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Chapter1: The Bellless Shrine
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Cold stone pressed against my cheek.

For a few seconds, I did not move. I counted the sting in my fingers, the numbness in my shoulder, the damp smell of moss and dust caught in my throat. Something above me dripped. Once. Then again. Each drop hit stone with a thin sound that should have been small, but the whole ruined room swallowed it and gave it back wrong.

A white ceiling flickered in my head.

Not this ceiling. Not broken arches and roots dangling through cracks. A flat white ceiling, too clean, with a light buzzing until it became part of the air. A machine kept beeping somewhere beside a bed. My hand was wrapped around fingers colder than mine.

I jerked upright so fast my skull slammed pain against my eyes.

The memory tore loose.

I was on a stone floor in a place that looked like it had been dead for years.

Pillars leaned like broken ribs. A roof had caved in over half the hall, letting a gray sky stare down through the hole. Vines crawled over carved walls, but the vines were dry, brittle, gray at the edges. At the far end stood a shrine no taller than a man, split from crown to base. A bell frame hung above it, empty.

No bell.

My mouth tasted like metal. I pushed myself up on one hand and nearly fell again when my knees refused to trust the ground.

“Hello?” My voice came out scraped raw.

No answer.

Only the drip. The low groan of wind moving through cracks. And under that, something else.

A sound like a bell breaking underwater.

It rolled in from outside the ruined hall, deep and black, too low for my ears and too sharp for my bones. The stone beneath my palm trembled. Dust sifted from the nearest arch. My chest tightened before I knew why.

Then the screaming started.

I turned toward the broken entrance.

Another scream. Closer. A child this time, high and torn short. Men shouted over each other. Something heavy crashed into wood. The black bell-sound pulsed again, and every hair on my arms lifted.

I should have run the other way.

That was the first clean thought I had.

Run. Hide. Find out where I am after I stop being dead or whatever this is.

I staggered to my feet and grabbed the nearest pillar. My legs were bare under torn trousers caked with dried mud. My shirt was not mine. Rough linen. Too loose. There was a cut across my left forearm, half scabbed, with gray dust stuck to it.

I looked for a door leading deeper in. Anything except the entrance.

Nothing. Fallen stones blocked one side. The other opened into a narrow passage that had collapsed after maybe ten steps. The only clear way out was toward the screaming.

“Great,” I muttered. My voice shook enough to annoy me. “Perfect. Of course.”

The black bell-sound came again.

This time it brought pictures with it. Not in my eyes. Behind them. A hospital curtain. A hand slipping out of mine. My throat hurting because I had begged without words left. A beep stretching into one long flat line.

I pressed both hands to my ears.

The sound did not stop.

Outside, something roared.

I moved before my fear agreed to it.

The entrance opened onto a slope of cracked flagstones. Beyond it lay a village, or what was left of one. Small houses made of pale timber and fieldstone huddled around a muddy square. Roofs sagged. Smoke crawled from thatch. A well stood in the center with its rope swinging loose.

Past the well, a shrine tower rose from a low hill. It should have been the heart of the village. Even I could tell that much from the way every road bent toward it. But its doors were torn open, and the empty bell frame above the roof leaned sideways like a snapped neck.

No bell there either.

People ran through the square carrying bundles, children, old women. Some wore scraps of white cloth tied around their wrists. Some clutched little carved tokens, pressed to their lips. They kept looking toward the broken shrine as if it might remember how to help them.

It did not.

A black shape bounded over a roof and landed on a cart.

The cart shattered under it.

It looked like a wolf until it raised its head. Too tall. Too many joints in the legs. Its hide was made of matted darkness, and the ribs under it opened and closed like a cracked cage. In its throat hung a lump of bronze split down the middle. A broken bell, grown into flesh.

It rang when the thing breathed.

Not a sound I heard. A sound that got inside my teeth.

A man swung a pitchfork at it. The fork sank into shadow, stuck, and snapped. The beast struck him with one paw. He flew sideways into a wall and did not get up.

I backed into the broken entrance.

No. No, absolutely not. I had nothing. No weapon. No idea where I was. No reason to jump into a monster fight for strangers who would probably die anyway.

Another beast came crawling over the shrine hill. Then another. Black birds, maybe, except their wings were strips of torn prayer paper and their heads swung heavy with cracked bronze throats. They dove toward the people, and wherever their bell organs pulsed, the villagers stumbled as if their knees had been cut.

“Inside!” a woman screamed. “Get the children inside!”

“There is no inside!” someone shouted back.

The wolf-thing lowered its head toward a boy frozen beside the well.

My fingers tightened on the stone behind me.

The boy’s mother ran for him. Too far. Too slow.

I took one step down the slope before catching myself.

Don’t.

The word was sharp. Mine. Familiar.

Don’t get involved. Don’t be stupid. You can’t save them. You couldn’t save one person lying in a bed. You can’t save a whole village from things with bells in their throats.

The wolf sprang.

A small figure slammed into the boy from the side and knocked him into the mud.

The beast’s claws hit the well instead. Stone exploded. Muddy water burst upward. The small figure rolled, coughed, and scrambled over the boy like a shield.

A girl. Maybe nine. Maybe ten. Brown hair cut unevenly at her chin, face streaked with soot. She clutched something in both hands against her chest.

The wolf turned toward her.

She did not run.

Her lips moved fast.

I was too far to hear her words over the screams, but I saw what she held.

A little handbell, snapped open on one side, its handle cracked and bound with string. Broken. Useless. She shook it anyway.

No sound came.

The wolf’s bronze throat split wider.

The girl squeezed her eyes shut and shook the bell harder.

“Ring,” she whispered, and somehow I heard that one word. Maybe because every other sound fell away around it. “Please. If the bell rings, we’ll be saved.”

My stomach dropped.

White ceiling. Beeping machine. My own hands pressed together under a blanket because I had seen people do that on television, because I had no one to teach me the right way, because I had thought maybe wrong words were better than no words.

Please.

Nothing had answered.

The wolf leapt.

I ran.

My legs almost folded on the first three steps. The slope was slick with mud and ash, and my bare foot struck a broken shard of tile. Pain flashed up my ankle. I kept going because stopping meant watching claws go through a child.

“Move!” I shouted.

The girl opened her eyes.

The wolf filled the space above her.

I threw myself between them and raised both arms, which was stupid. Completely useless. My hands were empty. My body shook so hard I could feel my teeth clicking.

The beast hit me like a falling wall.

Or it should have.

White stone burst from the ground.

A step. One clean white step shoved up through mud between me and the beast. The wolf’s claws struck it and skidded. Sparks sprayed bright as stars. Another step slammed upward under the first, then another, building a little stairway out of the earth so fast the air cracked.

The beast bounced off, snarling.

I fell backward onto the girl and the boy. Mud splashed into my mouth. My arms burned like something had hooked into my bones and yanked.

The white steps kept growing.

They rose in front of us, small but solid, each one carved with marks I could not read. Light leaked from the grooves. Mud hissed away from them. The space behind them smelled suddenly of rain on hot stone.

The wolf shook itself and lunged again.

The steps flared.

Its claws struck invisible resistance and snapped sideways. The beast screamed, a bell and an animal at the same time.

I stared at my hands.

“What did you do?” the girl breathed.

“I didn’t—”

The ground under my palms pulsed.

The ruined shrine on the hill groaned.

