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Chapter1: The Courier of Whitebone Road
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Moonlight did not fall on the wasteland all at once.

It found the old ground piece by piece, touching the stones, the dry grass, the broken ribs of things that had been buried too shallow and forgotten too quickly. Then the road answered.

White bones rose through the dirt.

They did not push up like graves opening. They appeared the way frost appeared on glass, pale lines spreading under the moon until the whole wasteland held a path that had not been there before. Vertebrae, knuckles, long white slabs like thighbones split and flattened into paving stones. Between them, black soil showed in thin seams.

My bell gave one dull note at my hip.

Clink.

Not loud. Never loud at first. A Black-Bell Courier did not announce himself on Whitebone Road like a merchant entering a market. The dead disliked noise made for the living.

I shifted the pack on my shoulder and felt the parcel inside bump against my back.

Small. Wrapped in brown cloth. Tied with blue thread. A little heavier than bread had any right to be.

That was how it went with things the dead had waited for.

The wind came low across the road, carrying the smell of salt, cold ash, and old rain. My fingers tightened around my walking staff before I meant them to. There was no rain tonight. The sky was open. The moon hung bright and clean above the northern flats.

Still, for a breath, I heard water striking wood.

A cart bed groaning.

A wheel slipping in mud.

I stopped with one boot on bone and one in dirt.

The bell at my hip stayed quiet.

I breathed through my teeth until the sound in my head thinned and broke apart. Just wind. Just dry grass. Just the road waking under the moon.

“Keep your feet under you, Kai,” I muttered.

The dead did not answer. That was polite of them.

I stepped fully onto Whitebone Road.

The first rule was simple. Do not greet the dead first.

The second was harder. Do not call their name unless they offer it, even if the tag on the parcel tells you exactly who waits ahead.

The third had cost more couriers than knives ever had. Do not accept food.

Berk had beaten those rules into me with a switch of willow and a voice too calm to argue with. He had never liked wasting fear. Said fear was useful if you kept it in your hands instead of letting it crawl up your throat.

My black bell had been his once.

It hung from a strip of cracked leather on my belt, no bigger than my thumb, dark as burned iron. A thin split ran from its rim almost halfway up the side. I had tried to mend it twice. Both times the solder fell away before morning.

“Some things keep their scars,” Berk had said the first time I asked.

He had still been alive then.

The road bent where the wasteland did not. I followed the white stones past a thorn bush bent into the shape of a kneeling man, then past three grave-lamps with no flames. A shape moved on the left. Long hair. Too many elbows. A face hidden under a funeral hood.

I kept walking.

The parcel warmed against my back.

Not heat. Recognition.

Dead letters were thin. Old coins felt sharp. Bones were dry and stubborn. Food was strange. Food carried kitchens with it. Hands. Smoke. A person standing too early in the morning, pressing dough flat with more care than skill.

This bread carried all that, and a small burned corner.

The girl had cried when she gave it to me.

No. She had tried not to. That was worse.

“My brother always said I made stones, not bread,” she had told me, holding the bundle out with both hands. “He said if the army ever ran out of sling bullets, they could use my loaves.”

She had laughed after that. Too high. Too sharp.

I had taken the parcel and weighed it across my palms.

“Address?” I asked.

“Third northern line. Whitebone Road. He wore the red sash of the west levy. His name—”

“Don’t.”

She bit her lip hard enough to pale it.

I looked at the cloth tag tied around the bread. The name was written there, crooked but clear. The dead would know whether I had read it. The dead cared about honesty. They cared less about comfort.

“I’ll carry it,” I said.

Her hands had not let go at first.

I did not pull.

After a while, the thread slid from her fingers.

Now the bread knocked between my shoulder blades with each step, and the road carried me farther from warm windows, smoke holes, and people who still believed shutting their doors could keep grief outside.

A sound came from ahead.

Metal scraping bone.

I stopped again.

The road widened into a flat place where old banners hung from poles made of ribs. They did not move in the wind. Nothing on Whitebone Road moved unless it had reason to.

A man sat beside a broken milestone.

His armor had rusted through in places, but the red sash at his waist still held its color. One boot was gone. The foot beneath it was bare bone, clean under the moon. He had both hands folded on his knees like someone waiting to be called before a commander.

His head turned when my bell gave another low clink.

I did not greet him.

His eyes were there and not there. Pale light sat deep in the sockets, steady as covered coals.

“You carry something,” he said.

His voice sounded like a shovel cutting frozen dirt.

“I do.”

“For me?”

I lowered the pack from my shoulder and crouched to unfasten the strap. “If the tag is true.”

“The living lie on tags.”

“Sometimes.”

“The dead don’t.”

“No.”

He watched my hands. Most dead watched hands. Mouths lied. Hands were slower at it.

I took out the parcel and held it flat across my palms. Blue thread. Brown cloth. Burned corner pressing up through the wrap.

The soldier’s fingers moved once on his knee. Bone clicked under shriveled skin.

“Who sent it?” he asked.

The question had weight.

Not because I did not know. Because I had to answer without stepping where I should not.

“A girl with flour on her sleeve,” I said. “She said you called her loaves stones.”

The light in his eyes flickered.

His mouth opened, but no sound came out.

I set the bread on the white stone between us and nudged it forward. Not too far. You did not shove a last thing at the dead.

He did not take it.

Wind passed over the flat place. The banners stayed still.

“She was little,” he said.

“She was tall enough to threaten me with a bread knife.”

His jaw worked.

“I told her I’d come back before the winter tax.”

I said nothing.

“I had six coppers hidden behind the hearthstone,” he said. “I meant to buy her a proper pan. The old one burned everything.”

“She knows about the coppers.”

His gaze snapped to me.

I kept my hands open.

“She found them after the burial men took your boots. She used two for flour, one for salt, and one for the blue thread.” I nodded at the parcel. “I didn’t ask about the rest.”

The soldier looked down at the bread.

“She shouldn’t waste salt on me.”

“Wasn’t my place to tell her that.”

“No.” His hand lifted and stopped. “No, it wasn’t.”

The dead could not eat. Not the way we did.

His fingers closed around the parcel anyway.

The cloth crinkled.

For a moment, he was only a man holding something badly baked by someone who had remembered him. The rust on his armor seemed less deep. The bare bone of his foot did not look like a threat. His shoulders shook once, too small to call a sob and too large to ignore.

“I can’t taste it,” he said.

“No.”

“I can smell the smoke.”

“That may be enough.”

He laughed. One broken sound. “You couriers always say cruel things gently.”

“Berk said gentle lies cost more.”

“Berk.”

I went still.

The soldier’s eyes lifted from the bread.

“You knew him?” I asked before I could stop myself.

The road cooled under my boots.

The soldier tucked the parcel against his chest. “Black bell. Scar on the chin. Walked like his knees hated him.”

“That’s him.”

“He brought my captain’s ring through arrow rain. Called us fools for dying with unpaid debts.”

“That’s him too.”

