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The Fog, The Shop, The Beam

She arrived before the fog lifted.

This was deliberate. Cray's Mouth was the kind of place that could be arrived in quietly if you chose your hour correctly — before the fishing boats went out, before the harbor master lit his pipe on the quay wall, before anyone with opinions was awake to form them. Seraphine had chosen her hour correctly. She had been choosing hours correctly for eleven months.

The cart belonged to the driver, a taciturn man from two towns inland who had not asked her name and whom she had not offered it to. She had paid him in coin, which was the clearest possible signal that she wanted no further conversation, and he had understood. Three hours of fog and rutted coastal road and mutual silence, which suited her precisely.

The chandler's shop was on the narrow end of Harbour Lane, where the lane bent toward the water and the buildings got closer together as though sheltering from something. It had been a working shop once — a proper one, by all accounts, though whoever had worked it had been dead for six years and the executor of the estate had been grateful for any offer. Seraphine's offer had been fair. She had not haggled. Haggling required wanting something visibly, and she had spent eleven months learning not to want things visibly.

She climbed down from the cart without assistance.

The shop was worse than the letter had described, which she had expected. The shutters on the ground floor window were salt-eaten, the left one hanging at an angle that spoke of a hinge gone soft and nobody caring enough to address it. The sign above the door — CRAY'S CHANDLERY, though the C and the Y had faded almost entirely — had lost one of its mounting brackets and now hung at a tilt, pointing at the cobblestones in a way that felt mildly accusatory. The paint on the door itself was not so much peeling as simply absent in large sections, leaving the bare wood behind looking exhausted.

Seraphine looked at all of this for approximately four seconds.

She took her first box from the cart.

The boxes were not large — she had not allowed them to be large. Everything she owned that was worth keeping fit into two wooden crates of the sort used to ship glassware, packed with a precision that would have alarmed anyone who saw it. Tools first, in order of use. Materials second, in order of weight. One change of clothing, folded flat against the left interior wall of the second crate. A book she had not yet decided whether to keep. Nothing else. When you were learning to be small, possessions were a kind of argument against yourself — each one a declaration of permanence that could be contradicted at any moment by necessity. She had learned to keep very few arguments.

The cart driver handed down the second box without being asked. He clicked at his horse, turned in the narrow lane with an efficiency born of long practice, and was gone back into the fog before she had the door unlocked.

The key stuck. She worked it with the patience of someone who did not expect things to be easy and was not disappointed when they weren't. The lock gave.

Inside: darkness, and the smell.

The smell was not unpleasant, exactly, but it was deeply present — years of tallow and rendered animal fat soaked into the walls, into the wooden floor, into the plaster of the low ceiling. It had the quality of something that had been there so long it had stopped being a smell and started being a characteristic of the building, the way old stone churches smell of cold and old stone and nothing else, and people simply stop noticing. She noticed. She had a professional relationship with smell.

She set the first box down beside the door and stood in the dark for a moment, letting her eyes adjust.

The shop floor was roughly twelve feet by fifteen. A long wooden counter ran along the right wall, scarred with the rings of a hundred candle molds and the particular kind of gouges that came from someone who had worked at the same surface for forty years and stopped caring about it. Behind the counter, shelves — empty now, but the ghost of what had sat on them was visible in the clean rectangles they'd left on the dusty wood, varying widths and heights that she could read like a ledger. Pillar candles on the upper shelves. Tapers on the lower. One shelf, narrower than the rest, that had held something small and valuable; she could see where the wood had been wiped clean more often than the rest. She filed this away without deciding what to do with it.

The workroom was through the door at the back.

She did not go through it yet. There was an order to things, and the order started with light.

She had packed candles in the first box — of course she had, she was not sentimental but she was practical — and she found them by feel in the dark, and found the matches beside them, and lit one with the ease of someone who had been lighting candles in dark rooms since she was seventeen years old. The flame caught and held. The shop assembled itself around the light: dusty, salt-damaged, in need of considerable work, but structurally sound enough. She could see where the window frame had begun to separate from the wall, but the gap was narrow. The floor was solid. The counter was solid. The shelves, when she pressed the wood, held.

She began cleaning.

