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Leo — Block 31

Marek Vávra — Block 23

Gosia — surname unconfirmed

Zofia Lewandowska — Block 31

3 March

Where no snow remains.

Listen.

Code compromised. Come alone.

PAVEL. DO NOT GO TO THE REFUSE TRENCH. RETURN TO BLOCK 31.

Pavel — surname unknown

This page turned too late.

Remember.

Tomasz Górski

Blood and copied mark do not prove death.

The arrangement may have been designed to suggest Tomasz’s death. Purpose unproven.

Don't follow the blood.

SOURCE NOT PROVEN

Stay.

Prisoner number: 74218

Rabbit recovered at nursery wall.

Anton Kříž.

Anton Kříž — prisoner 74218

Emil Novák — infirmary labour detail

Sentence authentic to prior private usage. Speaker not authentic.

Source of phrase unknown.

Tomasz Górski

Received: 4 March. | Issued: Block 31 supplementary reading.

Fox reported.

Górski, T.

Courier turned fox. Spiral erased.

Tomasz Górski

Official Grimm received 4 March. | Ledger entry “Fox reported / Górski, T.” predates issue by two days. | Handwriting of Górski entry resembles surrounding records-office hand.

Possible match to Jakub Hesse's ledger hand. Not independently confirmed.

OFFICIAL VOLUME. LATER ALTERATION. SOURCE DISPUTED.

OBSOLETE SYSTEM. DO NOT USE FOR AUTHENTICATION.

Aviel Rosen

TRANSFER

Rabbit | Thumbelina | Firebird | Fox

Tomasz Górski

LENKA WEISSOVÁ

Rabbit

Thumbelina

Górski, T.

Fox / disputed

Copy circulation observed

Grimm — p.17 — fox notation | Andersen — p.11 — Thumbelina pressure mark | Firebird volume — p.23 — courier mark

Source: hollow spine of official volume. | Dates correspond to Jakub archive ledger. | Story labels also present in official record. | Purpose unknown.

Forged spiral again present. Physical pressure inconsistent with confirmed Tomasz examples.

Lenka Weissová appears on insert without date. Red fox-tail mark. Meaning unknown.

DO NOT REBIND. CONSTRUCTION IS EVIDENCE.

Today: Aviel acted on a fabricated story placed by Lenka Weissová.

The story carried a forged Tomasz Górski authentication mark. Lenka drew the mark knowingly.

Purpose: test whether hidden-book material reached the administrative monitoring system.

Result: Aviel followed the false instruction. Caught near bread-store route before reaching stated location. Two fingers visibly broken during detention. Mouth bleeding after guard struck him. Taken to punishment detail. Transfer still scheduled for tomorrow according to prior record.

Lenka did not intend Aviel to receive or act on the message. This did not prevent the harm.

Tomasz Górski was absent and could not consent to use of his mark.

The forgery was mine.

Reported sighting. Not independently confirmed.

A recognisable hand can be manufactured by someone who knows it well. Familiarity is not consent.

The goat trusted the wrong book.

Firebird spine insert. Older hand. Origin unknown.

Return

Block 31 hidden library searched and burned today.

Cause unknown.

Previous day, forged goat story created by Lenka Weissová reached Jakub Hesse. Possible connection between that exposure and subsequent search. No direct proof.

Recovered after burning: | Probable Firebird page fragment, page number lost. | Firebird spine section containing older stitched scrap: “...return to root...” Origin unknown. | Half-sheet with pressure spiral and surviving word “Return.” Author unknown. | Various non-identifiable fragments.

ACTIVE STORY SYSTEM

DISCONTINUED AFTER BLOCK 31 PURGE

The goat trusted the wrong book.

...WANDOW...

AV... ROS...

Possible Aviel Rosen pressure impression.

WITNESS

Recovered ledger backing board from floor cavity beneath old laundry cellar. | Partial red office stamp. | Pressure impressions from removed pages remain. | Possible names include Aviel Rosen and Zofia Lewandowska. Identification not complete. | Word “WITNESS” clearly recoverable. Author and purpose unknown.

Partial print on ash-ledger board cannot presently be matched.

52 / 31

Courier turned fox. Spiral erased.

Tomasz-style spiral present as pressure impression. Physical pressure too regular for confirmed Tomasz examples.

Lenka Weissová name also present in overlapping pressure layers. Relationship between name and spiral uncertain.

This could have been intended to imply Tomasz identified, accused or condemned Lenka. Intent cannot be established from the board alone.

...ESSE

Charred inner-seam fragment. Surviving letters: “...ESSE”. Possible surname fragment. No attribution.

Lenka Weissová

Recovered pressure evidence appears to connect my name with a forged Tomasz-style spiral. I am susceptible to reading this as betrayal because of Tomasz's disappearance and because I forged his mark in Chapter 16. That susceptibility is itself relevant.

Do not treat this board as a narrative. Preserve layers separately.

PRESSURE IMPRESSIONS. MIXED PROVENANCE. DO NOT INTERPRET AS SINGLE ENTRY.

Chapter 20: The Pages He Brought Back

Backing sheet 1: pressure transfer. Three spiral forms. First identified by Tomasz as his. Second identified as Lenka's Aviel forgery. Third mixed form.

Only the cat climbs. Foxes burn.

HESSE / review

SIGNATURE CONFIRMED BY SUBJECT

Tomasz states at least one confirmation was knowingly false and made under threat to another prisoner.

UNDER COERCION.

BIENSTOCK

Mirela

TRANSFER / HOLD

Tomasz Górski returned on the ninth morning after last confirmed sighting. | States he was held first in records annex, later in cellar near Block 24, then moved through work details under unknown record identity. | Physical condition on return: injuries documented separately.

Forced spiral burn on left inner forearm is evidence of coercion. It is not Tomasz's signature.

A signature requires consent.

TRANSFER. | HOLD.

Chapter 21: List 302B

LIST 302B

BIENSTOCK, MIRELA | TRANSFER — 07:00

J.H.

List 302B transfer copy named Mirela Bienstock for 07:00 transfer. Earlier backing evidence contained TRANSFER / HOLD. At public inspection, master ledger showed HOLD. Transfer copy struck through by clerk after comparison.

Jakub Hesse acknowledged authorising List 302B but did not explain omission of hold status.

Forgery suspected. Specific author not proved.

Witnesses present when master ledger read:

Lenka Weissová.

Mirela Bienstock.

Records clerk — name unknown. | SS inspection guard — identity unknown.

Jakub Hesse.

Chapter 22: The Approved Version

THE FOX WHO CARRIED FIRE

MIRELA

When the marked child hears her name, she must stand and follow the fox.

Firebird — p.23 | Grimm — p.17 | Andersen — p.11 | Andersen — p.24

SS guard removed disputed sheet for comparison with stores issue copy. Present location unknown. Witnesses included approximately thirty-two children, three Kapos, two SS guards, Jakub Hesse and Lenka Weissová. Recollections may differ.

Separate catalogue scrap correctly identifies Andersen p.11, Grimm p.17, Firebird p.23 and Andersen p.24. Source of corrected references uncertain. Tomasz Górski states that some page references were obtained from him under coercion.

Records clerk reportedly stated: “Thirty-one won't matter after Friday.” Possible block redistribution. No written order observed.

Chapter 23: The Witness Before the Copy

Bienstock, Mirela — spiral variant / confession marker

Jonas independently collected mark samples on discarded laundry cloth. Material includes pre-existing laundry-batch stitching that may establish relative source and date independently of later written attribution.

Form attributed by Jakub Hesse's ledger to Mirela Bienstock matches a copying error present on Jonas's blue-stitched Block 31 cloth sample from approximately four days earlier.

This contradicts the claim that the form originated as Mirela Bienstock's confession. It does not establish who transferred the form to infirmary paper or entered her name.

JONAS — HOLD | per J.H.

HOLD per J.H.

Jonas clothing hem. Hold notation: “per J.H.” Relationship to Jakub Hesse unproven. Ask Jonas only with consent.

confession marker

AUTHORITY DISPUTED

Mirela Bienstock confession attribution amended by records clerk to AUTHORITY DISPUTED after comparison with earlier Jonas cloth sample.

Jakub Hesse demonstrated prior knowledge that Jonas's provenance sample came from the boy's own clothing hem. Basis for that knowledge unknown.

Marek Vávra — Block 23 — movement notation incomplete

Some marks may predate Tomasz Górski's recovery of these documents. Others may have been added later. Sequence uncertain.

HESSE

review

Destroyed routing sheet also contained Marek Vávra's prisoner number and an unidentified destination code. Destination cannot now be recovered from this source.

Tomasz Górski destroyed the sheet to protect the clerk identified on it. The destruction removed potentially useful provenance concerning Marek Vávra.

