annex in one sweep that made the whole improvised transfer 

lane look suddenly fragile and stupid by comparison. 

“They weren’t moving her out yet,” he said. 

Dan stood the orderly up against the wall. “Why not.” 

Hamilton pointed with one gloved finger at the laptop. 

“Because they were waiting on confirmation first.” 

Chen checked the screen. 

A secure message window sat open. No names. Just route 

language. 

A.P. LOST H.H. PREP LIVE M.R. PACKAGE IF AVAILABLE TIDE 

WINDOW 04:40 

Bel read it twice. 

M.R. package if available. 

Not Isabel Sawyer perhaps. Maybe. Maybe not. But package 

attached to her initials now in the live route window. 

Allen Point lost. Hollow Harbor prep live. Tide window 

04:40. 

They had named the next wash point and the time. And they 

had expected more than Renata. 

Corrigan’s structure had not merely wanted to salvage one 

witness from county custody. It had wanted, if chance or force 

allowed, the Bel side too. 
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Dan saw it at the same moment she did. 

His face changed not toward panic but toward a colder 

variety of anger that made his voice almost too level when he 

said, “They planned for you.” 

“Yes,” Bel answered. 

Hamilton looked at her then, directly. 

“That’s why Corrigan reached under the dock himself. He 

wasn’t checking inventory. He was checking whether the corridor 

could still recover both break points.” 

The sentence sat there between them and made the whole night 

cleaner and worse. 

Not Renata only. Not witness salvage only. Bel too, if 

sequence allowed. 

Package if available. 

Chen swore once in a language Bel didn’t know and then began 

photographing the message window before any lawyer could ever try 

to make it provisional. 

Ferreira found the boat manifest hanging on a clipboard by 

the water door. 

“Skiff out at four-forty to service marker twelve,” he said. 

“No passenger names. Fuel already logged.” 

Tide window. 

Wilson arrived six minutes later and changed the room by 

entering it. Not with command, though he had that when needed. 

With medical reality. He checked Renata, found the fresh IV prep, 

the sedation packs, the wrists, the temperature, the false 

paperwork, and shook his head once in a way that said 
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disappointment had finally beaten surprise by experience long 

ago. 

“Not enough to kill,” he said. “Enough to quiet.” 

“Until water,” Bel said. 

He looked at her and did not soften the answer. 

“Yes.” 

There was no further need for secrecy after that. 

Local marine police came in. Cape sheriff units followed. 

The annex filled with law, lights, cameras, chain narration, and 

the offended noises of men in uniforms discovering that private 

route structures had been using medical wrappers under their 

jurisdiction for long enough to insult their professional vanity. 

Hamilton stayed beside the bins. 

Dan stayed beside Bel. 

Chen ran the scene and the paperwork simultaneously with a 

kind of intelligent violence that made even local commanders 

choose not to interfere. 

Wilson got Renata stabilized for a second time that night 

and refused, flatly, to let any local medical vehicle take her 

without direct chain and a driver list he liked. 

At four-nineteen, while the tide shifted beyond the dock 

pilings and Hollow Harbor stopped pretending to be abandoned to 

anyone with eyes, Bel stood over the bin and looked again at the 

flash drive labeled A.P. HOLD / M.R. 

“What is it,” she asked. 

Hamilton said, “We don’t guess when the corridor labels 

evidence for us.” 
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He was right, of course. He was intolerable that way. 

Chen came over after the first scene sweep and held out a 

fresh evidence pouch. 

“Now we move it.” 

Hamilton looked at Bel once. “Your call.” 

No one else in the room could have offered that without 

sounding performative. He meant it literally. 

She looked at the drive. At Renata on the stretcher. At the 

route message window. At the fake forms. At the boat manifest. At 

the men in custody and the women half-used by the same structure. 

At Dan, who would have taken the decision off her shoulders if 

she had asked and knew better than to offer. 

Then she said, “Bag it. But it opens with me in the room.” 

Hamilton nodded once. 

“Yes.” 

Dawn had not yet fully broken when they carried the drive, 

the route slips, the fake forms, the boat clipboard, and the 

laptop out of Hollow Harbor in layered chain under four 

jurisdictions and one shared sense that the corridor had finally 

overreached by trying to compress too many transitions into one 

tide cycle. 

Outside, the first gray was beginning in the east over the 

inlet. 

The boats lay black on the water. The marsh grass bent. The 

whole harbor looked once more like weather and neglect and old 

equipment, exactly as the corridor preferred it. 

But now the preference had failed. 
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Chen locked the evidence cases into the rear sheriff unit 

herself. 

Wilson’s ambulance contact took Renata under still cleaner 

chain toward a private clinical ward that would never appear on a 

public intake board. Ferreira stayed to fight the local marine-

police reports into something useful instead of merely 

territorial. Corrigan, still in county cuffs under Cape light, 

was moved again before dawn because Hamilton did not trust the 

corridor to stop trying merely because one route had closed. 

And Bel, standing in the thin freezing edge of morning with 

salt on her face and mud drying at her boots, understood what the 

structure had not accounted for. 

Not merely that she would survive. Not merely that the west 

would call the east. But that once women at both ends stopped 

accepting the stage directions, the route itself would begin 

naming its own failures faster than the men who built it could 

rename them. 

Dan came up beside her as the sky lightened. 

“You all right.” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

This time she did smile, very slightly, and hated that he 

knew enough to wait for it. 

She looked east over the inlet where the water was beginning 

to lose its night color and thought of Station Seven, of Roy 

Ordway, of Cade Vogel on the kitchen floor, of Henry Vautrin at 

his river landing, of Hollow Harbor under the tide, of Allen 
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Point under another, and of Renata saying women get blamed for 

the stage directions and men keep the routes. 

Not anymore. 

She turned toward the waiting convoy and the evidence cases 

and the long day that would now have to account for everything 

the night had failed to hide. 

“Come on,” she said. 

Dan looked at her. “Where.” 

Bel glanced once at Hamilton, who stood by the lead unit 

already reading three steps ahead into whatever came after 

evidence and before court. 

“Back to the room,” she said. “We open the drive.” 

No one argued. 

Because now the corridor had given them not just a place. 

Not just a route. But a file marked for her by name or by 

initials or by design. 

And whatever waited inside it had been carried through tide, 

transport, and two coasts to reach this exact morning. 

That made it no longer theirs. 

It made it evidence. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three 
 

The File for Her 
 

They opened the drive at six-fifteen in a county conference 

room that still smelled of bad coffee, wet coats, and the 

aftermath of night work becoming day work without anyone ever 

formally admitting the transition. 

The room sat on the second floor of the Cape sheriff annex 

three blocks inland from the harbor and one world away from the 

dock where Hollow Harbor had nearly finished its transfer. A bank 

of narrow windows looked east over a parking lot, a bait 

warehouse roof, and a slice of pale morning that was trying and 

failing to convince anyone in it that this counted as a new day. 

The fluorescent lights had not been kind at three in the morning 
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and had somehow grown less kind by dawn. On the table lay the 

weather case from Bel, the new evidence cases from Hollow Harbor, 

three paper cups going cold, Wilson’s clinical notes on Renata, 

Chen’s route diagrams, Vautrin’s affidavit, and the bagged flash 

drive labeled in black marker with the one line everyone in the 

room now pretended not to notice every five seconds. 

A.P. HOLD / M.R. 

Bel stood at the end of the table with both hands flat 

against the wood and looked at the bag as if it had insulted her 

personally. 

“It may not mean me,” she said. 

“No,” Wilson answered from the coffee station. “It may also 

not mean you. Which is the less comforting category.” 

Chen sat at the laptop already isolated from county 

networks, forensic dock connected, recording software open, chain 

form beside her right hand. “We’ll know more in sixty seconds and 

regret it in ninety.” 

Hamilton said nothing. He had placed himself slightly back 

from the table, not out of detachment but because stillness let 

him see the room and the file and the people in it without the 

false intimacy of crowding the object. Dan stood beside Bel, coat 

off now, sleeves rolled once, fatigue making his face harder 

rather than looser. Ferreira leaned in the doorway with a legal 

pad and the sour expression of a local man discovering that every 

ugly thing he had ever suspected about Hollow Harbor was about to 

be outclassed by proof. 

“Chain,” Chen said. 
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That brought them all into sequence again. 

She read the drive’s retrieval from Hollow Harbor. Time. 

Place. Initial custody. Transfer path. Present room. Witnesses. 

Every clause careful enough to survive the corridor’s inevitable 

future claim that some wild western woman and three Cape 

insomniacs had simply decided to improvise a conspiracy out of 

salt and old grief. 

When she finished, she cut the evidence pouch, gloved up, 

and seated the drive into the dock. 

The laptop mounted it immediately. 

Which was bad. 

Encrypted things that wanted to hide often resisted. Things 

that mounted cleanly were either harmless or built by people who 

expected them to be opened by the right hands at the right stage 

of sequence. 

A directory appeared. 

Four folders. One video file. One text document. 

Folder names: M.R. HOLD A.P. IF LOST 

No one in the room moved for a moment. 

Then Wilson said quietly, “Well.” 

Chen opened M.R. first. 

Inside were twenty-three image files, three PDFs, two audio 

clips, and one folder labeled TRAILER. 

Bel felt the old kitchen come up under her feet again before 

Chen had opened a single thing. 

“Not first,” Dan said. 

Chen looked at him. “Meaning.” 
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“Start with the text document. Then the PDFs. Don’t let the 

images set the room before we know what kind of room it is.” 

Hamilton looked at Dan once, briefly. Not praise. 

Recognition again. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “Do that.” 

Chen opened the text file. 

No title. Plain text. No signature. 

It read like the corridor wrote when it believed the right 

internal reader would eventually need a summary and the wrong one 

never should. 

M.R. HOLD CONTAINS THE RIVERS MATERIAL NECESSARY FOR 

LEVERAGE STABILIZATION IF WESTERN SIDE FAILS TO QUIET. 

SUBJECT PROFILE: MONTANA RIVERS LOCAL RESISTANCE FACTOR / 

VIOLENT ASSOCIATION ALREADY ESTABLISHED SECOND-HALF ACCESS 

PRESUMED BUT NOT CONFIRMED EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENT NODE: OVERTON 

PREFERRED APPROACH: FEMALE-FACING / NON-OFFICIAL / OBSERVATIONAL 

FIRST UNSUITABLE APPROACH: STANDARD LEGAL BUYOUT WITHOUT 

DEGRADATION PREP 

RECOVERY CONDITIONS: IF H. FAILS, REASSESS THROUGH ADRIANA 

IF ADRIANA FAILS, SHIFT TO HOLD + TIDE MODEL DO NOT COMBINE 

RIVERS RETRIEVAL WITH PRIMARY BURIAL MAINTENANCE UNLESS WESTERN 

LAW ALREADY CONTAMINATED 

There was more beneath it. Worse. 

RIVERS EVENTUAL VALUE MAY EXCEED QUIET VALUE IF CORRIDOR 

SPLITS FULLY. IN THAT CASE SUBJECT SHOULD BE HELD, NOT REMOVED, 

UNTIL SECONDARY REVIEW DETERMINES TRANSPORT OR USE. 

No one in the room spoke. 
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Bel read the words again because once had not been enough to 

make the language fully real. 

Subject. Emotional attachment node. Female-facing. Held, not 

removed. Transport or use. 

Package if available. 

There it was with all pretense stripped away. Not local 

slander. Not county gossip after Vogel died. Not just one bad man 

at her sink. 

A file. A model. A human plan. 

Wilson set his coffee down so carefully that Bel knew he was 

angry. 

Dan did not move at all. 

Chen exhaled once through her nose. “All right.” 

That was what she said when disgust had become 

professionally useful. 

Ferreira muttered something in Portuguese or Cape street-

Catholic under his breath and then crossed it out by writing 

harder on the legal pad. 

Hamilton said, “Now the room knows what the corridor thought 

it was buying.” 

Bel turned her head and looked at him. 

His face had not altered much. That was somehow worse. 

Because if he had flinched or sworn or offered sympathy, the file 

might have stayed in the emotional register. Instead he had 

placed it where it belonged: structure. 

“Open the PDFs,” she said. 

Chen did. 
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The first was a pressure memorandum. 

More detailed than the one recovered in Bel. More obscene 

too because this one did not bother pretending that corporate 

delicacy might someday need to be maintained in court. 

RIVERS PATHWAYS 

1. voluntary acquisition post-fatigue 2. title fragmentation 

and probate strain 3. local danger framing / Vogel amplification 

4. female-contact reassurance then isolation 5. corridor hold if 

west/east merge risk exceeds local solution 

Under pathway five sat three possible locations. 

Allen Point – temporary / poor discretion after Fitch 

exposure Hollow Harbor – preferred / weather explanation intact 

Secondary inland medical hold – only if coastal movement 

compromised 

Bel read Hollow Harbor twice and then looked at the still-

damp mud on the bottom hem of her jeans from the place itself. 

The corridor had planned it. Budgeted it. Named it. 

Preferred it. 

Not because it was dramatic. Because it explained itself as 

weather. 

Dan said very quietly, “There.” 

He did not need to say more. 

Chen opened the second PDF. 

This one was worse in a different way. 

Photographs. 

Not all of her. Some of Vogel. Some of the trailer. Some of 

Dan. Some of county parking lots. Some of Allen Point structures 
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on the Cape. Some of Renata in municipal contractor wear at 

Station Seven. Some of Corrigan at what looked like a fuel dock 

talking to a man whose face had been deliberately blurred for 

internal use. 

And then, in the middle, one page titled MERGE RISK. 

On it two side-by-side images: Bel paying property tax at 

the county counter in Lincoln County. Raymond Fitch standing at a 

dock office in a Cape harbormaster building. 

Below: SEPARATE GEOGRAPHIES / SAME PATTERN TOLERANCE WATCH 

FOR RECORDKEEPERS AROUND BOTH 

Wilson let out a slow breath that was almost a laugh and not 

at all kind. 

“They were studying types,” he said. 

“Yes,” Hamilton replied. “Not only sites.” 

Bel stared at Fitch’s picture. 

She had never met him. Only inherited his dead edge through 

ledgers and marsh records and Corrigan’s widening shadow. Yet 

here he was in the corridor’s file, one more keeper of parallel 

notes, one more problem because he had kept writing after the 

structure preferred that he stop. 

Recordkeepers. Both coasts. Same pattern tolerance. 

She looked back at her own photo. 

What had they thought they saw there. 

Not simply landholder. Not simply woman alone. Something 

about refusal and records and the inability to stop noticing. 

The third PDF was labeled OBSERVATIONAL NOTES. 

Chen opened it and the room read in silence. 
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RIVERS DOES NOT PRESENT AS FEARFUL UNDER LOCAL MALE PRESSURE 

LIKELY TO RESIST STANDARD THREAT DISPLAY WILL PROBABLY REQUIRE 

EITHER FEMALE REASSURANCE OR PHYSICAL INTERRUPTION OVERTON 

PRESENCE INCREASES SUBJECT STABILITY AND REDUCES ISOLATION 

EFFICIENCY SUBJECT MORE DANGEROUS AFTER BODY EVENT THAN BEFORE DO 

NOT ASSUME TRAUMA REDUCES FUNCTION 

Wilson looked over at Bel after that one. Not pity. Not 

admiration either. More like the medical version of what Hamilton 

did structurally: clear seeing stripped of sentiment. 

