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The Train Without Windows
The train entered Sevrin beneath a ceiling of black glass, and every passenger stopped speaking at once.

Ren Kaidou noticed because the man across from him had been talking for three straight hours. He had described his daughter’s wedding, the declining price of copper, and an argument with his landlord in such detail that Ren knew the landlord’s favorite drink. The moment the wheels crossed the painted line on the rail, the man opened his mouth, frowned, and looked at the wedding ring on his own hand as though it belonged to somebody else.

The train continued without a jolt. Outside the windows there should have been afternoon countryside. Instead, the glass showed only dark, interrupted by an occasional thread of violet light racing backward along the carriage.

A little girl in the aisle began to cry. Her mother knelt beside her and whispered something urgent, then straightened abruptly and stared at the child.

“Mama?” the girl asked.

“Of course,” the woman said after a moment, recovering herself. “Of course I know you.”

Ren pulled the ticket from his coat. Printed beneath his destination were three rules in gray ink.

DO NOT OPEN A WINDOW DURING THE CROSSING.

DO NOT SPEAK A NAME YOU CANNOT AFFORD TO LOSE.

IF THE SEVENTH BELL SOUNDS TWICE, REMAIN SEATED.

He had dismissed the words as the sort of warning a city printed to impress visitors. Now he put the ticket away carefully.

The train’s lamps flickered. A woman near the rear of the carriage said, “Did you hear that?”

Ren heard a bell.

It sounded far below the tracks, a deep bronze note that rolled through the seats and settled in his teeth. Then another rang, higher. A third followed. The passengers did not move. By the fourth, the man across from Ren had closed his eyes. By the fifth, the violet light had become a river. On the sixth bell, a child at the far end of the carriage shouted a name, and the name seemed to have weight; the syllables struck Ren as if he had caught something heavy.

The seventh bell never rang.

Instead, Ren felt a sting across the old mark in his right palm.

The mark was a narrow, dark seam that curved from the heel of his hand toward the wrist, almost delicate until it began to glow from beneath. His mother had called it a birthmark. Other people called it an omen. Ren had learned to keep his hands in his pockets when strangers were near.

A pale shape appeared in the window beside him.

It was not a reflection. Ren could see his own face in the glass, thin and tired, with dark hair he had cut too short at the back. Behind the reflected face stood someone taller than a man, outlined in smoke. Where its features should have been were two small patches of white, like holes cut in paper.

Ren did not turn. The figure’s fingers rested on the back of his seat.

A voice came from nowhere he could point to.

Do not give them your mother’s name.

He clenched his marked hand. The glow vanished. In the window the shape disappeared, leaving only his frightened reflection.

Then daylight broke over the carriage, and everybody began talking again.

The train had emerged onto a bridge suspended above Sevrin. The city spread beneath a crown of mountain cliffs, a vast arrangement of terraces and waterways enclosed by walls so tall they cast shadows across whole neighborhoods. Seven bell towers rose from different districts, each with a wheel of pale metal suspended under its roof. At the center, on a hill cut from dark stone, stood the towers of Gravespire Institute. Its windows held the light oddly, as though the sun had been trapped inside them.

Ren had seen pictures. Pictures did not show the smoke caught beneath the wards, or the roofs packed so closely that the streets appeared to be cracks in a single structure. They did not show the violet threads draped between the bell towers. Each thread curved gently against the wind, taut as a plucked string.

The man across from Ren sighed. “First crossing?”

Ren nodded.

“You’ll get used to it. The ward doesn’t like loose memories. It’s only a little dizziness.”

“What happened to the seventh bell?”

The man’s expression changed. “What do you mean?”

“There were six.”

“There are always seven.” He turned toward the window, conversation suddenly over.

Ren counted the towers again. There were seven, certainly. But the tower nearest the river had no moving wheel. Around it, the violet threads looked slack.

The train reached the station and hissed to a stop.

Outside, porters in blue coats shouted destinations over the rush of steam. An inspector walked down the platform with a brass reader and checked tickets. As Ren stepped from the carriage, a woman in a white coat intercepted him.

“Kaidou, Ren?”