Subject requested no additional copies. Existing evidence retained in current location.

Chapter 25: The Spiral Line

DIRECTIVE 10.7B | UNAUTHORISED SYMBOLS, MARKINGS OR REPEATED SIGNS ON CAMP PROPERTY, PRISONER CLOTHING OR OFFICIAL PAPER ARE PROHIBITED. | POSSESSION OR CREATION MAY RESULT IN REMOVAL FOR INVESTIGATION.

HESSE, J. — RECORDS REVIEW

VOLUNTARY DECLARATION OF SYMBOLIC ACTIVITY

I decline.

SYMBOL RECOGNITION SCREEN — BLOCK 31

E

LETTER — NO CLASSIFICATION

Children required to draw a familiar mark. Interpretations assigned by Jakub Hesse and records clerks. | Results included letters, lines, circles, drawings, spirals and refusal. | Several classifications were inconsistent with children's stated meanings.

SS distribution guard declined to treat “ambiguous” as sufficient basis for immediate removal. Eleven children were returned to food line. Individual records remain.

One child ordered for later questioning. | Jonas recorded as refusal. | Hana recorded as possible concealment. | Mirela Bienstock removed from screening after collapse. Fever ongoing.

Chapter 26: One Name, One Exit

ONE NAME. ONE EXIT.

BIENSTOCK, M.

BLOCK 4 — 01:00

BIENSTOCK, M.

WEISSOVÁ, L.

replacement subject

R-17-440

Tomasz Górski absent from assigned detail for eleven hours. Held for questioning in records area for approximately nine hours according to his account. Returned 02:10.

Forged extraction-style route recovered behind Block 31 latrine pipe. Resistance-style spiral physically inconsistent with confirmed Tomasz Górski examples. Mirela Bienstock named beside Block 4 / 01:00 destination. Zofia Lewandowska reports mapped drainage route is obstructed by fixed iron screening and cannot be passed without tools.

Tomasz Górski states that he saw copies of the map in records before evening count and scratched through one route to indicate that it should not be used.

List 302B amendment form R-17-440 observed with blank replacement field. Separate prepared identity strips for Mirela Bienstock and Lenka Weissová present.

Evidence is consistent with an attempt to induce Lenka Weissová to substitute herself, falsify a record or follow the route. Exact intended outcome unproven.

Jakub Hesse asked which name should occupy the route and whether Lenka Weissová would make the substitution.

Physical observation at Block 4: dark four-hole horn button with cut grey-green thread containing a narrow green twist. Medicinal or delousing soap odour. Ownership unknown.

Chapter 27: The Name on the Button

Possible match to button from Jonas's coat. Identification unconfirmed. Presence in Jakub Hesse's possession does not establish voluntary transfer.

Prisoner 78431 | Four horn buttons | Grey-green thread repair | Return destination: Block 31

78431 — HESSE, JONAS

Father: Heinrich Hesse

HESSE, JAKUB

Father: Heinrich Hesse

Special retention — minor. Per J. Hesse.

Block 17 garment-return register identifies prisoner 78431 as Jonas Hesse. | Separate intake cross-reference lists Heinrich Hesse as father of both Jonas Hesse and Jakub Hesse. If the family notation is accurate, they are brothers. | Special retention notation for Jonas: “Per J. Hesse.”

Button observed in Jakub's possession at Block 4 is consistent with Jonas's recently repaired coat: dark horn, four holes, grey-green thread and likely Block 17 delousing exposure. Route by which the button reached Jakub remains unknown.

Jonas confirms Jakub Hesse is his older brother. Their father was Heinrich Hesse. | Jonas states that Jakub has protected him at times and coerced him at others. Jonas reports that Jakub obtained at least one provenance sample and required him to copy marks under threats directed at other children.

Earlier assumption that Jonas voluntarily assisted the Block 4 trap was wrong.

Grey-green repair thread and Block 17 soap residue connect Jonas's clothing to material moving through Block 17. Jonas indicates that people there act independently of Jakub Hesse and of Lenka Weissová. Their identities and organisation remain unconfirmed.

Chapter 28: Block Seventeen

78431 — HESSE, JONAS | Four horn buttons replaced | Grey-green thread | Returned Block 31

Possibly Block 22. Marta says 27.

Source withheld by request. Claim therefore less independently verifiable.

transferred — destination unknown

New report: Block 17 repair worker states prisoner personally delivered garment six days ago. If identification is correct, earlier transfer status is incomplete or wrong. Single witness. Not independently confirmed.

Block 17 contains an independent exchange of names, clothing provenance, observations and remembered routes. No evidence presently supports a central author or common code.

Do not consolidate.

Repeated pause at cistern. | Children separate when route obstructed. | Younger subjects imitate older subject J. | Linen object carried by older male child. | Bienstock observes rather than walks.

COURIER SYSTEM

Central authentication abandoned.

Names remain separate from symbols.

Conflict does not make all accounts equally reliable. Record reasons where known.

Chapter 30: What They Carried Out

The goat trusted the wrong book.

The goat trusted the wrong book.

Tomasz Górski: forced evacuation march. Last confirmed sighting at Auschwitz gate. Destination and survival unknown. | Jonas Hesse: entered evacuation column shortly after Tomasz Górski. Subsequent route unknown. | Jakub Hesse: location unknown at liberation. No confirmed final sighting entered.

Lenka Weissová: remained in Auschwitz with infirmary group and Mirela Bienstock. Present at liberation. Future destination undecided.

Prague, 1995

UPA/95/UNSOL/41

ANDERSEN

Some stories are not retold. They are carried.

Graphite mark, spiral-like. Function unknown.

Only the cat climbs. Foxes burn.

Block 31

Lenka Weissová

Mirela Bienstock | Jonas Hesse | Tomasz Górski

Add what you know. Mark what you only think.

The main ledger remained with L.W.

Working hypothesis: post-war compilation containing some wartime material.

78431

HESSE, Jonas

The package should be treated as a curated post-war collection until demonstrated otherwise.

Curator unknown.

BIENSTOCK, MIRELA

WEISSOVÁ, L.

Companion reported as Weissová, L.

WEISSOVÁ, LENKA

Possible identity transition: Lenka Weissová → Helena Meissner. Basis currently circumstantial.

MEISSNER, HELENA

Dear Ms Meissner, | I am researching a group of unattributed materials concerning Block 31 and post-war child-survivor records. Your name has arisen in connection with a 1949 library employment file and an earlier record under the surname Weissová. I would be grateful for an opportunity to establish whether these records concern the same person.

ANONYMOUS BLOCK 31 MATERIAL

PROVENANCE DISPUTED

Prague, 1995 — Smíchov

Your name has arisen in connection with a 1949 library employment file and an earlier record under the surname Weissová. I would be grateful for an opportunity to establish whether these records concern the same person.

BLOCK 31 — DO NOT DISCARD BECAUSE YOU ARE TIRED OF IT

Mr Domański, | Thursday, 14:00. Bring copies only. Bring the photograph from the anonymous parcel if it is the one you described. Do not bring original camp material to my flat.

And do not call a curve a code until someone who used it tells you what it was used for.

Helena Meissner

formerly Lenka Weissová

Some stories are not retold. They are carried.

Reported seen after punishment detail. Source uncertain.

No confirmation found.

GOSIA — surname unknown. Tomasz's sister.

Tomasz Górski: forced evacuation march. Last confirmed sighting at Auschwitz gate. Destination and survival unknown. | Jonas Hesse: entered evacuation column shortly after Tomasz Górski. Subsequent route unknown. | Jakub Hesse: location unknown at liberation.

Lenka Weissová: remained in Auschwitz with infirmary group and Mirela Bienstock. Present at liberation. Future destination undecided.

Stopped using Lenka Weissová publicly in 1947. Helena Meissner formalised 1949.

Chapter 33: The Dictionary Problem | Prague, 1995

Direction.

Material / substrate.

Same maker may produce materially different forms. Similar forms may carry different meanings.

Gosia — roots beside names

Tomasz said she kept matches.

Mark present. Meaning unknown. Relationship to Gosia notation unproved.

LEWANDOWSKA, ZOFIA — DP TESTIMONY / 1946

Prisoner Górski spoke repeatedly of an elder sister called Gosia. Witness never met sister. Górski described her drawing root forms beside names and retaining burned matches as evidence of prior light.

Witness uncertain whether these accounts referred to events before deportation or to another camp.

Surname of Gosia unknown. Possibly Górska by family relationship — not confirmed.

Gosia: existence supported by Tomasz Górski's account as independently reported by Zofia Lewandowska in 1946 and later by Helena Meissner. No independent record of Gosia herself yet identified. Surname unknown. Fate unknown.

possible founder

ORIGIN?

EARLIEST KNOWN USES NOT YET ESTABLISHED.

