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CHAPTER I

The Bindery
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The work usually arranged the world into manageable pieces. Leather had grain. Paper had weight. Thread could be trusted if chosen well and pulled true. A book came apart for reasons a person could name: age, damp, mishandling, cheap glue, mice, carelessness, grief. There was always a cause if one looked closely enough.

That morning, the causes felt thinner than they should.

Aeris sat at the long bench at the front of the bindery with a hymnal open across her lap and her tools set in their usual order beside her: needle, awl, folder, and knife. Waxed thread lay in a neat loop. The bone handle of the folder had worn to a pale shine through years of use. To anyone passing the front window, the room might have looked like any other morning in Hallowmere. Light spread pale and steady across the worktable. Shelves climbed the walls in uneven ranks, full of ledgers, psalters, journals, household books, and completed repairs waiting to be collected. The glue pot warmed low at the back of the room. Dust drifted where the sunlight caught it. It was a place of work and ordinary mending, where things broken by time, weather, or careless hands might still be made useful again.

Usually that order steadied her.

Often the smell alone was enough to begin the work inside her before her fingers ever touched the page: leather, linen thread, glue thickening over heat, old paper carrying wax, damp, mildew, lamp smoke, salt, and the faint ghost of the homes that had kept it. Every book brought a life with it if one knew how to listen. A hurried ledger revealed a family differently than a prayer book did. A journal stiff with neglect spoke in a quieter way than a hymn collection softened by generations of use. Aeris had learned long ago that books told the truth eventually, even when the people who owned them did not.

She passed one hand over the open hymnal, flattening the lifted edge of the page before setting her fingertips lightly to the split seam. The motion tugged along the muscles beneath her ribs. Her breath caught, just enough to mark the place where her body kept its own accounts and never once misplaced a debt.

She waited through it without ceremony. Resentment wasted energy on a thing that had long since woven itself into the rhythm of her days. By now she knew the small negotiations well: shift before lifting, brace before standing, use the stronger fingers first, rest the wrist before the tremor began, ignore what could be ignored, respect what could not. A life could still be made in such terms, even if it was not always graceful.

Outside, the village square woke in layers. Market wagons rattled over stone. Voices crossed and broke apart. Someone shouted for a missing crate. A child began reciting lessons in a tone already full of conviction that learning was a conspiracy against happiness. Farther off, gulls argued above the harbor road. The ordinary went on performing certainty.

Aeris took up the first loose gathering and set the pages in order. Hymns for planting rites. Processional verses. Lamentations copied in an older hand, the cramped letters dragging uphill at the end of each line. The paper smelled faintly of wax and damp wool, as though it had spent too many winters tucked inside thick sleeves. One corner had been folded so many times it had gone soft as cloth.

She clicked her tongue under her breath.

“Whoever did this,” she murmured to the book, “deserved a smaller church and better habits.”

The hymnal, wiser than most people, offered no defense.

She threaded the needle and began to stitch, drawing the thread through with steady hands until the seam started to gather beneath her touch. She did not hurry. Good work rarely responded well to haste. Repair was part craft and part listening. Force a seam and it resisted. Guide it patiently and it began to remember the shape it was meant to keep.

By rights, that should have been enough to settle the morning.

Instead, a strange thinness ran under everything, too slight to name and too persistent to ignore. The front room felt the same size it had yesterday, yet the light on the floorboards seemed to stop a fraction short of where it ought to. Sounds from outside reached her clearly enough, but now and then one carried the faint impression of arriving a breath late, as though the village spoke through a layer of cloth. Even the dust in the sunlight looked overly deliberate, each drifting mote lingering before moving on.

She told herself to eat more at midday. Lack of food could make a fool of the senses.

The square bell struck to mark the opening of trade.

The sound rang bright and clean through the window glass, sharp enough to cut through wagon noise and conversation alike. Aeris did not look up. Bells marked hours, hours passed, and market days began. None of that required her attention.

A breath later, the bell sounded again.

Her head came up at once.

The second note did not echo. It repeated with the same tone, the same clipped tail, the same clean shape in the air. For one impossible instant, the room seemed to tilt sideways inside itself, not by movement but by misalignment, as though two nearly identical mornings had been laid over one another and failed to meet at the edges.

The needle paused between her fingers.

She listened.

Nothing followed. No third strike. No commotion outside. No one shouting at the bell-ringer for clumsiness. The market carried on. Wheels rolled past. A mule protested something with theatrical misery. A man laughed from somewhere near the green. The moment quietly closed over itself.

Aeris lowered her gaze to the hymnal again, though the page before her had gone strangely distant.

It could have been an echo. Sound behaved strangely when the damp was high. Stone threw noise back in ways that tricked the ear. Everyone in Hallowmere knew that.

Yet the note had not felt like an echo. It had felt like certainty arriving twice.

She pressed her thumb into the page until the pad whitened, then let the breath she had been holding slip out quietly and resumed the stitch. Thread drew snug. Paper held. The seam answered properly beneath her hands. That mattered more than whatever her nerves had decided to dramatize.

The room still looked as it should. The front bench was scarred by years of use. Shelves bowed under the weight of work brought in and never fully matched by work carried away. Two narrow windows faced the lane. Near the door, the counter stood with the ledger open and Thorne’s blunt-nibbed pen resting across it. Beyond the curtain at the back lay the deeper room, where finished boards cured, paper stock stayed dry, and Master Thorne conducted his private war against disorder in a voice audible to every saint on record.

This room had taught Aeris nearly everything she trusted.

She had first learned to sort paper there by weight and hand. Learned to recognize mold before it showed itself openly. Learned that glue mixed a little too thin in autumn would betray a person by winter. Learned the shapes of patience and precision. Learned that damage, however strange at first glance, usually gave itself away if one kept asking the right questions without vanity.

That principle had never failed her with books.

Life outside them proved less cooperative.

A floorboard clicked in the far corner.

Aeris glanced up. Nothing had shifted. Only the shelf of family ledgers sat in its familiar line, dark spines shoulder to shoulder. An atlas on the upper shelf leaned crooked where it had leaned crooked for three months because no one wanted to pay to have the warped board replaced. Near the door, a stack of wrapped parcels waited to be collected by people who would complain about cost and marvel at workmanship in the same breath.

Everything stood as it had.

She bent again to the page.

By midmorning, the village began filtering properly through the door. A cobbler’s apprentice came first with a prayer book whose spine had twisted so badly that opening it looked like mild cruelty. He handed it over with the expression of a boy betrayed by every object he had ever owned.

“It did that on its own,” he said.

“Books are cunning that way,” Aeris replied.

He frowned, uncertain whether he had been mocked, then left his deposit in three reluctant coins and backed toward the door as if afraid she might ask for the true history of the damage.

