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By the time the bells of Valedria began their evening count, the woman in the chair had forgotten the sound of her own daughter's voice.

I knew because I had asked her three times.

The first answer had been a name, spoken with the uncertainty of someone reaching for a familiar object in a dark room. The second had been a description: dark hair, a small scar beneath the chin, a habit of humming while she worked. The third time, the woman had closed her eyes and said that her daughter had a laugh, though she could no longer remember what it sounded like. She had looked almost embarrassed by the admission, as if she had failed an examination for which she had been given no time to prepare.

I did not tell her that this was normal. It was not normal, and the woman deserved at least that much honesty.

Instead, I adjusted the brass instrument resting against the woman's temple and checked the narrow glass vial beneath its central needle. A pale thread of light had begun to gather inside it, wavering like smoke caught in a bottle. The memory was close to the surface now. With a little patience, I could draw it out without damaging anything around it.

"How old was your daughter when you last saw her?" I asked.

"Seventeen."

"And how long ago was that?"

The woman frowned. "Four years. Perhaps five."

"Her name?"

This time, the answer came quickly. "Mara."

I glanced at the clerk standing beside the examination table. He dipped his pen into the ink and recorded the name. The official record already contained it, of course, along with the woman's address, my age, and the date on which I had reported the incident. The questions were procedural. Their purpose was to establish that the memory belonged to the person sitting before them and that I understood what I was surrendering.

In Valedria, even grief required documentation.

The woman shifted in her chair. Her hands were folded tightly in her lap, the knuckles pale beneath the thin skin. "Will I forget her completely?"

"No," I said. "You will remember that you had a daughter. You will remember her name, her age, and the fact that she is missing. The memory we are removing is the one that keeps returning to you."

"But it's the only one I have left of her."

I paused with my fingers on the instrument's adjustment wheel. Beyond the high windows, the last of the daylight was draining from the rooftops. The examination chamber had been designed to feel reassuring: warm stone, clean linen, a painted ceiling depicting the seven founding queens. There were no chains, no visible restraints, and no sharp instruments. The Crown preferred its citizens to leave believing that nothing had been taken from them against their will.

"You said the memory comes back every night," I replied. "You said you cannot sleep because of it."

"I hear her calling from the river."

The woman's voice had grown smaller. She looked down at her hands, rubbing one thumb over the other. "I know she isn't there. I know what the river did to the houses that winter. But I hear her all the same. Sometimes I wake up standing at the door with my shoes on. Last week, I walked all the way to the eastern bank before I realized where I was."

I looked again at the light inside the vial. It had turned from white to a faint, troubled blue.

There were memories that behaved like wounds. They resisted removal, not because they were stronger than the others, but because the mind had built too much of itself around them. Pulling one free could leave the surrounding memories disordered, like stones removed from the foundation of a house. The official instruction was to proceed carefully and record any instability. The unofficial instruction, which I had learned from years of watching frightened people sit in this chair, was to remember that the person being treated would have to live with whatever remained.

I turned the wheel a fraction.

"Think of Mara," I said. "Not the river. Not the night you lost her. Think of something ordinary. Something you did together."

The woman swallowed. "She used to steal the burnt edges of the bread."

"Why?"

"She said they tasted better." A brief smile crossed her face, appearing and disappearing before I could decide whether it was relief or pain. "Your mother would have agreed with her. She never could make bread without burning it."

"Then think of that."

The light in the vial gathered into a thin strand. I kept my breathing steady and guided it through the instrument's narrow channel. A low vibration passed through the brass, barely audible beneath the distant bells. The woman's shoulders tightened. Her lips moved, but no sound emerged.

I had performed the procedure hundreds of times. I knew the moment when a memory loosened, the moment when it resisted, and the moment when it was gone. I also knew that the most dangerous part was often the quiet afterward, when a person reached for something that had been there all their life and found only the shape it had left behind.

The thread slipped into the vial.

The woman opened her eyes.

For several seconds she stared at the ceiling, breathing slowly. Then she looked at me with an expression of mild confusion.

"Is it finished?"

"Yes."

"Did I say anything?"

"Nothing you need to worry about."

The woman considered this, then nodded. The clerk approached with a folded cloth and a small cup of water. He offered both with the practiced gentleness of someone who had never been required to undergo the procedure himself.

I sealed the vial and wrote the case number across its label. The memory would be transferred to the Ministry's vaults before midnight, where it would remain under Crown authority. Officially, this was done to prevent the return of dangerous memories. In practice, no one outside the Ministry could say what happened to them afterward.

As the woman was helped from the chamber, I stopped beside me.

"I know I asked you this before," I said, "but will I still know that I loved her?"

I looked at her. "Yes."

"Even if I can't remember her voice?"

"Love isn't stored in one memory."

The woman seemed to accept that. She gave me a small, grateful nod and followed the clerk through the door.

I waited until the footsteps had faded before removing my gloves.

The chamber smelled of warmed metal and lavender oil. I disliked the oil, though the Ministry insisted it made the procedure less distressing. To me, it only made the room smell like a place trying too hard to hide what happened inside it.

I placed the vial in the padded case and locked it. The case was one of twelve waiting on the table, each containing a memory scheduled for transfer. Most were ordinary: a soldier's final night before deployment, a merchant's recollection of a coded meeting, a child's memory of a house fire. The Crown classified them according to risk, and I had learned not to ask why certain memories were considered more dangerous than others.

my own memories were not kept in a Ministry vault. That was the only reason I still had them.

At least, I believed it was.

A knock sounded at the chamber door. The clerk returned, holding a narrow envelope sealed with black wax.

"Keeper Vey," he said. "The Commander requires you upstairs."

I glanced at the envelope. The seal bore the Crown's mark: a seven-pointed crown pressed into dark red wax. Beneath it, someone had written my name in a hand I recognized.

"Did he say why?"

"No."

"Did he say when?"

"Immediately."

The clerk avoided my eyes. He had been working in the Ministry for less than a year, but he was already learning which questions were safer left unanswered.

I put on my gloves again, collected the case, and followed him into the corridor.

The Ministry of Remembrance occupied the oldest hill in Valedria. Its foundations predated the Crown, and its upper floors had been built from the pale stone of a fortress that had once guarded the river crossing. The corridors were broad enough for two processions to pass without touching, with narrow windows set high in the walls. Portraits of former Keepers watched from between the columns. Every one of them wore the same dark collar and the same expression of solemn restraint.