Her badge bore the Gravespire seal: a star inside an open hand. Ren nodded.

“Your examination is this afternoon. I’m Apprentice Marshal Iven. Your luggage?”

Ren held up a canvas bag with a broken buckle.

Iven’s eyes went to the bag and returned quickly to his face. “That’s all?”

“Everything I own fits.”

“That won’t be true for long,” Iven said, and her smile seemed practiced rather than kind. “Follow the marked path. Don’t stop in the lower station, and don’t accept an offer of ward tokens from anyone wearing a green ribbon.”

They crossed through a public concourse where a painted map showed the city’s districts in cheerful colors. The upper terraces were gold, the markets blue, the workshops rust-red. The largest area, the crowded neighborhood between the river and the outer wall, was labeled LOW LANTERN in pale gray. Someone had scratched a second name beside it: THE FORGOTTEN HALF. A maintenance worker was painting over the words.

At the exit, a small boy caught Ren’s sleeve.

“Master,” the boy said. “Can you tell me the way to East Market?”

“I’m not a Master.”

The boy looked at his clean gloves, the Institute badge on Iven’s coat, and the invitation peeking from Ren’s pocket. “You’re going to be. The signs are wrong today.”

He showed Ren a folded map. Several roads had been rubbed away so completely that the paper seemed thin enough to tear. The boy’s finger hovered over a blank section beside the bridge.

“My sister lives here,” he said. “I knew where yesterday.”

Iven took Ren firmly by the shoulder. “This is not your concern.”

Ren looked back at the boy. “What’s your sister’s name?”

The boy’s mouth worked, but no sound came.

Ren felt the mark in his hand grow warm.

“Go to the station registry,” Iven told the boy. “They can help you.”

She propelled Ren into the sunlight before he could answer. Behind them, the boy kept staring at the pale space on the map.

They climbed through Sevrin in a narrow cable car, rising above tiled roofs and bridges with ironwork shaped like intertwined branches. The first level smelled of baked bread and rain. The second smelled of expensive perfume. On the third, the air grew colder, and the noise of the crowds faded behind high walls. At every landing, blue-coated Ward Keepers checked papers and touched the back of their hands to small crystal lamps.

Ren watched one Keeper inspect a woman who carried a basket of laundry. The crystal glowed green. The Keeper waved her through. When an old man in a patched coat stepped up, the crystal flashed red. The Keeper touched a silver stylus to the man’s temple.

The old man flinched.

For an instant the red light turned gold. The old man looked confused, then smiled apologetically, as if he had forgotten why he had been afraid. The Keeper sent him onward.

“What did that do?” Ren asked.

“Confirmed his permit,” Iven said.

“He seemed to forget something.”

“Crossing fatigue.”

Ren remembered the train and the missing bell. He said nothing more.

At the upper landing, a broad avenue led toward Gravespire. Students in black uniforms flowed past them in groups. Some had animal shapes moving within their shadows. Others carried weapons whose edges shimmered like water. A tall girl walked by with a translucent moth resting on her shoulder, its wings patterned like broken mirrors. She did not look at Ren, but the moth turned its head toward his covered hand.

“Vesper,” the girl murmured, and the creature folded its wings.

Iven followed Ren’s gaze. “That’s Mira Vey. Second-year provisional rank. Keep your distance unless she speaks to you.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t like people wasting her time.”

Mira Vey stopped twenty paces ahead, turned, and looked directly at Ren. Her hair was silver rather than white, tied back with a black ribbon. The stare was steady and unsettling, like someone measuring a wall for a weakness. Ren had the sudden impression she had heard every word.

Then she continued down the avenue.

“What is the point of a provisional rank?” Ren asked.

“A student can bond with a Jiru without yet being recognized as its Master. Rank measures whether the bond is reliable. The Institute trains strength, but reliability is more important.”

Ren thought of the shape in the train window. “And if a person doesn’t bond?”

Iven’s answer was too quick. “You go home.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

Gravespire rose above them, its black stone walls joined by bridges so high that birds passed beneath them. The courtyard was paved in hexagonal tiles, each engraved with a different name. Students stepping across the tiles avoided certain stones with casual precision. Ren crouched to read one. The inscription had been scraped away, but there was still the outline of a small hand.