Later, a widow from the harbor road arrived to collect a household ledger she had left in Aeris’s care two weeks earlier. She thanked Aeris once while paying, twice while tucking the book into her basket, and a third time on the threshold with a warmth the repair itself did not justify.

That sort of gratitude was suspicious in Hallowmere.

The village believed in kindness the way it believed in rain: useful, unavoidable, and better left understated. People preferred affection wrapped in practical speech. They showed care by leaving broth at your door and pretending they had simply made too much. By replacing a broken latch and calling it an accident of tools. By not looking too long at a face carrying pain.

Today the widow’s warmth felt padded around the edges, as though she were handling something fragile hovering just beyond Aeris herself.

“Mind your shutters tonight,” the woman said at last, almost carelessly.

Aeris kept her expression neutral. “Why?”

“Oh.” The woman adjusted the handle of her basket. “Nothing worth carrying. You know how people talk.”

The answer managed to hold both too much and too little. Before Aeris could press further, the widow offered another quick smile and stepped into the lane, her shoulders already angled as if listening for something she hoped would not return.

Aeris watched her go.

Behind her, the room still held the warmth of the glue pot, close with leather, dust, and the low light of an ordinary workday. Outside, the lane appeared unchanged as well, the same grey stone, the same passing wagons, neighbors, baskets, dogs, and loose chickens wandering near the green.

And yet she carried the growing impression that Hallowmere moved through the morning with its attention divided, one eye on the day and another on something just beside it.

She rubbed a finger over the smooth spine of the collected ledger before setting it aside.

“Ridiculous,” she told the room softly.

The room, full of repaired things and patient tools, withheld judgment.

She rose to reshelve the finished hymnal. The effort made itself known at once. Weakness moved hollowly through her thighs and knees, not enough to stop her, only insistent enough to make each step feel negotiated. She set her free hand briefly against the bench until the worst of the tremor passed, then crossed to the shelf by the window.

Outside, a figure moved along the lane.

Dark cloth. Tall shape. A shift of motion at the edge of the glass.

Aeris turned too late to see more than the trailing impression of someone already gone from view. No knock followed. No shadow lingered. The small flare of attention it stirred in her had nowhere to land.

After a breath, she told herself it was only a passerby.

The explanation failed to settle cleanly. It caught.

She slid the hymnal back into place between a cracked psalter and a river inventory volume bound in peeling blue cloth. Her hand lingered a fraction too long on the shelf.

The page she returned to felt wrong beneath her fingertips.

Changed? No. Cold? Damp? Roughened? Nothing she could prove. Only wrong for a heartbeat, as if she had touched the memory of paper rather than paper itself. The sensation vanished almost as soon as it came, leaving irritation behind.

Aeris withdrew her hand and looked at the page as though it might confess something.

It lay there with complete innocence. Rough-edged. Slightly swollen near the lower corner. Smudged faintly with old use. Entirely itself.

“Fine,” she muttered.

Fatigue could turn ordinary sensations strange if given too much room, and she knew that well. An overworked body had a hundred small ways of lying about the world, bending light, softening edges, sending sounds in at the wrong angle. Either a person learned to sort false notes from true ones, or she spent her days at the mercy of every tremor in blood and nerve.

She sat again and bent to the next stitch. The thread held. The seam answered. The work moved forward.

Still, beneath the glue-warm air and the familiar weight of tools, beneath village noise and ordinary tasks and all the practiced patience of her hands, the doubled bell remained lodged in her mind like a flaw hidden in the grain.
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Near noon, Master Thorne crossed from the back room carrying a stack of folded broadsheets beneath one arm. A thread had caught in his beard again. It hung silver-white against the dark wool of his coat, bright as fishbone in shadow. He had either failed to notice or decided the matter did not deserve interruption, which was equally in character.

“You’re favoring your left hand,” he said.

Aeris did not look up at once. She finished the stitch, tightened it, set the needle aside, and only then answered. “I still possess it.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“It’s the answer you’re getting.”

He grunted. In Master Thorne, that sound could mean annoyance, acceptance, or the nearest thing he allowed himself to affection. After years under his roof and at his bench, Aeris had learned not to waste energy sorting too carefully among the three.

He set the broadsheets beside the order ledger and gave the room a slow look, as though checking whether it had betrayed him in his absence. Thorne always moved like a man half convinced disorder bred in corners while decent people slept. The work had aged him in ways the village had not. Or perhaps the village had done the first half and the bindery had merely completed the task. His back had bowed in recent years, though his hands remained large and exact. Scarred knuckles. Ink fixed in the ridges of his skin. Nails trimmed blunt. A binder’s hands, thicker than hers and rougher in appearance, but no less precise.

“Temple wants the hymnals by next week,” he said. “Council clerk wants the river toll book before month’s end. And Hem Jarrow wants his grandfather’s journal repaired as if he didn’t spill cider in it himself.”

“Then Hem Jarrow wants a miracle and not a binder.”

“Those are priced differently.”

A small, unwilling smile touched the corner of her mouth. It vanished almost at once. The exchange should have settled the room. Usually it would have. Familiar voices had a way of making strange mornings behave themselves.

Instead, Thorne’s gaze shifted toward the front window, and whatever dry humor had warmed his face fell away so quickly that Aeris noticed before she meant to.

“People are talking again,” he said.

“They’re always talking.”

“More than usual.”

Aeris reached for the next loose page and aligned it with its gathering. “About what this time?”

“The same things in new coats.”

His voice dropped, though no one stood near enough to overhear. That alone sharpened her attention. Thorne was not a man given to theatrical secrecy. If he lowered his voice, it was because he genuinely disliked the taste of what he meant to say.

“A cart seen twice on the same road.” He touched one broad finger against the stack as he counted. “Knocking heard at doors where no one stood outside. Temple bell striking wrong. Someone swore the fishmonger’s scales tipped before any weight touched them.”

Aeris slid the needle through the fold and drew the thread after it. “People will turn damp weather into prophecy if you give them an afternoon.”

“True enough.”

His agreement came too easily.

She glanced up. “And?”

He hesitated, as if deciding whether the next thought deserved speech.

“Still,” he said at last, “I don’t like the way folk are listening.”

That settled between them more heavily than the gossip itself.

Outside, the square continued in broad daylight indifference. Voices rose and crossed in the lane. A wheel struck a rut and jarred loose a curse from some teamster. Farther off, gulls quarreled with the energy of creatures convinced the world had wronged them personally. Nothing in that noise suggested threat. Even so, his words changed the space around it. The sounds remained. The room heard them differently.

Aeris lowered her gaze to the hymnal. The thread sharpened against her skin. She felt the wax drag faintly along her thumb. Felt the slight warmth of the paper where her hand had rested too long. Felt, too, the ache beginning to thicken between her shoulders, that slow gathering heat that always warned the day was reaching for its price.

“Who started it?” she asked.

“Started what?”

“The talk.”

