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Chapter 1: The Empty Coffin
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The coffin was too light for a dead man.

Mairwen Bexley noticed it when the undertaker and two mine workers lowered it from the wagon. The men moved carefully, yet the box barely dipped between them. Its polished oak sides shone with rain. A brass plate at the head bore Tolland's name, his age, and the date the Ironwake No. 4 shaft had burned.

The graveyard had filled with people who would not look at her for long. Some had lost brothers, sons, or fathers in the fire. Others had come because the company paid their wages and expected them to witness the funeral. They stood in black coats beneath umbrellas, shoulders drawn tight against the October wind.

Mairwen held her own umbrella over the coffin.

"You can step back, Mrs. Bexley," the undertaker said. "The straps are secure."

"I can see that."

He lowered his eyes. The company had hired him for the burial, and the company had given him the sealed box. It was his job to carry out their instruction, not explain it.

The minister opened his book. Rain ticked on the umbrella ribs. Somewhere beyond the cemetery fence, a freight engine groaned through the valley, hauling coal toward the eastern rail line. The sound traveled low through the wet ground.

Mairwen looked at the brass plate again. Tolland had been thirty-four. He had a pale scar across his left thumb from a torn sewing needle, though he had never learned to sew. He could whistle through the space where one of his front teeth had chipped. The coffin contained none of those things. The company had sent a small leather pouch with his union badge, a watch chain, and a blackened coin. Mairwen had not opened it.

The mine had recovered no bodies, the notice said. The fire had consumed the lower galleries and made further entry unsafe. The company had provided each family with a sealed coffin, a certificate of death, and a week of wages. It had offered no explanation for the difference between what the families had lost and what it had returned.

The minister began the prayer.

Mairwen heard the words but did not follow them. She watched the workers' hands on the straps. One wore a new glove; the other had a strip of white bandage around his wrist. He was young, younger than Tolland had been when they married. When he glanced toward the coffin, his face tightened as if he knew its weight too.

The box touched the bottom of the grave. The straps slackened.

A small sound came from inside it.

Not a knock. A scrape, short and deliberate, as if a nail had dragged once along the underside of the lid.

The men froze. The minister stopped speaking. Rain ran from the brim of Mairwen's hat onto her cheek.

The undertaker cleared his throat. "The wood settles."

"It sounded like a tool," said the young worker.

The older one seized his sleeve. "Don't."

Mairwen stepped closer to the grave. The empty coffin rested below her, its brass plate turned toward the gray sky. She could have asked them to lift it back out. She could have broken the seal and looked inside. The company had forbidden both, and every face around her waited to see which rule she would obey.

She held still.

The prayer resumed, less certain than before. A shovel scattered the first earth onto the lid. The sound struck the wood with a hollow thud.

Mairwen did not weep. She had cried when the notice arrived, when the company man read the names of the dead, and when she washed Tolland's shirt because she could not bear the smell of mine smoke clinging to it. She had cried for a body she had not seen and a voice that would never come through their door. At the grave, her grief had become a hard, bright thing that gave her no relief.

When the service ended, the mourners moved away in small groups. The company representative approached with a leather folder. His polished boots sank at the edge of the path.

"Mrs. Bexley. The foreman has arranged a meeting with the families on Monday. He'll answer questions about compensation and the investigation."

"Will he answer why the coffin is empty?"

The representative glanced at the grave. "The men were lost in the fire. The box contains ash from the shaft and their personal effects."

"Then it's not Tolland."

"It is the memorial the company can provide."

Mairwen held out her hand. "Give me the box."

He did not understand. "The compensation papers?"

"The leather pouch. You said his effects were returned."

The representative checked his list, then handed her the pouch. It was damp, and the clasp had rusted. She did not open it.

"At the meeting, bring your questions," he said. "The investigation is being handled properly."

"By whom?"

He closed the folder. His eyes slid past her to the workers. "The inspector and the sheriff. The town will have the facts when the report is complete."

He left without waiting for her answer.

Mairwen followed the road back toward town. The company store stood at the corner with its shutters open and its shelves full of flour, lamp oil, and tools. A black ribbon hung beside the door for the dead. Someone had pinned up the company notice promising a full inquiry. A man in a clean vest watched her read it from inside the store.

She went in for a loaf of bread and asked for the name of the independent inspector. The clerk said the county had appointed no one yet. Mairwen asked if the sheriff had received a copy of the mine's safety report. The clerk lowered his voice and said the company had submitted everything required.

Outside, two miners carrying lunch tins stopped talking when she passed. One nodded to her; the other looked at the mud on her shoes. They had worked the same shift as Tolland, but neither came to the funeral. She could not blame them. The company kept a list of who spoke with the families, and a week's wages mattered when there were children at home.

Mairwen had once thought silence was a choice people made. In Cinderwell, she saw how often it was something a person had to afford.

She returned to the cemetery before the workers had finished filling the grave. The earth rose in a narrow mound. The rain made the soil dark and shiny. The brass plate remained visible at the head, too neat against the rough ground.