“The names of past Masters,” Iven explained.

“What about the blank ones?”

“Revisions. The registry is very old.”

Ren placed his fingertips near the scraped stone. A pulse traveled through his palm, and for one heartbeat a woman’s voice sounded beside his ear.

Not a revision. A debt.

He snatched his hand back.

Across the courtyard, bells began to ring for the afternoon assembly. Six tones overlapped one another. Ren looked up toward the seventh tower, the one nearest the river, and waited.

It remained silent.

At the entrance to the binding hall, students crowded a notice board. A list of names gleamed beneath the seal of the Council of Seven. Iven scanned it and pointed to Ren’s number: ninety-nine.

“You’ll be near the end. You have time to prepare.”

“How?”

“You can review the binding oath. Or pray.”

He laughed because he thought she was joking. Iven did not laugh back.

Inside the hall, stone columns rose like the trunks of a petrified forest. Hundreds of students filled the seats around a circular floor. An iron gate at the far end opened onto a platform engraved with concentric lines. Above it hung a ring of clear glass, thirty feet wide, rotating without visible support. Every rotation sent a faint whisper through the air, too low to resolve into words.

Ren took his seat beside a broad-shouldered boy with tawny hair and a narrow scar across his cheek. The boy wore a uniform coat with its top buttons undone. He was balancing a silver token on one finger and grinning at the students around him.

“Fresh blood,” he said when Ren sat down. “You have the look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you’ve already decided you won’t scream if something bites you. Everybody screams.” He offered his hand. “Toma Grell.”

Ren hesitated before taking it with his left.

“Ren Kaidou.”

“Kaidou? From outside the ward?”

“A mining town north of Darsen.”

Toma whistled. “Long way to come so the Institute can tell you you’re ordinary.”

“You’ve made up your mind about me already?”

“No. That’s what they’re going to tell half the hall. They’re wrong about half of those, too.”

Ren found himself liking him despite the arrogance. “You seem certain you’ll pass.”

Toma tilted the token. A shape like a wolf’s skull flashed in the metal. “My father worked the ward lines before they took his license. He taught me what to listen for. And I have a promise to keep.”

“To whom?”

The grin softened. “My little sister. She thinks all Masters live in towers and eat pastries. I’m going to make sure she gets to find out.”

Above them the glass ring stopped. Every conversation broke off as a narrow door opened behind the platform. An older man stepped into the hall wearing a black coat without insignia. He had silver threaded through his dark hair and an expression of complete stillness. Students in the front rows stood immediately.

“Headmaster Sorn Vale,” Toma whispered. “If he looks at you twice, it means he sees something worth worrying about.”

The Headmaster lifted a hand. Silence came in a wave.

“Every Master in Sevrin stands in a relationship of responsibility,” Sorn said. His voice was quiet, yet it carried to the highest gallery. “A Jiru is not a tool. A bond is not a chain. What gives you power is the promise you can keep when power has failed.”

He paused, and for a moment Ren thought the Headmaster was looking directly at him.

“You have been invited because someone saw that possibility in you. You are not entitled to it.”

An examiner brought a small crystal bowl to the circle. Within it floated a drop of light that changed color with every heartbeat.

“The binding oath is simple,” Sorn continued. “Speak your name. Speak a truth you have never spoken aloud. Offer a memory freely. If a Jiru answers, you may walk forward together. If nothing answers, you will not be punished for being human.”

There was a warmth in the final sentence that almost reassured Ren.

Then the Headmaster’s gaze settled on the cuff of Ren’s right sleeve. For the smallest moment, Sorn looked afraid.

The first candidate stepped onto the platform. She said her name and confessed, in a barely audible voice, that she had once hidden the medicine meant for her brother because she wanted him to stay home. A luminous fox rose from the bowl. The girl wept. The hall applauded.

Another student summoned a spear that burned blue. A third called a bird made of bronze leaves. Several stood in the ring and received nothing. They left with lowered heads, but no one mocked them. Ren watched the glass overhead turn and tried to decide what memory he could give.