“They learned something useful at least,” he said. 

She almost smiled and then did not because the line beneath 

it was too ugly. 

IF HOLD REQUIRED, KEEP HER OUT OF COUNTY SHAPE. SHE READS 

BAD INSTITUTIONAL MEN TOO FAST. 

There it was. Not even flattery. Only the corridor 

discovering what kinds of wrappers did not suit a particular 

body. 

Chen closed the PDF. 

“Audio next,” she said. 

Dan said, “No trailer folder yet.” 

“Agreed,” Hamilton answered. 

The first audio file opened into truck noise and two male 

voices. One was Vogel. She knew that instantly. The other, older, 

lower, with the same flattened administrative tone Corrigan used 

when he thought the room belonged to function. 

Corrigan. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 452 

 

“– telling you she’s not a county type,” Vogel said, 

sounding irritated enough to have forgotten he was on record. 

“She notices too much and not in a pretty way.” 

Corrigan answered, “Then stop making yourself the thing she 

notices.” 

Vogel laughed once without humor. “Hard to do if I’m the one 

on the porch.” 

“That is your own vanity problem.” 

Paper noise. A turn signal maybe. Then Vogel again. 

“She’s got something. Old man split it. I know he did.” 

“You know he hid things. That is not the same sentence.” 

“I know enough.” 

“You always say that before a mistake.” 

The file cut there. 

No one in the room breathed for a second. 

Then Dan said, “That’s your corridor man.” 

“Yes,” Chen said. 

“Clean enough for voice match?” Wilson asked. 

Hamilton replied, “With what we already have from the dock, 

yes.” 

The second audio file was shorter and worse. 

Renata’s voice. Then Corrigan’s. 

ADRIANA: “You’re making the west too personal.” 

CORRIGAN: “No. Vogel is. I’m making it transportable.” 

ADRIANA: “She’s not a package.” 

CORRIGAN: “Everything is if it crosses right.” 

Bel turned away from the screen. 
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Not because she could not bear it. Because she suddenly 

understood too much of the room all at once. 

There was the whole ideology in one sentence. 

Everything is if it crosses right. 

Bodies. Witnesses. Women. Evidence. Routes. Weather. Land. 

Dan’s hand touched her back once between shoulder blades and 

left again before anyone could see comfort as spectacle. 

Chen did not remark on it. She just opened the HOLD folder. 

Inside: Boat slips. Fuel logs. Insurance riders. One route 

map from Hollow Harbor to a service marker in the channel. And 

one file labeled WESTERN STAGE / USE ONLY IF M.R. LIVE. 

The room stiffened around the title. 

Chen opened it. 

A one-page contingency sheet. 

IF M.R. LIVE AND WEST SIDE EXPOSES BEFORE CORRECTION: DO NOT 

REMOVE ACROSS FULL DISTANCE IMMEDIATELY SHORT HOLD FIRST 

STABILIZE NARRATIVE THROUGH HOSPITAL / MENTAL EVENT / VOLUNTARY 

CARE IF POSSIBLE USE ADRIANA ONLY IF NECESSARY DO NOT PLACE WITH 

HOLLY-TYPE MALE OVERTON MUST BE SEPARATED BEFORE SECONDARY MOVE 

Wilson swore softly. Ferreira more loudly. Chen did neither, 

which somehow made it more terrible. Hamilton read every line 

twice and said, “All right.” 

Bel turned back then and looked directly at the page. 

There it was again. Not the local myth of The Girl. Not even 

the glamorous version of being a threat men had to manage. Only 

logistics. A plan to turn her into a mental event if force 

failed. Voluntary care if possible. Short hold first. 
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County shape. Medical shape. Care shape. 

The corridor had not merely wanted her silenced. It had 

wanted her translated. 

She heard herself ask, “Who wrote this.” 

No one answered immediately because the page itself did not 

say. Then Chen enlarged the metadata panel. 

Author field blank. Revision history stripped. But one 

embedded comment remained in the margins where the export had 

failed to clean perfectly. 

A.R.: THIS IS TOO PERSONAL. D.C.: PERSONAL IS HOW WEST 

WORKS. 

Renata Reed. Daniel Corrigan. 

There. In the file. Arguing over Bel’s body as route 

problem. 

Dan went very still beside her. 

Wilson said, “That’s enough to keep half the Commonwealth 

awake for a month.” 

“No,” Hamilton replied. “It’s enough to tell us where 

they’ll still try if they think this room is all we have.” 

He pointed at the line: SHORT HOLD FIRST. 

“Hollow Harbor was only one short hold. There may be 

another.” 

Chen nodded once, already moving ahead. 

“Open A.P.” 

The folder contained site photos from Allen Point and a map 

overlay of channel depths, dock timings, service sheds, and 

staging areas. But buried under those was a file named F.M. 
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Hamilton opened that one himself. 

Inside were two images and one typed note. 

The images showed Corrigan at two different docks – one on 

the Kootenai, one at Allen Point – each time in profile, each 

time looking down at water rather than toward camera. The note 

beneath them read: 

FERRY MAN PREFERS WATER TRANSITION WHEN PAPER HOT. DOES NOT 

TRUST AIR FOR LIVE MATERIAL. IF FORCED WEST AGAIN, KEEPS TO BOAT 

+ COUNTY MASK. 

Ferry Man. Not just a witness nickname. Internal corridor 

shorthand. 

The room absorbed that in a single silent wave. 

Bel looked at Vautrin’s affidavit on the table. At Allen 

Point on the map. At Hollow Harbor still damp in memory. At 

Corrigan’s voice saying everything is if it crosses right. 

“Then he has another water point,” she said. 

“Yes,” Hamilton answered. 

“On this side.” 

“Yes.” 

“Not the one we already hit.” 

“No.” 

Chen tapped the route logs. “He keeps redundancies. One 

exposed lane means nothing to a man like that unless the second 

one is already cut.” 

Wilson looked toward Hamilton. “How many old ferry ghosts do 

we have.” 
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Ferreira answered before Hamilton could. “Too many if you’re 

asking after dark.” 

That earned the smallest fraction of a smile from Chen and 

none from anyone else. 

The trailer folder remained. 

No one wanted it. Which meant, of course, that it had to be 

opened. 

Chen did it last. 

Inside were stills from the side-yard file, yes. But more 

than that. Recovered enhancement frames. Angles not from Bel’s 

copy. A second camera view from farther back in the willows. One 

partial audio sync track. Corridor notes laid over her own worst 

night like a technician’s margin comments. 

H. searching under sink. SUBJECT STILL MOBILE. ADRIANA HOLD 

POSITION. IF KNIFE APPEARS, DO NOT INTERVENE UNLESS PACKAGE RISK. 

Bel stopped reading. 

Wilson closed the folder. Not the laptop. Just the folder. A 

doctor’s version of putting a sheet over something until the body 

in the room had caught up. 

“No more on that one right now,” he said. 

She nodded once because if she spoke first, the room would 

have gotten a less usable version of what she thought. 

Dan said, very quietly, “Package risk.” 

Not a question. Only the line he would remember longest. 

Hamilton looked at him and then at Bel. 
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“They were not assessing whether Vogel might kill you,” he 

said. “They were assessing whether he might damage a planned 

holding asset beyond use.” 

There it was. The clean sentence. The one no one in the room 

wanted and all of them needed. 

Bel rested both hands on the table until the wood steadied 

under them. 

Three years. Three years since Vogel on the porch, Vogel at 

the sink, Vogel dead on her floor. Three years of county men and 

gossip and the soft filthy language of what a woman must somehow 

have invited by surviving. And all along, in another file, under 

another coast, written by people who counted her like dock 

equipment, the question had not been morality at all. 

Only use. 

She looked up at last. 

“What else is on it.” 

Chen hesitated. Hamilton did not. 

“One more file.” 

He opened it. 

Video. Timestamped three days after Vogel died. Interior 

room. Unknown location. Corrigan seated at a folding table. 

Renata standing off frame until she entered halfway through. 

The audio was clear. 

CORRIGAN: “You should have moved when he lost timing.” 

ADRIANA: “I wasn’t moving her through his mess.” 

CORRIGAN: “You weren’t moving her at all.” 

ADRIANA: “Because she wasn’t package anymore after that.” 
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CORRIGAN: “Everything becomes package if the corridor 

survives.” 

ADRIANA: “That’s what you tell yourself so the women don’t 

stay women.” 

Corrigan said nothing for a moment. 

Then: “You are confusing moral discomfort with structure.” 

Renata answered: “No. I’m confusing your structure with 

rot.” 

The clip ended there. 

No one moved. 

Then Ferreira, from the doorway, said the only thing the 

room could have borne from someone not fully inside the structure 

before tonight. 

“Good,” he said. “At least somebody told him.” 

That cracked the pressure just enough for breath to resume. 

Hamilton closed the laptop. Not because the file was done. 

Because the room was. 

“For now,” he said. 

Chen nodded and saved three copies into sealed evidence 

drives with full chain. Wilson poured fresh coffee no one wanted 

and which everyone took anyway. Dan remained beside Bel without 

touching her now because the first touch had been enough and this 

was the stage after touch where witness mattered more. 

“What now,” she asked. 

Hamilton looked at the board, at Hollow Harbor, at Allen 

Point, at the second unidentified water point implied by Ferry 
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Man’s preferences, and at the route notes that remained to be 

turned into ground. 

“Now,” he said, “we stop reacting to the corridor and make 

it cross where we choose.” 

Chen said, “Meaning we need the second water point before 

Corrigan’s people understand how much Hollow Harbor cost them.” 

Wilson added, “And before Brandt’s counsel finds out the 

file for her just became evidence for everybody.” 

Ferreira pushed off the door frame. “I know three old inlets 

south and east that fit his taste. One is too shallow for 

anything useful at this tide, one is watched by a shellfish crew 

who’d sell their own mothers for gas money, and one hasn’t had 

official maintenance in years.” 

Hamilton looked at him. 

“The third.” 

“Yes.” 

“What’s it called.” 

Ferreira checked his notes once, then answered. 

“Black Narrows Landing.” 

The room changed again. Not as violently as when Hollow 

Harbor named itself. Worse, in some ways, because now the 

corridor was doing what all competent structures did under 

exposure. 

It was opening its redundancies. 

Black Narrows. Another crossing. Another weather name. 
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Bel looked at the maps and the drives and the roomful of men 

and women who had, in less than twelve hours, turned two coasts 

into one case whether any bureaucracy liked it or not. 

Then she looked at the closed laptop that still held the 

file written for her, about her, against her, and around her body 

as if it were weather, route, and leverage all at once. 

Not anymore. 

She straightened. 

“When do we move.” 

Hamilton answered without hesitation. 

“Before the next tide.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

Black Narrows 

They moved on Black Narrows before breakfast because once 

the corridor had shown them a second water point, waiting for 

daylight would only have converted knowledge back into 

atmosphere. 

The Cape sheriff annex had barely begun pretending to be a 

day office when Hamilton stood up from the conference table, 

closed the route binder on Black Narrows Landing, and said, 

“Now.” 
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Not loudly. Not dramatically. Simply as a man might say tide 

or weather or enough. 

That was apparently all the vote required. 

Chen took the floor next, because every improvised operation 

still needed somebody ruthless enough to turn intelligence into 

sequence and rude enough to make other competent people submit to 

it quickly. 

“Black Narrows is not Allen Point,” she said, spreading the 

inlet map over the still-warm conference table. “That’s good and 

bad. Good because it’s less serviced, less camera-covered, and 

less available for last-minute wrapper reinvention. Bad because 

once somebody goes to ground there, water and reeds do most of 

the tactical talking. There’s one usable road in, one shell track 

to the east that becomes mud and lies, and one old tidal channel 

deep enough for a skiff at half-rise or above.” 

Ferreira, now carrying three coffees and the kind of 

irritation that meant he had accepted the operation and therefore 

resented everyone in it less personally, set the cups down and 

tapped the map. 

“This lane here. Old oyster service run. Not on current 

tourist maps. They use it for dump trucks in winter and nobody in 

summer because the bridge decking went half-soft and the town 

won’t spend.” He moved his finger to the inlet. “Narrows itself 

pinches between reed banks. Boat comes in dark and quiet, you 

can’t see it from the road unless you’re already wrong enough to 

be looking.” 
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Bel stood on the opposite side of the table with the side-

yard stills and the file copy in her bag and thought: yes. Of 

course. Another place that explained itself as neglect and 

weather and local municipal fatigue. Exactly the kind of place 

Corrigan would trust. 

Wilson came in halfway through the briefing with one sleeve 

rolled, a coffee in one hand, and the distracted severity of a 

doctor who had already been awake for too long and had spent the 

last hour convincing three different institutions that a witness 

under layered sedation did not magically become ordinary because 

the paperwork wanted to call her intake. 

“How is she,” Bel asked. 

Wilson looked at her. 

“Alive. Angry. Uncooperative in the healthy direction.” 

“Meaning.” 

“Meaning she asked if we’d found Black Narrows yet before 

the nurse had finished her temperature.” 

The room sharpened around that. 

Chen’s mouth bent once. “That’ll do.” 

Wilson set the coffee down and added, “She also said if 

Corrigan thinks Hollow Harbor and Allen Point are both burned, 

he’ll use Black Narrows only for handoff, not hold.” 

Hamilton looked up from the map. “To whom.” 

Wilson answered, “She doesn’t know. Or says she doesn’t. She 

only knows Black Narrows was discussed for ‘cold receipt’ when 

weather made Hollow Harbor too visible and Allen Point too 

watched.” 
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Cold receipt. 

Another corridor phrase. Another way of saying people while 

meaning packages. 

Bel folded her arms. 

“So we’re not catching him there comfortable.” 

“No,” Hamilton said. “We’re catching him there moving.” 

That was better in some ways and worse in all the rest. A 

static structure could be photographed, seized, itemized. A 

moving one reverted toward weather. 

Chen assigned positions in under two minutes. 

Ferreira and one marine deputy would take the shell track 

east and hold the reed line above the tidal channel. Wilson and a 

local detective named Harriman would manage road cutoff at the 

old bridge. Hamilton and Dan would take the western cut through 

the spoil mounds to the inlet lip. Bel with Chen on the secondary 

rise where sight lines hit both road and channel and where, Chen 

added with a look that had no patience for argument, “the room 

can still use your eyes without inventing a fresh hostage file.” 

“No one says hostage file like you,” Wilson murmured. 

“That is a management strength.” 

They left in two vehicles under low morning cloud and a wind 

that had begun to come up out of the east, flattening marsh grass 

and dirtying the harbor light. The Cape by daylight should have 

looked less haunted than it did at three in the morning. Instead 

it only looked more complicit. Towns were visible now. Schools. 