Thorne let out a short breath through his nose. “Talk doesn’t start. It accumulates. Then one morning everybody acts as though it came in under the door by itself.”

That was irritatingly true.

Aeris turned a page. It gave the proper rasp this time. Harmless. Reassuring. “And what do you think?”

“What I think,” Thorne said, “is that weather changes, bells strike wrong, and people see patterns because their minds would rather be frightened than bored.”

She almost smiled again. “That sounds like you.”

“It should.”

“But.”

He looked at her then, and the lined skin at the corners of his eyes tightened.

“But I also think there are seasons when a village teaches itself to expect something. Once that happens, every loose shutter and every barking dog starts wearing the same face.”

He said it flatly, as though the truth of it offended him.

“And this is one of those seasons?” Aeris asked.

He did not answer at once. Instead, he took the thread from his beard, held it up between finger and thumb, and flicked it aside.

“I think,” he said, “that Hallowmere has remembered one of its old habits.”

Before she could ask what that meant, he turned and passed through the rear curtain with the broadsheets under his arm, already finished with the conversation by his own measure.

The front room felt larger after he disappeared, though nothing in it had changed. Light still angled across the bench. Glue still warmed low in its pot. Dust still turned slowly through the brighter strip near the window. His words had altered the room the way a dropped pin alters still water. The surface remained whole. The shape beneath it shifted.

A shadow crossed the front glass.

Aeris stood so quickly the stool legs scraped the floorboards.

Pain answered at once through her hips and thighs, sharp enough to make her grip the edge of the bench before crossing the room. By the time she reached the door and pulled it open, the lane held only its ordinary motions. Two women lingered at the herb stall with bunches of rosemary and winter mint in hand. A cooper rolled a barrel toward the square, shoulders bent into the work. A child dragged a stick through the grit beside the wall and looked wholly committed to the task.

No one turned away at her appearance. No cloaked figure slipped around the corner. The lane offered itself in the unconvincing innocence of a face caught too quickly.

Aeris remained on the threshold a moment longer than necessary, one hand on the frame.

The day smelled of damp stone, fish brine drifting up from the harbor road, old cabbage from a nearby pot, and wool beginning to sour where the mist had worked its way in. Familiar things. Village things. Human things. They should have reassured her.

Instead, the impression persisted that whatever had crossed the window had simply failed to remain long enough to be confirmed.

A ridiculous thought.

She shut the door and turned the latch down with more force than necessary.

At the bench, the hymnal waited with its loosened pages spread like an interrupted argument. Aeris sat, took up the needle again, and bent her head to the work. She had always trusted labor more than speculation. Work asked things of the hands and gave them back in visible result. Rumor fed on air.

She set the needle, pulled the thread, and turned the page.

The sound came a fraction too late.

The rasp should have met her fingers exactly. Instead it lagged, paper answering a breath behind the motion. Too small for anyone else to hear. Too slight to prove. Only enough that her body knew before her mind did.

Aeris stilled.

Her thumb remained pressed to the edge of the page. The room gathered itself around the pause. From the back room came the faint thump of Thorne shifting boards on a shelf. Outside, a woman laughed too loudly at something not truly funny. Somewhere above the rafters, a gull cried once and vanished into distance.

Aeris turned the page back.

Then forward again.

This time the rasp came when it should, dry paper against skin with nothing displaced about it.

She rubbed her thumb against her forefinger, as though sensation itself had become suspect.

“Enough,” she muttered.

A knock came at the door.

A real one this time. Clear. Human. Three quick taps, slightly uneven, made by knuckles in a hurry rather than by any measured intention. Relief moved through her with embarrassing speed.

The woman outside was from the lane near the tannery, carrying a wrapped family Bible against her chest as if it might bruise. Damp had curled wisps of hair loose around her temples. She entered with the apology-rich stiffness of someone approaching a surgeon, a priest, or a tax clerk.

“My boy dropped it,” she said before Aeris had even shut the door. “From the loft ladder. He says he didn’t mean to.”

“I assume he rarely schedules such things in advance,” Aeris said.

The woman blinked, then gave a short, startled laugh. “No, I suppose not.”

Aeris unwrapped the Bible and examined the damage. Split board at the hinge. One loosened section. Corners blunted from older use. Repairable, tiresome, but repairable. She named the price. The woman paid without bargaining, unusual enough to deserve its own line in the annals of village disturbance.

While Aeris entered the order in the ledger, the woman hovered near the counter.

“They’re telling people to bar the shutters at night now,” she said at last.

“Who is?”

“No one official.”

“Then it sounds like excellent advice for people who enjoy advice.”

The flush that rose in the woman’s cheeks carried more than embarrassment. “You know what I mean.”

Aeris looked up, not unkindly. “I know people are restless. That is not the same thing.”

The woman nodded slowly. “Still, folk are saying they’ve heard things.”

“Heard what?”

The answer took too long. “Knocking.”

Aeris said nothing.

The woman glanced toward the window, then back. “Probably nonsense. The lane near the green is always full of nonsense after dark.”

“That much is true.”

“Yes.” She aimed for a brighter tone and missed. “Well. My husband says old stories come back whenever the weather sits wrong.”

“And does he believe them?”

“He says he doesn’t.” Her mouth pressed thin. “Which usually means he does a little.”

That sounded like Hallowmere again.

Aeris closed the ledger and set the pen aside. “Your Bible will be ready in four days.”

The woman nodded too quickly. “Thank you.”

She took two steps toward the door, then paused and looked back. For the briefest moment, something very near pity crossed her face. That more than any rumor stirred Aeris’s temper.

“Mind your own shutters,” Aeris said, sharper than she intended.

The woman startled, then gathered herself. “I meant no harm.”

“I know.”

When the woman left, she looked twice over her shoulder before stepping back into the lane.

The bindery door closed behind her with a quiet click.

For a little while after that, the afternoon remembered how to behave. Aeris repaired the Bible’s hinge, reset the sewing on a slim household account book, and arranged three finished parcels in a neat stack near the counter. The motions came more cleanly now. Her hands regained their rhythm: needle in, needle out, pull, press, trim, fold. The low ache in her spine deepened as the hours passed, but pain at least belonged to an understandable kingdom.

By late afternoon, the square outside had begun its slow turn toward evening. The loudest market traffic thinned. Voices shortened. Light shifted from white into a more forgiving gray-gold along the floorboards.

Even the quiet felt watchful.

The room was still. What unsettled her was the attention inside it.

She chose a smaller repair to give her hands a simpler task: a household account book with one split hinge and a loosened gathering. Nothing sacred. Nothing sentimental. A practical object damaged in practical ways.

She set the board in place, threaded the needle, and bent close.

The bell above the door rattled.

Aeris did not look up at once.

Stillness followed.

She finished the stitch. Set down the needle. Lifted her head.