Not because it was urgent. Because motion was a form of thought she found more reliable than stillness, and because there was a satisfaction in cleaning that had nothing to do with sentiment and everything to do with the simple arithmetical pleasure of a thing being less wrong than it had been. She had packed a cleaning cloth — several of them — and she found the first one and started at the counter and worked methodically toward the door and then back again.

The lighthouse beam swept through the gaps in the shutters at regular intervals.

She did not look at it.

She was aware of it in the way she was aware of most things she was not looking at: thoroughly, and without apparent attention. The lighthouse was next door — not immediately next door, there was a narrow passage between the two buildings where she could hear the sea running underneath when the tide was right, but close enough that the top of the tower was visible from the shop's upper window, which she had not yet been up to assess. The beam turned on a forty-second cycle, which she had timed during the cart ride in, watching it arc through the fog from the road. She did not know who kept it. She intended to have as little relationship with them as possible.

She had learned, over eleven months of moving from place to place to place, that neighbors were the principal hazard of a plan to be invisible. Landladies could be managed with quiet payment and a willingness to carry one's own coal upstairs. Shopkeepers could be managed with cash and economy of speech. Neighbors were different. Neighbors saw you through windows. Neighbors heard you at hours you hadn't meant to be heard. Neighbors developed opinions about you without your permission and shared those opinions with other people you hadn't met. She had left two towns ahead of neighbors’ opinions, and she was not in the business of leaving towns anymore. She was in the business of staying.

The thought settled with the particular weight of things said for the first time inside one's own head.

She worked the cloth along the lower shelf and found, wedged against the baseboard, a stub of old candle someone had missed when they'd cleared the shop. Tallow, not beeswax — the smell told her that much before she'd raised it to the light. Maybe an inch and a half of it remaining, lumpy at the base where it had been seated in something, the wick blackened and fragile. Someone had burned this candle down to nearly nothing before giving up on it.

She set it on the counter and lit it from her own candle. The tallow smell was poor company but it was usable light, and two lights were better than one in a room she didn't know yet.

Outside, the fog was beginning to lift. She could tell by the quality of the light coming through the shutter-gaps — that particular early hour when grey becomes differentiated, when the sea and the sky start to separate from each other again. The harbor would be waking soon. She had perhaps twenty minutes before someone who lived on Harbour Lane emerged from their door and saw a light in the chandler's shop and formed an opinion.

She picked up the second crate and carried it through to the workroom.

The workroom was what it needed to be: a stone-floored space, larger than the shop proper, with a wide stone hearth built for purpose and a chimney that drew cleanly — she checked this immediately, running a hand up the flue, and found it clear — and a long bench of old oak that had been fixed to the wall and was not going anywhere. The wax-melting equipment was gone, of course; whoever had cleared the shop had taken the pots and the molds and the tools. She had her own tools. She opened the crate and began unwrapping them.

Each one she set on the bench in order: the pouring pitcher first, brass and heavy, with a narrow spout made for precision. The mold clamps, which she had made herself and which no one else would have made quite this way, calibrated for the pressure required to set a clean seam without cracking. The wicking needles, six of them, in descending gauge. The temperature rod, silver at the tip, which had cost more than a week of honest work and which she had never once regretted purchasing. The scale, small and exacting and capable of reading to a quarter-dram. The small stone bowl she used for scent-setting, which was personal and unnecessary and which she had packed anyway without examining her reasons too carefully.

She stood at the bench with her hands spread flat on the oak and looked at the line of tools and felt the room become, incrementally, a workroom that belonged to her.

This was the dangerous part. She knew this was the dangerous part.

Attachment was a kind of vulnerability, and she had made an extensive study of vulnerability over the past eleven months and found it uniformly inadvisable. She was here because she needed to be somewhere, and because the coastal damp was better for her particular kind of candle-work than the dry inland air, and because the shop had been cheaply available. Not because she had wanted it. She had been very clear with herself about this.

The lighthouse beam swept through the workroom window.

Forty seconds.