Bakery signs. Hardware lots. Men hosing decks. Women walking dogs 
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along roads the corridor had used after dark. The ordinary world 

moved two inches from the structure and kept insisting on itself. 

Black Narrows lay beyond all that. 

The road in passed first through a row of dead storage 

sheds, then a public works yard with more rust than payroll, then 

a stand of scrub oak and cedar bent so hard by salt and wind that 

the trees seemed to have given up straightness as a category. 

Beyond that the lane narrowed, lost pavement, found broken shell, 

and finally bent south toward a low marsh opening where the inlet 

cut inland in a black ribbon between reed banks and old spoil 

hills left from some earlier municipal project no one now 

remembered clearly enough to fund. 

Hamilton stopped the lead SUV behind the last rise short of 

sight line and killed the engine. 

“Phones to radio only,” Chen said. 

“Already there,” Dan replied. 

They moved out on foot. 

Bel came up beside Chen along the secondary rise with the 

marsh wind hitting her face and the whole inlet opening below in 

a shape that was somehow both emptier and more dangerous than 

Allen Point had been. No service dock this time. No municipal 

sheds close to the water. Only one half-collapsed loading 

platform on pilings, one rusted winch frame, and the channel 

itself curving inward toward a blind pocket screened by reeds and 

the broken spine of an old retaining wall. 

“Perfect,” Bel said. 

Chen glanced sideways. “For crime, yes.” 
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They went prone behind scrub and broken dune fencing and let 

the place settle around them. 

The tide was still rising. Not high enough yet for full easy 

boat access. Enough to make Black Narrows usable soon. 

Wind pushed the reeds in long directional waves. Gulls moved 

overhead and objected to nothing. Farther inland some municipal 

truck downshifted over the bridge and went on. Other than that, 

the place held still in the way active sites sometimes did – 

quiet not because nothing was happening but because the structure 

had trained itself to happen at exactly the right scale against 

the background. 

Chen watched through compact glass. Bel watched with her own 

eyes first and the borrowed field binoculars second because Dan 

had long ago taught her that instruments lied less when the body 

had already taken a first measure of the ground. 

She saw the boat before Chen did. 

Not because it was obvious. Because after Bel, after Station 

Seven, after Allen Point and Hollow Harbor and Corrigan’s voice 

saying everything becomes package if it crosses right, her body 

had become unwilling to let transitional shapes remain merely 

scenic. 

A black skiff under no visible running lights came around 

the blind pocket at the inner bend and drifted stern-first toward 

the half-collapsed platform with the engine barely above idle. 

“Channel,” she whispered. 

Chen was on it at once. “Visual. One skiff. Two heads 

visible. No road move yet.” 
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Hamilton’s voice came low over the radio. “Hold.” 

The skiff eased in with obscene care. 

One man at the tiller. One forward at the bow line. 

The bow man rose just enough for the morning light to catch 

his face under the hood. 

Not Corrigan. Not the transfer man from Allen Point either. 

A new one. Younger, rawer, built like somebody hired into 

competence rather than born to it. 

Cold receipt, Bel thought. 

Boat crew. Not decision-makers. 

The bow man jumped to the platform, tied off, and scanned 

the reed line with that false-local look people wore when they 

had been told this was merely one more neglected municipal access 

point and had not yet learned to fear how many eyes neglect could 

hide. 

No vehicle on the road. No one at the platform. He signaled 

the boatman once with two fingers. 

Then the road answered. 

Far up behind the old bridge, an unmarked white cargo van 

rolled slowly down the shell lane and stopped behind the spoil 

pile where it could not be seen from open water but could be 

worked from shore. 

Chen whispered, “Road piece in.” 

Hamilton answered, “Hold.” 

Bel saw Dan before anyone else would have. Not his face. The 

shift of reed line two hundred yards west where he and Hamilton 

had taken the spoil cut. A small reassurance. Enough. 
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The van side door opened. 

Two men came out. Neither Corrigan. 

One she recognized from Hollow Harbor’s annex. The boat 

transfer man? No. Similar type, different face, same corridor 

employment class. The second was older, heavier, coat too good 

for labor and too plain for management. He carried a hard medical 

cooler in both hands. 

Wrapper, she thought. Always the wrapper. 

They moved toward the platform without hurry. That was the 

corridor again. Never letting urgency announce itself until the 

transfer point was already halfway complete. 

“Where’s Corrigan,” Chen murmured. 

Good question. 

The boatman stayed seated. The bow man held line. The two 

van men came down the platform with the cooler. No Corrigan in 

sight. 

Hamilton said over radio, “He may be off-site command.” 

Dan’s answer came a beat later. “Or already here and prone.” 

That changed the whole inlet at once. Bel felt it in her 

shoulders before thought caught up. Corrigan liked water 

transition and county mask. He also liked redundancy and being 

close enough to decide. If he wasn’t visible in the obvious 

positions, then he might already be onshore with line of sight, 

watching the handoff the way Renata had watched Vogel at her 

trailer. Watching for package risk. 
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Bel flattened lower behind the fence remnant and scanned the 

spoil ridges beyond the platform. There. No. Reed motion only. 

Then – A glint not from water. Glass. 

She touched Chen’s sleeve once and pointed three inches left 

of the retaining wall break. 

Chen shifted her binoculars and swore softly. 

“North spoil. One prone. Likely spotter.” 

“Corrigan?” Hamilton asked. 

“No face yet.” 

But Bel already knew. 

The body did before certainty did. The same way it had known 

the drone over the cottonwoods. The same way it had known Vogel 

on the porch and Renata in the side-yard file and Corrigan under 

the Allen Point lamp. 

He was there. 

Watching the corridor transfer against the tide, one last 

remove up from the people who would do the lifting and the 

paperwork and the injection if needed. 

Hamilton’s voice came quieter still. “We take the ridge 

first.” 

Everything began moving. 

Chen relayed to Ferreira and the marine deputy on the east 

bank. Wilson and Harriman shifted the road choke at the bridge. 

Dan peeled westward through the reed line toward the north spoil 

while Hamilton cut the shorter diagonal from the retaining wall 

shadow. 
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Bel stayed put because for the first time since the whole 

map had opened, her best use was not motion but witness. 

She watched the prone spotter lift the binoculars again 

toward the platform and knew then from the profile and the way he 

held still through his own men’s movement that yes – Corrigan. 

Not running it from an office. Not sending wrappers alone. 

On site. Again. Because structures like this always collapsed 

toward the one man who believed himself most fully identical to 

the route. 

The platform crew reached the skiff. 

The cooler opened. Paperwork came out. Not patient paperwork 

now – transfer manifest, small cases, a sealed envelope, 

something wrapped in blue plastic. 

No woman in sight. No Renata. This was not about moving her. 

This was about moving what the corridor needed if Renata stayed 

alive somewhere beyond it. 

Evidence. Files. Or supply for the next hold. 

Package if available. If not, still move the structure. 

Bel felt the understanding hit like cold water. 

“Chen,” she whispered. “This isn’t a body transfer.” 

Chen’s eyes stayed on the platform. “I know.” 

“What then.” 

“Continuity kit.” 

And yes. Of course. Hard drives, wrappers, forms, meds, 

route slips – everything a corridor needed to regenerate after 

two sites burned in one night. 

That made Corrigan’s presence more dangerous, not less. 
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Because a man on site for body transfer might cut and run if 

the body was lost. A man on site for continuity was there to save 

the route itself. 

Then Ferreira’s whisper came sharp over the radio. “North 

spoil moving.” 

Too late. 

Corrigan had seen enough of the shift in reed line or the 

absence of it. His body came up from the spoil exactly the way a 

man used to ambush geometry rose – low, efficient, no wasted 

surprise in it because surprise was for the other people. 

He turned not toward the road, not toward the skiff, but 

inland. Toward the shell track and the second exit beyond the 

van. He had a fallback already. 

Hamilton broke cover first. 

“Corrigan!” 

Not because he expected him to stop. Because naming a route 

sometimes made everyone else move faster. 

The inlet exploded. 

Bow man dropping for the skiff. Cooler man freezing then 

bolting. Boatman gunning the engine wrong and fouling the stern 

in reeds. Chen up and moving beside Bel despite her own plan. 

Wilson shouting from the bridge cut. Ferreira and the marine 

deputy crashing out of the east reeds with badges and weapons and 

all the sudden authority the corridor had spent years borrowing. 

And Corrigan – Corrigan running light and fast across the 

spoil ridge with none of the age he should have had left because 

terror and expertise made their own fuel. 
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Dan hit him first. 

Not cleanly. Not fully. A glancing shoulder blow at the top 

of the ridge that turned Corrigan off line and cost him one step 

of balance. Enough for Hamilton to close the second distance and 

turn retreat into grapple. 

The two men went down the slope together in shell and mud 

and dead reed stems. 

Bel had started moving before she knew it and reached the 

ridge line in time to see the rest of the corridor coming apart 

under morning light. 

The skiff had not cleared the reeds. Ferreira had the bow 

man facedown on the platform with a knee in his back. Chen had 

the cooler man at gunpoint halfway to the van and looked furious 

enough to make the gun almost secondary. Wilson and Harriman had 

the road shut. The medical cooler sat open on the planks with its 

contents visible now: sedation packs, blanket wraps, blank intake 

forms, two burner phones, one labeled drive, one stack of 

insurance cards under false names, and one printed route tree 

titled CONTINUITY IF HOLD FAILS. 

There it was. Continuity. Not rescue. Not care. Not 

transport. Continuity. 

She saw Corrigan rise from the slope under Dan and Hamilton 

both, wrench free one arm, and go not for a weapon this time but 

for the inside chest pocket of his coat. 

Hamilton saw it too. 

“No.” 
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Corrigan’s hand came out with a compact waterproof case no 

larger than a passport wallet. Data. Keys. Route tree. One more 

portable soul of the corridor. 

Dan caught the wrist. Corrigan twisted. The case flew. 

For one awful second it arced toward the tidal cut below the 

ridge and Bel understood that if it hit black water, two coasts 

might spend another year reconstructing the route around its 

absence. 

She lunged. 

Not gracefully. Not safely. Just fast. 

The case struck shell, bounced once, and skidded toward the 

cut. She hit the mud on one knee, snatched it at the last 

possible instant, and felt cold tidal seep soak through her jeans 

as the edge of the cut gave way under her other foot. 

Dan shouted her name. Hamilton something shorter and less 

printable. 

But she had it. 

She rolled clear of the cut with the waterproof case held 

against her ribs and came up half in mud, half in shell grit, 

face to wind, the whole inlet visible in flashes around her. 

Corrigan saw the case in her hands. 

And for the first time since she had known his route rather 

than merely his name, the expression on his face ceased to be 

administrative. 

It became fear. 

Not large. Not theatrical. The exact measured quantity a man 

like Corrigan allowed himself only when he recognized that a 
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piece of the structure had passed not merely into law, but into 

the hands of the one woman his own files had described as too 

quick to read bad institutional men. 

Bel stood. 

Mud on one leg. Salt in her mouth. Case in hand. 

“You crossed right,” she said. 

Not to be clever. To tell him exactly what had just 

happened. 

Corrigan stopped fighting. 

Just like that. 

Not surrender. Calculation changed. 

The platform was secured. The skiff dead in the reeds. The 

continuity kit blown open under daylight. The road cut closed. 

The backup case in her hand. And two coasts of law, however 

partial and compromised and late, now standing with enough 

sequence to stop pretending this had ever been weather. 

Hamilton came down the slope first. Dan two steps behind. 

Neither asked if she was hurt before seeing the case. That 

insulted part of her and reassured the rest. 

“You have it,” Hamilton said. 

“Yes.” 

“Open later.” 

“Yes.” 

Dan looked at the cut and then at the mud on her leg. 

“You ever do anything the easy way.” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 
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That almost made her laugh, which told her how near the edge 

of fatigue she had finally come. 

Chen came over from the platform carrying the printed 

continuity tree in one gloved hand. 

“You should see this.” 

They gathered on the ridge between the road and the inlet 

while marine deputies cuffed the remaining men and Ferreira 

shouted for a better evidence tarp in the tone local men used 

when their own jurisdiction had finally embarrassed them into 

competence. 

The continuity tree was simple, which made it worse. 

ALLEN POINT primary HOLLOW HARBOR secondary BLACK NARROWS 

transfer NORTH CUT reserve WESTERN HOLD if M.R. live EASTERN HOLD 

if A.R. unstable CAPE EVENT if corridor split public 

Wilson read the last line twice. 

“Cape event,” he said. “Any guesses.” 

Hamilton took the page and looked at it without blinking. 

“Yes.” 

“What.” 

“A public death designed to collapse everything back into 

local tragedy.” 

The room held still around that. 

Of course. If the corridor split public, if two coasts 

started naming it, if Corrigan, Brandt, Renata, Bel, Allen Point, 

Station Seven, Hollow Harbor all began aligning in court and 

county and state and press at once – the answer would be not 

retreat, but spectacle. 
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One visible death. One explainable body. One neat local 

horror big enough to make the rest feel too elaborate, too 

conspiratorial, too much. 

Local tragedy. Always the wrapper after all. 

Bel looked at Corrigan under custody on the slope. 

He looked back with the flat exhausted hatred of a man who 

now knew she had both the continuity tree and the case and 

understood enough of them to keep the corridor from reassembling 

under somebody else’s euphemisms. 

“Who was the Cape event for,” she asked. 

No one answered immediately. 

Then Chen said, “Take your pick.” 

But Bel already knew. 

Not because of intuition this time. Because of pattern. 

Because of how the file for her had read. Because of package if 

available. Because of held not removed. Because of the route’s 

need to localize catastrophe if structure failed. 

“M.R.,” she said. 

Wilson looked at her. Dan too. Hamilton last. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 

Not gently. Not as comfort. Only as fact. 

If corridor split public, Cape event. 

A Bel woman dead on Cape ground. Violent association already 

established. Cross-state instability. Outsider tragedy. One more 

girl with a history and a bad night near water. Everything else 

washed back into sorrow, not structure. 
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Bel folded the continuity tree once and handed it back to 

Chen. 

“No,” she said. 

Again not for theater. Just for the record. 

No. 

Wind moved through the reeds. The tide continued rising as 

if none of them mattered. The skiff knocked softly against the 

rotten platform. Morning widened over Black Narrows and revealed 

exactly what it had hidden in the dark: not weather, not neglect, 

but a corridor using old Cape land the same way it had used the 

Kootenai and Station Seven and every other place whose decline 

could be mistaken for innocence. 

Hamilton looked east toward the water line and then back at 

the waterproof case in her hand. 

“We go back,” he said. “Now.” 

No one argued. 

Because the corridor had just yielded not only another 

crossing and another team and another route tree. 

It had yielded its contingency for when the whole thing 

broke into public. 

And the public death it preferred, if it could still choose 

one, had her initials all over it. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 

Cape Event 

They opened the waterproof case at nine-twelve in the same 

county conference room where the file for her had already changed 

the shape of every person in it. 