The last evening Tolland had slept at home, he had stood by the stove with his jacket still on. He said the air in the lower gallery tasted sharp, like a match before it struck. Mairwen asked if he had told the foreman. He said he had, and that the foreman had told him to stop frightening the younger men. Tolland did not ask her to bless the risk or tell him to go. He only admitted that the night shift was short two men.

She had mended the torn cuff of his jacket while he waited. Her needle kept snagging on the coarse weave. Tolland had leaned over her shoulder to see the stitches, then moved back when she nudged him with her elbow. He left before dawn with the cuff still damp from the press. She had thought they would argue about his return time when he came home.

Mairwen crouched and pressed her fingers into the mud. A thread lay there, black as the water in the mine ditch. It ran from the grave toward the cemetery gate, a single strand caught beneath a clod of earth. Mairwen lifted it. The thread was dry.

Someone behind her said, "Don't pull it."

The woman stood under a patched umbrella. She was broad-shouldered, with silver hair pinned close to her head and an ironworker's apron beneath her coat. Mairwen recognized her from the forge near the rail depot: Nuala Strake, whose husband had died in the same fire.

Mairwen let the strand fall. "Did you put it there?"

"No."

"Then who did?"

Nuala glanced at the company men crossing the road beyond the gate. "Someone who wanted you to see it. Or someone who wanted you to think that. Either way, you shouldn't follow it alone."

"You know what it means?"

"I know what it can do. That's not the same thing."

Nuala stepped closer to the grave. She did not touch the mound. "They gave you an empty box too."

"They gave me a death certificate."

"They gave all of us one. Mine had a watch that belonged to somebody else."

Mairwen looked at the pouch in her hand. "Why are you telling me this now?"

"Because the dead deserve more than a box and a company statement. And because you heard the scrape."

Mairwen's gaze returned to the grave. "You heard it too?"

"No." Nuala's face held no comfort. "But I know what a sealed place sounds like when something is trying to get out."

The rain grew heavier. Nuala tilted her umbrella toward the path, offering shelter without taking Mairwen's arm.

"Come to the old dye works after dark," she said. "There are six women waiting. No one will ask you to believe in anything. They'll show you what they know, and you can leave when you want."

"And if I don't come?"

"Then the company gets to tell the story by itself."

Nuala started toward the gate. Mairwen remained beside the grave, holding the pouch and the loose black thread. She could still go to the meeting on Monday. She could ask the sheriff to reopen the inquiry, demand a proper burial, and wait for the men who had sealed the mine to explain why.

The coffin below her remained silent.

At the cemetery gate, Nuala turned back. She did not call again.

Mairwen placed the thread in the pocket of her coat. The small act did not make it hers. It only kept it from washing away before she could decide what to do with it.

She walked out through the rain and did not stop until she reached the small room she had rented above a cobbler's shop. There she laid the leather pouch on the table and unfastened the clasp. The union badge was Tolland's; its stamped edge had bent when he once caught it beneath a cart wheel. The blackened coin was not. She had never seen it before. The watch chain looked familiar, but the clasp was engraved with a pair of initials that were not his.

The company had sent her objects and called them proof. Mairwen set each one apart on the clean cloth she used for mending. She would not throw them away, but she would not let them become Tolland by force of a label.

She placed the dry black thread beside the badge. The rain tapped at the window, and the freight whistle sounded from the valley. She could still attend the Monday meeting and ask for a second inquiry. She could also go to the old dye works after dark and hear what the other widows knew. Neither choice would return Tolland. One might tell her why the coffin was empty.

Mairwen folded the thread into the seam of her coat, where she could find it again. She had no body to bury, no answer to trust, and one reason to keep walking.
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Chapter 2: Cinderwell
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The town woke before the sun.

Mairwen heard the first shift whistle through the floorboards, a long note that rolled down the valley and entered every room with a window facing the mine. At the cobbler's shop, a lamp clicked on below her. A door opened, then closed. Boots struck the steps in pairs and singles as workers went toward Ironwake No. 4.

She sat at the table with the leather pouch open before her. The wrong chain lay beside the unfamiliar coin. She had kept the union badge and the black thread apart, as if the two might somehow tangle if they touched.

She dressed, wrapped the objects in cloth, and went downstairs.

The cobbler had left a kettle on the stove. He was an old man with a stiff knee and a habit of listening from behind his counter. Mairwen bought a heel of bread and asked if the county inspector had come through town.

"Not since the fire," he said.

"Has anyone from the company asked you not to talk about it?"

He set the bread on the counter. "They don't have to ask."

Mairwen paid and stepped into the morning. The streets were narrow and slick with rain. Cinderwell climbed the slope in rows of brick houses, company boarding rooms, and shops with iron signs. The mine dominated the eastern ridge. Its headframe stood against the pale sky, black timbers crossing like a cage.

She first went to the sheriff's office. A brass star was pinned beside the door, polished bright enough to catch the gray daylight. Inside, Sheriff Bell sat behind a desk with a coffee cup and a stack of forms. He had officiated at Tolland's wedding and once helped them move a stove. He stood when she entered, though he did not leave his desk.

"Mairwen. I'm sorry about Tolland."

"Thank you. I need the death report."

