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  Dedication


For the women history tried to wall up, and for the people who keep digging anyway. 
For every town that survives on silence, and every witness who refuses to inherit it.
And for the ones who choose love even after learning what it costs.
— Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: Bones in the Walls


The first bone came out of Blackwater House with a roofing nail through it. 
Talia Ash had seen murder dress itself in cleaner clothes.
She stood in the front parlor with a Tyvek suit zipped to her throat, nitrile gloves taped at the wrists, and the smell of wet plaster sitting thick in the back of her mouth. Rain worried at the boarded windows. Somewhere behind the walls, old wood clicked and settled as if the house had joints and did not like the weather.
“Stop.” Her voice cut through the scrape of the contractor’s pry bar.
The man froze with one gloved hand braced against the lath. He had been hired to open a damaged section of wall near the chimney breast, nothing more dramatic than that. Inventory, structural assessment, safe removal of contaminated materials. municipal. controlled.
Blackwater House had not bothered to respect the paperwork.
A thin curve of off-white material protruded from the salt-gritty plaster where the pry bar had lifted a chunk free. At first glance it could have been animal. Deer, perhaps. Something dragged in by rot and time.
At second glance, the curve resolved into human radius.
At third, Talia’s left palm ache.
She closed her fingers before anyone noticed.
“Tools down,” she said. “Everyone out of the room except Dr. Fitch, Sheriff Thorne, and the evidence photographer.”
The contractor swallowed. “Is that…”
“Out,” Talia said.
He went.
People listened when she used that tone. Not because she was loud. Talia had never needed volume. She had the kind of calm that made panic look undisciplined, and most people, even frightened ones, preferred to obey the person who looked as if she knew where the floor might give way.
The parlor emptied in an ugly shuffle of boot covers, muttered prayers, and one sharp little sob from Quinn Majors in the hallway. Quinn had volunteered for the inventory because she claimed someone normal needed to keep the town from turning every cobweb into prophecy. She had lasted twenty-three minutes before prophecy grew a forearm.
Luke Thorne moved to the doorway, broad shoulders blocking the worst of the hall traffic. He wore his sheriff’s jacket open over a dark shirt, badge catching dull light. Talia still did not know what to do with the fact that Blackwater Bay had a wolf-shifter sheriff who looked exactly like what a guilty town would invent if it wanted law enforcement to have teeth.
“Room clear,” Luke said.
“Not clear,” Dr. June Fitch muttered from beside Talia. “Less crowded.”
June was county medical examiner, small, silver-haired, and apparently built from caffeine, skepticism, and permanent irritation. She crouched near the wall with her tablet angled away from dust. “No one breathe too meaningfully. I want photographs before this house decides to cough up a femur.”
“It is not the house deciding,” Talia said.
The words came out too quickly.
June glanced up. “Of course not. Houses are famous for their restraint.”
Talia ignored that and studied the exposed edge. Salt crusted the plaster in irregular blooms, not the clean spread of coastal damp but raised ridges around the bone, as if someone had packed the wall with brine and crushed shell. The nail had not been driven after death by careless construction. It pinned the bone at an angle that made placement deliberate.
The ache in Talia’s palm sharpened.
No. Not yet.
She took two steps back and forced her attention onto procedure. Scene first. Body second. Magic last, and only if the dead insisted.
“Photograph the wall as found,” she said. “Wide shots first. Then the exposed plaster, the nail head, the bone surface, the salt pattern. June, I want county crime-scene tape across both doors. Nobody from the Witness Circle enters until we establish chain of custody.”
From the hallway, Addy Marris said, “Talia.”
There it was. Family, grief, warning, all wrapped into one name.
Talia did not turn.
Addy stood beyond Luke in a raincoat darkened at the shoulders, her face pale from bad sleep and worse memories. The first chapter of Blackwater Bay’s public reckoning had carved itself under her eyes. She had survived Nessa Sailer’s secrets, a drowned bride’s murder, and a bond with Luke that the town still whispered about as if love needed minutes and witnesses to be legal.
Now she was watching another cousin walk into the machinery Nessa had left behind.
“I said no one enters,” Talia said.
“I’m not entering.”
“You are leaning.”
Addy stepped back.
Luke’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. It vanished when the wall gave a soft internal tap.
Once.
Then twice.
The parlor went silent around it.
Rain slid down the boards over the windows. Dust floated in the camera flash. Talia’s pulse did not change. She took pride in that. Panic was simply poor evidence management.
June lifted her chin. “Tell me that was plumbing.”
“It was not plumbing,” Luke said.
“No,” Talia said, because lies wasted time.
She approached the wall again, careful of the debris field. The exposed bone waited in its bed of salt and plaster. The house smelled colder: wet wood, rusted nails, old chimney ash, something mineral and faintly sweet beneath it. Not decay. Preservation.
That was worse.