Morning had fully taken the Cape by then, but the room still 

belonged to the night shift. Wet coats over chair backs. Bad 

coffee renewed rather than replaced. A fan running in the corner 

because too many tired people and too much damp evidence had used 

up the air. Through the narrow windows the harbor light had gone 

from silver to a harder coastal gray, and the bait-warehouse roof 
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beyond the lot shone with drying mist. The world outside insisted 

on ordinary commerce. Inside, the corridor was finally being 

forced to state itself in words no wrapper could soften. 

Bel stood where she had stood before – end of table, hands 

flat, body still enough to make other people uneasy. The mud from 

Black Narrows had dried in a pale crust at one knee and along the 

edge of one boot. Dan, beside her, had a bruise darkening at the 

jaw where Corrigan’s shoulder or the spoil ridge or both had 

caught him during the struggle. Chen had changed batteries in the 

forensic dock and not her clothes. Wilson had gone to see Renata 

and come back with the medical summary, the look of a man who had 

finally stopped pretending coffee could do the work of mercy, and 

a new sentence they had all agreed not to leave alone for long. 

Cape event. 

The waterproof case sat bagged in the center of the table. 

Smaller than fear deserved. Black polymer, salt-scuffed, one 

corner scarred, the kind of object that had crossed water and 

glove compartments and dock sheds by design, built not to impress 

but to survive. 

Hamilton looked at it for one second longer than anyone 

else, then said, “Chain.” 

Chen did the work aloud. Black Narrows Landing. Tidal cut. 

Recovery by Isabel Sawyer during attempted route preservation by 

Daniel Corrigan. Witnessed by Dan Rourke, Henry Hamilton, 

Detective Mei Chen, and multiple Cape county officers. Transfer 

sealed. Case unopened pending room chain. Time, date, signatures. 

No one spoke until she finished. 
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Then Bel said, “Do it.” 

Chen cut the bag and handed the case, gloved, to Hamilton. 

He weighed it once in one hand, thumbed the latch, and 

opened it. 

Inside lay four things. 

A satellite phone with no exterior identifiers. A thin 

waterproof notebook. A flash drive marked CE. And a sealed 

envelope addressed in block print to: 

IF PUBLIC / M.R. 

No one touched the envelope first. 

Wilson said, “Of course.” 

Chen looked at the drive. “CE.” 

“Cape event,” Dan said. 

“Yes,” Hamilton answered. 

Bel’s eyes stayed on the envelope. 

IF PUBLIC / M.R. 

There it was. Not only contingency now. Not only internal 

tree language. A packet prepared for the event of her public 

death or public use, addressed to the initials they had spent 

years turning into route code and package code and western hold. 

“Open the notebook first,” she said. 

Hamilton did. 

It was written in a compressed hand she now recognized even 

before the context confirmed it. Corrigan’s field hand. Not 

elegant. Not careless either. A man who thought in transfer 

points and only needed enough grammar to keep motion obedient. 
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The first pages held route marks, tide notes, dock names, 

shell initials, weather windows. Allen Point. Hollow Harbor. 

Black Narrows. North Cut. Service marker twelve. Two dates linked 

to Hollow Harbor not yet in Chen’s files. Three names of marina 

contractors already either dead, dissolved, or likely to become 

difficult once they learned the room now existed. 

Then the notebook changed. 

Halfway in, the entries stopped reading like route 

maintenance and started reading like failure management. 

WEST SPLIT NOT CONTAINED AFTER H. A.R. INCREASINGLY 

UNRELIABLE IF M.R. INVOLVED. HAYDON WANTS QUIET LANGUAGE. 

IMPOSSIBLE NOW. IF CORRIDOR GOES PUBLIC NEED SINGLE LOCAL STORY 

WITH BELIEVABLE FEMALE DAMAGE PROFILE. M.R. BEST FIT IF CAPE SIDE 

HOLDS LOCATION AND TIMING. 

Wilson sat down. Not dramatically. Because the body 

sometimes chose for you when rage and clarity struck at once. 

Hamilton kept reading. 

USE WATER. NO FIREARMS IF AVOIDABLE. MAKE HER LEGIBLE BEFORE 

DEAD. DO NOT LET OVERTON SURVIVE SAME EVENT IF PRESENT. 

The room held. 

There was no comfort left in it. No surprise even. Only the 

final bureaucratic obscenity of the thing: Corrigan had not 

wanted merely to kill her. He had wanted her interpretable first. 

Legible. Explainable. A woman with a violent association already 

established, transported into one neat Cape-side death under 

water, weather, and prior instability. One public catastrophe big 

enough to shrink the corridor back into local tragedy. 
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Dan said, very quietly, “There it is.” 

Bel looked at the page and did not let herself look away. 

DO NOT LET OVERTON SURVIVE SAME EVENT IF PRESENT. 

The sentence hit harder than the one about herself, not 

because she valued him more than she valued herself but because 

in her bones she recognized the corridor’s accuracy. Dan made her 

harder to isolate. More stable. Less package-able. That had been 

in the file for her already. This was simply the next honest 

step. 

Hamilton closed the notebook. 

“Envelope,” he said. 

Chen slit it. 

Inside was a single-page memorandum, unsigned, written not 

in Corrigan’s rough field hand but in the smoother internal-

management voice the corridor used when men wanted cruelty to 

look like governance. 

IF PUBLIC / M.R. 

If corridor exposure reaches cross-state threshold and 

recovery fails, convert Sawyer into local event immediately. 

Existing western profile provides usable pre-justification. Cape 

geography improves outsider instability narrative. Route through 

water, weather, or impulsive vehicle loss if possible. If body 

recovered, preserve enough ambiguity for grief to overwrite 

inquiry. If body not recovered, stronger. 

Supplemental: – Rourke presence complicates scene and should 

be removed or discredited – Renata not to be used unless already 
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compromised beyond return – No direct Brandt paper in same chain 

– Corrigan to withdraw before local law stabilizes 

Chen read the last line twice. 

“Withdraw before local law stabilizes.” 

Ferry man. Always off the dock before the first decent 

witness finished counting the pilings. 

Wilson rubbed one hand over his mouth. Ferreira swore in 

Portuguese again and this time no one pretended not to know what 

the feeling translated to. 

Bel heard herself laugh once. Not because anything was 

funny. Because some final private part of disbelief had finally 

given up and gone under. 

“You all right,” Dan asked. 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

That almost steadied her. 

Hamilton opened the drive marked CE next. 

This one was encrypted. Not heavily enough to resist the 

dock. Enough to assume the wrong person might touch it once 

before the right room existed. 

Chen mirrored it first, then opened the first directory. 

PRESS PREP LOCAL LANGUAGE PHOTO SET NARRATIVE TREE PRESS 

PREP held draft statements. 

Not media strategy in the glossy sense. More like grief 

architecture. 

Draft sheriff blurbs. Draft local-news background. Draft 

lines for “concerned sources.” Phrases to frame outsider 
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instability, prior incident, grief spillover, cross-state 

disorientation, possible substance complication, relationship 

volatility, recent stress. 

Bel looked at the screen and felt the whole county after 

Vogel – the whispers, the caution, the little male half-shrugs 

that said terrible things without needing the courage to say them 

aloud – and understood now how easily local language could be 

built by men nowhere near local at all. 

One draft header read: 

MONTANA WOMAN FOUND DEAD NEAR ALLEN POINT / AUTHORITIES 

CAUTION AGAINST SPECULATION 

Below it, in bullet guidance: reference prior western 

incident delicately emphasize complexity and recent strain avoid 

organized language use “troubled” only if family surrogate 

available 

Wilson looked nauseated. Which, from a doctor, was 

impressive. 

LOCAL LANGUAGE proved worse. 

A list of phrases. Not sentences. Building blocks. 

she had been through a lot people were worried about her 

there was history there sometimes women carry trouble with them 

he tried to help her nobody really knew what happened out west 

the relationship was complicated she came all the way east for 

reasons no one understood you hate to say it but it felt 

inevitable 

Bel turned away from the screen. 
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Not because she could not bear it. Because she could hear 

them now. The mouths. The county men. The gas station women. The 

reporters. The boatyard regulars. The church circles. The good 

decent fools who would have picked up those phrases and thought 

they were being humane. 

Inevitable. God. 

Chen closed that folder with visible care, as though not 

slamming the laptop counted as an act of civilization. 

“Photo set,” Hamilton said. 

“No,” Wilson answered immediately. 

“Yes,” Hamilton replied. 

Not cruel. Only correct. 

The photos were staged options. 

Allen Point road shoulder. Marsh edge by the channel. 

Vehicle turnout near the old ferry lots. One cliffed beach access 

farther south with enough storm damage and enough isolation to 

look plausible if one wanted an outsider death and a tide-

assisted search. 

On three of the pages, a stock image silhouette had been 

placed in the location to illustrate body or vehicle position. 

Female shape. Approximate only. 

On the fourth page, the silhouette wore a dark field jacket. 

Bel’s jacket. 

Not exact. Close enough to turn her skin cold anyway. 

Dan leaned in, read the notes, and then stood back so 

abruptly his chair hit the wall behind him. 

“Stop,” he said. 
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Hamilton did. 

The room did too. 

For a second Bel thought Dan might walk out, break 

something, or do the saner thing and put his fist through the 

wall so the room would at least have a more honest problem in it. 

He did none of that. 

He looked at Hamilton instead. 

“Do we have enough.” 

Hamilton met his eyes. “Yes.” 

Dan nodded once and sat down again. Not calmer. Just 

redirected. 

That was when Bel realized what the sentence under the Black 

Narrows continuity tree had actually done. 

If corridor split public, Cape event. 

Not now. Not hypothetical. They had the whole thing now – 

design, language, draft blurbs, photo positions, narrative trees, 

her profile, his death contingency, route staging. 

This was no longer inference. It was authorship. 

Ferreira asked the next useful question. 

“Where’s Corrigan’s withdrawal point.” 

Hamilton opened the route notebook again and turned three 

pages farther in. 

There. A triangle mark beside one lane south of Allen Point 

and east of Hollow Harbor. A note: withdraw here if event 

completed / county slow / media early. 

Chen overlaid it on the Cape map. 
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A turnout beside a dead rail spur and private boat rack. Too 

small to matter to tourists. Too ordinary to alarm municipal 

workers. Halfway between Allen Point and Hollow Harbor. One last 

neutral edge. 

Wilson said, “If we’d been slower.” 

No one answered that. They all knew the end of the sentence. 

A knock came at the conference-room door. 

Chen crossed to it, spoke low, listened, came back in. 

“Renata wants to amend,” she said. 

Everyone looked up. 

“Amend what.” 

“Everything.” 

Wilson stood at once. 

“That’s not how medicine works.” 

“No,” Chen said. “But it may be how fear does.” 

Ten minutes later Renata came in under blanket, nurse, and 

enough protected chain to make everybody in the room aware that 

the woman who had once been witness-facing control had now 

crossed fully over into endangered evidence. 

She looked terrible. And alive. Both things mattered. 

Her wrists were wrapped now. The tape gone. Scrub top under 

the blanket. Hair loose. Face hollowed by sedation crash, cold, 

and the aftertaste of not becoming package on time. But her eyes 

were clearer than they had been at Allen Point, which meant 

Wilson had done some combination of medicine, intimidation, and 

doctorly insult that had brought her back into sequence. 
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She took one look at the open folders on the screen and 

said, “Good.” 

No one welcomed her. No one needed to. 

Wilson got her into the chair opposite Bel and stayed 

standing behind it like a physician who had no intention of 

confusing professional care with trust. 

Renata looked at the notebook, the envelope, and the image 

still paused on one of the Cape-event staging pages. 

“They were going to use the beach one if weather held,” she 

said. 

Chen did not blink. “How do you know.” 

“I made the second draft worse.” 

The room stopped. 

Not theatrically. Truly. 

Bel said, “Explain.” 

Renata pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders, not 

from fragility but because cold had become part of her body’s 

argument. 

“After Vogel died, Corrigan wanted options for M.R. if the 

west side stopped being containable. He thought Allen Point 

first. I said Allen Point had too much prior mess already and 

would read like repetition to the wrong people. Hollow Harbor 

could hold but not stage. The beach turnout gave them stranger 

optics.” Her mouth bent once. “Weather. outsider. drift. enough 

room for local language.” 

Wilson said, very quietly, “You wrote those words.” 

“Yes.” 
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It was not defense. Not quite confession either. Just the 

flat inventory of a woman who had finally decided the room had 

already earned the ugliest truth. 

Bel looked at her. 

“Why.” 

Renata did not look away. 

“Because at the time I still thought if I made the route 

cleaner, I could control which parts of it turned lethal.” She 

swallowed once. “That was vanity.” 

The sentence landed because it was true. 

Corridor women. Witness-facing. Stage directions. Believing 

clean logistics might buy partial mercy inside a male structure 

built entirely out of the opposite. 

Hamilton said, “And when did you stop believing that.” 

Renata glanced at the page where Corrigan had written DO NOT 

LET OVERTON SURVIVE SAME EVENT IF PRESENT. 

“When he started planning him too,” she said. 

Dan did not move. Not visibly. But the room absorbed the 

statement anyway. 

Of all the things Corrigan’s files had held, that one 

perhaps made Renata legible in a way no moral plea could have. 

Men like Corrigan used women as route managers because women were 

supposed to think in consequences. The moment she saw the plan 

widen not only to Bel but to the one stabilizing attachment node 

their own files had flagged, the structure had become too large 

even for her professional self-deceptions. 
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Bel asked, “Why scratch the note. Why not say Hollow Harbor 

in county the first time.” 

Renata’s eyes moved toward her and then toward the windows 

where the harbor light had gone fully white. 

“Because if I gave county one site, I might live to price 

the second. If I gave all of it at once, I became unnecessary 

before transport finished.” She held Bel’s gaze. “I was right 

about that.” 

No one in the room contradicted her. 

Chen said, “Then price it now.” 

Renata laughed once without humor. “Not money.” 

“Good. Less paperwork.” 

Renata’s face hardened slightly. 

“Terms are simple. No public county intake. No state psych 

hold. No victim-services wrapper. No medical transfer chain 

except Wilson’s and the private ward. And when you move on the 

next site, you move to stop the corridor, not just to arrest 

whoever’s left of it for cameras.” 

Hamilton said, “You’re in no position to dictate strategy.” 

“No,” Renata replied. “But I am in excellent position to 

know what half-strategy buys you.” 

That was also true. 

Bel looked at the drive again. The file for her. The staging 

notes. The language tree. The beach turnout. The jacket 

silhouette. 

Then she looked back at Renata. 

“Where were they going to take me.” 
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Renata did not answer immediately. Not because she needed 

drama. Because the answer required choosing whether the room had 

earned the full ugliness of it. 

“At first,” she said at last, “wherever weather gave the 

best local story. Later, if the corridor had more time, there was 

talk of moving you through a short clinical hold first. Not to 

kill you right away. To soften the edges of anything you said 

before you died.” 