I had never liked the portraits. They made the work appear noble.

I passed the registry, where clerks were still entering the day's reports, and climbed the eastern staircase toward the Commander's offices. The higher floors were quieter. Here, the walls were decorated with maps rather than portraits, and the doors were made of dark wood with no names engraved upon them. The Ministry did not encourage visitors to know who worked behind them.

Commander Vale was waiting with a document spread across his desk.

He was a tall man in his late forties, broad through the shoulders, with silver beginning to show at his temples. He wore the black uniform of the Crown's Inquisition, though he had long ago stopped carrying the ceremonial sword that accompanied the office. His hands were clean, his cuffs immaculate, and his eyes gave very little away.

"You're late," he said.

"The bells had not finished."

"They are not a clock, Keeper Vey."

"No, Commander. They're a warning."

For a moment, something almost resembling amusement touched his face. Then he indicated the chair opposite him.

I sat.

Vale closed the document before I could read it. "How many extractions have you performed this month?"

"Forty-three."

"And how many required a second examination?"

"Six."

"More than last month."

"More people are coming forward."

"Or more people are remembering things they should not."

I studied him. "Those are not necessarily different explanations."

Vale leaned back. "You have a habit of making simple matters difficult."

"Only when they're not simple."

He regarded my for a moment, then opened the document again. This time he turned it toward her.

The report concerned a man named Alaric Thorne, arrested three nights earlier in the lower city. His occupation was listed as a mapmaker, his age as sixty-two, and his place of residence as a rented room above a cooper's shop. The final section contained a short description of the incident that had led to his arrest: unauthorized entry into a sealed municipal archive, followed by an assault on two Crown officers.

I read the report twice.

"Why am I being shown this?"

"Because the man refuses to cooperate with the interrogators."

"Then send him to the Inquisition."

"He has already been there."

"And?"

Vale folded his hands. "He has been speaking about a prince."

I looked up.

The word seemed out of place in the room. Valedria had not had a prince in more than a century. The last royal heir had died during the succession war, and the Crown had since been governed by a council of bloodlines descended from the founding queens. There were old stories about sons hidden from the records, children smuggled across borders, and heirs whose names had been removed from the royal genealogies. The Ministry taught that such stories were inventions created by those who wished to weaken the Crown.

"Which prince?" I asked.

"That is what I need you to find out."

"Has he named him?"

"He has given us several names. None appear in the royal register."

"Then perhaps he's confused."

"He is not confused."

Vale's certainty was more troubling than the report itself.

I returned to the document. The man's injuries were recorded in precise detail: two broken fingers, a dislocated shoulder, bruising along the ribs. There was no mention of a memory examination.

"Why hasn't he been processed?"

"Because every time the interrogators ask about the prince, he begins describing the same event. The first time, he spoke for nearly an hour. The second time, he began reciting dates and locations. The third time, he refused to speak at all."

"And you think I can remove the memory."

"I think you can tell me why he is protecting it."

I closed the report. "You want an extraction without knowing what the memory contains."

"I want an examination."

"Those are not the same thing."

"No," Vale said. "They are not."

He reached beneath the desk and placed a small object on the document. It was a silver disc, no larger than a coin, engraved with a symbol I had never seen: a circle crossed by three uneven lines. The metal was dark around its edges, as if it had been buried for years.

"Found in his possession," Vale said. "Do you recognize it?"

I picked it up carefully. It was cold enough to make my fingertips ache. The symbol had been cut into the surface with a fine tool, but the lines were not perfectly straight. Someone had carved it by hand.

"No."

"Look again."

"I have."

Vale watched me turn the disc over. There was nothing on the reverse except a shallow indentation near the rim. I placed it back on the desk.

"Whatever this is, it doesn't belong to the Ministry."

"That is why I am asking you to examine the man rather than the object."

I disliked the way he said examine. It was a word used when the Crown wanted to make an order sound like a question.

"When?"

"Tonight."

I glanced toward the window. Beyond it, the city had begun to disappear beneath the evening mist. "The vault transfer is not complete. I have twelve cases waiting downstairs."

"They can wait."

"Some of them are unstable."

"Then assign another Keeper."

"There are only three qualified to handle those cases, and one is on leave."

Vale's expression did not change. "You will go to the holding chambers, Keeper Vey. You will establish what Thorne remembers, and you will report your findings directly to me. Do not attempt an extraction until I authorize it."

I stood. "Understood."

As I reached the door, Vale spoke again.

"One more thing. If the man mentions a woman, I want you to tell me."

I turned. "What woman?"

"We don't know. He has been asking for someone since his arrest."

"Has he given a name?"

"Not one that the guards recognize."

Vale picked up the silver disc and slipped it into a drawer. "If he asks for you, do not tell him anything about your family."

The words were delivered with such calm precision that I almost missed their significance.

"My family?"

"Your mother worked in this Ministry. You know that."

"I know she did."

"Then you know how easily a person's past can be used against them."

I kept my face still. My mother had disappeared when I was eleven. The Ministry had told me that I had died during a winter fever, but no body had been returned, and no grave had ever been shown to her. The official record was brief, neat, and final. I had spent most of my childhood learning that asking questions about it made adults uncomfortable.

"Is there something I should know?" I asked.

Vale held my gaze. "There is nothing you need to know tonight."

I left without answering.

The holding chambers were beneath the western wing, behind a set of iron doors guarded by two members of the Crown's Inquisition. The air grew colder as I descended. I could hear the faint movement of water behind the walls, where old channels carried runoff from the hill into the river below.

A guard checked my papers and opened the final door.

Alaric Thorne was sitting on the floor with his back against the wall. His left arm had been secured in a sling, and a dark bruise spread beneath his right eye. Despite his injuries, he looked alert. His hair was white and uncombed, his beard uneven, and his clothes were those of a man who had spent more time working outdoors than sitting in rooms such as this.

He looked at me as I entered.

For several seconds, neither of them spoke.

Then he said, "You took your time."

I set my case on the table. "You asked to see a Memory Keeper?"

"I asked for someone who could listen."

"I'm here to examine your memories."

"That is not the same thing."

I recognized the phrasing, though I could not remember where I had heard it before.

"Your name is Alaric Thorne?"

"That depends on who is asking."

"The Ministry."

"Then yes."