Bell reached into a drawer and lifted a paper. The top was stamped with the county seal, the lower edge with the Ironwake company mark. He did not hand it over.

"The report says the men were lost in the fire."

"It says they died in the fire. It doesn't say how anyone identified them."

"The company recovered their effects."

"They gave me a chain that doesn't belong to Tolland."

The sheriff's expression changed, but only at the corners of his mouth. "Those things were gathered in poor conditions. The foreman did the best he could."

"Did you see the body?"

"No."

"Did the county doctor?"

"No body was brought to the surface."

"Then who signed the certificate?"

Bell turned the report around. The name at the bottom belonged to a doctor from the company infirmary. A second signature, written in an unfamiliar hand, authorized the funeral. The sheriff's signature appeared in the witness box.

"You signed this."

"I witnessed the company's list of missing workers. The county requires a record so families can settle their affairs."

"You witnessed a list, not a death."

Bell pressed his thumb against the edge of the paper. "The company says there is no safe way to reopen the shaft. We don't have the equipment or men to search it."

"Has the shaft been inspected since the fire?"

"The company says it has."

"Have you seen that inspection?"

He looked at the forms on his desk. Mairwen understood the silence. The sheriff had known Tolland as a man who fixed a neighbor's fence and brought soup to an old woman after her son left town. Yet the report on his desk reduced him to a name in a list.

"I want a copy," she said.

Bell folded the paper and placed it back in the drawer. "I can't give you a copy while the investigation is active."

"Then tell me the investigator's name."

"The company has an engineer reviewing the site."

"That's not an independent investigator."

The sheriff sighed. "Go to the meeting on Monday. Bring the chain. Let the foreman explain it."

Mairwen left before he could offer another delay.

The company office stood near the rail siding. A painted sign promised steady work, fair wages, and safe passage belowground. The company clerk recognized her and directed her to a narrow room at the back, where a ledger lay open on a high desk.

She asked to see the list of recovered property. The clerk shook his head. The list was confidential until the inquiry ended. Mairwen asked how long that would take. He said the company had no date. She asked if the families would receive the actual report. He said they would be told the findings.

"By the same men who wrote them?"

The clerk's ears reddened. He tapped the cover of the ledger. "Mrs. Bexley, I am not the one who decides what goes into the report."

"Then you can tell me who does."

He gave her a name: Skell, the owner, who had been in Philadelphia since before the fire. The clerk said he would return when the operation was ready to resume. He did not know when that would be.

A line of miners passed the office window. One man walked with a cane. Another kept his cap low over his eyes. The clerk closed the ledger as if the names within it could be overheard.

Mairwen left the office with no copy and no date. Across the tracks, the company store had already opened. A woman with a baby waited at the counter while the manager added flour, lamp oil, and two shirts to her account. The store ledger was open beside the till. Every purchase would be deducted from wages before the family ever saw them.

Mairwen knew the system. Tolland had brought home pay envelopes that grew thinner each month, though his shifts had grown longer. When she asked about the deductions, he said the company charged for tools, coal, and the room they rented. He had promised to show her the statement after the next payday. The next payday came after the fire. Then there was a funeral box and a certificate.

At the street corner, an iron bell hung above a post. It marked shift changes and emergencies. Mairwen passed it without looking up. The sound from the sealed shaft still sat inside her ears, a faint scrape where the prayer should have ended.

Nuala's forge opened onto the rail yard. The furnace was banked low, and the air smelled of hot iron and wet coal. Nuala worked a bar beneath the hammer, shaping the metal one strike at a time. She had taken off her coat and rolled her sleeves to the elbow.

Mairwen waited until the iron cooled.

"You went to the sheriff," Nuala said.

"How did you know?"

"His wife came to buy a stove hinge. She said you asked about the report."

Mairwen glanced toward the street. "News travels fast."

"Fear travels faster."

Nuala set the hammer on its hook and wiped her hands on a rag. Mairwen unwrapped the chain and coin from the cloth. Nuala examined them without touching the metal.

"Those aren't his?"

"The badge is. The chain isn't. I don't know the coin."

"My box held a watch with a cracked face. Orren never owned a watch."

"You knew that before the burial?"

"I knew it after. The company told me I was too upset to recognize his things."

Nuala walked to a cabinet and took out a small tin. Inside was a watch face, its glass broken into a spiderweb. She turned it over. The back was scratched with a name that did not belong to her husband.

"I asked the foreman for the property list," Nuala said. "He told me it had been lost in the fire. The next day, I saw the clerk carrying it into the office."

Mairwen felt the black thread in her coat pocket. "Why not tell the sheriff?"

"I did. He said the company had explained it."

"And what do you think happened?"

Nuala returned the watch to the tin. "I think there were men alive after the fire began. I think someone sealed the upper gate before all the shifts were out. I think the company does not want us to know which men made that choice."

The furnace sighed. A shower of sparks rose through the chimney and vanished in the rain.

Mairwen told Nuala about the scrape inside the coffin. Nuala listened without interrupting. When Mairwen finished, she said, "The grave isn't the first place I heard something move."

"Where?"