The soldier looked at the bell at my hip. His gaze settled on the crack. “He left that to you.”

I covered it with my hand.

The iron was cold.

“He did.”

“Then he trusted you with noise the dead can hear.”

I did not know what to do with that, so I reached into my pouch and took out a pinch of salt.

The soldier bowed his head.

I placed the salt on the stone before him, then touched the rim of my bell.

Clink.

The sound opened wider than the first two had. It rolled across the flat place and slipped between the white stones. The soldier closed both hands around the bread. His red sash loosened as if an invisible knot had been cut.

“Will she be well?” he asked.

I hated that kind of question.

The dead did not lie. The living did. Couriers tried not to do either.

“She has neighbors,” I said. “One woman with broad shoulders and a loud mouth. She stood behind her the whole time.”

“That’s Mistress Pell.”

“I didn’t ask her name.”

“She would’ve given it anyway.”

“She did.”

His mouth bent, almost a smile.

The pale light in his sockets thinned. Not gone. Just tired enough to rest.

“Courier.”

I looked at him but did not answer too quickly.

“If she sends another stone,” he said, “tell her I complained.”

My throat tightened in a way I had not given it permission to.

“I’ll tell her.”

His fingers pressed into the parcel. “No. Tell her I laughed.”

The wind changed.

The banners moved at last, all at once, without sound.

The soldier lowered his head. The red sash folded in on itself. Armor, bone, and the shape of him softened under the moon, not rotting, not breaking, only losing the need to hold a man’s outline.

The bread stayed until the last breath of him vanished.

Then it went too.

I waited.

A courier did not turn his back on a completed delivery too fast. It made the waiting seem cheap.

My bell gave a small, clear note.

Clink.

The mark on my left wrist stirred.

I pulled back my sleeve.

A thin line, paler than my skin, circled the wrist like twine pressed too long into flesh. The delivery mark had been faint for years. Tonight it darkened by a hair. Not enough for anyone else to notice. Enough for me to feel the sting under the skin.

“Accepted,” I said.

The road gave no answer.

I packed the salt, tied my pouch, and stood.

The flat place emptied behind me as I walked on.

Getting off Whitebone Road was never the same as getting on. The way in belonged to the moon. The way out belonged to whatever still wanted your attention.

I passed a woman washing a child’s shirt in a basin with no water. I passed three men arguing over a dice cup full of teeth. One of them looked up and asked which way led home.

I pointed to the road behind him.

He stared at me for a long moment, then spat a black seed onto the bone stones. “That isn’t home.”

“It’s the only way that goes where you’re facing.”

His mouth twisted.

For a heartbeat, I thought he might ask again.

He didn’t.

Lying to the dead on the road was worse than drawing a knife. A knife only made one enemy.

A lie made the road remember your voice.

The moon had climbed higher by the time the white stones thinned. My boots found more dirt between them. The wasteland ahead looked almost ordinary: low grass, scattered rock, a ditch where rainwater sometimes gathered and turned the earth black.

My shoulders loosened.

Too soon.

A drop hit the back of my neck.

I stopped.

Another touched my cheek.

Cold.

I looked up.

The sky was clear.

No cloud crossed the moon. No mist hung over the ground. Yet water slid down my temple and gathered at my jaw.

The smell came next.

Wet road.

Mud.

Splintered wood.

My hand clamped around my staff hard enough to hurt.

Somewhere I could not see, a wheel shrieked. Someone shouted. Not in any tongue I knew. Not in a voice I could place. The sound came with a weight in my arms that was not there, a square weight wrapped tight against water, something that could not be allowed to get wet, not now, not after coming this far.

My breath caught.

The bell at my hip struck once.

Clink.

The sound cut through the rain that was not rain.

The wasteland returned.

My collar was dry.

I stood alone with my hand shaking around the staff.

“Bad night for ghosts,” I said.

My voice came out rough.

A soft answer came from behind me.

“Every night is a bad night for those who cannot sleep.”

I turned.

A woman stood where the road narrowed to a thread of white bone.

She wore mourning clothes the color of clean snow. Not gray. Not the dull white of burial cloth left too long underground. White like moonlit linen kept in a locked chest. A veil covered her hair and fell to her shoulders, thin enough that I could see the shape of her face beneath it.

I did not greet her.

Her hands were folded at her waist. No blood. No rot. No grave soil. That made her worse.

The dead who looked ruined wanted what ruined them.

The dead who looked untouched had usually been buried under lies.

My bell did not ring.

That was the first thing wrong.

Even Named Dead made the iron murmur. Unarrived made it shiver. Hungerbone made it scream if you were lucky and if you were unlucky, it went silent only after they had your name in their teeth.

This woman stood three paces away, and my black bell hung dead against my hip.

I shifted my weight back, left foot finding the road’s edge.

“You have no parcel on you,” I said.

“No.”

“Then I’m not your courier.”

“You were not.” Her voice held court stone and cold rooms. “Now I ask that you become so.”

The veil moved in the wind. The rest of her did not.

I did not like the way she said ask. Too careful. Too much like a word chosen because another word would break a rule.

“Who calls me?”

She lowered her head a little.

Not a bow. Not quite.

“Nadia Caldia.”

My fingers went cold around the staff.

Caldia.

The name sat over the kingdom the way the moon sat over the road. Too high to touch. Too bright to look at for long. Every registered child learned it before they learned tax marks. Every soldier swore to it. Every noble polished their lives against it until they shone.

And every Black-Bell Courier knew royal names were trouble.

The dead hated lies. The royal dead were made of them.

I did not repeat her name.

“You’re far from the royal crypt,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Royal dead have priests. Bells made of silver. Salt by the pound.”

“Priests cannot walk this road for me.”

“That’s usually because the road has sense.”

A corner of her mouth moved. Not a smile. Something tired trying to remember one.

“You were raised by Berk Note.”

The staff slipped half an inch in my grip before I caught it.

No dead breeze. No change in the moon. Still, the road seemed to lean closer.

“Many were,” I said.

“No.” Her eyes lifted beneath the veil. Pale, not from death, but from a grief worn too long. “Only one carried his cracked bell after he failed to return.”

My thumb touched the split in the iron.

I should have walked away.

A courier could refuse a job before the parcel touched his hands. Berk had taught me that too. Refuse unclear addresses. Refuse sealed things that whisper without a tag. Refuse royal grief unless you want royal knives.

But Berk had also said another thing, more often, and with less patience.

He had said it in the old road tongue, but the meaning had stayed under my skin.

A package is not a thing. It is what someone could not throw away.

“What are you sending?” I asked.

Nadia Caldia unfolded her hands.

A small box rested between them.

It was no longer than my forearm, made of dark wood veined with silver. The royal crest marked the lid: a crescent crown over a sleeping tower, carved so finely that moonlight gathered in every cut. A strip of white cloth sealed the edges. No wax. No lock.

A name tag hung from one silver hinge.

I did not step closer.