I opened the case and removed the brass instrument. Thorne watched me prepare it with an expression that was neither fear nor defiance. He seemed to be studying my hands.

"Commander Vale says you've been speaking about a prince," I said.

Thorne gave a quiet laugh. "Vale always did prefer the wrong part of a story."

"You know him?"

"I know what he serves."

"That isn't an answer."

"No. It isn't."

I placed the instrument on the table. "I need you to tell me what happened in the archive."

"I went looking for a name."

"Whose name?"

"Someone the Crown has spent a great deal of time making people forget."

"Why?"

"Because names are dangerous. They give the living somewhere to put their grief."

I had heard variations of this kind of speech from people who believed themselves persecuted. Usually, they were trying to make a personal grievance sound like a political truth. But Thorne's voice held no urgency. He spoke as though he were describing a place he had visited many times.

"What does this have to do with the prince?"

Thorne leaned forward. "Tell me something, Keeper. When you remove a memory, where does it go?"

"That information is classified."

"Then you know."

"I know that the Ministry preserves memories that cannot safely remain with their owners."

"Preserves them." He repeated the word carefully. "Is that what they call it now?"

I felt an irritation rising beneath my professional calm. "If you have something useful to say, say it."

"I have spent thirty years trying to find a man whose existence has been erased from every record in the kingdom. I have watched people forget their own children. I have seen a woman forget the face of the man who murdered her husband, only to remember the murderer every time she looked into a mirror. And you sit there asking me for something useful."

He stopped, breathing through his nose. His eyes had grown bright, though he was not crying.

"I know what your work does," he continued. "I know what they tell you it does. But there is a difference between removing a memory and destroying it. You should have learned that by now."

I did not answer. I had heard the accusation before, usually from people who believed the Ministry had stolen something from them. But there was something in the man's certainty that unsettled me. He was not asking me to believe him. He was asking whether I had ever considered the possibility.

I moved the instrument closer.

"I can examine the memory without removing it," I said. "If you cooperate, the procedure will be brief."

"Will you remember what you see?"

"That depends on what you show me."

"Then perhaps we have a chance."

He held out his uninjured hand.

I placed the brass contact against his palm. The metal warmed beneath my fingers as the instrument began to respond. I closed my eyes and reached for the familiar current beneath his thoughts, the subtle pressure that marked the edge of a memory. Most minds presented themselves as a collection of impressions: faces, sounds, sensations, places. Thorne's was unusually orderly. His memories seemed to have been arranged around a single absence.

I followed the strongest thread.

At first, I saw a room filled with maps. A younger Thorne stood beside a table, speaking to someone outside the frame. Rain struck the windows. A candle guttered in a brass holder. The scene shifted, and I found myself looking at a long corridor lined with shelves. There were no labels on them, only narrow spaces where labels had once been.

Thorne's memory moved deeper.

A door stood at the end of the corridor. Beyond it was a chamber with a circular ceiling, its stonework marked by the same symbol I had seen on the silver disc. In the center of the room stood a young man wearing a dark coat. His face was turned away, but I could see the pale line of a scar running from the base of his ear to his collar.

Someone spoke from the darkness.

"You were told to leave the record untouched."

The young man answered, though his voice was distant and distorted.

"I was told many things."

Then the memory changed.

I saw a hand reaching toward a wall of glass. Behind it, hundreds of small lights glimmered in the dark. Some were steady. Others flickered and vanished. A woman stood beside the glass, her face hidden by the angle of the room.

The young man turned toward her.

And the woman said my name.

Not a name that resembled hers. Not a name that might have belonged to someone else. Her name, spoken in the exact voice she had spent fifteen years trying not to forget.

I pulled away.

The instrument slipped from my hand and struck the table. I opened my eyes so quickly that the room seemed to tilt around me. Thorne was watching me, his expression suddenly weary.

"What did you see?" he asked.

I looked down at the brass instrument. Its central needle was trembling, though the memory examination had ended.

"Who was the woman?"

Thorne said nothing.

"Who was she?"

"You know."

"I don't."

"Not anymore."

I stood, but the movement sent a wave of dizziness through me. I steadied myself against the table and forced my breathing into a measured rhythm. The room was exactly as it had been before: stone walls, narrow window, iron door, a single lamp burning above the table. Nothing had changed, except that I could no longer trust what I had seen.

Thorne lowered his hand.

"Your mother wanted you to stay away from the Ministry," he said.

I felt the words land somewhere beneath my ribs.

"My mother is dead."

"Is that what they told you?"

I stared at him. "Don't."

"I wish I could tell you she was safe. I can't. I wish I could tell you she knew what would happen. I can't tell you that either."

"You're lying."

"Perhaps. But you heard her voice."

I moved toward him, stopping just short of the table. "How do you know my mother?"

Thorne looked at me for a long moment. His eyes seemed to search my face for something he had expected to find and had not.

"Because I was there when they took her last memory."

The instrument gave a faint metallic click.

I looked down. The glass vial attached to its side had clouded over, though I had not placed a memory inside it. A thin line of blue light moved through the cloudy glass, forming a shape I could not quite recognize.

Then the light disappeared.

Outside the holding chamber, the bells began their final count.

Thorne leaned back against the wall, exhausted. "You should leave now, Keeper Vey. Before Vale decides to ask you what you saw."

I gathered the instrument with hands I could no longer keep entirely steady. I wanted to demand names, dates, explanations. I wanted to know why a stranger in a prison cell had heard my mother's voice and why the memory of that voice had seemed more real than anything I had carried from childhood.

But there was one question I could not bring myself to ask.

Instead, I closed the case and turned toward the door.

Behind her, Thorne spoke once more.

"Elara."

I stopped.

"Whatever they offer you, don't let them make you remember."

The guard opened the door. Cold air from the corridor moved across my face, and I stepped through without looking back.

Only when the iron door had closed did I notice the faint blue mark on the inside of my wrist.

It was the same symbol that had been carved into the silver disc.

And beneath it, written in a hand I had not seen since childhood, were three small words:

I remembers you.
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I kept my wrist turned inward all the way back to my quarters.

The corridor outside the holding chambers was empty, though the lamps had been lit and the evening attendants had begun their rounds. Somewhere above me, a door opened and closed. A clerk called for a porter. The ordinary sounds of the Ministry continued with such stubborn indifference that I found myself resenting them. I had just heard my dead mother's voice inside another person's memory, and the building seemed determined to behave as though nothing of consequence had happened.

