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Chapter1: The Door No One Would Open
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The little girl was still crying when the white cord went around the door handle.

It was not the loud kind of crying. That would have been easier. Loud grief filled a room, made adults move, made someone kneel and offer water or bread or a handkerchief. Molly’s grief had already gone thin. She stood with both fists clenched in the front of her apron, her cheeks wet, her mouth barely open, and every breath came out as if something inside her had caught on a hook.

The temple wax was warm enough to smell faintly of honey.

Priestess Hilda Greaves pressed the seal against the knot in the cord. Her old hands were steady. She had sealed more death-room doors than I had repaired roof tiles, and I had repaired enough roof tiles in Larkhollow to know which streets leaked first when rain came from the north.

“May the soul find its lamp,” Hilda murmured.

The people in the narrow bakery hall bowed their heads.

I did too, a little late.

Behind the sealed door, flour still lay in the air.

I could taste it on my tongue. The room beyond had been the baker’s sleeping room and work room both, because the shop was small and the ovens took most of the back. A young mother did not get a clean, separate place to die in Larkhollow. She died where she kneaded dough before sunrise, where she mended her daughter’s sleeves beside cooling bread, where she hid cracked bowls because there was no coin for new ones.

A man from the funeral guild tied a second cord beneath the first. He wore black cuffs, a gray vest, and the flat expression of someone who knew the shape of every objection before it was spoken. On his sleeve was the stitched mark of Edwin Sallow’s guild: a closed hand around a small flame.

“Seven years,” he said. “No one enters except blood kin under temple witness. The room will remain as she left it.”

Molly made a sound.

It was so small most people ignored it.

Her grandmother, stiff-backed and pale, pulled the girl closer. “That is how we honor your mother.”

Molly shook her head.

“Molly,” the grandmother whispered. “Be good.”

The girl’s eyes stayed fixed on the door. “She’s calling me.”

Several adults looked at one another. One woman touched her lips. A baker from the next street nodded slowly, as if this proved something comforting.

Hilda’s face softened. “Sometimes, a soul circles its lamp before it finds the path onward. Do not be frightened, child.”

“She’s calling me from inside,” Molly said, louder now. Her voice cracked around the last word. “She says she forgot the morning bread.”

A few people made the low, wounded sounds people made when grief was shaped like something sweet enough to hurt.

I looked at the sealed door.

The white cord was clean. The wax was clean. The whole custom looked clean, if you did not think about the room behind it.

I thought about the room behind it.

I thought about a different door in a different world, thin apartment wood swollen by summer damp. Room 306. A strip of paper tape across the frame. White gloves tight over my fingers. The smell of disinfectant failing to beat something older. A ventilation fan spinning with a dry, uneven click. Relatives on the phone saying, valuables only, everything else can go.

My hand tightened around the handle of my tool satchel.

“Owen?” someone muttered beside me.

I blinked.

The hallway of the bakery came back. Warm wax. Flour. Damp wool. A child staring at a door no one would open.

“It is not the time for repairs,” the guild man said. He had noticed my satchel.

“I know,” I said.

My voice came out even. Too even, maybe.

Molly pulled against her grandmother’s hand. “I need to go in. She needs me.”

“No.” Her grandmother’s fingers dug into the girl’s shoulder. “No, Molly. We do not disturb the dead.”

“I’m not disturbing her. She’s talking.”

The funeral guild man drew himself up. “The room is sealed.”

Molly flinched as if the word had struck the door.

I had come because the bakery’s front shutter jammed two days ago, before the fever took Molly’s mother. I had fixed it for half price because the woman had paid me in yesterday’s rolls before, warm from the oven, with a laugh that apologized for the lack of coin and somehow made me feel overpaid.

I was not family. I was not temple. I was not guild.

I should have left.

Instead I watched Molly’s lips move without sound as she repeated whatever she heard, or thought she heard, from the other side.

Forgot the morning bread.

Forgot the morning bread.

Forgot the morning bread.

A soul would not need bread.

A memory might.

“Let her step back from the door,” I said.

The grandmother turned on me. “What?”

“Just a few steps. The hall is crowded, and she can hardly breathe.”

A simple thing. Practical. No challenge to gods or customs. People accepted practical things faster than kind ones.

The grandmother hesitated, then pulled Molly away. The girl resisted at first. I crouched before her, keeping my hands where she could see them.

“Molly,” I said quietly. “Can you hear her right now?”

Her eyes were too large for her face. “She says it again when everyone gets quiet.”

“What else does she say?”

Molly swallowed. Flour dust clung to the wet skin beneath her nose. “Only that.”

“Only the morning bread?”

She nodded once.

The adults behind me murmured with relief. A repeated line sounded like a blessing to them. The dead mother still worried about feeding her child. A beautiful grief. A safe grief.

My stomach turned.

“Does it feel like she knows you’re here?” I asked.

Molly looked at the door. Then at me. Her forehead pinched. “I don’t know.”

The funeral guild man stepped closer. “Enough. The child has had a hard day.”

“Yes,” I said, and stood. “She has.”

He narrowed his eyes, maybe hearing something he did not like.

Hilda watched me from beside the sealed door. Her gaze was old and careful. She did not speak.

The grandmother led Molly away, toward the front of the bakery where neighbors had gathered with bowls and folded cloth and helpless hands. Molly twisted once to look back.

The wax seal shone in the dim hall.

Behind it, something pressed against my senses, faint as a damp patch under fresh paint.

I had always been able to sort materials better than most people. Cloth from mixed rag, iron from cheap tin, oak from ash with one touch. A minor household knack. Material Sorting, the appraiser had called it when I was twelve. Useful for a junk handler, not much else.

That was what everyone thought.

I stepped close enough to the door that the guild man stiffened.

“I’m checking the frame,” I said.

“The frame does not require checking.”

“It swelled last winter. If the door warps under the cord, the seal can crack on its own.”

He did not like that. He liked the idea of seals. He did not like the idea that wood moved whether people gave it permission or not.

Hilda tapped her thumb against the prayer beads at her wrist. “Let him look. A broken seal invites worse talk than a repaired hinge.”

The guild man’s mouth tightened, but he stepped aside.

I set my palm near the jamb, not on the wax. The wood was old pine, rubbed smooth at the edge where the baker’s shoulder had pushed it open while her hands were full. Near the latch, a faint smear of dough had dried into the grain. Lower down, tiny scratches marked where Molly had knocked with a wooden spoon or toy peg, too low for adult hands.

Then the wrongness brushed my fingertips.

Not cold. Not warm. More like water left too long in a covered bucket.

A room could hold grief. I knew that much before this life, before this town, before anyone here told me souls needed lamps. A room held skin flakes, hair, food rot, unpaid bills, the last cup someone drank from, the bed sheet twisted under the weight of a body no one found in time. A room held what people could not say.

Here, grief had magic in it.

That made it stronger.

It did not make it wiser.

“Owen,” Hilda said softly.

I lowered my hand. “The frame will hold.”

The guild man gave a satisfied grunt, as if he had won something.

I looked once more at the white cord, then turned away.

At the front of the bakery, Molly sat on a flour bin with both feet off the ground. Someone had put a cup of water in her hands. She was not drinking.

I wanted to tell myself the same thing everyone else did.

Seven years. Family custom. Not my door.

The words arranged themselves neatly, like tools laid on cloth.

Then another memory slid under them.

