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Prologue: The Stranger at the Bar

The tavern was the color of burnt oak and old prayers.
Smoke from the hearth clung to the rafters, carrying the sharp tang of iron nails and the sweetness of spilled ale turned sour. Timber groaned with age, stone sweated where the fire reached, and the whole place breathed like a beast at rest.
Outside, the night was brittle with frost. Wind clawed along the shutters, rattling them like bones in a bag. Somewhere far down the road, a fox screamed, cut short, as though teeth had answered it.

Early rubbed the bar with his rag, steady circles on wood that knew more secrets than it should. His hands were cracked from old burns, the smell of singed cloth never quite leaving him. He worked quietly, like a man afraid to stop.

The door groaned open.

Wind shoved through first, carrying a stench of blood frozen into leather. Then came the stranger. Not dressed in black, that was for men who wanted to be seen. This one wore dust-dark cloth, shoulders crusted with flakes that might’ve been snow, might’ve been ash.

They crossed the room without looking left or right. Boots struck the floor with the hollow sound of wood coffins nailed shut. A farmer with a cough stopped mid-sip. A girl’s laughter thinned out to nothing.

The stranger took a stool at the bar, middle seat, where a story lands best.

“What’ll it be?” Early asked, voice even, eyes never lifting from the rag in his hand.

“Something honest,” said the traveler. Their voice was dry as a split bone. Three coins clinked onto the oak. Not the same size, not the same country. A pinch of coarse salt spilled with them, hissing as it struck the bar. It smelled faintly of meat curing in a cellar.

Early poured from the cask that never lied, brown ale thick as bread, head foaming like snow breaking under a cartwheel. He set it down. The stranger cupped it with both hands, as if warming blood rather than drink.

For a moment the room breathed easier. Fire popped, mugs lifted, stew steamed.

Then the mirror fogged.

It hung behind the bar, older than the tavern itself, frame blackened by smoke and years. The glass blurred like pondwater stirred by something beneath. Not mist, not breath. Movement.

The stranger didn’t turn, only sipped slowly. “Stories keep best in places like this,” they said. “Warmth makes them open. Cold makes them honest.”

Early’s rag paused. He didn’t look at the mirror. Not yet. “Safe enough, if they stay words.”

The stranger’s hood dipped. “And if they don’t?”

The mirror pulsed once, faint white light shivering across its surface. For a heartbeat, the bar smelled of woodfire gone wrong, that acrid sweetness of beams burning through to the bone of a house. Then it cleared.

The farmer coughed again. The girl laughed, brittle, forcing the tavern back into itself. Early’s hand moved the rag in slow circles, as though nothing had happened.

But in the mirror’s corner, a faint ring of salt still glowed.

Story I: The Bell that Rang Under Snow

It was the cooper’s daughter who spoke first. She sat hunched at the end of the bar, shawl still crusted with frost, fingers trembling around her mug. Her voice was raw, as if she’d been running.

“You want the truth?” she rasped. “Then hear the bell that rang under the snow. It nearly took me once. Near took the whole village.”

The First Ring

She said it started in winter, snow thick enough to bury roofs, a silence so heavy it pressed on lungs. Then the sound came, not muffled, but sharp, like nails driven into ice. Three notes, a pause, then three again.

“The kind of sound,” she whispered, “that splits your teeth if you listen too long.”

Folk came running. They dug with shovels, with hands, nails tearing, blood steaming into the drifts. Children coughed black ice, old men spat red into their beards. At last they unearthed the crown of a bell, iron lip wide, no rope to pull it, yet it rang.

And when it rang, she swore, it was as though their own debts spoke back. The faces they hadn’t fed, the names they hadn’t kissed, the graves they’d left without prayer.

The First Death

The miller, Merek, tied cloth round his ears, muttering that no bell had power over him. He stood in the snow, shouting at the iron. His breath froze white, but the sound broke through. Three notes, a pause, three notes.

She said he dropped to his knees, clawing his chest, coughing ice crystals sharp as glass. When they carried him in, his face was frozen in a smile too wide, lips split until blood crusted down his beard. By morning he was stiff, eyes open, rimed white.

The Child

By the week’s end, children would not play near the east gate. One boy claimed he heard his dead sister calling from inside the bell. He pressed his ear to it. When they pulled him back, frost had burned into his skin, a perfect ring seared on his cheek.

That night he wouldn’t wake. His mouth hung open, whispering her name on the exhale, white vapor spilling like smoke.

The Girl’s Bargain

On the ninth day, when the snow turned rotten gray, the cooper’s daughter herself went barefoot to the bell. She laid her hand on its iron lip, skin burning, blistering. “If I owe,” she told it, “then take what’s mine.”

The bell rang once. Not thrice. Not sharp. A low moan, like marrow groaning in bone. She felt something tear loose inside her, but when she stepped back, the ringing ceased.

The bell sank. Snow fell over it. And it was silent.

Back at the Bar

She lifted her shawl then, showing the scar across her palm, a ring of flesh puckered white, rimmed red, still weeping after all these years. “It took my hand,” she said. “Not in flesh, in promise. It’s never been mine since.”

Early set her mug down full again. He didn’t look at her scar. He didn’t look at the mirror.

But when she pressed her palm flat against the oak, the wood hissed. The ring burned into the bar, blackened deep.

She left her mark there when she pulled away, the flotsam of her tale, a circle that smelled of blood cooked on iron.

The mirror fogged, faint and low, as though some quill behind it had traced the shape.

Early only wiped around the scar, never across it. “Drink,” he muttered. “And don’t listen if it calls again.”

Bar Interlude I: The Mirror Fogs Once

The cooper’s daughter cradled her mug, breathing hard as though she’d dragged the bell here herself. Her scarred palm left the oak blackened in a perfect ring. No one moved to wipe it. No one dared.

The smell lingered, cooked iron, scorched blood. It wafted up through the fire’s woodsmoke until the tavern’s air tasted like
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