I did not look at the mark again until I reached the narrow washroom adjoining my rooms. There, beneath the steady flame of a wall lamp, I held my wrist beneath the light and examined the three words that had appeared under the unfamiliar symbol.

I remembers you.

The writing was small, its strokes delicate but uneven. It looked as though it had been made with a fine needle rather than ink, and the skin around the letters was neither swollen nor discoloured. I rubbed the mark with a damp cloth. Nothing changed. I tried the cleansing solution kept beside the basin, then a little alcohol from the medical cabinet. The words remained, as clear as if they had been written on the surface of a sheet of paper.

It was not a burn. It was not an ordinary stain. And it had not been there when I entered the holding chamber.

I wrapped my wrist in a strip of linen and pulled my sleeve over it. The sensible thing would have been to report the mark immediately. The Ministry had strict procedures for unexplained reactions during memory examinations, particularly when the Keeper experienced physical manifestations afterward. A medical examiner would inspect me, a senior officer would take a statement, and Commander Vale would receive a copy before the report was filed.

I could already imagine the questions. What had Thorne shown her? Had I recognized the woman in the memory? Had I experienced any prior contact with the symbol? Had I heard the voice before?

The last question was the one I could not answer honestly.

I had heard my mother's voice many times in dreams, though the dreams had grown less frequent as I grew older. I remembered the way my mother pronounced certain words, the slight roughness that appeared when I was tired, and the habit I had of lowering my voice when she wanted me to pay attention. The woman in Thorne's memory had spoken with all those familiar imperfections. It had not sounded like a recollection assembled from fragments. It had sounded like someone standing in the same room.

I removed the linen, examined the mark once more, and covered it again.

Then I went to my desk.

The room was small, but I had arranged it carefully. A narrow bed stood beneath the window, a writing table occupied the opposite wall, and a bookcase held the few volumes I had managed to keep through my years of training. Most belonged to the Ministry's official collection: manuals on memory classification, histories of the founding queens, and medical texts describing the effects of extraction. The remaining books had belonged to my mother. They were older, some with cracked bindings and pages that smelled faintly of dust and dried herbs.

I had never been able to decide why I kept them. They contained no useful information, and I had read most of them before I was old enough to understand their contents. Still, I had carried them from one room to another through every change of assignment. The Ministry had never objected. Personal belongings were permitted, provided they did not contain prohibited material.

I opened the bottom drawer of my desk and removed a small wooden box.

Inside lay three things: a silver thimble, a faded ribbon, and a folded piece of paper bearing my mother's handwriting. The paper had been folded so many times that the creases were beginning to split. I had kept it because it was the only surviving note my mother had ever written to me.

Don't wait up. I'll be back before the bells.

There was no date. No explanation. No indication of where I had gone or why I had been delayed. I had found it on the kitchen table the morning after my mother disappeared. For years, I had believed that the note was a promise that had been broken. Later, when the Ministry informed me that my mother had died, I had begun to think of it as the last ordinary thing my mother had said.

Now the words seemed to have acquired a second meaning.

I placed the note beside the lamp and took out a sheet of clean paper. I wrote the symbol from memory, then drew it again beneath the first attempt. The three lines crossing the circle were simple enough, but I could not reproduce the exact angle of the original carving. Each time I finished, the shape looked subtly wrong.

I tried a third time.

The result was closer.

A faint pressure gathered behind my eyes. I put down the pen and waited for it to pass. The pressure faded, leaving a dull ache that reminded me of the hours following a difficult extraction. I looked at the symbol again and felt a sudden, irrational certainty that I had drawn it before.

Not recently. Not in the Ministry.

As a child.

The thought came with an image of a kitchen table, a cup of milk, and my mother's hand guiding my fingers across a sheet of paper. I leaned forward, trying to hold the memory in place, but it slipped away before I could see the drawing clearly. I remembered the warmth of the room, the smell of something baking, and my mother's voice telling me to keep the lines inside the circle.

Then there was nothing.

I sat back, my fingers tightening around the edge of the desk. It might have been a genuine childhood memory. It might have been an image suggested by the symbol. Memory was not a reliable witness, particularly when fear had been allowed to interfere with it. I knew this better than most people.

That was precisely why I could not dismiss it.

A knock sounded at the door.

I folded the paper and placed it beneath the wooden box. I had barely managed to close the drawer when the knock came again, this time with the impatience of someone who expected to be admitted.

"Who is it?"

"Me."

The voice belonged to Sera.

I crossed the room and opened the door. Sera Ansel stood in the corridor holding a small covered dish. She was wearing the grey work dress assigned to junior Keepers, though she had loosened the collar and rolled the sleeves above her elbows. Her dark curls were escaping from a pin at the back of her head, and a smudge of ink marked the side of her thumb.

"You missed supper," Sera said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. "I assumed either you had been buried beneath a mountain of paperwork or Vale had found another way to make your evening unpleasant."

"Neither."

"That is disappointing. I had prepared a very sympathetic expression."

She set the dish on the desk and lifted the cover. A piece of roasted chicken lay beside a portion of potatoes, both of them already cooling.

I looked at the food. "Where did you get this?"

"The kitchen."

"You aren't assigned to the kitchen."

"I'm not assigned to the western registry either, but somehow I spend half my days correcting their mistakes. We all have burdens."

Sera had been my closest friend in the Ministry for six years, although neither of them had ever used the word friendship to describe what they had. Their relationship had developed through shared shifts, late examinations, and the occasional decision to ignore regulations that seemed designed to make their work harder rather than safer. Sera was more sociable than I and considerably less patient with authority. I had a talent for making senior officers feel that their own instructions were faintly ridiculous, which had earned my several reprimands and a reputation for being difficult.

I appreciated both.

"You're avoiding the question," Sera said.

"What question?"

"Why you missed supper."

"I was working."

"That answer is technically accurate and completely useless."

I moved the dish closer to the lamp. "I was examining a prisoner."

"Thorne?"

I looked up. "How do you know?"

"His arrest has been the subject of every conversation in the lower registry since noon. Apparently he broke into the municipal archive, attacked two officers, and then told the guards that the Crown had stolen a prince. One of them thinks he's a royalist. Another thinks he's a prophet. I think he's an old man with a talent for making people uncomfortable."

"He knows Commander Vale."

Sera's expression changed slightly. "That is more interesting."

"He also knew my mother."

