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Prologue
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Thirty years before Eleanor Vale’s funeral, Jonah Rook stood beneath the dripping yew beside St. Orison’s Cemetery and watched two women carry a body through the rain. He had come only because he had seen the light moving below the crypt wall, where no light should have been, and because seventeen-year-old boys were often stupid in the precise ways that later became evidence. The storm had flooded the lower path and turned the churchyard soil black, but the two figures moved with care, one at the shoulders and one at the feet.

Jonah crouched behind the yew and pressed one sleeve over his mouth. The body was wrapped in a pale wool blanket, though one bare hand had slipped free and dragged through the wet grass, the fingers leaving four wavering lines in the mud. He thought he knew the hand because Clara Vale wore a narrow silver ring shaped like two crossing leaves, and Jonah had noticed it often when she came into Rook’s grocer’s shop.

The taller woman stumbled near the crypt steps, and the blanket loosened. Lightning flashed over the stones, turning the cemetery white for a heartbeat. Jonah caught only dark hair and the edge of a bruised cheek beneath the fold, enough in that instant to think Clara. Rain ran through the exposed hair before the blanket fell back into place.

“No farther,” the shorter woman whispered. “Not with the water this high.”

The taller woman looked toward the church, and Jonah recognized Eleanor Vale by the severe angle of her shoulders. He had known Eleanor his whole life because everyone in Bellweather knew her, especially anyone unlucky enough to have filled out a form incorrectly in the registry office. “We cannot leave her here,” Eleanor said, and her voice carried in the rain. “If she is found before morning, everything ends.”

Jonah’s knees went cold against the earth. He wanted to run, yet something in Eleanor’s words held him more firmly than fear. Clara had not left town, then, despite what people had begun saying that afternoon, and the bundle being dragged toward the Vale crypt was not luggage, nor stolen property, nor anything that could be explained away.

The shorter woman turned, and Jonah almost cried out. For an instant he thought Clara had risen from the blanket and walked around to the other side of her own body. The resemblance was not exact, but in the storm it was close enough to make his mind refuse what his eyes were offering.

The living woman had Clara’s mouth, Clara’s dark hair, and the same pale skin, though she was older around the eyes. Jonah had seen her only once before, months earlier, stepping from a bus at Bellweather Crossroads and arguing with Eleanor beside the post office. He had asked his mother afterward who she was, and his mother had said only, “Family trouble is still family, Jonah. Leave it alone.”

Now the woman looked directly toward the yew.

Jonah stopped breathing. Rain tapped the leaves above him, and somewhere beyond the cemetery wall the river roared beneath the road. The woman stared for so long that Jonah became certain she could see him.

Then Eleanor said, “Ruth.” The woman turned back.

Jonah fixed the name in his mind. Ruth. He had never heard Clara Vale had a sister named Ruth, though Bellweather kept family knowledge the way old houses kept damp, quietly and everywhere.

Eleanor pulled a ring of keys from her coat and opened the iron gate set into the side of the crypt. The doorway beyond did not lead into the burial chamber Jonah knew from childhood funerals. Instead, stone steps descended into darkness.

Ruth stared at them. “You said it had been sealed.”

“It was supposed to be.”

Another flash of lightning showed Eleanor’s face, and Jonah saw something he had never seen there before. Not grief. Not panic. Recognition.

Eleanor lowered the blanket again and touched Clara’s covered shoulder with both hands. “Help me before the tunnel floods.”

They lifted the body and disappeared below the crypt.

Jonah remained behind the yew until the darkness swallowed them. His legs had begun to shake, but fear was changing shape inside him, becoming something harder and more dangerous. He thought of the stories already moving through town: Clara had gone away after a quarrel, Clara had taken money, Clara had abandoned her daughter.

All of them were lies.

He reached inside his jacket and pulled out the school notebook he used for everything from football scores to things he did not want his mother discovering. Shielding the page beneath his coat, he wrote the date and time first. Then he wrote Eleanor Vale, Ruth, Clara, crypt tunnel.

At the bottom of the page, he added one sentence and underlined it twice: There are two Clara Vales.

A sound came from beneath the crypt.

Jonah froze. It was not Eleanor’s voice and not Ruth’s, but something softer, like fingernails brushing the underside of stone. He looked toward the open gate and saw no one there.

The sound came again, followed by three slow knocks.

Jonah backed away from the yew. His shoe slid in the mud, and a branch snapped beneath his heel with a crack louder than thunder.

The knocking stopped. From below the crypt, Eleanor called, “Who’s there?” Jonah ran.

He tore across the cemetery, vaulted the low wall beside the vestry, and landed hard on the flooded lane. Behind him, the crypt gate slammed open, and someone shouted his name.

He did not look back until he reached the river path.

A figure stood beneath the cemetery yew, too distant for him to recognize, but even from there Jonah could see one pale hand lifted as though marking where he had gone.

Thirty years later, the same hand would sign the funeral book.
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Chapter 1
The Signature in the Rain
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Rain had been falling over Bellweather since before dawn, a patient gray curtain that softened the cemetery walls and darkened every coat at Eleanor Vale’s funeral. Mara stood beneath the stone porch of St. Orison’s and watched water thread down the carved faces of saints above the door. The churchyard beyond them had blurred into wet slate and yew.

She had not been back in Bellweather for fifteen years. That fact felt less like distance now than accusation.

Daniel Vale stood several feet away, speaking quietly with Father Adrian Pell about the weather. At forty-four, Daniel had inherited the family talent for looking composed while calculating three problems ahead, and his black funeral coat seemed chosen to resist both rain and emotion. When he glanced toward Mara, the expression he gave her was polite enough for clients and distant enough for family.

“The ground is worse than expected,” he said when Father Pell moved away. “They may postpone the burial.”

Mara looked toward the open cemetery gate. “Eleanor would have hated that.”

Daniel’s mouth tightened. “Eleanor hated anything that implied the world could continue without consulting her.”

That almost made Mara smile. Almost.

Inside the church, mourners had begun to gather beneath the heavy timber roof. Bellweather had not changed as much as Mara had expected, though perhaps grief made old places resistant to detail. The same brass memorial plaques lined the nave. The same stone angels guarded the side chapel. The same faint smell of candle wax and damp hymn books clung to the air.

Mara had spent much of childhood believing St. Orison’s was colder than other buildings because the dead were closer here.

She no longer believed that. Mostly.

At the front of the church, Eleanor’s coffin rested beneath a white arrangement of winter roses. The lid had been polished to a dark sheen, and someone had placed Eleanor’s old silver reading glasses on the framed photograph beside it. Mara found the choice sentimental in a way Eleanor would have considered inefficient.

“She did not wear those for the last six months,” Mara said.

Daniel followed her gaze. “The funeral director asked for something recognizable.”

“To whom?”

He looked at her.

“Everyone who remembers her.”