Not the village shrine. The one behind me. The one where I had woken. The old dead place answered through the slope, through the stone, through my ribs. The little white stairway in front of me was tied to it. I felt that without understanding it. A rope pulled from somewhere under my heart into the earth.

The girl’s broken bell trembled.

The wolf backed away, then opened its jaws and released a wave of black sound.

It hit the white steps.

The light dimmed.

Cold shoved through me. My elbows buckled. For one sick second, I saw the hospital room again, the machines, the curtain, the hand I could not warm no matter how hard I held it.

No.

I dug my fingers into the mud.

The stairway brightened, barely.

The boy under the girl started sobbing. The girl did not. Her eyes stayed on me, wide and wet and filthy.

“You can make a shrine?” she asked.

“I can barely stand up.”

“But you did.” Her hands tightened around the broken bell. “Please do it again.”

Behind the wolf, more beasts poured into the square.

The black birds swooped low, their torn wings brushing roofs and knocking tiles loose. Two smaller wolves chased a group of villagers toward the dry ditch beyond the square. One creature shaped like a man without a face dragged itself from the broken shrine doors, its arms too long, its back hunched under a cracked bronze hump.

Every pulse of black sound pushed people down.

A woman tried to pray aloud. The faceless thing turned toward her voice. The words twisted in the air, visible for half a breath as pale threads, then blackened and snapped into its mouth. It grew taller.

The woman clapped both hands over her mouth.

“Don’t pray!” a man shouted. “It hears prayers!”

The girl flinched, but she did not let go of her bell.

I should have told her to stop too.

Instead I looked at the small white steps and the way they stood between claws and flesh.

My heart hammered too fast. The rope inside me pulled again, harder, toward the ruined shrine behind the slope. I could feel its emptiness. No bell. Cracked altar. Cold floor. But something beneath it still had weight.

Something waiting.

The wolf charged a third time, angrier now, lowering its head so the split bell in its throat pointed straight at me.

I grabbed the girl by the shoulder and shoved her behind me.

“Stay down.”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Really? Now?”

“If I have to pray for you, I need a name.”

The beast’s paws tore mud.

I almost laughed. It came out more like a cough.

“Noah,” I said. “Noah Brindle.”

“I’m Nell Ashby.”

“Nell, stay down.”

The wolf hit.

I slapped my hand against the top step.

I did not pray. I did not know how, and I did not want to. I pushed everything I had into one ugly thought.

Stop.

A fourth step erupted, then a fifth, not upward this time but forward. The white stone punched under the wolf’s chest and lifted it off its feet. Its claws scraped air. A low wall formed along the stair’s edge, half a shrine railing, half a barricade. The beast crashed into it and rolled, smoke peeling from its hide.

My vision spotted.

Heat ran down from my nose. I wiped it with the back of my hand and found blood.

Nell grabbed my sleeve. “Noah!”

“I see them.”

The smaller wolves had noticed us.

Three of them turned at once, their broken bells opening like mouths. The black birds wheeled overhead. Villagers huddled behind overturned carts, behind barrels, behind nothing. The shrine on the hill kept swallowing their little gasps and pleas and giving back monsters.

The white steps around us flickered.

I could not hold it. Whatever I was doing, it was ripping through me too fast.

“Can you run?” I asked Nell.

She nodded, then looked at the boy beside her. He was crying too hard to stand.

“Take him,” I said.

“To where?”

Good question.

The ruined shrine behind me still pulled. It was higher up the slope, away from the square. Broken, but the steps there were real. Stone walls. Narrow entrance. Maybe thick enough to slow the beasts.

“There.” I pointed with my bloody hand. “The old place.”

Nell stared past me. “The bellless shrine?”

“Is that bad?”

“It never rings.”

“Everything around here seems bad. Move.”

She pulled the boy up. He stumbled. I grabbed his other arm and dragged him behind the little white stairway as the three wolves came in.

The first jumped too high. It sailed over the steps and landed on the railing. The stone burned it. It shrieked and thrashed. The second slammed into the base and cracked one step in half. The crack shot straight into my chest.

I dropped to one knee.

Nell screamed my name.

The third wolf went around.

I saw it too late.

It came from the side, low through the mud, jaws open for Nell’s leg. I lunged and kicked it in the head. My heel struck the split bell in its throat.

Pain blew up my foot.

The bell rang black.

The square vanished.

For half a breath, I was back beside the bed. My mother’s mouth moved without sound. I leaned close, trying to hear. The machine screamed its flat note. I said please until the word became nothing. No warmth came through the ceiling. No hand reached down. No miracle. No bell.

The wolf’s teeth closed on my trouser leg.

I fell into the mud.

Nell struck it with her broken handbell.

The bell made no sound, but the beast recoiled as if slapped with fire.

Nell stared at it, shocked.

So did I.

The broken bell in her hands glowed once, faint and gold, then died.

The wolf shook itself and snarled.

I grabbed a stone and smashed it into the bronze lump in its throat. Once. Twice. The third hit cracked the metal wider. Black sound leaked out, thick as smoke. The beast’s body shuddered.

Then the white steps flared behind me.

Light snapped across the mud in a thin line. The wounded wolf tried to pull back, but the line wrapped its front legs. Stone rose under it, a tiny shrine platform, no bigger than a grave marker. The beast collapsed against it and melted into a puddle of black ash.

I gagged.

The other wolves hesitated.

The villagers saw.

“Up the slope!” someone shouted. “To the old shrine!”

“That place is dead!”

“It stopped one!”

Panic shifted. Not less, just pointed in one direction.

People ran toward us.

Too many.

The white steps flickered harder as the first villagers stumbled behind them. A grandmother carrying a baby. A man with one arm hanging wrong. Two girls dragging a sack of something that clinked. Their faces were gray with fear and ash.

“Keep going,” I shouted. “Don’t stop at me!”

They obeyed because the beasts were worse than my blood-covered shouting.

I staggered backward up the slope with Nell and the boy. Each step away from the little stairway made the rope inside me stretch until I thought it might tear. I looked down. White lines crawled under my skin from my wrist to my elbow, glowing through the dirt.

Nell saw them too.

“Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Are you still doing it?”

“I’m trying to stop.”

“Please don’t.”

That shut my mouth.

A black bird dove at the grandmother.

I threw out my hand without thinking.

A small stone arch burst from the ground above her. The bird smashed into it and burst apart, showering black feathers that turned to ash before they landed. The arch cracked down the middle. So did something in my head.

I nearly vomited.

Nell caught my wrist with both hands. “Noah, your eyes—”

“What about them?”

“They look like bells.”

“I hate this place.”

She gave a small, terrified laugh. It broke at the end.

We reached the entrance of the ruined shrine. Villagers pushed inside, stumbling over fallen stones. The old hall swallowed them with its damp smell and broken roof. Some knelt at once near the split shrine. Others dragged beams toward the door as if wood could hold back those things.

“Don’t kneel,” I snapped. “Get away from the entrance. Help block the side gaps.”

An old man stared at me. “The shrine needs prayer.”

“The shrine needs people not getting eaten.”

He blinked, then grabbed a beam.

Nell stayed beside me, still clutching the broken bell. The boy had found his mother and was crying into her skirts. Good. One thing not dead.

Outside, the beasts gathered at the bottom of the slope.