A white envelope on a cracked dashboard. Rain running crooked lines down glass. My own hand leaving it there because there would be time tomorrow.

I went home with flour still in my throat.
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My house stood at the edge of Larkhollow, where the streets stopped pretending to be stone and gave up into packed dirt. The roof leaned a little. The front step had two boards from different trees. My workshop took the left half of the ground floor, and my bed was above it, tucked under rafters that knocked my head if I forgot to duck.

I set my satchel on the worktable and took out my gloves.

Not the rough brown work gloves everyone used for hauling timber. Mine were white cotton, patched at the thumb and washed so often the fabric had gone soft. I had made them myself after too many dreams of another pair, tighter and smoother, snapping at the wrist.

A foolish thing, maybe.

Still, when I handled letters, small keepsakes, cracked cups, I wore them.

I laid them flat on a square of blue cloth.

There were jobs waiting. A stool with a broken leg. A merchant’s crate that needed sorting by metal fittings. Two sacks of old clothes from a landlord who wanted anything with moth damage removed before new tenants arrived. Ordinary work. Safe work.

I picked up the stool leg.

Molly’s voice moved through my head.

She says she forgot the morning bread.

I set the stool leg down.

The first rule at a scene was not to grab. Not even when something looked like rubbish. Especially then. You made space. You looked for daily paths. Bed to table. Table to shelf. Shelf to door. You watched dust. You checked pockets over cloth, not bare boards. You let families speak, and when they said everything can go, you heard the tremor under the words.

This world had no rules for that.

It had cords and wax.

I rubbed my thumb against a nick in the table.

“Not my door,” I said.

The room did not answer.

I tried to work until dusk. The stool leg fit badly, so I shaved it down. Then too much. I swore under my breath and cut a new peg. A useful mistake. A normal one. I focused on the shape of the wood, the scrape of the plane, the curl of shavings falling over my wrist.

When I finally looked up, the light outside had gone blue.

Something knocked at my door.

Not a fist. Something smaller.

I opened it.

Molly stood on the step in a nightdress under a wool coat too large for her. One shoe was tied. The other lace dragged in the dirt. Her eyes were swollen, but dry.

Behind her, halfway down the lane, her grandmother hurried after her with a lantern.

“Molly?”

“She’s louder at night,” Molly said.

Her grandmother reached us, breathing hard. “Forgive me. She ran. I turned away for one moment, and she ran.”

Molly did not look sorry. “You fix doors.”

I crouched. “Sometimes.”

“Then fix ours.”

The grandmother went white. “No.”

Molly’s small hands balled. “It’s broken. She can’t come out.”

“Molly, stop.”

“She keeps saying it. She keeps saying it and saying it.”

Her grandmother lifted the lantern, and in the light I saw the deep shadows under the woman’s eyes. She was not cruel. She was frightened. There was a difference, though children often had to suffer both the same way.

I kept my voice low. “How long did she sit by the door?”

The grandmother looked away.

“How long?”

“After supper. She would not go to bed. I thought if I let her sit a little while, she would tire herself out.” Her mouth trembled, then hardened. “The priestess said it may comfort her.”

“Did it?”

Molly answered first. “No.”

The grandmother shut her eyes.

I stood. The sensible words came again. Not my door. Not my place. Not worth losing every job in town. Edwin Sallow’s guild could make life hard for anyone who crossed them. Harder for a young handyman with no family name worth bending for.

Molly rubbed her cheek with her sleeve. “Please.”

The white envelope flashed in my mind.

Not now. Not a dream. Not even a full memory. Just the corner of it, bent from where my fingers had gripped too tightly.

I took my gloves from the table.

The grandmother saw them. “What are you doing?”

“Walking you home.”

“Owen.”

“I said walking.”

Her shoulders dropped a fraction. She wanted to believe the easier thing. People usually did when they were exhausted.

I put the gloves in my pocket, lifted my satchel, and stepped out into the lane.

Molly took my sleeve at once.

The bakery was quiet when we reached it. The front shutter I had repaired sat firm in its track. A sprig of white mourning herb had been tied to the handle. Someone had left a basket of apples outside and a folded note, already damp from the night air.

Inside, the ovens were cold.

That was the first wrong thing. Bakeries should never feel empty in the evening. Even after closing, heat clung to brick, to pans, to the flour sacks stacked in corners. This place had gone hollow too fast.

The grandmother barred the front door behind us with shaking hands. “We should not be here.”

“You live here,” I said.

“Not in the back.”

Molly had already started down the narrow hall.

The white cord waited at the far end.

She stopped a few steps from it and clapped both hands over her ears.

I heard nothing at first.

Then the house settled. A beam clicked. Somewhere outside, a cart rolled over loose stone.

From behind the sealed door came a woman’s voice.

Soft. Warm. Almost laughing.

“I forgot the morning bread.”

Molly bent at the waist.

Her grandmother made the sign of the lamp with two fingers and whispered a prayer.

The voice came again.

“I forgot the morning bread.”

The words were perfect. Too perfect. No breath between grief and memory. No surprise at being heard. No change because her daughter cried on the floor.

I had heard things repeat before.

An answering machine in an apartment where the owner had been dead twelve days. A cheerful recorded voice saying she was not home right now while her sister slid down the hallway wall. A kettle with a broken whistle screaming every time someone bumped the stove. A music box under a bed playing three notes when the floorboards shifted.

Repetition could feel like a person when you needed a person badly enough.

Molly whispered, “Mama.”

The voice answered with the same line.

I knelt beside the girl. “Molly, listen to me.”

“She’s there.”

“I hear it.”

“She’s there.”

“I hear the voice,” I said. “But it is stuck.”

Her grandmother inhaled sharply. “Do not say such things.”

I kept my eyes on Molly. “When dough sticks to your fingers, is it bread yet?”

Her wet lashes flickered.

“No,” she whispered.

“What is it?”

“Dough.”

“And if the oven is cold?”

“It doesn’t rise right.”

I nodded. “A voice can be like that. Something left from your mother. Something warm once. But if it stays shut in the dark and repeats the same thing, it can hurt you.”

The grandmother gripped my arm. “You are confusing her.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“No one enters a sealed room.”

The voice spoke again.

Molly rocked toward it.

I looked down the hall at the wax seal.

The old fear moved through me, practical and sharp. This was a town that whispered for less. A man could survive being odd. He could survive being poor. He could not easily survive being called someone who stole from the dead.

I touched the gloves in my pocket.

The grandmother saw the motion and stepped back. “No. Owen, no.”

“Do you want her sleeping here every night?” I asked.

Her mouth opened.

“Do you want that voice to be the only thing she has left?”

Tears filled her eyes, but anger held them in place. “If we open that door, people will say we drove her soul away.”

“People are already letting a child crawl toward a sealed room at midnight.”

The words came harder than I meant them to.

The grandmother flinched.

I lowered my head. “I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said, though I did not know which part she denied.

Molly’s fingers found the hem of my coat. “Can you make it stop hurting?”

Honest answers were often too large for children. Lies were worse.

“I can look,” I said. “I can be careful. I can’t promise more.”

She nodded as if that was enough.

It was not enough. It was only what I had.

I stood before the door. I bowed once. Not to the seal. Not to the custom. To the woman who had lived behind it, kneaded dough behind it, maybe cursed burnt crusts behind it, maybe hidden tears there when fever first made her hands shake.