The door was closed. The window showed only the lane and the blurred movement of a woman passing with a basket on one hip. No draft touched the room. The bell hung motionless above the lintel.

From the back room, Thorne called, “Did someone come in?”

“No.”

His silence lasted a beat too long.

“You should oil that hinge.”

“It’s not the hinge.”

“All right.”

He did not come out to inspect it.

Aeris rose and crossed to the door more slowly this time. The pain in her legs had thickened into a dragging hollowness by then. She stood beneath the bell and looked up. A thin crack ran through the enamel on its rim, delicate as a hairline in old glaze.

She stepped back from the door. Beyond the glass, voices passed close enough to carry.

“...heard the knocking near the green.”

“...not a person there, Dain told me himself.”

“...same as before, then.”

A woman hushed them sharply. Their footsteps moved on.

Aeris stood with one hand resting against the counter and listened until the sound dissolved into the other noises of the square.

Beyond the window, the village had shifted by a degree, small enough to avoid announcement, large enough that every ordinary thing now carried a second outline.

She returned to the bench and lowered herself carefully onto the stool.

The open columns of figures in the account book should have settled into plain sense: grain, lamp oil, salt, payment due. Instead they blurred for a moment into strokes of ink carrying no meaning beyond their own insistence.

The village was listening, just as Thorne had said.

Now she was beginning to listen with it.
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When Aeris opened the drawer, the missing spool was the first thing she noticed. The awl lay where it belonged. So did the wax cake, the bone folder, the spare knife with its handle worn smooth near the base, and the folded packet of mending tissue tucked against the back corner. The small instruments of the bindery’s daily life were all there, arranged with the same care she trusted in herself even when she trusted little else.

Only the thread was gone.

Dark linen, medium weight, hand-waxed two nights earlier while rain tapped at the shutters and the village settled early into itself. She could picture the exact motion of setting it into the drawer that morning before work began. She had chosen that spool because the account book before her wanted strength without bulk, and habit fixed the memory with a firmness guesswork never managed.

She pulled the drawer farther open and searched it properly. The wood rasped along its runners. She moved the awl aside, lifted the wax, checked behind the knife, then opened the drawer to the left as well.

Nothing.

Her gaze shifted to the shelf above the bench, the tray near the press, the lower ledge beside the glue pot. Any workroom collected its small betrayals. Tools wandered. Hands grew tired. A thing could be set down in the wrong place and appear later with the maddening innocence of an object convinced it had behaved perfectly well all along.

Yet this felt stranger than ordinary carelessness. The bindery seemed to have altered a detail inside itself and expected her to accept the revision without protest.

“Looking for this?”

Thorne stood in the rear doorway with the missing spool held between two thick fingers.

For a breath she only stared. The spool looked exactly as it should. Dark thread wound tight and even. Wax giving the surface a muted sheen. One loose tail tucked under neatly. Up close there would be dust at the edge where it had touched the floor, but from across the room it appeared as innocent as every other tool she had handled a hundred times. Its very ordinariness unsettled her.

“Where did you get it?” she asked.

“Under the press table.”

“That makes no sense.”

“One could say that of most things.”

He crossed the room and set it beside her elbow with the quiet care of a man who knew better than to toss tools, however small. When he withdrew his hand, she could see the faint dust along the lower edge of the thread.

“You likely carried it there without noticing,” he said.

“I didn’t.”

The answer came too quickly. Something in his expression adjusted by a fraction. Thorne did not press at once, which made the moment heavier rather than easier.

“Then perhaps,” he said, “someone else has taken up bookbinding while I wasn’t looking.”

Under other circumstances she might have answered him with a dry remark of her own. Today the line found no easy place to land. If he had smiled, irritation might have restored proportion. If he had laughed, she could have dismissed him and with him the prickle working its way under her ribs. Instead he stood there with his grave old face and broad, ink-marked hands, making the sentence sound only partly like a jest.

“Did you move it?” she asked.

“No.”

Nothing in him suggested otherwise. Thorne lied rarely, and when he did he preferred omission. Aeris set one finger against the spool, half expecting some subtle wrongness to reveal itself beneath touch. It remained what it had always been: wood, thread, wax, a trace of dust, nothing more.

Outside, voices passed close enough to carry through the front window.

“...heard it myself this time.”

“...Dain looked. There was nobody there.”

“...same as before, then.”

The words thinned as the speakers moved on. A woman hushed them sharply, the way people did when they feared a subject might hear itself being named. Aeris lowered her hand from the spool and looked back at the account book spread open on the bench. Figures moved down the page in neat narrow columns: lamp oil, salt, two sacks of barley, paid in part, balance carried. A world of plain exchanges. A book meant to survive kitchen steam, damp hands, and the ordinary weight of domestic use. She fixed her gaze on those mundane entries with more determination than they deserved.

“Finish your order sheets?” she asked, because somebody in the room ought to behave as though the day still belonged to ordinary work.

“Enough of them.”

“Then perhaps you can tell me why half the village has suddenly decided the dark is developing ambitions.”

Thorne folded his arms. “Because memory is contagious.”

“That sounds like something you say when you want to seem wise without being useful.”

“It often is.”

A small smile touched her mouth and vanished almost at once.

“Still,” he said, and now his tone sharpened enough that she looked at him fully, “folk only start repeating old stories this fast when something gives them reason.”

“Such as?”

He turned his head toward the front window, not at anything visible there so much as at the lane beyond it, and beyond that the village itself with all its weather, habits, and inherited fears pressing close around its little stone houses.

“A season turning badly. A bell sounding wrong. Enough doors receiving knocks no one can account for.”

Aeris let the silence stand. It had become one of the day’s more useful tools.

After a moment, Thorne nodded once, as if concluding an argument she had never agreed to join, and went back through the rear curtain. The room settled around the absence he left behind. Aeris picked up the needle, bent again to the account book, and set the point where it belonged.

It slipped against her thumb.

Pain flared before she fully registered the mistake. She drew back with a sharp breath, and a bead of blood welled on the pad of her thumb, dark red and round before it widened. She muttered under her breath, took the folded cloth from beside the glue dish, and pressed it hard to the cut. Rough weave bit into skin. The clean metallic smell of blood rose at once through leather, paste, dust, and paper, changing the room with indecent speed. The boards underfoot felt nearer. The bench against her hip felt heavier. Every sound inside the bindery came closer to the surface.

The smell pulled at memory before Aeris could stop it. Her grandmother stood by the hearth in candlelight, the lines beside her mouth lit gold as she said in that practical tone of hers that thresholds were not the only things that answered when called. Some things needed very little. A trace of blood. A borrowed breath. Attention held too steadily in the wrong place. Aeris cut the thought off before it could gather further shape. Her grandmother had left her plenty of warnings. This was no time to sort wisdom from old fear. She forced her mind back to the room

She kept the cloth pressed to the cut until the pulse eased, then looked. The wound was shallow, more annoyance than injury, a bright crescent no wider than a grain husk. That, at least, belonged to the familiar order of work. Small hurts were part of the trade. A binder knew how to absorb them and continue. She flexed her fingers once, returned to the page, and passed the stitch cleanly through. Thread drew snug. Board settled under her hand. Her breathing lengthened again.

