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​PROLOGUE: THE TOWER THAT RANG HOLLOW
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The first bone rang like a bell.

No one in Averine believed that at first, because bones were supposed to crack, snap, grind, ache, or break. They were not supposed to sing.

But Jory Pell heard it.

He heard it when his daughter Nima turned in her sleep and the small bones of her wrist chimed beneath the blanket, delicate and bright, like porcelain struck by a spoon. He heard it again when she tried to stand the next morning and her shin gave a soft silver note before she screamed.

The healer at North Ward said weakness.

The second healer said growth pains.

The third healer said children were dramatic.

The fourth healer, who had kinder eyes and less power, told Jory Pell to take his daughter to Saint Illa’s Infirmary and ask for Mina Vale.

By then, seven patients across Averine had begun to ring.

A mason whose ribs chimed when he breathed too deeply.

A seamstress whose fingers sounded like tiny bells when she gripped her needle.

A factory boy whose ankle sang once before folding under him.

An old woman in the river district whose spine hummed at night, not with pain alone but with something listening from the marrow.

The newspapers called it a curiosity.

The College called it a nutritional cluster.

The poor called it what the poor always called a sickness that came first for them and last for explanations:

Another debt.

Mina Vale called it war.

She did not say so aloud at first.

She had learned, since saving her brother from the city in his blood, that truth needed timing. Too early and it sounded like madness. Too late and it became an apology over a body.

So she listened.

She listened to Nima Pell’s wrist beneath a spirit-lamp and heard not one bell but a tower full of them.

She listened to the frightened reports from quarry workers, glassmakers, dock children, and old women who had carried water longer than any city official had carried responsibility.

She listened to her own scarred wrist, where the black thread burn left by the Pale King pulsed whenever the bone patients entered Saint Illa’s.

Then she opened her mother’s notebook.

On the final page she found a line she had not noticed before, written in Mara Vale’s slanted hand:

When bones become towers, ask who has stolen the weight from them.

That night, in a hidden hospital outside the law, Dr. Silas Corvan stood before a tank of pale fluid and watched the thing inside it learn to kneel.

“It begins in bone,” he said.

The thing in the tank pressed one hand against the glass.

Its fingers were too long.

Its palm contained a white crown.

And beneath Averine, in the unseen country of marrow, the first tower fell.

​

PART ONE: THE HOLLOW PATIENTS
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CHAPTER ONE: The Girl Who Would Not Be Lifted
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Nima Pell refused to be carried.

She was nine years old, pale from pain, small for her age, and stubborn in the exact way Mina Vale trusted immediately.

“I can walk,” Nima said.

Her father, Jory Pell, stood beside the examination bed with the expression of a man trying not to break in front of his child. He was a quarry worker, broad-shouldered and dust-skinned, with hands cracked white around the knuckles. His coat smelled faintly of rain, stone, and fear.

“Nima,” he said gently.

“I can.”

Mina crouched so she was eye-level with the girl. “I believe you.”

Nima lifted her chin.

“I also believe,” Mina continued, “that walking on a bone that may be weaker than it feels is a terrible idea. Both things can be true.”

Nima frowned. “That sounds like adult cheating.”

“It is one of our main skills.”

Across the room, Darro Venn failed to hide a smile behind a patient file.

Saint Illa’s small examination room had once been used for storing broken cots. Mina had claimed it after the hearing because no senior healer wanted to share a ward with a provisional license holder whose last descent had accused the most famous healer in Averine of medical crimes. The room had a narrow window, two cabinets, one unreliable spirit-lamp, and a chair Ren had repaired badly but proudly.

On the door, someone had scratched FAILED ONE.

Under it, Ren had scratched SAVED ONE.

Mina had left both.

Nima sat on the bed with her left leg supported by folded blankets. Her right wrist was wrapped in a splint. The skin above her bones looked normal. That was the cruel thing. No swelling obvious enough to satisfy frightened people. No bruise dramatic enough to explain the pain. No visible monster.

Invisible suffering always made witnesses impatient.

Mina had no patience for their impatience.

She warmed the spirit-lamp until the glass bowl glowed blue-white, then held it above Nima’s wrist. The light passed through skin and revealed a faint map beneath: not a full descent image, but an outer glimpse of living structure. Bone should have glowed ivory with dense gold threads. Nima’s radius showed patches of cloudy gray.

Darro leaned closer. “There.”

“I see it,” Mina said.

Jory gripped the back of the chair. “What does that mean?”

Mina did not answer quickly. That was another thing she had learned. A healer’s silence could be a kindness if it meant thinking instead of pretending.