Reported uses include danger / dropped message. Context dependent.

Helena recalls a child copying an open spiral decoratively; child possibly Eliška or Mirela. Identification uncertain.

Person / source.

BLOCK 31 MARKS — DOCUMENTED USES AND VARIATIONS

This document does not provide translations.

Meaning cannot be inferred from shape alone. Date, maker, material, location, intended recipient and surrounding action should be recorded where available. In some cases meaning remains unrecoverable.

Initial interview: Helena associated decorative open-spiral copy with Eliška or Mirela. Later same day she recalled Hana, then questioned whether Hana was maker or only the source of the story. Identification unresolved.

Gosia: existence supported indirectly by two witnesses reporting Tomasz Górski's account. No document has been identified that can be securely attributed to her. Do not assign authorship of later spiral conventions on present evidence.

Chapter 34: What the School Found | Prague, 1995

Curved incised mark on lid. Meaning unknown.

Seen by Hana

Zofia says

Jonas kept

Mirela remembers differently

Left ear missing.

Right.

Do not use mark alone. Ask who saw.

Tomasz — march | Jonas — march | Jakub — unknown

Lenka + Mirela remained

Zofia went west with papers.

Gershom

Gershom — unidentified. Role and association unestablished.

If the lists separate, compare people, not marks.

Zofia went west with papers.

Helena does not identify Gershom or recall a specific Block 31 association.

If the lists separate, compare people, not marks.

These records do not agree.

You may leave something here.

Lenka Weissová forged a trusted mark during an attempt to test information leakage. Aviel acted on the false instruction, was injured and later transferred. His subsequent fate is unknown.

My grandfather never talks about the war.

How do you know when a list is wrong?

Lenka Weissová / Helena Meissner | Identity relationship supported by witness testimony and records. Transition in public usage occurred gradually between 1947 and 1949.

Chapter 35: Retraction | Prague, 1995

TEMPORARY RETRACTION NOTICE | Interpretive claims concerning provenance, authorship, resistance organisation and the alleged “spiral system” are suspended pending formal review.

Public exhibition copies to be withdrawn until revised labels are approved.

SECRET CHILDREN'S CODE FOUND BENEATH PRAGUE SCHOOL

HESSE, JAKUB — ASSOCIATED PERSON

HESSE, JAKUB — POSSIBLE ASSOCIATION; BASIS DISPUTED

HESSE-J

JH15

1953.

Recovered Block 31 cache, dispersed before or during liberation.

dispersed before or during liberation.

Recovered from a post-war school foundation cavity. Contents include materials of different dates, some potentially wartime. Date and compiler of the cache remain unknown.

Jonas Hesse secretly preserved provenance samples while his brother Jakub Hesse manipulated camp records.

Jonas Hesse preserved material samples that later helped challenge one attribution made against Mirela Bienstock.

Records and testimony associate Jakub Hesse with administrative review, coercion and altered or disputed documents. The surviving material does not establish his authorship of every alteration attributed to him.

SHE WHO WASN'T SAVED | Anonymous

We learned to turn names until even the guards could not recognise them.

RETRACTED PENDING REVIEW

Physical material retained. Interpretation disputed.

Chapter 36: Disputed - Retain | Prague, 1995

DISPUTED — RETAIN

Prague, 1995

Known maker, where established. | Known physical source. | Recorded interpretations. | Uncertainties.

Lenka called this transport. I did not.

For us in Seventeen it meant the line had divided. Wait for a person before choosing.

Sometimes forced movement. Sometimes changed route. Depends who drew it.

Zofia Lewandowska, granddaughter of wartime Zofia Lewandowska, produced 1968 household notebook containing recollection of Block 17 mark. Grandmother's account differs from Helena Meissner's present interpretation.

Helena initially identified mark as forced movement/transport. 1968 Zofia Lewandowska note records Lenka using that interpretation but gives Block 17 usage as route divided / seek living confirmation. Both may have applied in different contexts.

Relationship between the two reported meanings unresolved.

Helena Meissner, first interview: forced transport / involuntary movement.

Zofia Lewandowska, written recollection, 1968: Lenka used transport interpretation; Block 17 users also understood the form as divided route / wait for living confirmation.

Current status: interpretation disputed. Context likely significant.

Lenka always wanted the mark to mean one thing long enough to save somebody. Mirela wanted the person to matter more than the mark. Usually Mirela won eventually.

Chapter 38: The Field Near Valtice | South Moravia, 1995

Valtice side. Before Austria. Packet left near broken third post. We could not carry everything.

Returned? Do not remember.

No wartime cache recovered. Search area limited by uncertain map alignment and later agricultural disturbance. The 1968 Lewandowska notation remains unverified.

Absence of recovered material neither confirms nor disproves the reported deposit.

DISPUTED — RETAIN

Placed in this orchard in 1995 by Marek Domański after the unsuccessful Valtice field search. This is a modern copy of the tribunal ruling. It is not wartime material.

Personal memorial act. No historical claim is intended by its placement here.

Valtice search: negative result.

Further excavation not recommended without additional documentary or material evidence.

Chapter 39: The Empty Case | Prague, 1995

The resemblance helped challenge the later attribution. It does not identify the person who copied the mark.

Mixed-provenance document containing wartime entries, post-war copying, later corrections and recollections. Some original source material no longer survives. Earlier and later interpretations are retained where known.

DISPUTED — RETAIN

forced movement / transport

route divided / seek living confirmation

Relationship between the reported meanings unresolved.

Nothing has been placed here.

You may respond if you wish.

DISPUTED — RETAIN

Chapter 40: The Open Door | Prague, 1995

DISPUTED — RETAIN.

Reported uses vary. Meaning of this specific mark remains uncertain.

Gosia: elder sister of Tomasz Górski, reported by Tomasz and independently recalled by Zofia Lewandowska in 1946. No document securely attributable to Gosia has been identified. Surname and fate remain unknown. Claims that she originated the spiral system are unsupported by current evidence.

My mother called the shape a road. I do not know where she learnt it.

BLOCK 31 — WORKING HYPOTHESIS

Copyright Notice for The Spiral Archive


Chapter 1: The Quiet Shelf

Breath, not dust, moved the pages.

Lenka Weissová crouched beneath the lower bunk with one shoulder pressed against the floorboards and her fingers resting on the loose plank where she hid the Andersen. Cold had worked through her skirt and settled into her knees. The plank had warped since the last inspection, enough that she had to ease one corner upward with a fingernail rather than risk the small wooden knock that might wake somebody three bunks away.

Kraus, Krása and Weiss had been burned or bartered for margarine. This book remained because Lenka had lied about it twice and once hidden it inside a mattress while a guard stood close enough for her to smell onion on his breath. She kept it less for Andersen than for the empty places around Andersen's words, because a margin could hold what a mouth could not.

She drew the volume out beneath the blanket. Her fingers had grown thinner during the winter, which made turning brittle pages easier and carrying laundry worse. A crack had opened across the middle knuckle of her right hand and reopened whenever the lye water found it.

Above her, Mirela shifted in sleep and coughed three times.

Lenka waited.

A boot scraped gravel outside near the latrine path, paused, then moved on. She did not turn towards the wall slit. Looking at the wrong moment could make a guard remember your face, and being remembered rarely improved anything.

She opened the Andersen.

Page eleven.

Thumbelina.

Someone had marked the outer margin.

The first thing Lenka saw was a grey pressure line, so faint that it vanished when she held the page flat. She angled the paper towards the weak light entering through the wall boards and found a tight clockwise spiral ending in a shallow dot.

Her hand stopped.

Tomasz used that form for danger with a message attached, but his spirals were never identical. He changed the pressure, broke a curve or left one side heavier than the other so a copied mark could be recognised. This one carried a jaggedness near the top loop that she did not remember.

At the lower corner of the page, somebody had added a tiny diagonal nick.

That mark was older.

Lenka knew where it pointed.

She reached beneath the cloth again and brought out the damaged Grimm volume. Its spine had been stitched twice, first with linen and later with thread stolen from a blanket hem. Page seventeen opened reluctantly beneath her thumb.

The Fox and the Cat.

In the margin, almost rubbed away:

Foxes burn. Only the cat climbs.

Lenka read the words twice. Tomasz had used them months earlier to indicate a route open to a single courier. The phrase belonged here, in the Grimm, and the diagonal nick in the Andersen meant somebody knew enough to connect the two books.

That troubled her more than the message itself.

“You found something.”

Mirela's voice came from above, thick with sleep but too alert to have been accidental.

Lenka closed the Grimm against her palm. “Go back to sleep.”

“You always say that when you find something.”

“Mirela.”

The girl shifted until her face appeared over the bunk edge, one cheek creased from the blanket. Her scarf had slipped halfway over her hair.