Mara almost asked which version. Instead she removed her wet gloves.

Eleanor Vale had been eighty-one when her heart failed in the upstairs bedroom of Vale House. Natural causes. No suspicious circumstances. No unanswered medical questions. Mara had read the death certificate twice before agreeing to return, not because she distrusted Daniel, but because probate work had taught her how often families became less reliable around inheritances.

Documents were simpler. Documents had dates. Signatures. Witnesses. A person could lie while remembering.

Paper at least left evidence of the lie. Mara had built a career around that distinction.

The condolence book sat on a table near the church entrance.

She noticed it only because Leah Moss was photographing the flowers beside it.

Leah lowered the camera when Mara approached. “Sorry. Parish record.”

“You’re fine.”

Leah was younger than Mara remembered most people in Bellweather being, probably early thirties, with dark curls escaping a loose knot. She gave Mara the cautious expression of someone who knew the Vale name but not yet which stories attached to which person.

“I’m Leah.”

“Mara.”

“I know.”

Of course she did. Bellweather was still Bellweather.

Leah glanced toward the book. “Father Pell asked everyone to sign before the service.”

Mara looked down. Several names already filled the page. Daniel Vale. Ruth Vale.

Samuel Creed. Margaret Bell. Ivy Rook. Mara stopped.

“Ivy came?”

Leah nodded. “A few minutes ago.” Mara looked toward the back pews.

Ivy Rook sat alone beneath the west window, small and rigid in a dark green coat. She had been in her twenties the last time Mara remembered seeing her clearly, though memory supplied that age less reliably than Mara liked.

Jonah Rook’s sister. That name opened an old Bellweather drawer. Missing boy. Seventeen years old.

Thirty years earlier. Searches along the river. Rumors about theft. Rumors about running away.

No body. No confirmed sighting. No answer.

Mara had been a child when Jonah disappeared, old enough to recognize adults lowering their voices when his name came up and young enough to assume mysteries ended when grown-ups stopped discussing them.

They rarely did. A bell sounded once from the tower. Father Pell stepped into the aisle.

“Five minutes.”

The room settled. Mara turned back toward the condolence book. Her hand paused.

One signature near the bottom of the page looked darker than the others.

Fresh ink.

JONAH ROOK.

Mara stared. For several seconds she assumed she had read it incorrectly. Then she leaned closer.

The letters remained.

JONAH ROOK.

The handwriting was narrow, upright, slightly impatient. The ink shone. Not dried. Mara touched nothing.

“Leah.”

The photographer looked over.

“Did you see who signed last?”

Leah followed Mara’s gaze. Her expression changed.

“No.”

“You were standing here.”

“Not continuously.”

“When was the page last photographed?”

Leah lifted her camera.

“Maybe ten minutes ago.”

“Can you check?”

Leah looked unsettled now. She scrolled through the images. Mara watched. The first photograph showed the book partly open.

Names visible. The second showed the page clearly enough to read. Daniel. Ruth.

Samuel. Margaret. Ivy. No Jonah. Leah whispered, “That wasn’t there.” Mara looked at the timestamp.

Eight minutes earlier. She looked toward the church door. No one had entered during the last few minutes.

At least no one Mara remembered. Daniel approached.

“What is it?”

Mara did not answer immediately. She pointed. Daniel looked down. His face went still.

“That’s not funny.”

“I agree.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t know.”

He looked around the church. Several mourners had already noticed. Whispers spread. Ruth Vale turned from the front pew.

Samuel Creed, broad-shouldered even in his seventies, stood near the side aisle and stared toward the book with an expression Mara could not read.

Then Ivy Rook rose. She walked toward them slowly. Mara had expected age to soften the resemblance to Jonah.

It had not. Around the eyes, the connection was immediate. Ivy stopped at the table.

Her gaze found the signature. She went pale. Daniel stepped closer. “Ivy...”

“Don’t.”

Her voice was quiet. Mara watched her.

“You recognize the handwriting?”

Ivy did not look away from the page.

“Yes.”

Daniel exhaled.

“That doesn’t mean...”

“It’s his.”

“Ivy.”

“I know my brother’s writing.”

Daniel’s tone sharpened. “Your brother has been missing for thirty years.” Ivy finally looked at him.

“I know how long he’s been missing.”

The rebuke settled between them. Mara returned her attention to the signature.

“Do you have anything original to compare?”

Ivy looked toward her.

“Letters.”

“Recent?”

A bitter expression crossed Ivy’s face.

“No.”

Mara ignored the edge.

“School notes?”

“Yes.”

“Anything with this exact form of R?”

Ivy looked back at the page.

“Yes.”

Mara noticed the last name more carefully now. The crossbar of the R in Rook looked slightly broken.

Not interrupted by a failing pen. Deliberately kinked. A small detail. Worth remembering.

Father Pell approached.

“What happened?”

No one answered. He saw the signature. His face drained.

For a priest, Mara thought, he looked remarkably unprepared for the possibility that the dead might attend church.

“Who wrote that?” he asked.

Daniel looked around.

“Someone trying to be clever.”

Ivy’s jaw tightened. Father Pell touched the edge of the table but not the book.

“This page should be removed after the service.”

“No,” Mara said.

Everyone looked at her. She kept her voice calm.

“Do not remove anything.”

Daniel frowned.

“Mara.”

“You have a fresh disputed signature appearing between two documented times. Removing the page destroys context.”

“This is a funeral.”

“It is still evidence.”

Daniel stared. Then gave a small exhausted nod.

“Fine.”

Mara looked toward Leah.

“Photograph the page now.”

Leah did. Flash lit the entrance. Several people flinched. The service began ten minutes late.

No one mentioned Jonah’s name. That made it louder.

Mara sat in the second row beside Daniel while Father Pell spoke about Eleanor’s service to Bellweather, her years at the registry office, her devotion to local history, and her commitment to preserving family records. Every phrase carried an unintended second meaning now.

Preserving records. Mara looked toward Eleanor’s coffin. Eleanor had believed in documents even more deeply than Mara did.

But Eleanor had also believed records belonged to the person trusted to keep them.

That difference had caused arguments between them years ago. Mara remembered one more clearly than she wanted.

Seventeen years old. Vale House study. Eleanor correcting a date in an old family register.

Mara saying, “You can’t change what happened.” Eleanor replying, “Of course not. Only what survives.”

Mara had left Bellweather not long after. At the lectern, Father Pell finished the final prayer.

Rain hammered the stained-glass windows. Then Tom Wren entered quietly through the side door.

He spoke to the priest. Father Pell’s face tightened. He turned toward the congregation.

“I’m afraid the cemetery ground has become unsafe for the burial this afternoon.”

A murmur moved through the church. Eleanor’s coffin would remain at St. Orison’s until conditions improved.

Mara felt an irrational sense of resistance from the room itself. The funeral had finished.