“Destination?”

“The royal capital,” she said. “Before dawn.”

“Recipient?”

Her fingers tightened around the box.

For the first time, the dead woman looked less like a queen and more like someone standing outside a door she could not open.

“Linea Caldia.”

I stared at her.

The first princess.

Alive, unless every town crier in Lunas had been lying for sport.

My left wrist prickled.

The delivery mark stirred under my sleeve, not brightening, not accepting. Waiting.

“I don’t carry political messages,” I said.

“It is not a message.”

“I don’t carry murder evidence for nobles.”

“It is not evidence.”

“I don’t carry curses.”

Her silence lasted too long.

My grip shifted on the staff.

The box trembled in her hands.

Not from the wind.

Once.

Then again.

A small movement, deep inside the wood.

My bell stayed silent.

I wished it would ring. I wished it would scream, crack, fall from my belt, anything. Silence gave me nothing to obey.

Nadia Caldia held the box out.

“Courier,” she said.

There were stains on her white sleeves now. I had not seen them before. Dark spots spreading from her wrists, thin as ink in water.

“Night thins,” she said. “The road will close. My daughter does not have until the next moon.”

I looked at the tag.

The letters were written in black on pale hide.

To Linea Caldia, First Princess of Lunas.

The parcel jumped again.

This time the movement reached my bones.

Not a knock.

A beat.

My mouth went dry.

“What is in it?”

The queen’s eyes closed.

“You know your first rule.”

“Don’t open the parcel.”

“Yes.”

The box beat again.

My bell did not move.

I took one step closer and stopped.

“Second rule,” I said. “Don’t falsify the address.”

“The address is true.”

“Third rule. Confirm the recipient’s will.”

Her hands shook then. Only once. She forced them still so quickly I almost missed it.

“Then reach her,” Nadia Caldia said, “while she still has one.”

The road behind her began to fade.

Bone by bone, the white stones sank into dirt. The moon had not set, but the night had started pulling itself away from the living world.

I should have asked for payment. Salt. Name. Memory. A royal token that would keep gate guards from putting a spear through my coat.

Instead I reached out.

The box touched my palms.

Cold shot up both arms so hard my teeth clicked.

Not winter cold. Not grave cold.

The kind of cold that comes when blood leaves a hand.

The delivery mark on my wrist burned white.

The box beat once against my skin.

My bell gave no warning.

Nadia Caldia let go.

The weight dropped fully into my hands, and my knees bent before I could stop them. The box was small. It should have weighed less than a brick. It felt like I had caught the last breath of someone falling from a tower.

I forced it against my chest.

“By dawn,” she said.

“Which gate?”

“The old funeral way beneath the east wall. Berk knew it.”

“My father knew a lot of things that got him killed.”

The words came out before I could smooth them down.

Nadia flinched.

Not much.

Enough.

The road behind her faded to a few pale chips in the dirt. Her veil lifted in a wind that touched nothing else.

“I know,” she said.

My throat closed around the next question.

The white stones vanished.

The wasteland became only wasteland.

Nadia Caldia stood on bare earth, already thin around the edges.

“Do not let them take it,” she said.

“Who?”

Her mouth opened.

No sound came.

Black ash spilled over her lower lip.

She pressed one hand to her throat. The stain on her sleeve spread to her palm.

I stepped forward without thinking.

Her gaze snapped to mine.

No.

She did not say it. She did not need to.

Do not touch the dead unless they ask.

I stopped.

The box beat against my chest.

Once.

Twice.

Too warm now.

Too alive.

Nadia lowered her hand. Ash clung to her fingers like powdered bone.

“Night thins,” she said again, but weaker. “Run, Kai Aster.”

The sound of my name from her mouth made the bell tremble at last.

Not a ring.

A shiver.

I slung the box into my pack, high between my shoulders where I could feel its weight. The straps bit into my collarbones. I tightened them until the wood pressed through leather and cloth.

The box beat once against my back.

My own heart answered too fast.

I turned toward the south, toward Lunas Capital, toward walls that did not open kindly for men with cracked bells and thin names.

Behind me, the dead queen’s voice came apart in the wind.

“Before dawn.”

I took the first step off the dying road.

The box pulsed again.
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Chapter2: The Heart Beating in the Box
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The box kept beating against my back.

Not hard. Not loud. Just enough to make each step wrong.

A parcel shifted when the road dipped. Coins clicked. Bones settled. Bottles tapped their corks against glass. Bread, even dead bread, had a dull, honest weight. This was different. This was a knock from inside something too small for knocking.

I kept moving.

The last pale stones of Whitebone Road showed between the weeds ahead, thin as teeth half-buried in black soil. Beyond them, the wasteland sloped toward the southern trade path. Past that waited the outer farms, the toll bridge, the capital gates, and every kind of trouble a courier with a royal parcel could find before sunrise.

The box beat again.

My shoulders tightened under the straps.

“Quiet,” I said.

It did not quiet.

The black bell at my hip did nothing.

That bothered me more than the beating.

If a Hungerbone breathed from a ditch, the bell rang sharp enough to hurt. If a Named Dead stood near, it gave a low note, polite but clear. If a parcel carried rot, curse, debt, or false address, the iron muttered. Berk had said a courier listened to the bell before he listened to his own fear.

Tonight, my fear had plenty to say.

The bell had none.

I reached the last visible stone and stopped with my boot above ordinary dirt.

Leaving Whitebone Road with a parcel from the dead was simple only when the parcel behaved. Step off before the road closed. Do not look back if someone calls from behind. Count your own fingers when both feet touch living ground. If one is missing, go back before dawn or never go back at all.

The box beat.

Once.

Twice.

Then the sound changed.

It did not come through the wood anymore. It came through my ribs.

I stood there with my boot in the air and my breath caught in my throat, because something inside my pack had found the rhythm of my heart and pushed against it.

The wasteland waited.

The road behind me thinned.

A white sliver of bone sank under the dirt with a soft crunch.

I should have stepped off.

Instead I lowered my foot back onto the road.

My bell swung once against my hip.

No sound.

“Damn it.”

I took the pack off slowly.

The straps had left deep dents in my shoulders. Cold clung to my coat where the box had rested. I set the pack on the road, crouched, and untied the top flap. My fingers moved carefully. Too carefully. Like I was handling a sleeping child or a jar of lamp oil beside an open flame.

The box lay wrapped in spare black cloth.

The royal crest caught the moon.

Crescent crown. Sleeping tower.

I hated how fine the carving was. A cheap box told you it was made by a person. This one looked as if hands had been ordered to disappear after finishing it.

The name tag rested against the side.

To Linea Caldia, First Princess of Lunas.

The letters had not changed.

The box pulsed.

The cloth beneath it darkened under my fingers.

I pulled my hand back.

Warm.

Not the warmth of wood kept under a cloak. Wet warmth.

I rubbed thumb and forefinger together.

Nothing showed on my skin, but the feeling stayed.

My left wrist stung.