Lenka should have hidden the books. Instead she asked, “Have you seen that mark before?”

Mirela's eyes dropped to the Andersen.

“Which one?”

“The double spiral.”

A pause.

“On the Firebird.”

Lenka's stomach tightened.

The Firebird was a separate rebound story volume, barely a book at all, its surviving leaves stitched between two salvaged covers. Tomasz had used page twenty-three for the emergency escape mark once, after the latrine route collapsed and the woodpile became the only way through.

Lenka had removed that page after the inspection.

She had watched it burn.

“When?” she asked.

“Before you told me about Tomasz.”

“Mirela, think.”

“I am thinking.”

“Before he disappeared?”

The child nodded.

Lenka stood too quickly and struck the wooden slat above her. The bunk rattled. Mirela caught the edge of her blanket before it slipped to the floor.

Pain flashed across Lenka's scalp.

Mirela whispered, “That was loud.”

“I noticed.”

For a moment they stared at one another, and Mirela's mouth twitched despite herself. Then another footstep passed outside and whatever had almost become a smile disappeared.

Lenka returned the books beneath the plank and moved towards the laundry sacks hanging along the rear wall. Eleven belonged there. She counted again because tired people miscounted, then touched each damp bundle until she reached the last hook.

Twelve.

The extra sack sagged strangely.

Lenka crouched and pressed two fingers against the coarse cloth.

Something moved inside.

She held still long enough to hear water drip into the bucket beneath the washing rack. Mirela had climbed down from the bunk and now stood barefoot behind her.

A cough came from the sack.

Three short pulses.

Mirela's pattern.

Repeated.

Lenka pulled the mouth of the sack open.

Wet cloth collapsed against her hands. Nobody was inside. A strip of black coal had been used to write three words along the inner lining.

The cat climbs.

Lenka rubbed one letter with her thumb. Coal came away on her skin.

Somebody had entered the block, learned Mirela's cough and left again.

That frightened her more than finding a body would have.



Lenka did not sleep.

By first light the coal lettering had blurred where damp crept through the sack, and her eyes ached from trying to decide whether the hand belonged to Tomasz. She carried her laundry ration to the sorting shed with Mirela beside her, both of them joining the women whose hands were already red from cold water and soap that barely deserved the name.

Mirela worked at a knot in her scarf while they separated lice-infested wool from salvageable cloth.

“Is he coming back?”

Lenka kept her attention on a child's coat with one sleeve torn away.

“Who?”

Mirela gave her a look.

Lenka almost laughed, which felt dangerous in itself. “Keep sorting.”

She had prepared a message before dawn, written on paper thin enough to dissolve if soaked. When the woman beside her bent to retrieve a dropped bundle, Lenka pushed the slip into the lining of a wet overcoat waiting for redistribution.

Ravens wait in winter. Some wings do not return.

Tomasz had once written the first half inside the Firebird binding. Lenka had deliberately altered the second. If he found it and recognised what she had changed, he might answer. If somebody else intercepted it, the line would give them very little.

She carried a pail of grey water outside.

The Block 22 supply line had formed near the yard, men standing with sacks over their shoulders while a clerk checked numbers. Lenka kept her gaze low enough to avoid the tower and wide enough to watch movement at its edge.

A man near the rear of the line turned his wrist.

A burn scar crossed it.

Her pace faltered.

Tomasz.

Or a man thin enough and dirty enough to resemble him from twenty metres away.

His face remained half in shadow. He seemed to see her, though neither of them looked directly at the other. His mouth moved once.

Fox.

Lenka walked on.

The word had several meanings in their system, and that was suddenly the problem. Informant. Betrayal. Misdirection. Sometimes only the Grimm page itself.

She could no longer tell whether he had accused her or warned her.

That evening she found another message stitched into a drying rag. The cloth belonged to a child, its corner patched with blue thread. A loose counterclockwise spiral near the seam indicated that the contents were meant to be handled.

Inside was a name.

Jakub.

Lenka folded the rag around it immediately.

Jakub Hesse kept transport lists and damaged-book inventories, although he liked calling himself an archivist when guards were not listening. He traded information for broth, knew which new prisoners had arrived before the block clerks did, and occasionally smiled when asking questions that did not need answers.

He had asked about the Andersen six days earlier.

Lenka pushed the rag deep into her apron and crossed the sorting yard towards the latest book crate. A rusted ladder leaned unused against the far wall, and the ash pits beyond it carried a low chemical stink that caught in her throat whenever the wind shifted.

Jakub stood beside the crate.

He was tracing a curve in the dirt with the toe of his boot.

“Looking for something, Lenka?”

She stopped far enough away that he would have to raise his voice if he wanted the guards to hear.

“Laundry.”

“Of course.”

He moved aside. “I admire your little library.”

She said nothing.

“So much imagination,” he continued. “So few surviving pages.”

“I should get back.”

“You should.”

Neither of them moved.

Jakub bent towards her slightly. Burned bread clung to his breath beneath the sharper smell that always followed him from the infirmary records room.

“Page eleven of your Andersen has changed.”

Lenka kept both hands inside her apron pockets.

“Has it?”

“A smudge. New pressure in the paper.” He watched her face rather than the crate. “Archivists notice pressure. We notice when things have been handled.”

“I thought archivists noticed books.”

“We notice people first.”

His smile lasted a fraction too long.

Lenka shifted her weight.

Jakub glanced down. “There. You do that before you lie.”

“What?”

“Lean left.”

She almost corrected her stance, caught herself and stayed where she was.

Jakub laughed under his breath. “Better.”

He walked away, leaving a half-finished curve in the dirt.

Lenka waited until he disappeared behind the supply shed before touching the crate.

Most of the books inside were beyond saving. Damp bindings came apart under her fingers, and one volume shed blackened paper across her apron when she lifted it. Beneath a mould-stained Grimm cover she found a folded sheet that did not belong to the pile.

A page from Andersen's The Snow Queen.

It had been folded backwards.

Lenka opened it carefully.

At the lower corner sat a double spiral.

The same emergency form Mirela remembered from the missing Firebird page.

Lenka slipped the sheet beneath her blouse.

Someone had not merely copied Tomasz's marks.

They knew which marks she would recognise.



The candle in the sorting shed was scarcely longer than Lenka's thumb. Tomasz had smuggled it inside a hollow spool, though she did not ask what he had traded for the wax.

He crouched opposite her beside two rusted buckets while she placed the Snow Queen page between them.

“You folded this?”

Tomasz shook his head.

Lenka watched his face rather than his hands.

“You were in the Block 22 line.”

A pause.

“I saw you.”

He nodded.

“You called me Fox.”

His head came up sharply. This time the denial was immediate.

Lenka's fingers tightened around the page. “Then somebody standing where you were called me Fox.”

Tomasz extended his hand.

She gave him the paper.

He turned it towards the candle and examined the double spiral without touching the graphite residue. Then he took a pencil stub from his coat, held it beside the mark as though comparing pressure and shook his head again.

“What about the Firebird page?” Lenka asked. “Mirela saw the same mark before you disappeared.”

Tomasz looked towards the door.

“That isn't an answer.”

He rarely spoke unless the alternative seemed worse. Tonight he seemed to be weighing both.

Instead, he reached into his coat and removed a strip of blanket cloth.

Lenka recognised the stitching before she recognised the fabric.

Mirela's.

She snatched it from him.

A spiral had been sewn into the hem with soot-dark thread. The outer curve was clumsy, its centre broken where the needle had missed the weave.

“Where did you get this?”

“Laundry cart.”

His voice sounded scraped raw.

“Who stitched it?”

“I don't know.”

“She wouldn't know this mark.”

Tomasz looked at her.

“Children copy what they think is safe.”

Lenka's anger came so quickly that she almost missed the fear underneath it. “Safe? They think this is safe because they see us using it.”

He rubbed his thumb against one knuckle.

“You let them see enough.”

“So did you.”

That landed.

Tomasz looked away first.

A shape moved beyond the shed window.

Lenka lowered the candle flame with her hand and edged towards the doorway. Near the latrine path, Jakub was crouched in the ash with a stick. A child stood opposite him.

Lenka could not see the mark clearly, only the slow circular movement of Jakub's hand.

Then he gave the child a folded book.

She turned back. “We stop him.”

Tomasz remained where he was.

“Now.”

“No.”

She crossed the space between them. “He's giving them something.”

“And if you run across that yard?”

“I don't care.”

“I do.”

His answer came quietly enough to make her angrier.

Tomasz took her wrist, not tenderly but to stop her moving towards the door. The contact lasted only a second before she pulled free.

“I can alter the page,” he said. “If Jakub is testing a copied mark, we make the copy useless.”

“And the child?”

“We don't know what the child is carrying.”

“That is exactly the problem.”