"Under the old dye works. The night after the fire."

"What was it?"

"A sound like iron dragged over stone. Then the bell rang once from inside the hill."

Mairwen looked toward the mine. The headframe stood above the rooftops, still and black.

Nuala said there would be seven women at the dye works after dark. She did not call them witches. She did not call them harmless. She said they had spent the weeks since the fire trying to understand what the company had buried and what the town had agreed not to see.

"You want me to go there tonight," Mairwen said.

"I want you to decide for yourself. If you come, listen before you promise anything. If you leave, no one will follow you."

Mairwen looked at the wrongly assigned watch face. "Do you think the men are dead?"

Nuala did not answer at once. "I think the mine is dangerous. I think the company says what it needs to say. I won't pretend I know more than that."

It was the first honest answer Mairwen had received since the fire.

Outside, the bell above the street struck twice. The noon shift was changing. Workers crossed the yard in a line, their lunch tins swinging at their sides. A boy stopped at the forge door and asked Nuala if she had seen his father. She said no, then asked if he had looked at the rail siding. The boy ran toward it.

Mairwen folded the cloth around the chain and coin. "I'll come tonight."

Nuala did not smile. She gave her a short nod, the kind used between people who had agreed to do difficult work without knowing what it would cost.

Mairwen left the forge and crossed the yard. At the far end, the mine's lower gate stood shut. A fresh lock hung from its chain, bright against the soot-dark bars. The company had sealed it from the outside.

She did not touch it. She read the stamped number on the lock, memorized it, and kept walking toward the dye works. One link in the chain had been polished by recent movement, its black coating rubbed away to a strip of silver. Mairwen looked back only once, then fixed the detail beside the number in her mind. It was evidence of use, not yet of guilt.
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Chapter 3: Seven Black Threads
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The old dye works stood behind the abandoned rail siding, where the hill blocked the company lamps from reaching the road.

Mairwen had passed it often without noticing the broken windows. Before the mill closed, the building had colored wool for half the valley. A blue stain still marked the stones beside the loading door. The roof sagged at one corner, and nettles had filled the yard. At night, the place seemed less abandoned than carefully avoided.

She went after the last whistle, carrying no lantern. The moon was thin, but the cloud cover had started to break. She could see the door by the pale rectangle where its paint had not weathered away.

A single length of black thread had been tied around the latch.

Mairwen stopped. She did not touch it. From inside came the low murmur of women speaking, followed by a chair scraping over wood.

She knocked once.

The door opened. Nuala stood there, wearing the same ironworker's apron, now dusted with coal ash. She did not ask whether Mairwen had changed her mind. She stepped aside and let her enter.

The room had been cleared of broken vats and old dye barrels. A table stood in the center, its top covered in a plain cloth. Seven chairs formed an open circle around it, one pulled back at the open end. A small iron bowl rested on the table beside a spool of black thread and a shallow dish of gray ash.

Six women looked up.

Quenby Firth sat nearest the stove. Her hands were clean, though a brown stain marked one sleeve. She had the careful face of someone accustomed to seeing pain before it was named. Oona Brack held a candle stub and a box of wicks. Avenora Krail, the church organist, wore a wool shawl pinned with a brass brooch. Solenne Galt sat straight-backed, her dark coat buttoned to the throat. Rhoswen Carrow had brought a small account book and kept it closed beneath her palm.

No one wore a pointed hat or carried a wand. Mairwen felt foolish for expecting a shape, then angry at the foolishness. The company had taught the town to fear any woman who met without a man to supervise.

Nuala shut the door. "This is Mairwen Bexley."

"We know who she is," said Solenne. Her voice was flat, not unkind. "The question is whether she wants to know who we are."

Mairwen set the pouch on the table but left it tied. "I came to listen."

Quenby nodded toward the empty chair. "Then you may sit there. You can leave whenever you choose. No one will ask you to swear anything tonight."

Mairwen took the chair. The empty place in the circle seemed to belong to a person not yet present. She wondered if it was for her, then disliked how easily she had made herself the center.

Nuala stood by the iron bowl. "There could be seven of us if you choose to join. We don't call ourselves a coven in town. The word gives the sheriff a reason to arrest us."

"But you are one?" Mairwen asked.

"We are a circle that knows a few things the company would rather we didn't know," Avenora said. "Names are less important than what we agree to do."

Rhoswen opened her account book. The pages held columns of dates, shift times, and amounts. A paper clip kept one corner folded back. "I kept the wage accounts before the company moved payroll to the office. I know which men worked the lower gallery on the night of the fire. I also know the official list doesn't match the last pay sheet."

"Why didn't you say so at the funeral?"

"Because one discrepancy isn't proof. And because the company still controls the house where my sister lives."

Mairwen looked at Nuala. "And the thread?"

Oona placed the candle stub beside the spool. "It is ordinary thread until it is tied with ash and iron. We can make it show where force has been hidden. We cannot make it tell us who should pay."

"That sounds like a distinction made after the fact."

"It is a distinction we learned by nearly hurting someone who hadn't done anything," Quenby said. "The magic has rules whether we like them or not. We don't get to pretend the rules are generous."