There were more than before. The village shrine kept coughing them out. Every time someone in the square cried out a plea, the blackness around its doors thickened. A woman hiding behind the well whispered something, and a long snake-shaped thing slid from the shrine steps, its spine lined with tiny cracked bells.

“Stop praying!” a villager screamed from inside the ruined hall.

The woman clapped her hands over her mouth too late.

The snake turned toward our slope.

I leaned against the entrance stone, panting.

The little white steps below us were fading. The arch over the grandmother had already crumbled. Mud swallowed the light.

Nell looked from the beasts to the empty bell frame above the ruined shrine.

“If the shrine had a bell...” she whispered.

“It doesn’t.”

“But there has to be one somewhere.”

I laughed once, meaner than I meant to. “That your plan? Find a bell?”

Her face tightened.

I regretted it immediately.

She held up the broken handbell. “This was my father’s. He said even little bells remember the big ones.”

The words should have sounded childish. They should have been easy to dismiss.

Instead the broken thing in her hands hummed against my bones.

No sound. Just a pressure, like a name almost spoken.

“Where is he?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Nell’s eyes moved toward the village shrine.

I did not ask again.

The snake came up the slope.

Behind it, the wolf with the burned chest returned. The faceless thing followed on its long arms. Black birds circled overhead, waiting for us to scatter.

We had nowhere to scatter.

Inside the old hall, people shoved stones into gaps. Someone sobbed into a sleeve. Someone else kept whispering a prayer and cutting it off halfway, over and over, as if swallowing glass.

My arms shook.

The white lines under my skin had faded to dull threads. The rope inside me no longer pulled toward the little steps. It pulled down. Beneath the shrine. Beneath the floor where I had woken. Deep, deep under the stone.

I turned and looked at the split altar at the far end.

The crack in it ran from top to base. In that crack, a faint gold line glimmered.

“Nell,” I said. “Has anyone been under this shrine?”

“No. The floor is sealed.”

“Of course it is.”

The snake struck the entrance.

Its head hit empty air and stopped. A weak shimmer spread over the doorway, thin as wet glass. The ruined shrine had a barrier. Barely.

The snake struck again.

The shimmer cracked.

The villagers cried out.

I put one hand against the entrance stone and felt the whole building tremble. This place wanted to stand. That was the only way I could think it. Not alive, not exactly. But it remembered standing. It remembered sheltering bodies from rain, claws, fear. It remembered a bell that was gone.

The snake struck a third time.

The shimmer shattered.

I fell back as black sound poured through the entrance.

People dropped to their knees. The old man with the beam curled over it, shaking. The baby stopped crying, which was worse than crying.

The snake slid inside.

I grabbed the broken edge of a fallen pillar with both hands.

“Get back!” I shouted.

No one could move.

The snake’s split-bell spine rang one after another, each cracked note making the hall darker. The faceless thing crouched behind it at the entrance, too large to fit but pushing anyway. Wolves scratched at the sides. The burned one watched me.

Nell stepped in front of the kneeling villagers.

Her shoulders were tiny.

She raised the broken bell.

“Nell, don’t.”

“If the bell rings,” she said. Her lips shook. “If it rings...”

“It won’t.”

She looked at me.

I hated myself as soon as I said it.

The snake lunged at her.

I slammed both hands down on the floor.

“Then use mine!”

I did not know who I was yelling at. The empty shrine. The dead stone. The gray sky. The nothing that had watched my mother die and done nothing. I pushed the words down into the floor with my palms until my nails split against the cracks.

“Use mine, damn it!”

The floor answered.

White stone erupted under the snake, not as loose steps this time but as a full stairway, broad and steep, driving upward from beneath the hall. The snake’s body snapped against the rising stone. Villagers screamed and scrambled aside as the floor split open from the entrance to the altar.

A stairway climbed out of the ground where no stairway had been.

Each step carried the same carved marks. Light burned through them. Mud and old dust blasted away. The snake thrashed, caught across the new stairs. I dragged myself up by the edge of the first step, arms screaming.

The split altar unfolded.

Stone petals opened around the gold line. The little shrine at the far end, cracked and dead a moment before, pulled itself upright piece by piece. Broken pillars lifted, rotated, slammed into place. A low roof formed over the altar with a sound like thunder trapped in marble. Two narrow white columns speared up on either side of the entrance, and a small gate shaped itself from light and stone.

Not big. Not grand.

But real.

The snake struck at me from the side.

I threw my shoulder into Nell and knocked her down as the head passed over us. Its bell-spine rang. The new shrine gate answered with silence so hard it became a wall. The snake hit it and folded backward.

The villagers stared.

I stared too.

The hall was still ruined around us, roof open, walls cracked, vines hanging dead. But in the middle of it stood a small white shrine, clean as bone under rainlight. Steps led up to it from the split floor. Its gate faced the entrance. Its altar glowed faintly, waiting for something I did not have.

The empty bell frame above the old roof groaned.

The wolves rushed together.

The gate took the first impact. Stone boomed. The second wolf hit. Then the faceless thing forced its shoulders through the entrance and smashed both long arms down. The little shrine shook. Cracks crawled across the gate.

Pain tore through my chest.

I fell to one knee on the new steps.

Too much. It was too much. The shrine was there, but it was hollow. A body without a heartbeat.

“Nell,” I rasped.

She crawled toward me.

“When I tell you, shake that bell.”

“It’s broken.”

“I know.”

The burned wolf climbed over the snake’s thrashing body. Its eyes were holes with blue-black fire at the bottom. It put one paw on the first white step.

The stone hissed, but did not throw it back.

I grabbed the rail that had formed beside me. My hand left blood on the white stone.

The wolf climbed another step.

The shrine wanted sound.

The thought came with no words. It pressed into my palms, my ribs, the bleeding foot I could barely feel. I looked up at the empty bell frame and almost saw something there, round and gold, swaying under a clear sky.

Then it was gone.

“Nell,” I said.

She shook the broken bell.

Nothing.

The burned wolf climbed again.

The faceless thing hammered the gate. A column cracked. People screamed behind me. The old man shouted for everyone to brace the stones, and feet scraped as villagers pushed beams against gaps, against walls, against anything they could touch.

Nell shook the bell harder.

Still nothing.

Her face crumpled. “Please.”

The word was small.

The shrine flared.

Not enough.

The wolf lunged from the stair.

I raised both arms and pulled, not with muscle, but with that rope inside me. I pulled on the shrine, on the broken steps, on every white mark burning under my hands.

The gate ripped free from the shrine and slammed sideways between us and the wolf.

It was only half formed, a little sacred door with no walls around it, but the wolf crashed into it and rebounded. The door skidded across the steps, grinding stone, forcing the beast back toward the entrance.

My whole body screamed.

The faceless thing struck the little gate from the other side. Black cracks spread through it.

Nell sobbed and shook the bell again.

A single tiny chime slipped out.

It was cracked. Barely there. More breath than music.

The little shrine exploded with light.

Every carved mark along the steps ignited. The half-formed gate grew taller, wider, its white edges sharpening. The burned wolf’s paws lifted off the stone as if the air itself had seized it. The snake’s body split into black ribbons. The faceless thing shrank back from the entrance, dragging its long arms over its head.

Under the floor, something answered Nell’s broken chime.

A golden bell rang once.

The sound came from deep beneath the ruined shrine.