Then I put on my gloves.

The funeral guild’s wax was thick. Breaking it would be louder than I wanted.

I took a small knife from my satchel. Not the sharpest one. The sharpest would cut the cord too cleanly, and part of me still wanted the cord to show what I had done. No pretending. No blaming cracked wax or warped wood.

“Owen,” the grandmother whispered.

I slid the knife beneath the white cord.

The voice came again, close enough now that the boards seemed to hum.

“I forgot the morning bread.”

Molly sobbed once.

I cut.

The cord fell against the door with a soft slap.

The wax seal cracked down the center.

The sound was tiny.

The hall changed anyway.

The grandmother covered her mouth. Molly stopped crying. I felt the change through the soles of my boots, a stale pressure loosening and then rolling toward us. Not a ghost. Not a soul stepping out. A room exhaling after being told it must not breathe.

I set my hand on the latch.

“Stay behind me,” I said.

The door opened with a swollen scrape.

A sour-sweet smell pushed into the hall.

Old dough. Spoiled milk. Ash. Wilted herbs. A closed human room.

Molly tried to step forward. Her grandmother caught her.

“Not yet,” I said.

I entered first.

The room was smaller than I expected, made smaller by everything left exactly where death had interrupted it. A narrow bed stood under the window. A worktable filled the center. On it lay a cloth-covered bowl where dough had collapsed into gray crust. Three pans sat beside it, one blackened at the edge. A half-washed wooden spoon rested in a basin of cloudy water. The water had skinned over, and a dead fly clung to the rim.

Near the bed, a pair of small stockings had been folded, then unfolded, then folded again.

Molly’s, probably.

I did not touch them.

The voice came from inside the room now.

“I forgot the morning bread.”

It seemed to come from the table, then the bed, then the wall by the oven pipe. That was how echoes worked when they had too many things to cling to.

I breathed through my mouth and forced my hands to stay still.

First, space.

I took a folded cloth from my satchel and spread it on the nearest clear patch of floor. Not much room. Enough.

“What are you doing?” the grandmother asked from the threshold.

“Making a clean place.”

“For what?”

“For whatever should not go directly on the floor.”

She stared as if this was stranger than breaking a seal.

I moved to the table. The dough bowl had to go soon; rot pulled magic the way damp pulled mold. But food was often tied to memory, and this food had a child’s name in it somewhere. I lifted the cloth from the bowl only enough to see. The surface had cracked. Finger marks dented one side. Adult fingers. Rushed.

Beside the bowl lay four small rolls of dough, shaped badly and left uncovered.

Morning bread for a child, maybe. Or dough meant to be shaped with a child. Too early to decide.

I covered it again.

On the shelf above the table were jars: salt, dried apple peel, brown sugar, lavender, anise. The lavender jar had been moved often; there was less dust around it. The brown sugar lid was stuck. A mother with fever might not have been able to open it. The anise was untouched.

I looked at the basin. The half-washed spoon had dough on only one side, as if washing had been interrupted by coughing or dizziness. Near the basin, on a nail, hung an apron. Adult size. One strap repaired twice with blue thread.

No letter on the table. No obvious last message. Life rarely arranged itself for grief.

The wrongness pulsed from below the table.

I crouched.

There was a low drawer, warped from heat and flour. I pulled gently. It stuck. I did not yank. I slid the knife under the swollen lip, eased it, waited, tried again.

The drawer opened two finger-widths.

A stronger wave of memory hit my palm.

For a moment the room was not this room.

Rain ticked on a windshield.

A sealed envelope slid when the van stopped too sharply.

My own voice, tired and hoarse, saying, “Tomorrow. I’ll mark it tomorrow.”

I shut my eyes.

“Owen?” the grandmother called.

“I’m fine.”

A lie, but a small working lie. The kind that kept hands moving.

I opened the drawer.

Inside were scraps of paper, a blunt pencil, two buttons, a ribbon, and a small book wrapped in waxed cloth. The cloth had been tied with bakery string.

The voice came again.

“I forgot the morning bread.”

The book answered it.

Not with sound. With a tug under my skin.

I lifted it with both hands and placed it on the blue cloth.

Molly leaned around her grandmother. “Mama’s recipe book.”

“Did she use it often?” I asked.

“Every day.”

The grandmother frowned. “She knew her recipes by heart.”

“Then why keep it by the worktable?”

No one answered.

I untied the string. The waxed cloth unfolded with a dry whisper. The book beneath was brown, its corners darkened by oil and thumb marks. Not pretty. Loved, though. Used hard.

I opened the first page.

The handwriting leaned to the right. The early pages were neat: rye loaves, festival buns, winter seed bread. Later pages had quicker notes in the margins.

Less salt when Molly has cough.

Add apple peel if coin is short.

Do not let her steal raisins before supper.

Molly made a broken sound that was almost a laugh.

I turned pages slowly. Some were stiff with flour paste. Some had stains shaped like fingertips. Near the back, a page was folded twice. The fold had been opened and closed many times.

The room held its breath around it.

I did not open the folded page yet.

“There are three things we need to do,” I said.

The grandmother looked at me as if she hated needing my words.

I touched the cloth near the book, not the book itself. “Some things stay with Molly because they will help her stand. Some things should keep working, maybe in the bakery, maybe with someone who can use them. And some things have finished their work. We thank them and let them go before they rot and twist what is left.”

The grandmother’s chin trembled. “You talk as if a life can be sorted into piles.”

“No,” I said. “A life cannot.”

My throat tightened. I swallowed it down.

“Things can. Only things.”

Molly whispered, “Will Mama be mad?”

I looked at the recipe book, the spoiled dough, the cracked pan, the apron with blue thread.

“I don’t know everything your mother felt,” I said. “No one in this room does. But I don’t think she wanted you hungry at a door.”

The repeated voice faltered.

Not stopped. Faltered.

The grandmother heard it too. Her fingers loosened on Molly’s shoulder.

I turned the folded page open.

The title at the top had been written larger than the others.

Bread for the Morning After Crying.

Molly could read some, not all. She sounded out the first word, then stopped.

The ink shimmered.

I went still.

Echo Script was common enough in account books and temple records. A little magic in ink, a little steadiness in memory. Most of the time it did nothing but keep words from fading. Sometimes, when a person pressed too much of themselves into a page, it held more than words.

But it did not open because someone wanted a miracle.

It did not obey tricks.

The page had been hidden. The child stood close. The grandmother, stiff with fear, had not turned away. The room had been disturbed carefully enough to find it, not ransacked.

Four conditions, maybe.

The fifth was the dangerous one.

I could give a little magic. Not much. Mine was a guttering lamp, not a mage’s torch. Enough to sense stains in paper, the grain of wood, the sourness of old grief. Enough to make me ill if I pushed too long.

I took off my right glove.

The grandmother sucked in a breath. “Why?”

“Skin works better.”

“That is not comforting.”

“No.”

I placed two fingers at the edge of the page, not over the writing.

The magic in me moved reluctantly, like water through a clogged pipe. I let only a thread of it pass. Less than I used to find metal filings in a scrap crate. Less than I wanted.

The letters shivered.

The room filled with the smell of warm bread.

Molly stepped forward before her grandmother could stop her.

Light rose from the page, thin as steam. It gathered above the worktable, not bright enough to chase the shadows, only enough to shape them.

A woman stood there.