Talia had worked cartel graves outside Tucson where the earth did not want to give back names. She had worked flood remains in Louisiana, fire fragments in Georgia, a sealed basement in Pennsylvania where children had scratched marks into brick. The dead were not quiet. People said they were because people preferred not to listen.
But bones had language. Weather left grammar. Trauma left punctuation. Hands left signatures.
Magic, in the Ash line, made the reading more painful. Not easier.
“Bring me the micro tools,” she said.
June’s expression tightened. “You want to expose it here?”
“I want to determine whether this is an isolated intrusion or part of a larger deposit before someone opens another wall with a pry bar and turns a crime scene into oatmeal.”
“She’s always this cozy,” Addy murmured from the hall.
Talia glanced back. “I can become less cozy.”
“No, thank you.”
June passed over a fine probe, soft brush, and evidence flags. Talia set a numbered marker below the protruding bone and began removing plaster in grains, not chunks. The salt resisted the brush. It clung in crusted threads, crystalline and damp, as though the wall were sweating from the inside.
With each pass, more bone appeared.
Radius. Ulna. A cluster of carpals folded wrong.
A hand.
Someone had sealed a human hand into the parlor wall with the fingers curled toward the room.
Not buried. Displayed, if you knew where to look.
Quinn made a strangled sound outside.
Talia did not look away. “Quinn, go drink water.”
“I’m fine.”
“You are making mammalian distress noises. Go drink water.”
A wet laugh broke from Addy, half horror and half gratitude.
Luke spoke low to someone in the hall, and Quinn’s footsteps retreated.
Talia continued. The hand bones were not loose. They sat within a packed matrix of salt, plaster, horsehair, old cloth fibers, and something darker in the seams. Blood residue perhaps, though time and salt would complicate testing. Beneath the wrist, a strip of metal showed through the plaster: brass, greened at one edge.
Talia stopped brushing.
“What?” June asked.
“Metal tag.”
“Construction?”
“No.”
Her palm throbbed as if a heartbeat had moved into the glove.
She had spent twenty years learning not to flinch from the dead. Her grandmother had called bone-reading a gift until Talia vomited after touching a charred rib at thirteen and tasted the victim’s last breath for three days. After that, Talia had called it what it was: an occupational hazard with family branding.
She took tweezers from the tray and cleared the edges of the object. The brass tag was narrow, punched at one end, the kind used for hotel keys or storage rooms. Salt had filled the stamped letters. She dabbed with sterile water and wicked away the slurry.
The number emerged first.
Below it, not all at once, came the scratched word.
ROOM.
June went still beside her.
From the hall, Addy whispered, “No.”
Luke turned. “Addy?”
She had one hand pressed against her middle. “The Lantern House.”
Talia looked over her shoulder. “Explain.”
Addy’s throat worked. “Nessa’s files had references to Room 3. Helena Shore. Petra Bell. Women who came through the Lantern House and disappeared from the records in pieces. We thought the Room 3 tag was tied to the witness box.”
“This tag?” Talia asked.
“No. Another one. Or the same kind.”
The brass in Talia’s tweezers felt heavier than it should have. Not magic. Implication.
A second tag meant system. A second tag meant the house did not hold one secret. It held inventory.
Luke stepped closer but did not cross Talia’s boundary. “In the memory I recovered, there was green raincoat fabric near the lower passage. Helena wore green.”
Talia set the tag into a paper evidence cradle. “No conclusions before testing.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
His jaw flexed. That was unfair, perhaps. Luke Thorne had bled for this town’s first truth. But Talia had seen men behave honorably in one room and contaminate evidence in the next because feeling useful mattered more than being careful.
Addy’s voice softened. “Talia, Luke isn’t trying to steer you.”
“Everyone is trying to steer me. Usually with good intentions. Good intentions have destroyed more evidence than malice.”
June snorted. “I want that on a mug.”
Another tap sounded behind the plaster.
This one came from below.
Not the wall cavity in front of Talia. Lower. Beneath the parlor floor, under the old boards scarred by water and boot marks and whatever Blackwater House had endured before anyone thought to call it history.
Luke’s head snapped toward the sound.
For one breath, the sheriff was not a sheriff. His posture changed, weight dropping, eyes darkening with an animal attention that raised the fine hairs along Talia’s arms. Then he caught himself and stepped back into human restraint.
“What did you hear?” Talia asked.
Luke did not answer quickly enough.
“Sheriff.”
“A knock,” he said.
“We all heard the knock.”
“Not like you did.” His gaze stayed on the floor. “There’s a sound under it.”
“Describe it.”
Addy’s hand found the doorframe.
Luke’s nostrils flared once. “Breathing.”
June said a ugly word.
Talia set the tweezers down with care. “Living?”
Luke looked at her then, and there was the problem with wolf eyes. They did not let a person hide behind professional distance. “It smells wrong. Old. Salted. But yes, there’s a living note under the floor.”
“That is not a forensic category.”
“I’m aware.”
“Good.”