His mother had taught him to repair clocks by sound. The memory of her hands guiding his over a brass spring was the last one he possessed clearly. When she disappeared, the neighbors told him to forget the matter; the city took the missing and left the living to make arrangements. He had kept the broken clock she left behind until the mine collapsed over their house. In the rubble he found only its smallest gear. He wore that gear on a cord beneath his shirt.

Ren’s clearest memory of home was not the day his mother left. It was a winter morning when the snow had packed the village road so tightly that the carts made almost no sound. The mines had closed for three days because the north tunnel was flooded. Most of the adults were angry, but Ren had been delighted: his mother had stayed home with him, and there was a cracked town clock waiting on their kitchen table.

She had removed its back plate and laid the pieces on a cloth in the order she took them out. Ren was nine and believed she could repair anything that moved. He watched the tiny gears spin in her hands, their teeth catching light from the window.

“Listen,” Ena told him.

He leaned close. The clock made a dry clicking sound every few seconds.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“It’s old.”

“That’s a condition, not a cause.”

Ren tried again. “The spring is weak.”

“Maybe. What do you hear that makes you think so?”

He listened longer. The click was regular, but one beat carried a faint scraping noise.

“Something touches it once every turn.”

Ena smiled. “Now you have a useful question.”

She lifted the smallest gear with tweezers and placed it on his palm. The metal was warm from her fingers. One tooth had bent sideways, almost invisible unless the light caught it.

“A clock doesn’t hate you when it stops,” she said. “It isn’t punishing anybody. It is telling you where the work needs doing.”

Ren had looked at the bent tooth and felt a powerful relief. Problems could have causes. Causes could be found. He had imagined that the whole world might be built that way, and his mother had let him believe it for the rest of the morning.

By afternoon the snow was melting. Ena put the repaired clock above the stove, and Ren listened to its steady tick while they ate bread with burnt honey. She had promised to teach him the larger market clock the following spring. He had carried that promise through every year that followed, even when the neighbors said the woman who made it was not coming home.

The day she disappeared, no one told him the whole story. A neighbor came to the door with two Ward Keepers. They said Ena had traveled to the city for work. There had been an incident on the transit line. She might be delayed. They did not say injured, missing, or dead. Ren heard the words as if they belonged to a stranger’s life and asked whether he should keep supper warm.

One Keeper put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll stay with the neighbors for a few nights.”

“How many?”

“We don’t know.”

“Then tell her where I am when she comes back.”

The Keeper looked away.

The neighbors were kind in the ways people could be kind when they wanted a problem to finish. They gave him food and a bed. They let him return to the house to collect clothes. They answered his questions until the questions became inconvenient. After several weeks they began to say he should think about the future, as though the future were a room his mother had forgotten to lock behind her.

Ren kept repairing the town clocks. He learned to make small parts from scraps of brass and to mend springs with wire so thin it cut his fingers. The work earned him meals and, later, coin. It also kept the sound of his mother’s voice close enough to bear. Whenever a clock stopped, he remembered her asking for evidence rather than anger.

Then the north mine collapsed. The shock reached the village at dawn, breaking windows and knocking the old market clock from its tower. Ren’s house stood near the shaft. By the time he reached it, half the wall had fallen, and the kitchen was a mound of stone. The repaired clock lay crushed beneath the stove. He dug through the rubble until his hands bled and found one small gear with a bent tooth, blackened by dust but unmistakably the same piece she had once placed in his palm.

He wore it afterward because it was the only thing he could carry from the home where she had taught him to ask useful questions. Sometimes he took it out and tried to straighten the bent tooth, but the metal had become brittle and he was afraid of snapping it. It remained imperfect, a small reminder that not every broken thing was meant to be hidden until it looked new.

When the Gravespire invitation arrived, he read it three times before believing it. An examiner from the city had found his name in a regional registry of children with unusual resonance. The letter offered training, a dormitory, and a place in the binding ceremony. It did not mention Ena. It did not need to. The seal at the bottom was the same seven-pointed star he had seen on the papers the Ward Keepers carried the day she vanished.

He packed a canvas bag that held three shirts, a book of clock diagrams, a blunt pocketknife, and the little brass gear. He left the village before dawn without asking anybody to promise that he would find answers. He had stopped believing in promises that required other people to know what would happen.