He picked up the Snow Queen page and folded it once, then unfolded it and made a different crease through the false double spiral. The pressure line broke where the fold crossed it.

“A damaged mark,” he said. “Nobody should trust it.”

“Should.”

Tomasz met her eyes.

Lenka took the page from him. “You still think everyone reads the system the way you do.”

Something moved in his jaw.

“That includes you.”

She wanted to deny it.

Instead she tucked the Snow Queen page inside her coat.

By the time she returned to Block 31, Mirela was awake beneath the blanket with a matchstick between her fingers. She had blackened its end in the stove and was drawing on a scrap of linen.

“A fox,” Mirela said before Lenka asked.

Lenka sat beside her.

The animal had crooked legs and one ear much larger than the other. Its tail curved around the cloth in a loose spiral.

“What is it stealing?”

“Light.”

“Why?”

Mirela shrugged. “Because fire burns his mouth.”

Lenka looked more closely at the tail.

The spiral did not match Tomasz's hand. It did not match hers either. Mirela had changed the centre, opening it instead of closing it with a dot.

“How does the story end?”

“He hides the light in a cave.”

“And then?”

“The girl finds it.”

“Which girl?”

Mirela bent over the linen again. “I haven't named her.”

Lenka reached into her scarf and found the pencil stub Tomasz had given her months earlier.

For several seconds she held it above the cloth.

Mirela kept drawing.

Chapter 2: Margins in the Ash

Ash had soaked into the book's edge before Lenka found it on the infirmary steps.

It lay wrapped in damp cloth beside the wall, close enough to the door that anyone leaving with a bucket would have seen it. A child's bootprint crossed the back cover in drying mud. The sole pattern was ordinary Block 31 issue, but the third eyelet had left a crooked drag where the lace had snapped.

Mirela's left boot.

Lenka stayed against the frost-slick wall and watched the yard instead of bending for the book. A guard had passed less than a minute earlier. From inside the infirmary came a wet cough, followed by the scrape of metal against a basin and a woman's irritated whisper. Nobody emerged.

She waited until the supply cart blocked the nearest sightline, then crouched as though fixing her shoe.

The cloth came away cold and greasy in her hands.

Grimm's Tales.

The same patched edition whose page seventeen carried The Fox and the Cat. Its linen stitching was damp but intact. Lenka slipped the volume beneath her apron and continued towards the laundry shed without increasing her pace.

Only when the door closed behind her did she examine it properly.

Three shallow pressure marks had been pressed into the inside cover. One resembled Tomasz's warning spiral. Another remained unfinished, the curve fading where the hand had lost confidence. Beside them sat a small diagonal nick, the reference they had once used when a message pointed towards a different volume.

Lenka opened page seventeen.

The fox stared towards the tree while the cat climbed beyond its reach. Someone had rubbed the margin hard enough to roughen the paper, and a faint line emerged when she angled the page towards the window.

Only the cat climbs.

The words themselves told her little. Tomasz had used them before. What mattered was what had been added underneath.

She trusted the fox. She climbed anyway.

Lenka lowered the book.

She knew that sentence.

Months earlier, after a transport took a red-haired girl from the children's block, Lenka had written those words on the back of a ration wrapper while waiting outside the laundry shed. She had been angry with herself for writing them at all. The sentence explained too much and helped nobody, so she had crumpled the wrapper and thrown it into the stove basket.

Someone had retrieved it before it burned.

The possibility sat more heavily than any spiral.

She checked the Grimm again. There was no Firebird story hidden inside it, no wandering page pretending to belong where it did not. The diagonal nick on page seventeen merely pointed elsewhere.

Towards the separately rebound Firebird volume.

Page twenty-three.

Lenka had not brought it with her.

She was still thinking about the missing ration wrapper when Mirela appeared in the doorway.

The girl had wrapped cloth around her feet instead of putting on her damaged boots. Her scarf hung loose at her throat, and one side of her face was marked from sleep.

“You found it.”

Lenka held up the Grimm. “Did you leave this at the infirmary?”

Mirela's eyes dropped to the bootprint.

“I stepped on it.”

“That wasn't what I asked.”

“I didn't leave it there.”

Lenka watched her.

Mirela sighed. “I was carrying water. It was already on the step.”

“Why didn't you tell me?”

“Because you would've taken it.”

“I have taken it.”

“Yes.”

Mirela's answer came so quickly that Lenka almost smiled.

Instead she opened the volume to a blank endpaper and handed it over. “Show me what you saw yesterday.”

Mirela found the pencil behind her ear.

She drew slowly.

The first curve resembled Tomasz's counterclockwise safe-exchange mark, but the centre opened wider than his and the tail bent outward instead of closing with a dot.

Lenka touched the page beside it. “Who taught you?”

“The quiet boy.”

“What quiet boy?”

“The one near the nursery wall.”

“There are twelve boys near the nursery wall.”

“He doesn't stay with them.”

“Name.”

Mirela shook her head. “He doesn't use one.”

Lenka's patience thinned. “What does he use?”

The pencil stopped.

“Shadow Fox.”

The words were ridiculous enough that Lenka wanted to dismiss them. Mirela's expression stopped her.

“What did he tell you?”

“That stories don't belong to the people who hide them.”

Lenka took the pencil from her.

“And?”

“He said yours have the wrong endings.”

That hurt more than it should have.

Mirela reached for the Grimm, but Lenka closed it.

“Where did you see him last?”

The girl looked towards the window.

“He said if I brought you, he wouldn't come back.”

“That may be sensible.”

“Lenka.”

“Tonight.”

Mirela frowned.

“When the yard goes quiet,” Lenka said. “You show me where.”

The girl nodded, though not happily.

Lenka slipped the Grimm beneath her apron again. On its blank endpaper, Mirela's altered spiral remained unfinished.

She left it there.



Mirela had wrapped her feet in two layers of rag by the time they crossed behind the latrine pit after curfew.

The nursery ruins lay beyond a section of damaged wall that guards rarely bothered to inspect. One corner of the roof had collapsed months earlier, and damp had turned the floor black in patches. Lenka smelled mould before she reached the entrance.

Mirela touched her sleeve.

“There.”

A book rested beneath the lowest part of the broken wall.

It had been placed rather than hidden.

The original cover was gone. Somebody had bound the remaining pages between two pieces of thin board and tied them with dirty thread. A spiral marked the front, drawn in a brown-red smear that Lenka first thought was paint.

She touched the edge with one finger.

Dried blood.

Not much. Probably a cut thumb dragged in a circle.

Below it, written in uneven block letters:

The Tale of the Girl Who Trusted the Wrong Fox.

Lenka glanced at Mirela.

“You've read this?”

“Some.”

“How much?”

“I stopped when Thumbelina killed the mole.”

Lenka opened the cover.

The stories were familiar, but their endings had been altered in pencil and soot. Hansel abandoned Gretel at the oven. Thumbelina trapped the mole underground. A fox persuaded a firebird to destroy its own nest.

The drawings were clumsy. The writing changed size from page to page, suggesting more than one hand.

“Did Shadow Fox write all of this?”

“He said he did.”

“That wasn't my question.”

Mirela shifted her weight.

“I saw Hana draw one.”

“Which one?”

“The bird.”

Lenka looked again.

So much for one mysterious author.

She turned several pages more carefully.

Beside the changed endings were copied spiral marks, but none followed Tomasz's system consistently. One child had reversed a warning sign. Another had placed an evacuation mark beside a story about food. A third had drawn a broken spiral through a picture of a guard.

The symbols were becoming decoration, instruction and threat at the same time.

Mirela crouched beside her.

“He says the old stories lie.”

“Who?”

“The boy.”

“And you believe him?”

“I think some stories lie.”

Lenka looked at her.

Mirela picked at the frayed cloth around her foot. “Hansel should've come back for Gretel.”

“That isn't what happens.”

“That's why I said should.”

A board creaked somewhere deeper in the ruin.

Lenka closed the book.

Neither of them moved.

A second scrape followed, then the quick scuttle of something small beneath fallen timber. Rat, most likely. Lenka waited anyway.

When nothing else came, she reopened the book and examined the rewritten tales more closely.

At first they seemed to predict events in the camp.

Two brothers disappeared, and Hansel abandoned Gretel. The story cupboard burned, and the Firebird destroyed its nest. Jakub vanished from the ration yard for several hours, and Thumbelina buried the mole.

Then Lenka noticed the order of the marks.

One page carried soot laid over an older grease stain. Another used pencil that matched the batch distributed after the cupboard fire.

The stories had been changed afterwards.

Someone was taking things the children already feared and turning them into evidence that the stories knew what would happen next.

Lenka felt anger before fear.

It was a clever trick because frightened children supplied the rest themselves.

“Did he ever tell you to do something because of one of these stories?”