It passed through my bones without hurting. It cut through the black bell-noise outside. It swept over the kneeling villagers, and their shoulders lifted as if they had been allowed to breathe for the first time in hours.

The beasts screamed.

The wolves tumbled down the slope, smoke peeling off them. The black birds scattered into the gray sky. The snake dissolved across the steps, leaving a trail of bronze flakes. The faceless thing clawed at the entrance stones, but the small shrine gate shone brighter and shoved it back inch by inch until it lost its grip and fell outside.

For one heartbeat, the village was not silent.

The golden note faded.

The little shrine stayed.

I collapsed on the steps.

My cheek hit warm stone this time. My lungs dragged air in broken pieces. The white lines under my skin dimmed. The blood from my nose spotted the step below me.

Nell crawled to my side. “Noah?”

“I’m alive,” I said. “Don’t shake me.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were thinking it.”

She made a wet sound that might have been a laugh.

Around us, villagers moved slowly, as if afraid loud footsteps would call the monsters back. The barrier at the entrance still glowed, thin but steady. Outside, the beasts prowled at the bottom of the slope, no longer charging. The village shrine on the hill pulsed with blackness, angry and open, but the light around our little shrine held.

For now.

Nell sat beside me on the step and looked at her broken bell. “It rang.”

“Barely.”

“It rang.”

I did not argue.

My hands shook so badly I curled them into fists. The stone under me hummed with a warmth that felt nothing like the hospital memory. I wanted to push it away. I wanted to lie down against it and stop pretending I was not scared.

The old man came closer, his face lined with mud. He lowered himself to one knee, not to me, but to the small white shrine.

“Don’t,” I said.

He paused.

“If praying makes more of those things—”

“This place did not turn it black,” he said.

I had no answer for that.

A little girl no older than five touched one of the white columns. Her mother yanked her back, then froze when the child’s scraped hand stopped bleeding. Pale light closed the cut. Not perfectly. Not all at once. But enough.

The mother covered her mouth.

Someone whispered thanks.

The little shrine warmed under me again.

I shut my eyes, and the white ceiling flashed behind them.

I opened them fast.

No. Not there.

Here there was mud, smoke, monsters, a broken bell in a girl’s hands, and a shrine I had somehow dragged out of the ground because I was too stupid to keep running.

A low rumble rolled beneath the steps.

Nell grabbed my sleeve. “Was that you?”

“I really hope not.”

The gold line in the split altar brightened again.

The new shrine shuddered. Dust fell from the old walls. Behind the altar, the broken floor cracked wider, revealing a seam that had been hidden under centuries of dirt. Warm air breathed through it, smelling of old metal and sunlit stone.

The villagers backed away.

I forced myself upright. My legs hated the idea. My ribs hated it more.

“Nell, stay with the others.”

“No.”

“This is not a debate.”

“You fall over when I don’t watch you.”

“I fall over either way.”

She stood anyway, bell clutched tight.

The seam behind the altar widened into steps leading down.

Not the white steps I had called. Older ones. Dark gold stone worn smooth in the middle. Symbols lined the walls below, each one filled with a faint glow. At the bottom waited a darkness that did not feel like the black sound outside. This darkness slept.

The pull in my chest returned.

Down.

Of course.

I looked at the entrance. The beasts still waited below the slope. The small shrine gate held them back, but cracks were already crawling along the top edge. The village shrine on the hill throbbed like a wound.

If whatever rang below could do that again, we needed it.

If it was worse than the beasts, I was about to find that out too.

“Fine,” I muttered.

Nell took one step after me.

I pointed at the floor. “No.”

She lifted her chin.

The broken bell in her hands gave a tiny, soundless tremble.

I did not have the strength to argue properly. “Three steps behind me. If something moves, you run.”

“You said run before and didn’t.”

“That means I’m qualified to give bad advice.”

She followed three steps behind.

The stairway curved under the shrine. The air grew warmer as we descended. The black bell-sound from outside faded until I could hear my own breathing, ragged and too loud. The walls were carved with lions. Not ordinary lions. Their manes were made of tiny bells, dozens and dozens of them, each carved with impossible detail.

One carving showed the lion standing before a wall of darkness while a human figure raised a hand beside it. The figure’s face had been worn away. One bell in the lion’s mane was gouged out of the stone.

I touched the missing place without meaning to.

A sharp ache passed through my left hand.

Nell whispered, “That is Solmire.”

The name moved through the stairwell like it had been waiting for a mouth.

“You know it?”

“Everyone knows the holy beast.” Her voice lowered. “The first hero’s lion. My father said Solmire rang the world awake when the old darkness came.”

“Is it supposed to be under a dead shrine?”

“I don’t know.”

That made two of us.

We reached the bottom.

The chamber beneath the shrine was round and vast enough that it should not have fit under the hill. Its ceiling vanished into shadow. Rings of stone seats circled a central platform. Hundreds of small bells hung from chains along the walls, but none moved. Dust covered them in pale fur.

On the central platform stood a lion carved from white stone.

No, not carved.

Sleeping.

The shape was too alive. One massive paw rested forward, claws tucked in. The head was lowered, eyes closed. The mane fell around its neck in thick strands, and each strand ended in a small golden bell. Real gold, not stone. Even under dust, they held a light of their own.

My breath caught.

One bell was missing.

Not broken. Missing. A clean gap near the left side of the mane, close to the throat. The empty place looked wrong enough to hurt.

Nell stopped beside me despite my three-step rule. “Solmire,” she breathed.

The stone lion did not move.

Outside, far above, something struck the shrine gate.

The chamber trembled.

Dust slid from the sleeping lion’s mane. A few golden bells gave thin, tired chimes. The sound brushed my skin, and the white lines under it sparked once.

I stepped closer.

Bad idea. Probably the worst so far.

But the pull in my chest had led here, and the beasts were still outside, and the people above were breathing because a broken bell had managed one cracked chime.

I put my hand on the edge of the platform.

The lion’s stone was warm.

A voice filled the chamber.

Not loud. Not gentle.

“Who stands in a bellless shrine and drags stone from prayer?”

I jerked back so hard I almost fell off the step.

Nell made a tiny sound and dropped to her knees.

The lion’s eyelids cracked open.

Gold light burned beneath them.

Every bell in the chamber trembled.

The lion lifted its head. Stone dust poured from its mane, revealing silver-white fur beneath. The golden bells hanging from each strand chimed softly, one after another, except for the empty place at its throat.

Its gaze fixed on me.

I could not move.

The shrine above shook again. The beasts screamed outside. The small white gate groaned under another impact.

The lion’s eyes narrowed.

“Prayerless boy,” it said, and the words pressed straight through my ribs. “Why did you call a sanctuary?”

My mouth went dry.

“I didn’t call anything.”

The golden eyes did not blink.

Nell’s broken bell shook in her hands.

The lion rose, one huge paw scraping across the platform, and the chamber filled with the faint, waking music of a mane made of bells.

“Prayerless boy,” it said again. “Why did you call a sanctuary?”
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The lion’s bells shook the dust from the chamber.

I could not look away from him. He was too big for the stone platform, too bright for the dead shrine under the hill, too alive for something that had been sleeping as a statue a minute ago. Silver-white fur rippled along his shoulders as he rose, and every movement sent small golden bells sliding through his mane.

One bell was missing.

The empty place near his throat tugged at my eyes. I did not know why. Maybe because everything else about him was impossible and whole, and that small gap looked like a wound someone had tried to hide.