Wilson swore aloud. Ferreira followed. Chen did not, but her 

silence had teeth. Dan’s hand flattened on the table hard enough 

to whiten the knuckles. 

Hamilton only said, “Name.” 

Renata understood the question. 

“Which location.” 

“Yes.” 

She closed her eyes once. 

“There was a private inpatient shell in Falmouth the 

corridor used for paperwork, not real care. They called it 

Lantern House in route notes. It never held people long. Just 

enough for records.” 

Lantern House. 

Another soft name. Another weather wrapper. Another place 

where decency entered the file first so that violence could 

follow in quieter shoes. 

Chen wrote it down at once. Ferreira already had his phone 

half out. Hamilton stopped both motions with one look. 

“Not yet,” he said. 
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The room froze. 

He turned to Renata. 

“If Corrigan had lost Hollow Harbor, lost Black Narrows, and 

still wanted to salvage the corridor by event, what would he 

choose now.” 

Renata answered immediately this time. 

“He would not choose event first.” Her voice had gone thin 

from fatigue but not from uncertainty. “Now he chooses purge. 

Sites, wrappers, loose men, any paper not already seized. Lantern 

House if he still thinks he can clean from inland. Water if he 

knows you’ve got the route tree.” 

Dan said, “Which does he know.” 

Renata met his eyes. 

“He knows enough to fear it.” 

That made the room simple again. 

Not broad strategy. Not legal caution. Movement. 

Hamilton closed the laptop completely. 

“That’s enough,” he said. 

To Renata? To the room? To the whole beautiful little dream 

that there might still be time for another coffee and a better-

written memo before the next crossing opened? All three. 

He looked at Chen. 

“Lantern House.” 

Then at Ferreira. 

“You know it?” 

Ferreira nodded once. “Falmouth side. Private recovery wrap 

that keeps changing corporate signs.” 
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Wilson said, “I know the medical director. Or knew. He’s 

either compromised or too weak to see what his wrappers have 

become.” 

Dan stood. 

“Then we go.” 

Bel did too. 

The room moved with them. 

Not scrambling. Competent people who had finally been given 

a name and hated how relieved they were by it. 

Lantern House. Falmouth side. Short clinical hold. Records 

before death. Soften the edges. Purge if route tree exposed. 

Corridor medicine. Corridor grief. Corridor weather. Enough. 

As they filed out, Renata said, “Bel.” 

She turned. 

Renata looked smaller in the chair than she had under the 

dock and more dangerous than she had in either place, because 

truth had finally made her useless to the route and useful to 

herself at the same time. 

“If he can’t make you event now,” she said, “he’ll try to 

make you unstable on paper.” 

Bel held her eyes. 

“That was always the plan,” she said. 

Renata nodded once. Yes. It had been. 

And now the room knew it too. 

They left for Lantern House before the corridor could write 

another sentence first. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 
 

Lantern House 
 

They reached Lantern House under a white coastal noon that 

made the place look exactly like what the corridor had intended: 

respectable enough to lower the pulse, anonymous enough to bury a 

scream in intake paperwork. 

The building sat on the Falmouth side behind a cedar privacy 

fence, a salt-faded sign, and a line of ornamental grasses too 

healthy to have arrived there by accident. Two low shingled wings 
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embraced a gravel lot where six vehicles stood in calm suburban 

arrangement – one clinical shuttle, two staff sedans, one 

delivery van, one state-inspection hatchback so clean it looked 

rented for the part, and a dark SUV with Massachusetts plates and 

no visible decals. On the sign by the gate, in serif lettering 

chosen by someone who understood how healing was best sold to 

frightened families, the place called itself: 

LANTERN HOUSE RECOVERY AND STABILIZATION 

Below that, in softer smaller type: A Private Transitional 

Care Program 

Transitional. 

Of course. 

Bel stood in the rear shade of the sheriff SUV and looked 

through the windshield at the sign until the letters stopped 

meaning recovery and started meaning wrapper again. 

Wilson leaned one forearm on the hood beside her. “You all 

right.” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

That almost steadied her. 

The convoy had split a mile back. Ferreira and two Cape 

deputies were on the rear service lane by the generator shed. 

Chen had taken one unmarked up the access road but held short of 

the lot. Hamilton and Dan were on foot in the scrub line beyond 

the western cedar fence where the property backed to a salt 

meadow and then to a drainage cut leading toward old marina 

parcels. If Lantern House had an ugly exit, that would be it. 
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Wilson and Bel sat front-facing in the visible county unit 

with the warrant packet, medical-contact file, and enough 

official chain to knock politely before deciding whether 

politeness had ever been the appropriate first move. 

“What do you think,” Bel asked. 

Wilson looked at the shingled building, the breeze moving 

the ornamental grass, the polished quiet. 

“I think if I were building a short clinical hold for 

inconvenient human beings, this is exactly what I’d choose. 

Family-scaled. Soft language. Controlled intake. Just enough 

medicine to satisfy a cursory chart review and just enough 

private status to keep the county from wandering in without a 

reason.” 

“Do you think there are real patients.” 

“Yes.” 

“That better or worse.” 

He considered. 

“Worse morally. Better tactically. Mixed-use cover keeps 

places like this from feeling like fronts even to some people 

working inside them.” 

That tracked too well to be comfort. 

The side door opened. 

A woman in pale blue scrubs stepped out carrying a clipboard 

and the brittle pleasantness of somebody who had already decided 

county visitors constituted a scheduling inconvenience rather 

than a threat. Late forties. Blond hair tied hard. No visible 

alarm. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 496 

 

Not Corrigan’s people then. Or not obviously. 

Wilson got out first. Bel after him with the warrant 

envelope in hand. 

The woman smiled the administrative smile all medical 

wrappers wore before deciding whether the other person’s fear 

would be profitable. 

“Can I help you?” 

“Yes,” Wilson said. “James Wilson. Independent medical 

reviewer attached to Cape sheriff protective hold. This is Isabel 

Sawyer. We need your administrator and your intake logs for the 

last twelve hours.” 

The woman’s smile changed but did not break. “I’m afraid I 

can’t discuss patient material without –” 

Bel held up the envelope. 

“You can discuss whatever this says you can.” 

The woman’s eyes dropped to the county court seal. Her body 

did something tiny and revealing. Not surprise. Calculation 

rethreaded under pressure. 

“Please wait here,” she said. 

Wilson gave her the sort of doctor’s look that told patients 

hard truths and administrators harder ones. 

“No,” he replied. “We’re coming in.” 

That moved them onto the first honest footing of the day. 

Inside, Lantern House smelled of lemon cleaner, brewed tea, 

old anxiety, and the expensive lie of climate-controlled calm. 

Soft chairs. Seascape prints. Front desk in white laminate. 

Brochures about stabilization, resilience, transitional 
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restoration. A bowl of wrapped mints. Behind it all, the 

unmistakable undercurrent of medication rooms, locked carts, and 

people who had been instructed to speak more gently than they 

felt. 

Bel hated it instantly. 

Not because it was false. Because parts of it were probably 

real. 

That was always the corridor’s best trick – using genuine 

weakness, genuine need, genuine institutions of care as 

camouflage for the harsher shape nested inside. 

The blond intake woman disappeared down a hall and came back 

with a man in a linen sport coat over a physician’s shirt and the 

expression of someone who had made a career out of being careful 

around both money and distress. Early sixties. Silver hair. Good 

posture. Controlled eyes. 

“Dr. Stephen March,” he said. “Medical director.” 

Wilson took that in once and then asked, “Licensed?” 

March blinked. “Excuse me.” 

“Licensed in what sense. Active practice, facility 

administration, or signature decoration.” 

That landed hard enough that March’s first instinct was 

visible before he controlled it. 

“Psychiatry,” he said. “And administration.” 

Wilson nodded once. “Good. Then you’ll appreciate urgency.” 

March looked to the warrant envelope in Bel’s hand. “I 

understand there may be concern about one of our recent 

provisional inquiries, but this facility provides stabilization 
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only. We are not custodial, not carceral, and not involved in 

county detention transfer.” 

Hamilton came in through the west hall at that exact moment 

with Dan two steps behind him and enough marsh dirt on both of 

them to ruin the building’s intended mood entirely. 

March saw them, then the deputies coming through the front, 

then Chen entering from the side door with Ferreira and a sealed 

evidence tote, and understood the room had passed beyond 

conventional administrative resistance. 

“Doctor,” Hamilton said, “show us the provisional inquiry.” 

March’s face changed. Not much. Enough. 

He knew who in the room had become the axis. 

“I’m not sure I’m authorized to –” 

“No,” Hamilton said. “You’re deciding whether you prefer to 

be embarrassed now or indicted later.” 

Chen almost smiled. Almost. 

March led them back. 

The corridor of Lantern House was all soft carpet and closed 

doors and monitored thresholds disguised as privacy. Somewhere 

farther in, a television murmured from a day room. Somewhere 

else, a woman laughed too hard and then stopped too suddenly, 

which told Bel more about the building than any brochure had. 

Real patients. Real medicine perhaps. Real damage. Real care in 

places. And threaded through it, apparently, a shadow intake 

pathway where inconvenient women could be held long enough for 

paper to soften them into the wrong kind of legible. 

They stopped at Intake B. 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 499 

 

Not Intake. Not Emergency. Not Family Review. Intake B. 

A side office with two recliners, one exam chair, a locked 

med cart, one biometric scanner on the wall, and a small printer 

tray full of forms marked PROVISIONAL STABILIZATION PENDING FULL 

ADMISSION. 

March said, too quickly, “This is for overflow.” 

Wilson looked around once. “No. This is for deniability.” 

March went quiet. 

Chen had already reached the terminal on the wall desk and 

inserted the warrant authorization key. Ferreira stood by the 

door. Dan took the hall side. Hamilton moved only enough to stand 

where March would have to decide whether to look at him or the 

terminal while lying. 

“Name,” Chen said. 

March hesitated. Then: “We had a pre-admission inquiry 

overnight under a third-party clinician referral. No patient was 

formally admitted.” 

“Name.” 

He swallowed. 

“Anna Reed.” 

The room held. 

Not Renata. Anna. 

Close enough. Off enough. Exactly the kind of corridor 

renaming that let a woman remain herself legally only when 

profitable. 

“Time,” Chen said. 

“Three twenty-eight.” 
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There it was. Between Allen Point and Hollow Harbor 

collapse. After county extraction. Before Black Narrows. A 

provisional inquiry already staged, ready to receive her if the 

route had held. 

Wilson said, “Who referred.” 

March answered with visible reluctance now, because the 

chain had become too specific to hide inside facility philosophy. 

“An attending contractor listed under Tidal Behavioral 

Transit.” 

Chen opened the referral record. 

Company shell. Insurance rider chain. One signature block. 

D. Corrigan. 

Not alias this time. Not even trying. 

Bel looked at the screen and felt the last remnant of any 

possible administrative misunderstanding leave the building 

entirely. 

“Patient present?” Hamilton asked. 

March answered too fast. “No.” 

Dan looked at him. “You’re bad at that.” 

March’s shoulders went a fraction tighter. 

“No,” he said again, slower. “Not now.” 

Wilson stepped closer. 

“Was she.” 

That pause told the truth before words did. 

“Yes.” 

Bel did not realize she had moved until she was beside the 

desk. 
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“How long.” 

“Twenty-three minutes.” 

“Condition.” 

March looked at Wilson instead of at her, which enraged her 

and made medical sense at the same time. 

“Sedated, cold, responsive, refusing history.” 

Wilson’s face had gone still in the dangerous doctor way. 

“What was given.” 

“Nothing by us. She arrived under prior field prep.” 

“Who escorted.” 

March’s eyes went to the hall. To the front of the building 

perhaps. To whatever internal moral escape route he had hoped 

still existed. 

“A private transfer pair.” 

“Names.” 

“One signed as J. Tarrant. One as Owen Pruitt.” 

Aliases. Or almost-aliases. Corridor names used as 

disposable gloves. 

Chen turned the monitor so everyone could see the rest of 

the intake trail. 

Disposition: PATIENT REMOVED PRIOR TO FULL STABILIZATION 

Reason: family route change / no bed required 

Family route change. 

Bel laughed once. Sharp. Ugly. Impossible not to. 

Family route change. 
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Yes. That was exactly what men like Corrigan would call 

abducting a sedated witness out of a recovery shell and onto the 

next hold point before law stabilized. 

Wilson said, “What vehicle.” 

March hesitated too long again. 

Dan stepped half a pace closer and said in the same tone he 

might have used discussing fence posts, “Doctor. Pick the 

truthful version while you still think you chose it.” 

March looked suddenly, and perhaps for the first time that 

morning, like a man who had spent years telling himself the 

wrappers were kind enough to excuse the route. 

“White med shuttle,” he said. “No logos. Rear lift. They 

used our side egress, not main.” 

Ferreira swore softly and already had the side-lane map 

open. 

Chen said, “Time out.” 

“Three fifty-one.” 

Wilson asked, “Was she conscious.” 

March’s answer came so quietly Bel almost missed it. 

“Enough to say she was not a patient.” 

The room went very still. 

Not because they were shocked. Because they were tired 

enough now that a sentence like that landed with the full moral 

weight of every soft room the corridor had ever borrowed. 

Hamilton said, “Camera.” 

March looked blank a second too long. Then: “Yes.” 

Of course there was. 
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Of course the corridor had not fully controlled every 

institutional habit it used. 

Chen pulled the hall camera archive first, then the side 

egress. Grainy but usable. 

03:27 – white shuttle arrives. 03:29 – two figures in 

transfer gear come in with a gurney. 03:34 – Renata, half 

upright, blanket-wrapped, resisting enough that the wheelchair 

angle changes twice. 03:41 – Wilson would have approved of the 

clinic’s nurse assigned to her if he’d met her; the woman paused, 

spoke, got no answer, looked uneasy. 03:50 – same transfer pair 

returns. 03:51 – Renata is moved out again, faster now, head 

down, one arm visible outside the blanket. 03:52 – shuttle leaves 

by side lane. 

Chen froze the frame at 03:51. 

There. One wrist out from the blanket. Fingers moving. 

Not random. 

Renata had written something on the sheet or in the air or 

maybe only with her hand position, and now that the room knew to 

look for signals left by women inside the route, it could not 

unsee them. 

Wilson leaned in. 

“She was marking.” 

“Meaning what,” Bel asked. 

He looked at the frame. At the fingers. At the angle of hand 

relative to body. Then at the notes she had scratched under the 

county interview table: A.P. / H.H. / TIDE 

“Three letters,” he said. “Or trying to.” 
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Chen advanced one frame. Then one more. 

The hand twisted again. 

Might have been pain. Might have been movement. Might have 

been signal. 

Hamilton said, “Can we clean it.” 

“Yes,” Chen replied, “but not in this room fast.” 

Dan asked the better question. 

“Where does the side lane go.” 

Ferreira pointed to the map. “Out back through scrub lots, 

then one split to the state road and one to old cranberry-service 

tracks. If they left at three fifty-two they could make any of 

three water points or be on Route 28 before a hospital clerk 

finished deciding whether to care.” 