For a little while after that, the bindery remembered itself. The sounds of the craft resumed their proper order. Needle through paper. Thread tightening. Knife trimming a frayed edge from lining cloth. From the back room came the low shifts and thumps of Thorne moving stock from one shelf to another. Outside, the market softened toward evening. Wagon noise thinned. Voices shortened. Somewhere nearer the harbor road, a dog barked once in the bored, dutiful way of a creature who expected no answer and received none. The ordinary returned with enough steadiness to lay a covering over the day, though not enough to mend it.

Then Aeris rose to fetch another stack from the shelf near the door and saw the mark on the floor.

It lay just inside the threshold, a narrow scuff cut through the fine dust that gathered where boots and drafts met old boards. Pale and slightly hooked at the start, it suggested the inward drag of something long and narrow. A walking stick perhaps. The edge of a crate. The wet hem of a coat. The line ran two feet into the room and ended there, cleanly, without the ordinary scatter of signs that should have accompanied it.

She stopped where she was and set the pamphlets in her hands down on the counter without looking away. The mark had to be fresh. She swept every evening and again most mornings if the market had kicked grit under the door. Dust gathered quickly in Hallowmere, but not so quickly that a line like that would have hidden itself all day. If some customer had dragged in a stick or basket corner, there should have been other traces with it. Footprints. Damp. Mud. Something. The single line, standing alone, gave the whole thing its power.

Aeris crouched carefully and studied it more closely. The dust had been pushed aside rather than brushed. Whatever had made the scuff carried enough weight to leave a clear track, though not much. At the beginning the line widened slightly, narrowed where it crossed a seam between boards, then faded near the edge of the bench in a way that made her jaw tighten. It did not taper the way a simple drag mark should have. It simply diminished, as though the thing that had made it had lifted clear of the floor and gone on by some method she refused to entertain.

The thought irritated her enough that a dry laugh nearly escaped her.

“Thorne.”

Her voice carried farther than she intended. He appeared after a moment, wiping ink from his hands with a rag that had lost all claim to cleanliness years earlier.

“What now?”

She pointed without standing. He crouched with a grunt, one thick finger hovering above the scuff. His face revealed very little.

“Could be from a crate corner,” he said.

“We had no crate.”

“Could be from a walking stick.”

“Then where are the footmarks?”

He kept his finger suspended over the line while the last of the daylight thinned across the boards. At length he rose.

“Lock up before dark,” he said.

“That was already the plan.”

“Latch the back as well.”

Aeris stood too. “What aren’t you saying?”

He met her gaze, and what she found there disturbed her more than the mark itself. He was holding something in. That much had become plain.

“Nothing useful.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No,” he said quietly. “It isn’t.”

For a breath she thought he might go on. His mouth shifted as though another sentence had come as far as speech and chosen to remain unspoken. At last he folded the rag once in his hands and returned to the back room with his shoulders drawn tighter than before.

Aeris remained where she was, looking down at the line. It needed no movement to change the room. The threshold no longer felt like a simple doorway. It felt marked. The scuff had given shape to the unease already threading through the day and left her with the kind of evidence that troubled common sense most deeply: too clear to dismiss outright, too slight to explain.

By the time the lamps were lit, her nerves felt worn as the oldest hymnals stacked by the wall. She finished what repairs she could with stubborn care, counted the completed parcels twice, and tied them off with hands steadier than she felt. Outside, evening gathered into the lane. Doors closing. Buckets set down. Supper-hour voices muffled behind shutters. The village drew inward around itself in the old familiar way, yet tonight that inward turn carried an added strain, as though Hallowmere had begun listening to its own walls.

The bell above the bindery door remained silent. That silence settled over the room with an intention she could not shake.

Before leaving, she looked once more at the scuff near the threshold. In lamplight it appeared less certain than it had in the last of the daylight. Dust and shadow could play tricks on the eye if given enough opportunity. Even so, she took up the broom and swept the space carefully until the boards showed clean again. When she straightened, the muscles along her back seized sharply enough that she had to brace one hand against the bench and wait for the spasm to pass.

“You should go home,” Thorne said from behind her.

“That is an excellent idea,” she replied. “I may adopt it.”

He gave a dry huff that nearly counted as a laugh, but when he spoke again the humor was gone.

“If you hear anything tonight, leave it unanswered.”

Aeris turned toward him slowly. The lamp in his hand threw light upward across his face, deepening the hollows beside his mouth and beneath his eyes.

“That’s a strange thing to say.”

“It’s a practical thing.”

“Based on what?”

“On being old enough to dislike preventable trouble.”

That was all she got. She wrapped her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, gathered her satchel, and stepped out into the lane beneath the thinning light. Evening had settled over Hallowmere in full by then. Houses had drawn inward behind their shutters, and the last movement in the square had taken on the hushed, practical rhythm of people finishing the day before dark.

Nothing in the village looked altered enough to justify the strain that had taken hold of it. Supper smoke drifted low. A door closed somewhere up the lane. Voices carried briefly, then disappeared. The ordinary still held, at least on its surface, yet Aeris could not shake the sense that the day had shifted something small and decisive inside the world she knew best.

By the time she turned toward home, she no longer trusted herself to say whether Hallowmere had truly changed around her or whether it had only taught her to listen differently. Either way, she left the bindery with the uneasy conviction that something had already crossed a threshold, and that whatever followed would not announce itself kindly.
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Outside, the air had cooled without offering relief. Damp lay over Hallowmere like a second skin, clinging to stone, wool, wood, and breath alike. Smoke from evening suppers drifted low between the cottages, carrying onion, broth, fish, yeast, and the darker, earthier scent of peat catching properly at last.

The village gathered into evening by slow subtraction. Color thinned first. Then edges softened. By the time Aeris stepped away from the bindery door, the lane had already begun surrendering itself to shadow.

She drew her shawl more tightly around her shoulders and started toward home. The day’s labor had settled into her body with the quiet persistence of weather. Her wrists burned faintly. Heat sat between her shoulders. Every few paces, weakness in her thighs made itself known, never enough to stop her, only enough to insist on being counted.

She moved with the practiced economy of someone who had long ago learned how to cross discomfort without giving it command of the hour.

Shift weight. Shorten stride before the knee tightened. Breathe before the stitch beneath the ribs could settle in. Keep moving.

The village wore its usual face at that time of day, though something in it had grown harder to trust. Lanterns appeared one by one behind windows. The herbalist’s place near the bend glowed warm and yellow through curtain linen. A boy from the cooper’s house crossed the lane with kindling under one arm and a loaf under the other, carrying both with the solemn urgency of the very hungry.