“Talia,” Addy said, “in Luke’s memory from the witness tide, there was a wolf under the bay.”
“I read the summary.”
“No,” Addy said. “You read the words. That isn’t the same thing.”
Talia straightened. Her knees protested. The room had gone too cold for a house in late-season rain with half its interior walls open. “This is why I dislike family cases.”
“You weren’t assigned,” Addy said.
“No. I was summoned by a dead woman’s filing system and three increasingly unhinged voicemails from a medical examiner.”
June lifted a finger. “Two voicemails. The third was a professional courtesy with threats.”
“And yet here I am.”
“Because you knew it mattered.”
Talia looked back at the hand in the wall.
She had wanted it not to matter. On the drive into Blackwater Bay, with the road cutting between marsh and black water, she had rehearsed every reason to remain outside the town’s story. She was here for remains. Not Nessa’s moral wreckage. Not Addy’s grief. Not the bond law that had turned love into a public hazard. Not the old house where her grandmother’s name still sat in the dust like a match waiting for a striker.
Then the wall had opened.
The dead did not care what the living were ready for.
“June,” Talia said, “we need to stabilize the exposure and halt all work on the house. Notify county, state historic preservation, and whichever agency will fight us least about human remains discovered in a compromised structure. We need a portable X-ray if the walls allow it, ground-penetrating radar for the floors, and a structural engineer who can follow instructions.”
“That last part will be the problem.”
“Find a quiet one.”
Luke said, “I’ll secure the perimeter.”
“No pack personnel.”
His expression hardened. “I wasn’t going to use pack personnel.”
“Then we agree.”
A flicker of something crossed his face, tired and old. Addy noticed. Of course she noticed. Bonded couples had an irritating way of conducting entire conversations through breath and eyelids.
Talia crouched again, reached for the camera, and took several close shots herself. The brass tag rested in its cradle. Room 3. The hand remained in the wall, fingers turned inward, palm hidden.
Hidden palms bothered her.
“Can you tell anything from placement?” June asked.
“Not yet.”
“That means yes, but you hate it.”
“It means not yet.”
June shifted closer. “Your hand?”
Talia stilled.
“I saw you close it,” June said.
“Then you should have pretended not to.”
“I’m a doctor. Bad at that.”
“I’m not touching the bone magically at first exposure.”
“I didn’t ask if you were.”
“No. You asked with your eyebrows.”
“My eyebrows are county employees.”
Talia almost smiled. The house stole it before it formed.
From inside the wall, a bead of water slid down the exposed plaster. It should have been clear. It was cloudy white, thickened by salt. It moved along the curve of the radius, paused at the roofing nail, then dropped onto the debris cloth below.
The wet spot spread in the shape of a small handprint.
Not child-sized. Not adult.
Wrongly proportioned.
The camera flash popped behind her.
“Got it,” the photographer said, voice thin.
“Good.” Talia’s own voice sounded normal. She appreciated that about herself. “Bag that section of debris cloth separately.”
Addy whispered, “Nessa knew.”
Talia turned. “What?”
Addy’s eyes shone, not with tears yet. With fury fighting for a place to stand. “She knew there were walls. Maybe not this. Maybe not names. But she knew enough to leave rules about what not to open alone.”
“Where are those rules?”
“In her papers.”
“I need them.”
“I’ll get them.”
“No copies. Originals first. Chain documented. If Nessa annotated anything, I need her ink, her paper, the pressure marks, the order of storage, and the dust on the folder.”
Addy stared.
“What?” Talia said.
“You sound like you’re threatening the stationery.”
“I am.”
Luke’s radio crackled at his shoulder. He turned down the volume without taking his eyes from the floorboards. “Deputy says reporters are already at the gate.”
June shut her eyes. “How? We found this twelve minutes ago.”
“Blackwater Bay,” Addy said.
Talia removed her gloves, turning them inside out with controlled snaps, and dropped them into biohazard. “No one gives a statement until we have a lawful statement to give. The phrase is: human remains have been discovered during structural assessment, the scene is secured, identification is pending, and speculation harms the investigation.”
Luke nodded once. “Understood.”
“Does the town understand pending?”
“No.”
“Teach it.”
A sound moved through the parlor then, not a knock this time.
A scrape.
Long and slow beneath the floor.
The kind of sound a fingernail might make under a table if the person attached to it wanted attention but not rescue. Talia felt it in her teeth.
Then the exposed hand shifted.
Only a fraction. A settling of plaster, perhaps. Gravity taking advantage of disturbance. The official explanations lined up in her mind, neat as labeled bones.
The fingers opened.
June stumbled backward. The photographer cursed. Addy gasped Luke’s name, and Luke had crossed half the room before Talia lifted one hand.
“Stop.”
He stopped. Barely.
The hand in the wall hung open now, fragile carpals suspended in salt-laced plaster, palm revealed after however many years of being turned inward.
Something lay against it.
A folded scrap of oil-dark paper. No bigger than two fingers. Protected from the plaster by the curl of the dead hand.