The burial had not. Daniel leaned toward her.

“We’ll have to rearrange everything.”

“Eleanor would approve of the inconvenience.”

He almost smiled. When people began to stand, the whispers about Jonah returned.

Mara remained seated long enough to observe. Ivy stayed near the back. Samuel Creed spoke with Father Pell.

Ruth left the front pew but did not approach Mara. Mrs. Bell whispered to another mourner near the hymn board.

Then Daniel said something beside Mara that made her turn.

“I saw him.”

Mara stared.

“Who?”

Daniel looked annoyed with himself.

“I don’t know.”

“That is not what you just said.”

He rubbed one hand across his mouth.

“Before the service.”

“Who did you see?”

“A boy.”

“Age?”

“Seventeen. Eighteen.”

“Where?”

Daniel pointed toward the entrance.

“Near the coat rack.”

Mara looked. Empty.

“You thought it was Jonah?”

“No.”

“Then why mention it?”

Daniel looked toward the condolence book.

“Because now I remember thinking he looked familiar.”

Mara felt a small coldness move along her arms.

“Did you speak to him?”

“No.”

“See his face clearly?”

“No.”

“Clothes?”

“Dark coat.”

“Hair?”

“Dark.”

“Did anyone else react to him?”

“I don’t know.”

A voice behind them said, “He wasn’t by the coat rack.” They turned.

Mrs. Bell stood in the aisle. Her face looked frightened. Daniel frowned.

“You saw someone?”

She nodded.

“A young man.”

“Where?”

Mrs. Bell pointed upward.

“The choir loft.”

Mara looked from her to Daniel.

“Same description?”

“Dark hair.”

“Dark coat?”

“Yes.”

Mara asked, “Did you see him during the service?” Mrs. Bell shook her head.

“Before.”

Samuel Creed approached. He had heard enough.

“You’re both wrong.”

Mara looked at him. Samuel’s expression was gray.

“Where was he?”

Samuel pointed toward Eleanor’s coffin.

“Beside her.”

No one spoke. The atmosphere of the church changed. Not because three people claimed to have seen Jonah.

Because each claimed a different place. Daniel near the coat rack. Mrs. Bell in the choir loft.

Samuel beside the coffin. Mara looked toward Ivy. She was watching them from the back pew.

“Did you see him?” Mara asked.

Ivy did not answer immediately. Then:

“Yes.”

Mara waited.

“Where?”

Ivy looked toward the middle of the church.

“Third row.”

A fourth position. Mara’s mind shifted automatically into structure. Same event. Multiple witnesses.

One unidentified young man. Four contradictory placements. No one claimed he spoke. No one described an interaction.

Only location. Mara looked toward Leah. The photographer had stopped packing her camera.

“You photographed the room before the service.”

Leah nodded.

“Several times.”

“Check them.”

Leah swallowed. Then began scrolling. One photograph. Coat rack. Empty. Another. Choir loft.

Empty. Another. Coffin. No boy. Third row. Empty seat. Leah looked up.

“He’s not in any of them.”

Mara took the camera without touching the screen.

“Show me the sequence.”

Leah did. Each witness was visible in at least one image. Daniel looking toward the entrance.

Mrs. Bell looking upward. Samuel facing the coffin. Ivy looking toward the third row.

Each gaze aimed at an empty place. Four people. Four different positions. One absent figure.

Mara felt something in the old church turn from strange into investigative. Not proof of a ghost or yet.

But a pattern. And patterns were where lies eventually made mistakes. Then Ruth spoke from behind them.

“You’re missing one.”

Mara turned. Ruth stood near the front pew. Her face was pale.

“One what?”

“Place.”

Daniel frowned. Ruth looked toward the south aisle.

“I saw him there.”

Five positions. Mara stared at her.

“Jonah?”

Ruth’s expression tightened.

“I thought I did.”

“Before or during the service?”

“Before.”

“Did he speak?”

“No.”

“Did you see his face?”

“Not clearly.”

“Why did you think it was Jonah?”

Ruth looked toward the condolence book.

“I didn’t.”

“Until now.”

“Yes.”

Five witnesses. Five remembered locations. Five empty positions in Leah’s photographs. Mara looked toward the fresh signature.

The ink no longer shone as brightly. Still damp at the deepest strokes.

She felt the first real unease of the day.

Not because Jonah Rook had apparently signed Eleanor Vale’s funeral book thirty years after disappearing.

Because five living people now remembered seeing him there, and not one of them remembered him in the same place.

Mara crossed to the entrance table. The condolence page lay exactly where Leah had left it.

She leaned closer. Below Jonah’s name, the paper remained blank.

But when the church fell quiet around her, a wooden chair scraped somewhere behind the coffin.

Mara turned. No one was near it. The chair scraped again, moving one slow inch across the stone.

And every mourner looked toward a different place.
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Chapter 2
Five Empty Seats
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The chair stopped moving when Father Pell approached it. That did not make the room feel safer.

Mara remained beside the condolence table while the last of the mourners drifted toward the church doors. Rain still hammered the stained glass, and somewhere beyond the nave Tom Wren was speaking to the funeral director about postponing Eleanor’s burial.

Daniel crossed the aisle.

“Did you see that?”

“Yes.”

“The chair moved.”

“Yes.”

He stared at it.

“You sound irritatingly calm.”

“I am not calm.”

That seemed to satisfy him. The chair had shifted into the center aisle.

It did not belong there.

Mara knew that without asking because the rest of the chairs formed neat rows along the side chapel wall, all dark oak with cane seats and brass number plates beneath.

This one was different. No brass plate. No cushion. A pale scuff marked one leg.

Father Pell bent near it without touching.

“That was by the south wall before the service.”

Mara looked at him.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Who moved it?”

“No one.”

Daniel exhaled.

“That is not a useful answer.”

Father Pell straightened.

“I watched people leave.”

“So did I.”

Mara looked toward Leah. The photographer still held her camera.

“Did you photograph the chair earlier?”

Leah frowned.

“Probably.”

“Find it.”

Leah scrolled through images. Mara watched the screen. Flowers. Eleanor’s coffin. West window.

Front rows. Then a wider shot of the church taken before the service.

The chair was visible. South wall. Exactly where Father Pell remembered it. Leah enlarged the photograph.

“Same one.”

Mara looked at the timestamp. Forty-three minutes earlier.

“Any image between then and now?”

Leah searched. Another. The chair near the south wall. Then another. Still there.

Then one taken during the final hymn. The chair was gone. Daniel leaned closer.

“Where?”

Leah swiped. Next photograph. The center aisle. Empty. Mara stared. The chair was not visible there either.

Another image. Taken seconds later. Still no chair. Mara looked toward the physical chair in front of them.

“Interesting.”

Daniel gave her a look.

“That is your word.”

“It is accurate.”

Ivy Rook had not left.