Corridor math. Always minutes. Always wrapper before 

distance. 

Bel looked at March. 

“Who owns this place.” 

He blinked, as if after everything else the simplest 

question might still save him. 

“A holding company.” 

“Name.” 

“Lantern Care Transitional.” 

Chen already had it. “Subsidiary through Baystead Wellness 

Management. Insurance backstop through the same Boston lattice as 

Hollow Harbor and the Allen Point med shell.” 

Of course. 
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Hamilton asked, “How many provisional intakes like this in 

the last twelve months.” 

March tried not to answer that one with his face first and 

failed. 

Chen pulled the ledger. Counted once. Then again. 

“Seven,” she said. 

Wilson closed his eyes briefly. 

“Real patients.” 

“Mixed,” Chen answered. “Three look actual. Four wrapper-

probable.” 

March said, not looking at anyone now, “I told them we were 

medical, not transport.” 

Hamilton’s gaze rested on him without mercy and without 

excess. 

“And they told you the distinction would survive review.” 

March said nothing. 

That was confession enough for the room. Not criminally 

complete perhaps. Morally more than sufficient. 

Ferreira’s radio chirped. He listened. Looked up. 

“White shuttle got camera at the Falmouth rotary at four-oh-

six. Then no further official read.” 

Wilson said, “Water.” 

Hamilton said, “Yes.” 

Bel saw the next move before anyone said it aloud. 

Not because she was suddenly a detective in the Cape mold. 

Because once the corridor had written the file for her and the 

event for her and the hold for her, all the structures stopped 
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being theory and began feeling like weather patterns she had 

somehow already lived in. 

“They came here,” she said, “to change wrapper. Then they 

went back to water.” 

Chen looked at her. Then at the map. Then nodded once. 

“Which means whatever point followed Lantern House isn’t 

about care, hold, or staging. It’s exit.” 

Dan said, “North Cut.” 

Everyone looked at him. 

He touched the continuity tree copy still folded in the side 

pocket of the weather case. 

“Allen Point primary. Hollow Harbor secondary. Black Narrows 

transfer. North Cut reserve.” He tapped the lane map Ferreira had 

opened. “If Hollow Harbor and Allen Point burned and Black 

Narrows exposed, reserve exits stop being reserve.” 

Hamilton’s expression shifted by less than a degree and yet 

the whole room seemed to feel the approval in it. 

“Yes,” he said. “That’s right.” 

Ferreira swore again, though this time with more admiration 

than disgust. “North Cut’s ugly.” 

“Good,” Dan replied. 

“No, western man,” Ferreira said. “Ugly on the Cape means 

boat graveyard, private shell road, and thirty ways to disappear 

into reeds.” 

“Yes,” Dan repeated. “Good.” 

There was no more time for argument after that. 

Chen split the room. 
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March remained under deputy watch with the intake terminal, 

shell ledgers, and camera archive. Wilson took the nurse who had 

spoken to Renata and started triage interviewing the building’s 

actual staff before pity could rewrite memory. Ferreira built the 

North Cut route out of old shell maps and local profanity. 

Hamilton, Dan, Chen, and Bel moved for the vehicles. 

As she reached the door, Wilson said, “Bel.” 

She turned. 

He held out a folded still from the 03:51 frame. The hand. 

The blanket. The gesture half-visible. 

“Take it,” he said. 

“Why.” 

“Because she may have been writing for you again.” 

That hit hard enough she had to take the paper before 

answering. 

Outside, the coastal air had sharpened. Noon now. Wind off 

the south. Clouds dragging low enough to make every inlet feel 

watched. 

They got into motion fast. 

Chen drove the lead unmarked. Hamilton beside her with the 

North Cut overlay. Ferreira and Dan in the rear bench over maps 

and road grids. Bel at the third seat with the still in one hand 

and the weather case at her feet. 

North Cut lay east of the ferry lots and south of a 

decommissioned public works pier, a reserve route the corridor 

had kept for when every prettier explanation failed. The file for 

her had named Cape event. Lantern House had named wrapper. Hollow 
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Harbor and Black Narrows had named transfer. Now North Cut was 

likely to name exit. 

She looked down at the still again. 

Renata’s hand under the blanket. Three fingers perhaps. Or 

two and a turn. Not enough. Then something in the angle of wrist 

and forefinger clicked against the map in her head. 

Not letters. 

Direction. 

She leaned forward between the seats. 

“Stop at the next shoulder.” 

Chen did not ask why. She did it. 

The SUV rolled onto shell gravel beside a stand of bayberry 

and brake lights washed the map in red. 

“What.” 

Bel spread the still against the dashboard and looked at the 

hand again. 

“Not writing,” she said. “Pointing.” 

Hamilton turned slightly toward her. Dan leaned in from the 

back. 

“Show me.” 

She used her own hand to mirror the angle. 

“Her forearm is angled left under the blanket. Wrist bent 

inward. Forefinger extended, others curled. That’s not A or H. 

It’s left. Off the side lane. She was telling us side route, not 

site name.” 

Ferreira looked at the North Cut map and then at the Lantern 

House egress routes. 
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“There’s a service slip,” he said slowly. “Halfway between 

Lantern and North Cut. Old shellfish weigh station. Most people 

would call it dead road because it looks like drainage.” 

Hamilton took the map from him, overlaid Chen’s route 

sketch, and nodded once. 

“They didn’t go direct to North Cut. They staged at the 

slip.” 

Chen restarted the engine before the sentence had finished 

fully being understood. 

The corridor was still ahead of them. Not by much now. But 

enough. 

Bel sat back as the vehicle surged onto the road again and 

looked once more at the still Wilson had given her. 

Writing for you again. 

Maybe. Or maybe only a woman under a blanket in a medical 

wrapper doing what women in corridors had learned to do best: 

leaving a shape that another woman might read around the men. 

North Cut or the slip before it. Either way, the route was 

shortening. 

And now, for the first time since the file for her had 

opened, Bel felt something cleaner than fury enter the day. 

Not comfort. Not safety. 

Timing. 

The corridor had always lived off timing. Vogel ruined 

timing. Renata tried to own timing. Corrigan staged in pause. 

Now the timing had turned. 
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And if they reached North Cut before the next transition 

finished, then for once the route itself would be the thing 

caught between weather and witness instead of the women it had 

spent years trying to move through both. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 

North Cut 
 

They hit North Cut under a slate-colored afternoon sky with 

the tide turning and the whole Cape beginning, once again, to 

smell like somebody else’s bad plan arriving five minutes too 

early. 

The service slip sat exactly where Renata’s broken signal 

and the Lantern House side route had promised it would: not on 

any tourist map, not fully abandoned, not fully public, and 

therefore perfect. A split in the marsh road beyond the shellfish 

weigh station, one branch running to the official municipal ramp 

where nothing of consequence ever seemed to happen, the other 
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dropping behind a line of cedar windbreak and spoiled pilings to 

a narrower cut that looked too rotted to matter and just usable 

enough to ruin a life. Three skiffs lay overturned in the grass. 

One old ice shed leaned toward the channel as if listening. A 

steel post still held the ghost of a county sticker under salt 

and time. The place advertised neglect the way a practiced liar 

advertises modesty. 

Hamilton brought the lead SUV to a stop behind the shell lot 

and cut the engine. 

No one moved for a beat. 

The wind hit the vehicle broadside and shook salt against 

the windows in soft dry clicks. Somewhere out beyond the reeds a 

gull complained exactly once and then, as if educated by the 

scene, shut up. 

Chen said, “All right.” 

That was the signal now. Not optimism. Not readiness. Simply 

the acknowledgment that the room had become geography and 

geography had become work. 

On the map spread over her knees, North Cut looked small 

enough to disrespect. One inlet. One rotted slip. One rise of 

spoil and grass to the west. One drainage runnel to the south 

leading to the old rail berm. But the corridor had been built by 

people who understood that small places did the cleanest holding 

and the best disappearances. Small gave you less witness, less 

law, less explanation to mop up later. 

Ferreira, front seat, pointed through the windshield. 
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“Main road there. Cut road behind the cedars. If they’ve got 

anyone still moving material, they’ll use the back lip, not the 

public ramp.” 

Dan, beside Bel in the rear, was already studying the 

topography the way other men studied faces. 

“Where’s the second exit.” 

Ferreira glanced at him in the mirror and the smallest 

grudging respect moved through his mouth. “Rail berm. Dead on 

paper, drivable in dry weather if you don’t mind wrecking shocks 

and telling lies to your mechanic.” 

“Good,” Dan said. 

“No,” Ferreira answered. “Bad. Means whoever’s here has 

already thought about leaving.” 

Hamilton opened his door. 

“Then we arrive before they finish.” 

That was enough. 

The team split in motions now practiced enough to be a 

language of their own. 

Chen and Ferreira took the direct visual line through the 

cedar break toward the main slip. Wilson and Harriman worked the 

public ramp with marked authority delayed just far enough behind 

them to preserve quiet. Hamilton and Dan cut west through the 

spoil grass toward the rail berm exit. Bel went with Hamilton and 

Dan because the corridor had already written too much of its own 

story about where she belonged and she had become done with 

letting it decide the chapter order. 

No one argued this time. 
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That alone told her how much the room had changed. 

The marsh grass at North Cut was shorter than at Black 

Narrows and more treacherous underfoot because it hid less and 

lied better. Water stood in channels no wider than a hand and no 

shallower than a boot top. Old oyster shell cut through mud in 

pale curved knives. The wind had shifted east again, which meant 

sound moved inland badly and out over water too cleanly. Good for 

watching. Bad for being heard late. 

Dan touched her elbow once at the first soft patch and then 

left her alone to manage the rest. He had stopped offering 

caution like an instruction and started offering it like an 

available tool. She appreciated that more than she would ever 

say. 

They reached the spoil rise and went low. 

From there North Cut opened. 

The main slip was empty. The municipal ramp too. But farther 

in, behind the leaning ice shed and half-screened by the 

collapsed roofline, sat a dark box trailer backed toward the 

water. No logos. Rear doors open. Beside it: one white clinical 

shuttle. Lantern House or its twin. Hard to tell at distance. The 

wrapper had changed but not enough to qualify as new. 

“There,” Hamilton said. 

Not surprise. Location. 

Bel glassed the shuttle and felt her stomach tighten. 

On the side panel, beneath the mud-spattered paint, a 

magnetic placard had been attached over the former lettering: 

COASTAL RESPITE TRANSPORT 
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Respite. Of course. 

The corridor liked soft nouns for hard work. 

She whispered, “That’s not even subtle.” 

Dan, beside her, said, “Subtle’s for people not used to 

being obeyed.” 

Hamilton had the compact binoculars up. He stayed motionless 

through one full scan, then handed them to Bel without looking at 

her. 

“Tell me what you see.” 

She took them and studied the trailer opening. 

Inside, just beyond the threshold, metal shelving. Three 

stack bins. A folded gurney. Oxygen cylinder. One portable 

privacy screen. And farther back, half blocked by the shelving, a 

seated figure in a blanket. 

She lowered the glasses halfway. Then raised them again. 

The seated figure moved. Head turning. One hand up to the 

face. Not Renata. Too broad through the shoulders. A man. 

“Not her,” she said. 

“Describe.” 

“Male. Mid-build. Seated. Wrapped. Could be sedated, could 

be injured, could be hiding. Not corridor posture.” 

Hamilton held out his hand for the binoculars and took his 

own look. 

“Vogel class,” he said at last. 

Dan turned slightly. “Meaning.” 

“Labor. Not management. Not witness-facing. Worker who 

outlived utility.” 
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That tracked too well to be a guess. 

North Cut then was not a place they had brought Renata. It 

was where the corridor had begun collecting its own damaged edges 

for redistribution, disposal, or silence. 

Corrigan’s purge. 

Chen’s voice came in low over the earpiece. “Road side 

clear. No visible sentry. One woman at shuttle front. Scrubs.” 

Bel and Dan both turned at once toward the shuttle. 

There. By the driver’s door. A woman in pale clinical scrubs 

smoking half a cigarette with the posture of somebody who had 

been doing dangerous ordinary things for too long to waste fear 

on each instance. Not the blond intake woman from Lantern House. 

Younger. Dark hair under a knit cap. Hands steady. 

“Medical wrapper,” Wilson murmured over channel. He had 

reached the public ramp and was feeding them sight lines from 

below. “Not actual medicine in the face.” 

Hamilton said, “Hold her.” 

“Not yet,” Chen answered. “We still don’t have Corrigan.” 

And there it was again. The problem inside every site since 

Allen Point. Corrigan might not be visible because Corrigan never 

mistook visibility for authority. He might be offshore. Up on the 

berm. In the trailer. Or already gone, leaving only his 

continuity workers and the half-emptied route. 

Bel scanned the rail line. 

Something about the dead berm above the cut bothered her. 

Not motion. Shape. One section of scrub flatter than the rest, as 

if a vehicle had nose-hidden there recently or still was. 
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“North berm,” she whispered. “Second vehicle.” 

Dan took the glasses. Found it. Nodded. 

“Dark SUV, partial under brush. Backed in.” 

Hamilton absorbed that without comment and shifted the plan 

in place. 

“Then he’s still here or planned to be.” 

Chen’s answer came fast. “On your word.” 

He waited one count longer. 

Then, “Now.” 

Everything broke open at once. 

Chen and Ferreira came out of the cedar break hard and fast, 

badges and weapons and county voice carrying over the cut before 

the woman in scrubs could get the cigarette fully away from her 

mouth. 

“Sheriff! Hands!” 

She moved well. Not like a nurse. Like somebody trained to 

make the first three seconds of law expensive. 

One hand toward the shuttle. Not for keys. For the side 

pocket of the door where med wrappers kept syringes, docs, or 

weapons depending on which kind of day it was. 

Chen closed the distance and took her wrist before the reach 

finished. The cigarette dropped. Ferreira hit the side door and 

found it unlocked. The woman in scrubs tried a knee strike, got 

one step, and then learned that Mei Chen had been waiting two 

coasts for a target to take personally. 

At the public ramp Wilson and Harriman came up with the 

marked units just far enough behind them to turn the quiet into 
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authority but not so loud that the trailer had full time to 

convert itself into theater. 

Dan and Hamilton moved at the same instant from the spoil 

rise toward the rail berm. 

Bel followed because the north exit mattered more than the 

trailer’s first screams and because everything in her body knew 

Corrigan would trust redundancy more than workforce loyalty. 

She heard the trailer door slam inside the first two 

seconds. Then a shout. Then the seated man’s voice, ragged and 

furious: 

“I told him I was done.” 

Not Corrigan. Someone else. Someone used up. 

Hamilton reached the berm first. Dan half a pace behind. The 

brush-hidden SUV was there exactly as Bel had read it – dark, 

mud-fouled, backed into the scrub with one rear quarter exposed 

and the driver’s door hanging open. 

Empty? 

No. 

Movement at the drainage runnel below the berm. A coat back. 

Lean shoulders. One man already cutting for the channel side with 

a waterproof backpack slung high and no visible hurry because men 

like Corrigan saved hurry for the other people. 