Nell stayed on her knees beside me, clutching her broken handbell so tightly her knuckles had gone pale.

“Solmire,” she whispered.

The lion looked down at her.

The pressure in the chamber changed. Not heavier. Cleaner. Like the air after lightning struck close.

“You carry a cracked voice,” he said.

Nell swallowed. “It was my father’s.”

Solmire’s eyes lowered to the bell. Gold light flickered across the broken rim. For one heartbeat, the bell in Nell’s hands answered with a tiny tremble.

Then something slammed the shrine above us.

Stone dust rained from the ceiling.

The golden bells in Solmire’s mane stilled.

The warmth under my palm vanished.

“They’re still up there,” I said.

Solmire turned those burning eyes back to me. “And you still have not answered.”

“I don’t have an answer.” My voice came out sharper than was smart. “I woke up on a floor, monsters started eating people, and then stairs came out of the ground. That’s what I know.”

“A sanctuary does not answer emptiness.”

“Then maybe it made a mistake.”

Nell looked up fast, horrified.

Solmire did not move for a long second. The faint glow in his eyes narrowed until I felt it on my skin.

“No sanctuary mistakes hunger for shelter,” he said. “No shrine mistakes a fleeing heart for a vow.”

“I didn’t vow anything.”

Another impact shook the chamber. Somewhere above, people screamed. The little white shrine I had dragged out of the floor groaned like a ship under ice.

I took one step toward the stairs.

Solmire’s paw came down in front of me.

The sound of that paw on stone cracked through the chamber. Not loud, exactly. Final.

I froze with my hand half-raised.

“Out of my way,” I said.

“You stand with blood on sacred stone and deny prayer while wearing its light under your skin.”

I looked at my arms. Thin white lines glowed through dirt, cuts, and drying blood. I shoved my sleeves down, which did nothing.

“I don’t care what you call it.”

“Then you are unfit to carry it.”

The words hit harder than they should have.

Something above shattered. The barrier at the entrance, maybe. The screams changed. More urgent. Closer to breaking.

Nell scrambled to her feet. “Please. They’re going to get in.”

Solmire’s ear flicked toward her. The bells on his mane gave one soft chime.

He moved.

There was no warning. One breath he blocked the stairway. The next, he had passed us in a rush of silver and gold, climbing the ancient steps without touching half of them. Wind slammed into my chest and shoved me back. Nell yelped and grabbed my wrist.

“Come on,” I said, pulling her up the stairs after him.

My legs still felt like someone had filled them with wet sand. Each step scraped pain through my foot where I had kicked the wolf’s broken bell. The gold-lit carvings blurred at the edges. I kept one hand on the wall and climbed anyway.

Ahead of us, Solmire reached the top.

The ruined hall flashed white-gold.

A roar tore through the shrine.

It was not just a roar. It carried bells inside it, dozens of clear notes braided through the sound. The black noise above snapped like rotten rope.

I stumbled out of the stairway in time to see Solmire leap through the little white gate.

He struck the faceless monster with one paw.

The thing had forced half its body into the hall. Its long arms were hooked around the entrance stones, dragging itself past the barrier. Solmire’s claws cut across its shoulder, and light poured into the wound. The monster convulsed. Cracked bronze lumps burst along its back, each one releasing a shriek that died as Solmire’s mane rang.

Then Solmire landed in the doorway.

He was larger now that he stood under open sky. His back nearly brushed the broken arch. Rainlight caught the silver of his fur and the gold of his bells until he seemed carved from dawn and thunder.

Outside, the beasts recoiled.

The wolf with the burned chest snarled from the slope. Black birds wheeled over the village square. The snake-shaped thing had re-formed below the steps, thinner now, its spine-bells twitching.

Solmire shook his mane once.

One bell rang.

Only one.

The sound was clear enough to hurt.

A ring of light burst from him and swept down the slope. It passed over the white steps I had raised, over the mud, over the broken cart and the shattered well. Every black beast it touched screamed. The nearest wolves were thrown backward as if struck by a wall. The birds burst apart midair, raining ash. The snake twisted into a knot and slammed into the village shrine hill.

For a moment, every scream stopped.

People stared from behind broken walls and carts. The villagers inside the ruined shrine pressed together, eyes wide, mouths open. Someone started crying, but quietly this time.

Nell stepped beside me, still holding my sleeve.

“He rang,” she whispered.

Solmire stood at the entrance with his head high and his mane settling around him. The bells trembled, but most did not ring. His body looked steady from a distance. Up close, I could see the strain in the tightness of his shoulders and the way one paw pressed hard into the stone.

“You can beat them,” I said.

His ear turned toward me. “I drove back the first breath.”

“The what?”

He did not answer.

Across the village square, the broken shrine on the hill throbbed.

The dark around it pulled inward. Smoke sank into the open doors instead of rising from them. The wolves that had been thrown back dragged themselves up, twitching. The cracked bells in their throats began to pulse, not one by one, but together.

The sound crawled under my skin.

Solmire’s lips pulled from his teeth.

“Those are not beasts hunting flesh alone,” he said. “The shrine’s prayer has been turned inside out.”

“Can you stop that?”

“With a whole mane, yes.”

My eyes went to the empty gap near his throat.

His gaze snapped to mine.

“Do not look there.”

“Hard not to.”

The black pulse from the village shrine deepened.

Villagers flinched all around me. One woman clutched a child and started whispering. The child shook his head, trying to cover her mouth with both hands.

“No prayers,” someone hissed. “No prayers.”

The woman bit down on her sleeve until her body shook.

Solmire looked at them, and something passed across his face too old for me to read.

Then his eyes returned to me, hard again.

“Your sanctuary is thin.”

“I noticed.”

“It will break.”

“Then help me make it not break.”

His tail lashed once, the silver tuft striking dust from the floor. “A shrine called by denial cannot bear a village.”

I stared at him.

The village shrine pulsed again. The nearest roof collapsed with a crash. A man screamed from somewhere below the slope. The monsters were getting back up.

“You’re seriously doing this now?” I asked.

“Prayer is not a tool to be grabbed because fear has cornered you.”

“I didn’t grab anything.”

“You sneered at the bell even while standing behind its stone.”

“I sneered because bells don’t save people where I’m from.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

Nell went still beside me.

Solmire lowered his head until his eyes were level with mine. Heat rolled from his breath, carrying the scent of metal, sun-warmed fur, and rain.

“Then why did you run toward a child who prayed?”

My throat locked.

I saw Nell on the mud, shaking a broken bell over her chest.

I saw another hand in mine. Thin fingers. A white blanket tucked under a chin. Machines blinking. My own mouth forming words no one heard.

I looked away first.

“Because she was going to die.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

Solmire’s mane gave a low, restless murmur of bells.

Below us, the monsters began moving again.

This time they did not rush all at once. They spread out through the village. Wolves prowled around the square, driving people away from hiding places. Black birds gathered on roofs, tearing at thatch. The faceless thing dragged itself upright near the well, smaller after Solmire’s strike but not gone. From the shrine doors, new shapes crawled into the daylight.

People still trapped in the village square screamed and ran toward us.

The white steps from the ground were flickering.

I pushed past Solmire.

His shoulder blocked me like a wall.

“Move,” I said.

“You will collapse before you reach them.”

“Probably.”