The delivery mark had risen pale beneath the skin, tight around the wrist, like a cord pulled too hard. It had accepted the parcel. I could feel that. A courier did not need a priest to tell him when a job had latched its teeth in.

I looked at the bell.

The crack along its rim seemed wider in the moonlight.

“Say something,” I muttered.

The bell hung still.

The last bones of the road kept sinking.

There was a rule for this.

There was always a rule, and Berk had always had the voice to throw it at my head before I did something stupid.

Do not open the parcel.

Not if it cries.

Not if it smells of blood.

Not if your dead mother begs from inside it.

A courier carries. A courier does not pry. The dead have few places left to keep their secrets, and a sealed parcel is one of them.

The box beat under the cloth.

A breath followed it.

I froze.

Not a word. Not even a proper sound.

Just a thin drag from inside the box, like lungs that had forgotten they were gone.

Help.

Maybe it was not a voice.

Maybe I made it from the wind, from the pulse, from Nadia Caldia’s ash-stained mouth trying to speak around whatever held her silent.

Help.

My hand went to the lid.

I stopped myself so hard my fingers cramped.

“No.”

The road cracked under my left knee.

Another bone stone sank.

If I waited until the road closed, the queen’s parcel would be fully in the living world with me. Safer. Cleaner. I could run. I could reach the east funeral way. I could deliver it sealed, as I had sworn to deliver sealed things.

The box pulsed harder.

The name tag swung.

To Linea Caldia, First Princess of Lunas.

Alive.

I had delivered rings to widows, swords to sons, teeth to mothers who wanted proof. I had carried a jar of a man’s last breath to the woman who had missed it. I had carried a name written on silk to a dead child who had forgotten his own.

But this parcel did not feel like memory.

It felt like something being kept from dying by a hand pressed over its mouth.

I dragged the box onto my knees.

“Berk would hit me,” I said.

My voice shook at the edge. Not much. Enough to annoy me.

The wind slid across the road.

No answer. No old man’s curse. No dry laugh. No willow switch across the back of my head.

Only the pulse.

I took my knife from my belt.

The white cloth seal had no wax. It was wrapped around the lid three times, tucked under itself, marked with a thin line of silver writing I could not read. Royal work. Or priest work. Usually the same filth with cleaner nails.

I pressed the knife under the cloth.

My wrist burned.

The delivery mark tightened.

“Don’t start,” I told it.

The knife edge lifted.

The cloth split.

A cold pressure moved through the air, soft and sudden. The weeds beside the road bent away from me. My black bell swung out from my hip, held by nothing I could see.

Still no sound.

I cut the second wrap.

The box gave a wet thud.

My stomach turned.

I cut the third.

The lid did not spring open. No curse smoke poured out. No screaming face pressed against the inside. The box just sat there, dark wood, silver veins, royal crest staring up at me as if I had been the rude one.

My fingers found the edge.

I lifted.

Warm air touched my face.

The smell came first.

Blood.

Salt.

Something green and bitter, like crushed herbs under a sickroom window.

Inside the box, on a bed of white silk, lay a human heart.

It was smaller than I expected.

That was the first thought, stupid and bare and useless.

A thing that could hold a life should have been larger. It should have filled the box, split it, demanded more room than carved wood and royal silver. Instead it sat there slick and deep red, with pale cords cut too neatly at the top. Thin black marks wound across it like threads burned into flesh.

It beat.

The movement was not a twitch. Not leftover muscle. Not the little lies bodies tell after death.

It beat with purpose.

Once.

My own heart slammed back.

Twice.

The delivery mark on my wrist flashed white.

I shut the lid halfway on instinct, then stopped before it closed.

The heart kept moving.

“Gods buried under us,” I whispered.

I did not like saying gods on Whitebone Road. They never answered, and things that did answer wore their silence like masks.

The heart beat again.

Warmth rose from the silk. Not enough to steam in the cold, but enough that my face felt too close to a living throat.

I looked at the name tag.

To Linea Caldia, First Princess of Lunas.

“No.”

The word came out before thought caught up.

A royal heart. A living heart. A princess who should have been inside palace walls under silver doctors and priests, not split from her own chest and boxed like a winter pear.

The black marks on the heart tightened.

The pulse faltered.

My hand moved without asking me.

I opened the lid wider.

The air around the heart eased. The beat steadied. I stared at it, one hand holding the lid, the other flat against the road because my balance had gone strange.

“Can you hear me?”

Nothing answered.

Of course nothing answered.

It was a heart.

Then it beat three times, fast.

My mouth dried.

“You’re alive.”

The heart gave one slow, heavy thud.

My skin prickled under my collar.

I looked over my shoulder.

The road behind me had almost vanished. White lines flickered under the dirt like fish under ice. If anything wanted to come after me from the dead side, it had little time left. If anything waited ahead on the living side, I had less.

I should have closed the box.

A sealed parcel stayed protected by the seal. Once opened, it became my fault. Air, curse, rot, theft. Anything that touched it after this would be on my hands.

But the heart had steadied when I opened it.

That left me with a worse thought.

Maybe the seal had not been protecting it.

Maybe the seal had been choking it.

I leaned closer, careful not to touch the silk.

The black marks were not random. They curved in short lines and broken circles. Letters, maybe. No. Not letters I knew. Binding marks. The sort of old script carved above royal tombs and court doors where Thin-Named boys were not allowed to stand for long.

One line crossed the heart from top to bottom.

It pulsed darker than the rest.

The box cooled under my fingers.

The heart’s warmth fought it.

“Linea Caldia,” I said, too softly for the road to carry.

The heart jumped.

My bell gave a tiny shiver.

No sound.

I snapped my mouth shut.

Names mattered.

Even living names carried weight near the road, and royal names weighed more than they had earned.

I lowered the lid until it hovered a finger’s width above the box.

The heart beat harder, almost frantic.

I stopped.

“All right,” I said through my teeth. “All right.”

I took one of my spare salt packets from the pack and laid it beside the silk, not touching the heart. Salt steadied the dead. I had no idea what it did for a living heart stolen into a dead road’s parcel, but it was what I had.

Then I took the strip of split white seal and tied it loosely around the box instead of wrapping it tight. Enough to show it had been opened. Not enough to smother whatever air or road or stubbornness the heart needed.

Berk would have called that foolish.

Berk was not here.

My hands shook only after the lid came down.

I hated that too.

The box still beat. Muffled now, but not trapped.

I turned the name tag over between thumb and finger, checking the cord. It was good hide, thin but strong. The writing on the front held steady.

A sting ran through my thumb.

I hissed and almost dropped it.

The back of the tag had been blank.

It was not blank now.

Thin gray letters crawled up through the hide like worms under wet paper.

Scheduled death: tomorrow morning.

I stared until the words stopped moving.

The wind died.

Everything did.

Even the road seemed to hold still under my knees.

Tomorrow morning.

No. Not tomorrow.

The eastern edge of the sky had begun to pale.