“Corrigan!” Hamilton shouted. 

This time it was not naming for philosophy. It was naming 

for the road units below. 

Corrigan looked back once. 

Just once. 
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Enough for Bel to see the expression clearly even at 

distance. Not panic. Not even anger. Only the fast inner 

accounting of a man discovering which part of the corridor he 

could still carry if the rest had to burn. 

The backpack then. Not body. Not worker. Not trailer. Files, 

keys, routes, money, names, the remaining portable soul. 

Dan went downhill after him like something cut loose from 

years of western patience. 

Hamilton took the higher angle toward the runnel mouth, 

faster in shorter lines, reading the marsh ground the way he had 

read conference rooms and dock routes – as if every bad human 

plan contained one point at which geometry could still insult it 

into failure. 

Bel cut right for the berm and slid half the distance on 

shell and dead grass before catching herself against a rusted 

fence post. Below, Corrigan hit the runnel lip, found water 

instead of mud where he had perhaps expected the reverse, and 

checked one stride short. 

That was the whole difference. 

One tide. One bad assumption. One man who had built an 

interstate corridor and still forgotten that places kept their 

own loyalties. 

Dan hit him there. 

Not cinematic. Not pretty. A shoulder through the pack line 

and into the ribs that turned Corrigan sideways into the bank 

with a sound like wet brush and old age colliding at last. The 

backpack came free on one strap and swung down into the runnel. 
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Corrigan grabbed for it. Hamilton reached the mouth a half 

second later and kicked the bag clear of water. Bel, from the 

berm slope, saw the whole motion in one impossible clean strip of 

time: Corrigan on his knees, Dan over him, Hamilton at the runnel 

edge, the backpack skidding onto shell three feet from black 

marsh water. 

Not again. 

She was moving before thought finished. 

The bag hit once, slid, and she caught the strap with both 

hands just as the shell under it gave way. Salt water licked one 

corner and no more. 

Three coasts of evidence, she thought absurdly. And me again 

in the mud. 

She dragged the bag back uphill and rolled clear of the 

runnel while below her Dan and Corrigan went over together in the 

reeds. 

Hamilton dropped into the cut. Ferreira came in from the 

shuttle line. Wilson’s voice over radio was saying something 

about trailer patients and sedation packs and goddamn fake 

hospice forms. Chen had the woman in scrubs pinned against the 

shuttle and was reading rights through clenched professionalism. 

The whole site was coming apart on time. Exactly what the 

corridor had feared and exactly what it deserved. 

Corrigan still had one hand free. That was the part Bel saw 

that nobody else fully did because the men in the cut were 

reading weight and leverage and she, from the bank above, could 

see the smaller motion inside it. 
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Hand in coat. Again. Always one more little route tool. 

“Left!” she shouted. 

Dan turned. Hamilton turned faster. Corrigan’s hand came out 

with a compact flare pen already half-twisted to live. 

Of course not a gun. Of course not a knife. A fire starter. 

A site eraser. Trailers, forms, oxygen, reeds, a shuttle full of 

respite lies – North Cut could become local tragedy in under a 

minute if he got flame. 

Hamilton hit the wrist. The pen arced. Ferreira took it in 

midair by blind luck or old Catholic reflex and flung it into 

open mud where Chen stomped it under before the charge caught. 

Then Corrigan was down. Finally. All of him. Dan on one 

shoulder. Hamilton on the other. Ferreira dropping the cuffs over 

wrists already going useless with age and impact. 

This time no inventory remained in Corrigan’s face. No 

management. Only the blank exhausted hatred of a man whose route 

had finally become smaller than the room around it. 

Wilson’s voice crackled again over channel. “Trailer has one 

male hold and one juvenile file package. Repeat, juvenile file 

package.” 

That changed everything. 

Hamilton looked up first. Then at Chen. Then at Bel with the 

backpack in her hands and the mud on her sleeves and the same 

thought in all of them now. 

Not one woman. Not one event. Not one route. A corridor 

built to scale. 

“Get me the trailer,” Chen snapped into radio. 
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Bel came over the berm with the pack while the rest of North 

Cut finally surrendered its structure under law. 

The man in the trailer was not sedated enough to be useless 

and not clear enough to qualify as safe. Early forties. Hollow 

cheeks. Cape accent under the fury. One of Corrigan’s boat or 

transfer labor by the look of him, burned through and kept too 

long. Wilson had him on the fold gurney with one deputy guarding 

the side door and two evidence photographers trying to document 

the scene before the corridor’s own ugliness turned it into 

sympathetic confusion. 

“Who are you,” Bel asked. 

The man looked at her once, saw not county or coast but 

something else, and laughed through split lip and chemical dry 

mouth. 

“I’m what’s left,” he said. 

Not useful for court. Perfectly useful for truth. 

Chen tore open the fake hospice packet from the trailer 

shelf. Inside: blank comfort care orders, transfer certs, 

identity stickers, pediatric sedation labels. 

Pediatric. 

She stopped. Everyone in the trailer stopped with her. 

Wilson said very quietly, “No.” 

The juvenile file package sat in a sealed envelope under the 

shelf lip. Not a child present. Not yet. A file package. 

Paperwork prepared in advance for somebody younger than Renata, 

younger than Bel, younger perhaps than either structure had yet 

had reason to move. 
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Or maybe moved already. 

Bel felt the corridor widen again beneath her feet and 

despised it for managing the feat. 

“What is it,” Dan asked from the trailer door. 

Chen held up the labels. Did not answer. Did not need to. 

Corrigan had gone beyond witness control. Beyond 

inconvenient women with notebooks and men on porches and ferry 

routes and cross-state silence. The corridor, once stressed, had 

begun preparing younger wrappers too. 

“Hamilton,” Wilson said, and his voice now had that stripped 

doctor tone again, the one that came only when he had run out of 

civilized alternatives and was still required to keep working. 

“This stopped being one case hours ago.” 

Hamilton, standing just outside with Corrigan under custody 

and the backpack now at his feet, looked into the trailer and 

then back toward the marsh where the tide kept rising as if the 

whole inlet had never heard of law. 

“Yes,” he said. 

Bel understood then what the next hour would become. Not 

simply charges. Not simply seizure. Expansion. 

State. Maybe federal. Child endangerment lane. Medical fraud 

lane. Cross-state kidnapping. Conspiracy broad enough at last 

that no Brandt counsel could call it rural confusion without 

risking open contempt from half the bench. 

But before any of that, they had the backpack. 

Hamilton opened it on the hood of the shuttle in full 

daylight and full chain with every officer now suddenly aware 
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they were standing not on one ugly local dock route but inside 

something scalable enough to frighten even men who had built 

careers around compartmentalizing ugliness. 

Inside: three burner phones, two drives, one waterproof 

ledger, a passport wallet under Daniel Corrigan’s real name, 

cash, boat keys, route cards, and one heavy paper folder marked 

simply: 

EVENT / AFTER 

Wilson said, “Of course.” 

Chen bagged the drives first. Hamilton opened the paper 

folder. 

The first page was a recovery matrix. If event succeeds: 

local grief tree media pressure lines family surrogate options 

out-of-state instability references 

The second page made Ferreira sit down on the trailer step 

without choosing to. 

A list. Names. Initials. Ages. Three women. One marked M.R. 

One marked A.R. One marked only K.G., seventeen. 

Juvenile file package. 

Not hypothetical then. Not broad possibility. A third target 

already in route notes. Someone younger. Already observed. 

Already converted into initials. 

Bel looked at the page and then at Corrigan under custody 

and understood the one mercy the corridor did not deserve: that 

its scale was now too large to hide inside any one local tragedy 

ever again. 

Dan said, “Who’s K.G.” 
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No one answered because no one in the trailer or on the mud 

or under the white coastal noon yet knew. 

But they would. 

The corridor had overreached again. 

And every time it did, it left just enough paper to teach 

the next room how much worse the first room had actually been. 

Hamilton closed the folder. 

“We’re done reacting,” he said. 

Not to North Cut. To all of it. 

Chen looked up from the labels and fake forms and pediatric 

pack with her face gone so controlled it had become more 

dangerous than outrage. 

“Yes,” she said. “Now we end it.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 

On the Kootenai Again 
 

By three that afternoon the corridor had stopped pretending 

it was made of places and admitted, at last, that it was made of 

people. 

The room in the Cape sheriff annex no longer looked like a 

war room. It looked like an accounting table after an empire had 

begun losing territory too fast for its clerks to keep up. 

Files open. Maps layered over maps. Evidence bags standing 

upright like small clear tombs. Two coasts of route notes. Three 

different sets of intake forms. Four continuity trees. One 

waterproof notebook in Corrigan’s hand. A flash drive labeled for 

Bel by initials that were now too loaded to belong cleanly to any 

single phrase. 

Outside, the harbor light had gone flat and metallic under 

lowering cloud. The weather had shifted again, bringing in a 

colder eastern wind that rattled the annex windows and gave the 
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whole afternoon the tight bright edge of something about to 

break. Inside, every person in the room had reached the stage 

beyond outrage where information became more dangerous than 

feeling simply because there was now enough of it to do real 

damage. 

Hamilton stood at the board. Chen sat at the laptop. Wilson 

leaned over the evidence spread with one hand on the table and 

the other around a coffee gone cold half an hour earlier. Dan 

took the side wall where he could see the door, the windows, the 

board, and Bel all at once without making a show of any of it. 

Ferreira, who had begun this day as local salt and mild 

profanity, now looked like a man who had been dragged into 

federal-grade ugliness against his will and intended to stay long 

enough to see it buried properly. 

And on the central page from Corrigan’s EVENT / AFTER 

folder, under K.G., seventeen, a Falmouth school name had finally 

been pulled from one of the corridor’s observation side files. 

Kaitlin Gorsey. Seventeen. Part-time marina desk. Summer 

shellfish route family. Observed at North Cut and Allen Point 

fuel lot on six separate dates. Not because she knew too much 

yet. Because she was young, local, and useful enough to be 

noticed early. 

Wilson read the page again and said, “Jesus Christ.” 

“No,” Chen replied. “Pattern.” 

She turned the laptop so the room could see the match grid. 

Kaitlin Gorsey had surfaced in the same insurance-backstop 

universe as Lantern House, Tidal Behavioral Transit, and the 
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Hollow Harbor shell leases. Not as patient. Not as employee 

either. More dangerous than both. 

Family transport dependency. Seasonal labor. Municipal 

adjacency. Minor enough to be pliable. Old enough to move without 

formal custody if the right adults signed the right papers. 

Corridor prey. 

Bel sat very still and looked at the girl’s yearbook-style 

image clipped beside the route notes. Brown hair in a careless 

ponytail. Windburn at the cheeks. One of those Cape faces that 

looked almost temporary until the expression settled and then it 

belonged completely to the place. She had seen girls like that in 

Bel too – at feed stores, tax windows, county counters, bait 

shacks, river ramps. Girls built in the lee of working weather 

who did not yet know how many systems read them as available. 

K.G., seventeen. 

The corridor had grown younger the moment it felt itself 

exposed. 

“Where is she now,” Bel asked. 

Ferreira answered. 

“School let out at noon. She didn’t clock marina shift. 

Family says she’s with friends. Friends say she was headed toward 

the lower harbor to pick up extra hours on a fuel dock.” He 

flipped a page. “Her phone went dark at one-twenty-two near the 

south service roads.” 

Wilson put down the coffee. Not because it was empty. 

Because the sentence had used up its function. 
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“Then we’re not late to some abstract juvenile lane,” he 

said. “We’re already in it.” 

Hamilton nodded once. No argument. No rhetorical dressing. 

Just yes. 

It was at that moment, Bel thought later, that the case 

finally stopped being about what the corridor had done to her, to 

Renata, to Ordway, to Vogel, to Fitch, to one bad old deputy 

under one concrete slab in one western county. Not because those 

things mattered less. Because the structure had now tried to 

extend itself forward into someone younger, someone still at the 

stage where a summer job and a local harbor road could be 

mistaken for the whole shape of a life. 

Enough. 

Chen stood. “Here is the cleanest read. Corrigan’s immediate 

route is burned. Hollow Harbor burned. Black Narrows burned. 

Lantern House burned. Allen Point contaminated. He will now do 

one of three things. One: abandon all live material and go to 

paper salvage. Two: convert someone local and younger into a 

replacement continuity node. Three: attempt one final cross-water 

shift using a person who can still be made to read as local 

tragedy or voluntary disappearance.” 

“Kaitlin,” Bel said. 

“Yes.” 

Hamilton picked up the waterproof notebook and turned to the 

back pages where Corrigan’s hand had grown sloppier under 

pressure. There, under three strike-through route lines and one 

half-ripped insurance slip, was a note no one in the room had 
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fully absorbed earlier because North Cut had still been active 

then. 

if KG viable / no event needed if MR event spoiled / shift 

local younger / less history / easier grief 

Less history. Easier grief. 

That was the phrase that nearly broke Wilson. 

He did not shout. He did not hit the table. He only closed 

his eyes once and said, with the exhausted violence of a decent 

man finally shown one obscenity too many, “I want him awake for 

every interview.” 

Dan said, “He will be.” 

Not promise. Statement. 

Bel looked at the page and thought: this is how it really 

works. Not glamorous trafficking myth, not occult cabal, not 

cinematic depravity. Just men with files, weather, wrappers, and 

an eye for who can be made easier grief. 

Renata, from the clinic room two doors down, requested to 

come in. 

Wilson objected immediately. Chen overruled him almost as 

fast. Hamilton said, “Two minutes.” Which somehow became the law 

of the room. 

They brought her in under blanket and nurse and the kind of 

fragile uprightness that comes only after the body has been run 

through a corridor twice and still refused to become freight on 

schedule. She looked worse than in the morning and more dangerous 

because now she had no remaining illusion about how much truth 

the room already held. 
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Her eyes went first to the photo of Kaitlin Gorsey. Then to 

the Corrigan note beneath it. Then to Bel. 

“They moved younger,” she said. 

Not question. Recognition. 

“Yes,” Chen replied. 

Renata closed her eyes briefly and leaned one hand against 

the door frame as if the simple act of remaining vertical had 

become a political statement. 

“He said they’d have to if you went public but lived,” she 

said to Bel. “He said the corridor couldn’t survive two women who 

could both describe the wrappers. So if one of you stayed alive 

and loud, the next one had to be younger and more local and less 

written-down.” 

Wilson said, “How far had they gotten with her.” 

Renata looked at the file. Then answered in the same dead 

accurate tone she had begun using once the route stopped being 

hers to manage. 

“Observation stage only at first. Fuel lot. dock office. 

service road. She’d help if someone said family emergency or 

county transport. She’d step into the wrong van if the adult 

looked right.” A beat. “By now? If Corrigan still thinks he has a 

path, they’ll have moved to preliminary kindness.” 

Preliminary kindness. 

Another corridor phrase. Another soft wrapper over the same 

hard work. 

Ferreira swore softly. This time no one even looked at him. 