She unpacked the rest of the crate in silence. The clothing went upstairs, where she had not yet been and where she discovered, at the top of the narrow staircase, a room with a low ceiling and a window that looked directly out at the lighthouse tower, which was closer than she'd realized from the front of the building. Perhaps thirty feet of passage between them. She could see the housing of the light mechanism at the top, the brass fittings salt-dulled but present, and below that the stone of the tower descending to a door that was, even from here, obviously solid.

She put her clothing on the floor beside the window and went back downstairs.

The candle on the counter had burned down further in her absence. Not far — perhaps a quarter-inch — but enough that she noticed. She stood looking at the stub for a moment.

Then she went back to cleaning.

Outside, she could hear the fog beginning to give up. The sound of the harbor was assembling itself: a rope against wood, the particular thick splash of a boat settling in its mooring, a gull making its complaint about the hour. Somewhere further along the lane, a door opened and closed. Footsteps on cobblestones, not approaching, someone going the other way toward the water.

She cleaned the window with a dry cloth and looked through the glass at the lane outside.

The fog had thinned enough to see the building directly opposite: a low house with a blue door, geraniums in the window box that had been allowed to go to seed, a boot scraper by the step with the particular look of one used daily. Someone lived there who cared about their doorstep. That was useful information of the sort she filed automatically, as she filed everything — not because she expected to need it, but because the practice of noting what was there had kept her alive through considerably more dangerous years than these.

She had been competent at a great many things that she preferred not to be competent at anymore.

She was here to be small.

The lighthouse beam swept through the window and crossed the wall above the counter and was gone.

She went back to work.
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The Soup, The Question, The Answer

By the second morning she had the workroom functional.

This was faster than she'd expected, and she spent a few minutes being suspicious of that before accepting it. The hearth drew well. The bench was solid and level — she'd checked it with a spirit bubble she kept in the first crate, the sort of small precaution that had once struck people as eccentricity and that she had long since stopped apologizing for. The shelves in the shop proper needed a day's work with a plane and some oil, but they would hold stock in the meantime. She had cleaned everything. She had assessed everything. She had a list of what the shop required, in order of urgency, and the list was manageable.

She was measuring out beeswax by weight when the knock came.

She put the scale down, slowly, and did not move for three seconds. Then she crossed the workroom and went through to the shop and stood behind the counter and looked at the front door.

Another knock. Patient. Not aggressive — nothing about it suggested demand. Just: there is a person here, when you are ready.

She went to the door and opened it.

The woman on the step was perhaps sixty, perhaps more — the kind of age that settles into people differently depending on what they've done with their years, and this woman had clearly done a great deal with hers. Silver-haired, drawn back practically but not severely. The face had what Seraphine registered as lived-in lines: not the tight compression of someone who'd spent decades frowning, but the deeper, looser marks of someone who'd spent decades noticing things and responding to them. She was wearing a midwife's apron, the practical sort with deep pockets, and she was carrying a covered dish with both hands.

She had a silver ring on her right hand. Seraphine filed this, as she filed everything.

"Good morning," the woman said. "I'm Hazel Loom. I keep the midwife's practice on the end of Tanner Street — just over the hill there, you'll have seen the blue sign. I brought you something to eat."

She held out the covered dish.

Seraphine looked at it. She looked at it the way she might look at an object that had been placed in her path without explanation — with the suspended attention of someone waiting for the rest of the information to arrive. The dish was stoneware, dark blue, with a cloth tied over the top. It smelled of something savory and warm, faintly herbed. She had not eaten since the previous afternoon.

"I haven't opened yet," Seraphine said. "The shop isn't —"

"This isn't for the shop." Hazel's tone was entirely without edge. "It's soup. Leek and potato, nothing remarkable. It keeps well if you're busy."

Seraphine took the dish, because not taking it would have required an explanation she didn't have. It was warm through the cloth. She stood holding it and looked at the woman on her step and tried to locate the transaction — the thing being asked for in return, the favor being banked, the social currency changing hands. There was nothing. The woman simply looked back at her with an expression of mild and uncomplicated goodwill, as though dropping soup on the doorstep of a stranger was an entirely ordinary act requiring no justification.

"Thank you," Seraphine said, because this appeared to be what was required.