Not solid. Not a ghost. A memory pressed into light. Her hair was tied badly at the nape, wisps stuck to her cheek. She looked tired. Younger than she had looked in the fever bed, maybe. Or maybe this was how Molly needed to see her. Her sleeves were rolled. Flour streaked one forearm.

She was not looking at us. She looked down at the table in the memory, at dough under her hands.

“If you cried too hard before sleep,” she said, “you wake with your mouth tasting like old salt. Bread helps. Not because bread fixes anything. It just gives the mouth something else to do.”

Molly’s grandmother made a sound into her hand.

The image of the baker rubbed her eyes with the back of her wrist and gave a small, embarrassed laugh.

“Too much sugar makes the stomach ache. Do not listen to anyone who says grief needs sweets first thing. A little apple peel is enough.”

Molly took another step.

I felt the pull of the script and kept my fingers steady. The page wanted more magic. Memories always did once opened. I did not give it more.

The baker shaped the little rolls. Her fingers were clumsy, not from lack of skill but from weakness. A cough bent her over. She gripped the table until it passed.

The grandmother whispered, “Oh, child.”

The memory did not hear her.

“For Molly,” the baker said, and the room seemed to press those words into every board. “If I am late getting up, if Grandmother burns the first batch, if the world feels too sharp, use the blue cup for water. She likes the blue cup. Tell her to knead with both hands, even if the dough sticks. Especially if it sticks.”

Molly covered her mouth with both hands.

The baker looked toward the place where the real door stood. For one breath, the memory’s eyes seemed almost aware.

“I forgot the morning bread,” she whispered.

This time the words were not empty.

They were attached to the bowl, the recipe, the child, the fear of leaving one small ordinary thing undone.

The light thinned.

Molly reached out. “Mama.”

The image flickered.

I almost pushed more magic into the page.

Almost.

My fingertips had gone numb. A gray pressure crawled behind my eyes. If I forced the script, it might show more, or it might tear the memory into nonsense and leave Molly with a mother who repeated broken pieces until dawn.

I pulled my hand back.

The light folded into the ink.

Molly stood in the dim room, hand outstretched to empty air.

For a heartbeat I expected her to scream at me.

She did not.

She looked at the table. At the covered bowl.

“The blue cup,” she said.

Her grandmother turned toward the shelf by the bed. A small blue cup sat there with a crack down one side, badly mended.

I picked it up carefully. It was clean. Dust inside, but no rot. I wiped it with a fresh cloth and set it beside the recipe book.

Molly touched the cup with one finger.

The repeated voice did not come again.

The room was still foul. Still sad. Still full of work no child should have had to see. But the hook in the air had loosened.

I put my glove back on before my hand started shaking too visibly.

“Can we make it?” Molly asked.

“Not from that dough,” I said.

She looked at the covered bowl.

I crouched to her height. “That dough has finished its work.”

Her lower lip trembled.

“We can thank it,” I said. “Then we let it go. We make new dough from the recipe.”

“Will that be Mama’s bread?”

“No.” I kept my voice gentle, but I would not hand her a lie. “It will be yours, made from what she left you.”

The grandmother bowed her head.

Molly thought about that with the hard seriousness of children who have already lost too much. Then she nodded.

We worked until the moon crossed the little window.

Not all of the room. Not even close.

First the spoiled food. I wrapped the collapsed dough in cloth and carried it outside to the ash pit. Molly insisted on coming. Her grandmother tried to stop her, but I shook my head.

At the pit, Molly stood barefoot in one tied shoe and one loose one, clutching the blue cup.

“What do I say?” she asked.

“Whatever is true.”

She stared at the cloth bundle.

“You were for morning,” she whispered. “Sorry.”

I set it into the ash pit.

The grandmother wept without sound.

Next, the cracked pan. It was too burnt to use, and the metal had warped. I brushed the soot from it, bowed my head, and placed it with the things that had ended. Molly watched every motion.

The apron was different. The blue repairs matched thread in a small sewing box. The cloth smelled faintly of yeast and smoke. I asked Molly if she wanted it.

She shook her head, then nodded, then pressed her face into her grandmother’s skirt.

“Not tonight,” I said. “We can fold it and decide later.”

The grandmother looked at me as if the word later had opened a smaller, kinder door.

We made three places on the floor with cloths.

The recipe book, the blue cup, and one ribbon from the drawer went on the first.

The good pans, the flour sieve, and the uncracked mixing bowl went on the second, because the bakery still had ovens, and bread still had to be made by someone’s hands.

The spoiled dough, the warped pan, the basin water, and the mold-spotted cloth went to the third.

I did not say the categories too often. Saying a thing once could steady people. Saying it over and over turned it into a sermon.

Molly grew sleepy halfway through. Not the dragged, haunted sleep from the hall. Real sleep. Her eyelids sank while she sat on a flour sack holding the blue cup in both hands.

Her grandmother carried her to the front room and laid her on a bench near the cold oven.

When the old woman came back, she stood in the doorway of the opened room and looked at the broken wax on the floor.

“What do I tell them?” she asked.

“The truth, if you can.”

She laughed once, bitter and thin. “The truth is that I let a handyman cut a temple seal.”

“The truth is that your granddaughter was sleeping at a sealed door because a memory got trapped in a recipe book.”

“No one will understand that.”

“No,” I said. “Not at first.”

She looked around the room. Her face changed as her eyes landed on each small thing: the stockings, the apron, the dent in the pillow, the spoon in the basin. A mother’s room was never only the dead person’s room. It belonged to everyone who had reached in through its door asking for comfort, bread, mended sleeves, forgiveness, more time.

“I told Molly not to cry too loudly,” she said.

I picked up the basin and carried it toward the back drain. “People say poor things when they have no better ones.”

“That does not make them less poor.”

“No.”

The basin water went out in a dark stream. I rinsed the bowl twice, then a third time, until the sour smell faded. When I returned, the grandmother had picked up the stockings and pressed them to her mouth.

I pretended not to see.

That was part of the work too.

Near dawn, we had not cleared the room. We had only made it safe enough to breathe in.

The window opened after three tries. It had been painted shut along one edge, and the frame complained like an old man. I worked the blade carefully, lifted, waited, lifted again.

Cool morning air entered.

The flour dust stirred. The stale smell thinned.

Molly slept through it.

Her grandmother stood beside me, looking at the room as if it might punish her for feeling relief.

“Seven years,” she whispered. “They told me seven years.”

I wiped the window latch with a rag. “A room can wait seven years. A child cannot always do the same.”

She did not answer.

Downstairs, the ovens waited. The recipe book lay wrapped again, not hidden now, on the front counter beside the blue cup.

I washed my hands in cold water, though I had worn gloves for most of the work. Habit. Need. Both.

Before leaving, I wrote a list for the grandmother.

Keep close: recipe book, blue cup, ribbon, apron undecided.

Keep working: pans, sieve, mixing bowl, good jars.

Let go: spoiled food, warped pan, dirty basin water, mold cloth.

The words looked too small for what had happened. They always did.

Molly woke as I set down the pencil.

She sat up slowly. For one awful moment, her eyes went to the back hall.

Then she looked at the counter.

“Can we make it now?”

Her grandmother wiped her face with both palms. “The morning bread?”

Molly nodded.

The old woman picked up the recipe book with both hands. She did not clutch it like a relic. She held it like something that might stain, tear, and be used anyway.