Talia’s mouth went dry.
June recovered first. “Well. That’s awful.”
“Photograph,” Talia said.
The camera clicked. Once. Twice. Again.
Talia leaned in close enough to see writing where the paper had cracked at the fold. Not enough to read. Enough to know it had been placed, hidden, preserved.
A message in a hand.
The house clicked around them.
This was no longer a body in a wall. It was testimony.
Luke’s radio crackled again. He listened, and whatever he heard took the color from his face.
“What?” Addy asked.
He looked at Talia.
“There’s a man at the east gate,” Luke said. “He says he has legal claim to enter the property.”
“Everyone has legal claim in this town,” June snapped. “Put him in line.”
Luke’s voice dropped. “It’s Declan Marsh.”
The name changed the air.
Addy went still.
June muttered, “Of course it is,” which told Talia nothing except that she was once again the last person to receive a relevant family disaster.
Talia kept her gaze on the paper in the bone hand. “Who is Declan Marsh?”
Luke answered carefully. “An exile.”
“That is a social category, not an answer.”
“A wolf-shifter,” Addy said. “Marsh line. Connected to the old tunnels.”
Talia looked at Luke. “And why is he here?”
Luke’s radio crackled before he could answer. The deputy’s voice came through, strained and loud enough for everyone in the parlor to hear.
“He says tell the bone witch to step away from the west wall. He says the house isn’t knocking from inside the plaster.”
Static hissed.
Then the deputy added, almost whispering, “He says it’s answering from underneath.”
Talia looked down at the floorboards.
Beneath her boots, something breathed.






  
  Chapter 2: The Room Tag


By the time Talia reached the Lantern House, the rain had learned how to come sideways. 
It slapped against the windshield of Luke Thorne’s county SUV, blurring the old boardinghouse until its porch lights looked drowned. The building sat three streets from Blackwater House, wedged between a shuttered bait shop and a clapboard cottage with salt-bleached shutters. Once, it had served widows, fishermen’s sisters, men with offshore injuries, women who needed a night away from someone else’s temper. Now it carried a historical marker, a leaking gutter, and the kind of reputation that made people sloppy.
Talia hated buildings with reputations.
She stepped out before Luke could come around to open her door. Mud sucked at her boot cover. Her field case bumped against her thigh, packed with swabs, paper envelopes, measuring tape, a handheld scanner, extra gloves, and the folded scrap from the bone hand secured inside a humidity-controlled evidence sleeve.
Not opened. Not read.
That bothered everyone except Talia, which was one of the reasons she had custody of it.
Addy stood under the awning with her hood up and her phone clutched in one hand. Beside her, June Fitch wrestled with a portable evidence cooler and swore at the rain as though weather could be disciplined into better conduct.
“This place was supposed to be sealed,” Talia said.
“It is,” Addy answered. “Miriam has the keys.”
“Miriam has keys to half the town,” June muttered. “At some point, key ownership becomes a diagnosis.”
Luke scanned the street before joining them on the porch. He had left two deputies at Blackwater House, a state evidence technician on the way, and Declan Marsh outside the east gate under what Luke called informal containment.
Talia had called it useless.
If a man could smell a breathing house from beyond a gate, a deputy with a poncho and a flashlight did not constitute containment. But Declan had not forced his way in. He had delivered his warning, refused to explain it to anyone except “the bone witch,” then stood in the rain with his hands visible and his eyes on the west wall.
That, unfortunately, was noted.
“Before we enter,” Talia said, “I want it clear. We are here for records connected to the Room 3 tag and any corresponding guest histories. We are not here to relive the town’s favorite horror stories. We are not here to hold a séance over the registration desk. We are not here to give the house an opportunity to impress anyone.”
June looked up from the cooler. “The house?”
“The town. The house. Whichever party performs first.”
Addy gave a tired half smile. “You say that like Blackwater Bay doesn’t enjoy multitasking.”
The front door opened before Talia could answer.
Miriam Aster stood inside with a ring of keys in one hand and a lantern in the other, though the hall behind her had working electricity. Miriam was in her seventies, narrow-shouldered, straight-backed, and dressed in a wool cardigan the color of old moss. Her white hair had been pinned with the severity of someone who had never trusted softness to survive public meetings.
“I turned on only the downstairs lights,” Miriam said. “The upstairs hallway shorts when the rain comes hard.”
“Has anyone been inside since the witness box search?” Talia asked.
“Not legally.”
Talia liked her a little for that.
“Names.”
Miriam’s mouth tightened. “Otto Kestrel came three days after Gideon’s arrest with two men from the historical trust. He claimed he needed to assess preservation liability.”
Luke’s shoulders went still. “You didn’t tell me that.”
“I told Deputy Vale. He told me Mr. Kestrel had paperwork.”
Luke looked as if he might bite the porch railing. “Deputy Vale is going to enjoy a long conversation about paperwork.”