He had not stopped believing in questions.

He could give a memory of winter, or hunger, or the day he cut his own hair badly and made a friend laugh. None of those seemed true enough for a spirit.

An hour passed. The hall thinned. Toma’s turn came, and the boy rose with a confidence that lasted all the way to the center of the circle. There he swallowed and said, “I’m Toma Grell. My father was sent away for refusing an order. I told my sister he left because he was ashamed of us. I knew that wasn’t true.”

The crystal flashed yellow. Something massive struck the floor behind him, claws scraping stone. An iron-furred wolf unfolded from the air, taller at the shoulder than Toma and fitted with plates that slid over one another like machinery.

Toma stumbled backward, then grinned with pure astonishment. “Brass,” he said, and the wolf lowered its head to him.

Ren applauded with the others. Toma looked toward his seat and held up one thumb, a boy who had just been proved right and was generous enough to share it.

Ren’s number came after two final failures. He stood alone in the vast, suddenly quiet hall.

“Number ninety-nine,” the examiner said. “Ren Kaidou.”

Ren stepped into the engraved circle. The clear ring overhead began to turn again. The crystal in the bowl showed a dull gray light.

“Your name,” the examiner prompted.

“Ren Kaidou.”

“Your truth.”

He looked toward the seats. Toma leaned forward. Mira Vey stood at the back wall, though Ren hadn’t seen her enter. Headmaster Vale watched from beside the door.

“I came here because I think my mother was taken by this city,” Ren said. His voice sounded too small. “And I think somebody knows why.”

A stir passed through the hall. The crystal’s light dimmed.

“Your memory,” the examiner said, more sharply.

Ren lifted the small gear from his shirt. He saw his mother kneeling beside a clock, her knuckles marked with burns, saying that time was only a way of counting what remained. He held the memory toward the bowl as he had been taught.

The bowl went black.

Not dark. Black, like an opening cut through the world. The glass ring overhead stopped, and every Jiru in the room turned toward Ren.

The seam in his palm burned. He heard a voice say his mother’s name: Ena.

Then, from behind the examiner, the tall faceless shape stepped into the light.

No summoning circle glowed beneath it. No oath bound it. It simply emerged from the shadow that the examiner cast on the stone floor. Two pale eyes opened, and the entire hall drew back.

Toma shouted something Ren could not hear. The examiner dropped the bowl. A crack raced through its rim, and the seventh bell, silent all afternoon, rang beneath the city.

Once.

Then again.

In the sudden noise, the figure leaned down beside Ren’s ear.

They have been waiting for you, it said.

Ren understood, with a certainty that made his knees weaken, that the voice had spoken on the train. And that the warning about the seventh bell had not been written for the passengers at all.

It had been written for him.
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The Binding Hall
The second strike of the seventh bell shattered every pane of glass in the binding hall.

Ren’s first instinct was to cover his face. He raised both hands, and a dozen shards stopped in the air around him. They floated with their sharp points inches from his skin, held there by threads of black light. The shards reflected the faceless creature that stood beside him, one image after another, each reflection showing a different shape: a tall woman wrapped in bandages, a child with a broken mask, a tower of hands rising from a sea of darkness.

Then the threads snapped. Glass rained down.

“Down!” someone shouted.

Ren ducked. A boy in the front row sprang from his seat, a blue spear forming in his grip. Others summoned their spirits in frightened reflex. The binding hall became a knot of teeth and fire and frightened wings. Ren had never felt so many living things facing him with one intention: stop whatever had happened.

Headmaster Vale moved only one step. His shadow crossed the circle, and all the summoned Jiru froze.

“Dismiss,” he said.

The spirits vanished. Their Masters collapsed into their seats, shaking. Ren felt the force of that single command in his bones. It was not strength as he understood it. It was the pressure of something immense keeping its own promise.

The faceless figure beside him did not vanish.

“You,” the examiner whispered. His hand shook as he reached beneath his coat for a thin silver knife. “You must leave the circle.”

“I didn’t summon it,” Ren said.

“Leave.”