She stood near the back of the church, watching the chair with an expression that made Mara more uneasy than the movement itself.

Not fear. Recognition. Mara crossed toward her.

“You’ve seen something like this before.”

Ivy’s mouth tightened.

“No.”

“That was not convincing.”

“I said no.”

Mara stopped a few feet away.

“You knew Jonah’s handwriting.”

“Yes.”

“You remembered seeing him in one of the five positions.”

“Yes.”

“And now a chair has moved into the aisle.”

Ivy looked toward the chair.

“That does not mean I know why.”

Mara believed that. Not entirely. Enough. Ruth Vale remained at the front pew.

She had not spoken since telling them she saw Jonah in the south aisle.

Mara looked at her.

“Ruth.”

Ruth did not turn.

“Were you sitting here before the service?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see the chair move?”

“No.”

“Did you notice where it was?”

“No.”

Mara walked closer.

“Did Eleanor ever use that chair?”

Ruth finally looked at her.

“What?”

“The chair.”

Ruth’s expression tightened.

“I don’t know.”

Mara watched her. Family members used “I don’t know” in several ways. Sometimes it meant ignorance.

Sometimes it meant memory was dangerous.

Sometimes it meant the truth had not yet decided whether to become expensive.

Mara filed Ruth’s answer under the second category. Leah called from behind them.

“Mara.”

She sounded different. Mara turned. Leah held the camera in both hands.

“I found something.”

They gathered around her. The photograph had been taken during the service. Wide angle.

The church visible from the rear. Eleanor’s coffin at the front. Mourners seated.

At first Mara saw nothing unusual. Then Leah enlarged the frame. Five people were looking away from Father Pell.

Daniel toward the coat rack. Mrs. Bell toward the choir loft. Samuel toward the coffin.

Ivy toward the third row. Ruth toward the south aisle. Five witnesses. Five remembered positions.

The pattern became more precise. Leah swiped to the next photograph. Taken less than a second later.

Same arrangement. Same five people. Same direction of gaze. But no one occupied any of the places.

Not even a blur. Daniel stared.

“That doesn’t prove anything.”

“No.”

Mara looked at him.

“But it proves the five of you were looking at five different empty places at the same moment.”

Ivy whispered, “He was there.” Mara glanced at her.

“Maybe.”

Ivy’s eyes flashed.

“You saw the signature.”

“I saw a signature.”

“That was Jonah.”

“I am not saying it wasn’t.”

“That is exactly what you are saying.”

“No.”

Mara kept her voice quiet.

“I am saying I do not know yet.”

Ivy looked away.

The distinction mattered to Mara more than it seemed to matter to anyone else.

A haunting could be real. A fraud could be real. A damaged memory could be real.

More than one could be true at the same time. She looked back at the photograph.

Five empty positions. One impossible signature. A moving chair. Pattern before explanation. That was enough.

Father Pell approached with the funeral director.

“We need to close the church for the afternoon.”

Daniel frowned.

“Because of the burial?”

“The weather.”

Father Pell glanced toward the chair.

“And because I would prefer fewer people discussing this in the nave.”

Samuel Creed gave a dry laugh from the side aisle.

“You think they’ll discuss it less outside?”

Father Pell ignored him. Mara looked toward Samuel.

“You saw Jonah beside Eleanor’s coffin.”

Samuel’s expression hardened.

“That is what I remember.”

“Not what you saw?”

He looked at her carefully.

“Is there a difference?”

“Yes.”

Samuel stared. Then nodded once.

“There may be.”

That answer interested her.

“Why?”

Samuel looked toward Eleanor’s coffin.

“Because I remember him beside it.”

“Yes.”

“But I also remember thinking no one was there.”

Daniel frowned.

“That makes no sense.”

Samuel’s eyes stayed on the coffin.

“I know.”

Mara felt a new element. Not false memory added afterward. Two contradictory impressions occupying the same moment.

She looked toward Mrs. Bell.

“Did you have the same experience?”

Mrs. Bell seemed reluctant to answer.

“Perhaps.”

“What did you think at the time?”

“That there was someone in the choir loft.”

“And simultaneously?”

Mrs. Bell closed her eyes.

“That it was empty.”

Mara looked at Daniel. He had gone pale.

“Coat rack?”

He nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

Ivy stared at the third row.

“Same.”

Ruth said nothing. Mara turned.

“South aisle?”

Ruth’s face tightened.

“Yes.”

Five people. Five locations. Each remembered a person and emptiness together. That was not ordinary eyewitness contamination.

At least not in any simple form. The moving chair scraped again. Everyone looked toward it.

This time Mara saw the movement. No one touched it. The front right leg shifted.

Then the rear. A slow pivot. The chair turned toward Eleanor’s coffin. Leah raised her camera.

Flash. Another. Another. The chair stopped. Mara looked at the cane seat. Something rested beneath it.

Paper. She crouched.

“Don’t touch,” Daniel said.

Mara looked at him.

“Thank you for becoming me.”

He almost smiled despite himself. She photographed the object in place with Leah’s camera.

A small card. Water-stained. Old. Half hidden beneath the seat. Mara put on her gloves.

Then carefully pulled it free. The card was thicker than modern stationery. Cream once.

Now gray at the edges. Handwritten.

JONAH ROOK.

Ivy made a small sound. Mara turned the card over. A number on the back.

17. Daniel stared.

“Age?”

“Maybe.”

Ivy shook her head.

“He disappeared at seventeen.”

“That makes it plausible.”

Mara looked more closely. The ink had bled around the letters. The handwriting resembled the guest-book signature.

Not identical. Older. The broken crossbar in the R appeared again. The clue registered.

Same peculiarity. Potentially same hand. Potentially copied feature. Important either way. Father Pell leaned closer.

“What is that?”

“A seating card.”

He frowned.

“We do not use seating cards.”

“Now?”

“No.”

“Did you ever?”

He looked toward the old side chapel.

“Possibly for formal parish events.”

“When?”

“Years ago.”

Mara held up the card.

“Thirty years?”

Father Pell’s expression changed.

“Maybe.”

Samuel whispered, “No.” Mara looked at him.

“You recognize it.”

Samuel took a step backward.

“No.”

“You do.”

He rubbed one hand over his mouth.

“I recognize the stock.”

“From where?”

“Funerals.”

Ivy turned.

“Whose?”

Samuel looked toward Eleanor’s coffin. The room seemed to tighten around her.

“Samuel.”

He closed his eyes.

“The Vale funeral.”

Ruth went pale. Daniel frowned.

“Which one?”

Samuel looked toward Ruth.

“Thomas Vale.”

Ruth’s father. Clara’s father. Eleanor’s family. Mara knew the name from old records.

Thomas Vale had died thirty years earlier. Around the time Jonah disappeared. That timing mattered.

“When was the funeral?” Mara asked.

Samuel hesitated.

“October.”

“Before or after Jonah vanished?”