“Did Otto remove anything?” Talia asked.
Miriam hesitated.
“That was not a complicated question.”
“He said he took mildew-damaged ledgers for freeze-drying.”
“Receipts?”
“Photographs.”
“Good. Receipts?”
“No.”
June made a small sound of disgust.
Talia pulled a pair of gloves from her case. “Then we proceed under the assumption that evidence has been disturbed.”
The Lantern House smelled of lemon oil, damp carpet, old tobacco, and rainwater trapped in wallpaper. A brass bell sat on the front desk beside a guestbook under cloudy glass. Framed photographs lined the hall: summer guests on the porch, women in dark dresses, men with fish strung on rope, a young bride with her face turned slightly from the camera.
Talia did not stop for the bride.
She had learned early that the dead were not offended by efficiency.
Miriam led them past the desk to a rear office no larger than a pantry. File boxes lined two walls. A metal cabinet sat under a narrow window, its paint scratched around the lock. The room had the air of a place organized by guilt. Too many labels. Too little trust.
“Room 3 records are here,” Miriam said, touching the cabinet. “What remains of them.”
“What remains?” Addy asked.
“Water damage. Selective.”
Talia looked at her.
Miriam’s chin lifted. “I know how that sounds.”
“It sounds like evidence tampering with a plumbing excuse.”
“It was a roof leak in 1989.”
“Convenient year?”
“They are all convenient years in Blackwater.”
Talia did not argue.
They began with photographs. Cabinet exterior. Lock. Scratches. Dust pattern. Floor below. Window. Box labels. Miriam’s key entering the lock. Miriam’s hand turning it. Drawer opening.
June leaned against the wall, tablet ready. “You’d photograph your own grandmother opening a cookie tin.”
“If my grandmother kept death records in it, yes.”
“She probably did.”
“She kept recipes and grudges.”
“Same format?”
“Mostly.”
Addy’s smile came and went quickly. It helped the room breathe.
Miriam removed a stack of paper folders tied with cotton tape. The top label read LANTERN HOUSE: ROOM 3, 1961 TO 1988. Below it, in thinner ink, someone had added: transient women / grief stays / do not lend.
“Who wrote the second line?” Talia asked.
“Nessa,” Addy said.
Talia looked at her cousin sharply. “You’re sure?”
Addy swallowed. “Yes.”
Talia photographed the label. Nessa’s hand was slanted, impatient, a little heavier on the downstrokes. Talia had seen it on birthday cards when she was young, on apologies that said less than they should, on instructions tucked into books as if affection and secrecy could share the same envelope without poisoning each other.
Do not lend.
Not do not read.
Not destroy.
Not safe.
“Open it,” Talia said.
Miriam untied the tape with surprising care. The folder exhaled paper dust.
Inside were guest cards, carbon copies of receipts, handwritten notes, two brittle envelopes, and a narrow photograph of a room with an iron bed, a washstand, lace curtains, and a framed print of a woman standing at a shoreline. The photo was dated 1974 on the back.
Room 3.
Talia examined the guest cards first. She did not hunt for Helena. Hunting for one name made people miss the field.
Patterns came before targets.
Women. Mostly women. Ages listed when the house required them, then not listed after 1972. Emergency contacts sometimes crossed out. Length of stay: one night, three nights, one week. Reason for stay never formally recorded, but small notations appeared in the margins.
Widow rate.
Quiet room.
No callers.
Family paid cash.
Talia’s fingers slowed.
“No callers,” she said.
Addy leaned in. “That sounds protective.”
“It can be.”
June’s mouth flattened. “It can also isolate.”
Luke stood near the door, too large for the office and too quiet for a man everyone kept pretending was only a sheriff. His gaze tracked the paper as if paper could bleed. “Family paid cash,” he said. “Families could know who was here without official trace.”
“Or someone could track who came alone,” Talia said.
Rain ticked against the narrow window.
Miriam pulled another folder from the stack. “Helena Shore was 1979.”
“Do not jump years.”
“She matters.”
“They all matter.”
Miriam shut her mouth.
Talia turned cards one by one. Petra Bell appeared in 1968, room assigned: 3. A widow rate notation, though the marital status line was blank. Paid by E. Kestrel, town relief office. Departure date missing.
“E. Kestrel,” Talia said.
“Elwood Kestrel,” Miriam answered. “Otto’s grandfather. He managed relief funds and burial aid.”
“How benevolent.”
“People thought so.”
“People think many expensive things.”
June photographed the card. Addy copied the name into a running index. Talia watched her cousin’s hand shake once, then steady.
“Petra Bell disappeared?” Luke asked.
Miriam nodded. “The story was she went inland to live with a sister.”
“Did she have one?”
“No record of a sister.”
The next relevant card: Alma Reed, 1970. Room 3. Paid cash. Note: mourning. No forwarding. Death certificate in town files six months later, pneumonia. Place of death listed as county infirmary.