“I will burn it,” she said.

Molly frowned.

“The first batch,” her grandmother added, and her voice broke. “Most likely.”

Molly stared. Then she laughed.

Small. Crooked. Real.

I stepped outside before they could thank me too much or regret too loudly.

The street was pale with early light. A milk cart rattled past. Somewhere a rooster started and then gave up halfway through. Larkhollow smelled of wet stone and chimney smoke and bread that had not yet been baked.

I leaned against the bakery wall and shut my eyes.

My head throbbed. The memory script had taken more from me than I wanted to admit. Behind my eyelids, rain streaked a windshield. A white envelope slid across a dashboard and stopped against cracked glass.

I opened my eyes.

The funeral guild’s broken cord lay in my coat pocket. I had picked it up from the floor without thinking.

No. Not without thinking.

I looked at the white fibers twisted around my gloved fingers.

A door had opened.

That did not mean anyone would forgive the hand that opened it.

By midmorning, the whole street knew.

By noon, the version I heard had grown teeth.

I was sorting bent nails outside my workshop when two women stopped at the lane mouth, saw me, and went quiet. A boy ran past, slowed, and whispered something to his friend. The friend looked back at me with round eyes and the delighted horror children wore when adults gave them a new monster.

My first canceled job arrived before the sun reached the roof beam.

The merchant’s boy came with the crate token and no crate. He would not step inside.

“Master says he found someone else for the fittings,” the boy said.

“Did he?”

The boy swallowed. “Yes.”

I handed him the token. “Tell him I hope the hinges sort clean.”

He blinked, confused by the lack of anger, and ran.

The second cancellation came as a note pushed under my door.

The landlord with the moth-eaten clothes did not want unnecessary handling of personal effects by a man under temple review. There was no temple review yet. The phrase had a good sound to it, though. People liked a phrase with weight.

I pinned the note to the wall so it would not get lost among shavings.

Then the mud came.

Not thrown. Written.

Someone had dragged a finger or stick through wet brown muck across my workshop door.

Dead-toucher.

The letters sagged before they dried.

I stood in the lane and looked at them.

A neighbor across the way pretended to sweep the same patch of ground for a long time.

I fetched a bucket.

The mud had grit in it. It scratched the paint as I scrubbed. Part of me wanted to leave it there until whoever wrote it had to pass by in daylight and see their own poor spelling. Practicality won. Mud invited more mud. Stains gathered permission when left alone.

As the word blurred under the brush, footsteps stopped behind me.

I did not turn at once.

“If you’ve come to write another one,” I said, “wait until this dries.”

A man cleared his throat.

I looked over my shoulder.

He wore the black cuff and gray vest of the funeral guild, but not the same face as last night. Younger. Nervous. In his hand was a folded summons sealed with dark wax.

Not temple honey wax.

Guild wax.

“Message for Owen Hartley,” he said.

“That’s me.”

He glanced at the bucket, the half-cleaned door, and then at my gloves lying on the sill beside me.

His mouth tightened.

I took the summons.

The wax bore Edwin Sallow’s closed hand and flame.

The guild man stepped back as if I had a fever. “You are to present yourself at the town hall tomorrow morning after first bell. Matter of violation of sealed death-room protections, unlawful disturbance of personal relics, and improper handling of soul-lamp property.”

“Long list.”

“It is not a joke.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t.”

He waited, perhaps expecting me to argue. I turned the summons over. The fold was clean. The hand that wrote my name had pressed hard enough to dent the paper.

Behind me, my workshop door still showed half a word.

Dead.

The guild man lowered his voice. “People are saying you made the child watch you burn her mother’s things.”

My brush dripped muddy water onto my boot.

“Did you come to ask if it was true?”

He looked away.

That answered enough.

From somewhere down the lane came the smell of bread.

Not strong. Not perfect. A little scorched at the edge.

The guild man noticed it too. His expression flickered, uncertain.

Molly’s laugh reached the street a moment later, bright and brief, followed by her grandmother’s scolding voice and then another laugh, older and rougher.

I folded Edwin Sallow’s summons and slipped it into my pocket beside the broken white cord.

My hands wanted to shake.

I picked up the brush before they could.
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Chapter2: The Man Who Touched the Dead
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By morning, the mud on my door had dried hard enough that the words looked carved in.

grave thief

Whoever wrote it had used a finger, not a stick. I could tell from the drag marks at the curves and the thick smear where the nail had caught. The letters were uneven. The last word leaned down toward the latch, as if the hand had been shaking or hurrying.

I stood in the lane with a bucket at my feet and stared at it longer than I should have.

Across the narrow road, Mrs. Bell from the candle shop opened her shutters three finger-widths, saw me looking, and shut them again.

“Morning,” I said to the closed shutters.

No answer.

A cart rolled past the end of the lane. The driver looked straight ahead with the stiff neck of a man trying too hard not to look. A girl carrying kindling slowed, read the words, then broke into a trot.

The bucket handle pressed a line into my palm. I had filled it from the pump behind my workshop before the sun cleared the roofs. The water had already gone cold enough to ache. I dipped the brush, squeezed it once against the rim, and began scrubbing.

The first stroke took off the lower half of the g.

The mud had grit in it. Cheap road muck. It scratched the paint beneath. My door was not fine work, but I had planed those boards myself, fitted the latch myself, and oiled the hinges twice this winter. Watching brown water run through the grain made my jaw tighten more than the insult did.

Grave thief.

They could have picked better words.

I had taken nothing from Molly’s mother. Not a coin. Not a spoon. Not even the broken pan I carried to the ash pit. The recipe book still sat on the bakery counter, wrapped in waxed cloth with the blue cup beside it. The apron was folded, undecided, on a clean shelf. The useful pans had been washed and stacked near the oven. The spoiled dough was gone.

None of that mattered to the dried mud.

I scrubbed until thief became a smear.

Footsteps stopped behind me.

“If you have another opinion,” I said, “use the wall. The door is busy.”

A throat cleared.

I looked back.

Dunley Pratt, who owned three rental rooms above the cooper’s yard, stood with his hat in both hands. He was a large man who always smelled faintly of vinegar and damp straw. Two days ago he had asked me to sort a dead tenant’s trunk after the funeral guild removed the body. Not a sealed room. Not a family room. Just a trunk no one wanted to claim.

He did not step past the lane stones.

“Master Hartley,” he said.

I set the brush in the bucket. “Dunley.”

His eyes flicked to the mud, then away. “About the trunk.”

“I was going to come after second bell.”

“Yes. Well. The tenant had no kin, so the guild said the trunk can be sent to the common holding rooms instead.”

“The common holding rooms are already full of things no one names.”

His cheeks reddened. “Be that as it may.”

“You asked me because the rent room needs clearing.”

“I did.”

“And now?”

His fingers crushed the brim of his hat. “Now I have been advised not to have unlicensed persons handle relic property.”

“Relic property,” I repeated.

His gaze slid to the half-clean word on the door.

The brush dripped muddy water between us.

Dunley was not cruel either. That was becoming an irritation. Cruel men were easier to hate. Cowards made you understand them, and understanding did nothing useful for a door covered in mud.

“Did Edwin Sallow advise you?” I asked.

“I did not say that.”

“You did not need to.”

Dunley flinched. “It is not personal.”

“It is a dead tenant’s trunk in a room you want to rent again. It is exactly personal. Just not in a way anyone wants to admit.”