For once, Sera did not answer immediately. She pulled out the chair opposite my desk and sat down, studying her face.

"How well?"

"I don't know."

"Did he say he knew her, or did he show you something?"

"He showed me a memory."

"And?"

I hesitated. I could tell Sera about the woman in the chamber, about the voice, and about the mark on my wrist. But once the words were spoken, the matter would become real in a different way. Sera would ask questions, and I would have to answer them. Worse, I might begin to believe that the memory meant something more than it did.

"I heard her," I said at last.

Sera's eyes narrowed. "Your mother?"

"Yes."

"Elara..."

"I know what you're going to say."

"I doubt that. I was going to ask whether you are certain."

I looked at her. "I know my mother's voice."

"Of course you do. But you were inside someone else's memory, and the man knew enough about you to make the experience personal. That doesn't mean he was telling the truth."

"He didn't know what I would see."

"How can you be sure?"

"I can't."

Sera leaned back. She was quiet for a moment, then reached for the dish and pushed it toward me. "Eat first. We can decide whether to dismantle your understanding of reality afterward."

I almost smiled. I took a piece of bread and forced myself to eat. The food tasted of pepper and cold fat, but I continued until the first sharp edge of hunger had passed.

Sera watched her for a while. "Did Vale give you the assignment personally?"

"Yes."

"Did he tell you why he wanted you?"

"He said Thorne was asking for someone."

"Someone specific?"

"He wouldn't say."

"Did he ask about your mother?"

I stopped chewing.

Sera noticed. "He did, didn't he?"

"He told me not to discuss my family with Thorne."

"That's a curious instruction to give someone unless he expects the prisoner to know something."

"That was my thought."

"Then why are you still sitting here?"

"Because I don't know what I'm supposed to do."

Sera looked toward the window. The city beyond it was now a dark arrangement of rooftops and scattered lights. "You could start by finding out what happened to your mother's records."

"They're sealed."

"Most records are sealed. That has never stopped anyone from reading them."

"You could lose your position."

"I could lose my position for breathing too loudly in the wrong corridor. At least this would be interesting."

I shook my head. "I'm not asking you to get involved."

"Good. I was about to volunteer."

"Sera."

"Elara."

They looked at one another until Sera's expression softened.

"Listen to me," I said. "I don't know what Thorne showed you, and I don't know what Vale is hiding. But I do know that you have spent fifteen years accepting an official account of your mother's death that you have never been allowed to verify. If someone has given you a reason to question it, you are entitled to investigate. That doesn't mean you should run into the archives alone or start accusing commanders of conspiracy. It means you should be careful enough to find out what is true."

I glanced at the wooden box in the drawer. "I don't even know where to begin."

"The registry of deceased Ministry personnel. Your mother must have had a file."

"Her file is sealed."

"Then we'll find out who sealed it."

Sera stood and brushed a crumb from her sleeve. "I'll come by after the morning shift. Don't do anything reckless before then."

"I wasn't planning to."

"You say that now."

I reached the door, then paused with my hand on the latch. "One more thing. Thorne was transferred to the lower cells after your examination. Vale ordered the guards not to let anyone speak to him."

I looked up. "Why?"

"Because someone tried to enter his chamber an hour ago."

"Who?"

"That's the part no one seems to know. The guard on duty says he heard the lock turn, but when he checked the corridor, it was empty. The door was still locked from the outside."

Sera waited, perhaps expecting I to ask another question. When I did not, I gave a small, humourless smile.

"Sleep if you can."

After I left, I stood for a long time beside the closed door.

I had no intention of sleeping.

The Ministry's records were divided between the public registry and the sealed archive, with the oldest personnel files kept in a chamber beneath the eastern staircase. Access required the authorization of a senior officer, but there were other ways to enter. I had spent enough years working in the building to know which doors were monitored, which locks were old, and which clerks could be persuaded to look elsewhere for a few minutes.

I waited until the bells marked the ninth hour, then changed into a plain dark coat and slipped the brass instrument into its case. The mark on my wrist had begun to itch beneath the linen. I left it covered.

The eastern staircase was deserted. The lower corridor smelled of dust and damp stone, and the lamps had been turned down to conserve oil. I walked without hurry, stopping twice to allow passing attendants to move ahead of me. At the end of the corridor, a narrow door stood beside a cabinet containing old registry ledgers. It had no handle on the outside, only a small brass plate with a keyhole.

I took a thin wire from my sleeve and worked it into the lock.

The mechanism resisted at first, then gave with a soft click.

Inside, the archive was colder than the corridor. Shelves rose from floor to ceiling, divided by year and department. The Ministry kept almost everything: appointment records, disciplinary notices, transfer documents, medical reports, and the personal files of those who had served the Crown. I moved along the shelves until I reached the section marked with the year of my mother's disappearance.

The file should have been easy to find. My mother's name was Mara Vey, and she had been employed as a senior Keeper in the Department of Historical Preservation. I had memorized those details as a child because they were the only facts the Ministry had ever given me.

I searched the index.

There was no file under Mara Vey.

I tried the surname alone, then the department register. The result was the same. The space where the record should have appeared had been filled by a narrow strip of blank paper.

I stared at it.

Someone had not merely sealed the file. They had removed its place in the archive.

I checked the surrounding entries. The names were arranged alphabetically, and the records before and after the missing space belonged to Keepers who had served in the same department. There was no indication that a file had ever been removed. The blank strip had been inserted carefully, with its edges cut to match the original paper.

I reached for the ledger beneath it.

A sound came from the far end of the archive.

I froze, listening. The building made noises at night: pipes settling, old beams shifting, the occasional movement of a guard outside. This was different. It sounded like a page being turned.

I slipped the ledger back into place and moved toward the nearest shelf. Between two rows of records, I could see the entrance door. It remained closed.

Another page turned.

I followed the sound through the narrow aisle until I reached a small reading table at the rear of the archive. A book lay open on its surface. I recognized it immediately as the registry of historical corrections, a record of amendments made to official accounts after the founding of the Crown.

No one was sitting at the table.

The page was open to a list of names. Most had been crossed out, their entries marked as invalid or removed by order of the Council. At the bottom of the page, beneath a column of faded ink, someone had written a name in fresh black lettering.

Mara Vey.

I approached the table slowly.

Beneath the name was a date. It was not the date of my mother's disappearance, nor the date the Ministry had recorded as my death. It was a date from three years later.