Morning was coming now.

My hand closed around the tag hard enough to bend it.

Scheduled.

Not expected. Not feared. Scheduled.

Someone had written a death as if marking a delivery time.

The heart thudded inside the box.

I knew the sound now. I could not stop knowing it.

“You’re not dead yet,” I said.

The box answered with another beat.

My throat tightened, hot and ugly.

The dead had rules. Cruel ones sometimes, but clean. A debt unpaid. A name lost. A promise bent until it snapped. On Whitebone Road, a thing became dangerous because someone had left it unfinished.

This was living work.

Living hands. Living ink. Living power deciding a girl would die at dawn and carving it on the back of a courier’s tag.

My bell gave one weak note.

Clink.

It was not warning.

It sounded sick.

I tied the tag back to the hinge and shut the pack with the box inside. Not low this time. High between my shoulders, wrapped in black cloth, buckled tight but not crushed. I left the salt packet inside against the box. My fingers lingered on the flap.

The pulse came through leather.

Good.

I stood.

Pain shot through my left wrist. I pulled back the sleeve.

The delivery mark had changed.

The thin pale line around my wrist had darkened at the underside, and a second mark, short and uneven, had appeared across it like a nick in cord. I touched it.

Cold ran up my arm.

Not death. Direction.

South.

The capital.

The old funeral way beneath the east wall.

My mouth twisted.

“Fine.”

The last white bone under my boot sank.

The road vanished.

Both my feet stood on living dirt.

I counted my fingers.

Ten.

I counted again because fear was cheap and fingers were not.

Ten.

The wasteland opened around me, wide and gray under a thinning moon. Far south, where the land dipped, I could just make out the darker line of the trade path. Beyond that, hidden by night and distance, Lunas Capital would be waking under bells and lies.

I bent, grabbed my staff, and started moving.

Not walking.

Running would shake the box too much. I chose the courier’s pace Berk had drilled into my legs until I hated him for it. Long stride. Low shoulders. Let the pack ride with the hips, not the spine. Spend breath like coins in winter.

The heart beat against my back.

I matched myself to it without meaning to.

One step.

One beat.

One step.

One beat.

The sky paled another shade.

The southern flats had old cart ruts cut into them. I took the higher ground beside them. Less mud if dew gathered. Fewer broken ankles. My boots knew where to land before my eyes finished looking. That had always been true. Bad roads made sense to my feet in ways court streets never had.

The smell of wet earth rose from a ditch to my left.

Rain.

No. Dew.

My jaw tightened.

A flash of wood under gray water crossed my mind. A wheel stuck sideways. My hands wrapped around straps slick with rain. Someone waiting ahead. Someone I had promised—

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Blood touched my tongue.

The image broke.

“Not now,” I said.

The pack gave a heavy pulse.

I almost laughed. It came out like a cough.

“Not you. You keep doing that.”

A low shape moved near the ditch.

I stopped with my staff angled down.

A fox stepped into the open, thin and silver under the moon’s last light. It looked at me, looked at the pack, then lowered its head until its nose almost touched the ground.

Not a fox.

The body was wrong under the fur. Too still. No breath steaming. A strip of old burial linen hung from one hind leg.

Named? No. Animal dead were different. Mostly they ignored couriers unless carrying something that smelled like home.

This one backed away from the path.

A courtesy.

I gave it one nod and did not speak.

It watched me pass.

The capital road showed itself as a black line between low stones. Once I reached it, I made better time. The old paving was cracked, but still easier than scrub ground. Milestones leaned along the way, their numbers chipped by soldiers who thought damaging stone could confuse death.

Fools.

Death did not need numbers.

Halfway to the toll bridge, my bell rang.

Sharp this time.

I dropped flat before the sound finished.

Something hissed over my head.

A needle struck the road beyond me and burst into black frost.

I rolled onto my shoulder, keeping my back arched so the box did not hit stone. My staff came up. Another needle whispered out of the dark. I knocked it aside. Frost crawled along the wood and numbed my palm.

Living ambush.

Dead things did not poison the air like bitter almonds.

I slid behind a broken milestone and pressed one hand to the pack.

The heart beat fast.

“I know,” I whispered. “I know.”

No answer from the dark.

Not bandits then. Bandits cursed when they missed.

I loosened the knife in my belt but did not draw it. A courier with a knife was still a courier. A courier who thought he could win a knife fight against hired killers died with neat holes in him.

Another needle struck the milestone. Black frost spread across the carved number.

The bell shook.

Clink-clink-clink.

Three threats. Maybe more.

I reached into my coat and pulled out a strip of red paper marked with salt and soot. Not magic. Not mine anyway. A road ward from an old widow who paid badly and prayed well.

I snapped it between two fingers and threw it left.

The paper flared white.

Something in the dark turned toward it.

I ran right.

Needles hissed behind me. One sliced my sleeve. Cold bit skin and kept biting. I did not look. I kept the pack steady, feet landing soft, breath held until my lungs burned.

A figure stepped from the ditch ahead.

Pale mask. Dark cloak. A curved little bow in one hand.

Living.

I drove the end of my staff into the road before him and used it to throw my weight sideways down the slope. My boots skidded in wet grass. The pack slammed against my shoulders but not the ground. Pain cracked across my knees.

The masked man fired.

The needle passed through my coat hem.

I hit the ditch bottom, rolled once, came up in mud, and kept going.

The heart beat against my back like a fist on a door.

Behind me, someone finally cursed.

I smiled despite the cold in my arm.

Living men always ruined their own silence.

The ditch curved toward a culvert under the road. Too small for a horse. Wide enough for a courier who had skipped meals more often than he admitted. I ducked into the stone mouth and splashed through ankle-deep water.

The smell hit me.

Wet stone.

Rot.

Old rain trapped where sun never reached.

My stomach lurched.

For a breath, the culvert was not a culvert. It was a narrow road under hammering rain. Something heavy slid away from me. My hands grabbed and missed. Wood broke. A wheel screamed.

No.

I slammed my shoulder into the culvert wall.

Pain brought me back.

Water soaked my boot.

The box beat.

Still with me.

Still dry.

I crawled the last few yards and came out below the toll bridge, covered in mud and breathing through my teeth.

The sky had a pale cut along the east.

Dawn was no longer a threat waiting far away.

It had begun.

The capital walls stood in the distance, black against the paling sky. High towers. East gate. Funeral way somewhere below it, if Nadia Caldia had not lied and if Berk had known it and if I could reach it before the words on that tag became true.

A lot of ifs.

The heart steadied behind me.

I pushed myself upright.

My left arm had gone numb from the needle graze. I flexed my fingers. Slow, but they moved. Good enough. Good enough was a courier’s favorite lie.

I looked back toward the road.

No masked shapes followed into the open.

Maybe they had lost me.

Maybe they knew the gates would do their work for them.

My black bell settled against my hip, silent again.

I touched the cracked rim.

“If you’re saving your voice for something worse,” I said, “pick a better habit.”