“Did she die at the infirmary?” Talia asked.
Miriam looked away. “The infirmary burned in 1976. Most records lost.”
“Convenient fire?”
June asked it softly this time.
Miriam’s voice roughened. “Yes.”
They worked for nearly an hour.
Petra Bell. Alma Reed. Constance Vale. Ruthie Marr. Elsbet Crane. Marina Pell.
Women passing through grief. Women whose relatives paid for quiet rooms. Women whose departures were vague, whose deaths were delayed or relocated, whose effects sometimes went unclaimed and sometimes vanished into town charity auctions. Room 3 held them on paper with the bland cruelty of administrative ink.
Then came Helena Shore.
Her card was clipped to a folded sheet of stationery, the paper soft at the creases.
Helena Shore, age twenty-nine. Arrival: November 4, 1981. Room 3. Paid cash.
The payment line was blank except for initials: O.K.
Addy’s breath caught. “Otto.”
“Could be another O. K.,” Luke said, but he did not sound convinced.
Miriam’s face had gone gray. “Otto would have been twenty-two.”
“Old enough to sign initials,” Talia said.
She did not touch the stationery yet. The paper had a faint salt stain along one edge, feathering the ink. She photographed it in place, then lifted it with tweezers and unfolded it under the desk lamp.
Three lines. Rushed, uneven.
The first skeleton is not the first woman.
Tell Petra’s room I heard her.
If the walls open, do not let Kestrel count.
For a moment, nobody spoke.
The building creaked above them.
Addy whispered, “That’s the phrase. The first skeleton is a lie.”
“No,” Talia said. “This is more specific.”
June looked from the paper to her. “Specific how?”
“Helena knew there was a sequence. She knew someone would count victims in the wrong order.”
Luke’s voice was low. “To hide who started it.”
“Or to hide who continued it.”
Talia leaned closer to the paper without touching it. The ink had bled where salt touched it, but the pressure marks were deep. Helena had written hard enough to score the underside. Angry. Scared. Certain.
Tell Petra’s room I heard her.
Not Petra.
Petra’s room.
Talia looked at the cabinet. “Where are the physical room inventories?”
Miriam went still.
“Miriam.”
“There was one.”
“Where?”
“It disappeared during the Kestrel assessment.”
Luke made a sound that was not quite human.
The bell at the front desk rang.
Everyone froze.
Not the front door. Not a knock. The old brass desk bell at reception.
One clear note.
Talia removed her gloves slowly. “Who else is in the building?”
“No one,” Miriam said.
The bell rang again.
Luke moved first, drawing himself out of the doorway with controlled speed. Talia followed. Addy started after them, but June caught her sleeve.
“Evidence,” June said.
“I’m not staying alone with the haunted filing cabinet.”
“You’re staying with me and the haunted filing cabinet.”
“That is not the improvement you think it is.”
Talia left them arguing in whispers and stepped into the hallway behind Luke.
The Lantern House corridor had gone dimmer, though no light had gone out. The framed photographs along the wall seemed closer together than before. Rain battered the windows. The front desk waited at the end of the hall, its cloudy glass top reflecting the lamp above it.
The brass bell sat still.
Beside it lay a wet footprint.
Bare. Narrow. Adult.
Luke crouched before Talia could tell him not to touch anything. To his credit, he kept his hands off the floor.
“Fresh,” he said.
“Water or seawater?”
He glanced up. “You expect me to lick it?”
“I expect you to smell it.”
That earned her the smallest flicker of surprise. Then his mouth twitched. “You ask better than most.”
“I ask accurately.”
He lowered his head. His shoulders changed again, tension gathering under human skin. Talia watched despite herself. Not the shifter part. She had seen magic turn bodies into tools and weapons, but this was subtler. A discipline. A man refusing instinct the way she refused bone memory, not because instinct was wrong, but because it would take too much if invited.
“Brine,” he said. “Old water. Not from outside.”
“Anything else?”
His eyes lifted to the staircase.
Talia followed his gaze. A thin line of water glistened on the bottom step. Above it, darkness pooled where the upstairs hall bent toward the guest rooms.
“Room 3?” she asked.
“Yes.”
They stood there a second too long.
The bell rang under their eyes.
Talia did not jump. She would remember that later with pride.
Luke’s hand shot out, not to touch the bell, but to catch her wrist before she stepped closer. His grip was warm through the sleeve of her suit. Too warm after the cold of the parlor, the wet office, the salted paper. Talia looked down at his hand until he released her.
“Sorry,” he said.
“No touching without necessity.”
“That was necessity.”
“Debatable.”
“The bell moved by itself.”
“I noticed.”
“It may be drawing you.”
“It may be drawing anyone with a pulse and poor impulse control.”
“You were walking toward it.”
“To examine it.”
His gaze held hers. “That’s what you call it?”
Talia did not answer.
Because her left palm had begun to ache again, and this time the ache had shape. Not a general warning. A pull, narrow and cold, running from the center of her hand toward the staircase.