Nuala pulled a short strand from the spool and rubbed it between her fingers. "The knot must be anchored to something real. A bent nail, a broken latch, a piece of a damaged tool. It cannot be anchored to a rumor. Before we ask it to point toward anyone, we need three independent pieces of evidence. One from a witness, one from a physical object, one from a record or a second witness who does not depend on the first."

"And what happens if you're wrong?"

"The knot breaks," Quenby replied. "The force doesn't vanish. It returns along the thread to the person who tied it."

"What does that mean?"

"It can bind a hand, burn a mark, or turn a hidden object against the person who hid it. We don't know every way it can turn. That's why we don't use it on a person until we have proof."

Mairwen looked at the ash. "You're saying the spell can hurt you."

"It can hurt any of us," Nuala said. "And anyone we bring too close. No one is to be used as a test."

Avenora lit a candle. Oona shielded the flame with one palm. The small light warmed the room without reaching the broken windows.

Solenne opened a wooden box. Inside lay a handful of nails, a brass button, and a narrow piece of blackened metal. She lifted a bent iron nail with a rag.

"This came from the outer gate at Ironwake," she said. "I found it in the ditch two days after the fire. The gate was supposed to stay locked. The nail is from the inside hinge."

Rhoswen opened her book to a page marked with a line of red thread. The shift list showed that the lower gate had been opened shortly before the explosion. The time was written in a different hand from the rest. Beside it, someone had entered the number of men who came out: six.

"There were nine on the shift," Mairwen said.

"The company's report says three had gone home before the fire," Rhoswen replied. "Their names appear on the next page as well. They were counted twice, once as dismissed and once as lost."

"Do you have the original?"

"This is a copy I made before the ledger was replaced. I can show where the ink changed. The original is in the company office."

Nuala set the iron nail on the cloth. She placed a loop of black thread around it and dusted the knot with ash. No one moved closer. Quenby watched Mairwen, as if to ensure she still had a path to the door.

"This isn't a binding," Nuala said. "It is a question. The thread may show whether the gate was forced after the mine closed. It won't tell us who did it."

Mairwen considered the wrong chain, the blackened coin, the hollow scrape beneath the coffin lid. "What if it shows nothing?"

"Then it shows nothing."

Nuala touched one end of the thread to the nail. The other end rested in a loose coil beside her hand. Oona held the candle near the iron bowl. Avenora said a few words too softly for Mairwen to hear, not a prayer but a series of measured sounds.

The thread tightened.

It did not move toward the women. It drew itself across the cloth, passing the bowl and reaching toward the door. The loose end lifted, then tapped the wooden latch once.

A second tap sounded from the other side.

Everyone froze.

Nuala did not touch the thread. Quenby rose and moved toward the open end of the circle, leaving the doorway clear. Solenne reached for the candle but did not snuff it.

The thread slackened. The nail rolled half a turn, its bent end pointing toward the floor. A faint gray line marked the cloth where the thread had crossed it. Oona leaned closer but did not touch the mark. She said the ash had not moved before the thread tightened. Quenby asked Nuala to lift her hand from the spool, and Nuala did; the strand lay limp.

Mairwen watched the space where it had pointed. "Was that the gate?"

"It reached the latch here," Nuala said. "We don't know if it was answering the iron nail, the real gate, or the fact that we asked about a forced entrance."

"Then you could be teaching it what to say."

"Yes," Quenby said. "That is one danger. We have to repeat a test with a different object and make sure the result does not change because we want it to be true."

"That sounds more like an investigation than witchcraft."

"It should," Rhoswen replied. "Magic is not an excuse to stop thinking."

"That proves the gate was opened?" Mairwen asked.

"No," Nuala said. "It proves the thread responded to the latch. We haven't said what it means."

Rhoswen closed the account book. "And we will not bind anyone with it until we can compare the gate, the shift sheet, and the guard's report."

Mairwen felt the urge to ask whether the company had killed Tolland. She did not. The thread had made a sound, and the nail had pointed down. Neither was an answer. She had spent all day being offered statements that were supposed to settle what she knew. She would not trade one uncertain claim for another.

"Why invite me?" she asked.

Nuala rolled the black thread back onto its spool. "Because you heard something in the coffin, and because you did not pretend you knew what it meant."

"I don't know if it was real."

"That is allowed."

Avenora blew out the candle. The women waited until the smoke thinned. Outside, the last freight train passed the siding, its wheels striking each rail joint with a steady, iron rhythm.

Mairwen stood. "I won't promise to join you."

"We didn't ask," Quenby said.

"But I'll look at the lock on the lower gate again."

Rhoswen opened her book and wrote the stamped number Mairwen had memorized. She noted the rubbed chain link beside it. She did not write Mairwen's name.

The chair she had used stood empty again. Mairwen walked out into the night without asking anyone to keep her place. The dye-works door shut softly behind her. She had expected fear and found rules, proof, and room to refuse. She still had not agreed to become a witch, but no one had asked her to. She kept walking alone.
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Chapter 4: The Women Below the Hymn

[image: ]


Mairwen came back before the Monday meeting.