Mirela shook her head.

“Did he tell anyone else?”

“I don't know.”

“Think.”

“He told Leo not to go near the boiler after the fox lost its tail.”

“Did Leo go?”

“No.”

“Why?”

Mirela stared at the altered page. “Because the story said so.”

There it was.

Lenka closed the book again.

She had wanted symbols that guards would overlook. Children were beginning to obey them without knowing where they came from.

A noise sounded outside.

This time it was a boot.

Lenka shoved the book beneath her coat and pulled Mirela behind the broken wall. They crouched close enough that Mirela's shoulder pressed into her ribs.

The footsteps passed without stopping.

Mirela whispered, “Are you angry with me?”

Lenka almost said no.

“Yes.”

The girl stiffened.

“I'm also angry with Tomasz, and with whoever made this.” Lenka adjusted the cloth around Mirela's foot where it had begun to loosen. “Those things can all be true.”

Mirela watched her retie the knot.

“Are you taking the book?”

“Yes.”

“I knew you would.”

This time Lenka did smile, briefly.

Then they moved.



Tomasz stood beside the laundry line at dawn with a spool of thread turning between his fingers.

Lenka waited until two women passed between them before approaching. The repaired storybook stayed hidden beneath her coat.

“You need to see something.”

He followed her towards the sorting shed.

Inside, Lenka placed the book on the table.

Tomasz stopped turning the spool.

Recognition came before he touched it.

“You've seen this before,” she said.

He looked towards the door.

“Tomasz.”

“I made the cover.”

“When?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“For what?”

He rested the spool on the table. “Training.”

The word irritated her immediately.

“For whom?”

“Couriers.”

“Children.”

“Three of them.”

“Names.”

His jaw tightened.

“Names.”

“Hana. Marek from Block Twenty-three. A boy called Leo.”

Lenka thought of Mirela saying Leo had avoided the boiler because a story told him to.

“You taught them the spiral system.”

“Pieces of it.”

“That is not better.”

“We needed hands.”

“You needed obedience.”

His eyes lifted.

“That isn't fair.”

“Isn't it?”

“No.” Tomasz lowered his voice. “People were disappearing. Messages stopped moving. I showed three older children how to recognise four marks and two folds. That was all.”

“And then?”

“Hana showed someone.”

“Who?”

“I don't know.”

“Leo?”

“Maybe.”

“Mirela?”

He shook his head.

Lenka pushed the rewritten book towards him.

“They're changing the stories now.”

Tomasz opened it.

He read three pages without speaking. His thumb paused beside the false evacuation mark.

“I didn't teach this.”

“You taught enough for someone to invent it.”

His face closed.

Lenka regretted the sentence almost as soon as she said it, which did not make it less true.

Tomasz turned another page. “The handwriting changes.”

“I saw that.”

“So Shadow Fox isn't one child.”

“Or one child wants us to believe he has help.”

Tomasz looked up.

That possibility had not occurred to him.

Good.

Lenka leaned against the table. Fatigue had begun to pull behind her eyes, and the cut across her knuckle opened when she flexed her hand.

“We stop teaching them.”

“Yes.”

“We recover every training copy.”

“If we can.”

“We keep Mirela out.”

Tomasz hesitated.

Lenka saw it.

“What?”

“You can't keep her out.”

“I can try.”

“You've already taught her by hiding things in front of her.”

The words found their mark.

Lenka looked away.

Tomasz touched one of the copied spirals. “If we change the signs tonight, they'll copy the new signs tomorrow.”

“Then we need something they haven't seen.”

She took his pencil and drew three connected curves on the blank inside cover. The first tightened inward, the second broke, the third opened away from the centre.

Tomasz studied it.

“What does it mean?”

“I don't know yet.”

“That will help.”

She almost snapped at him, then heard the dryness in his voice.

“Fine. It means don't trust the other marks.”

“Who knows that?”

“We do.”

“Exactly.”

A code understood by two people could protect two people. It could also leave everyone else outside.

She rubbed the heel of her hand across the graphite until the three curves became a grey stain.

Tomasz said nothing.

From outside came the rattle of the first laundry cart and Mirela's voice arguing with someone about a missing button.

Lenka closed the book.

“For now, no new spiral.”

Tomasz picked up the thread spool.

“And Shadow Fox?”

“We find out whether there is one.”

He nodded once.

Lenka tucked the damaged storybook beneath her coat. She had entered the shed wanting a better system.

She left with none.

––––––––
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Chapter 3: The Listening Wall

Dust moved through the breach before the wind reached Lenka's face.

She stood inside the east corridor where shelling had taken half the nursery wall the previous spring. Frost filled the cracks between blocks, and broken reinforcement rods leaned out of the concrete at angles that caught coats and skin. Children used the place because adults avoided it. Guards disliked unstable walls almost as much as prisoners did.

Lenka had come because three children repeated one of the altered nursery stories during roll call.

A fourth had changed it.

That was worse.

She crouched behind a stack of dented storage pails and removed the loose page from Andersen's The Snow Queen. The sheet had become page twenty-four of the volume after somebody inserted it where an older leaf had been cut away. The backwards fold remained from the message she had found beneath Jakub's book crate.

Someone had handled it again.

Along the lower margin, candle wax had been rubbed across the paper and allowed to harden. A second spiral had been traced through the wax with something narrow, perhaps sewing wire. The line crossed the earlier emergency mark but didn't match it.

Lenka scraped a little wax free with her thumbnail.

A thread had been pressed beneath it.

She pulled gently.

Three knots.

Pause.

Two knots.

Then one.

A child's attempt at converting the old cough signal into touch.

That alone might have meant nothing. Children copied whatever looked important.

The writing beneath it did.

Lenka angled the sheet towards the weak light.

Some wings do not return.

Her own sentence.

She had written it two days earlier and hidden it in the lining of a soaked overcoat. Tomasz knew the original phrase, but she had changed the ending deliberately. Nobody else should have recognised the alteration as hers.

Someone had intercepted the coat.

Or the woman who found it had shown another prisoner.

Or Mirela had seen Lenka write it.

There were too many routes now.

Lenka folded the Snow Queen page carefully and replaced it inside her coat.

A wire clicked against brick behind her.

She turned.

Low on the wall, somebody had pushed a length of copper-coloured scrap into the mortar. It curved through two uneven loops before disappearing beneath a broken tile. Beside it were three soot marks placed at finger height.

Lenka touched the first.

A faint vibration travelled through the wire.

Someone on the other side of the wall was tapping.

Three knocks.

Pause.

Three again.

Mirela's cough pattern.

Lenka pressed two fingers against the wire.

The tapping stopped.

She waited.

A child's whisper came through the gap in the masonry.

“The cat is being watched.”

Lenka moved closer.

“Who is there?”

Nothing.

She crossed to the broken opening and looked around the corner.

The narrow passage beyond it was empty.

A strip of cloth lay on the ground where the wall met the floor. Lenka recognised the coarse brown weave used for children's blanket repairs. Someone had drawn a loose spiral on it in soot.

She folded the cloth into her fist.

Nobody had built a machine.

Nobody needed one.

A wall, a wire and a frightened child were enough.

She returned to the sorting shed with the Snow Queen page under her blouse and the blanket strip in her pocket.

Tomasz sat beside a bucket of blood-stained wool, separating reusable thread from cloth that had gone too stiff to save. He glanced at Lenka once and returned to his hands.

“They found my message.”

That got his attention.

She placed the Snow Queen page between them.

Tomasz examined the wax, the trapped thread and the altered spiral.

“Where?”

“East corridor.”

He touched one knot.

“Children?”

“Someone small enough to whisper through the break.”

“Shadow Fox?”

“I don't know if Shadow Fox exists.”

Tomasz almost smiled.

Lenka did not.

“They copied Mirela's cough again.”

His expression changed.

She placed the brown cloth beside the page. “And someone repeated the line I planted in the overcoat.”

Tomasz sat back.

“Then Jakub has the route.”

“Or one of the women does.”

“Or a child.”

“Exactly.”

For several seconds neither spoke.

Then Tomasz reached into his coat.

The piece of tin he removed was smaller than Lenka's palm and cut from the side of a food container. One edge had been filed into shallow teeth.

She picked it up carefully.

“What is this?”

“A test.”

“For whom?”

“Jakub.”

Tomasz took the tin back and turned it over. Scratched across the centre was a crude spiral copied from the false marks appearing around Block 31.

Below it, in cramped letters:

Mimic this and lose your voice.

Lenka frowned. “Dramatic.”

“He likes stories.”

“He likes evidence.”

“He likes thinking he understands things before everyone else does.”

She touched the serrated edge.

“And this?”

“If he handles it carelessly, he cuts his thumb.”

“So?”