“Then you would spend your life poorly.”

“I don’t remember asking your opinion.”

Nell tugged my sleeve. “Noah, the steps—”

The lowest white step cracked. A woman carrying a basket slipped on the mud near it. Two children helped her up. Behind them, a wolf lowered its head.

I did not wait for Solmire to move.

I ducked under his neck, which was stupid and nearly got me crushed when he shifted. My shoulder scraped against one of the bells in his mane.

It rang.

Not loud. A small clear sound, close to my ear.

The white lines under my skin flared.

For a second, the ruined shrine, the little white steps, the empty bell frame, Nell’s broken handbell, and the ancient stair beneath the altar all lined up inside me. Not as thoughts. As pressure. As places my body knew without knowing.

Then I stumbled out into the doorway.

The wolf lunged for the children.

I slammed my foot onto the top step.

White stone burst from the slope.

A line of new steps shot downward, not straight this time, but curving around the mud like a path. The first three shoved between the wolf and the children. The next six lifted under the villagers’ feet, raising them above the muck. A low railing snapped into place on one side, glowing with carved marks.

The wolf crashed into the railing. It bent, light flickering, but held.

Pain punched through my ribs.

I grabbed the side of the arch and almost went down.

Solmire appeared beside me without a sound.

“You force shape without breath.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you are tearing yourself open to make stone move.”

“Can you fix it?”

“No.”

“Then stop talking.”

I stretched my hand toward the villagers.

The steps lengthened. Not enough. The path reached halfway to the square and stopped, trembling. The woman with the basket climbed onto it, pulling one child, then the other. More villagers followed, shoving and stumbling.

“Single line!” I shouted. “Don’t push. If you fall off, I can’t—”

A black bird dove.

A golden blur crossed above the steps.

Solmire struck it out of the air. His paw carved a bright arc through the bird’s body, and it burst apart before it could reach the villagers. He landed on the slope, turned, and roared at the beasts gathering below.

They hesitated.

I hated how much relief hit me.

Then his bells fell silent again.

The beasts noticed too.

The burned wolf crept forward, head low. The cracked bell in its throat pulsed in answer to the village shrine. Its paws touched the white path. Smoke curled from its pads, but it kept climbing.

“Why aren’t you ringing again?” I shouted.

Solmire glanced back. “My bell is not a hammer to swing at every shadow.”

“Looks like a great time to start swinging.”

“The more I ring without a true sanctuary to answer, the more I spend what has not returned.”

The missing bell.

He did not say it. He did not need to. His jaw tightened as if the empty spot hurt.

The burned wolf sprang onto the path.

I pulled on the steps. The path bucked. The wolf slid, claws gouging glowing stone, but it did not fall. Its throat bell opened wide.

Black sound struck the villagers.

A man carrying an old woman went pale and dropped to one knee. The old woman nearly tumbled over the railing. Nell darted from behind me.

“Nell!”

She ran down two steps and grabbed the old woman’s sleeve.

Too far.

The burned wolf saw her.

I dragged the path upward with everything I had.

The step under Nell rose sharply. She cried out and fell backward, pulling the old woman with her. The wolf’s jaws snapped shut where her shoulder had been. My vision went white around the edges.

“Get her back!” I shouted, but I was not sure who I meant.

Solmire moved.

He did not ring. He simply bounded up the side of the path and slammed his body between Nell and the wolf. The beast struck his shoulder. Black claws sank into silver fur and smoked. Solmire growled, not in pain, but warning.

The wolf’s bell-throat pressed against his mane.

The black ring began.

Solmire’s nearest golden bells trembled under it.

He flinched.

I saw it. So did the wolf.

Something hot and ugly snapped in my chest.

I reached toward the little shrine behind me, toward the gate, toward the empty bell frame, and yanked.

A piece of the shrine gate tore free and flew down the path.

It slammed into the wolf’s side and pinned it against the railing.

The whole path cracked.

Villagers screamed as the steps lurched under them.

Solmire turned his head toward me. “Do not break the sanctuary to feed your anger.”

“It was eating you!”

“And now the path fails.”

He was right.

The white steps under the villagers flickered, thin at the edges. A child’s foot sank through one, then caught as it hardened again. My breath came too fast. I could not hold the path, the gate, the little shrine, the barrier at the entrance, all of it. I did not even know how many pieces I was holding until they started slipping.

Nell climbed back toward me, dragging the old woman with help from two villagers. Her face was white except for mud on one cheek.

“Noah,” she said. “Make it smaller.”

“What?”

“The path. Just where people stand. Not all of it.”

I stared at her.

The path flickered again.

Make it smaller.

I stopped trying to hold the full shining curve from shrine to square. I let the empty parts crumble. Three steps vanished near the bottom. A section of railing dissolved behind the last villager. The path shortened into separate white platforms under each cluster of feet.

The pressure in my chest eased by a hair.

Not gone. Not even close.

But enough to breathe.

Solmire’s eyes flicked toward Nell.

She lifted her chin, still shaking.

The burned wolf thrashed against the broken gate piece. Solmire struck the cracked bell in its throat with one paw. The bell split fully, and the beast collapsed into ash.

The villagers on the platforms climbed toward the shrine in little groups. Every time one group reached the entrance, I let their platform crumble and pushed the strength into the next one. It was messy. Uneven. Twice I nearly dropped people. Once a man slipped and would have fallen if Solmire had not hooked the back of his coat with one claw and tossed him up the slope.

He landed hard and crawled inside without complaint.

More villagers came from the far side of the square.

Too many still out there.

The village shrine belched black smoke. A new monster pulled itself out, huge shoulders first, its body shaped like a bull with a bell for a skull. Its horns were broken yokes of bronze. Each step sank deep into the mud.

The white platforms trembled at the sound of its bell-head.

“Tell me that’s the last big one,” I said.

No one answered.

Solmire’s mane bristled.

“That one carries the shrine’s lower prayer.”

“Again, I don’t know what that means.”

“It has eaten the pleas buried beneath the altar. Old vows. Names of the dead. Harvest songs. Children’s thanks.” His voice lowered. “It wears them as hunger.”

The bull-beast charged.

The ground shook under it. Villagers scattered. A family of four froze near the remains of the well, trapped between wolves and the bull’s path.

I reached for them.

Nothing happened.

My hand shook in the air.

The white lines under my skin dimmed to almost nothing.

“No,” I rasped.

I tried again. A single stone lip rose from the mud near the family, then cracked apart.

The bull charged straight through it.

Solmire ran.

He hit the bull from the side, shoulder to shoulder. The impact threw mud in a wave. Golden bells clashed against black bronze. The bull skidded, but not far enough. One horn caught Solmire under the chest and drove him back.

Nell screamed.

Solmire twisted, claws digging furrows through the road. He lowered his head, pushing against the bull’s bell-skull. The bells in his mane shook but did not ring.

“Ring!” I shouted.

His eyes cut toward me, furious.

The bull shoved him another step back.

The family by the well scrambled away, but wolves moved to cut them off. I pushed myself down the slope, nearly falling with every step.

“Noah, stop!” Nell shouted behind me.

I did not stop.

The world narrowed to mud, wolves, the family, and the dead feeling inside my arms where the power had been. I grabbed a broken piece of wood from the ground. A table leg maybe. It was slick with rain and ash.

The nearest wolf turned toward me.

“Hey!” I shouted.