She told herself she wanted to see the account book again. The explanation was partly true. Rhoswen had promised to compare the altered shift entries with the lock number, and Mairwen wanted to know whether the chain at Ironwake had been moved since morning.

The rest of the reason sat beneath her ribs, too sharp to name.

At dusk, a hymn drifted down the slope from the miners' chapel. Avenora was practicing the funeral song on the old organ. The notes traveled through the wet air and reached the abandoned dye works as a low, imperfect melody. Inside, the women had set no candles in the windows. They did not want the company guards to see a meeting from the road.

Nuala opened the door before Mairwen knocked. "You came back."

"I said I would look at the lock."

"That wasn't the same as coming here."

Mairwen removed her hat. "I wanted to hear the rest."

Nuala stepped aside.

The table had been cleared. Rhoswen's account book lay open beside a folded map and a metal ruler. Quenby had brought a medical bag. Oona held a tin cup of tea and a stack of candle wicks. Solenne was repairing a chair with a short hammer. Avenora had left the chapel organ and carried her hymn book beneath one arm.

There were six women in the room. Mairwen counted them without meaning to. Six widows, including Nuala. Six women who knew how the company had buried the men without burying the questions.

"Where is the seventh?" Mairwen asked.

Nuala glanced at the open end of the circle. "If you join, you will be the seventh. If you don't, the place stays open."

Mairwen kept her coat on. "I haven't agreed to join."

"We know."

The response left no hook for an argument. Mairwen set the leather pouch on the table. She had brought it because she wanted the women to see the wrong chain and coin. She did not let go of it until Rhoswen asked if she could look.

Rhoswen compared the chain with a list of personal effects. The list showed that Tolland's watch had been recovered, but the report did not record the chain's initials. She wrote the date and placed the copy beside the account book.

"There are two entries for the same watch," Rhoswen said. "One under Tolland, another under a man who worked the north slope. They have different initials."

"Could the clerk have made a mistake?" Mairwen asked.

"Yes. That is possible. The ink is fresh, though. The original page is not. Someone changed the property list after the fire."

"Can you prove who?"

"Not yet."

Mairwen appreciated the answer more than she wanted to. She had spent the previous day with people offering certainty they could not support. The women here were willing to leave a blank where the company would have filled in a name.

Nuala drew the map closer. "We want to know what happened at the lower gate. We do not want the thread to choose a target for us."

"Why not?" Mairwen asked. "If it can point to whoever moved the lock, why not use it?"

Quenby sat her medical bag on the floor. "Because the thread can react to a question. That does not mean it knows the whole answer. A person can move a lock for good reason. A worker may have opened the gate to help someone get out. If we bind the wrong person, the knot will turn against the one who tied it."

"And if we bind the right person?"

"Then the spell can make a hidden action visible. It cannot decide what consequence is fair."

Mairwen turned to Nuala. "You said you wanted revenge."

"I do."

"What would you do to the man who locked that gate?"

Nuala looked at the iron bowl. "I would make him stand at the opening and hear every man he left behind call his name."

"What if the one who locked it was trying to keep the fire from spreading?"

"Then the spell would tell us we were wrong, and I'd live with what it cost me."

Quenby looked at her sharply. "You say that as though you could carry the cost alone. A broken knot can take all of us with it."

Nuala did not answer. The tension between them felt older than the fire, though Mairwen knew it could not be.

Avenora placed the hymn book on the table. "We need each other to disagree before we cast. If we only listen to the angriest person, we aren't a coven. We're a crowd with a match."

Oona gave Mairwen the tin cup. The tea smelled of mint and iron. Mairwen held it without drinking.

"Why did you all meet before the fire?" she asked. "Were you already a coven?"

Solenne stopped repairing the chair. "We were women who met to share what the company took from us. Food, lamp oil, a place to sit when the men were underground. We did not practice spells."

"When did that change?"

"After the first body came up," Quenby said. "The company called it an accident. The man's lungs were full of water, not smoke. He had been found in a dry passage."

"Who was he?"

Quenby closed the clasp on her bag. "A worker from the previous winter. His family took the settlement. They left town. I won't use their names without permission."

Mairwen set the cup down. "So you think the fire was deliberate because a man died before it."

"No. I think the company has lied before. That's not the same as proof that they set the fire."

Mairwen looked around the circle. "What did you do before you started looking into the mine?"

Oona said the women had traded candles and coal when the company store cut a family off. Solenne had kept a bed in the back room of her house for anyone whose husband was too sick to walk home. Quenby had delivered babies while the men were on shift. Rhoswen had copied pay stubs for wives who could not read the deductions. Avenora had sat with children during funerals so their mothers could have a private moment to grieve.

"We did ordinary things," Solenne said. "We made it harder for the company to isolate one household at a time."

"That is why Skell wants us called witches," Nuala said. "It's easier to threaten one woman than a circle."

Quenby looked at her. "We don't know that's why."

"No," Nuala said. "We don't know."

The hymn from the chapel repeated its final line. Avenora hummed the melody under her breath, then stopped at the note where the organ's lower pipe had always faltered.