The bell did not answer.

The box pulsed once.

The tag at its hinge scraped softly against the wood inside my pack.

Scheduled death: tomorrow morning.

I started toward Lunas Capital with mud in my boots, frost in my sleeve, and a living heart beating against my back.
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Chapter3: Bells for the Dying Princess
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The first bell rang before I reached the capital gate.

It came from inside the walls, deep and slow, too heavy for morning prayer. The sound rolled over the fields and struck the road in dull waves. Crows lifted from the ditch ahead. A woman driving a milk cart stopped in the middle of the lane and covered her mouth with both hands.

The heart in my pack answered.

One beat.

The bell rang again.

The city answered itself from another tower, then another. Low bronze. Thin silver. A cracked iron note from somewhere near the eastern wall. Bells for sickness. Bells for royal blood. Bells meant to make every citizen look up and remember who owned the sky above them.

I kept my pace even.

Running at a gate made guards stupid. Stupid guards poked things. They opened bags. They asked questions in front of other stupid guards.

The old funeral way lay under the east wall, if Nadia Caldia had not sent me chasing a dead woman’s hope into stone. The east gate stood ahead, black iron ribs between two towers, its arch painted with white ward lines that had been refreshed too recently. Salt glittered in the grooves. Tiny silver nails pinned strips of prayer cloth to the wood.

My bell pressed cold against my hip.

It did not ring.

That made the ward lines itch in my teeth.

The crowd before the gate had already thickened. Farmers with carts. Fishmongers with covered barrels. Two monks in gray. A noble carriage trapped behind them all, its driver red-faced and useless. Everyone stood under the bells with their heads turned toward the palace hill beyond the wall.

“The princess,” someone whispered.

“White Silver Princess.”

“Fever took her in the night.”

“No, not fever. My cousin’s boy is a stable hand. He said she won’t wake.”

“Keep your voice down.”

The heart beat against my back, quick and soft.

I shifted the pack higher.

A boy beside a cabbage cart stared at my belt. His eyes found the black bell, then my face, then the mud dried on my coat. He stepped behind his mother.

She noticed.

Her hand snapped to the charm at her throat.

“Don’t stand near him,” she murmured.

I looked away.

The line moved.

At the gate, three guards worked the crowd through a command table. Beside them stood a registry clerk in a stiff blue coat, his hair oiled flat, his mouth pinched by the kind of boredom that only men with clean fingernails could afford. A brass frame rested on the table. Inside it, white paper strips lay in neat rows.

Life registry slips.

Names in. Names out. Names clean enough to walk through Lunas Capital without being spat on.

A man ahead of me pressed his thumb to a slate. The clerk checked the glow, checked the slip, waved him on. A woman did the same. Then a monk. Then a butcher with a red birthmark across his jaw.

The bell rang again.

The clerk flinched at that one.

Good.

Fear made hands less tidy.

I stepped up when the guard jerked his chin.

“Name,” the clerk said.

“Kai Aster.”

His stylus paused.

Not long. Long enough.

“Registry mark.”

I held out my left hand.

He did not take it. His eyes moved to the delivery mark around my wrist, then to the black bell, then to my face again with less boredom.

“Life registry,” he said.

“That is my registry.”

“That is a courier’s delivery mark.”

“It is what I have.”

The nearest guard snorted. “Thin-name.”

People behind me shifted. Not much. Enough to open a little space around my back.

The heart beat.

I kept my shoulders still.

The clerk tapped the stylus against the slate. “All entrants must show registered name, date of birth, household line, death notation if amended, and travel permission if under guild exemption.”

“Black-Bell Courier under road exemption.”

“Road exemption applies to corpse goods and death correspondence, not royal emergency restrictions.”

The word royal made his eyes dip to my pack.

I felt the box inside it turn heavier.

Not move.

Heavier.

My knees wanted to bend with it.

I did not let them.

“What restriction?” I asked.

The clerk’s mouth tightened. “By order of the palace, all sealed parcels, funeral wares, bone cases, ash jars, black bells, mourning bundles, reliquaries, and unregistered containers are to be inspected before entry.”

“No.”

The guard’s hand went to his sword.

The clerk blinked as if I had spoken in dog bark. “No?”

“No.”

“This is a royal order.”

“This is a sealed death parcel.”

“Then you should be used to losing things.”

The guard laughed.

The pack gave one hard beat.

I set my staff down with care.

The laugh stopped.

The clerk looked at the staff. Looked at my hands. He saw no sword and gained courage from it.

“You will open the pack.”

“No.”

“Your guild license will be revoked.”

“Take it up with the dead.”

His nostrils flared. “Open it, or I have you dragged to the side room and searched.”

The side room stood beneath the left tower. Its door was painted with seven white circles and a black latch. No windows. A drain cut under the threshold.

Not a place to let a royal heart beat in a box.

My wrist burned.

I looked at the brass frame on the table, at the white slips, at the clerk’s blue sleeve. Something about the paper strips pulled at my skin. Most registry slips had weight. Not in the hand. Deeper. A life pressed into ink: birth room, bloodline, taxes, marriages, debts, burial promises. Even clean names felt crowded.

The clerk’s own badge hung from his breast on a chain.

Harlan Vey, Senior Gate Registrar.

The letters were perfect.

Too perfect.

My mark tightened until my fingers curled.

The badge felt light.

Not physically. The brass was real. The chain was real. But the name on it had no roots. No mother’s hand. No first cry. No dirt from a childhood street. It sat there like an empty parcel with a proud address.

False.

I stared at it.

The clerk mistook that for fear and smiled.

“Side room,” he said. “Now.”

I leaned closer.

The guard lifted his sword halfway.

“That badge isn’t yours.”

The smile left the clerk’s face.

The bell inside the city rang again, slow and heavy.

I kept my voice low. Low made men listen harder.

“Harlan Vey had a broken left thumb. Old registry mark would show it. Yours doesn’t. The name on that badge is too light.”

The guard looked at him.

The clerk’s hand twitched toward his breast.

Too fast.

I caught his wrist.

He was soft. Softer than a man who handled travel slates all day. Ink stains on the wrong fingers. A thin line of powder at his collar, the kind actors used to pale their throats for mourning plays.

The black bell at my hip gave one faint clink.

The clerk whispered, “Let go.”

“Show your thumb to the slate.”

His face went flat.

The guard’s sword shifted toward me, then toward him, then nowhere useful.

Behind us, the crowd started to murmur.

“Show it,” the guard said.

The clerk did not move.

I twisted his wrist and pushed his thumb down onto the registry slate.

For one breath, nothing happened.

Then the slate flashed gray.

Not blue.

Not white.

Gray.

The crowd pulled back with a sound like cloth tearing.

The guard swore and grabbed the clerk by the collar. Another guard came running from the tower. The false clerk kicked the table, sending registry slips into the road, and tried to wrench free.

I took my hand back before the mess became mine.

The pack thudded against my spine.