Farther down, someone had begun singing to a child in the half-speaking cadence people used when the day had gone on too long for proper music.

The pieces of evening were all in place. Aeris knew every one of them. What troubled her was the growing sense that they had arranged themselves around a center she could no longer feel with certainty..

At the green, two women paused in conversation when they saw her coming. The hesitation lasted no more than a heartbeat, but she caught it all the same. Then one smiled too quickly, and the other adjusted the shawl at her throat with unnecessary care, as though they had been discussing weather or onions or any other harmless thing that could survive daylight. Aeris knew those women well enough to read what passed over their faces. One laughed from the chest when relaxed. The other held her chin too high when annoyed. Tonight both carried the same careful composure she had been seeing since morning, a layer of civility drawn over unease.

She passed without changing pace, yet their silence followed her.

Aeris had grown up in Hallowmere. She knew the difference between curiosity, pity, caution, and fear. Curiosity leaned forward. Pity softened. Caution narrowed. Fear gathered itself into composure because fear hated to spill if it could help it. That was what the village carried now, a disciplined strain shaping behavior without ever naming itself aloud. People were adjusting their habits around something unspoken and pretending those adjustments meant nothing.

Her cottage stood where it always had, half-hidden behind bramble and the wind-bent remains of an old rose that still managed three stubborn blooms each spring whether invited or not. The roofline dipped a little on the north side. The door stuck in damp weather and needed to be lifted as well as pulled. One shutter had never sat entirely straight, no matter how often she reset the hinge. The sight of it steadied her more than she expected. Home had its imperfections honestly. It never pretended otherwise.

The latch resisted before giving way. Inside, the air was colder than the lane, the hearth long dead and the rooms carrying the stillness of a house shut through the day. Aeris set down her satchel, gathered kindling from the basket by the wall, and knelt at the hearth. The movement pulled sharply through her hips, enough to tighten her jaw, but she worked through it and struck spark to tinder. Smoke first. Then ember. Then the low eager catch of dry kindling. Fire beginning where she had meant it to begin offered a comfort she would not have bothered naming on any other day.

She stayed crouched before it a moment longer than necessary, palms open toward the first rise of heat. The room filled slowly with familiar scents: old ash, wool, cold stone, and the faint rosemary hung to dry near the window weeks earlier. These were the small domestic truths of her life, plain and known. They should have loosened whatever had tightened inside her during the day. Instead the cottage seemed to hold its quiet too carefully, as though it were listening along with her.

She rose and moved through the narrow rooms by habit more than thought. Kettle to hook. Water from the crock. Bread cut. Cheese unwrapped. The last spoon of preserved beans scraped from the jar with more determination than dignity. Each action belonged to a sequence older than the day’s unease. She trusted such sequences. They carried a person when thought refused to do its share.

At the basin, she washed ink from her hands. Water rang lightly against the chipped ceramic. Gray-blue stain clouded and thinned beneath her fingers. Then, for the briefest instant, certainty shifted. She became sure the basin had no chip at all. Her gaze snapped to the rim. The flaw waited there exactly where it belonged, white-edged and familiar on the left side near the curve where the glaze dipped. She had caught a finger on it two winters ago while half-asleep and sworn loudly enough to scandalize herself in an otherwise empty house.

Aeris stood very still.

The memory of a smooth unbroken rim withdrew as quickly as it had come, leaving behind a cold vacancy where certainty had been. She dried her hands slowly on the towel and said nothing. Fatigue offered itself as explanation. Too long a day. Too little food. Too much damp. A body overtaxed and a mind dragging under more weight than either should have carried. Perhaps all of that was true. The sensation still sat wrong.

She carried her plate to the chair by the hearth and sat. Fire popped softly between the stones. Outside, boots passed along the lane. A dog barked once, then again, evenly spaced. Aeris tore bread, chewed, swallowed, and felt appetite thinning into duty. The food was sound. The room was hers. Yet the house had taken on the quality of a place she was hearing through rather than inhabiting from within.

She should have been able to name every sound in a cottage that small. Usually she could. Tonight, each one arrived with a faint trailing echo, just enough to unsettle certainty without breaking it. The effect was slight, but slightness had become the day’s favorite method.

Halfway through the bread, a knock sounded at the door.

Aeris went still. It was a single knock, measured and deliberate, given by a hand that understood patience. The sound did not rattle the latch or trouble the frame. It entered the room and settled there. Behind her, the fire gave a soft hiss. Somewhere down the lane, a cart wheel rolled over stone and passed on.

She waited for a second knock.

None came.

Her eyes remained fixed on the door while her mind moved quickly through practical explanations. A neighbor. Someone at the wrong cottage in the dusk. A branch shifting in the damp. The frame settling under evening air. Then Thorne’s voice returned with maddening clarity. If you hear anything tonight, leave it unanswered.

Annoyance rose first. Annoyance that a sentence spoken hours ago in another building had followed her here and taken up residence at her threshold. Annoyance that his warning had planted itself so firmly inside her. She set down the crust in her hand and stood. Pain flashed through her hips and knees, bright enough to sharpen her breath, but attention drew her across the room more forcefully than discomfort held her back. Each board lay where it always had. The hearth glowed behind her. The curtain by the narrow stair stirred where warm air climbed.

At the door, she stopped with her hand just short of the latch.

Nothing moved beyond it. No shadow crossed the line beneath the threshold. No rustle of cloth reached her through the wood. She leaned closer without touching the door. The house held its silence around her. Even the fire seemed to quiet itself.

Aeris pictured the lane outside in exact detail. Damp stones. The low wall opposite. Bramble dark at the gate. Mist gathering where the road dipped toward the green. A person standing there would have occupied that space plainly. Would have altered the air of it. Yet her body gave her nothing to work with. No displaced presence. No small sound of waiting. Only uncertainty pressed cleanly against the wood.

After a slow count of ten, she stepped back.

“That’s enough of that,” she said quietly.

The words steadied her, though only a little. She crossed to the window and eased the curtain aside with two fingers. The lane lay empty under thin moonlight and low mist. Bramble shifted at the gate in the damp breeze. Two cottages down, a lantern cast a wavering square of gold across the stones. No one stood outside. No one moved away. The lane held itself with the blank innocence of a place that had already decided not to explain.

When she returned to the chair, the food had gone cold. She made herself finish half of it anyway. Eating was a kind of refusal. So was washing the plate. So was checking the latch twice instead of four times. So was banking the fire properly rather than letting unease swell until it ruled every practical act in the room. She would not feed the hour more than it had already taken.