Beside it, in the narrow column reserved for the reason an entry had been amended, were four words.

Memory transfer — subject retained.

I read the line again, then a third time.

A memory transfer was not the same as an extraction. It was an older procedure, one described only briefly in the historical manuals. It involved moving a memory from one mind to another, usually when the original owner was unable to preserve it. The process had been abandoned because of its instability and the risk of contamination between subjects.

Subject retained.

The phrase meant that the person from whom the memory had been taken had survived the procedure.

My mother had survived.

I reached for the page, then stopped. A line of fresh ink glistened beneath the entry, as though someone had written it only moments earlier. I leaned closer.

There was another sentence, almost hidden beneath the binding.

Do not allow the daughter to remember the door.

The words seemed to shift as I read them. I felt the same pressure gather behind my eyes, stronger this time, accompanied by a brief sensation of warmth against my palm.

The linen around my wrist tightened.

I pulled it away.

The symbol had appeared again, this time darker than before. The three words beneath it were gone. In their place, a thin black line curved across the skin, forming the outline of a door.

I stepped back from the table.

I heard footsteps outside the archive.

Not the measured pace of a guard making his rounds. These were slower, with a slight pause between each step, as though whoever was approaching knew exactly where I stood.

The door at the end of the aisle opened.

A man entered carrying no lamp. He wore a dark coat without the insignia of the Crown, and his face remained hidden in the shadows between the shelves. He did not appear surprised to find my there.

"You're not supposed to be in this room," I said.

"No," he replied. "Neither are you."

I reached for the brass instrument inside my coat. "Who are you?"

"Someone who has been trying to keep you from finding this."

"Then you have failed."

"Not yet."

He stepped into the weak light. His face was unfamiliar, though there was something strangely recognisable about the shape of his eyes. They were pale, almost colourless, and fixed on the mark at my wrist.

"Take your hand away from the page," he said.

I looked down. my fingers were resting against the open ledger. I had not noticed moving them.

"Why?"

"Because the archive is listening."

I stared at him, uncertain whether I had heard correctly.

The man glanced toward the ceiling. Somewhere deep beneath the floor, a low vibration began to move through the stone. The lamps along the shelves flickered, one after another, until the archive was left in a dim, uneven glow.

Then the open ledger began to turn its pages by itself.

I backed away from the table. The pages moved faster, their edges lifting and falling in a steady rhythm. Names flashed past in columns of ink. Dates, signatures, corrections, and crossed-out entries blurred together until the book reached a page that was almost entirely blank.

At its centre was a single line.

I — memory transfer pending.

The man moved toward her.

"Now," he said, "you need to leave."
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For one suspended moment, I could do nothing but stare at the page.

My name sat in the centre of the ledger as neatly as any other entry, written in the same black ink used for the records surrounding it. There was no seal, no signature, no explanation of who had authorized the transfer. Only the words memory transfer pending, and beneath them a narrow line that had begun to darken as the pages trembled.

I had spent my life believing that memory was something a person carried. It could be damaged, distorted, or taken away, but it belonged to the mind that had formed it. The Ministry's entire purpose, as I understood it, was to protect that fragile ownership. Now a book in a locked archive was telling me that my own memories had been entered into a procedure I had never consented to.

The stranger reached the table and caught my wrist.

"Don't touch the page again."

I twisted free. "You will explain who you are."

"If I had time to explain, I wouldn't be telling you to run."

"Then make time."

The man's expression tightened. He was younger than I had first thought, perhaps in his early thirties, with a narrow face and a faint scar beneath his jaw. His coat was worn at the cuffs, but the cut was expensive, the kind of garment that had once belonged to someone who expected to be recognized. There was no Crown insignia on him, yet he carried himself with the rigid composure of a person trained to stand in rooms where other people waited for permission to speak.

The book gave a sudden crack.

A dark line spread from the centre of the page, branching through the paper like a vein. The stranger looked at it, and whatever argument he had been preparing disappeared.

"Your name is in the ledger," he said. "That means the archive has found you."

"Found me for what?"

"For the transfer."

"Who entered it?"

He glanced toward the ceiling. "The same people who removed your mother's file."

I felt anger push through my fear. "You keep speaking as though you know my mother. If you do, tell me what happened to her."

"I knew her."

"Then tell me where she is."

"I can't."

"Won't?"

"Can't."

The distinction sounded rehearsed, and I hated him for it.

The lights flickered again. This time, the darkness did not retreat completely. A faint blue glow emerged from the seams between the stones, tracing the shape of the shelves and the old iron brackets fixed to the walls. The archive was not merely vibrating; something beneath it was moving, something large enough to make the floor feel subtly uneven.

The stranger took a small object from his pocket and placed it on the table. It was a disc of dull silver, engraved with the same three lines crossing a circle that I had seen on the object Commander Vale had shown her. Its edges were scratched, and a dark stain had settled into the carved symbol.

"Do you know what this is?" he asked.

"I saw one earlier."

"Where?"

"Commander Vale had it."

For the first time, the stranger looked genuinely troubled. "Then he knows the archive has begun to respond."

"Vale knows about this place?"

"He knows more than he has told you."

"That is not difficult to believe."

The stranger pushed the disc toward her. "Keep it. If the mark on your wrist changes again, put this against it."

"Why?"

"It will interrupt the connection."

"Connection to what?"

He looked at the open ledger. The page had begun to curl inward, although there was no heat in the room.

"To the part of the archive that remembers you."

I did not take the disc. "You expect me to trust you because you know my mother's name?"

"No. I expect you to distrust me. It's safer."

A metallic sound came from the entrance corridor. The stranger turned his head sharply. I heard it too: the scrape of a key, followed by the heavy movement of a lock being opened.

The guards had found the door.

I reached for the disc.

The instant my fingers touched the silver, the mark on my wrist burned. I gasped and nearly dropped it. A rush of sensation passed through her, so sudden and complete that I forgot where I was.

I was standing in a room I had never seen, or had not seen for a very long time. The walls were painted a soft yellow. Rain tapped against a window. A woman knelt in front of her, holding both her hands, and there was a small wooden horse on the floor between them.

Her mother.

Not the distant, fading image I had carried through childhood, but a living woman with tired eyes and a loose strand of hair caught against her cheek. She was speaking urgently, though I could not hear the words. The woman's hands tightened around mine. Then she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against mine.

The memory vanished.