His mouth tightened. For a moment I thought he might argue. Then he put his hat on, too fast, and backed away.

“I will pay the cancellation fee,” he said.

“There was no fee.”

“Then I will not.”

He turned and left with visible relief.

I watched him go until he disappeared around the cooper’s wall.

The lane grew quiet again.

Inside my workshop, work waited. A stool leg. Bent nails. Hinges sorted from a crate of scrap. Ordinary tasks people would still let me touch, so long as they had never belonged too closely to the dead.

I finished washing the door.

The mud left a stain. Pale brown in the cracks, darker around the latch. I could sand it later. Paint over it, maybe. Not now.

A second cancellation came tucked under a stone on my step.

Mistress Aldwin regretted that the old nursery shelves would not require repair this week.

A third came by a boy who refused to take the cup of water I offered.

Master Pell had found another man for his storehouse sorting.

By the time the first bell rang from the town hall, I had earned nothing, lost three jobs, and scrubbed my door until the wood swelled at the edge.

I went inside and set the cancellation notes on the table in a straight line.

Not because they needed straightening.

Because my hands did.

The summons from the funeral guild lay beside them, dark wax broken from where I had opened it last night. The wording had not changed by daylight.

Owen Hartley is ordered to appear before the Larkhollow municipal sitting regarding unlawful entry into a sealed death-room, disturbance of soul-lamp relics, and interference with temple-sanctioned mourning protections.

Ordered.

Not invited. Not requested.

I touched the edge of the paper. The ink had pressed deep. Edwin Sallow wrote like a man carving rules into stone.

On the shelf above my workbench, my white gloves hung from a peg. I had washed them before sleep. A faint flour stain remained near the right thumb.

I took them down, folded them once, and placed them in my satchel.

Then I cleaned the brush, emptied the bucket, and locked my workshop door over the stain.

The walk to the town hall was short if no one stopped you.

No one stopped me.

That made it longer.

Larkhollow’s morning market had already opened in the square. Vegetable carts lined the east side, fishmongers kept to the shaded corner, and the spice seller waved a fan over jars that smelled of pepper, dried orange peel, and bitterroot. People spoke over baskets and scales. Coins clicked. A goose escaped its pen and chased a boy past the fountain.

Then someone saw me.

The nearest conversation thinned. Not stopped. People in towns did not stop talking when they wanted you to know they were talking about you. They lowered their voices just enough to make your name carry.

“Owen Hartley.”

“Opened the baker’s room.”

“Child was inside, they say.”

“No, no, he made her watch.”

“Used some strange gloves.”

“Magic, maybe.”

“Her soul won’t find the lamp now.”

I bought a heel of yesterday’s bread from a vendor who would not meet my eyes and ate it while walking. It was dry. My mouth needed something to do.

Near the bakery street, I slowed.

The front shutter was open.

Not wide. Just enough to let air in. The mourning herb still hung by the handle, but someone had tied it with blue thread now. From inside came the uneven thump of dough being kneaded by hands too small to control it properly.

Molly’s voice rose, annoyed. “It’s sticking.”

Her grandmother answered, “Then use both hands.”

I did not stop.

If I went in, people would say I had returned to meddle. If I stayed outside too long, people would say the same with better detail.

The smell of scorched apple peel followed me down the street.

At the town hall steps, a funeral guild man waited beside the door. He was the one who had delivered the summons. His cuffs were brushed clean. His expression was not.

“You came,” he said.

“I was ordered.”

He looked as if he wanted to deny the tone of the paper and could not. “This way.”

The hall smelled of old paper, lamp oil, and damp stone. Larkhollow kept its records and its arguments under the same roof, which explained the smell. The front chamber held benches for citizens. Behind it, past a counter where clerks weighed stamps and argued over ink, lay the municipal sitting room.

I had been there twice before.

Once to register my handyman license. Once to pay a fine after a roof tile slipped during repair and broke a tax collector’s flower pot.

This was not the same room today.

The long table had been pulled forward. Three chairs faced one plain stool.

Edwin Sallow sat in the center chair.

I had seen him at funerals, at sealed door rites, at processions where families walked behind ash carts with white cords around their wrists. He was in his forties, lean, dark-haired, with a beard trimmed close enough to look severe rather than fashionable. He wore guild gray and black, but there was nothing decorative about it. Even his buttons looked like they had been chosen to avoid catching light.

To his right sat Hilda Greaves, temple shawl around her shoulders, prayer beads resting in one hand.

To his left sat a young woman with a stack of papers, an ink slate, and the straightest spine in the room.

Clara Fenwick.

I knew her by sight. Everyone who had ever needed a birth record corrected, a land boundary checked, or a death notice copied knew Clara Fenwick by sight. She was twenty-two, maybe, with brown hair pinned so tightly it looked like even loose strands had to submit a request. Her eyes were gray-green, sharp under level brows. She dipped her pen, wrote something, and only then looked at me.

Not curious.

Not frightened.

Worse. Prepared.

Behind the table stood two clerks, the funeral guild man, and Bram Alden, town mayor, though Bram had taken a place near the wall instead of the center. He was broad in the shoulders, silver at the temples, and wore the tired face of a man who had hoped this matter might stay smaller.

It had not.

“Owen Hartley,” Edwin said.

“Edwin Sallow.”

His jaw moved once. He did not like that I used his name without title. Fair enough. I did not like the stool.

Bram cleared his throat. “Sit, Owen.”

I sat.

The stool had one leg shorter than the others. I noticed because noticing bad legs on furniture was safer than noticing Clara’s stare.

Edwin placed both hands flat on the table. “You entered the sealed room of Maren Bell, deceased baker of South Oven Lane, after temple cord and funeral guild wax had been applied.”

“Maren Bell,” I said.

“What?”

“That was her name.”

“I am aware of her name.”

“You had not used it.”

A clerk shifted by the wall.

Edwin’s eyes hardened. “This is not a performance.”

“No.”

“Then answer clearly. Did you break the seal?”

“Yes.”

Clara wrote the word.

The scratch of her pen filled the room.

Edwin waited. “Did you remove property from the room?”

“Yes.”

Hilda’s beads clicked once.

Clara wrote again.

“What property?” Edwin asked.

“Spoiled dough, a warped pan, basin water, mold-spotted cloth. I moved a recipe book to a clean cloth, then to the bakery counter. I moved a blue cup. I handled an apron and left it folded. I did not remove valuables from the house.”

“Valuables,” Edwin repeated. “You decide what is valuable?”

“No.”

“But you decided what could be burned.”

“I decided what would rot.”

His hand curled slightly. “Maren Bell’s belongings were soul-lamp relics under mourning protection.”

“The spoiled dough was attracting flies.”

Clara’s pen paused.

Edwin leaned forward. “Do not make this small.”

“I am not.”

“You cut a consecrated cord.”

“Yes.”

“You broke guild wax.”

“Yes.”

“You entered a room that law, custom, temple practice, and family grief had closed.”

“Yes.”

The room grew too still.

Bram shifted near the wall. Hilda watched me with her old careful face. Clara’s pen hovered above the page, not writing, waiting for me to say something worth recording or something that would bury me.

Edwin’s voice lowered. “Why?”

Because a child was sleeping at a door.

Because the voice was not a soul.

Because a closed room can rot around the living.

Because I had once left a white envelope on a dashboard and called it tomorrow.