The dead were not calling from the bell.
The bell was bait.
From the office, June shouted, “Talia!”
Talia and Luke ran.
Addy stood in the doorway with one hand clamped over her mouth. June had backed away from the desk, tablet held like a weapon. Miriam faced the open file cabinet, rigid.
Every Room 3 card had slid from its folder.
They lay across the floor in a careful line.
Not scattered. Ordered.
Petra. Alma. Constance. Ruthie. Elsbet. Marina. Helena.
And at the end of the line, where no card had been a moment before, rested a strip of gray paper curled at the edge.
Talia crouched. “No one move.”
June said, “No one was planning to dance.”
The new paper was not a guest card. It looked torn from the backing of a picture frame or old ledger. The surface was rough, water-stained, and marked in pencil.
Talia photographed it before reading.
One sentence.
NOT ALL WHO CHECKED IN WERE ALLOWED TO LEAVE DEAD.
Addy made a small sound.
Luke swore under his breath.
Talia stared at the line until its meaning settled into the room like bad weather.
“Living prisoners,” Luke said.
Talia looked at him.
He had gone pale under the warm hall light.
“That’s what Declan said under the house,” Luke continued. “Breathing. Answering from underneath.”
Miriam’s voice thinned. “No. The Lantern House was not a prison.”
“No,” Talia said. “It was a sorting place.”
The words were out before she softened them. She did not take them back. Soft words would not help the dead.
Addy bent one hand against her stomach. “Sorting for what?”
Talia looked at the cards, the initials, the widow rates, the no-caller notes, the missing departure dates.
“For the walls,” she said. “Or for whoever decided which bodies became walls and which people were useful alive.”
The front door opened.
Luke was gone from the office before the cold air reached them.
Talia heard a deputy object, then a man’s voice answer with quiet contempt.
“I warned him once. I’m not doing it again.”
Declan Marsh appeared at the office threshold with rain in his dark hair and mud on the hems of his jeans.
He was taller than Talia expected. Not broader than Luke, but leaner, rougher, the kind of man who looked as if doors had never been built for his comfort. A scar cut through his left eyebrow. His coat was soaked black at the shoulders. He kept his hands open at his sides, either to show he was unarmed or to remind everyone he did not need weapons.
His gaze went first to the line of cards on the floor.
Then to Talia.
Not her face.
Her left hand.
The ache in her palm turned sharp enough to steal breath.
Declan’s expression changed. A flash of recognition. Not pleasure. Not surprise.
Dread.
“You touched the tag,” he said.
Talia rose slowly. “You entered a secured records site.”
“You touched the tag.”
“I handled evidence according to protocol.”
His laugh held no amusement. “Protocol won’t help if Room 3 has your hand now.”
Luke stepped between them. “Declan.”
Declan did not look away from Talia. “Get her out of this room.”
“No,” Talia said.
Everyone looked at her.
She met Declan’s stare, pulse steady, palm burning.
“No one removes me from evidence because a wet wolf with boundary issues dislikes my handling procedure.”
June whispered, “I may frame that.”
Declan’s mouth tightened, and something like reluctant respect moved behind his eyes before suspicion buried it.
“Bone witch,” he said, quieter now, “the records are a door. The tag is the latch. If you opened one, the house will try to match you to a room.”
Talia stepped over the line of cards, careful not to disturb them, and stopped an arm’s length from him.
The air between them carried rain, wolf heat, old salt, and something burnt under his skin. Grief, maybe. Rage preserved too long. Her gift pressed toward him as if his bones were speaking even while he breathed.
She did not let it touch.
“Then you’re going to explain the door,” she said. “Every inch of it. On record.”
“No.”
“Wrong answer.”
His eyes flicked to the Room 3 cards. “On record gets people buried here.”
“Off record gets them forgotten.”
That landed.
Talia saw it hit him, not in his face, which barely moved, but in the small tightening around his throat. A man swallowing history before it climbed out of him.
Before he could answer, Miriam made a broken sound.
The Helena card had turned over by itself.
On the back, in pencil so faint Talia had missed it during first pass, was a list of names.
Three were crossed out.
One was circled.
ELIAS MARSH.
Declan went still.
The entire Lantern House listen.
Then, from upstairs, Room 3’s door slammed open hard enough to shake dust from the ceiling.
The desk bell rang once more.
And this time, under the bell’s bright note, something in the walls knocked back from inside Blackwater House, three streets away.






  
  Chapter 3: Exile at the Door


Room 3 smelled like seawater and old lavender. 
Talia did not trust either scent.
Lavender had a way of being used by people who wanted rot to behave. Sewn into sachets. Pressed into linens. Dabbed behind ears. Tucked into drawers that held letters no one meant to explain. In the upstairs hall of the Lantern House, with rain hammering the roof and the old boards slick beneath her boot covers, lavender hung in the air over the brine like a polite lie.