"Of course." Hazel glanced past her into the shop with the candid interest of someone who isn't pretending not to be curious. "Looks like you've made a start. I heard the scraping last night — through the wall, faintly. My house backs onto the lane."

"I apologize for the noise."

"I didn't say it was a problem. I couldn't sleep either." She said it pleasantly, as a point of connection rather than complaint, and then her gaze came back to Seraphine's face with a directness that was not unfriendly but was, Seraphine thought, quite thorough. "You came alone."

"Yes."

"Long way, from wherever you came from. The cart driver said you'd been on the road since before midnight."

She had not spoken to the cart driver. She had spoken to no one on Harbour Lane. The information had moved faster than she had, which was a thing that happened in small places and which she had known to expect and which was still, somehow, faintly alarming.

"I wanted to arrive before the fog lifted," Seraphine said, which was true and revealed nothing.

Hazel appeared to consider this. "Mm," she said, in the particular way of a person who has heard the answer they expected and is neither satisfied nor dissatisfied by it. "Well. The soup will be better warm, obviously, but cold it's perfectly all right. There's bread under the cloth as well — the heel of a loaf, I'm afraid, I'd already started it."

Seraphine looked down at the dish again. The bread heel was there, wrapped separately in muslin, sitting on top of the cloth. She had not thought about bread. She had thought about tools and materials and the hearth flue and the shelf brackets and she had not once, in twelve hours of systematic preparation, thought about what she was going to eat.

This was not the first time this had happened. It was a feature of her particular kind of competence — the things that required systems, she maintained excellently; the things that required her to attend to herself as a person, with a person's needs, she tended to forget until the forgetting became a problem. She had always found this faintly irritating in herself. It seemed like a fundamental error of priority.

"Thank you," she said again. And then, because the question had been sitting at the back of her mind since the knock and would not leave without being asked: "Why did you bother?"

She meant it without hostility. It was a genuine question — the kind she asked when she didn't understand something and needed the information. The woman had no reason to bring her soup. They had never met. Seraphine had arrived in the dark with no announcement and no introduction, had spent the night making noise through the walls, and had thus far been observed giving every sign of a person who did not want to be noticed. None of this suggested a promising candidate for neighborly gesture.

Hazel looked at her for a moment. The silver ring turned once against her finger, which might have been a habit or might have been nothing at all.

"You stayed," she said. "That's something, isn't it?"

She said it simply, with the easy certainty of someone stating a fact about the weather. Then she gave a small nod — more to herself than to Seraphine, as though she'd confirmed something to her own satisfaction — and stepped back from the doorstep.

"I'll leave you to it. The soup pot is mine, so if you want to return it, you'll know where to find me. If you'd rather leave it on the doorstep, that's also fine." She smiled — not a large smile, but a real one, the kind that used all of the laughter lines. "Good luck with the shop."

She walked away up the lane. Unhurried. The kind of woman who moved like she was not worried about being somewhere else.

Seraphine stood in her doorway and held the soup dish and watched her go.

You stayed. That's something, isn't it?

She had been in Cray's Mouth for approximately thirty-six hours. She had arrived in the dark and cleaned the floor and laid out her tools and made a list and not eaten and not slept more than two hours, and she had not, at any point, considered what she was doing in those terms. She had stayed because she had decided to stay. Because moving again would have required packing the crates and finding another cart and calculating another destination and performing the whole exercise of erasure she had now performed eleven times, and at some point the arithmetic of it had simply stopped adding up. She had stayed because the alternative was running, and she had decided to stop running.

That was not what Hazel Loom meant. Or perhaps it was. She wasn't sure.

She went back inside and set the soup on the counter and stood looking at it for longer than was strictly necessary.

—
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She heated the wax that afternoon.

This was not the first batch she had worked since the king fell — she had made candles in four other towns, in varying degrees of secrecy, using whatever equipment was to hand. But there was a difference between candles made on borrowed hearths with borrowed pots and candles made in a room that belonged to her, on a bench she had calibrated herself, with tools she had carried for eleven months and tended like instruments. The wax went into the brass pitcher with a ceremony she didn't name as ceremony.