Ren stepped back. The black mark in his palm had spread toward his wrist in fine branching lines. Behind him the creature stepped with him, matching the distance exactly.

Mira Vey emerged from the back of the hall with her silver moth circling her shoulders. She drew a narrow blade whose edge made almost no sound. Ren had the absurd thought that she must have drawn it a thousand times in practice to make it that clean.

“Headmaster,” she said. “The binding ring is still drawing.”

Everyone looked up. The ring had stopped turning, but something was falling out of it: small scraps of paper covered in writing. The scraps dissolved before they reached the floor. Ren caught one against his sleeve. There was a name on it. He could read the first three letters before it disintegrated.

LIO.

Mira stared at his empty hand.

“Do not let him touch the archive line,” she said.

Vale looked sharply toward her. “Miss Vey, sheath your weapon.”

The examiner rushed forward anyway. His knife flashed. Ren stumbled, certain the blade was coming for his throat, but it cut across the apparition’s chest instead. The blade passed through smoke.

A low moan filled the room.

Every student clutched a head or a chest. Ren saw Toma grip the railing, suddenly terrified. Brass materialized behind him and snarled at empty air. The examiner’s face lost its color. He dropped the knife and turned toward the nearest exit.

“Wait,” he said. “Why am I here? What is this place?”

Ren watched his eyes search the room without recognition. The man was not pretending. When he looked at the Headmaster, he asked, “Who are you?”

Something opened inside Ren’s mark. He could feel the examiner’s missing memory near him, not as a picture but as a weight: the oath, the years of training, the smell of a father’s cloak on a rainy day, a hundred ordinary moments pressed together. Whatever the faceless Jiru had done, it had drawn those moments into a place Ren could reach.

Give it back, Ren thought.

The spirit turned its white eyes to him.

Ask him, it replied.

Ren did not understand. The examiner was trying to climb over the railing, panicked by faces he should have known. Ren approached him with his open hand.

“Don’t touch me!”

“I think I can help.”

“I don’t know you.”

“I know. But I think something was taken from you. If I give it back, it might hurt.”

The examiner stared at the black lines on Ren’s wrist. He glanced toward the figure behind him and began to tremble again. But he lowered his hands.

“Please,” he said.

Ren touched two fingers to the man’s forehead. A flood of images poured through him so quickly he could barely breathe. He knew the examiner’s name was Joren Pell. He knew the stone stairs of Pell’s childhood home and the voice of a woman who had told him he was safe there. He knew, terribly, the day Pell had been instructed to erase a candidate’s record and had obeyed despite a sick feeling of wrongness. He felt the guilt, held for years in a room without doors.

Ren pushed it all back.

Pell collapsed, sobbing. The memories left Ren like water leaving an opened hand, but something remained: the taste of salt on a cold street, and the knowledge that Joren Pell had helped a girl disappear.

Ren fell to one knee.

He might have fallen farther if Toma had not leaped the railing and caught him.

“That was stupid,” Toma said, but his grip was steady. “Heroic, maybe. Mostly stupid.”

“What happened?”

“You tell me. He looked like he didn’t know his own mother, then you touched him and now he’s crying.”

The Headmaster reached them, face unreadable. “Mr. Kaidou, are you conscious?”

Ren nodded. A pulse beat behind his eyes.

“What is its name?” Vale asked.

Ren turned toward the faceless figure. The word rose to his lips with the certainty of a name long forgotten.

“Hush.”

At the sound, the shadow drew nearer. It did not seem pleased. It seemed relieved.

Vale closed his eyes for a moment. “Clear the hall. Master Thane, escort Mr. Pell to the infirmary. Miss Vey, accompany me. Mr. Grell, you will return to your dormitory.”

“I’d rather stay with him,” Toma said.

“That was not an invitation to negotiate.”

Brass’s ears flattened. Toma stepped away, though he did it slowly and kept his eyes on Ren.

Iven appeared at the head of the aisle, pale with worry. She took Ren by the elbow and led him through a narrow side door. The hall behind them filled with subdued voices. Ren could hear students telling one another that a cursed spirit had come through the ring. Another voice said the name of a forgotten war. Someone else was crying for a friend who had vanished from a seat she had occupied a minute earlier.