A needle of pain ran through my left arm from the graze I had taken on the road. I tucked that arm close and bent to pick up my staff.

The false clerk spat at me.

“You should have stayed outside, black bell.”

The guard slammed him face-first into the table.

His badge snapped loose and skittered across the stone.

Empty name. Empty brass.

The senior guard, a broad man with a scar under one eye, turned on me. “You. Stay.”

“No.”

His scar twitched. “You just exposed a forged registrar during a royal lockdown. You will give statement.”

“I gave you the man.”

“You’re not entering with that pack.”

The bells rang again.

This time, every guard looked toward the palace.

A rider came hard through the inner gate, horse lathered, cloak streaming. He wore palace black and carried a sealed strip of red parchment. The senior guard strode to him. They spoke too low for the crowd, but not low enough for someone standing three paces away and used to listening where doors did not want him to.

“Her Highness?” the scarred guard asked.

The rider’s eyes flicked over the crowd. “No change.”

“Then why another order?”

The rider shoved the parchment into his hand. “Search all death carriers. Black bells first. The missing article may be disguised as a funeral parcel.”

The heart stopped.

Only for a blink.

My own heart slammed into the silence.

The guard broke the seal.

His lips moved as he read.

Missing article.

No. He had said it wrong. Not article. Not in the way men said misplaced cup or stolen ring. He had swallowed around the word that came before it.

The bell from the palace tower gave another long note.

I stepped back.

A hand caught my sleeve.

Small fingers. Strong grip.

“Don’t run yet,” a girl whispered.

I looked down.

She was maybe fifteen, maybe sixteen, with a brown cap pulled low over messy copper hair and a bundle of funeral ribbons under one arm. Her apron had ash on it. Not kitchen ash. Good white ash from bone-char and salt cloth. A mortuary shop’s smell clung to her: dried rosemary, candle wax, cheap incense, iron filings.

She did not look at me. She looked at the guard, the rider, the table.

“Running makes them chase,” she whispered. “Fainting makes them complain. Can you faint?”

“No.”

“Can you look like you might?”

“No.”

“Terrible skill set.”

The senior guard’s eyes lifted from the parchment.

The girl shoved the funeral ribbons into my arms.

“Uncle!” she said loudly. “You forgot Auntie’s mourning cords again.”

I stared at her.

She kicked my boot.

Hard.

“Right,” I said.

The guard’s gaze fixed on us.

The girl turned with a bright, furious smile. “Sir! Please don’t mind my uncle. He got bell-sick on the road. We’re expected at Toll’s Mourning House. Three bodies waiting. Two paid. One pretending not to be dead yet.”

“That man is a courier,” the guard said.

“He rents our side room when he smells too much like grave dirt. You know how they are.”

“I’m checking his pack.”

“Then you can explain to Widow Pell why her husband’s jawbone misses the noon rites because you wanted to finger through ash socks.”

The guard narrowed his eyes. “Mayna Toll.”

She curtsied with all the grace of a falling bucket. “Sir.”

The scarred guard knew her.

That helped and did not.

His gaze dropped to my black bell. “He with you?”

“For my sins.”

“No sealed parcels through.”

She pointed at the ribbons in my arms. “Open mourning goods. Look.”

He did.

The ribbons smelled strongly enough of incense to punch a hole through a wall. Beneath them, my pack stayed closed.

The heart beat again.

Soft.

I shifted the bundle higher, blocking the pack straps.

The rider leaned from his horse. “Captain, the palace order—”

“Half the city is carrying funeral trash this morning,” Mayna snapped. “Princess bells ring and suddenly everyone remembers their dead. You want to stop us all? Lovely. The corpses can queue with the fish.”

The horse sidestepped.

The guard held my gaze.

I let my face go dull. Tired. Thin-name dull. The face men expected from someone used to being told where not to stand.

He hated me.

He did not want a riot over mourning cords.

“Get inside,” he said. “If I see that pack opened in the street, I take both of you.”

Mayna grabbed my sleeve and pulled.

I let her.

We passed under the gate.

The ward lines scraped over my skin like dry nails. My black bell jerked once against my hip. The box in my pack turned cold, so cold the leather stiffened against my back.

I almost stopped.

Mayna’s grip tightened.

“Walk,” she said through her teeth.

I walked.

The moment we crossed fully into Lunas Capital, the city swallowed us.

Noise pressed in from every side. Hooves. Wheels. Bells. Vendors trying to sell warm buns under royal death chimes because people still had stomachs even when princesses were dying. Prayer strips hung from windows, white for royal sickness, gray for warding off the dead. Salt lines marked doorways. Some were old and broken. Some had been poured so thick the stones glittered.

People stared at my bell.

Then at Mayna.

Then they looked away.

“Uncle?” I said.

“You looked old from the mud.”

“I’m nineteen.”

“You looked like a dead nineteen.”

“Your rescue needs polish.”

“My rescue worked.”

She dragged me into a side lane between a candle shop and a shuttered apothecary. Only when the main street disappeared behind a hanging sheet of white mourning cloth did she let go.

“Pack,” she said.

“No.”

“I’m not asking to open it, grave-for-brains. I’m asking if it leaks, screams, or bites.”

“No.”

The heart beat.

Mayna’s eyes widened.

I went still.

She had heard it.

The city bells filled the air, but the alley was narrow, and the sound from the box had come at the wrong time, too close and too alive.

Mayna swallowed.

“That,” she said, “was not no.”

I leaned closer. “Forget it.”

“I forget things when I’m paid.”

“I’m not paying you.”

“Then I remember beautifully.”

I studied her face.

Too quick mouth. Too sharp eyes. Fright tucked behind both, not hidden well enough. Her apron strings were tied in a courier’s knot. Badly tied, but a courier’s knot all the same.

“You’re Mayna Toll.”

“You heard the captain. Wonderful. Your ears survived the grave road.”

“Toll’s Mourning House.”

“My mother runs the front. I burn incense, scrub slabs, sew jaw ties, and occasionally keep idiots from getting searched by men with palace orders.”

“Why?”

She folded her arms. “Why scrub slabs?”

“Why help me?”

Her eyes dropped to the bell at my hip.

For a moment, the jokes left her mouth and had nowhere to go.

“My father wore one,” she said.

The alley seemed to narrow around that.

I said nothing.

She lifted her chin. “Not yours. His wasn’t cracked. He was cleaner. Better posture. Worse temper.”

“Courier?”

“Almost. Apprentice. He took one road job and came back in pieces. Then not all the pieces stayed.”

I looked at the mourning ribbons still trapped under my arm.

She snatched them back.

“Don’t make that face,” she said. “I hate that face. Everyone at the shop makes that face.”

“What face?”

“The ‘dead father explains everything’ face. It explains nothing. It explains that I know what a black bell means, and I know the palace doesn’t send riders for ash socks.”

A shout rose from the main road.

The gate captain’s voice, faint but carrying.