All true. None fit cleanly into the air of that room.

I rested my hands on my knees. “Molly Bell heard her mother’s voice repeating one line from inside the sealed room. She could not sleep. She returned to the door after dark. The voice repeated the same words without responding to her. The room held spoiled food and a recipe book with Echo Script. I believed the sound was a residual memory caught in the room, not Maren Bell’s soul.”

The clerk by the wall muttered a prayer under his breath.

Edwin’s eyes did not leave mine. “You believed.”

“Yes.”

“You believed, and therefore you broke a seal.”

I said nothing.

He opened a folder in front of him. The papers inside were tied with black thread. “The death-room protections exist because grief makes people rash. Men sell their mother’s jewels before burial smoke clears. Daughters burn letters they fear their husbands will find. Sons throw away tools because their fathers were hard with them. Landlords clear rooms before cousins can travel. Merchants search for debt slips and call it mourning. We close rooms so the dead are not stripped by the living.”

His words struck the table one by one.

I could not dismiss them.

I had seen rooms stripped. Different world, same hands. Relatives arriving with garbage bags before the body was cold. Sons asking for bank books, daughters looking for insurance papers, landlords wanting the smell gone before next month. People who truly grieved still did ugly things when fear and shame put pressure on them.

Edwin saw my silence and pressed it.

“You think yourself kinder than a seal?”

“No.”

“You think a pair of gloves and a soft voice make you safe?”

My fingers twitched toward my satchel.

Clara noticed. She noticed everything.

“I think a seal does one thing,” I said. “It closes.”

“That is its purpose.”

“Sometimes closing helps.”

Edwin’s nostrils flared. “How generous of you.”

“Sometimes it traps what should not be left to fester.”

Hilda’s gaze sharpened.

Edwin tapped the folder. “Mind your words.”

“I am.”

“You told a child her mother’s voice was not her mother.”

“I told her the voice was stuck.”

Clara wrote that down.

Edwin turned to her. “Record that carefully.”

“I am recording everything carefully,” Clara said.

Her voice was crisp. Not loud, not soft. It had the clean edge of paper cut.

Edwin looked back at me. “Do you understand what such words can do to a family?”

“Yes.”

“Do you?”

I met his eyes. “Molly thought her mother needed her from behind a sealed door. She was ready to spend the night on the floor outside it.”

“That is grief.”

“That is a child being held by a repeating memory no one wanted to question.”

Edwin stood so suddenly the chair scraped.

Bram stepped away from the wall. “Edwin.”

“No, let him speak.” Edwin’s voice stayed controlled, which somehow made it hotter. “Let the handyman tell the town its mourning is ignorance.”

“That is not what I said.”

“It is what you mean.”

“Not all of it.”

Clara’s pen moved again.

Edwin pressed both hands on the table. “There are rules because the living cannot be trusted to handle the dead cleanly.”

“I know.”

“You know nothing of it.”

The words landed before I could guard against them.

For half a breath, the sitting room blurred into a hallway with yellowed wallpaper. A woman’s voice on a phone saying, There shouldn’t be much, he was never sentimental. A closet full of carefully wrapped schoolbooks. A sealed envelope in a drawer. My gloved hand hovering over a black disposal bag.

I blinked the room back into place.

“I know enough to be afraid of careless hands,” I said.

Edwin’s brow tightened, not in sympathy. In suspicion.

Bram lifted one hand. “Owen, you said Echo Script was found?”

“Yes.”

Clara turned a page. “Describe the document.”

“A recipe book. Brown cover. Oil stains. Many entries in Maren Bell’s hand.”

Clara’s pen moved fast. “You can identify her handwriting?”

“No.”

Her eyes rose.

“I can identify that the handwriting is consistent through most pages and that the grandmother recognized the book as Maren’s. If you want formal confirmation, compare it to her bakery accounts.”

Something shifted in Clara’s face. A small irritation, maybe, at my not overclaiming.

Bram nodded toward her. “Can we?”

“We can,” Clara said. “The bakery tax rolls include signature marks and delivery notes.”

Edwin cut in. “The issue is not whether the book existed. The issue is that he activated a relic in an unlawfully opened room.”

“I used a small amount of magic,” I said. “Only after the book had been found and after Molly and her grandmother remained present.”

Clara’s pen stopped again. “Why did their presence matter?”

The room went quiet around her question.

I looked at her properly for the first time.

Clara did not ask like Edwin. Edwin asked to corner. Clara asked to pin things in place.

“Echo Script like that does not open for anyone at any time,” I said. “At least, not safely. The person it is meant for, or someone tied closely to the writer, usually has to be near. The document has to be found in its proper place, not ripped out of context. And the person receiving it has to be willing enough to listen.”

Clara’s mouth tightened. “Willing enough.”

“Yes.”

“That is a convenient condition.”

“It is an inconvenient one.”

“Because it lets you decide when a grieving person is ready.”

“No.” I leaned forward before I could stop myself. The short stool rocked. “Because it means I cannot force a message open just because I think it would help.”

Her eyes narrowed.

Behind the table, Hilda’s beads went still.

I lowered my voice. “If Molly had covered her ears and refused to look, I would not have pushed magic into the page. If her grandmother had dragged her out, I would have stopped. If the book had shown nothing, it would have shown nothing.”

Edwin gave a cold laugh. “And we take your word for this?”

“No.”

He blinked.

I reached into my satchel slowly. The funeral guild man stepped forward, hand near his belt knife. I stopped.

“It is paper,” I said.

Bram nodded to the man. “Let him.”

I took out the list I had written for Molly’s grandmother. The paper was creased from my pocket, its corners damp. I laid it on the table and slid it forward.

Clara reached first.

Edwin did not like that either.

She read aloud, not for my benefit. “Keep close: recipe book, blue cup, ribbon, apron undecided. Keep working: pans, sieve, mixing bowl, good jars. Let go: spoiled food, warped pan, dirty basin water, mold cloth.”

Her expression changed at apron undecided.

Only a little.

Edwin took the paper from her. “This proves nothing except that you made categories after trespass.”

“I made the categories before anything left the room.”

“You sorted a dead woman’s life.”

“No.” I heard the roughness in my voice and forced my hands still. “I sorted things that were hurting her child.”

Edwin held up the list. “You call this a method?”

“Yes.”

“What gives you the right to create methods for our dead?”

No one spoke.

The answer should have been nothing.

No license. No guild. No temple mark. No family tie. No noble seal. No school certificate. Only a head full of rooms no one here had seen and hands that remembered how to lift ruined bedding without flinching.

I looked at Bram.

“Nothing yet,” I said.

Edwin smiled without warmth. “At least we agree.”

“But the work exists whether you name it or not.”

Clara’s pen moved.

Edwin turned on her. “Do not write that as if it is wisdom.”

“I am writing it because it was said,” Clara replied.

Bram rubbed his forehead. “Edwin.”

The funeral guild head sat again, slowly.

Hilda spoke for the first time since I entered. “Owen.”

I turned to her.

Her face had deep lines around the mouth, the kind made by speaking comfort too many times and knowing comfort was sometimes thin. She had sealed Molly’s door. Her thumb still bore a faint mark of temple wax.

“When you opened the room,” she asked, “did the voice stop because the recipe was read, or because the room was opened?”

“I don’t know.”

The honest answer hung there.

Edwin looked satisfied. Clara looked less satisfied. Hilda looked tired.