The side corridor smelled of lime and old paper. As soon as the door closed, Hush faded until only its eyes remained in the shadow cast by Ren’s shoulder. The change should have been reassuring. Instead it made Ren think of how much had happened while other people could see the creature, and what it might do when they could not.

Iven took him to a room without windows. There was a chair, a desk, and a cup of untouched tea. She pointed at the chair, locked the door, and left without a word.

Ren sat. His fingers would not stop shaking. He took his gear from beneath his shirt and balanced it on his knee, the small brass circle bright against his dark trousers.

Are you going to hurt me? he asked the room.

The answer came with the soft certainty of a thought not his own.

I already have.

Ren stared at the door. “Why?”

The bell was calling. I answered too loudly.

“You took his memory.”

His memory was caught in the ring. I pulled it loose.

“You pulled all of it loose.”

A silence followed that was somehow apologetic. Hush had no mouth, and Ren doubted it could make the usual shape of remorse, but he felt the hesitation as clearly as if someone had lowered their head.

It has been a long time since I spoke to anyone who could hear me, the Jiru said.

“Then learn to speak more carefully.”

In the shadow beside the chair, the white eyes narrowed. Not angrily. Curiously.

You are like her.

Ren gripped the gear. “My mother?”

Hush did not answer.

Footsteps stopped outside. A lock clicked. Mira Vey entered, carrying a folded piece of cloth, and shut the door behind her.

“You’ve become the most inconvenient person in Sevrin,” she said.

“I had a quiet morning.”

She did not smile. She placed the cloth on the desk. It was an old glove, patched at the thumb, with a design stitched into the lining: seven circles around a dark center.

“This was found in the archive wing three years ago,” she said. “Do you recognize it?”

Ren reached for it, then stopped. “Should I?”

“I want you to touch it with your left hand. Not the marked one.”

He did. The fabric was rough and smelled faintly of iron. Inside the cuff someone had sewn a letter E.

His throat tightened. “My mother made gloves like this.”

“That isn’t enough. A thousand people wear that stitch.”

“Where did you find it?”

“In a sealed chest that belonged to my sister.”

Ren looked at her. He remembered the half-written name on the scrap from the ring.

“Liora,” he said.

Mira went still. “How do you know that name?”

“I saw three letters.”

“You saw more than that.”

“I didn’t.”

Her hand tightened on her sword. A silver thread spread from the hilt over her wrist, then retreated. “My sister disappeared during a ward examination. The official record says she transferred to the northern branch. The northern branch says she never arrived. I have been asking questions for three years, and every person I ask forgets the conversation afterward.”

“You think I had something to do with it?”

“I think whatever came out of that ring knows something.”

Hush stirred. The room darkened by a shade. Mira turned toward the wall, eyes narrowed.

“It’s here,” she said.

“It hasn’t left.”

“Does it speak?”

Ren hesitated. “Sometimes.”

“Ask it where Liora is.”

He asked. For an instant he heard a distant metallic rhythm, like a hammer striking from the bottom of a well. Then Hush answered.

Beneath the seventh bell.

Ren repeated the words.

Mira’s face lost its composure. The change lasted only a second, but it was enough to reveal how carefully she had held herself together. “That tower was closed after a foundation collapse.”

“It’s still standing.”

“The tower is standing. The way beneath it isn’t supposed to exist.”

She reached for the glove. Ren held it a moment longer.

“If your sister knew my mother, why would nobody have told me?”

“Because people who ask that question stop remembering why they asked.”

The door opened again. Headmaster Vale entered with a woman wearing the gray sash of the Ward Commission. Her face was smooth and elegant, her dark hair secured in a severe twist. A mirror-bright serpent coiled at her collar, its body reflecting the room in tiny distorted fragments.

“Councilor Quill,” Mira said, bowing stiffly.

The woman smiled, though nothing in her eyes changed. “Miss Vey. So resourceful. You saved us the trouble of finding you.”

Vale looked at the glove in Ren’s hand. “Please put that away.”

Mira folded it once and slipped it inside her coat.