"The title of your hymn is 'Guide Me Through the Dark,'" Mairwen said.

"It is," Avenora replied. "The church has sung it at every funeral in Cinderwell since the mine opened. My husband used to complain that the organ always lost the same note. He said it was because the chapel sat over a seam of bad stone."

"Is that true?"

"I don't know. He said a lot of things about the hill. Some were jokes. Some were warnings."

Avenora said she had been playing the same hymn on the night of the fire. She had stopped when the first alarm sounded and gone to the chapel door. Before the mine bell began, she heard a single low note come from beneath the hill. It did not match the church organ, and it lasted only a breath.

"I have no idea what it was," she said. "I won't let it become evidence just because I heard it."

Mairwen asked whether the chapel had a bell below its floor. Avenora said no. The old foundation had a cistern and a blocked coal chute, nothing that could ring. She had checked the next morning, with the minister watching. They found no loose metal or broken pipe.

"Perhaps it was the mine," Mairwen said.

"Perhaps."

Avenora did not ask the others to believe her. She had written down the hour, the hymn, and the direction of the sound in her own book. The note was still at home, separate from the funeral register.

Mairwen took a swallow of tea. It was too hot. "If I join, do I have to call myself a witch?"

"No," Nuala said.

"Do I have to forgive anyone?"

"No," said Solenne.

"Do I have to promise that I won't leave?"

"No," Quenby replied. "You can leave the room, the circle, or the town. The magic won't stop you."

"Then what does joining mean?"

Rhoswen closed the account book. "It means you agree not to use the knot as a weapon without checking what it points to. It means you can ask us to stop a working, and we have to listen. It means you accept that any consequence of a spell can reach the person who tied it."

"And the rest of you agree to the same?"

One by one, the women nodded. Nuala was last.

Mairwen thought about the funeral. She thought about the cold company office, the sheriff's hand on the paper, and the wrong chain in her pouch. She thought about the scrape beneath the coffin lid. She could not turn any of those things into a conclusion.

"I will look at the evidence with you," she said. "I won't promise to cast anything. I won't let you use Tolland's name in a spell unless I say so."

"Agreed," Quenby said.

Nuala pressed her lips together, then nodded. "Agreed."

Rhoswen wrote Mairwen's conditions on a separate scrap of paper. She did not add her name to the ledger. Mairwen read the sentence and asked that the last clause say unless Mairwen gives permission, not unless the group agrees. Rhoswen changed it.

The small correction mattered. Mairwen felt it matter.

The six women began to put away the map and the medical kit. No one asked her to take a black thread. No one placed a chair in front of her to keep her at the table.

Avenora lifted her hymn book. "The line from the chapel will stop at nine. The organist is old and refuses to practice past the hour."

"You are the organist," Mairwen said.

"I know. I am quoting him."

Mairwen almost smiled. She stopped herself, then let the expression remain.

Nuala walked her to the door. The rain had thinned to a cold mist. From the yard, the chapel's windows shone above the dye works. The hymn had ended, but its last note seemed to linger in the slope.

"Will you come back?" Nuala asked.

"If there is something to examine."

"There will be."

"You don't know that."

"No," Nuala said. "But I know the company has had a week to prepare its story, and I know none of us has a copy of the real report."

Mairwen stepped onto the road. Behind her, the women remained inside, six figures around a table and one place at the open end. She was not yet one of them. She was not entirely outside anymore, either.
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Chapter 5: The Company Doctor's Lie
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Quenby Firth kept her clinic in two rooms behind the chapel kitchen.

Mairwen found her there the morning after the meeting. She had gone with the intention of asking to see the medical note from the fire. She told herself she wanted a detail she could put beside the wrong watch chain and the closed gate. She did not want to ask whether Tolland had suffered.

Quenby was boiling instruments in a kettle. A folded blanket lay over the back of a chair, and a jar of dried leaves sat on the sill above the sink. She glanced at Mairwen's damp coat.

"You walked here in the rain."

"The road was wet."

"That isn't the same as being soaked. Sit by the stove."

Mairwen stayed standing. "You said the company doctor lied about the men who died."

"I said one report was false. I can't tell you how many others are."

Quenby poured the boiled instruments onto a clean cloth. She let them cool before picking up a thin envelope from the shelf. The paper bore the stamp of Ironwake's infirmary. She did not hand it to Mairwen.

"I need to know what I'm allowed to tell you," she said. "The man who gave me this is still employed by the company. If I name him, he could lose his job or his room. He has not agreed to speak publicly."

"Then don't tell me his name."

Quenby studied her before opening the envelope. Inside was a report with a column for each injured worker. Most entries were brief: smoke inhalation, superficial burns, treated and released. At the bottom, one line recorded an unidentified man as dead on arrival, with severe smoke damage and a fractured jaw.

The date was two days after the fire.

"He wasn't dead," Quenby said. "I treated him."

Mairwen glanced at her. "You saw him?"

"I heard his breathing through the infirmary wall. The doctor had sent him to a side room and told the staff to keep him quiet. He was conscious, but unable to speak. I was there because a worker's wife had fainted in the waiting room. I heard him choking."