She was making tapers. A simple thing to start — a standard form, nothing experimental, just wicking and wax and the mechanical pleasure of work she knew. She had a small order already, remarkable though that seemed: the harbor master's wife had come by mid-morning while Seraphine was still hammering a shelf bracket, and had knocked on the open door and asked, with a hesitance that suggested she'd been debating it since the cart arrived, whether the new chandler was taking orders yet. Seraphine had said yes before she'd thought about it, and now had a commission for one dozen tapers before she'd officially opened.

She poured the wax into the molds at the right temperature — she didn't need the thermometer for this, she'd learned to read temperature by sight and smell, by the particular quality of the surface movement — and set the wicking and left them to cool.

While they cooled she ate the soup. It was leek and potato and it was, as advertised, nothing remarkable, which was to say it was warm and salt and exactly right, and she stood at the workbench eating it and looked at the cooling molds and did not think about the woman who'd made it.

She thought about the candles.

There was always a moment, in the cooling, where she could tell what they would smell like. Not the base scent of the wax — beeswax had its own smell, clean and faintly floral, which she'd always found pleasant — but the secondary thing, the thing that had no business being there and which she had never been entirely able to explain. A candle made for a particular person, she had found over the years, would acquire a secondary scent that had nothing to do with what she'd put in it. A note of something specific. Something the person needed.

She had learned not to advertise this.

The taper molds were cooling in the rack when she caught it: a thread of something in the air above them, faint and specific. She leaned in without meaning to.

Salt. The deep-water kind, not the harbor-surface kind. And something else beneath it — woodsmoke and lanolin and the cold particular smell of an October night at height, the kind of cold that meant you were somewhere with a long view.

She straightened up.

The harbor master's wife had not told her anything about herself. She had asked for a dozen tapers for the table, said the color didn't matter, and left. She was perhaps fifty, sun-weathered, with the look of someone who'd spent years watching the water for the wrong reason and had come to a place of equanimity about it. That was all Seraphine knew.

The candles smelled like the sea on a night when a ship comes in safely.

She put the lid on the soup pot and went back to work.

—
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The light changed as the afternoon went on — the sea-light she was learning, which moved differently than inland light, filtered through the particular quality of coastal air and shifting with the water's color. By four o'clock it had gone gold and low, coming through the repaired shutter at an angle that caught the dust motes she'd stirred with her cleaning and made the shop look, briefly, as though it were underwater.

She was standing at the counter cataloguing what she still needed to source — more wicking, more molds for the larger pillar orders she anticipated — when she became aware that she had been standing still for some time. Not working. Just standing. Looking at the late-light on the wooden counter and the taper molds cooling in their rack and the stoneware soup pot with its cloth still folded neatly beside it.

You stayed. That's something, isn't it?

The question had been working at her all day like a splinter she'd failed to locate. Not the woman's question — Hazel hadn't asked a question, she'd made a statement, mild and unanswerable, and left. The question was Seraphine's own, the one the statement had left behind it: something by what measure? Something compared to what?

She had stayed because she had run out of elsewhere to go. She had stayed because the alternatives were worse. She had stayed because at some point the calculus of constant motion had produced a result she couldn't work with.

None of those were the answer Hazel Loom had meant.

The lighthouse beam came through the window and swept the wall and was gone.

Forty seconds.

Seraphine picked up her pen and went back to her list.
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The Fisherman, The Girl, The Thing in the Wax

A week after she arrived, Seraphine opened the shop.

This was not the first day she'd been open — customers had come and gone since the third morning, undeterred by the absence of an official sign or a swept front step, arriving with the mild relentlessness of people who had needed candles for months and had been making do. She had served them. She had been polite and efficient and unremarkable, which was the only register she was aiming for. But on the eighth day she rehung the sign — straightened, the faded lettering repainted in plain black — and propped the shutter open with the cast-iron hook she'd found in the back of a drawer, and considered the shop properly begun.

The tallow smell had been replaced. This had taken longer than she'd expected and more effort than she was strictly prepared to admit to — three deep cleanings, a thorough lime-washing of the workroom walls, and two days of running the hearth at a higher temperature than strictly necessary, burning off what decades of tallow work had deposited in the stones. What was left was the smell of the shop as it was now: beeswax, which was cleaner and warmer; the faint herbal note of the dried rosemary she'd hung above the hearth for the effect it had on the air; and underneath those, the particular smell of her own work, which she couldn't describe except as specific. Purposeful.