Upstairs, the bed waited under layered blankets and the faint scent of dried lavender tucked in the chest at the footboard. Aeris undressed only as much as comfort required, then sat for a moment on the edge of the mattress before easing herself down beneath the covers. The weight of the blankets felt almost medicinal. Her body welcomed the mercy of stillness. Her mind proved less cooperative.

In the dark, the house resumed its old language. Timber easing. Wind brushing the roofline. A faint tick from cooling iron below. The settling sounds every lived-in place produced once human motion withdrew.

Aeris knew them well. That was what made the change so difficult to ignore. Each sound seemed to arrive with a faint companion, a trailing repetition too delicate to identify and too persistent to dismiss. The effect reminded her of a footstep followed by another footstep where no second tread should have fallen.

She lay still until listening became its own form of strain. Once, she nearly rose to relight the lamp fully and prove the room to herself in plain light. The impulse passed.

Darkness remained draped over the stair mouth. The chest at the foot of the bed held its familiar shape among darker shapes. The window gave off a dim rectangle of lesser black. Nothing shifted. Nothing announced itself.

Yet the house felt altered all the same, as though some inward chamber of silence had withdrawn just beyond her reach.

Time passed. Enough for the banked fire below to settle lower. Aeris turned onto one side, then onto her back again. Sleep hovered near but stopped short of taking her.

Her thoughts moved restlessly through the day. The doubled bell. The widow’s careful face. The shadow at the window. The missing spool. The line in the dust. Thorne’s warning. The single knock.

Any one of those moments might have been explained away and folded back into weather, fatigue, or village nerves. Together they had begun to gather weight. That disturbed her more than any single incident. Pattern was beginning to emerge, and once the mind detected pattern, it became hard to tell whether it had discovered something real or merely taught fear how to arrange itself.

At last, exhaustion wore down resistance by persistence alone. Her eyes drifted shut. Sleep came slowly, edging nearer until thought thinned and the room loosened around her.

Just before it took her, the bindery bell sounded again in her mind, a small uncertain rattle with the same metallic shape it had carried that morning. A breath later the note came again, cleanly repeated, and this time it seemed to ring from somewhere far closer than memory should have allowed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER II

The Sealed Book
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The quiet in the room pressed close around her. Aeris sat at the rough table with both hands flat on the boards, palms spread as though anchoring herself to the wood itself. It felt cool beneath her skin. Grain lines ran under her fingers in paths she knew almost as well as the creases of her own hands, worn smooth by years of use. On most nights that familiarity steadied her. Tonight, it only measured the length of her waiting while she pretended she was doing no such thing.

The lamp on the shelf burned with a steady pale flame, spilling light down the wall, across the table, and into the worn corners of the small room. The air hung heavy, close with held stillness, as though the house had drawn one long breath and kept it. Beside her hand, a chipped cup released the faintest ribbon of steam before surrendering it to the hush. She had brewed the tea to give herself something ordinary to do, a small act belonging to the shape of any other evening. Now it cooled untouched.

Under the floor, a joist creaked, sharp and brief. Houses always complained when the air shifted or the stone beneath them gave up the day’s warmth. She knew that. Even so, the sound tightened the muscles at the back of her neck. She waited for the familiar settling pattern that usually followed, the series of small answers an old house gave when one of its bones spoke first.

Nothing came.

Below her, the bindery lay dark. She pictured it clearly. Tools wiped clean and returned to hooks. Spools and awls and knives aligned in their accustomed places. Finished books marching along the shelves with their spines turned outward. At the center of the main worktable, the locked wooden box remained where she had left it, a deeper square of shadow among shapes she trusted. Its clasp had refused her earlier. Its lid had offered no seam willing to yield. It waited downstairs with the same quiet resolve it had held from the moment it entered her hands.

Beyond the door, Hallowmere folded inward for the night. The market bell had rung once to close trading, then again in its habitual impatience when somebody important lingered too long. Doors shut in uneven rhythm. Voices thinned from laughter to final calls and then to absence. A cart had rattled toward the river road and dissolved into distance. Even that ordinary noise had drained away. At the edge of hearing, where the sea usually lived, only the faintest suggestion remained. Some nights the tide spoke clearly, a distant hush and pull against the shore. Tonight, it felt farther out, suspended somewhere between retreat and return.

Aeris lifted her hands and flexed her fingers. The wood grain had left faint impressions across her palms. Ink stained the side of her ring finger. A nick from a stubborn lancet marked her thumb. Small, exact injuries told a story she understood. Work done. Care taken. Pages mended. The strangeness threading through the day left no mark of that kind. It had settled elsewhere, deeper than skin, in the place where the body began to recognize a pattern before the mind had found words for it.

She thought of the snagged thread in the bolt of linen downstairs, stretched so tight it had quivered against her fingertip. She thought of the second ringing of the market bell coming too close behind the first, and of shadows in the bindery leaning a fraction away from where light should have held them. Each moment had been small enough to question on its own. Taken together, they had gathered weight. Her palms returned to the table.

A tremor passed through the floorboards beneath her bare feet. It was subtle, more felt than heard, a brief tightening and release traveling through the bones of the house. Her whole body went still. Her gaze lifted to the door.

It was an ordinary door. Thick planks darkened by smoke and age. A knot at shoulder height her fingers knew without looking. An iron latch polished smooth by years of use. Solid timber doing the work timber had always done. Yet it held her attention now like a boundary newly drawn.

The tremor faded. Three knocks struck the wood.

They landed with measured precision. The first came cleanly. A pause followed. Then the second. Another pause. Then the third. The rhythm declared itself with such calm intention that the vibration traveled through the planks, into the frame, down into the floor, and into her bones. Her fingers curled before she told them to. Nails pressed crescents into her palms. For one stretched breath, the whole of the day narrowed to the echo of those knocks.

Her gaze dropped to the cup beside her hand. A thin skin had formed across the tea. It wrinkled as the table shifted under her weight. She had brewed it in the hope of coaxing the evening back toward something ordinary. It looked misplaced now, a cooling domestic object inside a room drawn taut around a sound.

Ceramic scraped against wood as she pushed the cup aside. The noise felt wrong simply because it belonged to her. Silence gathered again, fuller than before, and then another set of three knocks followed in the same measured rhythm, only stronger this time. Fear arrived and took up its place with disturbing clarity. Whoever stood outside knew exactly which door they wanted. Leaving it unanswered would not dissolve that certainty. It would only leave the unanswered shape of it standing there.

Her shoulders squared. Air entered her lungs, shallow but controlled. She rose.

The air felt dense, resisting movement. She crossed the room without hurry. The boards carried her steps with their familiar patience, and every pace offered the chance to turn back. Every pace also brought her closer to the latch. Up close, the door revealed its history. Shallow scratches at knee height from an old crate. A darker patch near the bottom where rain had once seeped through before she sealed the gap. Iron studs dulled by years of weather and hands. Details that had always reinforced solidity now underscored how little separated her from whatever waited beyond.