Samuel’s face hardened.

“After the search began.”

Ivy stared. The pattern opened. A seating card bearing Jonah’s name. Number seventeen.

From a Vale funeral held during the period of Jonah’s disappearance. Now resurfacing beneath a moving chair at Eleanor’s funeral thirty years later.

The coincidence was no longer useful as a word. Daniel looked at Samuel.

“Why would Jonah have a seating card at Thomas Vale’s funeral?”

Samuel shook his head.

“He wouldn’t.”

“Then why does it exist?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara looked at Ivy.

“Was Jonah at that funeral?”

“No.”

The answer came too fast. Mara saw it. Ivy saw Mara seeing it.

“He wasn’t there.”

“Were you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see him?”

“No.”

“Did anyone claim to?”

Ivy looked toward the floor.

“I don’t remember.”

Mara filed that too. The card trembled slightly in her gloved hand. Not because she was shaking.

Because water had begun to bead across its surface. Daniel saw it.

“What is that?”

Mara stared.

The card had been dry when she pulled it from beneath the chair.

Now moisture darkened the edges. Not dripping from above. No leak. The water spread inward.

The ink blurred. JONAH ROOK remained legible. The number 17 darkened. Then disappeared.

Ivy whispered, “Mara.” Another line emerged beneath the name. Not handwritten. More like old pressure rising through paper.

SECOND BURIAL.

No one spoke. A chill moved across Mara’s shoulders. Daniel stared.

“That was not there.”

“No.”

Leah photographed it. Flash. The message remained. Father Pell stepped backward. Samuel crossed himself.

Ruth gripped the end of the pew. Mara looked at the card.

“Second burial of whom?”

No one answered. That was exactly the problem. The first burial had not happened.

Eleanor still lay above ground. Yet the card referred to a second. Mara looked toward the guest book.

The torn-page indentation in the guest book had not yet been examined. Something in her wanted to connect the two immediately.

She resisted. One clue at a time.

“Leah,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Photograph the card front and back.”

Leah did. Mara placed it in a clean parish envelope. Then looked at the moving chair.

The cane seat appeared ordinary. The legs old. No visible mechanism. Daniel crouched beside her.

“There’s something underneath.”

Mara shone her phone light. A shallow groove had been cut into the underside of the seat.

Five short marks. Then one longer mark. Daniel frowned.

“Counting?”

“Maybe.”

Ivy stepped closer.

“Five people.”

Mara looked up.

“The witnesses.”

Ivy nodded.

“Five places.”

“And one?”

Ivy looked toward the empty aisle.

“One place that’s true.”

The idea landed harder than Mara expected. Five remembered positions. One actual position.

Maybe. Or five false placements generated around one event. She looked toward Leah’s photographs again.

Five people. Five directions. All empty. No sixth location yet. The chair scraped.

This time it moved sideways. Not toward the coffin. Toward the center of the nave.

Mara stood. The chair stopped exactly halfway between the five witness sightlines. That could be coincidence.

Or geometry. Or intention. Leah took another photograph. The camera clicked. Then froze.

She frowned.

“Battery?”

“No.”

The screen went black. Then returned. The image on it was wrong. Mara stepped closer.

The live view showed the church. Eleanor’s coffin. Mourners. Chair. But in the camera screen, five empty chairs stood around the coffin.

There was only one in the room. Leah whispered, “I didn’t take that.”

Mara looked. Five chairs. Each facing outward. Each positioned where one witness had remembered Jonah.

Coat rack. Choir loft represented by an impossible elevated angle. Coffin. Third row.

South aisle. No Jonah. Then the image changed. A sixth chair appeared. Closer to the coffin.

Facing Ivy. The room went cold around her. Leah nearly dropped the camera.

The screen went black again. When it returned, the live image was normal.

Daniel stared.

“Did everyone see that?”

“Yes,” Mara said.

No one contradicted her. That mattered too. For the first time, the manifestation had produced one shared visual event.

Not five contradictory memories. A possible shift in rule. Or escalation. Mara looked toward Ivy.

Her face had gone white.

“Why was the sixth chair facing you?”

Ivy shook her head.

“I don’t know.”

Mara did not believe her. Not fully.

Before she could press, a metallic sound came from the front of the church.

The coffin. One of the brass side fittings clicked. Father Pell stared.

“No one touched it.”

Mara crossed toward Eleanor. The lid remained closed. The fitting had rotated halfway open.

Daniel followed.

“Should that happen?”

“No.”

Samuel whispered, “Not unless someone turns it.” Mara looked at the polished coffin surface.

Her reflection stared back. Then another image appeared behind her. Five chairs. Not in the church.

Only in the reflection. A pale figure stood among them. Young. Dark-haired. Not facing Mara.

Pointing downward. Beneath the coffin. Mara spun. Nothing behind her. She looked back at the reflection.

The figure remained. His arm angled down. Toward the floor beneath Eleanor. Then vanished.

Mara crouched. Daniel caught her shoulder.

“What?”

“He was pointing under the coffin.”

“You saw him?”

“In the reflection.”

“Jonah?”

“Maybe.”

Daniel looked unsettled by the qualification. Mara shone her light beneath the coffin bier.

Nothing obvious. Then a pale corner of paper showed beneath one support. She reached carefully.

Another card. Same old stock. Same water damage. No name. Only three words.

FIRST BURIAL WRONG.

Ruth gasped behind them. Mara turned. Ruth looked terrified. Not confused or skeptical.

Terrified. That reaction mattered more than the card. Mara stood.

“What was wrong about the first burial?”

Ruth shook her head.

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No.”

Mara stepped closer.

“Ruth.”

The card in Mara’s hand grew damp. Ink surfaced. One word.

CLARA.

Ruth backed away. Daniel stared.

“Clara Vale?”

Mara looked at him. Her mother. The woman everyone said had left Bellweather.

The woman whose death records already seemed less stable than they should. The card darkened again.

CLARA disappeared. The paper changed.

SECOND BURIAL.

Then:

NOT YET.

The words held for three seconds. Then the card went blank. No one moved.

Mara looked from Ruth to Eleanor’s coffin. The chair behind them scraped once more.

When Mara turned, it had moved back toward the side wall. Almost where it started.

On the cane seat sat the first card. Mara stared. She had sealed that card in the parish envelope.

The envelope remained in her hand. She opened it. Empty. Daniel swore. The card now lay on the chair.

JONAH ROOK.

17. The surface was dry again. Then, beneath his name, one final line appeared.

SECOND BURIAL.

The investigation changed shape. The signature had suggested Jonah returned. The five empty seats suggested memory could be divided.

Now the chair and cards suggested something more dangerous. Jonah was not appearing because Eleanor had died.

He was appearing because something about Eleanor’s burial was repeating an older mistake.

And whatever had been buried wrong the first time was connected to Clara.
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Chapter 3
Eleanor’s Register
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Vale House looked smaller in rain. Mara noticed that before anything else.