Bad plan. It worked.

The wolf changed direction and ran at me.

I swung the wood at its face. It ducked. Of course it ducked. Its shoulder hit my stomach and knocked me backward into the mud. The air left my lungs. Teeth snapped at my face. I jammed the wood sideways between its jaws.

The cracked bell in its throat pulsed.

Hospital white flooded my head.

Not now.

I shoved my knee into its chest. The wolf was heavier than it looked, all smoke and bone and bronze pressure. My arms shook. Its teeth splintered the wood.

A short staff cracked across the wolf’s skull.

The beast reeled.

A girl in mud-stained white robes stepped between us and struck it again.

No, not a girl. Older than Nell, close to my age, maybe a little older. Brown hair braided tight against her head, face flushed from running, eyes sharp enough to cut. She wore a sleeveless outer robe over travel clothes, and in both hands she held a short metal-capped staff. A white cord with tiny prayer tablets hung from her belt.

She thrust the end of the staff toward the wolf and barked words I did not understand.

A pale circle snapped open in front of her.

The wolf hit it and bounced back.

“Move!” she shouted at me.

I did.

Mostly because she kicked my ankle when I did not move fast enough.

She spun her staff, slammed the butt into the mud, and the pale circle spread into a low barrier around the trapped family. The wolves struck it from both sides. Cracks shot through the light at once.

The girl’s jaw clenched. “Of course the bell is gone. Of course.”

“Who are you?”

“Someone currently keeping your throat unbitten. Crawl faster.”

I crawled.

Behind her, Solmire drove the bull-beast into the side of a house. The wall collapsed around them. The bull’s bell-skull rang, and Solmire staggered. Black veins crawled up one of his forelegs.

The girl saw him.

All the color left her face.

“Solmire,” she whispered.

Then she saw me.

Then the white platforms behind me, the little shrine glowing on the slope, the gate pieces half torn from it, and the light still burning under my skin.

Her expression changed so fast I almost missed the fear under the anger.

“What did you do?” she demanded.

“I’m getting tired of that question.”

“You summoned sacred architecture without rite, vessel, or authorization.”

“I made stairs.”

“You made a shrine bleed itself into a battlefield.”

A wolf slammed into her barrier. She hissed and pressed both hands to the staff.

The family inside the barrier clung to each other.

“Can you get them to the shrine?” I asked.

“Not while lecturing an idiot.”

“Then don’t.”

Her eyes flashed, but she turned toward the family. “Run when I open it. Straight to the white steps. Do not pray aloud. Do not look at the broken shrine. Go.”

The father nodded too fast.

The girl lifted her staff. The barrier opened on the uphill side. I forced one last platform under the family as they ran. It rose crooked, almost threw them off, then steadied.

The girl noticed.

“You can still cast?”

“I don’t know what I can do.”

“That is the least comforting answer possible.”

“Welcome to my day.”

The family reached the slope. Nell and two villagers pulled them into the old shrine.

The bull roared.

Solmire flew backward through the collapsed house and hit the mud hard enough to carve a trench. The bull charged after him, bell-skull lowered. Black sound rolled ahead of it, flattening grass, shaking loose stones, dimming every white mark on my steps.

Solmire tried to rise. His black-veined foreleg slipped.

The girl swore under her breath. Not very priestly, I guessed.

She raised her staff toward the bull. Pale light formed, wavered, cracked before the beast even reached it.

“Not enough,” she said.

I looked back at the shrine.

The last villagers were almost inside. The slope was clear except for me, the staff girl, and Solmire. Nell stood in the doorway, refusing to go deeper. Of course she did.

The little shrine’s gate flickered.

If the bull broke through, everyone inside was dead.

My body had nothing left to pull with.

I reached anyway.

Only sparks crawled over my fingers.

Solmire’s eyes met mine from the mud.

“Do not,” he growled.

“Great advice. Again, not useful.”

“Your body will fail.”

“It keeps doing that and somehow I’m still here.”

The bull thundered closer.

The staff girl planted herself between it and us. Her hands shook on the staff. “I can turn it for one breath.”

“That’s not a lot.”

“It is what I have.”

Solmire pushed one paw under himself.

I remembered Nell’s words. Make it smaller.

Not a path. Not a gate. Not a whole shrine.

One step.

Just one.

I dropped to both knees and slapped my hand into the mud in front of Solmire.

“Get up,” I said.

The ground under his forepaws flashed white.

A single stone step rose. Not high. Not wide. Just enough to brace him.

Solmire’s claws caught on it.

The bull reached him.

The staff girl shouted and struck her staff against the mud. A crescent of pale light hit the bull’s face, turning its charge a fraction to the left.

Solmire shoved off the white step.

His whole body surged upward.

He did not roar. He opened his mouth, and every bell in his mane strained toward sound.

Only one rang.

The same single clear bell as before, but this time the little white step under his paws answered. So did the shrine gate. So did Nell’s broken handbell, faint and cracked from the doorway.

The sound met in the air.

Solmire struck the bull from below.

Light burst through the beast’s bell-skull. Cracks raced over the black bronze. Inside the ringing, I heard voices for half a second. Not words I could understand. Old laughter. Someone singing while grinding grain. A child saying thank you. Rain on fields.

Then the bull shattered.

Black smoke erupted upward, twisting into screaming faces before Solmire’s bell cut through them. The smoke burned away. Bronze fragments fell into the mud, dull and empty.

Silence dropped hard.

Real silence. Not the horrible stolen kind. Just the moment after too much noise.

I pitched forward onto my hands.

The mud felt cold. Good. Cold meant I was still in a body.

The staff girl stepped around me, staff raised toward Solmire.

Solmire stood over the shattered bull remains, breathing heavily. Black veins still marked his foreleg, but they were fading. His mane hung lower than before. Most of the bells were still.

The girl’s voice shook when she spoke to him.

“Holy Solmire. I am Clara Venn, novice priestess of the southern circuit. I request instruction.”

Solmire looked at her for one long moment.

“No.”

Clara blinked. “No?”

“I have woken to a bellless shrine, a wounded village, and a boy who calls sanctuary while spitting at prayer. I have no instruction gentle enough for this hour.”

“That boy is under arrest,” she said at once.

I lifted my head. “Excuse me?”

Clara pointed the staff at me without looking away from Solmire. “By authority of the circuit shrines, unauthorized summoning, desecration of sacred structure, and possible theft of shrine power.”

“Possible theft?”

She finally looked down at me.

Her eyes were gray-green, hard with fear she was trying to turn into rules.

“Shrines do not walk out of the ground for boys in torn shirts.”

“Tell the shrine that.”

“You think this is funny?”

“No, I think I’m bleeding into mud while you invent crimes.”

Nell ran down from the entrance before anyone could stop her.

Clara’s staff shifted toward her, then lowered. “Child, stay behind the barrier.”

“No.” Nell planted herself between me and Clara. She was shaking, but she did it anyway. “He saved us.”

Clara’s mouth tightened. “Move aside.”

“He saved us,” Nell said again, louder. “The shrine rang because of him.”

“The shrine rang because something below answered a broken bell,” Clara said. “That does not make him safe.”

“I didn’t say safe,” Nell snapped. “I said he saved us.”

That made Clara pause.

Solmire’s ear flicked.

The beasts below the village square had pulled back, but they were not gone. They prowled near the broken shrine hill, circling the black doors. The village shrine still pulsed, weaker after the bull fell, but alive in the worst way.