The village noticed the sign. She watched it happen — not because she was watching the village, she told herself, but because the window faced the lane and she worked at the counter and the lane was simply there.

The woman with the geraniums from the blue-door house across the way slowed as she passed. A man walking his dog looked up, and then looked back twice. An older boy, perhaps sixteen, said something to a companion without breaking stride, and the companion turned to look. By midday three people she'd never seen had come in to browse without buying, which she understood as reconnaissance and didn't take personally. By the afternoon she'd sold seven candles and taken orders for four more.

She worked through the evening. The lighthouse beam came through the window on its cycle. She had stopped timing it, which she registered without comment.

—
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Oswin Cray came on the ninth day.

She knew him by sight by then — she'd seen him most mornings on the quay from her upstairs window, a broad deliberate figure who moved down the harbor wall with the unhurried purpose of a man who'd walked the same path ten thousand times and expected to walk it ten thousand more. He had the particular quality of stillness of someone whose work required patience above all else, and whose patience had long since passed the stage of requiring effort. He simply was still, the way the stone bollards on the quay were still: present, load-bearing, content to be.

She was at the bench when he came in, pouring a batch of table candles. She heard the door, registered his footsteps — heavy, deliberate, the gait of a bigger man than the lane usually produced — and finished the pour before she looked up. This was not rudeness. It was that interrupted pours produced lopsided candles, and lopsided candles were a form of sloppiness she could not bring herself to excuse.

He was waiting at the counter when she came through. He had not touched anything. He looked at the shelves with the calm assessment of a man pricing cargo.

"What do you want for a wedding candle?" he said. Not unfriendly — simply without preamble, which she had already decided she preferred to preamble.

"That depends on the candle. Pillar or taper? Scented or plain?"

He considered this as though it were a navigational question. "The bigger sort. She'd want something that lasts the whole evening."

"Pillar, then. I have a twelve-hour and a sixteen-hour in stock. Unscented at present, though I can make a scented order if you give me a few days."

He looked at her for the first time since he'd walked in — a direct look, assessing rather than unfriendly, the kind that took a reading and filed it away. "When's the wedding?"

"I'm asking you."

A pause, and then something that was not quite a smile but was adjacent to one. "Saturday week," he said. "My daughter."

"Then the scented order is possible. What kind of occasion is it? Large or small?"

"Village," he said, which she understood to mean: everyone will be there, in the practical sense of the word everyone, and the candle will be seen by all of them.

"Then I'd suggest something simple. Beeswax, a single long wick, nothing too elaborate. What I add for scent is — " She stopped. She had been about to say that what she added for scent was at her discretion, which was true, and then explain the process of consultation she'd used in other towns, which involved a great many questions about the recipient and their preferences. But she looked at him — at the broad careful face, the hands on the counter with their broken-and-reset knuckles, the way he was watching her with the particular patience of a man who had all the time in the world and also not much of it, because there were nets to check and a boat to maintain and a daughter getting married on Saturday week — and she said instead: "I'll make it correctly."

He looked at her for another moment. Then he nodded once, with the finality of a man who'd made a decision and didn't expect to revisit it.

"How much?"

She told him. He paid it without haggling, which she filed alongside his deliberate gait and his broken hands and the fact that he'd said my daughter the way people say words that cost them something to say well.

"Saturday week, then," she said. "It will be ready by Wednesday."

He nodded and left. The door closed behind him with a solid click.

She went back to the workroom and stood at the bench and thought about the candle for a while before she began it. She always thought first. The thinking was part of the work.

—
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When she poured it, two hours later, the wax smelled of something she had not put in it: warm bread, and the clean particular smell of a child's hair when they are small enough to still let you hold them, and something faintly sweet and faintly already-going that she had no better word for than almost. The going of a thing you have loved. The having-had.

She wrapped it when it had cooled and set it on the high shelf with his name on the paper and did not think about it further.