Quenby said she had gone to the room and found a man with his face wrapped in gauze. There was blood under the bandage, but no soot in his mouth or nose. His lungs were clear enough to breathe without the rattle of smoke injury. His jaw had been broken by a blunt object. One wrist was bound with a narrow strip of leather.

"The report calls him dead," Mairwen said.

"The company doctor told the family he had died. He was still in the infirmary when I left."

"What happened to him?"

"I don't know. The next morning, the room was empty. The bed had been stripped. His name was never added to the public list of survivors."

Mairwen looked at the report again. The company had listed him as dead but had no name. The entry gave no age, no shift, no mine number. It offered only a cause that would make the fire responsible for every injury.

"How do you know the report came from the company doctor?"

Quenby showed her the signature. The doctor's mark crossed the stamped seal. She recognized the handwriting from prescriptions she had carried to families. It was not a forgery by someone pretending to be him.

"Could he have been mistaken?"

"He might have been. A man can be unconscious and still breathe faintly. But I saw the report after the patient had left, and it was written as though he had never been alive. The line says he died on arrival. He had been in the room for at least an hour before I heard him."

Mairwen set her hands on the edge of the table. "That's a lie."

"It is a false report. Whether the doctor wrote it knowingly, I can't prove."

Quenby was careful with each word. She would not turn suspicion into evidence simply because it fit the story Mairwen wanted.

The door to the clinic opened. A girl entered with a wool scarf wound around her wrist. She kept her eyes on the floor.

Quenby folded the report and slid it back into its envelope. "You can wait in the kitchen."

The girl nodded. Mairwen stepped away from the table to make room. The girl's name was not given. Quenby asked what had happened, then unwound the scarf. A shallow cut crossed the wrist, clean and narrow, with a bruise forming near the thumb.

"Did you fall?" Quenby asked.

The girl shook her head.

"Did someone hurt you?"

The girl's gaze flicked to the door. "I broke a jar. My mother said it was my fault."

Quenby did not ask for more. She cleaned the cut and wrapped it with a strip of linen. Mairwen waited outside the kitchen until the girl left, carrying a small tin of salve and the scarf folded in her pocket.

When the clinic was quiet again, Mairwen said, "You can't keep treating people and keep the report from them."

"I can tell them what I saw if they ask. I can't tell a whole town who came into a room and trusted me not to expose them."

"The man in the report could still be alive."

"He could be."

"And you don't know where he is."

"No."

Mairwen understood the choice. The company had turned names into leverage, and Quenby was trying not to make another person's body into evidence without permission. But the unknown man might be the only person who could say what happened after the fire.

"If he comes back, will you ask him if he wants to talk?"

"Yes. I already left word with the families who came to the clinic. If he wants to speak, he can find me. I won't go looking for him through the company rooms."

Mairwen nodded. She looked again at the envelope. "What did the doctor report about the others?"

Quenby pulled out a second sheet. It listed six miners, all diagnosed with smoke inhalation. Two had burns to the face and hands. Another had broken ribs. The dates were different from the day of the fire, though the report grouped them together.

"The company says they were treated at the infirmary," Quenby said. "I examined two of them. Their lungs were not damaged. One had a bruise along his back that could have come from being struck against a wall. The other had a cut from a tool. Neither had burns."

"They weren't in the fire?"

"They might have been. But the injuries were not what the report says."

"Could the doctor be covering up a fight?"

"That is possible. Could they have been beaten by the guards? Also possible. Could the company have changed the report for another reason? Yes. I don't know which is true."

The answers gave Mairwen no relief. They gave her a path to follow.

She told Quenby what Tolland had said about the lower gallery. The air had carried a thin, bitter bite, like smoke clinging to the back of her tongue. Quenby went very still.

"Did he say which part of the mine?"

"No. He said the lower gallery. He had reported it to the foreman."

Quenby searched through a stack of notes. She found a page she had copied from the infirmary register before the company closed the room. The last entry listed a miner treated for headaches and nausea on the evening before the fire. The diagnosis said exhaustion. The location column named the lower gallery.

"Was that Tolland?" Mairwen asked.

"The name is covered with ink. I don't know who it was."

"Could the original still be at the infirmary?"

"The company took the register after the fire."

Mairwen studied the line beneath the black smear. She could just make out a capital T at the start and the downward stroke of a second letter. It could have been Tolland. It could have been someone else.

Quenby placed the page back in its sleeve. "I won't tell you that it was him because you want it to be."

"I don't want it to be."

"I know."

The room smelled of boiled water and smoke from the stove. Outside, the chapel organ sounded a few notes, then went quiet. Mairwen felt anger rise, but it had nowhere useful to go. The company had taken a man's name and buried it beneath a line of ink. She wanted to tear the page in half. Instead, she asked if Quenby would let her copy the visible marks.

Quenby considered it. "You may copy the entry without the name. You can say a worker was treated for nausea and headaches in the lower gallery the night before the fire. You cannot say it was Tolland."

Mairwen took out her small notebook. She copied the date, the diagnosis, and the place. She added a note that the name was obscured and unverified. When she finished
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