Declan Marsh stood at the threshold, one hand braced against the doorframe, body angled as if he expected the room to lunge.
Luke had a hand on his sidearm. Not drawn. Not relaxed either.
Addy hovered three steps behind Talia despite having been instructed, clearly and with excellent diction, to remain downstairs.
June Fitch had ignored the instruction entirely. She stood with her tablet tucked beneath one arm, breathing hard from the climb and glaring at everyone as if the supernatural had inconvenienced her schedule on purpose.
Miriam Aster had refused to come upstairs. That, Talia thought, was possibly the first sensible choice anyone in Blackwater Bay had made all day.
“Don’t cross,” Declan said.
Talia looked down.
A thin line of salt lay across the threshold of Room 3. Not scattered. Not spilled. Drawn. It had dampened in the rain-heavy air until it clumped at the edges, but the line remained unbroken except where the door had scraped through it.
The inside of the room was dark, though the hall light reached the first few feet of floorboards. An iron bed sat against the far wall, stripped to a stained mattress ticking. A washstand leaned beneath a cracked mirror. Lace curtains, gray with age, breathed in and out despite the window being closed.
On the wall above the bed hung the framed shore print from the old photograph in the records office.
A woman stood at the edge of black water.
Her face had been scratched away.
Talia put on a fresh pair of gloves. “Who drew the salt line?”
“No one living recently,” Declan said.
“That is not an answer.”
“It’s the only one you’ll like.”
“I dislike all answers until documented.”
His eyes cut to her. They were brown in the hall light, not wolf-gold or any of the theatrical nonsense people used when they wanted monsters to advertise themselves. simply brown. Tired. Too watchful. The eyes of a man who had learned to count exits before people.
“Then document from the hall,” he said.
“I intend to.”
“You intend to go in.”
“Eventually.”
“No.”
That word landed flat between them.
Luke said, “Declan.”
Declan did not look at him. “You brought her here because she reads bones. Fine. She can read them when we know which floorboards want to eat her.”
June lifted a finger. “Medical objection to the phrase floorboards want to eat her.”
“Noted,” Talia said. “Overruled.”
The corner of Declan’s mouth twitched, there and gone.
It irritated her that she noticed.
She crouched outside the salt line and opened her field case. “Photographs first. Hallway, threshold, salt line, door, room interior, floor. June, I want a note that the door opened with sufficient force to disturb ceiling dust but did not break the salt line.”
June’s face sharpened. “It didn’t.”
“No.”
Luke glanced down. “The door crossed it.”
“The door crossed through the air above it. The line itself held.” Talia lifted the camera and began shooting. “Which suggests the line is not meant to stop doors.”
Addy’s voice was small behind her. “People.”
“Or something wearing a body,” Declan said.
Addy went pale.
Talia shot him a look. “Do not add atmosphere unless it comes with data.”
“Fine. Data.” Declan pointed to the floor inside the room. “Third board from the left is newer than the rest. Replacement pine, not original heartwood. It sags at the nail heads because someone lifted it too many times.”
Talia adjusted the camera angle. He was right. The board had a different grain and a slightly cleaner edge near the baseboard.
“Fourth board has old blood under the varnish,” he continued.
June leaned forward. “You can smell that from here?”
“I can smell where someone tried to wash it with lye.”
Talia took another photo. “Date?”
“I’m a wolf, not a calendar.”
“There is hope for you yet.”
This time, Declan almost smiled. The expression changed his face enough that Talia had to look away first, which annoyed her more than the smile.
She marked the salt line with a scale and photographed it in sections. The crystals were coarse, gray-white, mixed with flecks of something darker. Not sand. Not dirt.
“June,” she said, “small sample from the threshold. Outer edge only. No break in the line.”
June crouched beside her, took the sample with forceps and a paper bindle, and labeled it with grim satisfaction. “Salt line, Room 3 threshold, Lantern House. Collected while being menaced by architecture.”
“Leave off the architecture.”
“No.”
A sound came from inside the room.
Not a knock.
A soft drag beneath the floor.
Declan’s hand tightened on the doorframe.
Luke’s head lifted. “Same sound as Blackwater House?”
“Related,” Declan said.
Talia stood. “Related how?”
Declan’s gaze stayed on the room. “This place doesn’t answer from underneath. It points.”
“To Blackwater House?”
“To the route between.”
Addy stepped closer despite Luke shifting subtly to block her. “What route?”
Declan looked at her then. Something in his face closed. “The one your grandmother helped seal.”
The hall constrict.
Addy flinched as if the words had touched skin.
Talia’s patience thinned to a wire. “You will be careful with accusations about Nessa Sailer.”
Declan’s eyes returned to her. “Careful got Elias Marsh erased.”
The name struck the hallway and stayed there.
Elias Marsh. Circled on the back of Helena Shore’s card. The buried wolf in the Book 1 memory. The tooth. The underwater howl. The reason Declan’s face