I stumbled against the table. The silver disc slipped from my fingers and rolled across the floor.

"What did you see?" the stranger asked.

She looked at him, struggling to catch her breath. "My mother."

His face changed. It was not surprise. It was grief, or something close enough to be mistaken for it.

"How much?"

"Enough to know she was alive."

"That isn't what I asked."

"Who are you?"

The lock at the entrance turned.

The stranger crossed the distance between them and picked up the disc. "My name is Kael."

"That tells me nothing."

"It is all I can safely give you."

He pulled a narrow metal key from beneath his collar and pressed it into her palm. It was black, with a small notch cut into one side.

"There's a service passage behind the eastern shelves. It leads to the old drainage stairs. Use the key on the second door, not the first."

"Why would I believe anything you say?"

"You shouldn't. But the guards are about to enter, and the ledger has already recorded you. If they find you here, Vale will know exactly what happened."

The archive door opened.

A guard's voice rang through the shelves. "Keeper Vey?"

Kael stepped away from her, his expression changing so quickly that I understood he had done this before. Whatever fear or concern had been visible in his face disappeared beneath a cold, almost bored composure.

"Go," he whispered.

I moved toward the eastern shelves. I had taken only three steps when a voice called from behind me.

"Keeper Vey. Step away from the table."

It was Captain Rusk, one of the Inquisition officers assigned to the Ministry. I turned slowly. He stood at the entrance with two guards behind him, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword. His gaze moved from me to the stranger, then to the open ledger.

"Commander Vale has been looking for you," Rusk said.

"I was looking for a record."

"At this hour?"

"The archive is open to authorized Keepers."

"Not this section."

I looked at the blank shelves behind him. "Then perhaps the Ministry should make its restrictions clearer."

Rusk did not smile. "Come with us."

"What about him?"

The captain glanced toward the table.

There was no one there.

The stranger had vanished. The silver disc was gone, and the ledger lay closed, its cover resting flat against the table as though it had never been opened.

Rusk crossed the room and inspected the empty chair. "Who were you speaking to?"

I kept my hands at my sides. The black key pressed against my palm.

"No one."

"Your voice was heard in the corridor."

"I was reading aloud."

"Reading what?"

I looked at the shelves. The blank strip where my mother's record should have been seemed impossibly distant now.

"An old correction ledger."

Rusk studied me for several seconds. "You will explain this to the Commander."

"I assumed I would."

He gestured to the guards. They approached without drawing their weapons, which was almost worse. I followed them through the archive door and back into the corridor. As I walked, I tried to remember the exact arrangement of the shelves, the position of the table, and the page on which my name had appeared. I knew I would need those details later, but already the memory of the ledger seemed to be losing its edges.

I could remember the words.

I could remember my name.

But the line beneath it, the one that had explained the transfer, had become strangely difficult to recall.

At the top of the staircase, I glanced down at my wrist. The mark had changed again. The outline of the door was gone, replaced by a small black key.

The symbol on the silver disc had not been an ornament.

It was a lock.

Commander Vale received my in the same office, though the room had changed in the hours since their last meeting. A fire burned low in the grate, and a tray of untouched food sat on the side table. Two documents had been removed from the desk, leaving a clear space between him and the chair opposite.

Captain Rusk remained by the door.

"Sit," Vale said.

I sat.

"Why were you in the sealed archive?"

"I wanted to verify my mother's personnel record."

"You were told those records were restricted."

"I was told her file was sealed. I found no file at all."

Vale's expression did not alter. "That is not the same thing."

"Someone removed it."

"Records are sometimes relocated."

"Then where is hers?"

"That is not information you are authorized to access."

I looked at him carefully. "You knew I would go looking."

"I knew you might."

"Because of Thorne?"

"Because you are intelligent enough to recognize when a matter concerns you."

It was an elegant answer, and I suspected it had been designed to sound like a compliment.

"Why did you assign me to examine him?"

"Because he was asking for you."

"Did you know he would show me a memory of my mother?"

Vale did not answer immediately. He turned one of the documents over, aligned its edge with the desk, and placed it back in precisely the same position.

"What did you see?" he asked.

I thought of the woman in the yellow room. I remembered my mother's hands, the warmth of my forehead, and the urgent movement of my lips. I remembered the sensation of being held, which was more vivid than the image itself.

I also remembered the instruction not to let them make my remember.

"Nothing I can verify," I said.

Vale looked up. "That is not what I asked."

"It is the only answer I can give you."

For the first time, the Commander seemed displeased. Not angry, exactly, but disappointed in the way a teacher might be disappointed when a student refused to complete an exercise.

"Your mother was a gifted Keeper," he said. "She understood the risks of memory work better than most people in this building. She also understood that some memories can become dangerous when they are preserved without context."

"Is that why she died?"

"Your mother died during a period of considerable instability in the Ministry."

"That isn't an answer."

"It is the answer you were given."

"By whom?"

"By people who knew her."

I leaned forward. "Did you know her?"

Vale held my gaze. "Yes."

The admission was so simple that it unsettled my more than a denial would have.

"What happened to her?"

"She made a decision that placed several people at risk. The Ministry intervened. Afterward, the matter was closed."

"Intervened how?"

"Elara, there is a difference between seeking the truth and demanding that every locked door be opened. Some doors are locked because what lies behind them cannot be safely restored."

"That's what you tell people before you take something from them."

Vale's face became still.

Captain Rusk shifted by the door, but the Commander lifted one hand to stop him.

"You have been doing difficult work for this institution for many years," Vale said. "I have always considered you one of our most capable Keepers. I would prefer not to see that work undone by a man who has spent decades cultivating a grievance."

"Thorne knew my mother."

"He knew of her."

"He said he was there when her last memory was taken."

Vale's eyes did not leave mine. "And you believed him?"

"I heard her voice."

"Memories can be constructed."

"Not like that."

"Especially like that."

The answer came too quickly. I noticed it, and Vale seemed to notice that I had noticed.

He rose from his chair and walked toward the window. From there, the city lay beneath the darkening sky, its streets arranged around the river like lines drawn on a map.

"Your mother was involved in an experimental procedure," he said. "It was discontinued. The records were sealed, and everyone connected to the work was instructed to leave it alone. Thorne has spent years trying to recover what was lost. He has no interest in your welfare, whatever he may claim."

"What procedure?"

Vale turned from the window. "You are not ready to understand it."