“So we see who handles his papers afterwards.”

Lenka understood.

A blood mark transferred to a page, a rag or a ledger would show whether the object had moved through Jakub's hands. Crude, uncertain, but possible.

“And if somebody else touches it first?”

Tomasz did not answer immediately.

That should have been enough.

Instead Lenka asked, “Can you get it to him directly?”

“Yes.”

“Then do that.”

His eyes lifted to hers.

“You're agreeing?”

“I'm tired of waiting for him to choose the next page.”

Tomasz wrapped the tin in linen.

Lenka watched him knot it shut.

Neither of them said what they had just decided to risk.



Jakub stood at the ration line before noon, distributing soap flakes from a wooden crate.

Lenka joined behind two girls from Block 19. One had a split lip. The other kept rubbing her hands together inside sleeves that were too short.

Tomasz had wanted to deliver the tin himself.

Lenka had refused.

Jakub needed to believe it came from her.

When she reached the crate, he lifted the scoop.

“No soap?” he asked.

“I have something else.”

His eyes flicked towards her apron.

Lenka took out the linen parcel.

“For me?”

“For whoever thinks he understands the marks.”

Jakub's mouth moved into something almost friendly.

He accepted it.

Lenka stepped aside but remained close enough to watch while he loosened the knot.

The tin turned once between his fingers.

Then he hissed.

A red bead formed across his thumb.

Jakub inspected the cut, then the message.

“Mimic this and lose your voice.”

He looked at Lenka.

“Threatening me now?”

“Reading.”

“Whose hand?”

“You're the archivist.”

His smile disappeared.

He wrapped the tin again and tucked it into his coat.

Lenka walked away before he could ask another question.

Behind the storage shed, Tomasz waited with his hands buried under his arms for warmth.

“He took it.”

“Cut?”

“Yes.”

“How badly?”

“Enough.”

Tomasz nodded.

Lenka should have felt satisfaction.

Instead she remembered the child whispering through the broken wall.

That evening she checked three transport sheets and two discarded ration slips. No blood appeared.

Jakub had been more careful than Tomasz hoped.

The test had proved only that Jakub possessed the tin.

Near lights-out, Lenka heard children whispering at the far end of Block 31.

She sat up.

Mirela was already awake above her.

“What?”

Mirela pointed.

A boy stood beside one of the bunks with two younger children around him. He had scratched something into the wall.

Lenka moved closer.

The copied spiral was crude but recognisable.

Below it:

Mimic this and lose your voice.

Her stomach tightened.

“Where did you see that?” she asked.

The boy turned.

Eleven, perhaps. Dark hair clipped badly at one side. She knew his face but not his name.

He glanced towards the door.

“On Jakub's paper.”

“What paper?”

“He showed someone.”

“Who?”

The boy shrugged.

Mirela came up behind Lenka. “That's Jonas.”

Jonas looked annoyed at being named.

Lenka rubbed the writing from the wall with her sleeve.

“Don't copy that again.”

“Why?”

“Because you don't know what it means.”

“You gave it to Jakub.”

“That doesn't make it yours.”

The words were barely out before Lenka heard how they sounded.

Jonas heard it too.

His mouth tightened.

“You said stories don't belong to the people who hide them.”

“I never said that.”

“Someone did.”

A boot struck the door.

Every child moved.

A Kapo entered first, followed by a guard whose coat smelled of wet wool and tobacco. The Kapo saw the grey smear on the wall, then Jonas's blackened fingers.

“What were you writing?”

Jonas said nothing.

The guard stepped closer.

Lenka lowered her eyes.

“Answer him.”

Jonas swallowed.

He looked at the wall.

Then at Lenka.

“Mimic this and lose your voice.”

The Kapo grabbed him by the throat.

Jonas's head struck the bunk post.

Mirela flinched beside Lenka.

The Kapo tightened his grip. “Clever?”

Jonas clawed at the man's wrist.

The guard laughed once.

Lenka moved before she had decided to.

“He copied it from me.”

The Kapo looked over.

Tomasz, standing near the rear wall, gave the smallest shake of his head.

Too late.

Lenka continued. “A laundry mark. He thought it was writing.”

The Kapo shoved Jonas away.

The boy collapsed against the bunk, coughing.

The guard stared at Lenka long enough to make her regret breathing.

Then he pointed at the wall.

“Clean it.”

She nodded.

They left.

Jonas remained on the floor with both hands against his throat.

Tomasz crossed the block after the door closed.

He crouched beside the boy.

“Can you breathe?”

Jonas nodded.

“Speak.”

His mouth opened.

Only a rasp came out.

Lenka knelt opposite Tomasz.

Jonas tried again.

Pain folded his face.

“Enough,” she said.

He pushed her hand away.



By morning the swelling around Jonas's throat had darkened.

He could breathe, swallow with difficulty and produce a rough whisper if he forced it, but each attempt made him cough until his eyes watered. The infirmary orderly examined him for less than a minute and sent him back with a cup of warm water.

“No fracture,” Tomasz said later behind the latrine wall.

“That is supposed to help?”

“No.”

“He copied our warning.”

“Our threat.”

“He got hurt because he repeated it.”

“He got hurt because a Kapo grabbed him.”

“And why was he repeating it?”

Tomasz rubbed both hands over his face.

Lenka had not seen him sleep since the previous morning.

“The tin was for Jakub.”

“Children don't know which marks are for Jakub.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

His head came up.

She expected anger.

What she saw was worse.

Shame.

Tomasz leaned back against the wall. “I thought if he cut himself, we'd trace the paper.”

“And instead?”

“We taught Jonas that the line mattered.”

Lenka turned away.

A cart rattled beyond the latrine path. Somewhere in Block 22, a woman shouted at somebody to move faster.

Ordinary sounds.

Lenka wanted them.

She wanted a world where soap, bread and bad shoes were enough to argue about.

That night she went to Jonas's bunk.

He sat with a blanket around his shoulders and a pencil resting across his knees. Mirela had left a tin cup beside him.

Lenka sat on the floor.

Jonas did not acknowledge her.

She placed a clean scrap of paper on his blanket.

He picked up the pencil.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then he drew a spiral.

The line began tightly, broke near the centre and turned outward in a rough hook.

It resembled a question mark more than any code Lenka knew.

Jonas tapped the page.

Once.

Then again.

Lenka reached for the pencil but stopped before touching it.

“What does it mean?”

Jonas tried to answer.

His damaged voice failed him.

He frowned, turned the paper over and drew the mark again.

Slower this time.

Lenka watched until he finished.

Then she pushed the pencil back towards him.

He kept it.

Chapter 4: The Spiral That Doesn’t Speak

Steam hung low in the wash room of Block 31, turning the cracked tiles slick beneath Lenka’s shoes. Four children sat along the wall with charcoal-blackened fingers and a torn bedsheet spread between them. Jonas sat nearest the drain, his bruised throat wrapped in cloth that had once been white.

Lenka had abandoned spoken signals.

For three days she had watched children repeat phrases because the phrases sounded important, then watched Jonas pay for one. She would not give them another sentence that could be overheard, copied or recited at the wrong moment.

She dragged one finger through soot on the bedsheet.

A loose curve.

Nothing more.

Hana frowned. “That’s all?”

“That’s enough.”

“For what?”

“For knowing where to stand.”

Lenka placed her heel beside the mark and took two steps to the left, paused, then moved behind the nearest wash trough. From the doorway, her path looked like ordinary work.

Mirela understood first.

“It’s not the drawing.”

Lenka looked at her.

“It’s what you do after it.”

“Sometimes.”

Hana tried the movement too quickly and slipped on the wet tile. Her hand struck the trough, sending a tin cup clattering across the floor.

Every child froze.

Lenka grabbed the cup before it reached the doorway.

Nobody came.

Hana stared at her grazed palm.

“That,” Lenka whispered, “is why we do it slowly.”

Mirela covered her mouth, trying not to laugh.

Even Jonas smiled.

The expression hurt him. His hand rose automatically to his throat.

Lenka’s amusement disappeared.

She crouched in front of him. “You don’t have to do this.”

Jonas picked up a piece of charcoal.

He drew the same loose curve, then tapped the floor twice.

“What?”

He pointed towards the doorway, touched his ear and made the curve again.

Are they watching this too?

Lenka hesitated.

She could tell him no.

She could also lie.

Instead she wiped half the soot away with her sleeve.

“We assume they are.”

Jonas nodded.

Lenka changed the exercise.

No catalogue of symbols. No names such as Anchor or Seed for children to repeat until the labels became doctrine. She gave them only practical relationships.

A mark beside a bucket meant: look before crossing.

A loose knot in thread meant: this object has passed through another hand.

Two taps beneath a cart meant: wait.

The same marks meant nothing if placed somewhere else.