Quill sat behind the desk without being asked. “Ren Kaidou. Born outside the Sevrin ward. Father unrecorded. Mother, Ena Kaidou, declared missing eight years ago after a registered transit accident. No known family connection to the Institute. No prior Jiru activity.”

Ren felt the cold certainty of being read aloud from a file written by someone who had never met him.

“My mother wasn’t in a transit accident,” he said.

“That is what the file says.”

“Files can be wrong.”

Quill’s smile widened. “Yes. That’s why we’re here. What did you bring into our city?”

Ren glanced at the dark corner beside him. “I don’t know.”

“An unfortunate answer.”

“It’s the true one.”

“Truth is not always the same as safety.”

She touched a finger to the desk. A tiny mirrored disk unfolded beneath her hand. Ren saw his reflection in it, then saw the image of a stranger: a younger boy, perhaps nine years old, holding a woman’s hand beside the station tracks. The woman had her back turned. A yellow scarf trailed from her coat.

His chest seized. It was his mother.

“Where did you get that?”

“Memory evidence,” Quill said. “Collected when the transit accident was investigated. We can give you the rest. We can tell you what happened.”

Ren leaned forward despite himself.

“But you must permit us to separate you from the unregistered entity,” she continued. “It could be dangerous to you. It could endanger hundreds of thousands.”

Hush’s eyes opened against the wall.

She is showing you what she kept, the voice said. Not what she lost.

Ren looked from the disk to Quill. “If you have a memory of my mother, why was it never given to me?”

“Because you were a child.”

“I’m not now.”

“And I am offering it.”

“After I agree to something you want.”

Vale’s expression hardened. “Councilor, perhaps we should proceed carefully.”

“We are being careful,” Quill said. “The seventh bell has answered for the first time in twenty-one years. It is not an accident that this boy arrives on the same day.”

Mira took a small step toward Ren, placing herself between him and the desk. “The binding oath says a Jiru is not a tool. Does that apply to unregistered Jiru?”

Quill stared at her. “Do you plan to challenge the Council on a technicality?”

“I plan to ask whether the oath means what it says.”

Vale raised a hand. The air tightened. Even Quill looked toward him.

“There will be no forced severing today,” he said. “The bond must be studied, not destroyed. Mr. Kaidou will remain within the Institute under supervision until we know what the seventh bell means.”

Quill folded her hands. “You are taking responsibility.”

“I am.”

For several seconds neither moved. Then Quill rose, and the mirror serpent around her neck dissolved into flecks of silver light.

“Very well,” she said. “If a single ward fails because of this decision, the cost will be recorded under your name.”

She left without another glance at Ren.

Vale waited until the door clicked shut. “Miss Vey, you should return to your studies.”

“I will,” Mira said, but her eyes told Ren she intended to return before long.

When she had gone, the Headmaster drew a chair opposite Ren. Without Quill, he looked older and more tired. The shadows beneath his eyes were deep enough to seem bruised.

“What did it say to you?” he asked.

Ren considered lying. It would have been simple. But the Headmaster had protected him, if only for the moment.

“It said the bell was calling. It said it had been a long time since anyone heard it.”

Vale nodded once, as if confirming a fear. “And about your mother?”

“It said I was like her.”

The Headmaster’s hand closed around the arm of his chair.

“Did you know her?” Ren asked.

“I knew a woman named Ena Kaidou. She was brilliant. She also believed that anything which could be built could be built again without its original cost.”

“That sounds sensible.”

“It sounds sensible until you have seen the cost of trying.”

Ren thought of the crying girl on the train and the boy with the erased road. “What exactly is this city paying for?”

Vale rose. “That is not a question you are ready to answer.”

Ren felt anger climb through his fear. “Then why did you let me come?”

The Headmaster walked to the door. His hand rested on the latch for a long time before he spoke.

“Because your mother asked me to keep the way open,” he said. “And I have broken enough promises to that family already.”

The door closed.

For a while after the Headmaster left, Ren tried to organize everything he had learned into a story that made sense. His mother had been declared missing eight years earlier. Three years earlier her name appeared in the archive as a witness to Liora Vey’s transfer. She had designed a system with
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