Clara saw it too. Her anger shifted into calculation.

“How many villagers inside?” she asked.

“Most,” Nell said. “Some are still hiding near the lower road.”

Clara looked at me. “Can you make another path?”

I laughed, and it hurt. “Sure. Right after I grow another spine.”

“Answer properly.”

“I can try. I can’t promise it won’t drop them.”

“Then don’t try without being told where to place it.”

I stared at her.

She stared back.

A wolf howled from the lower road.

The decision happened without either of us saying yes.

Clara turned and ran toward the sound. “Solmire, if you can still move, hold the shrine mouth. You—Noah, was it? Stay close enough to hear me and far enough not to collapse on my boots.”

“You’re charming.”

“You’re an unlicensed disaster.”

Nell grabbed my hand and hauled. “Come on.”

I wanted to tell her I could stand on my own.

I could not, so I let a child half-drag me through the mud while a holy lion moved like a silver wall toward the broken village shrine and a furious novice priestess charged into smoke with a staff.

The lower road cut behind the houses and dipped toward a line of storage sheds. Three villagers were trapped on a roof, surrounded by wolves snapping at the walls. A boy dangled from the roof edge by both hands while an older woman tried to pull him up. The third, a man with blood down his face, threw roof tiles at the wolves.

Clara slid to a stop. “Barrier first. Step under the hanging boy. Small.”

“I know small.”

“Do you?”

I swallowed the insult because the boy’s fingers slipped.

I pushed one hand forward.

For a terrifying second, nothing came.

Then a white block of stone burst from the wall under the boy’s feet. Too low. His toes scraped it, missed.

“Higher,” Clara snapped.

“I’m aware.”

I dragged the block up. My vision blurred. The boy’s foot found it. He shoved himself upward, and the woman grabbed his collar, hauling him onto the roof.

The wolves leapt.

Clara struck the ground. A pale barrier flashed around the shed, not strong but angled. The wolves hit it and slid sideways. Solmire’s roar rolled from the shrine hill behind us. The beasts flinched toward that sound.

“Now a path from roof to wall,” Clara said.

“That’s more than small.”

“Then make ugly. I do not require elegance.”

I made ugly.

Three white slabs jammed out of the shed roof, crooked and uneven, reaching toward the stone wall behind it. The villagers crawled across one by one. The bloodied man nearly fell. Clara flicked her staff, and a hook of light caught his sleeve long enough for him to scramble.

Nell cheered.

The sound was too bright for the smoke around us.

A black bird dove from behind the shed.

Nell’s cheer cut off.

Clara turned too slowly.

I ripped one of the slabs free.

It spun upward and smashed the bird into ash, then shattered into white dust.

The remaining slabs cracked.

The bloodied man jumped the last gap and hit the wall hard. The roof behind him collapsed under the wolves’ weight.

Clara glanced at me. “You can throw pieces.”

“Apparently.”

“Do not enjoy that yet.”

“No danger of that.”

We moved from house to house, road to road, pulling people out of corners the beasts had driven them into. I made steps under feet, low walls in front of teeth, ugly little platforms over broken ground. Clara’s barriers guided people onto them and kept the beasts from forcing them sideways. Nell ran messages when adults froze, yelling names, pointing routes, scolding people three times her size.

Once, a wolf got too close.

Clara struck it in the throat with her staff, then drove a prayer tablet against its cracked bell. Pale light snapped. The beast reeled but did not fall.

I put a step under its back legs and tilted it.

The wolf flipped into a ditch.

Nell hit it with a bucket.

It did not help much, but she looked proud for half a second.

At the shrine hill, Solmire held the worst of them. He did not ring often. When he did, only one bell sounded, and each time his shoulders sank a little lower afterward. Still, the beasts would not pass him. He stood before the blackened village shrine like a storm given claws.

More villagers reached the old shrine on the slope.

The little white shrine inside held.

Barely.

Its gate was chipped, the steps cracked, the altar glow thin. But every person who crossed the threshold seemed to straighten a little. Cuts stopped bleeding. Crying eased into breath. No one knelt unless they were too tired to stand.

I felt every crack in the shrine like a split in my own teeth.

The last group was trapped near the broken well.

Of course it had to be the well.

The faceless thing had crawled back there, hunched over the stones. It had grown smaller after Solmire’s strike, but its arms were still long enough to sweep across half the square. Five villagers hid behind the overturned cart beyond it. The thing’s cracked bronze hump rang with every movement, making them clutch their heads.

A little boy tried to run.

The faceless thing’s arm shot out.

I called a step under the boy.

It came too late.

The arm struck him across the side and sent him rolling through mud. He did not get up.

The sound that left his mother was not a prayer. Not words. Just a torn-open noise.

The village shrine answered anyway.

Black smoke rushed from its doors toward the faceless thing.

It grew.

Clara went pale. “No.”

The faceless monster’s back split. New bells pushed out through the black flesh, wet and cracked. Its arms thickened. The air around it darkened, swallowing the gray daylight.

The mother kept screaming.

I could not move.

For one second, I was on a hospital floor with my back against a wall, hands over my ears, while a sound came from my own chest and no one came to stop it.

Clara slapped me.

Not hard enough to injure. Hard enough to bring the square back.

“Breathe,” she snapped.

I sucked air in.

The boy in the mud moved. A little. Alive.

The faceless thing turned toward him.

Clara ran for the mother, grabbed her by both shoulders, and forced her face away from the monster. “Look at me. Your son is alive. If you call toward that thing, it eats the call. Look at me.”

The woman sobbed, choking on it.

Nell darted toward the boy.

“Nell!” I shouted.

“I’m small!”

“That is not armor!”

She ducked under the faceless thing’s sweeping arm anyway.

I swore and reached for the ground.

Nothing.

My arms shook uselessly.

Clara dragged the mother behind the cart with the others. “Noah!”

“I’ve got nothing!”

“Then take something back!”

“What does that mean?”

“The stone is yours while it stands, isn’t it?”

The path. The broken slabs. The gate piece. The ugly little walls I had left scattered across the square.

I felt for them.

Most had already crumbled. A few remained: a half-step near the lower road, a cracked platform by the shed, a broken railing beside the slope. All bits of the same pressure, spread too thin.

I clenched my fist.

They broke apart.

Light rushed back toward me in thin streams, through mud, air, stone. It slammed into my hand hard enough to make my fingers curl. The white lines under my skin flared again.

The faceless thing reached for Nell.

I threw every stolen scrap into one step.

It burst from the mud under the boy, Nell, and the monster’s hand all at once. A square slab, bright and rough, shot upward. Nell grabbed the boy and rolled to one side. The monster’s fingers struck the edge and burned.

“Run!” I yelled.

Nell dragged the boy by the arms. He cried out, which was the best sound in the square.

The faceless thing raised both arms to smash them.

Solmire’s bell rang.

He came from the side in a silver blur, mane blazing, and hit the monster full in the chest. This time he did not stop with claws. He opened his jaws and bit into the cracked bronze hump on its back.

The faceless thing shrieked.

The sound turned the ground black under our feet.

Clara slammed her staff down and threw a barrier around Nell and the boy. “Move them!”

I made the slab slide.

Not rise. Slide.

It scraped across the mud like a stone sled, carrying Nell and the boy toward
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