“Her bone is living tissue,” Mina said at last. “It is not dead stone inside her. It is constantly being broken down and rebuilt in tiny amounts. Something is interfering with the rebuilding.”

Nima stared at her wrist. “My bones are alive?”

“Very.”

“Are they supposed to talk?”

Mina looked at her. “What do you hear?”

Jory’s face tightened. “She’s been saying—”

Nima spoke over him. “Bells.”

Mina felt her scar pulse.

Darro went still.

Nima looked embarrassed now, which made Mina hate the world a little. Children should not have to feel foolish for reporting pain.

“What kind of bells?” Mina asked.

Nima swallowed. “Far away. Like inside a tower. Sometimes I hear people walking up stairs. But there aren’t people. I know there aren’t.”

Mina touched the red stripe on her sleeve, badly stitched by Ren after his recovery. “Inside the body, things are often more crowded than they look.”

Jory’s gaze sharpened. “You think this is like your brother.”

“Not exactly.”

“But you can go in.”

Darro looked at her sharply. “Mina.”

Mina ignored him for one second too long.

Jory saw.

“You can,” he said.

“I can descend,” Mina said carefully. “But it is dangerous, and with bone disease the inner terrain may be unstable. A descent should not be the first tool we use simply because it is dramatic.”

Darro’s eyebrows rose. “That may be the most responsible thing you have ever said.”

“It hurt.”

Nima looked between them. “If you go inside my bone, will it hurt?”

“Some things already hurting may speak louder,” Mina said. “But I will not go anywhere without your permission and your father’s.”

Nima thought about that with grave seriousness.

“Will you see the bells?”

“I might.”

“If they are there,” Nima said, “tell them to stop.”

Mina’s throat tightened.

“I’ll try.”

The examination room door opened without a knock.

Mistress Arvane entered wearing College white and a face arranged for judgment. Behind her came two senior healers and a clerk carrying a slate.

“Miss Vale,” Arvane said.

“Provisional Healer Vale,” Darro said.

Mina gave him a look of surprise.

He looked surprised too.

Arvane’s mouth thinned. “A technicality under review.”

Jory stepped protectively closer to Nima. “Who are they?”

“People with clean cuffs,” Mina said. “Be wary.”

“Mina,” Darro murmured.

Arvane looked at Nima’s illuminated wrist. “This patient is part of the North Ward skeletal cluster. All such cases are to be transferred to central College observation.”

“No,” Jory said immediately.

Arvane turned to him with practiced patience. “Mr. Pell, your daughter requires expert care.”

“She has expert care.”

“This ward is not equipped.”

Mina stood. “Saint Illa’s admitted her.”

“And Saint Illa’s answers to College authority in epidemic investigation.”

Mina heard the word epidemic land in the room like a thrown stone.

Nima’s eyes widened.

Darro said, “You told the papers it was a nutritional cluster.”

“We tell the papers what prevents panic.”

“And what do you tell patients?” Mina asked.

Arvane’s gaze hardened. “Enough.”

“Usually less than that.”

The clerk made a note.

Jory’s voice trembled with anger. “My daughter stays where she chooses.”

Arvane looked at him for the first time as if he were an obstacle rather than a father. “You may refuse transfer, but then the College may decline responsibility for outcomes.”

There it was. The old threat in polished clothes.

Obey, or suffer unofficially.

Nima reached for Mina’s sleeve. “I want to stay.”

Mina looked at Arvane.

“She stays.”

“You are already under disciplinary tolerance,” Arvane said softly. “Do not mistake usefulness for freedom.”

Mina smiled without warmth. “I rarely mistake College behavior for anything generous.”

The clerk wrote faster.

One of the senior healers, a young man with tired eyes, cleared his throat. “Mistress Arvane, perhaps shared observation would be appropriate. Given Healer Vale’s unusual experience.”

Arvane did not look pleased.

Mina wondered how many people in the College were frightened enough to obey but ashamed enough to help around the edges.

“Fine,” Arvane said. “For now. But no descent without College authorization.”

Mina glanced at Nima, then at Jory.

“Consent matters more than authorization.”

Arvane stepped closer. “In law, no.”

“In healing, yes.”

For a moment the room held still.

Then the spirit-lamp flickered.

Nima cried out and clutched her wrist.

From inside her splinted arm came a sound like a distant tower bell struck underwater.

Everyone heard it.

No one moved.

Then, from somewhere down the hall, another bell answered.

Not Saint Illa’s fever bell.

Bone.

A second patient screaming.

Mina grabbed her kit.

Arvane said, “Vale—”

Mina was already running.
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