The house stood three streets from St. Orison’s behind a low stone wall and two black yews Eleanor had refused to cut back for as long as Mara could remember. Water ran from the slate roof in thin silver sheets, and the upstairs windows reflected a sky the color of old paper.

Daniel unlocked the front door.

“She left this to you.”

Mara stopped on the threshold.

“What?”

“The house?”

“No.”

Daniel glanced back.

“The archive.”

Mara stepped inside.

The hallway smelled faintly of beeswax, damp wool, and the medicinal hand cream Eleanor had used for decades. Her umbrella stand remained in the same corner. Her walking stick leaned beside it.

Mara looked toward the staircase.

For one instant she expected Eleanor to descend and ask why no one had wiped their shoes.

Then Daniel closed the door. The illusion vanished.

“What archive?” Mara asked.

Daniel removed his coat.

“Family papers. Parish copies. Probate files. Personal correspondence.”

“Why me?”

“She said you would know what was true.”

Mara stared.

“That sounds almost like confidence.”

Daniel gave a tired smile.

“With Eleanor, it may have been an accusation.”

Rain ticked against the hall window. Ruth had gone home from St. Orison’s without explanation.

Ivy had left separately.

Father Pell had locked the condolence book and both seating cards in the parish office after Mara insisted nothing else be moved.

None of that explained why Eleanor had apparently chosen Mara to inherit the records.

Mara looked toward the study.

“Show me.”

Daniel did not move immediately. That hesitation mattered.

“What?”

“There are estate issues.”

“Of course there are.”

“Mara.”

“What kind?”

Daniel looked toward the closed study door.

“Eleanor changed several instructions in the last six months.”

“Will?”

“Yes.”

“Beneficiaries?”

“Yes.”

“Property?”

“Yes.”

“Archive?”

“That too.”

Mara removed her gloves.

“Then start with the part you are avoiding.”

Daniel sighed.

“She made me executor.”

“That is not surprising.”

“She also instructed me not to distribute anything until you reviewed the family papers.”

That was surprising. Mara looked at him.

“Why?”

“She wrote that certain identities had to be verified first.”

The words settled uneasily after everything at St. Orison’s.

“Identities.”

“Yes.”

“Whose?”

“She did not say.”

Mara almost laughed.

“Efficient to the end.”

Daniel opened the study door. Nothing inside had changed. Shelves lined three walls.

A desk faced the garden. Eleanor’s green-shaded lamp remained angled over a stack of folders.

The room had always been the center of Vale House. Not the kitchen or the drawing room.

Records. Mara remembered being seven and forbidden to touch the lower cabinet. Twelve and caught reading parish death entries.

Seventeen and arguing with Eleanor about corrections. You cannot change what happened. Only what survives.

The sentence returned now with different weight. Daniel switched on the lamp.

“Most of the estate papers are here.”

Mara walked toward the desk. A black leather register lay in the center.

Old. Family-sized. Too worn to be decorative. She recognized it.

“Eleanor’s family register.”

“Yes.”

“She still used this?”

“Until the last week.”

Mara looked at him.

“How do you know?”

“Because I saw her writing in it.”

“What?”

Daniel hesitated.

“I did not look.”

Mara raised an eyebrow.

“I was trying not to become the kind of solicitor who reads private family records without permission.”

“You are the executor.”

“I was also her nephew.”

“That distinction has not improved your judgment so far.”

Daniel frowned. Mara sat at the desk. The register opened stiffly. Births. Marriages.

Deaths. Corrections. Some entries copied from parish records. Others handwritten by Eleanor. The Vale family tree spread across pages in dense black ink.

Mara traced the branch she knew. Thomas Vale. Children. Eleanor. Clara. Then, She stopped.

A gap. Not blank. Erased. Someone had scraped the paper. Hard. Enough to thin it.

Mara angled the page toward the lamp.

“What happened here?”

Daniel came closer.

“I don’t know.”

“Someone removed a name.”

“Yes.”

“Eleanor?”

“Probably.”

Mara looked at him.

“You sound less certain than usual.”

“Because she did not usually erase.”

“No.”

Mara remembered Eleanor’s habits. Cross out once. Initial. Date. Preserve the original beneath the correction.

Erasure offended her. Which meant this mattered. Mara shifted the lamp lower. Indentation remained.

Several letters. One curved. One vertical. Then:

R.

Daniel leaned closer.

“You can read it?”

“Not fully.”

Mara turned the page. The next family section held another erased entry. Then a third.

Three names removed. She looked back through the register.

“Same method.”

“Yes.”

“Same hand?”

“Likely.”

Daniel frowned.

“You can tell?”

“Pressure pattern.”

Mara pointed.

“See the scraped fibers? Same blade width. Same direction.”

“You say that as though you’ve investigated vandalized registers professionally.”

“I investigate estates.”

“Apparently much more exciting estates than mine.”

Mara ignored him. Three erased names. She looked at the death records copied into the back.

Thomas Vale. Margaret Vale. Clara Vale, She stopped.

“Clara.”

Daniel looked over. The entry gave a death date. Twenty-seven years earlier. Manchester.

Mara felt a memory catch. Her mother had supposedly left Bellweather when Mara was young.

Then died years later. That was the version. She knew the certificate existed.

She had seen a copy. But another page in the register contained an earlier death notation.

Thirty years ago. Bellweather. Same name. Clara Vale. Mara stared. Two dates. One person.

Daniel saw it.

“That cannot be right.”

“No.”

“Duplicate entry?”

“Maybe.”

Mara looked closer. The Bellweather entry had no cause of death. No burial place.

Only:

Clara Vale: deceased. Informant:

E.V.

Eleanor Vale. The Manchester entry listed another informant. Ruth Vale. Unease sharpened.

“Two death records.”

Daniel frowned.

“Could one be draft?”

“Not in a family register.”

Mara turned the page back. Three erased names. Two deaths for Clara.

One funeral at St. Orison’s now linked to a card saying FIRST BURIAL WRONG.

The pattern was beginning to crowd. Daniel leaned against the desk.

“You think this is connected.”

“I think everything connected to Eleanor’s records deserves suspicion until proven otherwise.”

“That is a cheerful inheritance.”

Mara looked at him.

“Why did she tell you I would know what was true?”

Daniel’s expression changed.

“I was hoping you would tell me.”

Mara turned more pages. The entries surrounding Jonah’s disappearance year had unusual corrections.

Dates shifted. Addresses changed.

Several annotations carried the same small broken crossbar she had noticed in Jonah’s signature and seating card.

She leaned closer. There. A corrected burial reference.

R.

Broken in the same way. The clue settled into place.

“Daniel.”

“What?”

“Did Eleanor make this mark often?”

He looked.

“What mark?”

“The crossbar.”