Petra Winn came on the eleventh day, which was a Tuesday, in the late afternoon, when the light was going orange and the lane was quiet and Seraphine was cleaning the wax residue off the pour jug with a cloth and her mind elsewhere.

She heard the door open and registered the footsteps — light, slightly uneven, the step of someone whose attention was not entirely on where they were going — and looked up expecting a customer, and found instead a girl of perhaps fourteen or fifteen standing just inside the door with her head slightly tilted and her eyes half-closed and her expression one of concentrated attention that had nothing to do with anything visible in the room.

She was small and wore a practical grey dress that had clearly been chosen by someone other than herself, on the evidence of the way she'd pushed the sleeves up in a manner that suggested strong objections to the fabric at the wrist. Her fingers were moving against her thumb in a small rhythmic sequence, as though counting something. She had not, as far as Seraphine could tell, noticed Seraphine.

"Can I help you?" Seraphine said.

The girl held up one finger without opening her eyes. Not rudely — simply as a person holds up a finger when they are in the middle of something and will be available shortly. Seraphine, who did this herself on a regular basis and had been criticized for it often, recognized it and waited.

After approximately thirty seconds the girl opened her eyes.

"It smells correct in here," she said.

Seraphine waited for more.

"Everywhere else is too much," the girl continued, with the precise matter-of-fact tone of someone reporting an observation rather than a complaint. "The harbor is fish and tar and the market is everything at once and the bakery is good but too sweet for long. This is —" She appeared to search for the word. "Organized. The smells have an order."

"I work in layers," Seraphine said, because this was true and required no elaboration.

The girl looked at her directly for the first time. Her eyes were the pale grey-green of shallow coastal water and they did the same assessing thing Oswin's had done, but faster, and arrived at a different kind of conclusion — not pricing cargo but cataloguing something more interior.

"You're the new chandler," she said.

"Yes."

"Hazel says you came alone."

"Hazel is correct."

"Hazel says you don't know what to do with people being kind to you."

Seraphine considered several responses to this. "Hazel is observant," she said.

The girl accepted this with a small nod. She moved to the end of the counter, slowly, with her attention returning to the room rather than to Seraphine — tracing the smells, apparently, following some interior map that Seraphine couldn't see but that was clearly precise and detailed. She stopped near the door to the workroom and stood with her face turned slightly toward the warmth from the hearth.

"What's the blue one?" she said. Not pointing — she seemed to know that pointing at someone else's work was impolite — but her attention was clearly on a pillar candle on the second shelf, a pale blue Seraphine had made three days prior and not yet labelled.

"Lavender and sea-salt," Seraphine said. "Though that's the surface note. The base is—"

"Juniper," the girl said.

A pause.

"Yes," Seraphine said.

The girl looked at her again, with the particular satisfaction of someone who has confirmed a thing they already knew. "I could smell it under the lavender. Most people can't."

"No," Seraphine said. "They can't."

They regarded each other across the counter with the mutual wariness of two people who have recognized something in the other that they had not expected to find and are not sure what to do with.

"I'm Petra," the girl said. "Petra Winn. My mother is the seamstress on Back Street. I come past here on the way home from the schoolroom."

"Seraphine Voss."

Petra nodded, as though this information had been entered into a ledger somewhere and found satisfactory. Then she looked at the workroom door again — the warmth from the hearth, the smell of cooling wax — and back at Seraphine.

"Can I see?" she said. Not please, which Seraphine noted: not performing politeness, but genuinely asking.

"Not today," Seraphine said. "I'm mid-batch."

Petra received this without disappointment. "Tomorrow?"

"I'll be mid-batch tomorrow as well. I'm trying to build stock."

"The day after?"

Seraphine looked at her. The girl looked back with the patient uncomplicated interest of someone who had all the days available and was simply negotiating which one.

"Thursday," Seraphine said, before she'd decided to.

Petra nodded. "Thursday," she agreed, as though the appointment had been entered in a calendar and was now immovable. She adjusted her sleeve, turned for the door, and paused.

"The other candles," she said. "The ones with the things in them that you didn't put there."

Seraphine went very still.

"I can smell those too," Petra said. And then she left.

The door closed.

Seraphine stood at the counter and looked at the space the girl had occupied and considered the information that
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