Context mattered more than shape.

“That’s harder,” Hana complained.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because easy things get copied.”

Mirela glanced at Jonas.

“So do hard things.”

Lenka looked at her.

The girl shrugged.

She was right.

By the end of the lesson, each child could move from the wash room to the corridor without repeating a spoken cue. None performed the route exactly alike.

That pleased Lenka more than it should have.

Tomasz waited beside the slag bin after the laundry bell.

His left hand was wrapped around a spool of tea-stained thread. When Lenka joined him, he gave her the spool without explanation.

Three knots had been tied close together near one end.

“Children are passing these now,” he said.

“Which children?”

“More than the four you taught.”

Lenka turned the thread between her fingers.

“How many?”

“I don’t know.”

“That answer is becoming a habit.”

“So is yours.”

She looked at him.

He nodded towards the spool. “They’ve started adding their own differences. One child knots close to the edge. Another burns the thread after tying it. Jonas folds his under.”

“Jonas?”

“I saw him trading one near the ration shed.”

Lenka exhaled.

“He can barely speak.”

“That may be why he likes thread.”

A reasonable answer.

It still irritated her.

“And Jakub?”

Tomasz rubbed at a split in the skin beside his thumb. “Watching.”

“Of course.”

“He copied Hana’s route yesterday.”

Lenka went still.

“How much?”

“Three steps, pause, trough.”

“And?”

“Nothing. Because there was nothing to find.”

That gave her an idea.

Tomasz recognised the change in her face.

“No.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You don’t need to.”

She handed the spool back. “We give him a route.”

“A false one.”

“An empty one.”

Tomasz’s expression stayed hard.

Lenka understood why.

The tin-disc trick had already put Jonas on the floor.

“No blades,” she said. “No message. No threat. He follows it and wastes his time.”

“And when a child copies it?”

“They waste their time too.”

“That can still get them caught.”

“Then we build it somewhere children don’t need to go.”

Tomasz considered that.

“The old stove corridor.”

Lenka nodded.

No books were stored there. No food passed through. The broken chimney had made the place useless except during inspection overflow.

“A dead route.”

“A boring route.”

“Better.”

They laid it that evening.

Three soot marks beside the broken pipe. A length of thread pressed into cracked grout. One turn left, one right, then a stop at a wall where nothing had ever been hidden.

Lenka stood back.

It looked important.

She disliked how easily importance could be manufactured.

“Too neat,” Tomasz said.

He rubbed one mark with his sleeve.

“Better.”

They left it.



Jakub noticed the route before breakfast the following day.

Lenka saw him from behind a stack of wet sheets.

He crouched beside the broken stove pipe with his red-tipped pencil tucked behind one ear. For several minutes he did nothing except study the soot.

Then he tried the first movement.

Three steps.

Pause.

Turn.

He reached the blank wall.

Lenka expected anger.

Jakub simply went back and tried again.

This time he added a hand gesture he had seen Hana use.

Nothing.

A third attempt brought him to the same patch of brick.

Tomasz watched from farther down the corridor.

“He’ll know.”

“Know what?”

“That it’s empty.”

“That’s the point.”

Jakub crouched again.

He ran one gloved finger across the wall, then examined the dust it left behind. After that he looked down.

Lenka followed his gaze.

Jonas stood at the far end of the corridor carrying a bucket.

He had stopped when he saw Jakub.

For a moment neither moved.

Then Jakub said, “Come here.”

Lenka’s stomach tightened.

Jonas obeyed.

Jakub pointed at the soot marks.

“You know these?”

Jonas shook his head.

Jakub looked at his throat bandage.

“Can you speak?”

A rasp came out.

Jakub’s face changed.

Not sympathy.

Recognition.

He crouched so they were almost level.

“Jonas.”

The boy stiffened.

Jakub knew his name.

That was not remarkable in itself; he handled lists.

What followed was.

A second child appeared behind Jonas, Hana’s younger cousin with charcoal on two fingers. Jakub seized the child’s wrist immediately.

“Where did you get that?”

The boy stammered.

Jakub slapped him.

Once.

Hard enough to turn his head.

Jonas still had soot on his own thumb.

Jakub saw it.

Lenka knew he saw it.

Yet he released the younger boy, stood and said to Jonas only, “Go.”

Jonas picked up his bucket.

He did not look back.

Lenka waited until Jakub left before moving.

Tomasz found her near the laundry wall.

“You saw.”

“Yes.”

“He knew Jonas.”

“He knows everyone.”

“He didn’t treat him like everyone.”

Lenka looked towards the corridor where Jonas had vanished.

Tomasz started to say something else.

She stopped him.

“Not yet.”

One unexplained kindness from Jakub did not make a truth.

But Lenka stored it.

That evening the children gathered again in the wash room.

This time Lenka did not stand at the front.

Mirela did.

She had tied the frayed end of her scarf around two fingers and was dragging it through soot on the floor.

The line curved inward.

Paused.

Then turned back on itself and opened in the opposite direction.

Lenka watched.

“Do that again.”

Mirela looked up.

“Why?”

“Because I want to see it.”

The girl repeated the mark.

Loose curve.

Turn.

Return.

Tomasz crouched near the door.

“That’s not one of ours.”

“I know.”

Lenka knelt beside Mirela. “Who showed you?”

“Nobody.”

“Where did you see it?”

“I didn’t.”

Lenka waited.

Mirela rolled her eyes. “I made it.”

“What does it mean?”

The girl thought about that.

“This side is when you keep going.”

She touched one tail.

“And this?”

“When you don’t.”

“That’s all?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Jonas, sitting against the wall, reached for the charcoal.

He copied Mirela’s mark badly. His fork came too early, leaving one path much shorter than the other.

Mirela leaned across to correct him.

Lenka caught her wrist.

“Leave it.”

Mirela frowned.

“It’s wrong.”

“According to who?”

Lenka released her.

Jonas looked between them, then added a small dot beside the shorter branch.

His own addition.

Tomasz said quietly, “Now what does it mean?”

Jonas touched his chest, pointed towards the doorway, then towards the floor.

Lenka could not understand him.

Neither could Mirela.

Jonas smiled anyway.

For the first time since his injury, the failure to understand did not frighten Lenka.

It meant the mark was not hers to classify.

Later, after the others had gone, she found Mirela’s fork spiral drawn again on the corner of the bedsheet.

Beside it sat Jonas’s uneven copy.

Lenka had brought charcoal to erase both.

She left them where they were.

––––––––
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Chapter 5: Whispered Binding

The mess line moved by inches around Block 18.

Lenka stood five bodies from the bread cart with her ration tin pressed against her ribs and a torn corner of The Firebird hidden inside her left cuff. Hunger had settled beyond complaint. What she noticed instead was the pain where the metal rim rubbed the crack across her knuckle.

Two girls behind her counted under their breath.

“Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen.”

They were not counting people. Lenka had heard the same numbers yesterday, timed to the line's movement, and understood that someone had turned waiting into rhythm.

She did not know who.

Ahead, a labourer limped behind the bread cart while checking ration badges.

Tomasz.

His coat hung more loosely than it had three weeks earlier. The burn scar above his left wrist appeared when he reached across the ledger.

Lenka stepped forward with the line.

He looked at her once.

She shaped a word silently.

Survive.

Tomasz gave no visible answer until the next prisoner pushed forward. Then he blinked once and turned towards the bread basket.

When Lenka reached the cart, another man checked her number.

A heel of bread dropped into her tin.

There was a shallow impression in its crust.

A backward curve.

Too incomplete to mean anything by itself.

Lenka carried the tin away without looking back.

Behind the laundry shed she broke the bread in half.

A thread had been baked or pressed into the underside after the loaf was cut. Three short lengths. One longer.

A reference.

Page eleven.

She waited until the barracks quieted before opening the hidden Andersen.

Page eleven remained Thumbelina. No new story had migrated into the volume; that at least was still under control.

A pressure mark crossed the lower margin.

Tomasz's hand.

The curve tightened unevenly and ended in the small dot he rarely placed in precisely the same position twice.

Below it, pressed letter by letter:

Ash is what stays. Tell no one.

Lenka ran her thumb beside the words without touching them.

The line was sentimental by Tomasz's standards.

That made her suspicious.

She checked the pressure again.

One side lighter.

Tail imperfect.

His.

Or someone who understood why his work was imperfect.

Mirela watched from the upper bunk.

“You're frowning at Thumbelina.”

“I often do.”

“Why?”

“She



















































































































































































































































Chapter 6: The Code of the Fox
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Chapter 7: The Margin of Mistakes














































































































































































































































































































































Chapter 8: Tomasz’s Silence














































































































































































































































































































Chapter 9: The Candleless Sabbath









































































































































































































































































































































Chapter 10: The Index of Ghosts
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