She pointed. The correction sign resembled a small R or hooked line. Broken in the middle.

Daniel nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

“She used it in probate files too?”

“Yes.”

“Meaning?”

“Correction checked.”

“By Eleanor?”

“Yes.”

Mara stared at it. The same visual irregularity in Jonah’s written name. Not proof.

But a connection between Eleanor’s correction system and the haunting evidence. Daniel saw where her thoughts had gone.

“You think Eleanor forged Jonah’s signature?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“I think someone reproduced a mark associated with Eleanor.”

“That is not better.”

“No.”

A sound came from the hallway. Both turned. Footsteps. Daniel straightened.

“I locked the door.”

Mara stood. The footsteps stopped outside the study. Then three knocks. Not loud.

Measured. Daniel went pale.

“Did you invite anyone?”

“No.”

Mara crossed to the door. She opened it. Ruth Vale stood in the hallway.

Soaked. No umbrella. Her gray hair clung to her forehead. Daniel exhaled.

“Jesus, Ruth.”

She ignored him. Her eyes went directly to the register.

“You found it.”

Mara stepped aside.

“You knew it was here.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say?”

Ruth entered.

“Because I hoped Eleanor had burned it.”

Daniel stared.

“Burned the family register?”

Ruth looked at him.

“She burned worse.”

Mara shut the door. Rainwater dripped from Ruth’s coat onto the rug. No one mentioned it.

“Three erased names,” Mara said.

Ruth’s face tightened.

“Yes.”

“Who?”

No answer. Mara opened the page again.

“One begins with R.”

Ruth stared at the scrape.

“Ruth.”

Daniel frowned.

“What?”

She looked at him.

“The erased name was mine.”

Silence. Mara stared.

“You are in the family register elsewhere.”

“Later.”

“What does that mean?”

Ruth removed her wet coat slowly.

“My original entry was there.”

“Original?”

“Yes.”

Mara’s attention sharpened.

“Birth?”

“Yes.”

“Relationship?”

“Yes.”

“To whom?”

Ruth looked toward the family tree.

“Thomas Vale.”

Daniel went still.

“Your father.”

“Yes.”

Mara frowned.

“That would make you...”

“Clara’s half-sister.”

The room seemed to narrow. Mara looked at the register. Three names erased.

Ruth’s among them. Clara duplicated in death. Family structure rewritten.

“What was your mother’s name?” Mara asked.

“Margaret Elin Hart.”

Mara wrote it down.

“Why were you erased?”

Ruth looked toward Eleanor’s handwriting.

“Because Eleanor needed me not to exist.”

Daniel stared.

“That is absurd.”

Ruth gave him a bleak look.

“In records, perhaps.”

Mara said quietly, “Not if someone else needed to use your place.” Ruth looked at her.

There. Recognition. Mara stepped closer.

“Who were you supposed to become?”

Ruth said nothing. Mara looked toward Clara’s two death entries. Then back at Ruth.

“Clara.”

Ruth closed her eyes. Daniel whispered, “No.” Mara’s pulse quickened.

“Did you use Clara’s name?”

Ruth’s face tightened.

“Sometimes.”

“How many times?”

“I don’t know.”

“That is not an answer.”

“Enough.”

“Why?”

Ruth opened her eyes.

“Because Clara asked me to.”

The statement changed the shape of the theory immediately. Not simple impersonation or necessarily theft.

Consent at first. Mara kept going.

“When?”

“Thirty years ago.”

“The year Jonah disappeared.”

“Yes.”

“Before or after Thomas Vale’s funeral?”

Ruth looked toward the register.

“Before.”

Mara remembered the seating card. Jonah Rook. Seventeen. Thomas Vale’s funeral. A period when Ruth was apparently using Clara’s identity.

“Was Clara alive then?”

Ruth looked at Mara.

“Yes.”

Daniel stepped back.

“But this register says she died.”

Ruth’s expression hardened.

“That is because Eleanor wrote the death before Clara was dead.”

Mara stared. The sentence echoed the false David record they had not yet discovered.

Eleanor wrote futures first. But here, early in the investigation, it was only a frightening possibility.

“What was the purpose?” Mara asked.

Ruth shook her head.

“I’m not telling you everything tonight.”

Mara’s voice sharpened.

“That is not your decision.”

“It is if I leave.”

Daniel moved toward the door.

“Ruth.”

She looked at him.

“Do not.”

He stopped. Mara watched her.

“Then tell me one thing.”

Ruth said nothing.

“Why did Eleanor erase you?”

Ruth’s face changed.

Because that question could no longer be avoided without making the rest obvious.

Finally:

“Because if Ruth Vale existed, Clara Vale could not be in two places.”

Daniel stared. The entire case widened. Not one false death or one vanished boy.

A family identity problem. Two women. One name. Records used to make contradiction disappear.

Mara looked down at the family register. The erased R. The duplicate Clara death.

The broken correction mark. Jonah’s signature.

SECOND BURIAL.

FIRST BURIAL WRONG.

Pieces that did not yet fit. But they now belonged to the same box.

“Did Jonah know?” Mara asked.

Ruth went still. That reaction answered before she did.

“Yes.”

Mara stepped closer.

“How?”

Ruth looked toward the dark garden beyond the study window.

“He saw us.”

“Who?”

“Clara and me.”

“Together?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

Ruth’s breathing changed.

“At the funeral.”

“Thomas Vale’s funeral?”

“Yes.”

Coldness moved across her skin. Jonah had supposedly disappeared before that funeral. Yet Ruth said he saw both women there.

“What do you mean he saw you?”

Ruth looked toward the register.

“He knew I was Ruth.”

“And Clara?”

“He knew she was Clara.”

“So when people later said you were Clara...”

“He knew they were lying.”

Daniel whispered, “Why would anyone do that?” Ruth looked at him.

“Because Eleanor told them which name mattered.”

Mara thought of five witnesses. Five positions. Agreement shaped by authority. Then contradiction.

Jonah’s later haunting. Not random. A resistance to imposed placement. She looked back at Ruth.

“Where was Jonah during the funeral?”

Ruth’s face tightened.

“I don’t know.”

“You just said he saw you.”

“He did.”

“From where?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara waited. Ruth finally whispered:

“That was the first time people disagreed about where he was.”

The room fell silent. Five positions at Eleanor’s funeral. Perhaps five positions thirty years earlier.

A repeated event. Not coincidence. Pattern. Mara looked toward Eleanor’s register. The broken crossbar seemed darker now.

Then the study lamp flickered. Once. Twice. The room cooled. Daniel looked toward the window.

“Draft?”

“No.”

Ruth stared at the register. A thin line of moisture appeared along the erased entry.

Mara stepped closer. Water gathered in the scraped fibers. Slowly. Letters darkened where no ink remained.

R.

U.

T.

H.

Ruth Vale’s erased name resurfaced through damp. Ruth began shaking. Daniel whispered, “Mara.”