“I think the room needed air,” I said. “I think the spoiled things needed to be removed. I think the recipe needed to be found, and Molly needed to hear it somewhere other than through a door. Which of those mattered most, I cannot say.”

Hilda closed her eyes for a moment.

Edwin said, “A dangerous man with uncertain answers.”

“A dangerous man usually gives certain ones.”

Clara’s pen made a sharp dot.

Bram’s mouth twitched and vanished back into seriousness.

Edwin did not move. “You find this amusing?”

“No.”

“Good. Because I can ask the guild to bar you from all relic handling. I can recommend fines. If the temple wishes, they can require public penance.”

My throat went dry.

There it was. Not rumor. Not mud. A hand closing around the work before it had a name.

“I understand,” I said.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Then say you will not open another sealed room.”

Bram looked at me.

Hilda looked down at her beads.

Clara’s pen waited.

The room seemed to narrow around the stool.

A sensible man said yes. A poor man said yes faster. A man with three canceled jobs before breakfast said yes and thanked everyone for their mercy.

I thought of Molly on the floor, hands over her ears.

“I will not break a seal for curiosity,” I said.

Edwin’s eyes sharpened. “Not what I asked.”

“I will not break a seal to search for valuables.”

“Still not what I asked.”

“I will not open a room without family present unless someone living is in immediate danger.”

The word immediate tightened in my mouth. It was a poor shield. Edwin heard the gap.

“You leave yourself a door,” he said.

“I do.”

“Then you leave others danger.”

“Leaving every door closed has danger too.”

Edwin stood again. “Enough.”

Bram stepped forward before the table could become a battlefield. “This sitting is not a trial court. We are gathering statements.”

Edwin looked at him. “The guild has authority over death-room protections.”

“And the town has authority over trade licenses and public disturbances,” Bram said, still calm. “We will not decide all of that in one hour with half the market listening through the walls.”

One of the clerks by the door went pink.

Bram turned to me. “Owen, until this matter is reviewed, you will not accept work involving sealed death-rooms.”

I held his gaze. “And unsealed belongings?”

Edwin snapped, “No relic handling.”

Bram lifted a hand. “Unsealed belongings may be handled with written consent from the owner or lawful custodian. Nothing under temple seal. Nothing under funeral guild wax. Nothing from rooms within mourning protection.”

It was not kindness. It was a narrow path through a field of knives.

I nodded. “Understood.”

Bram looked at Clara. “Record that.”

“I have.”

Edwin gathered his folder. His movements were too precise. Anger folded into order. “This leniency will be remembered.”

Bram sighed. “Most things are, in this town.”

The sitting seemed done, but Clara did not close her ink slate.

She looked at me. “One question.”

Edwin frowned. “Miss Fenwick.”

“One question for the record,” she said.

Bram nodded.

Clara turned the pen between her fingers. “You said Molly heard the voice through the sealed door. You said it repeated. You said that repetition was harmful.”

“Yes.”

Her eyes did not blink. “If a room has been sealed for ten years, and no child is sleeping outside it, and no voice is heard in the hall, do you still believe it should be opened?”

The question entered the room too cleanly.

Hilda’s gaze flicked to Clara.

Bram looked down.

Edwin went very still.

I knew then there was a door somewhere with Clara Fenwick’s name pressed against it, though not written anywhere I could see. A white cord. Old wax. A hallway she avoided. Maybe I should not have known it. Maybe I only guessed from the way her hand had tightened around the pen until the knuckle blanched.

I answered the question she had asked, not the one under it.

“Not by me alone,” I said.

Her face gave nothing.

“If the family is not ready, forcing a room open can do harm. If the room is clean and quiet and the living can breathe, waiting may be right.”

“May be.”

“Yes.”

“You like that word.”

“It is safer than pretending I know your house.”

The pen stopped moving.

Too close.

I had said your without meaning to.

Clara closed the ink slate.

“No further questions,” she said.

Edwin looked between us, suspicion sharpening.

Hilda’s beads clicked once, soft and sad.

Bram dismissed the room.

I stood. The short stool rocked behind my knees and nearly tipped. I caught it by reflex, straightened it, and set the bad leg away from the crack in the floor so it would sit steadier for the next poor soul.

Clara noticed that too.

Of course she did.

***
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The hallway outside the sitting room had filled while we spoke.

Not officially. No one in Larkhollow officially listened at doors. People simply found reasons to stand near them with papers, brooms, delivery baskets, and urgent questions for clerks who were not there.

The crowd parted when I came out.

Only a little.

I saw the fishmonger from the market. A cooper’s apprentice. Two women from the bakery street. Dunley Pratt, hat in hand again, pretending to read a notice upside down.

The funeral guild man moved ahead of Edwin like a wedge. Edwin did not look at anyone. His face was closed, but not calm.

Hilda came after him. People bowed to her. She touched a few shoulders, murmured something I could not hear, and then paused beside me at the hall door.

“You should eat something warm,” she said.

That was not what I expected.

“I had bread.”

“Warm,” she repeated.

“Yes, Priestess.”

She looked toward the market, where the smell of stew drifted through the open doors. “The child slept?”

I nodded. “Some.”

“And the voice?”

“It stopped after the recipe.”

Hilda breathed out slowly through her nose.

“That does not prove I was right,” I said.

“No.” She looked at me with eyes that had seen many sealed doors and perhaps too few opened windows. “But it gives me a harder prayer.”

She left before I could answer.

A harder prayer.

I stood in the hall with that in my hands, though she had given me nothing I could set down.

Near the clerk counter, Clara Fenwick arranged her papers inside a leather case. She had no need to pass me. She did anyway.

“Master Hartley,” she said.

“Miss Fenwick.”

“Do not mistake my questions for support.”

“I didn’t.”

“You broke a seal.”

“I know.”

“You frightened half the town.”

“Only half?”

Her eyes cut to me.

I should have kept my mouth shut.

“Sorry,” I said.

She studied me, and I had the unpleasant sense of being catalogued under several headings, none flattering.

“You speak softly,” she said.

“Sometimes.”

“People will confuse that with humility.”

I had no neat answer to that.

She looked toward the sitting room door, where Edwin’s voice carried in low conversation with Bram. “The records matter. Witnesses matter. Consent matters. If those things are absent, your careful hands are still just hands in a dead person’s room.”

“I agree.”

That annoyed her more than disagreement would have.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“You did not have a record keeper present last night.”

“No.”

“You did not have guild permission.”

“No.”

“You did not have temple permission.”

“Hilda had sealed the door by then.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

Her fingers tightened around the case strap. “You make unlawful choices sound unfortunate instead of wrong.”

I looked at the floorboards. There was old wax in the seam near the wall, a pale fleck ground in by many shoes.

“Molly was nine steps from the door when I arrived,” I said. “She had one shoe tied. Her grandmother had not slept. The voice was repeating through the wood. I can stand here and dress the choice in better words, but it will still be the same choice.”

Clara’s mouth pressed into a thin line.

“I broke the seal,” I said. “I would rather not pretend I did it cleanly.”

“Yet you would do it again.”

The hall noise seemed to move farther away.

I thought of all the ways to answer that would make me look better.

“I hope not the same way,” I said.

Not enough.

I













































[image: ]




































































































[image: ]



































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-_ He Sorts the Rooms the Dead Left Behind
“p—Amane-- "

’,





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