"Then explain it."

"No."

The refusal was quiet, without anger or apology. It made clear that the conversation had reached its intended end.

He returned to his desk and opened a drawer. From it, he removed a small glass vial, sealed with a strip of black wax. I recognized the shape immediately. It was one of the Ministry's standard memory containers, though the glass was darker than usual.

"Take this to the vault," he said. "It was recovered from Thorne's belongings. The vault master will know where it belongs."

I did not reach for it. "What does it contain?"

"A memory."

"Whose?"

"That is not your concern."

"Then why give it to me?"

"Because I am asking you to perform a simple duty."

I picked up the vial. The glass was cold, and something inside it moved when I tilted it. A faint pale thread floated in the centre, turning slowly as though suspended in water.

For an instant, I thought I heard a woman's voice.

I tightened my grip.

"One more thing," Vale said. "You will not return to the sealed archive. You will not visit Thorne without authorization. And you will not discuss tonight's events with anyone, including Sera Ansel."

I looked at him. "Why Sera?"

"Because she is your friend, and because I would rather not have her become involved in something she cannot understand."

"That sounds almost considerate."

"It is."

I stood and placed the vial inside my case.

At the door, I turned back. "Commander, if my mother was part of an experiment, why was I never told?"

Vale's expression softened, but I had learned long ago that softness could be another form of control.

"Because you were a child," he said. "And because some truths are not kinder simply because they are spoken."

I left before he could say anything more.

The vault master was an elderly woman named Mistress Orlan, who had served the Ministry for longer than I had been alive. I was short and stooped, with white hair braided close to my head and a collection of keys hanging from a chain around my waist. My office stood beside the main vault entrance, where the walls were thick enough to keep out the sound of the city.

I examined the seal on the vial, then frowned.

"Where did you get this?"

"Commander Vale."

"Did he say what it contained?"

"No."

Mistress Orlan turned the vial slowly between my fingers. The pale thread inside shifted toward the glass, then recoiled.

"This isn't a standard container," I said.

"That's what I thought."

"Did he give you an accession number?"

"No."

The older woman looked at her over the top of her spectacles. "Then he has not given you a proper transfer."

"Can you identify it?"

Mistress Orlan did not answer. She carried the vial to a narrow cabinet and opened a drawer containing a series of small brass plates. Each plate bore a number and a corresponding classification. She searched through them, then stopped at one near the bottom.

I saw the change in my expression.

"What is it?"

"Nothing."

"That doesn't look like nothing."

Mistress Orlan closed the drawer. "You should return this to the Commander."

"He instructed me to bring it here."

"Then tell him the vault cannot accept it without a proper record."

"Why?"

The older woman placed the vial on the desk, keeping two fingers against its seal. "Because it bears a classification that has not been used in seventeen years."

I felt the room grow very quiet.

"What classification?"

Mistress Orlan glanced toward the vault door. "There are certain memories the Ministry does not store. Not because they are dangerous to the person who remembers them, but because they are dangerous to the people who might discover them."

"Is this one of those?"

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't need to."

Mistress Orlan looked at me for a long moment. Then I picked up the vial and placed it inside a small metal drawer beneath the desk.

"Go home, Keeper Vey."

"I need an answer."

"And I need to keep my position long enough to be useful to someone. If you want answers, stop asking questions in rooms where the walls have ears."

I glanced toward the stonework.

The older woman followed my gaze. "You would be surprised how much of this building was designed before the Ministry learned what it was capable of doing."

She locked the drawer and returned the key to her chain.

"Go," she repeated.

I left the vault without the vial.

It was well past midnight when I returned to my quarters. The corridor outside my room was dark, and the lamps had been turned low. I unlocked the door, entered, and stood still until my eyes adjusted.

Nothing appeared disturbed.

My books remained on the shelf. The wooden box was still in the desk drawer. The note from my mother lay where I had left it, beside the lamp.

I closed the door and locked it.

Then I checked the drawer.

The folded paper was gone.

For several seconds, I searched the desk, the floor, and the space beneath the books. I even checked the waste basket, though I knew I had not thrown anything away. The wooden box remained, but the note had disappeared.

I opened the box and examined its contents. The silver thimble was there. So was the faded ribbon. The paper was nowhere to be found.

Someone had entered my room.

I went to the door and checked the lock. There were no scratches around the keyhole, no sign that it had been forced. Whoever had come in either possessed a key or knew how to open the lock without leaving evidence.

I stood in the centre of the room, listening.

A faint sound came from the desk.

Not a knock. Not a movement of wood. A soft, irregular tapping, as though a small object were striking the inside of the drawer.

I approached and pulled it open.

The paper had returned.

It lay beneath the wooden box, folded along its original creases. But the handwriting was no longer the same. The familiar sentence had disappeared, and in its place were six words, written in dark ink.

When the bells stop, find the door.

I touched the paper.

The mark on my wrist warmed beneath the linen, and a memory surfaced with such sudden clarity that I almost fell.

A kitchen filled with yellow light. A little girl sitting beneath the table. my mother kneeling in front of her, one finger pressed gently against my lips.

"Whatever you hear," the woman whispered, "don't open it for anyone wearing your face."

Then the bells began to ring.

And I remembered, for the first time in fifteen years, that there had been a door in their old house which had never appeared on any of its floor plans.
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The Door That Wasn't There
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I did not sleep.

I remained at my desk until the lamp began to sputter, reading the altered note until the words lost their meaning and became nothing more than dark shapes against the paper. my mother's handwriting had always leaned slightly to the left, as though each letter were reluctant to remain where it had been placed. The new sentence was different. Its strokes were firmer, more deliberate, and the ink had settled into the paper without bleeding at the edges.

Someone had written it recently. Someone had also known where I kept the note, how to enter my room, and precisely what memory to awaken when I found it.

The Ministry was no longer simply withholding information from her. It was communicating with her, though I could not tell whether the messages came from a person, an institution, or something neither.

I folded the paper and slipped it into the inner pocket of my coat. Then I crossed to the window.

The old house stood in the lower quarter, beyond the river and the district where the city's dye workshops had once operated. I had not visited it in years. After my mother's disappearance, the Ministry had placed my in the care of a distant aunt, and the house had eventually been sold. I remembered its narrow staircase, the uneven kitchen floor, and the small garden where my mother grew herbs in chipped pots. I remembered the front door, the back door, and the cellar entrance beneath the
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