She looked at the page. The name held. Then another line appeared beneath it.

Not original text. Fresh pressure rising through the paper.

CLARA LIVED.

Ruth covered her mouth. Mara stared. The message remained for several seconds. Then the moisture spread to the next erased entry.

A second hidden name began to emerge. Only one letter became readable before the lamp went out.

J.

Daniel reached for his phone light. By the time it came on, the page was dry.

The second name had vanished. But the first remained faintly visible.

RUTH VALE.

Restored.

And beneath it, in Eleanor’s own correction mark, a line no one had written while they watched.

NOT THE ONLY ONE.
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Chapter 4
The Man No Camera Saw
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By the time Mara returned to St. Orison’s the next morning, the rain had thinned to mist.

The churchyard looked rinsed and colorless, every gravestone darkened and every path edged with standing water. Eleanor’s burial remained postponed, which meant her coffin still waited inside beneath the memorial window.

Father Pell met Mara at the side door.

“You’re early.”

“So are you.”

“I live next door.”

“That seems like cheating.”

He almost smiled. Then his expression changed.

“You want the photographs.”

“Yes.”

Leah Moss had already delivered copies of the funeral images to the parish office.

Five witnesses. Five empty positions. One unexplained signature. Mara wanted the originals before memory reshaped them further.

Father Pell unlocked the office.

The room was narrow, overheated, and lined with filing cabinets that looked older than the electrical outlets.

Leah sat at the desk with her camera and laptop. She raised one hand.

“I brought everything.”

“Everything?”

“RAW files. Edited copies. Timestamps. Metadata.”

Mara looked at her.

“You do this often?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Leah frowned.

“Why is that good?”

“Because if you had a practiced workflow for paranormal evidentiary preservation, I’d have more questions.”

Leah stared. Then laughed despite herself. Mara sat beside her. Daniel arrived five minutes later.

Ruth did not. That absence interested Mara.

So did the fact that Ruth had refused to explain the second erased name in Eleanor’s family register after the moisture revealed a J.

J could mean Jonah. Could mean someone else. Mara would not let an initial become a person before evidence did.

Leah opened the first image.

“Taken eleven minutes before the service.”

The nave appeared empty except for Father Pell near the altar and Samuel Creed speaking to the funeral director.

Mara looked toward the third row. Empty. Coat rack. Empty. Choir loft. Empty.

South aisle. Empty. Coffin. No young man.

“Next.”

Leah advanced frame by frame. Mourners entered. Daniel. Mrs. Bell. Ruth. Ivy. Samuel.

Five people later certain they had seen Jonah. Each appeared in multiple photographs.

Jonah did not. Daniel leaned closer.

“That doesn’t prove he wasn’t there.”

“No.”

Mara watched the screen.

“But if five people remember him and the camera records the surrounding space consistently empty, that gives us a useful contradiction.”

Leah opened another folder.

“I checked something else.”

“What?”

“I pulled the burst sequence from during the final prayer.”

Mara looked. Twenty-four frames. Less than thirty seconds. Five witnesses. Five directions of gaze.

The pattern remained. Daniel frowned.

“They keep looking.”

“Yes.”

“Toward the same places.”

“Yes.”

Mara counted. Daniel toward the coat rack. Mrs. Bell toward the loft. Samuel toward the coffin.

Ivy toward the third row. Ruth toward the south aisle. No drifting attention.

No casual glance. Each person returned repeatedly to one empty location. That made random distraction less likely.

“Can you overlay them?” Mara asked.

Leah nodded. She created a composite. Five sightlines crossed the church. They did not converge.

Mara stared. The geometry itself was wrong for a single visible person. Leah whispered, “Five different Jonahs.”

“Or five memories attached to one event.”

Daniel looked toward Mara.

“Meaning?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Leah opened another folder.

“Then you’re going to like this less.”

Mara looked at her.

“These are old parish negatives.”

Daniel frowned.

“From yesterday?”

“No.”

Leah swallowed.

“From thirty years ago.”

The room went still. Mara’s attention sharpened completely.

“How did you get them?”

“Father Pell gave me access to the archive room this morning.”

Father Pell nodded from the doorway.

“I remembered something after you left last night.”

Mara looked at him.

“What?”

“There was a photographer at Thomas Vale’s funeral.”

Samuel Creed’s earlier comment about old funeral card stock returned immediately.

“Who?”

Father Pell looked toward Leah.

“Creed & Sons arranged most formal parish photography then.”

Daniel frowned.

“Undertakers took photographs?”

“Sometimes.”

Mara asked, “Who shot Thomas Vale’s funeral?” Father Pell hesitated.

“Samuel’s brother handled most of the camera work.”

“Most?”

“Samuel helped.”

Mara looked back at the screen.

“Show me.”

Leah opened the scanned contact sheet. Twelve frames. Black and white. The first showed St. Orison’s exterior.

The second, mourners entering. The third, Thomas Vale’s coffin. Then the interior. Mara leaned closer.

Clara. Ruth. Eleanor. Samuel. Mrs. Bell, younger. Several other mourners. And in the far right corner,

Jonah. Seventeen. Dark coat. Head turned toward the camera. Ivy inhaled from the doorway.

Mara turned. She had not heard her enter. Ivy stood rigid behind Daniel.

“That’s him.”

Leah looked toward her.

“You’re certain?”

“Yes.”

Mara looked back at the image. Jonah appeared near the south aisle. Exactly one of the positions remembered during Eleanor’s funeral.

“Next.”

Leah advanced. Same funeral. Jonah now appeared beside the coffin. Samuel’s remembered position.

Next. Choir loft. Mrs. Bell’s. Next. Third row. Ivy’s. Next. Near the coat rack.

Daniel’s. Daniel whispered, “That is impossible.” Mara said nothing. Five positions. Same old funeral.

Same five placements repeated at Eleanor’s funeral thirty years later. Except the witnesses had not all been the same people then.

Some were. Some were not. The pattern itself had persisted. Leah opened a side-by-side comparison.

Mara stared. The old photographs showed Jonah clearly. No blur. No transparency. Not an ambiguous shadow.

A human figure. Dark hair. Long coat. Same age in every frame. But each image placed him somewhere different.

Ivy stepped closer.

“He was not there.”

Mara looked at her.

“You said that yesterday.”

“I mean it.”

“You were at Thomas Vale’s funeral.”

“Yes.”

“And you did not see Jonah.”

“No.”

“Could he have attended without speaking to you?”

Ivy’s jaw tightened.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because he was hiding.”

The next piece moved into place.

“Where?”

Ivy looked away.

“I don’t know.”

“That answer is becoming popular.”

Ivy turned on her.

“He came to me after the search.”

Daniel stared.

“What?”

Mara stayed focused.

“When?”

Ivy folded her arms tightly.

“After everyone thought he’d already
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