“Search the east quarter! Black-Bell Courier, mud coat, cracked bell!”

Mayna closed her eyes. “Wonderful. He remembered your fashion.”

I tightened the pack straps.

“Old funeral way beneath the east wall,” I said. “Do you know it?”

Her eyes opened.

No jokes now.

“Why?”

“I need to reach the palace.”

“Through funeral drains.”

“Yes.”

“While every guard in the city is looking for your cracked bell.”

“Yes.”

“With something in your pack that beats.”

I did not answer.

She rubbed both hands over her face, smearing ash across one cheek. “I hate mornings.”

Another shout. Closer.

Mayna grabbed my wrist.

Not the sleeve.

The wrist.

Pain flashed through the delivery mark. She felt me jerk and let go at once.

“What is that?”

“Courier mark.”

“That is not a normal courier mark.”

“You ask many questions for someone not being paid.”

“You keep giving me unpaid material.”

Boots hit the main lane.

She pointed behind me. “Move.”

We went deeper into the alley, under hanging laundry and prayer cords, through a courtyard where three old women were laying salt circles around a covered body. One saw my bell and spat into her sleeve. Another made a ward sign. The third looked at my pack and whispered, “Poor thing.”

I turned my head.

Mayna shoved me through a back door before I could stop.

The room beyond smelled of wax, smoke, and washed linen. Shelves lined the walls, crowded with burial masks, salt jars, folded shrouds, black candles, white candles, gray candles for those whose families wanted to look humble but not cheap. A long table stood in the middle. On it lay a wooden hand, carved smooth for someone who had lost the real one before burial.

Toll’s Mourning House.

A woman with arms like mallets looked up from tying a shroud bundle.

“Mayna,” she said.

“Mother,” Mayna said. “Don’t yell.”

The woman looked at me.

Then at the bell.

Then at the pack.

Her face did not change, which meant she had spent years selling quiet to grieving people.

“How many?” she asked.

“Just one,” Mayna said.

“Dead?”

“Not politely.”

The woman shut her eyes.

Boots thundered past outside.

I stood very still.

The heart beat.

The woman opened her eyes again and looked at my pack as if it had spoken her name.

“Basement,” she said. “Now.”

Mayna took a candle from the shelf and led me behind a curtain. Stairs dropped into dark, narrow and steep. My shoulders brushed both walls. The pack scraped once, and I stopped so fast Mayna bumped into my back.

“Careful,” I said.

“I am being careful.”

“More.”

“Fine, Your Delicate Grave Parcelness.”

We reached the bottom.

The basement ceiling sat low enough that I had to duck. Bundles were stacked everywhere. Some sealed. Some half-open. Wooden boxes. Cloth-wrapped jars. Letters tied with black string. A child’s shoe. A cracked comb. A soldier’s medal with no ribbon.

Undelivered things.

Too many.

My bell gave a sad little clink.

The sound moved through the room.

Something inside one of the jars tapped once.

Mayna’s jaw tightened. “Don’t start.”

“Those are waiting for road delivery,” I said.

“Some.”

“Some?”

“Some families pay for storage and never pay for sending. Some decide the dead should stay quiet. Some get scared. Some die before deciding.” She lifted the candle higher. “And some couriers never come.”

The heart in my pack beat slow and heavy.

The room felt crowded though no one moved.

I stepped between the bundles carefully. A sealed letter brushed my coat. My wrist stung. Not my job. Not now. I hated that. Hated the way each parcel seemed to know I was passing with full hands.

Mayna stopped at the far wall.

A large cabinet blocked most of it. She set down the candle, grabbed one side, and pulled. I helped with my good arm. Pain bit under the frozen graze, but the cabinet shifted.

Behind it was a low iron door.

White paint marked the frame with old funerary symbols. Most had been scratched away. One remained clear: a sleeping tower beneath a crescent crown.

Royal.

Mayna pointed at it. “Funeral passage. Old families used to send royal dead below the streets before the priests got too pretty for tunnels. It runs toward the palace hill. Some parts are collapsed. Some smell like regret. Don’t lick the walls.”

“You’ve been in?”

“Once.”

“How far?”

“Far enough to know I prefer ceilings that don’t breathe.”

A crash sounded overhead.

Her mother’s voice rose. Calm. Angry. Professional.

“No, Captain, you may not tear open paid mourning goods without a writ or a priest.”

Mayna winced.

The captain answered, muffled by floorboards.

I set my hand on the iron door.

Cold seeped into my palm.

The box beat against my back.

The door answered with a faint vibration, as if something under the city had heard it.

Mayna heard that too.

Her face went pale under the ash.

“What are you carrying?”

I looked at the door, then at her.

“A delivery.”

“That answer is ugly.”

“It’s the one I have.”

She reached into her apron and pulled out a ring of keys. Her hands shook once before she steadied them. “If this gets my mother arrested, I’m haunting you before I die.”

“Noted.”

“No, not noted. Feared. Respect the difference.”

The lock clicked.

Footsteps came down the stairs.

Not Mayna’s mother.

Too heavy.

The gate captain’s voice filled the basement before he did.

“Step away from the door.”

Mayna froze.

I turned.

The scarred captain stood halfway down the stairs with two guards behind him. A strip of red palace parchment hung open in his hand. His sword was drawn now.

His eyes found my pack.

“By order of the royal household,” he said, breathing hard, “all Black-Bell Couriers are to be detained until the missing heart of Her Highness Linea Caldia is recovered.”

The heart struck the inside of the box so hard I felt it through my spine.

Mayna made a very small sound.

The captain heard it.

His gaze shifted to her, then back to me.

“Open the pack,” he said.

Behind my heel, the iron funeral door eased inward with a whisper of old air.
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The iron door opened behind my heel.

The captain saw it.

So did Mayna.

So did I, and for half a breath all three of us stood there like fools while the old funeral passage breathed cold air into the basement.

“Close that,” the captain said.

Mayna’s hand tightened around the key ring. “It sticks.”

“Close it.”

“It really sticks.”

The captain took one step down.

I moved first.

Not at him. That would have been stupid. Men with swords expected men without swords to panic in straight lines. I grabbed the candle from the floor and threw it at the nearest shelf.

Mayna made a strangled noise. “That’s my wax.”

The candle hit a stack of funeral ribbons and spilled flame across oil-soaked prayer cloth.

The guards cursed.

The captain looked away for the blink I needed.

I caught Mayna by the back of her apron and shoved her through the iron door ahead of me.

“Hey—”

“Move.”

I slipped in after her and slammed my shoulder into the door.

The captain’s sword struck the edge before it shut. Metal screamed against iron. His boot wedged in the gap.

“Courier!”

The heart hit the inside of the box.

The door shuddered against my back.

Mayna dropped to her knees, grabbed something from the passage floor, and jammed it into the hinge. Bone. A human femur, polished smooth with age.

“Sorry,” she whispered to it.

She kicked the bone sideways.

The hinge jammed.

I threw my weight
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