Bel asked, “Where does preliminary kindness happen.” 
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Renata answered immediately. 

“Not at a hold site. Too soon. Somewhere public enough to 

feel safe and private enough for one adult voice to dominate.” 

She looked at the route grid. “Fuel dock office. church lot. 

marina supply room. volunteer station. Places where girls are 

taught to be helpful before they’re taught to be suspicious.” 

There it was again. Women in corridors. Stage directions. 

Kindness as opening move. 

Hamilton turned to Ferreira. “Where’s her likely touch 

point.” 

Ferreira already had the local map out. He tapped three 

spots in rapid order. 

Lower harbor fuel dock. St. Anne’s volunteer resale lot. 

Monomoy service lot by the bait freezer sheds. 

Chen said, “Not church first. Too visible now if Corrigan’s 

moving under pressure.” 

Wilson said, “Fuel dock if he wants family-route 

plausibility.” 

Dan said, “Service lot if he wants water close.” 

They all looked at Bel then, not because she was mystical or 

because she came from the West and therefore saw things others 

didn’t, but because the file for her had named her as a reading 

problem and she had, repeatedly now, read around the men faster 

than the men themselves preferred. 

She looked at the three points. At Kaitlin’s photo. At the 

route notes. At Corrigan’s line: less history / easier grief. At 
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Renata, who had once built stage directions and now stood inside 

one trying to undo them. 

And she knew. 

“Fuel dock first,” she said. “Not because it’s closest. 

Because it feels most normal. If they’ve moved to younger local 

and preliminary kindness, they need a place where helpfulness 

already counts as identity.” 

Wilson pointed at her once with the cold coffee cup. 

“Yes.” 

Hamilton was already moving. 

“Chen, lower harbor. Ferreira, call in quiet visual at 

service lot and resale lot but no approach until asked. Wilson, 

get me the family contact and one clean adult voice not in 

uniform. Dan –” 

“I know.” 

He did. 

They were out the door in less than three minutes. 

The lower harbor fuel dock sat under a long line of charter 

boats, fuel hoses, gull-wrecked pilings, and the sour sweet smell 

of diesel and fish slime drying in afternoon wind. Men moved 

there constantly in summer and not at all invisibly: deckhands in 

rubber boots, harbor runners, bait drivers, captains pretending 

not to panic over maintenance bills, teenagers doing dock hours, 

and girls like Kaitlin Gorsey learning to count cash, pump 

diesel, and read the moods of men old enough to be dangerous 

while still being told to call them sir if they bought enough 

ice. 
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The corridor understood places like this. That was why it 

preferred them. 

Chen brought the SUV to a stop behind the cold-storage shed 

and they split before the engine fully died. 

Hamilton and Dan took the dock line. Chen and Ferreira cut 

behind the fuel office. Wilson brought the family contact route 

through a quiet local deputy already on scene. Bel moved along 

the backside of the bait freezer with the wind coming hard off 

the water and diesel in her lungs, and for one abrupt second the 

whole Cape narrowed down to what it must look like through 

Corrigan’s eyes: not a home, not a county, not an economy, but a 

net of useful adults and younger locals waiting to be read. 

The dock office door stood open. 

Inside: one stool, one receipt printer, one ledger computer, 

one soda cooler, one half-finished bag of chips on the counter. 

No Kaitlin. But a mug still warm under Wilson’s hand when he 

touched it. 

“Recent,” he said. 

Chen looked at the monitor. No time to wait for warrants 

now; the room had already moved past polite thresholds. 

Recent fuel sales. One local lobster run. One county parks 

skiff. One shell company card declined at 14:07. Cardholder name: 

N. Tarrant. 

Tarrant. Again. Not Corrigan’s old west alias exactly. Close 

enough to smell like him anyway. 

“Where’d the girl go,” Ferreira muttered. 
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The answer came from outside before anyone in the office had 

to guess. 

A woman’s voice, young and strained, from the service alley 

beyond the ice machine: “I said I can call my uncle, okay? You 

don’t have to –” 

Kaitlin. 

Chen was out the door first. Bel half a step behind. Dan and 

Hamilton from opposite sides of the fuel racks. Wilson slower 

only because he had to be and hated it. 

The alley opened toward the back launch lane where pallets, 

rope bins, and old engine parts made a maze of useful cover and 

terrible decisions. 

Kaitlin stood at the far end beside a battered white utility 

van. Seventeen exactly the way the file had said: local face, no 

history yet weaponized, jacket too thin for the wind because she 

had come to work and not to be prey. Beside her stood a woman in 

a county volunteer jacket with a church pantry patch on one 

shoulder and one hand held out in that falsely patient adult way 

Bel already knew too well. 

Preliminary kindness. 

The woman turned at the sound of pursuit. 

Not Renata. Not the blond intake director. Someone new. 

Fifties maybe. Pleasant face gone hard at the edges when caught 

in the wrong light. Another corridor woman. Another stage manager 

under a softer title. 

She saw Chen first and went for the van door. 

Not gun. Not child. Keys. 
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Always keys. Always movement. 

“Kaitlin!” Bel shouted. 

The girl’s head snapped toward the voice with all the pure 

relief of someone hearing an adult not already inside the bad 

script. 

“Get away from the van!” 

That broke the corridor’s timing. 

Kaitlin moved backward instantly, not because she understood 

the whole structure, but because another woman’s voice had 

finally told her the thing local girls are so rarely told in 

time: this kindness is not for you. 

The volunteer-jacket woman made the fatal mistake of 

grabbing for Kaitlin’s wrist in front of all of them. 

Chen hit her at the elbow. Dan took the van door. Hamilton 

went not to the woman, not to Kaitlin, but to the open passenger 

seat where a file folder and a candy bar sat side by side under a 

child-services brochure. 

He lifted the folder once and the whole alley changed. 

Not because anyone yet knew the contents. Because the 

corridor had come this far again. Public lot. Kindness wrapper. 

Younger local. Candy first. 

Wilson reached Kaitlin at the same moment as Bel. 

“You all right,” he asked. 

She was shaking too hard to answer cleanly. So Bel answered 

for her. 

“No.” 
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Kaitlin looked up at her – stranger, mud-hardened western 

face, no badge, no county shirt, no church patch, no automatic 

reason in the world to trust her except that the other adults had 

all suddenly gone urgent in the right direction. 

“She said my mom called,” Kaitlin got out at last. “She said 

there was an intake thing, like counseling or transport, because 

my uncle flagged concern after school.” 

Preliminary kindness. Family route. Exactly as Renata had 

said. 

Wilson said, “Your mother did no such thing.” 

That nearly undid the girl. He saw it and corrected 

instantly, voice changing with doctor speed. 

“You did nothing wrong,” he said. “Look at me. You did 

nothing wrong.” 

Behind them the volunteer-jacket woman had stopped fighting 

and begun using the corridor’s second best tool after kindness: 

indignation. 

“This is outrageous. I’m with St. Anne’s outreach, I was 

asked to –” 

Ferreira, reading the church patch and the county volunteer 

jacket and the age of the girl and the van and the child-services 

brochure, went colder than Bel had yet seen him. 

“Ma’am,” he said in the local voice people used right before 

formal charges ceased being hypothetical, “you’re done.” 

Hamilton opened the file folder. 

Inside: temporary guardianship forms, voluntary 

stabilization brochure, youth intervention checklist, blank 
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signature pages, one intake sheet already started under Kaitlin 

Gorsey’s name, and, paper-clipped beneath it all, a route card. 

NORTH CUT failed KG hold if easy if not, abort to church 

route do not use same woman twice with same age class 

Bel read it over Hamilton’s arm and felt the whole harbor 

brightening into a kind of moral nausea. 

Age class. Same woman twice. 

The corridor had rules for which woman to send to which girl 

and how often, as if all of this were merely customer-facing 

strategy. 

Dan found the van keys. Chen found three burner phones in 

the glove box. Ferreira found two volunteer ID cards under 

different names in the woman’s tote. Wilson found, in the back 

compartment, a pediatric comfort kit and two juice boxes beside a 

folded blanket. 

Kaitlin saw that last and made the small wounded sound girls 

make when the last possible adult explanation disappears. 

Bel turned so the girl did not have to watch the search for 

one second longer than necessary. 

“What’s your mother’s name,” she asked gently. 

Kaitlin told her. Ferreira was already calling. Good. 

The volunteer-jacket woman said, “You don’t understand what 

this is.” 

Bel turned back then. For one second only. 

“Oh,” she said. “I understand it exactly.” 

That shut the woman up more effectively than Chen’s cuffs 

had. 
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The dock lot filled with more law after that. Real county. 

Real marine. A social worker who arrived red-faced and offended 

enough to qualify as useful. One priest from St. Anne’s who, upon 

seeing the jacket patch misused and the child-route forms in the 

van, went pale in the exact way decent men do when evil has used 

their institutions as costume. 

By the time Kaitlin’s actual mother got there under escort 

and disbelief and one neighbor’s truck, the lower harbor had 

become the kind of scene local rumor would never be able to 

shrink back into ordinary. 

Good. 

Let the corridor lose local cover in daylight. 

Hamilton stood a little apart from the immediate family 

collapse and opened the folder again. 

On the back page, in a different hand from Corrigan’s and 

from Renata’s, one note had been added in pencil. 

if KG fails, revert west narrative / Sawyer still usable 

through instability file 

West narrative. 

There it was. Even now. Even with two coasts opening and 

three routes burned and Corrigan in cuffs and a child almost 

taken at a fuel dock in the noon wind. Somebody in the corridor 

still believed Isabel Sawyer might yet be translated back into 

one unstable woman with history, one local tragedy, one 

understandable story. 

Not anymore. 

She looked at Hamilton. He looked at the note. Then at her. 
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“That ends today,” he said. 

This time she believed him. Not because men had said such 

things before. Because the corridor had finally tried to extend 

itself to a girl still young enough to trust a volunteer jacket 

and a church patch and a brochure. 

That kind of overreach changed rooms. Changed counties. 

Changed the appetite for mercy. 

Wilson came back over after settling Kaitlin with her mother 

and one actual social worker. 

“She’ll talk,” he said. 

“About what.” 

“Every adult who’s been too interested in where she works, 

what hours she keeps, whether she’s got a ride, and whether her 

family worries enough about her to sign whatever’s put in front 

of them if the adult sounds gentle enough.” He rubbed one hand 

over his face. “This has been building around her for months.” 

Yes. Of course it had. Corridors never began with the van. 

They began with attention. 

Chen joined them with the burner phones bagged and the van 

contents logged. 

“Hamilton.” 

He turned. 

“We’ve got one outgoing text from twelve-forty-eight on 

phone three.” She glanced at the screen. “‘Church route failed. 

KG live. switch to paper. W still available if county gets 

sentimental.’” 
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W. West. Woman. Wilson. Could mean anything if you wanted it 

to. Too much if you didn’t. 

Hamilton took the phone bag and held it a second. Then 

handed it back. 

“No more movement today,” he said. “Not by us. We 

consolidate. Charge. Inform. Freeze every wrapper they’ve used. 

Put every institution on notice before the corridor gets one more 

chance to rename itself.” 

Chen nodded. Ferreira too. Wilson with slower agreement, 

because doctors understood what no more movement cost to live 

bodies still in the field. 

Bel looked out at the fuel dock, the wind, the mother 

holding her daughter too tightly because sometimes too tightly 

was the first honest shape after near-loss, and thought of 

Station Seven again. 

Ordway under concrete. The lower. The drone over the 

cottonwoods. Max in the turnout. Dan at the mailbox. Henry 

Vautrin’s lantern. Allen Point. Hollow Harbor. Black Narrows. 

Lantern House. Lower harbor fuel dock. 

The corridor had crossed all of it and tried, every time, to 

become local enough that each place might mistake it for its own 

weather. 

But weather did not write file plans for seventeen-year-old 

girls. Weather did not print intake forms. Weather did not 

prepare local language about complicated women. Weather did not 

set aside juice boxes beside pediatric sedation kits. 
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This had always been men. And the women they hired until the 

women stopped taking the trade. 

She looked at Dan. 

“You still think this ends on paper.” 

He considered. 

“No,” he said. “But it starts there.” 

That was fair. 

Back at the Cape sheriff annex before dusk, the room filled 

beyond capacity for the first time since they’d landed. 

State investigators. Child protection. Medical fraud. Cape 

sheriff command. The liaison from Helena patched in by video. 

Ruth Callan on speaker line from Bel sounding more alive than she 

had any right to after so little sleep and so much legal 

violence. Vance patched in too, still in Lincoln County with the 

ridge case widening under federal notice and the same hard county 

patience that had started the whole eastern line by refusing to 

call a corpse under concrete unfortunate weather. 

Hamilton put the route board up for all of them. 

Station Seven. Ironwater. Ordway. Vogel. Renata. Allen 

Point. Hollow Harbor. Black Narrows. Lantern House. Lower harbor 

fuel dock. Kaitlin Gorsey. Cape event. West narrative. 

The room, seeing it all at once, finally lost the ability to 

call any of it local. 

Good. 

At the end of the board he wrote one more line in black 

marker and stepped aside. 

CORRIDOR CLOSED IF PAPER HOLDS. 
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Ruth laughed once over speaker. 

“That is the most optimistic sentence I’ve heard in three 

days.” 

Wilson said, “He didn’t say permanently.” 

“No,” Hamilton replied. 

Bel stood at the edge of the room and looked at the board 

until the lines stopped being her recent life and became what 

they would have to be in court and county and memory from here 

on: sequence. 

Not The Girl. Not complicated woman. Not unstable outsider. 

Not local tragedy. 

Sequence. 

When the meeting finally broke, after warrants and transfer 

orders and child-protection holds and media lock language and 

enough inter-jurisdictional resentment to heat a small town for 

winter, she stepped out into the harbor dusk with Dan following 

half a pace behind. 

The wind had eased. The water beyond the lot was iron gray. 

A gull stood on a piling as if it had been assigned to witness 

and resented the pay. 

“We got them,” she said. 

Dan came up beside her. Not too close. Never crowding the 

thought before it finished becoming hers. 

“We got the route,” he corrected. 

She let that sit. 

“Yes.” 

“That’s better.” 



Gael / The Murder Girl / 543 

 

She looked out over the harbor and thought of Corrigan in 

custody, of Renata under protected medical chain, of Kaitlin 

alive and furious and no longer available to kindness wrappers, 

of Max back in Bel likely turning shells into evidence with Ruth 

leaning over his shoulder like an avenging accountant, of Vance 

still standing over Ordway’s opened ground, of Henry Vautrin by 

his river, of Hamilton somewhere behind her already reading four 

moves ahead into the paper and the next legal chamber. 

And she thought: No more weather. 

Not here. Not there. Not ever again if she could help it. 

She turned back toward the annex. 

“Come on,” she said. 

Dan glanced at her. “Where.” 

“Back inside.” 

He almost smiled. “Good answer.” 

Yes. 

For now, that was the right one. 

The corridor had finally overreached into daylight. 

Now the paper had to hold. 

 