Her palm settled against the wood. Rough grain pressed into her skin. Then, faintly, a hum stirred beneath her hand, a residual vibration threading through timber and bone alike. It traveled up her arm to her shoulder and tightened her throat when she swallowed.

“Who is it?”

The words came out lower than she intended. The walls absorbed them. The house seemed to listen.

Nothing answered.

Her fingers slid down to the latch. The curve fit her grip too well, worn smooth by years of use. The metal carried its own heaviness tonight. She could still step away. Extinguish the lamp. Retreat upstairs. Let the hour pass around her without response. Old stories warned of doors opened at the wrong time. They also warned of summons that carried consequence when refused. Her grandmother’s voice rose from memory with unsettling clarity. Some knocks belong to the world itself. You answer those, child, whether you welcome them or not.

The latch lifted slowly. Iron cleared iron with a sound too loud for such a small room. Cool air seeped through the narrow seam between door and frame, brushing her knuckles. It carried damp stone, lane dust, the fading trace of cooking smoke, and beneath it something cleaner and more metallic, like water passing over iron in darkness.

She shifted her stance and drew the door inward.

A narrow slice of night appeared. The step lay pale against the dark. Beyond it stretched the lane, hedges and low walls broken by shadow. A neighbor’s window cast a small square of yellow across the stones, deepening the dark around it. She opened the door wider.

The lane stood empty.

Stillness held the cottages, the hedges, the bend toward the green. Whoever had knocked had departed with impossible speed or had never occupied the space in the ordinary way a body should. Yet something rested on the step.

It was a bundle no larger than a temple hymnal, set neatly against the threshold. Thick green canvas wrapped it tight, corners folded with deliberate care. Twine crossed the cloth and pulled firm at the center. Where the cords met, a pale metal seal pressed into wax caught the lamplight.

Her grip tightened on the frame. Her eyes searched the lane again. Shutters closed. Rooflines dipped into shadow. Elias’s forge hunched farther down. The well handle glinted faintly at the bend. Somewhere out of sight, a dog barked once and fell silent. No figure moved away. No door shut. The bundle remained.

The seal answered the lamplight with a muted gleam. At its center, a calm stylized eye stared upward, carved in clean lines that made looking away feel like effort. Around it wound a continuous threefold knot, each curve feeding the next without break. Along the outer edge, shallow grooves suggested orbital rings circling that steady center. The sight reached for something half awake inside her, the way an unspoken word waits at the back of the tongue before rising into sound.

At the base of the step, a pale line in the dust traced a narrow path from the lane to her threshold. Earlier she had seen such a line without explanation. Now explanation waited at her feet.

The urge to shut the door and bar it rose sharply through her. She held her ground. The canvas looked plain enough, trader’s cloth meant to keep goods dry, yet the air around it carried a gathered focus, as though attention itself had narrowed around that shape. Her own attention answered in kind.

She bent and slid her hands beneath the bundle. Canvas scraped lightly against her skin. Twine pressed into her palms as she lifted. The weight settled heavily into her wrists and forearms, denser than its size warranted. The seal rested against the base of her thumb. It held warmth. Steadier than the night air. Warmer than the stone beneath her feet. The heat passed slowly into her skin, and she did not pull away.

No name marked the canvas. No note explained its arrival. Whoever had brought it had claimed nothing aloud. She scanned the lane once more. Stillness answered. The bundle had belonged to the threshold. Now it belonged to her.

She stepped backward into the cottage, the cool stone brushing her heels. The door swung inward. Wood met frame with a soft thud, and the latch dropped with a final click. The room had changed shape around what she carried. Lamplight gathered around the green canvas and the pale seal in her arms. Her shoulders ached beneath the weight. Her pulse beat hard against her throat. Downstairs, the locked wooden box waited on the worktable, sealed and stubborn. In her hands, another sealed object had arrived, carried by a pattern of knocks and laid at her door without witness.

Aeris stood still and let the quiet settle around her again. It had form now. The rectangle of the bundle. The eye set into the seal. The thin drag line outside her threshold. Whatever had come to her door had left its answer behind. Fear held its place, narrow and exact. Beneath it, something steadier began to rise, drawn up from a deeper part of her than nerves or village caution could reach. By the time she set the bundle on the table and looked down at it fully, she knew the next movement belonged to her, and that whatever waited inside the green canvas had already begun to alter the shape of the night.
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Aeris carried the bundle to the workbench and set it down with more care than she wanted to admit. The boards received the weight with a low wooden thud. Lamplight moved across the green canvas and settled in the hollows where the twine crossed it. Up close, the wrapping looked even more deliberate than it had on the step. Whoever had bound it understood their craft. The folds lay tight and exact. Each edge aligned cleanly. Every knot held with purpose. Her fingers remained on the cloth for a moment longer before she drew them back.

The room itself had not changed, yet its balance had. The same shelf held the same row of chipped dishes. The curtain stirred faintly over the narrow window. The lamp threw its pale circle across the bench and left the corners in shadow. Even so, the ordinary objects around her seemed to give way to what sat before her, as though the bundle had taken the center of the room and everything else had agreed to stand back.

She should have left it wrapped until morning. Morning brought light and work and the steadiness ordinary tasks lent to a troubled mind. Daylight made a thing answerable. Night enlarged uncertainty and gave silence too much presence. She understood all of that clearly enough. She reached for the twine anyway.

The cords resisted at first, drawn tight with deliberate strength. She slid a thumbnail beneath the first crossing and worked it upward until the strand gave. A second cord loosened more easily. As the tension eased, the bundle released the faintest settling sigh. Aeris paused and listened. The house remained still around her. The walls held. The air kept its shape. After a breath, she folded back one corner of the canvas.

Inside rested a book.

For a moment she only looked at it. It was larger than the ledgers she kept for temple work, though smaller than the family record books old houses sometimes brought her for repair. Its cover held a deep darkness, rich and difficult to name, like wood left too long in water. No title marked it. No author’s name. No ornamental stamping crossed its surface. The leather lay smooth in some places and worn in others, yet the wear did not suggest frequent handling. Time appeared to have moved over it in quiet layers and left its trace there.

At the center of the cover lay the same sigil impressed into the metal seal. The eye sat calm and watchful within the unbroken threefold knot. Around it, faint orbital rings caught the lamplight with restrained precision, suggesting depth beneath the stamping. In another setting the design might have passed for ornament. Here it carried the pressure of held motion, as though the pattern itself rested in readiness.

Her fingertips hovered over the symbol before settling lightly against the cover. Warmth met her skin at once, steady and contained, a living heat with no business rising from leather and board. The contact traveled through her fingers into her wrist, and some answering pulse stirred at the base of her throat. She withdrew her hand sharply enough that the lamp flame quivered.

Ridiculous, she thought, though the word failed to settle the moment.

Books did
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